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CHAPTER ONE


The battered white van bounced and jostled over a rutted gravel road. Every jerk and jolt poked at Mala Rudenko’s muscles until they ached. She set her teeth and shifted on the hard metal floor, trying one more time to find a comfortable position or a spot to sit that didn’t involve jouncing. All she did was bump up against the other people crammed into the back of the van with her. The stuffy air was filled with the stench of body odor and fear. Mala could smell both on herself. Fear dried her mouth and tightened her stomach into a hard knot. The van had no windows, and the windshield was tinted, so Mala had no idea where she was. Her watch and phone had been taken from her, and she had already lost any idea of time. Her only clothes were a pair of shorts, sandals, and a thin T-shirt with GRRRRL scrawled across it.


Half the people in the van were chained to the walls, and they stared at the floor with deadened eyes. The ones who were not chained, those sitting on Mala’s side of the van, grunted with annoyance whenever Mala shifted position and invaded the tiny scrap of territory they had carved out. They and Mala weren’t chained because the driver knew none of them would try to escape. Mala huddled into herself, trying not to touch sweaty skin, trying not to bounce, trying not to be herself.


Did Father know where she was? Was anyone looking for her? The driver of the van, the man who had no name, had said almost gleefully that she would vanish and there would be no way to trace her. Mala swallowed. Was it true? Hell, she had no idea. Criminals would say anything, right?


At long last, the van came to a halt. The nameless driver and the guard riding shotgun—he actually carried a shotgun—got out and slammed the doors. The chained people continued to stare down at the floor. The unchained ones exchanged nervous glances. Mala held her breath. After a long moment, the back doors banged open, slamming bright sunlight into Mala’s eyes. She flung up a hand to shield them.


“Out. Now,” said Shotgun in a flat voice. “He’s waiting.”


The unchained people went first, groaning as cramped muscles straightened and wincing as stiff joints popped. Mala stayed in the center of the group. Her stomach growled and her legs wobbled a little, reminding her how long it had been since she had last eaten. They were a mixed bag of people, with an even division of genders, but they leaned toward young. A hot sun stared down, unrelenting, from a strip of clear blue sky above the road. Trees, thick and heavy, marched right up to the gravel. The undergrowth between the trunks was so thick, Mala couldn’t see more than a few yards beyond the road’s edge. Insects buzzed in the heavy, humid air. No houses, no telephone wires, no power lines, no cell phone towers, no sounds except an insect hum. No signs of people. Mala was seized with a desire to run, but she forced herself to stay right where she was. Where would she go? A bee buzzed past her face, and she restrained herself from swatting at it. No sense in getting stung and adding to her troubles.


Outside the van waited more than a dozen… people. Mala couldn’t tell if they were men or women. They wore bulky jumpsuits made of some kind of green cloth, and oversized gas masks that made Mala’s mind run inevitably to the bee that had just flown past. They carried long rifles, and wicked pistols were holstered at their waists.


One of the people, someone who didn’t carry a rifle, pulled off his mask, revealing an older man, perhaps sixty years of age, with a startling shock of white hair and round coke-bottle glasses that magnified his brown eyes to an almost ludicrous degree.


“Sorry about our appearance,” he said. “You arrived while we were making honey.” He raised his voice. “Bring the rest off! Quickly, now! We can’t stay here for long.”


The driver, a nondescript man with a medium build, dull brown hair and an ordinary, forgettable face, produced a key to unchain the others, and the strange soldiers hauled them off the van. Several of them cried out as their cramped bodies were yanked into motion. One woman wet herself, and the sharp smell of urine tanged the air. Mala felt bad for her, but was glad it hadn’t happened inside the van.


The white-haired man made a curt gesture, and one of the soldiers produced a duffel bag and handed it to the driver, who unzipped it. Mala caught a glimpse of a green pile of cash inside. The driver ran what looked like an oversized cell phone over the bag.


“Has there ever been a bug?” asked the white-haired man.


“Just part of the process,” said the driver. He finished his inspection and tossed the duffel bag into the van.


The white-haired man shrugged this off and brought his attention back to the assembled passengers. His movements and his voice both crackled with energy, and Mala found herself compelled to stare at him, unable to look away.


“I’m Dr. Griffin,” he said in a rich, powerful voice. “Forget your friends. Forget your families. They’ve already forgotten you. In time, you’ll remember nothing but this place and these people, your new family. We will love you and cherish you and care for you—as long as you follow the rules.”


“Honey,” said a new voice. The little crowd moved aside, and an older woman came forward to take Dr. Griffin’s arm. Her tone was soft. “You should tell them where they are. The poor things are scared.”


“Of course, dear,” said Dr. Griffin, still in his arresting voice, and turned back to the new arrivals. “You are in the Hive. Now come along. You too, dear.”


They strolled arm in arm to the side of the road, where the bushes grew particularly thick beneath the trees. To Mala’s surprise, two of the soldiers trotted ahead and pulled the undergrowth aside. A large clump of bushes swung outward, and it took Mala’s startled mind a moment to work out that it was a gate, cleverly concealed to look like shrubbery. The soldiers gestured with their weapons. Mala and the other passengers nervously moved toward the path behind the gate.


One of the new arrivals, a dark-haired man who had been chained, dashed for the trees. Dr. Griffin barked an order and a soldier aimed his rifle. Mala gasped and her heart jerked. The crack rang through the forest, but it was nothing compared to the young man’s scream of pain. He went down at the tree line, clutching his left leg. Red blood spattered the green grass. Mala tried to look away but found she couldn’t. Nausea sloshed in her stomach.


“Bring him,” Dr. Griffin said in a deep, gentle tone.


Two soldiers, still in their gas masks, hauled the moaning man back to the main group and dropped him at Dr. Griffin’s feet. Dr. Griffin put a gloved hand under his chin and lifted it, forcing the young man to meet his coke-bottle eyes.


“I know you haven’t learned the rules yet,” Dr. Griffin said soothingly, “but that’s no excuse. You need to ask before you do something.”


“I’m heading out now,” said the driver brightly. Shotgun was already in the van’s passenger seat. The driver jumped behind the wheel, and for a moment Mala was sure Dr. Griffin would order one of the soldiers to shoot him, too, but Dr. Griffin ignored him entirely. The van drove away, leaving a gray smell of exhaust.


“This event could be useful, honey,” said the woman.


Dr. Griffin blinked at her, then nodded.


“Very good observation, Mrs. Griffin,” he said. “Let me demonstrate. You.” He pointed at one of the new arrivals, a woman in a red blouse. Like Mala, she hadn’t been chained. “Come here.”


Hesitantly, the woman obeyed. The young man, white-faced and clearly going into shock, struggled to get to his feet, but Dr. Griffin jabbed his wound with gloved fingers, and he howled in pain. Dr. Griffin handed the woman a pistol.


“He will be punished,” Dr. Griffin said. “Shoot him. In the head.”


A murmur rippled through the group of newcomers, quickly stilled when the soldiers waved their weapons. Mala swallowed hard. Hell, was this for real?


“I… I… can’t,” the woman said.


“It’s all right,” Dr. Griffin said in his soothing voice. “I’m telling you to. You aren’t responsible. No one will blame you. You are part of the group, and the group wants it done.” He looked at the soldiers. “Don’t we?”


“Do it,” one of the soldiers said in a voice that came across as a buzzy whisper beneath the mask.


“Go ahead,” murmured another.


“It’s fine,” said a third. “Shoot.”


The others joined in, urging the woman to do as she was told. Their voices swirled like syrup in the heavy air, pushing and pressing with invisible hands. The woman held up the pistol, her own hands shaking. The crowd of soldiers chanted and murmured.


Mala didn’t know what to do. She felt light-headed from the lack of food. The chanting, though it wasn’t directed at her, gave her a floating sensation, like she was disconnected from her body. For a moment, every sense was heightened. Mala smelled the sweat of the man standing next to her, felt the melted-butter sun pouring across her shoulders, heard every rustle and buzz of each insect in the emerald leaves around her.


The woman brought the pistol around to aim at the terrified young man.


Mala stopped breathing.


The woman pulled the trigger.


The sound of the shot made the newcomers jump, but the soldiers didn’t even flinch. A new wound flowered on the young man’s upper arm, and he screamed again, a high, thin wail. Glassy-eyed and panting, the woman lowered the pistol. Dr. Griffin took it from her.


“Good, good,” he told her. “You tried, and that was very good.” Dr. Griffin removed his gloves and from one pocket produced a piece of chocolate, which he handed to the woman. She devoured it as tears ran down her face. With a smile, Dr. Griffin handed the pistol to Mala.


“Now you,” he said.




CHAPTER TWO


Elizabeth Keen plopped into the coffee house chair and put her chin expectantly into her hand. “Well?”


The other seat’s occupant, one Raymond Reddington, calmly set down the butter knife and reached for a small ceramic jar. From it he lifted a silver spoon and drizzled soft amber honey over his scone. Next to the scone plate sat a teapot and cup with saucer. Reddington’s hat, a Giotto fedora, rested on the table a safe distance from the food. Behind them at the counter, the barista operated the noisy cappuccino machine with the sound of someone strangling an anaconda.


“You know, I’m usually more of a coffee person, but this tea is delicious, especially with the honey,” Reddington observed.


“I wouldn’t know,” Keen said. “I like my black coffee.”


“A deplorable habit reserved for factory workers and cab drivers named Steve.” Reddington took a bite of scone with obvious relish. “Excellent! One of the few things the English got right. Astonishing how the topping comes from an insect’s digestive tract. Did you know that some bees enslave other insects? One kind of bee creeps into another queen’s hive, lays her eggs when no one is looking, and flies away. The larvae hatch and force the other bees to do their bidding. The honey you buy at the farmer’s market might be made by slave bees.”


At that moment, a barista deposited before Keen a cappuccino cup half as big as her head. She eyed it dubiously.


“I didn’t order this,” she said.


“Your friend,” said the barista, and left.


Elizabeth Keen glared at Reddington across the table. Her dark hair and serious features gave her a good glare, and she knew it. Reddington, however, remained annoyingly immune, however much she used it on him, and she sometimes wondered why she bothered.


“You need to learn to live a little, Lizzie,” he said in that maddeningly expansive voice of his. “Try new things. Steve the cab driver would be proud.”


Keen, who had tried a thousand more new things than she cared to, all thanks to Reddington, continued the glare. Reddington sipped his tea. His round, close-shaved head and blunt features were schooled into a careful blandness that Keen found alternately fascinating and infuriating.


Sure, Keen knew a great many facts about Reddington. He had topped the FBI’s most wanted list as head of one of the most powerful criminal networks in the world, and one day had walked into FBI headquarters and given himself up. For unknown reasons, Reddington had suddenly become happy to hand over information about the worst world-wrecking criminals on earth—but only to Special Agent Elizabeth Keen. Except Keen had never met him. She had, in fact, been on her way to her first day at work at the FBI, and had been more than a little startled to hear the Bureau’s number one fugitive was demanding to speak with her—and only her—about something he called “the Blacklist.”


Within weeks, Reddington had become the FBI’s most secret confidential informant, while Keen had been sucked into a love-hate relationship with Reddington himself. A relationship that had destroyed her marriage, demolished her career, and nearly gotten her killed more times than she could count. His strange obsession with her safety—as he defined it—had wrecked her life. Yet, at the same time, he was a connection to her past, to her family, and she knew that, in his strange and twisted way, he cared deeply for her.


Oh yes, Keen knew a number of facts about Reddington, but even after several years of steady contact, she knew frustratingly little about the man beneath them. What drove him? What motivated him? Even now, after working with him all this time, she couldn’t get a decent read on him. He sat in the hard, eat-your-scone-and-get-out coffee shop chair, his round features schooled into a flat mask she couldn’t penetrate. His posture was relaxed but alert, a man who was aware of his surroundings but unconcerned by them. Nothing seemed to touch him or bother him—except Keen herself. Reddington showed an almost obsessive need to ensure her safety, strange when you considered her job. And whenever she threatened to walk away from their strange relationship, he inevitably did something dramatic to drag her back into it. This oddly made her feel a little better, like she had at least a measure of control.


“To go all the way back to my first question,” Keen said, “I ask: well?”


“Well, what?”


“Why did you call me here? It sounded urgent, but all you want to talk about is vegan restaurants and slave bees.”


“Ah.” Reddington checked his watch and shot his cuffs while he was at it. “By this time tomorrow, we need to be in South Carolina. We’re pursuing another member of the Blacklist.”


Here Keen came quietly alert. Even though she had personally brought in literally dozens of international criminals, more than most FBI agents collared in an entire career, the thought that hundreds of others, bad to the toenails, still walked around free after torturing, killing, stealing and racketeering continued to outrage her. Any chance to bring down one of Reddington’s Blacklisters made her ears prick up, her heart beat a little faster.


But all she said to Reddington was, “Who?”


“The Bodysnatcher.” Reddington refreshed his tea. “He’s making a handoff in a place that decided to nickname itself the Swamp State. Isn’t that delightful? It makes you want to pack your bags and rush right down. I can’t say that I’ve spent more than ten consecutive days there myself, but the Bodysnatcher feels no such compunctions.”


Keen ignored the extra commentary. “What does this one do?”


* * *


“The Bodysnatcher makes people disappear for money,” Keen said, tapping at a computer. “Lots of people. Lots of money.”


The computer was in the center of the Post Office. Few people knew that the basement of a dull, warehouse-like structure in the middle of Washington DC housed a warren of offices, a crowd of FBI agents, and a large, circular meeting area, or war room. The building had once belonged to the real Post Office, so the agents who worked there told anyone with a lower security clearance that they worked at the Post Office, and the name stuck. A dozen computer monitors banked one wall of the war room, and a haphazard huddle of desks lay scattered about the floor. An electric hum crackled in the air—a case was in the making.


“Usually it’s celebrities or criminals or other people who want to vanish permanently,” Keen continued. “But, as you can imagine, the Bodysnatcher operates in ways that are bigger and more complicated than a new ID and social security number. Damn it, where is that missing persons file?”


“Here, let me,” said Aram Mojtabai. Like everyone else at the Post Office, Aram was technically a Special Agent, but he had been hired for his computer savvy, not his field skills, and he almost never left the Post Office except to ride his bike home.


Peering over Aram’s shoulder at one of the monitors was Donald Ressler. Keen gave an inward sigh. Lately she found herself going back and forth on Ressler. At one time, she had considered that there might be something between them. He was damned handsome, that was for sure—blond, blue eyes. But when circumstances had forced Keen into becoming a fugitive, Ressler had become her most dogged pursuer, which had put something of a strain on attraction. They’d had a couple-three “We’re good, aren’t we?” conversations since her return, but Keen still harbored a tinge of resentment toward him. On the other hand, Ressler had gone out of his way to be overly nice to her ever since, and there weren’t a lot of people in her life who did that. So who knew?


“Maybe we should wait for Cooper,” Keen said.


“He’s on the phone in his office,” Ressler told her. “Something big from the higher-ups. He said we should start without him.”


“Is this the file?” Aram asked, and Keen looked.


“Thanks,” she said. “According to Reddington, sometimes the Bodysnatcher’s… people want to disappear and sometimes they don’t, but they always vanish without a trace. Have you heard of Christian Heller?”


The photo of a red-haired, muscular man appeared on the screens.


“Oh yeah. The soccer guy who disappeared at sea,” Ressler said. “Supposedly killed by his father-in-law, but never proved.”


“Yes. Very difficult to find someone who disappears in the Pacific Ocean.” Keen flicked the mouse. “What about Garrett Ivers?”


A slender man with brown hair and a scruffy beard popped onto the monitor.


“Everyone knows him,” Aram said. “The reporter who was arrested in North Korea last year for taking unauthorized photos. The State Department shouted, but North Korea claims they never heard of him. No one believes it.”


“Exactly,” Keen said. “Heller vanished, with no way to look for him.”


“The Bodysnatcher’s work,” Ressler said, grimly folding his arms.


“Who else is in that file?” Aram asked.


“Two Russian crime bosses, a poppy farmer from Pakistan, and an English politician who supported BP after the oil spill and needed to disappear fast,” Keen said. “And those were just the ones Reddington knew about. They all wanted to disappear in ways that made it look accidental.”


Ressler thought about that. “You said some of the Bodysnatcher’s people don’t want to disappear. What about them?”


“That’s the other half of his business. Those people just vanish. On behalf of someone else. The Bodysnatcher has raised kidnapping to an art form. No sign of struggle, no clues, no leads, no witnesses. Most of the time, no one investigates because this class of clientele no one bothers about—homeless people, residents of mental hospitals, street kids.”


“What’s the Bodysnatcher’s real name?”


“Even Reddington has no idea. The man keeps an obsessively low profile. It’s one of the reasons no one has managed to catch him.”


“Why does he grab victims who don’t want to disappear?” Aram asked.


“The Bodysnatcher does a lot of work for clients who need a steady stream of people,” Keen said. “He vets the victims, chooses those who both fit the type his client desires and are unlikely to be missed—or missed right away. His clients need labor for prostitution, domestic work, experimentation—”


“Experimentation?” Ressler interrupted. “The Bodysnatcher grabs people for laboratories?”


Keen nodded grimly. When you worked with Raymond Reddington, you learned more about the underworld than you cared to. “There are underground labs that, for a price, will circumvent a number of FDA regulations.”


“Keen!” The voice belonged to Director Harold Cooper, who was smart-stepping it across a catwalk and toward the staircase that led down into the war room. His dark eyes missed nothing, and the staircase made his already impressive height even more imposing.


Following him toward the stairs was Cynthia Panabaker, an older, wiry woman with auburn hair and a sharp nose. Panabaker was the Post Office’s third liaison with the Department of Justice. Keen had barely said ten words to her so far and had yet to form an opinion of the woman, though in Keen’s experience, DoJ liaisons caused more problems than they solved. Panabaker said something to Cooper at the top of the catwalk stairs, then turned and went back into the office while Cooper descended the metal steps.


“You’ve briefed the others on this Bodysnatcher character?” he said in his husky baritone.


“Just finishing,” she said.


“I’ve got something to add,” he said. “Listen up, everyone!”


He tapped at the boards and on one of the screens, an animated wasp stung a cartoon face that wore a smug smile. The cartoon face made a surprised O and deflated like a balloon as the wasp flew away. YOU’VE BEEN STUNG! read the caption.


“What’s that?” Keen asked.


Aram blinked up at the monitor. “Stingster.”


“Stingster,” Keen repeated.


“It’s a revenge app,” Aram added. “You download it, use it to mark embarrassing photos of an ex who did you wrong, and let it upload the photos to shame sites all over the Internet. It made the inventor rich. What was his name? Russalko… Ravinko…”


“Rudenko,” Cooper said. “Pavel Rudenko.”


“That’s it!” Aram snapped his fingers. “Nowadays Rudenko has his fingers in lots of other pies, like airline travel, munitions for the army, even an actual pie company. All from this little app.”


“I know that name,” Ressler said. “He’s huge.”


YOU’VE BEEN STUNG! blinked the caption again.


“What’s this have to do with the Bodysnatcher?” Keen asked, puzzled.


Cooper said, “His daughter has been kidnapped.”


A moment of silence passed at that. Finally, Keen said, “Who’s the victim?”


Cooper clicked a mouse and a twenty-something woman with a round face and short brown hair flashed onto one of the screens. “Mala Rudenko. Pavel’s daughter. Born and bred in America. She disappeared a few weeks ago. No traces, no ransom demand, no nothing.”


“Weeks,” Keen repeated, confused. “Wait a minute—this isn’t a kidnapping. It’s a missing person’s case.”


“Well—” said Aram.


Keen interrupted. “Why are we even involved?”


“Because of her father,” Cooper said. “Pavel Rudenko is insanely wealthy, and he provides weapons and training for the military. When Mala didn’t return his texts or calls, he became convinced someone snatched her up. Rudenko is friends with our new government liaison Cynthia Panabaker. So she—”


“Pressure,” Keen finished. “Got it. We’ll probably spend a big chunk of our budget to find her on a beach somewhere.”


Behind them, Raymond Reddington cleared his throat. Keen and the others turned and blinked at him in surprise. Reddington rarely entered the Post Office. Too few exits, Keen suspected. His double-breasted Martin Greenfield suit fit him perfectly, all the way down to his Gucci crocodile shoes and gold horsebit buckles, and ever the gentleman, he carried his fedora in his hand.


“Reddington,” Cooper said.


“Harold,” Reddington replied with a nod. “How quickly can you gather a task force for a journey to South Carolina?”


“South Carolina?” Cooper echoed. “Do you know something, Reddington?”


“I know a great many things,” Reddington said, “including the fact that by tomorrow, we’ll all be in South Carolina. I suggest you pack insect repellent.”


“I got Mala Rudenko’s last known address,” said a new voice, and Samar Navabi arrived with a brown folder. Her dark, curly hair was pulled back in its customary ponytail, and her brown eyes were serious. Her words were quick and crisp. “It was harder to track down than you might think. Hello, Reddington. Hey, Keen.”


Keen nodded. As the only two female agents in the Post Office, it seemed to her that she and Navabi should be closer friends, but their relationship had never quite gelled. Navabi had an edge to her, was practical almost to the point of appearing detached. Keen had automatically profiled her as someone who had gone through some kind of private hell, and not just during her time at the Post Office. Hard choices had hardened Navabi, making her difficult to get close to—given what Keen had been through recently, she could respect that.


“Her father didn’t have her address?” Keen said.


“They’d become estranged in the last couple of years,” Navabi explained. “He says she withdrew from him, despite his efforts to keep in touch. All he had was a cell phone number. It’s why her father became suspicious after weeks instead of days. He’s had no trace of her.”


“No trace,” Keen echoed, then glanced at Reddington. “So Mala’s disappearance is connected to the Bodysnatcher. And that’s why we’re all here.”


“Perhaps I can speed things along,” Reddington said. “The Bodysnatcher vets both his unwilling victims and his willing clients carefully. His unwilling victims are usually homeless, or live alone and have no friends or close family. When he has a willing client, he takes his time arranging for the victim to plausibly drop off the radar. He helps the client isolate him—or herself—from family and friends, sets up bank accounts so the client’s bills continue to be paid, makes it look like the client has a new job or has even moved to another state. Then when the time comes to vanish, no one thinks twice. He’s an artist, really. The fact that I have a lead at all is a small miracle.”


“We need to investigate Mala’s apartment before we go anywhere,” Cooper said. “Could be clues there.”


“There will be none,” Reddington sighed. “And while I understand that the FBI is as bound by its rules as any other government organization, just be aware that the window of opportunity is closing. Call me when you’re ready to leave for South Carolina. And don’t forget the Deet.”


He strolled away. Keen half expected him to demand that he follow her, but he didn’t.


“The apartment,” Cooper said, “and make it quick. I have the feeling you’re going to South Carolina later.”




CHAPTER THREE


Mala Rudenko’s apartment was a fourth-story walkup so close to the Beltway that passing trucks made the windows rattle. Keen’s lungs and shins were burning by the time she got to the top, but Ressler seemed unaffected by the climb, so she suppressed her urge to pant. The hallways were shabby and uncarpeted, in need of new paint and light fixtures, but at least the place didn’t reek of urine, loud music, or shouts from other apartments. A lower-middle-class building gone to seed. So why was the daughter of a tech millionaire living here?


Rebellion, estrangement, privacy, Keen told herself. Any number of things.


Ressler had already called ahead to the super, a young man barely old enough to shave, let alone manage an apartment building, and he met them at the top floor.


“I haven’t seen Mala in weeks,” he said without being asked, “but I don’t really pay attention. My place is in the basement, you know?”


“What about her rent?” Ressler asked.


“Paid through automatic deposit by her bank.” He started to unlock the door, but Ressler plucked the key from his fingers.


“We’ll take care of it,” he said. “You stand by the stairs. Just in case.”


“Oh.” He grimaced. “Right.”


A tiny thrill of adrenaline sped Keen’s heart. No way to know what might be in there until they opened the door. Dead body. Kidnapper. Maybe just a young woman who didn’t answer her phone. The mystery tugged at her, tightened her veins. She and Ressler took up positions on either side of the door, and Ressler pounded the door with a cop’s knock.


“Miss Rudenko?” he called. “Agent Donald Ressler with the FBI. Can you open the door?”


No response.


Ressler tried again with the same result. He slipped the key into the lock, twisted, and shoved the door open.


The duo boiled into the tiny apartment beyond. Keen rapidly took in details. Small living room and kitchenette combo, open door to single bedroom. Ikea furniture. Television. Cell phone plugged into wall. Thin layer of dust. No signs of people, living or dead.


Ressler took the bathroom. Keen hit the bedroom. More Ikea furniture. No closet. Clothes neatly hung on freestanding rack. Small luggage set beneath the clothing. Bed made. Dresser top tidy but dusty. Bathrobe on back of door. Window shut, view of brick wall. Keen swiftly checked under the bed, not expecting to find anything, and fulfilled expectations.


“Bedroom clear!” she shouted.


“Bathroom clear!” Ressler shouted back.


Keen went through the bedroom in more detail. Except for the dust, everything proved to be just as neat and tidy as her first impression. Nothing at all out of the ordinary, no signs of struggle, no signs of a hasty exist, no signs of packing. Keen sat on the bed a moment and scanned the room. Something bothered her, something—Ah! That was it. No signs of struggle or hasty exist, but no personal items, either. No photos, no posters, no trip souvenirs, no remembrances of past boyfriends. Just clothes and furniture. It could have been a room in a catalog.


She stuck her head in the bathroom, where Ressler was going through the tiny cabinet.


“I’m going to guess,” she said. “No medications, no half-used makeup, nothing in the wastebasket.”


He straightened. “How’d you know?”


“Bedroom’s the same way. We probably won’t find anything perishable in the kitchen, either.”


Ressler went to check. “You nailed it,” he called. “It’s all canned soup and ramen in here. The fridge has nothing but salad dressing and soy sauce.”


“There’s nothing personal here to tell us anything about her—or to leave a clue. If the Bodysnatcher took her, he cleaned up well, just like Reddington said he would.”


Ressler’s phone buzzed. It was Aram, calling from the Post Office. He put it on speaker so they could both hear.


“I found Mala’s financials,” Aram said. “One bank account, two credit cards, automatic pay for her utility bills. At a quick glance, it looks like all her money is there. No unusual purchases.”


“Where does she work?” Ressler asked.


“I’m not seeing any paycheck deposits,” Aram said. “It looks like she lived—lives—off investments. But… this is weird.” The sound of keys clacking came over the line. “You would think that she would invest in her father’s companies. She hasn’t. In fact, not one company in her portfolio is remotely connected to anything Pavel Rudenko owns.”


“How were the stocks doing?” Ressler asked.


More clicking. “Not great. In fact, her dividends took a dive recently.”


Keen thought a moment. “Did she sell off a large chunk of stock recently or anything?”


“Checking.” Pause. “Yeah, she did. She has fewer shares now than before. That accounts for the reduction in dividends.”


“And explains why she’s living in a place like this,” Ressler added.


“Here’s something weird,” Aram said. “It’s showing she has a bad record with her utilities. Her power has been shut off three times in two different apartments. All three times, the reason cited was being behind in her bill, but when she protested, it turned out the power company had made a mistake, and they turned everything back on.”


“Huh. Ask Cooper exactly how estranged Mala is from her father,” Keen said.


“I’m here,” came Cooper’s voice. “I’ll call him now.”


Ressler took the cell phone from its table and unplugged it. The screen stubbornly refused to come to life, though the battery light showed a full charge.


“Her phone’s been bricked,” he said. “We won’t get anything off it. Aram, can you get into her—”


“Ahead of you,” he said. “I’m seeing no outgoing calls in the last two months.”


“About the time her father stopped hearing from her,” Keen observed. “Aram, are there any numbers before then that she called often? Ones that aren’t family members?”


Yet more key clicking. “Yeah. A number for… give me a sec… a woman named Iris Henning. Oh! She lives right around the corner from your current location.”


“Best friend?” Keen said. “She might know something.”


Cooper spoke up through the phone. “Keen, Navabi will meet you at the friend’s place. Ressler, stay at the victim’s and look for more clues while I call the father.”




CHAPTER FOUR


Mala Rudenko lowered the pistol. The young man looked at her with pain-filled eyes beneath the canopy of trees. The surrounding soldiers were also staring at her, or they seemed to be, from inside their masks. Their whispers and chants swirled and hissed around her.


“We are the Hive.”


“Do it.”


“You want to.”


“We want you to.”


“We are the Hive.”


“He doesn’t like you, you know,” said the white-haired Dr. Griffin. “He hates you. He hates all of us. He’s one of them. The ones who don’t understand us. The ones who want to kill us. Get rid of him. You have our permission.”


“Squeeze the trigger.”


“Pull it.”


“He hates you.”


“He hates us.”


“Be one of us.”


“We are the Hive.”


“Mala,” spoke up the older woman, “he’s just like your father.”


The words speared her with an icy nail. Mala felt her finger tightening on the trigger. It would be so easy. Dr. Griffin smiled and nodded. The barrel pointed straight at the young man’s forehead. His eyes filled with pain and terror. Her finger tightened further.


“I… can’t,” she whispered, and moved the gun aside. A finger of disappointment slipped through her, and that surprised her.


The whispering chant faded. Mala swallowed, and the fear knot in her stomach tightened again. Dr. Griffin would be angry now and who knew what he would do to her.


Dr. Griffin exchanged a look with the older woman. She smiled and shook her head.


“That’s all right, my dear,” Dr. Griffin said. “It’s your first day. My wife and I can’t expect miracles.”


He grabbed her hand and whipped the gun around. Mala had time to notice Dr. Griffin’s hands were dry and soft, and wasn’t that an odd thing to think about? His finger folded around hers, and the gun fired. It jerked in her hand and the crack pounded her ears and bones. A red flower opened up on the young man’s forehead and a scarlet spray exited from the back. He went down without another sound. The sharp smell of cordite hung in the air.


Mala couldn’t react, couldn’t think. She had just killed a man. She had ridden with this man all the way from Washington, felt his sweat against her skin. Some of it was probably still on her. Now his corpse lay at her feet. Blood flowed from his wounds, creating a scarlet flood for the ants on the ground below when a moment ago, he had been alive. His death was her doing. Her ribs turned to iron bands and the ground tilted a little beneath her, and only Dr. Griffin’s grip on her arm and hand kept her steady.


“Well done,” said Mrs. Griffin, the older woman.


“Indeed,” Dr. Griffin said as if Mala had just poured him a perfect cup of tea. “And next time you’ll do even better. But no chocolate for you. Do you understand why?”


His tone was mild, but his hand remained tight around hers, and his eyes bored into her skull.


“Yes,” she whispered.


“Wonderful! This way, then.”


Dr. and Mrs. Griffin went first. The soldiers herded the group down the wide path behind the camouflaged gate. It wound through the shady green trees and would have been a perfectly pleasant summer walk if not for the fact that Mala had become a killer. She couldn’t comprehend it. She didn’t want to comprehend it. It was too big, too awful. She couldn’t have done such a thing.


“Dr. Griffin wanted me to do it,” she whispered to herself. “He made me do it. The soldiers made me do it. It wasn’t me.”


And it wasn’t. She glanced around at the Griffins and the soldiers. They had wanted her to do it, too. The young man had tried to run, even though the soldiers and Dr. Griffin had said not to. It wasn’t her fault, no it wasn’t. It was the group’s decision, and she was part of the group.


The group came around a bend to a clearing that rose upward to a low mountain. Partway up, an outcrop of rock jutted out from the slope. They crossed the clearing in hot sunshine and Mala realized that the outcrop was the mouth of a cave, one large enough to drive a semi into. A soft plinking sound reached her, maddeningly familiar. A wave of hunger swept over her and she swayed dizzily, but the soldiers urged her forward. She wondered what would happen if she just refused. Mala remembered the young man—crack, blood, ants—and kept moving.


“Inside now,” Dr. Griffin said, and the force of his personality pushed them ahead.


When they entered, the sunlight cut out as if someone had shut off a faucet. Cool air washed over Mala and she felt marginally better. The cave had a floor of packed earth and the entrance had been carefully smoothed. The plinking sounds were louder now. The group shuffled farther down the tunnel. Mala realized they were going deeper under the hill. The plinking increased in volume with every step.


Abruptly the tunnel burst into a great cavern the size of a cathedral. Mala stared about in awe. The pale stone walls rose high up, and a wooden scaffolding created a complicated series of ramps, balconies, and staircases that ran in a hundred directions. Electric bulbs brought in light bright as the sun. But the true masterpiece was the walls.


The walls were carved in intricate geometric designs—triangles that formed larger triangles that formed yet larger triangles. Ocean waves so lifelike they seemed to bob up and down. Dizzying series of hexagrams. And in the center of the back wall was a great tree, fully twelve feet tall.


All over the catwalks and staircases were people armed with hammers and chisels, their faces guarded with plastic masks. They chip, chip, chipped at the limestone walls, striking mallet to blade with a thousand little plinking sounds every minute. They worked with the intense concentration of people on a mission, of people with a purpose. Mala swallowed. This was a true group.


“Welcome,” boomed Dr. Griffin, “to your new home. Welcome to the Hive.”




CHAPTER FIVE


Iris Henning’s place was also on the fourth floor. As they started up the stairs, Keen wondered what the hell it was about these women that required them to take the highest apartment possible.


“Why can’t these places keep an elevator?” Navabi puffed behind her in accidental agreement.


They reached the apartment. This time Keen knocked and got no answer. She and Navabi traded looks. Keen knocked again, then on a whim tried the doorknob. Unlocked. Keen nodded, and Navabi shoved the door open. She rushed inside, pistol out.


At first glance, the small apartment beyond was empty, but the sweet and horrid smell washed over them in a terrible wave. Keen pushed back her gag reflex.


“You getting that?” she asked.


“Yep,” Navabi agreed. “Rancid.”


Grimly they pulled gloves from their pockets and went through the apartment. This time, Keen took the bathroom. She switched on the light. The smell was considerably stronger here, and Keen was forced to choose between personal safety and violating a potential crime scene with vomit. The sanctity of the crime scene won. She holstered her pistol and put a handkerchief over her nose to ease the smell. Her urge to vomit lessened, and thank god. When she pulled aside the shower curtain, she found herself looking down at Iris Henning.


The body was partially immersed in water, bloated and black. Hair splayed out in an awful cloud. Her skin was soft as rotten fruit. A thin drizzle ran from the faucet. The water in the tub had turned a cloudy gray, and Keen’s entire skin shied away from it. The urge to throw up came roaring back, and she took deep breaths through her mouth to hold off. Even through the handkerchief, Keen’s nose and stomach were turned inside-out by the stench, and she swallowed hard to avoid throwing up. This had been a thinking, living person, and now she was a pile of rotten flesh and split skin in fetid water. Keen staggered away and all but bumped into Navabi.


“Bedroom’s clear,” Navabi reported. “Bathroom’s not?”


“In no way,” Keen replied. “We need a forensic team. Don’t go in there.”


Navabi went in there.


When she came back out, her expression was undisturbed, but her face was pale. “I hate that kind,” was all she said, and Keen didn’t know if Navabi meant the body or the killer or both. Keen activated her phone and made the call.


“Normally I’d want to have a look to see if we could tell how she died,” Keen said when she was done, “but I think I’ll leave this one to the professionals.”


“No argument,” Navabi agreed, sinking onto the couch. “We’ll have to process the whole bathroom once forensics gets here. But in the meantime—why kill Iris? Is it related to Mala’s disappearance?”


“Could be,” Keen mused. “Reddington didn’t mention that the Bodysnatcher killed, but that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t. In fact, now that I think about it, killing Iris makes a great deal of sense. Reddington said he—the Bodysnatcher—was meticulous about covering his tracks. Iris knew something, and the Bodysnatcher killed her to ensure her silence.”


“What would she know?”


“Maybe Iris saw the Bodysnatcher kidnapping Mala,” Keen mused aloud. “Maybe Iris was even there when it happened.”


“So why dump her body back here?”


“To leave Mala’s place pristine,” Keen said.


Navabi nodded. “Meanwhile, the water in the bathtub will wipe out a lot of clues—fibers, foreign hairs, DNA traces. Forensics will strain the tub, but did you see that the faucet was on? A lot of trace will be washed down the safety drain.”


“Meticulous,” Keen said, opening a window to help clear out the smell. It helped only a little. “So who hired the Bodysnatcher to take Mala and why?”


“Her father?” Navabi hazarded. “They’re estranged. Stingster guy is wealthy and powerful. Maybe he wanted her back. It’s like a man to want to control his daughter.”


“Not all men—” Keen objected.


“A great many,” Navabi countered. “Men always want control. The men in my family tried to control me. Reddington tries to control you.”


Keen found herself starting to protest that he didn’t, then stopped herself. Reddington was continually meddling in her life, trying to control her. He rarely did it directly, opting instead to convince her that what he wanted her to do was right, and more often than not, she found herself agreeing with him. And why the hell was that? Reddington had been in her life for so long now, it felt like he had been there forever. Ever since Sam Scott, her adopted father, had died, Reddington had slipped gently into the role he had once occupied; the world’s strangest adviser and protector, and for reasons he had still not fully explained.


“Anyway,” Keen said, “we should explore the possibility that Mala’s own father hired the Bodysnatcher. But that opens the question—”


Keen’s phone buzzed. Annoyed, she checked it. Dembe, on a burner phone, though she knew who was really calling. Reddington himself used cell and satellite phones sparingly, preferring instead to make other people call for him. She answered.


“He’s downstairs,” Dembe said without preamble. “He wants to see you.”


“When we’re done here,” she said, thinking about the control again.


There was a moment’s hushed conversation over the line.


“He says it can’t wait. He has more information about the Bodysnatcher and Mala Rudenko.”


“What? Why didn’t he mention this earlier?”


Another consultation, and Dembe came back on the line.


“Timing.”


Navabi gave Keen a sideways look as she clicked off.


“Don’t say it,” Keen sighed.


“But we’re going downstairs, aren’t we?”


“I am,” Keen said. “Someone has to stay up here to keep the crime scene secure and brief the forensics team.”


“So it’s not just men who want control,” Navabi said.


Keen ignored this and trotted down the stairs to the street, where Dembe opened the back door to Reddington’s town car. To her surprise, Donald Ressler was in the front seat. Every fold of his suit was perfectly pressed and the knot in his tie was first-date straight.


“What are you doing here?” she demanded as she climbed in.


“Cooper sent me,” Ressler said. “You and I are joining the advance team.”


“I’ve had Dembe pack you an overnight bag,” Reddington said, gesturing to the floor. “South Carolina awaits.”


“You need to come clean with what you know,” Keen said sharply. “I can’t go in here blind and—”


“Of course, of course.” Reddington twirled the fedora in his lap, then set it on one knee. “I’ve discovered the Bodysnatcher will be leaving with Miss Rudenko from the splendid hamlet of Roebuck, South Carolina in…” he checked his watch “…three hours and twenty minutes. He will travel south on Highway 215, which is locally known by the far more picturesque Stone Station Road. We have just enough time to set a trap for him and rescue the wealthy technology heiress.”


“That’s convenient,” Keen said.


“Isn’t it?” Reddington agreed mildly.


“Why don’t we just grab the Bodysnatcher from wherever he is in Roebuck?”


“Because although I can tell you when he will be taking the hapless Miss Rudenko away from Roebuck, I’m afraid I can’t tell you exactly where in Roebuck he’s holding her. Hence the reason timing is so crucial. Director Cooper was kind enough to send a small task force to meet us at Roebuck, though we’ll be able to travel in something more comfortable. Think of it as a perk.”
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