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ONE


Thursday, August 7


It was a professional job, Sam McCabe saw at a glance. The bare minimum of fuss and muss. A couple sprawled on the floor of their cathedral-ceilinged great room, hands bound behind their backs, blood from the bullet wounds in their heads soaking into the already deep red of their Oriental carpet.


‘I see dead people,’ E. P. Wynne muttered behind him. The words were slightly slurred by the enormous wad of bubble gum the big guy was chewing in an effort to quit smoking. Sam shot him a quelling glance. Granted, they were so tired they were more or less punch-drunk, but humor in the face of multiple homicides was never a good idea.


‘Who the hell are you?’ A brown-uniformed local yokel separated himself from the pack at the corner of the room and came toward them, bristling. Considering that Sam was wearing jeans and a T-shirt and sporting a three-day growth of beard, while Wynne’s two-hundred-fifty-pound girth was decked out in baggy shorts and a stained Hawaiian shirt, the man’s attitude was understandable. But this was the culmination of another in a series of really lousy weeks. Sam was not in the mood for attitude, especially from a skinny kid who might or might not be just out of his teens.


“FBI,” Sam growled, not even slowing down. Wynne, ever obliging, flashed his ID as they brushed past the kid like he wasn’t even there.


“Nobody called the feds,” the yokel protested to their backs, then, less certain, called over his shoulder, “Did anybody call the feds?”


“Hell, no.” Another brown-uniformed local, a burly, surly-looking fifty-something with a bald head as shiny as a Christmas ornament, entered through an arched opening at the opposite end of the room in time to hear the plaintive question and headed toward them. “I’m Sheriff Burt Eigel. And sure as shit, nobody around here called anybody, feds or otherwise.”


“Sam McCabe. E. P. Wynne,” Sam said, jerking a thumb at Wynne as he introduced him.


“FBI,” Wynne added helpfully, doing his badge-waving thing again.


Sam stopped beside the female victim and looked down at the bodies. Multiple strips of duct tape covered each victim’s mouth. Thin, white cord secured their wrists. The fingers had purpled, indicating that the cords had been tied tightly enough to impede circulation—and to hurt. “Wendell Perkins and his wife, Tammy Sue, right?”


Eigel frowned. “How the hell did y’all know that?”


“Let’s just say a little bird told me.” Sam squatted and pressed his fingers to the carpet. It was made of fine wool, expensive, just like the furniture in the enormous great room was expensive, the newly built McMansion was expensive, and the gated Mobile, Alabama, retirement community was expensive. The blood soaking the soft, smooth fibers still retained a degree of warmth. This time he’d been close—so damned close. Twenty minutes earlier and Perkins and the missus would have been offering him a cup of coffee—or trying to sneak out their back door, depending on why they’d been hit.


Damn it to hell and back anyway.


“Who called this in?” Sam asked, still studying the bodies as he stood up and wiped his fingers on his already ripe jeans. It was not quite eleven-thirty p.m. Blonde, bird-boned Tammy Sue was dressed for bed in a pair of navy cotton pajamas and had a single white terry slipper on her left foot. Perkins, who appeared to be at least two decades her senior, was a beefy, big-bellied guy with a furry back and chicken legs. He was wearing nothing but boxers, which he had pissed. The pungent ammonia smell all but overrode the meat-locker aroma of fresh blood.


As Sam had noted on multiple previous occasions, there was no dignity in death.


“There’s an alarm. Somebody here hit the panic button. We had a man on the scene nine minutes after the call came in. They were dead when we got here.” Eigel paused and glared at Sam, who was glancing around without any real hope for shell casings. There were none immediately visible, and he’d be willing to bet dollars to doughnuts that none would be found. “Why the fuck should I be telling you this?”


There was that attitude thing again. Sam still wasn’t in the mood. “ ’Cause you like me?”


Eigel’s florid face turned apoplectic. Ignoring him, Sam moved around the bodies, studying them from different angles. From the look of it, Perkins had died first. His wife’s death had come moments later, most likely a by-product of the hit on her husband. A glance around the room revealed several possible points of entry for the killer: the front door, which opened into the slate-floored hall that Sam and Wynne had just crossed, and which provided access to the great room through a wide, arched opening; the smaller arched door leading into the kitchen through which the sheriff had entered; or the sliding patio door on the south wall. He calculated the steps from each to the black leather couch where, from the evidence—remote control and a bowl of melted ice cream on the coffee table in front of it; the mate to Tammy Sue’s white terry slipper on the carpet between the couch and table; several sections of the newspaper scattered about—Tammy Sue had been sitting when the killer surprised her.


The most likely point of egress was through the kitchen.


Wynne pulled a tiny digital camera out of his pocket and started taking pictures of the crime scene. Sam, meanwhile, headed for the kitchen.


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” From the corner of his eye, Sam saw that Eigel was looking from one to the other of them. By now his face was as red as the blood-soaked carpet, and his eyes were starting to bulge out of his head like a pug dog’s.


“Our jobs, man. Just like you,” Wynne said soothingly. As usual, he was playing good cop to Sam’s bad cop. The roles suited both of them to a tee.


“You got no jurisdiction here. This is our case.”


Eigel had elected to follow him, Sam registered absently as he glanced around the kitchen. It was gleaming white, wall-to-wall cabinets, an island, the latest appliances. State-of-the-art, fit to grace one of those women’s magazines. An ice-cream scoop had been left in one of the pair of stainless-steel sinks. Other than that, it was immaculate.


Sam headed toward the patio door at the far end. Its bright floral curtain wasn’t shut all the way. An approximately eight-inch-wide, floor-to-ceiling slice of glass was visible, black with the darkness of the night beyond. The door was closed and locked. Careful not to touch it, he studied the handle. It had a self-locking mechanism, so the killer could have exited this way as well. Turning slowly, he stared at the pale oak floor.


A thin silver of grass nestled near the foot of the island.


Bingo.


“He entered and exited here,” Sam said. “You can dust for fingerprints, but you won’t find any. Footprints are a better bet, especially if the ground’s soft outside. He would have had to walk around the house. Maybe he got careless.”


Eigel bristled. “Listen, smart guy, I’m right now officially askin’ you and your pardner in there to leave. Nobody here called you, nobody here wants you, and you got no call bustin’ in and tryin’ to take over.”


Sam ignored the comment as he turned and headed back toward the great room, retracing the killer’s path. Twenty steps to the great-room door, where he paused to try to visualize the scene through the killer’s eyes. The couch faced away from the door. If Tammy Sue had been sitting on the couch, eating ice cream and watching TV, she probably wouldn’t have seen him coming.


At least, not until it was too late.


Feeling his stomach tighten, Sam glanced at Eigel, who was behind him again. “You got roadblocks up? Say, five miles out in all directions, access to expressways blocked, vehicles being checked as they attempt to exit the area, that kind of thing?”


“Don’t tell me how to do my job.”


“I take that as a ‘no.’ ”


As Sam spoke, more people rushed into the great room from the front hall: paramedics making an unholy racket as they rolled in a pair of stretchers, a grumpy-looking man in a rumpled suit and tie, and a mid-thirties brunette in white jeans and a black T-shirt, crying, “Daddy! Oh my God, where’s my daddy?”


“Janelle!” Eigel abandoned him to rush to the brunette’s side, reaching her just as she stopped, clapped her hands to her cheeks, and, eyes riveted on the corpses, let out a shriek that could have cracked windows as far away as Atlanta.


Holy Christ, Sam thought, wincing as his head gave another excruciating pang. Somebody pass the Excedrin.


“Da-a-a-ddy! Da-a-a-ddy!”


“Get somebody on the door!” Clumsily patting the screeching Janelle on the back, Eigel turned to bark the order at the skinny officer in the corner, who was looking appalled. “Nobody else gets in here unless I personally clear it, understand?”


“Yes, sir!” The kid hurried toward the door. Eigel glared at Sam, muttered something that looked like “Goddamn fucking zoo,” and turned back to deal as best he could with Janelle’s hysterics.


Following the kid with his gaze, Sam saw that the elaborate front door, which had been just slightly ajar when he and Wynne had pushed through it moments earlier, was now standing wide open. Beyond it, he could see the ambulance that had joined the pair of police cars that already had been parked in the driveway when he and Wynne had pulled up—their first concrete indication that they were too late. The ambulance’s siren was off, but its flashing blue lights lit up the night. At the bottom of the small, manicured front yard, more cars were parking hurriedly, haphazardly. A TV truck was arriving; people were charging up the yard.


Wynne joined him, pocketing his camera. “Hey, at least this time we were right behind him.”


“Yeah.” Sam watched as deputies started to stick tape to the carpet to mark the positions of the bodies. The guy in the suit—from an overheard snatch of conversation, Sam gathered that he was the coroner—knelt beside Tammy Sue, carefully lifting a section of long, bleached hair, now wet with blood, away from her face. Even in death, she was a pretty woman, fine-featured, carefully groomed. As he had expected, a pair of black, oozing holes the size of dimes adorned her right temple.


Like all the others, she’d been shot twice in the head. From the look of the dark stippling surrounding the wounds, it had been at point-blank range.


He was hit by a wave of weariness so strong it almost made him stagger. Seventy-two hours without sleep, seventy-two hours spent frantically racing the clock—and it ended like this.


Again.


“Hell, let’s go,” he said dispiritedly to Wynne. “We can get everything else we need tomorrow.”


“Yeah.”


Sam headed for the door. Raising a hand in farewell to the sheriff, who had managed to get the now-sobbing Janelle into a chair, Wynne followed. Without saying so much as a word, they passed by the kid and another deputy who were holding down the doorway and slid, unnoticed, around the knot of people standing on the stoop, arguing heatedly for their right to be admitted into the house. The unaccustomed buzz of activity along with the stroboscopic lights from the ambulance had drawn the neighbors from nearby houses. Groups were congregating on nearby lawns, talking among themselves while they craned their necks to see what was going on. The TV camera crew raced toward the house. Even at that time of night, it was as steamy hot as a sauna. Stars winked lazily overhead above a canopy of feathery charcoal clouds. The moon was a distant, pale ghost of itself. A slight breeze, humid and unrefreshing, blew in from the lake across the street, rippling its moonlit surface. Walking down the golf-course-caliber lawn toward their rented Sentra, Sam took a deep breath and wished he hadn’t. Flowers were everywhere, massive banks of them bordering the streets, the driveways, the walks. Their colors were muted by the darkness, but their perfume was not, lending a nauseating sweetness to the heavy air that didn’t mix well with the death-scene smells that still lingered in his nostrils.


“He’s watching us,” he said suddenly, stopping dead and glancing at Wynne. “You know that, don’t you? That son of a bitch is out here somewhere watching us. I can feel him.”


“Sam …” Wynne began, and Sam knew from his tone that he was about to get lecture number 257—the one on not taking cases so personally—again.


Yeah, but this one is personal, Sam started to remind him, but before he could get the words out, his cell phone rang.


His heart jumped. Adrenaline shot through his blood like an injection of speed. Fumbling to get the phone out of his pocket, he suddenly wasn’t tired anymore.


Error, the ID window on his phone read. He stiffened even as he flipped the thing open.


“McCabe,” he growled.


“Close but no cigar.” It was him: the sick fuck who had just whacked Wendell and Tammy Sue, who had killed at least three times previously that Sam knew for sure about, who was leading him and his team on a murderous wild-goose chase that had started with the killing of a retired federal judge in Richmond three weeks before and was proceeding south and westward, around the skirt of the country. The voice was distorted, digitally masked as usual, but by now Sam knew it better than his own.


“Where are you, you bastard?” Sam’s fingers tightened on the phone as if they were gripping the caller’s neck. He scanned his surroundings—the artfully placed groves of trees, the nearby houses, the shining black lake—without success. “Where are you?”


A chuckle was his only answer. “Ready for your next clue?”


“Just help me understand,” Sam said, desperate to keep him talking. “Why? What do you want? What’s the point of … ?”


“Here goes,” the voice said. “Where in the world is—Madeline?”


“Look—” Sam began, but it was no use: The phone went dead. Whatever else he was, the guy wasn’t stupid; he would know they were trying to trace his calls, just like he would know they were recording them. Cursing under his breath, Sam pressed a button.


“You called, master?” Gardner answered. The technical expert of Sam’s team, she was back at the Comfort Inn just off I-264 that was serving as their temporary local headquarters.


“You get that?”


“Yeah.”


“Anything?”


“Working on it. But I doubt it. He’s probably using a prepaid phone card just like before.”


“Sick bastard beat us again. We got two more dead.” Sam’s voice was glum. He could hear the flat tone of it himself. “Call the locals, would you, see if they can set up a roadblock around the perimeter, say, five miles out, check IDs, look out for suspicious characters, that type of thing. I’d handle it, but the guy in charge here doesn’t seem to like me too much.”


Gardner chuckled. “Big surprise.”


“Love you, too,” Sam said sourly, and hung up. Wynne was looking at him, tense, frowning, his eyes narrowed.


“Madeline.” Sam was suddenly bone-tired again. “This time he’s going after some woman named Madeline.”


Wynne expelled his breath in a whistling sigh. “Shit.”


“Yeah.”


They headed for the car and got in without another word. After all, what was there to say? They were back on the clock again and they both knew it. If the pattern held, they had exactly seven days to find out who this Madeline was and get to her before the killer did.


If they lost this race like they’d lost the last three, Madeline, whoever the hell she was, was dead.










TWO


Thursday, August 14


Okay, so she was afraid of the dark.


It was stupid, Maddie Fitzgerald knew, but she just couldn’t help it: Lying there in her hotel room bed, staring up into nothingness, her hand still in the process of withdrawing from the lamp she had just turned off, she felt as shivery as if she’d just plunged headfirst into a pool of icy water.


“Pretty pathetic,” she said aloud, hoping that hearing her own voice might provide an antidote to the cold sweat she could feel popping out along her hairline. It didn’t. Instead of being reassuring, the sound made her cringe as she immediately wondered who or what might be lurking there in the darkness with her to hear—and pounce.


“You’re on the twentieth floor, for God’s sake. Nobody’s coming in through the window. The door is locked. You’re safer here than you are at home,” she told herself firmly.


That didn’t help, either. Bravado was useless; logic clearly was, too. She was simply going to have to sweat it out. This time she was not going to give in. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes. The relentless drone of the air-conditioning unit under the window suddenly seemed as loud as an 18-wheeler barreling along beside her bed. The bed itself—a king-size—was huge. Huddled on the side nearest the unreachable-from-the-outside window, she felt increasingly small and vulnerable. Which was ridiculous. She was five feet, seven inches tall; one hundred twenty-five well-toned pounds; a smart, competent, twenty-nine-year-old, soon-to-be-wildly-successful businesswoman, for God’s sake—and yet here she was, heart boogeying like a whole dance floor full of hyperactive teenagers because she’d just turned off the bedside lamp. Maddie silently acknowledged that humiliating fact even as she fought the urge to grab for the switch, click the lamp back on, and put herself out of her misery.


If she turned on the light, she’d be able to sleep.


Her eyes popped open before she managed to put a brake on runaway temptation.


No.


Turning over so that she was facing the door, Maddie gritted her teeth and mentally groped for pleasant thoughts. She lay on her side, knees tucked almost under her chin, head propped on a pair of too-soft pillows, clutching the blankets tightly around her shoulders as she stared sightlessly into stygian darkness—darkness into which she had deliberately plunged herself. Closing her eyes a second time required real physical effort. Squinching up her face, she squeezed them shut. Moments later, when none materialized, she gave up on pleasant thoughts and instead began counting toward a hundred in her head. At the same time, she worked to control the physical symptoms brought on by the absence of light: ragged breathing, racing pulse, pounding heart, cold sweat.


By the time she reached fifty, her heart was thundering like an elephant stampede and she was breathing so fast she was practically panting. Even as she kept her eyes clenched tightly, despair filled her. Would she never be free of the specter that had haunted her for the last seven years? Every single time she tried to go to sleep alone in the dark, was she going to suffer a replay of that night? Would her dreams always be haunted by the sound of … ?


Shrill as a siren, a shriek split the darkness close beside her head.


Several seconds passed before Maddie realized that what she was hearing was the phone ringing. Peeling herself off the ceiling, taking a deep, steadying breath, she reached for the lamp, fumbled with the switch—oh light, blessed light!—and picked up the receiver.


“Hello?” If she’d just suffered a complete and utter nervous breakdown, her voice at least gave no hint of it. Never let them see you sweat: the mantra had been drummed into her at a hard school. Nice to know that it was still automatically operational.


“Did I wake you?”


Jon. He’d nearly sent her into cardiac arrest.


“Actually, I wasn’t asleep.” Maddie hitched herself up against the pillows. As she did so, she wiped her sweaty palms one at a time on the tastefully earth-toned comforter in which she was swaddled.


“Me neither. Hey, maybe we could keep each other company.”


Maddie could almost see his smile through the phone. Jon Carter was a good-looking guy, blond, blue-eyed, tall and trim, oozing charm through his pores. It was one of the reasons she continued to employ him.


“Not a chance.” Her voice was tart. Of course, the fact that he was still regularly hitting on her despite the change in circumstances that had turned her into his employer could not be considered a point in his favor.


He sighed. “You’re a hard woman, Maddie Fitzgerald, you know that?”


“Believe me, the knowledge keeps me awake nights.” Her heart rate was almost back to normal. “You want something?”


“I just had a thought—maybe we should try to work Mrs. Brehmer into the spot. You know, have her be the face of Brehmer’s Pet Chow, or something.”


“She’s ninety years old and she looks like she died about ten years back.”


Again, she could hear his smile. “So what’s your point?”


Mrs. Brehmer was also worth about ninety billion, and her account, currently held by J. Walter Thompson, an advertising agency so huge that it was tantamount to sacrilege to mention Maddie’s own fledgling agency in the same breath with it, was worth upward of ten million a year. The thought practically made Maddie salivate. She’d sunk her life savings into buying Creative Partners when the firm for which she and Jon were working had gone belly-up eighteen months before. Unfortunately, so far the company’s finances hadn’t exactly turned around on her watch. If something good didn’t happen soon, this time when Creative Partners went down the tubes she was going down with it. Not a happy thought.


“I suppose we could coat the lens with Vaseline,” Maddie said with a sigh. “Or put pantyhose over it. Something to soften the visual.”


Jon chuckled. “See, I have good ideas.”


“Sometimes.” Maddie was thinking. “Maybe we could put her in a rocking chair in a long black dress, get her to look sort of like Whistler’s mother. Just get a long shot of her. She wouldn’t have to actually say anything. She could be like the company logo.”


“There you go. Put a whole bunch of animals around her. Cats draped across the back of the chair, dogs at her feet. That kind of thing.”


“Wouldn’t hurt to pitch it.” Cradling the receiver between her shoulder and ear, Maddie reached for the hotel-issue notepad and pencil by the phone. With a few economical strokes, she made a quick sketch of Mrs. Brehmer as logo, complete with slight smile, shoulder-perching cat, and oval frame, then examined it critically.


“Could work,” she admitted.


“Want me to come up so we can put something together?”


“No.” Maddie glanced at the bedside clock. It was not quite midnight. “Our appointment’s not until ten. How about if we meet for breakfast at seven-thirty? That should give us plenty of time to go over everything. Remember, right now we’re just floating this logo idea as sort of a trial balloon. If she likes it, we can go from there.”


“Whatever you say, Boss.”


“Get some sleep.” Because being called Boss was still fresh enough to give her a thrilled little tingle, Maddie’s voice was gruff. Then she bethought herself of something and pulled the receiver back. “Jon—good thinking, by the way.”


“I try. Hey, if you change your mind, I’m only two floors down.”


“Good-night, Jon.” Maddie hung up. For a moment, she simply stared at the sketch she had made as various ways to work Joan Brehmer into the ad campaign they were proposing revolved through her head. The elderly widow was still sufficiently involved in the company her husband had founded in St. Louis fifty years before that Creative Partners had had to fly to New Orleans, where Mrs. Brehmer now spent most of the year, to pitch their ideas to her personally. Given that the old lady felt that strongly about the company, maybe including her in the spot was the way to go. Maybe it would even be the deciding factor.


Okay, so Jon’s perpetual come-ons were annoying. The man still had some decent ideas. If Creative Partners landed this account …


The phone rang again. This time Maddie didn’t jump. With the light on, she was as cool as a cucumber.


“What?” she said into the receiver.


“If this works, I want a Christmas bonus.” Jon again, as she’d known it would be.


“We’ll talk.”


“Damn right we’ll talk. I …”


“Good-night, Jon.” But Maddie was smiling as she hung up. The idea of being in a position to give Christmas bonuses to her five employees was irresistible. If they got this account …


But getting the account would require a dazzling presentation, and a dazzling presentation would be greatly facilitated by a decent amount of sleep. Which at the moment she wasn’t even close to getting. If she got up an hour earlier than she’d planned, there’d be plenty of time to work on the Mrs.-Brehmer-as-logo idea before she met Jon for breakfast. Right now, she needed rest.


Maddie returned the pad and pencil to the bedside table, then frowned at the lamp. It bathed all four corners of the standard-issue room in a warm glow. She could see her reflection, tinted gold and only faintly distorted, in its shiny brass base. Chin-length coffee-brown hair tousled from the amount of tossing and turning she had already done. Slender shoulders, bare except for the spaghetti straps of the silky pink shorty nightgown she was wearing, tan against white sheets. High-cheekboned, square-jawed face, complete with wide mouth, delicate nose, and dark-lashed hazel eyes, staring back at her.


She looked worried. And tired.


Maddie almost snorted. Big surprise. By now, worried and tired were practically her middle names.


But if Creative Partners managed to wow Mrs. Brehmer …


Phobia-busting was going to have to wait. The reality was that, for her, sleep required light. But the bedside lamp was almost too bright. Feeling a little like Goldilocks—this porridge is too cold; this porridge is too hot—she slid out of bed and padded barefoot to the bathroom. Flipping the bathroom light on, she closed the door until it was just barely ajar. Then, shivering as she inadvertently stepped right into the arctic slipstream that blasted from the air conditioner, she succumbed to the final temptation and stopped at the closet to pull Fudgie, the ancient, floppy-eared stuffed dog that was the sole surviving reminder of her misspent youth, from the suitcase on the floor. Clutching him, she bounded back into bed, pulled the covers up around her neck, and, with Fudgie tucked beneath her chin, turned off the lamp.


Ahh. The sheets were still faintly warm, warm enough to soothe the shivers away. Fudgie’s familiar aroma and well-worn softness provided the illusion that she was no longer alone. The slice of light provided just enough illumination to induce sleep. A glance around verified that everything from the armoire at the foot of the bed to the small armchair in the corner was dimly visible, despite the fact that the room was now shrouded in a kind of grayish twilight. Not too much, not too little, just right.


‘Night, Goldilocks, she told herself, and snuggled her head deep into the pillows. Her lids drooped. The bed was suddenly surprisingly comfortable. Even the growl of the air conditioner seemed companionable rather than obnoxious now. Fear shuffled off deep into the furthest reaches of her subconscious as images of Mrs. Brehmer in various increasingly ridiculous poses flitted through her head: the old lady standing with a pitchfork and a Great Dane in a takeoff of American Gothic; in close-up (with the help of much lens-softening Vaseline), sporting an eyepatch and a Mona Lisa smile while a parrot perched pirate-style on her shoulder; sitting with a black cat on her lap and a yellow canary in a cage by her side, rocking away like Granny in a Sylvester and Tweety cartoon …


The pounding of her own heart woke her. At least, that’s what Maddie thought at first as she surfaced what could have been minutes or hours later. Even as she blinked groggily, trying to get her bearings, she could feel the gun-shy organ knocking against her rib cage, feel the racing of her pulse, the dryness of her mouth, the knot in the pit of her stomach that told her she’d had a bad dream.


Another bad dream.


The good news, she thought as she wet her dry lips, was that she hadn’t had one for a long time now. More than a year. Actually, not since she’d taken over Creative Partners and given herself a whole rash of new worries to keep her awake at night. Which, believe it or not, was actually a positive development in her life. Better to worry about being jobless, homeless, and broke than being dead.


The room was pitch-dark. The bathroom light was off.


Realization hit Maddie like a jolt from a cattle prod.


The bathroom light is off. Unless there was a power outage—no, that was out, the air conditioner was still doing its window-rattling roar—someone had turned off the light.


Someone had turned off the light.


Wait, her rational side cautioned, even as panic seized her by the throat. Stiff as a concrete slab now, she strained futilely to hear or see as she deliberately ticked off various unterrifying possibilities: The bulb could have burned out; there could have been a short in a wire; it …


There was someone in her room. He was stepping out of the narrow corridor between the bathroom on the left and the rows of closets on the right and moving toward the bed. Maddie didn’t see him; the room was pitch-black. She didn’t hear him—the air conditioner was making too much noise to allow her to hear anything so stealthy as a creeping footfall on carpet.


But she sensed him. Felt him. Knew with unshakable certainty that he was there.


Her heart leaped. Goose bumps raced along her skin like a rush of falling dominoes. The hair at the back of her neck shot straight up.


A scream ripped into her throat; instinct made her swallow it just in time.


If she screamed he would be on her like a duck on a june bug. If she screamed, who, in this cheap, impersonal hotel with its noisy, sound-blocking air conditioners, would be likely to hear—except him?


Making a split-second decision, she moved, sliding as quietly as possible off the side of the bed, suddenly grateful for the air conditioner’s racket to cover her movements. Flat on her stomach on the musty-smelling carpet, she discovered that there was nowhere to go: The window wall was maybe a foot away on her left, and, to her right, a quick, questing hand encountered the carpeted platform that supported the bed.


A couple of heartbeats passed before the true horror of her situation sank in: She was trapped. Her throat closed up and her stomach knotted as she faced the fact that she had nowhere to go. The only way out was the door—and the intruder was doing whatever he was doing between her and it.


Maybe he was nothing more than a garden-variety burglar. She’d left her purse on the floor beside the armoire. Maybe he would just take it and melt away into the darkness from which he’d sprung.


Yeah, and maybe she’d win the lottery too, but the way her luck had been running for the last few years, she wasn’t going to hold her breath in anticipation.


Where was he? Her every sense was on quivering alert, but the darkness was impenetrable: She literally couldn’t see the hands splayed flat on the carpet in front of her face. Hearing anything was equally impossible over the air conditioner. Her heart threatened to pound its way out of her chest. Fear quickened her breathing until, afraid he might somehow hear the fast, shallow pants even over the rattling air conditioner, she deliberately deepened and slowed it. Her fingers, still hopelessly probing the scratchy carpet barrier that prevented her from going with her first instinct, which was to hide under the bed, encountered a smooth wooden stick: the pencil she’d been sketching with earlier. They closed around it convulsively. It wasn’t much, but it was the closest thing to a weapon she had.


The darkness lightened fractionally. Glancing up, her gaze widened on a pinpoint shimmer of light that was reflected in the lamp’s base. He had switched on a flashlight, one of those small ones with the tiny beams. It was moving over the bed.


Her stomach clenched like a fist.


Move, she told herself fiercely. Scrambling into a low crouch, shivering with cold and fear, Maddie scuttled as soundlessly as possible toward the foot of the bed.


The light went out. That could not be good.


Thunk. Thunk.


The bed shuddered twice in quick succession. Her shoulder was just touching the mattress, using it as a guide to get where she needed to go, and she felt the twin jolts. Maddie almost yelped with surprise as she jerked away. Pulse pounding so hard that she could barely hear the air conditioner over the panicked beat assaulting her eardrums, she backpedaled until she came up against the wall. Sucking in air, she gaped toward the bed without, of course, being able to see a thing. The sounds made her think of a fist slamming hard into the mattress. Once. Twice.


Then, with sudden icy certainty, she realized that those sounds hadn’t been made by any fist. The acrid smell drifting beneath her nostrils told its own tale: a gun. A gun with a silencer. Someone possessing a gun with a silencer had just fired two shots into her bed.


Into, as the shooter thought, her.


Oh, God, oh, God …


Pure unadulterated terror threatened to reduce her muscles to jelly. It froze her in place, left her unable to move.


The flashlight beam once again sliced through the darkness, playing over the bed. Maddie found herself staring in horror at the jumble of blankets and sheets. The light focused on the pillow where moments before her head had rested. A chocolate brown tuft that she recognized as Fudgie’s ear was just visible above the tangled covers. In a flash Maddie realized that the gunman, whoever he was, had mistaken that tuft for the top of her head. And he’d fired at it.


All rational thought was swept from her mind as a hand in a black glove reached out to flip the covers down.


Move!


This time it was an internal shriek. Her body automatically obeyed. She catapulted away from the wall, panic giving wings to her feet as she bolted toward the narrow thread of light from the hall that just showed beneath the door.


She already knew she had almost no chance.


“Hey!”


It was a man’s surprised exclamation. With all need for concealment past, Maddie shrieked for all she was worth as the flashlight beam swung around to follow her flight. There was a rush of movement behind her; horror turned her blood to ice water in her veins. He was going to catch her—but no, she was at the door. Her frantic fingers found smooth, cold metal: the knob. They closed on it …


Oh, God, it was slippery. Her hands were sweaty. She couldn’t turn the knob.


A strong hand grabbed her shoulder, yanked her back. Maddie screamed like an air horn, twisting, kicking, fighting for all she was worth. He must have dodged, because her fists connected with nothing but air. Her bare toes did worse: They smashed painfully into his shin.


“Help! Help!”


Her screams still hung in the air as he slammed her against the wall. The back of her head hit the trim around the bathroom door so hard that an explosion of tiny white lights seemed to burst in front of her eyes. A gloved hand around her throat silenced her brutally even as it pinned her in place. Clawing instinctively at that choking hand, she only remembered the pencil—her weapon—when she felt it drop.


Oh, God.


Her nails raked harmlessly down the leather, then hit pay dirt as they ripped at the vulnerable flesh of his wrist.


His gloved knuckles slammed into her right cheekbone so hard that she saw stars again.


‘Scratch me again, bitch, and I’ll rip your throat out.”


Her eyes watered. Pain radiated from where he’d hit her. She couldn’t breathe. His grip tightened cruelly as he leaned close, pressing himself against her so that she could feel buttons and smooth cotton and the terrifying strength of the body beneath imprinting themselves on her flesh. She hung motionless in his grip now, stunned, terrified, as vulnerable as a rabbit in the jaws of a wolf. His hand spanned her throat, fingers digging into the tender hollows below her ears. It hurt. Her cheek hurt. The back of her head hurt. But the pain was nothing compared to the surging tide of her fear. His breath, warm and stinking of onions, was hot on her cheek. His mouth was just inches from hers. She shuddered reflexively—then remembered the gun and went absolutely still.


Where was it? He’d had it—he must still have it—somewhere. In a holster or …


He changed position, and she felt his free hand fumble at his waist. The hand he’d hit her with—his right hand—


Is he going for his gun?


The thought that he might be getting ready to shoot her, that at any second now she might feel the impact of a bullet ripping through her flesh and muscle and bone, made Maddie go weak at the knees.


“There’s m-m-money in my purse,” she tried desperately. Her voice was a hoarse, halting whisper that hurt her bruised throat. A quick sideways glance told her that the door was close, so tantalizingly close. The glimmering line of light from the hall was maybe three feet away.


‘I don’t want your money.’


His hand came up toward her head—oh, God—and then flattened on her mouth. A rubbery smell, a sticky strip molding her lips—duct tape. Shaking with horror, she realized that he was duct-taping her mouth shut. His touch almost tender, he smoothed the strip out, then applied a second one.


It was then that Maddie knew, without a single remaining flicker of doubt, that he meant to kill her.


Without warning a bright beam shone full in her face: the flashlight. It blinded her as thoroughly as the darkness had moments earlier. Flinching, shaking, light-headed with fear, she squinched her eyes shut and prayed like she had never prayed in her life.


For the space of a couple of heartbeats, he did nothing while the light played over her face. He seemed to be … looking at her.


Terror popped her eyes open again just as the light went out.


Maddie heard herself make a sound: a moan. No, a whimper, barely audible beneath the tape.


“Scared?” There was the faintest hint of enjoyment in his whisper. “You should be.” His voice roughened. “Get down on your knees.”


Fear surged like bile into her throat. She tasted the sharp, vinegary tang of it. His hand tightened around her throat, then shifted to the back of her neck, squeezing and forcing her down. It didn’t require much effort. Her knees buckled; she was dizzy, disoriented, literally sick with dread. The carpet felt stiff and prickly beneath her knees. Her hands splayed out over it, supporting her weight as cold sweat drenched her. The wintry blast of the air conditioner hit her damp skin, worsening her shivers, turning her as icy cold on the outside as she already was on the inside.


Her single coherent thought was, Any second now, I’m going to die.


From out in the hall, just faintly, Maddie thought she heard voices. He must have heard them too, or felt her tense in response, because his hand tightened painfully on the back of her neck.


“Don’t make a sound.”


He was behind her now, leaning over her, his hand hard and controlling on the back of her bent neck, pushing her face toward the carpet. Even as the voices died away, even as her hands shifted automatically to compensate for the forced redistribution of her weight, the horrible vision of rape flashed into her mind.


Please, God, please, God, please …


Her fingers touched the pencil just as her cheek grazed the fuzzy nylon of the carpet. Instinct took over, and her fist closed around the pencil in a death grip.


“Stay still,” he whispered, leaning closer. There was the faintest of metallic sounds, and tremors of horror raced over her skin as she felt his right hand move. Instantly she visualized what he was doing: positioning the gun.


To shoot her …


Galvanized, she gave it her last, best shot. Ramming the pencil up and back, she felt it thrust into something substantial, something firm but yielding, something that made her think of a fork sinking into meat …


He screamed.


“Fucking bitch!” he howled, falling back.


Just as quick as that, she was free. Rocketing to her feet, she hurled herself at the door, latching on to the knob with both hands and yanking for all she was worth.


It opened. Light so bright that it was blinding spilled over her. With every last bit of strength she possessed, she leaped into the light. A single terrified glance over her shoulder as she fled told her that he was already coming after her, hauling the closing door open again, a huge dark menacing shadow lurching in horrifyingly swift pursuit.


She ripped the duct tape from her mouth and screamed to wake the dead.










THREE


Friday, August 15


What in hell does she have in common with the others?” Sam muttered, mostly to himself. Hands thrust into the front pockets of his jeans, seething with barely contained frustration, he was standing in an inner hall of the New Orleans medical examiner’s office, watching through a Plexiglas window as the county coroner, Dr. Lurlene Deland, made the initial Y-shaped incision in the body of Madeline Fitzgerald. His badge had been enough to grant him access to the autopsy. His grim-faced demeanor kept the flunkies who walked past from hassling him about the whys and wherefores of his right to watch. This time, he and Wynne hadn’t even been close, arriving at the crime scene—a Holiday Inn Express—just as the body was being loaded into the coroner’s van to be taken away.


“Could be anything. Or nothing. You ever thought about that? Maybe he’s just picking victims at random. Playing with us.”


Wynne was beside him, leaning heavily against the dull beige concrete wall, electing not to look through the window. Having just stuffed his face with half a dozen Krispy Kremes in a desperate bid to counter exhaustion with a blood-sugar rush, Wynne had turned green around the gills as soon as they had walked through the swinging doors that separated the office from the working area and the formaldehyde-based smell of the place hit him in the face. Sam had passed on the Krispy Kremes and was now heartily glad. Wynne was looking sick enough for the pair of them.


“There’s something.”


Sam watched as a thin line of blood marked the progress of Deland’s scalpel. Naked, waxy-skinned, the victim lay on a sloped metal table, the upper half of which was textured to keep the body from sliding; running water flowed along the table into a shallow tub beneath a grate at the lower end.


To catch the effluvia, as another coroner had once told him.


“Nothing’s turned up so far,” Wynne said.


Sam grimaced. Wynne was right. Despite ongoing searches into each victim’s background, they’d uncovered no links between them. Nothing to connect them at all. Not even the serial killer’s special of age, sex, or race.


“Something will. There’s a link, and we’ll find it and we’ll catch him. Sooner or later, he’ll make a mistake.”


“I hope he hurries the hell up. This case is losing its charm real fast.”


Sam grunted agreement. Christ, he felt bad. The bright fluorescent lights on the other side of the glass were giving him a killer headache. Or maybe it was the chronic lack of sleep. Or the gnawing emptiness in his stomach. Or maybe even the sheer damned futility of the effort. They’d spent the last week searching the country for the dead woman, desperately dissecting every clue as the asshole had called it in. The second one, Peyton, had turned out to be part of the name of the street on which the hotel stood. The third clue, Fitzgerald, proved to be the woman’s last name. The fourth was the link to the hotel: holiday. The fifth, called in just hours before the victim was killed, was no. As in New Orleans.


Figuring that out had been enough to allow them to finally put the puzzle pieces together and find the woman. But it had not been enough to allow them to find her while she was still alive.


Sam gritted his teeth against the curse words that crowded onto his tongue, and likewise battled an urge to rest his forehead against the sure-to-be-cool Plexiglas. A muffled version of “Satisfaction,” courtesy of a local golden-oldies station, played on the sound system. Pity he wasn’t getting any, in any shape, form, or fashion, he reflected. At the very least, he needed about six hours of uninterrupted sleep and a decent meal to feel halfway normal again. Sex would be good, too, but the way things were going that probably wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. A real, honest-to-God lead—now what he wouldn’t give for that.


A lead would be the best pick-me-up of all.


“Her ex-husband check out?” Wynne asked, clearly without much hope.


“So far.” Working off background information on the victim given in the police report, Gardner had done the preliminary work, and Sam had gone over her report in the car on the way over. “At least, as far as anybody can tell at this point, he was where he said he was last night. Anyway, he’s a shift worker at GE. He might or might not have had reason to murder his ex-wife, but for the life of me I can’t see him roaming around the country, knocking random people off.”


Wynne made a sound signifying disgust under his breath. “So what we got, basically, is nothing.”


“Pretty much.”


Beyond the transparent barrier, Deland was folding back the skin surrounding the incision. Turning the facts of the case over in his head for what must have been the millionth time, Sam watched without seeing as her hands in their thin, white surgical gloves wielded a pair of gardening shears to snip through the ribs. Below them, the internal organs glistened, still pristine.


The only real damage had been to the victim’s head. Sam had watched as the coroner’s first, careful inspection of the victim’s scalp, skin, and body surfaces had all but confirmed this. Like the others, she’d been dispatched with two neat gunshots to the temple. A jar holding a single, deformed shard of lead that had failed to penetrate the skull waited on the wheeled metal cart at the coroner’s elbow. Later, as more fragments were recovered from the brain, they would be added to the jar.


The pieced-together bullets would tell them nothing, Sam already knew. Every killing so far had been done using a different weapon. The killer was smart enough to prefer his guns, like his phones, disposable.


Who the hell was this guy?


Deland made a delicate movement with her scalpel, then lifted a bloody organ from the body with her two gloved hands and deposited it on a scale on the cart.


“I need some air,” Wynne said.


Sam glanced over at him to find that Wynne was now watching the autopsy in progress. His eyes were squinched half shut, his face had blanched at least two shades, and his lips were tightly compressed. Before Sam could reply, the big guy turned on his heel and strode back down the corridor. His sandals went slap-slap-slap on the slick tile floor.


He was moving like he feared not making it to the john in time.


Sam glanced back at the body on the tilted metal table, followed the proceedings for a few more minutes, and gave it up. There was no absolution to be gained by watching, and no new knowledge, either.


The truth was, he was almost too tired to stand up, let alone think. And he was bugged, big-time, by the fact that the killer had not made contact since calling with the last clue. Up until now, there had been a clear pattern: a partial name first, called in not long after their arrival at the scene of the previous murder. Then two or three random clues that only made sense in retrospect. Finally, a hint to the city was always last, called in just a few hours before the next killing occurred. This time, they’d had to scramble to hop a plane from Houston, where they’d been en route to interview a Madeline Peyton who worked for Fitzgerald Securities, one of at least a hundred Madelines on their list who met the parameters of the information they’d been given so far, when the last clue had come in and they’d pin-pointed New Orleans. It was as if the killer wanted to make a game of it—to see if he could pull off the crime while Sam’s team raced to make sense of the clues, raced to locate the victim, raced to stop him. So far, the killer was winning. The stats were grim: FBI 0, Insane Bastard 5—no, 6 if you counted Tammy Sue Perkins, which, since she was dead and he had killed her, you had to do. With this last victim, they’d been a good two hours behind the killer. Sam had barely gotten a glimpse of the victim as she was taken away, just enough to know that she was a woman, dark-haired, attractive, and dead. The crime scene was her hotel room. Apparently, the attack had occurred as she slept.


But why? Why? Why?


Sam hated to admit even to himself that he had no clue.


His last contact with the killer had come—he glanced at his watch; it was 9:17 a.m.—at five minutes until seven p.m. the previous day. That was more than fourteen hours ago. Before, the bastard had always called him within no more than an hour of Sam’s arrival at the death scene to gloat—and to provide the first lead to the next victim.


This time there’d been no contact.


Maybe, this time, there was no next victim? Maybe the bastard had gotten it all out of his system? Maybe the game was over?


Yeah, and maybe he was going to get a raise in his next paycheck, too, but he didn’t think so, Sam concluded gloomily.


Still, he had to ask himself: What was different about this one? Why hadn’t the killer made contact afterward? There was a reason—there was always a reason. He just didn’t know what it was. Yet.


The questions that crowded into his mind in the wake of that were so urgent and the answers so elusive that Sam banged his fist against the Plexiglas in frustration. Deland and her assistant glanced his way, their eyes frowning at him above their surgical masks.


The message was clear: He was disturbing their work.


Sam didn’t even bother mouthing an apology. He turned on his heel and went in search of Wynne.


He found him outside, to the left of the frosted-glass front door, leaning against the four-story building’s grimy stucco wall. Located just off Canal Street, the coroner’s office was in a seedy area heavy on small shops and ethnic restaurants that swarmed with activity even this early in the day. Pedestrians clogged the sidewalks. Vehicles of all descriptions crawled bumper-to-bumper in both directions, creating a continuous background buzz that sounded like a swarm of angry wasps. The heat wrapped around Sam’s face like a hot, wet towel the moment he left the air-conditioning behind. Inhaling was like breathing in soup. The smells—car emissions, decaying plants, various kinds of spicy food cooking—would have been nauseating if he’d let himself pay attention to them, which he didn’t. Two tortured-looking palmetto trees struggled to survive in wrought-iron cages set into the sidewalk. Wynne—or at least as much of Wynne as could fit, which was about a fourth—stood in the spindly shadow of one of these. His arms were crossed over his massive chest, his head was bent, his eyes were closed. His mouth worked as he chewed something very slowly and deliberately. Bubble gum, Sam assumed, because of the faint grape smell and the fact that Wynne had bought a six-pack of grape Dubble Bubble along with the doughnuts he’d scarfed down earlier. Since quitting smoking six weeks ago, Wynne rarely went longer than fifteen minutes without putting something in his mouth. As a result, he was gaining weight like a turkey in October, enough so that his baggy shorts were growing less baggy by the day and his shirts—today’s model was vintage Hawaiian, featuring a big-bosomed girl doing the hula on the front—strained at their buttons.


“Okay?” Sam asked, surveying him.


Wynne gave a single slow nod.


Despite the nod, Sam continued to eye him skeptically. Sweat beaded Wynne’s forehead, his face was flushed red, and his curly, fair hair had frizzed in the heat until it looked like a brass-colored Brillo pad. To put it mildly, Wynne was not, at the moment, a poster boy for FBI spit and polish. But then, that’s what four weeks on the road chasing a murderous nutjob did to a man, Sam thought. He himself was a case in point. He was sporting a couple of days’—he’d forgotten exactly how many—worth of stubble, faded jeans, and a T-shirt that had once been black but had been washed so often and so haphazardly over the past month that it was now a kind of tiedyed-looking gray. The jackets and ties that Bureau protocol called for had been left back in their hotel rooms. This particular August, New Orleans was a hundred degrees in the shade with a sticky humidity that never seemed to let up.


In other words, it was just too damned hot.


Wynne opened one bleary eye. “I need a cigarette. Bad.”


“Chew your gum.”


“Ain’t helping.”


In front of them, a black Firebird pulled over to the curb and stopped. Both doors opened at almost exactly the same moment, and two men got out. Tensing automatically, doing a quick mental check to make sure his Sig Sauer still nestled in the small of his back where he could get to it in a matter of seconds if need be, Sam squinted at them through the shimmer of heat that rose from the sidewalk, watching, narrow-eyed, as the pair headed purposefully toward him and Wynne. Their initially brisk pace slowed as they drew closer.


“You guys learn anything in there?”


Sam relaxed as he recognized the speaker as Phil Lewis, an FBI agent from the local field office whom he had first met some six years previously, when Sam had come to town to spearhead an investigation into a hashish-smuggling ring that was using the port of New Orleans as an entry point to the U.S. drug market. Despite the camouflage provided by the inches-high blond pompadour the guy tended like a girlfriend, Lewis was short, maybe five-nine or so beneath the hair, stocky and cocky in the way small men often are. Today he was decked out in a pale yellow sport coat, a gleaming white T-shirt, pressed jeans, and Ray-Bans. The African-American guy with him was taller, thinner, and a little more conservative in a crew cut, navy sport coat, and khakis. And Ray-Bans.


“Nah,” Sam replied, leaning a shoulder back against the building and folding his arms over his chest. “Long time no see, Lewis. I see you’re still a fan of Miami Vice.”


“What?” Lewis looked bewildered and suspicious at the same time. Beside Sam, Wynne snickered.


“Forget it.” Sam jerked a thumb at Wynne. “This is E. P. Wynne. Phil Lewis. And … ?”


“Greg Simon,” Lewis’s partner said. Perfunctory handshakes were exchanged all around, and then Sam looked at Lewis.


“You got anything?” Sam meant anything he needed to know, which Lewis perfectly understood.


“Nothing but a call from Dr. Deland’s office about two suspicious-looking characters claiming to be FBI agents forcing their way into the Fitzerald autopsy.”


“That would be us,” Sam said. Wynne nodded.


“Yeah.” Lewis frowned. “You want to tell me why we’re interested in this case?”


Ordinarily, murder investigations were left up to local police forces in the jurisdictions in which they occurred. The FBI was called in only on certain extraordinary cases.


“Possible link to multiple homicides with the UNSUB crossing state lines,” Sam said. Bureau policy was to share information on developing cases with local field agents, but in this case Sam interpreted that to mean on a strictly need-to-know basis. At this point, in Sam’s estimation, what he’d just said was about all Lewis needed to know. He remembered all too vividly how the details of the last investigation they’d worked on together had gotten leaked to the Times-Picayune within hours of the investigative team uncovering them. For all its population, New Orleans was a small town that way, and unless something had changed, Lewis had a way-too-cozy relationship with local reporters.


Having this thing turn into a media circus was something they did not need. Especially when they were no closer to making an apprehension today than they had been when Sam had gotten the first call at the first murder scene four weeks ago.


“Hot damn,” Lewis said, rubbing his hands together in transparent glee. “You mean we got ourselves a serial killer?”


“Nah. Looks like a series of professional hits.” Sam slouched against the wall again. “ ’Course, it’s too early to say for sure.”


Lewis gave a nod toward the building. “What was she into to get herself whacked?”


“Could be a lot of things. At this point, we don’t really know.”


“But you’ve got an idea,” Lewis said, watching Sam.


“Actually, I’ve got no fucking clue,” Sam said, which had the double virtue of being the absolute truth while at the same time visibly annoying Lewis. Beside him, Wynne was working on blowing a big purple bubble. The sickly sweet grape smell wafted beneath Sam’s nose.


“Bullshit,” Lewis said.


Sam shrugged. “Think what you want.”


“You’re operating in my neck of the woods now.” Lewis’s voice was sharp. “Whatever you’ve got on this case, I have a right to know it.”


“You’re absolutely correct. You do.”


“So?”


“When I find something out, I’ll send you a memo.”


“You …” Lewis went red with anger but swallowed the rest of what he’d been going to say. Sam gave him the faintest of smiles. Wynne’s bubble popped with a loud smack.


“You got a problem with memos?” Sam asked innocently. “I can do e-mails.”


“You suck, you know that?” Lewis said through his teeth, and started walking. “Come on, Greg, we need to head on in and tell Dr. Deland’s staff that, hard as it may be to believe, the creeps they were complaining about really are FBI agents.” As Simon started to move, Lewis glanced back over his shoulder at Sam. “You gonna hang around for a few minutes? When we come back out, maybe we can give you a lift over to Goodwill, help you pick out a couple of sport coats.”


“Sounds good.”


“Dickhead.” If that was meant to be a mutter, Lewis blew it big-time. Sam heard and gave him a jaunty little farewell wave.


“So when are you planning to start writing your book on winning friends and influencing people?” Wynne inquired with a sideways glance when Lewis and company had disappeared inside the building.


Sam grinned. “Anytime now. I’m just working on building up the fan base first.”


“You know he’s probably gonna call Smolski”—Leonard Smolski was the head of the Violent Crimes division and their boss—”and complain that we’re holding out on him. And Smolski’s gonna go ape-shit.”


“Last time I shared details of an investigation with Lewis …” Sam began, meaning to fill Wynne in on the ins and outs of the media blitz that nearly derailed the drug-smuggling case. But he was interrupted by the sudden strident peal of his cell phone.


Sam became instantly alert at the sound, and he straightened away from the wall. Wynne watched him like a dog with a squirrel in view as Sam thrust a hand in his jeans pocket, yanked the phone out, and glanced down at it. A number flashed on the ID screen. It made him frown.


“Yo,” he answered, already knowing that the voice on the other end was not going to be the one he both wanted and dreaded to hear.


“Something weird,” Gardner said in his ear. “We’ve turned up another Madeline Fitzgerald. Attacked last night at the same hotel.”


“What?”


“Yeah. Only this one lived.”


“You’re shitting me, right?”


“Nope. She signed into the emergency room at Norton Hospital at 3:12 a.m. with unspecified injuries, was treated and released.”


“What? What?” Wynne demanded, balancing on the balls of his feet now as he stared at Sam and tried to make sense of the conversation. Sam waved him off.


“And we’re just now finding this out?” Sam felt like slapping his palm to his forehead duh-style. They were the FBI, after all. Consistently being a day late and a dollar short was not how they were supposed to operate.


“Hey, not my fault. Apparently a friend drove her to the hospital. Hotel security notified the police, who called us. Ten minutes ago.”


Sam took a deep breath. Lack of timely cooperation from the local police was nothing new, of course. But it was still maddening as hell. “Where is she now?”


“I knew you were going to ask me that.” Gardner sounded smugly self-satisfied. “She caught a cab in front of the hotel fifteen minutes ago. The driver took her to the Hepburn Building. One-thirty-six Broadway.”


“Gardner, you da man,” Sam said, and hung up with Gardner’s pert “not in this life, lover,” echoing in his ears.










FOUR


So her throat hurt. So she was bruised and sore and scared. So she was operating on about two hours sleep. Get over it, Maddie told herself fiercely as she washed her hands in the Hepburn Building’s first-floor ladies’ room. She could think about what had happened later, after the presentation was over. If she and Jon did a good job now, if Creative Partners got the account, her struggling business would suddenly, for the first time ever, be on solid ground. Even better than solid ground. They’d be making money—lots of money. Enough money to buy the kind of settled, secure life she’d always dreamed about. Now was clearly not the moment to fall apart. Just because some psycho maniac had broken into her hotel room and tried to kill her was no reason to lose focus.


You gotta have priorities, she thought wryly. A nervous breakdown would just have to wait. What she needed to do was just stay in the moment. After all, what was the alternative? Turn tail and head back to St. Louis with a whimper while waving a fond farewell to the Brehmer account?


Not happening.


So get a grip. Maddie took a deep breath and worked on taking her own advice. While she’d been in the hospital basically having her tonsils examined, Jon had already tried to have the appointment postponed, without success. Mrs. Brehmer’s people had made it clear that either the meeting went down at ten a.m. today as scheduled or it didn’t go down at all. Reliability was Mrs. Brehmer’s watchword, as Susan Allen, her personal assistant, had apologetically informed him. If Brehmer’s Pet Foods couldn’t even rely on Creative Partners to be at such an important meeting on time, well, then …


Right. Reliable R Us, Maddie thought, turning off the taps and drying her hands on a paper towel. The show must go on and all that. She had always been good at compartmentalizing, and she would compartmentalize this, tucking it away to be examined in depth later. Popping in another paindeadening throat lozenge, she grimaced at the Listerine-like taste even as she gave herself one last critical once-over in the mirror. Her hair was brushed into a sleeker-than-usual business-friendly bob. The slight bruise on her cheek had been camouflaged into near invisibility by a crafty combination of coverstick and blush, and the rest of her makeup was flattering but minimal. Her cream linen suit with its slim, knee-length skirt was resolutely conservative. The white silk shell beneath was the epitome of tastefulness. The beige pumps and shoulder bag continued the ladylike theme. The only jarring note in her understated ensemble was the bright blue-and-yellow silk scarf, grabbed on the fly from the hotel gift shop, that she had twined around her neck to conceal the ugly purple bruise that marred the front of her throat.


Last night someone tried to kill me.


A shiver raced down her spine as Maddie did her best to thrust the wayward thought back into the “I’ll worry about that later” compartment. Jon had reported that Susan Allen’s dominant emotion on being informed of what had befallen Creative Partners’s owner and CEO during the night had been dismay.


“You know, Mrs. B. is not real big on getting involved in her associates’ personal dramas,” the assistant had said doubtfully.


A personal drama. That was certainly a unique way to look at just managing to escape a would-be ruthless killer by the skin of her teeth, Maddie thought with some asperity. But the bottom line was, Mrs. Brehmer just didn’t want to know, which was fine with Maddie. She didn’t want to know, either. Unfortunately, though, she had no choice: At some point she was going to have to face the reality of what had happened and deal with it.


But not now. She was not going to think about it now. The unavoidable residuals of the attack—terror, panic, questions, decisions—all were going to have to be put on hold until later. Just for this morning, she was going to think about nothing except how much the Brehmer account mattered to her, to her employees, to Creative Partners as a whole, and go out there and do her best to wow the old witch. Or, um, make that wow the demanding-but-rich business owner who could put Creative Partners on the map with one stoke of her pen.


As she held on to that view of the situation with dogged determination, Maddie shook off the shivers, picked up her briefcase, and exited the bathroom.


Jon was standing where she had left him, among a milling group of people in business dress waiting over by the bank of gleaming brass-doored elevators, looking his usual handsome self in a navy suit, white shirt, and red power tie. He smiled at her, and she headed toward him, her sensible two-inch heels clicking on the terrazzo floor. The Hepburn Building was a fifty-story skyscraper located in the middle of one of New Orleans’s busiest commercial blocks. It was sleekly modern, an anachronistic new addition to a city that owed its fame to a decaying antebellum charm. Today the brown marble lobby was crowded, and the line at the security desk, where visitors were required to sign in, was growing longer by the minute. Two men, somewhat scruffy for such an elegant environment, were leaning over the counter, apparently holding up the proceedings as they carried on an intense conversation with the uniformed guard behind the desk.


Even as she noticed them, the guard looked around. For an instant his gaze combed the shifting ranks of people waiting for the elevators, walking to and from the restrooms, visiting the small flower kiosk opposite the elevators. Then she must have made some attention-attracting move—perhaps the sunlight filtering in through the oversized windows had glinted off her gold earrings or something—because all of a sudden he seemed to focus on her.


“Over there,” Maddie heard him say, and then to her surprise he pointed right at her.


Me? she thought. Her eyes widened, her step faltered, and her hand rose in a gesture of disbelief to press against the cool silk between her breasts.


The men who’d been talking to the guard followed the path of his pointing finger with their eyes and looked at her. Finding herself suddenly pinned by the gazes of two unsavory-looking strangers could not be considered a positive development at any time. But after what had happened the night before, her heart could be forgiven, Maddie thought, for the insane attempt it made to leap out of her body through her throat.


Surely there must be some mistake—but if there was, it was a mistake that kept on keeping on. The men straightened and, without taking their eyes off her, began walking purposefully toward her. They made an unlikely pair, as if a street bum had hooked up with a solvenly tourist. Together, they looked so ratty and out of place in these upscale surroundings that Maddie couldn’t believe that the guard had even let them pass. But they had gotten through, and they were coming in her direction. As she registered the unescapable reality of the situation, her feet seemed to sprout roots that sank deep into the floor. Her eyes stayed glued to them; she could not look away. Her heart pounded. Her pulse raced. Her fight-or-flight response kicked in, veering strongly toward flight. Unfortunately, even if she could move, which she didn’t seem to be able to do, she was out of luck. Barring a retreat to the ladies’ room, which was the biggest trap in the world if they decided to follow her in or even wait outside, or the timely arrival of one of the cursedly slow elevators, there was no place in this starkly designed lobby to go.


Could one of them have been the man in my hotel room?


At the thought, Maddie suddenly went light-headed. Still, she couldn’t move. She could do nothing but watch with growing horror as they strode toward her through the bars of light that the tall windows on either side of the lobby threw down across the highly polished floor. They were both good-sized men, but the fair-haired one in the garish Hawaiian shirt and rumpled shorts was taller by several inches, and fat. Too fat to be her attacker? Yes, she thought, yes. Please, Gods, yes. Her gaze shifted. Though the bigger man was moving fast, he was still a few steps behind the black-haired guy in jeans whose eyes were fastened on her like she was a refrigerator and they were magnets. He looked like someone on the morning after the night before, with a couple days’ worth of stubble darkening his jaw and short but untidy hair that probably hadn’t seen a comb since before he had last shaved. This man was definitely not fat. What he was was powerfully built and mean-looking, the kind of guy that she wouldn’t want to run into in a dark parking lot or on a deserted street.
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