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			EIGHT YEARS AGO

			 

			NEVADO HUASCARÁN

			YUNGAY PROVINCE, PERU

			 

			I watched Murphy as he crawled forward to the edge of the overhang and raised the binoculars to his eyes, training them on the spot a couple miles ahead, where the road emerged from the narrow mountain pass. He lay there motionless for a good five minutes. Long enough to allow a fine dusting of snow to cover his back.

			“They’re not coming.”

			“What do you want to do?” I asked. “Call it a day? Go home for hot chocolate?”

			He twisted his neck to look back at me. “I don’t get you, man. You seem like you’re all about the hunt, and then when it comes to the finish, you get all . . . I don’t know. Detached. What’s the matter? I know you’re not afraid.”

			“The hard work’s done,” I said. “You guys don’t really need me for this part.”

			“And yet I notice you never turn down the opportunity to work downstream.”

			“I like the fresh air.”

			Murphy shuffled back and sat back down beside me, banging his gloved hands off his thighs to shake the powder off them.

			“Too fresh for me. Hot chocolate sounds pretty good, in fact. What the hell is up with the weather?”

			“This is normal,” I said.

			“It was warm yesterday.”

			“That was El Niño. Yesterday was the aberration, not today. This is how it’s supposed to be.”

			“I thought El Niño was Mexico.”

			“It happens all over South America.”

			“How do you know this shit, anyway?”

			I shrugged, my eyes staying on the road a mile distant.

			“No, seriously,” he continued. “How do you know everything? Like, how do you know they’re coming this way?”

			“I don’t know.”

			He stared at me for a few seconds and then shook his head. He looked to the road again and then down the slope to where it passed by us, fifty feet below.

			“You think Crozier set the wires up right?”

			“He knows what he’s doing.”

			A pause. “I don’t like him. Crozier.”

			My interest was piqued. For some reason, people didn’t like to talk about Crozier. It was almost as though they were scared to address the subject. I’d had one or two brief verbal exchanges with the man, enough to decide I wanted to keep my distance. “He’s quiet,” I said noncommittally. 

			“He’s not just quiet; he’s a goddamn psychopath.”

			“He’s on the right team.”

			“No, man, you don’t understand. You hear about Baqubah, a few months back?”

			“Sure. He took out five or six bad guys. It wasn’t his fault about the hostages.”

			“It was six. You didn’t see it. You didn’t see what he did to them.”

			I turned my head and looked at him, waiting for him to continue. Compared to the others, Murphy was practically a blabbermouth. 

			“I mean it. It was like they’d let Ted Bundy loose in there, man.”

			“He’s a shooter. That’s what he’s here for.”

			Murphy paused, as though carefully considering what he was going to say next. “You’ve heard the story.”

			I had heard the story. I’d heard it from a couple of sources and wasn’t sure whether to believe it or write it off as the equivalent of unfounded workplace gossip. That was the funny thing, though: with Crozier, you got the feeling anything was possible.

			“I heard a rumor.”

			Murphy grabbed my shoulder and made me look at him. All of a sudden, he seemed to need me to listen to him. “It’s the truth.”

			I paused, unsure of how to reply. And then I saw a glint of sunlight reflecting off glass or metal a mile distant.

			“They’re here.”
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			LOS ANGELES

			 

			People go crazy when it rains in LA.

			It’s a truism, just another of the unique quirks of character that grow up around any big city. But as is often the case, there’s a lot of truth to the truism. Although Los Angeles is hardly devoid of rainfall, it is rare enough to qualify as an event when it does come. And for that reason, Angelenos just aren’t accustomed to driving in the rain. That makes some of them lose their cool: driving too fast, or way too slow. Maybe taking tight corners at speed as though the conditions are dry. The fact that the city is built for desert conditions doesn’t help, either. The drainage system is immediately overwhelmed, causing flooding and standing water. The rain grooves in the road surface fill up quickly and create a surface primed for hydroplaning. The statistics bear out the legend: traffic accidents spike by 50 percent when it rains. Crazy.

			Kelly thought about this as she guided the Porsche 911 Carrera along the twisting strip of two-lane asphalt that was Mulholland Drive. The downpour flooded over the windshield as though she were in a carwash, the effect broken every second or so by the wiper blades sweeping back and forth on the fastest setting. At that moment, it seemed crazy to be driving, period. It seemed crazy no matter how careful you tried to be. 

			Kelly kept a tight grip on the wheel and hunched forward, as though the extra six inches of proximity to the glass would make a shred of difference. She’d lived in LA for most of her life, and she could never remember it raining like this. The speedometer needle danced just above twenty, which was as fast as she felt comfortable going with the steep drop to her right-hand side. Still, she’d been wondering if she should risk a little more pressure on the gas pedal, bringing it up to thirty, perhaps. She was worried about another car coming up behind her and not having time to stop. Somebody less cautious. Somebody going way too fast. 

			You’d have to be nuts to be speeding on a road like this one on a night like this, but that was the thing: people go crazy. She compromised and allowed the needle to climb to twenty-five. She breathed rapidly through her nose and tried not to blink.

			Mulholland was a strange road, built a long time ago for a lot less traffic. It wound past the homes of the stars but also into darker, rural patches that felt like the precise middle of nowhere. Lots of sudden twists next to steep drops. Kelly wasn’t overly familiar with the road under the best of circumstances, but tonight she might as well have been on the other side of the planet. It already seemed like hours since she’d left Sloan’s. She risked a glance at the clock on the dash and realized that it had been only twenty-five minutes.

			This had seemed like a good idea twenty-five minutes ago, when getting behind the wheel of Sarah’s new toy had been an attractive proposition. Ten minutes later, when the heavens had opened, Kelly had immediately regretted her decision.

			Ten or eleven miles from the bar to Sarah’s place, give or take. She’d made good time in the first, blessedly dry, ten minutes—traffic was light on the 405 at this time of night, even in the automobile capital of planet Earth. How far to go, then? Five miles? Six? In these conditions, that could take her all night.

			Kelly held her breath and feathered the brake as she took another corner that was a little tighter than it had appeared. It was difficult to judge, with the rain and the darkness. There were no streetlights up here, and the headlights illumin­ated a pathetically small patch of road in front of her before dissolving into the darkness. This was stupid, she thought again. This was . . . crazy. She ought to pull off of the road at the next opportunity—one of the overlooks perhaps—and wait out the rain.

			Only, there was no way to know how long the rain would last, and Sarah was counting on her. Sarah’s dad would be home at one a.m., and if the Porsche wasn’t in the garage, he’d check her room for sure.

			Incredibly, the rain seemed to build in intensity, as though mocking her. The respite between swipes of the wipers was becoming less and less effective.

			Kelly suddenly became aware that the radio was still on, tuned to a local classic rock station. “Black Hole Sun” by Soundgarden. The corner of her mouth curled upward for a second as she imagined what her own dad would have to say about that, about a record from the mid-nineties being labeled as “classic” anything. 

			And then she was jerked back into the moment. In the heartbeat between the pass of the wipers and the fresh sheet of water, the Porsche’s headlights picked out a dark shape of something in the road, obstructing her lane. The wipers delivered another strobe-like snapshot of the road ahead, and she realized the shape was earth and rubble—a landslide from the slope on her left-hand side, leaving a dangerously tight gap in the road. Holding her breath, Kelly braked and aimed for the slender space between the pile of debris and the drop at the edge of the road.

			Sarah is gonna kill me, she thought, as the driver-side front wheel crunched over a brick-sized rock while the drop loomed on her right-hand side.

			And then the Porsche squeezed through the gap, missing the bulk of the obstruction and narrowly, wonderfully, keeping all four wheels on the road.

			She exhaled in a short cough, grateful and guilty all at once, like she’d dodged a bullet. She skirted the remainder of the landslide, eyes peeled for oncoming headlights. Without taking her eyes from the road, she moved one hand gingerly from the steering wheel for the first time in ten minutes, reaching over to snap the radio off. Chris Cornell’s voice winked out, leaving only the staccato beat of rain on glass.

			One less distraction, she thought as she moved her hand back to the wheel. One less—

			A loud bang pierced the rhythm of the rain like a gunshot, and she felt the rear of the car slide out from under her. A blowout?

			The car was sliding to the right, toward the drop. Kelly yanked the wheel hard left. The vehicle ignored her, continuing its inexorable swerve toward a steep two-hundred-foot slope and oblivion. There was no barrier, because the road was relatively straight here. But that assumed your car was under control.

			Oh shit. Steer into the skid? Steer away from the skid? What are you meant to—

			As abruptly as the swerve had begun, it stopped. The steering wheel locked and the car righted itself, and Kelly leaned into the brake, hearing a nails-on-the-blackboard screech of metal as the Porsche hugged the very lip of the road and came to a full stop at the edge of the drop.

			A brief moment of euphoria—she’d been certain she was about to die, and somehow she was still alive—and then a snatch of worry. Had she totaled Sarah’s new Porsche? In the bar, Sarah had claimed not to know how much it had cost, but Matt had said something under his breath—with his usual mild disapproval—about a hundred thousand bucks or so. The rain battered down, unabated, as though trying to prevent her from thinking, from organizing her brain to the point where she might begin to piece together what had happened and what she might do next. But before she could start to think about the thousands of dollars of damage she might have done, those worries—and every other thought—were banished by the realization of a new danger.

			She was sitting in an immobile vehicle, in the dark, in a rainstorm, on a narrow highway, next to a steep drop.

			Frantically, she grasped for the door handle, finding it after an eternity and pushing the door open. She clambered out of the car and into the deluge. It was like diving fully clothed into a lake. She put a hand on her forehead to keep the rain out of her eyes and squinted at the road, looking one way and then the other. Seeing no lights, she reached back into the car and snagged the keys from the ignition, then scurried around the back to open the trunk, before remembering that this was a Porsche: engine in back, trunk in front. She made her way around to the front of the car again, hoping to find a coat, an umbrella, a tarpaulin . . . anything. Nothing. The trunk was utterly empty. Damn it.

			She glanced again at the road, then circled back around the Porsche, inspecting it for damage as best she could. Miraculously, the bodywork looked to be unscathed, the silver paint job gleaming through the curtain of water. When she reached the rear driver’s side wheel, she saw the real damage. The tire was shredded, to the extent that the rims of the wheel had partially cut into the road surface. The source of the unholy screeching as she’d lurched to a halt, she guessed. She cursed out loud this time and wiped rain out of her eyes again.

			A flash of light made her jerk her head up again. Another car, a hundred yards away, though she couldn’t yet hear the engine over the elements. He was headed straight for her. Kelly ran across the road and toward the direction of the oncoming vehicle, waving her arms and yelling. Dressed in a black halter top and jeans, she now wished she’d picked something more visible to wear. The car, a Ford, flashed by her, swerved when it saw the grounded Porsche, and ­narrowly missed clipping the rear driver’s side fender where it stuck out into the wrong lane. The asshole had the temerity to lean on his horn as he continued on his merry way. Kelly prayed for him to hit whatever obstruction had eviscerated her tire, but the Ford continued past that point and cleared the landslide on the opposite lane before its taillights dis­appeared.

			Kelly was soaked to the skin now. She ran back to the car and flung the door open once again. Her bag was on the passenger seat, looking somehow tawdry on the expensive leather upholstery. She grabbed it and sat down again behind the wheel, deciding to risk the danger of another car in exchange for a few moments’ respite from the rain. They tell you to leave the car and stand by the road in a situation like this, but they weren’t the ones getting soaked. She’d see the headlights in time anyway . . . wouldn’t she? She angled around in her seat and kept her eyes trained on the road behind her as she dug around in her bag, lifting and sifting the detritus that had accumulated in there and locating her phone by touch. Her hands closed around the familiar slim rectangle and she brought it out. There was no point in calling Sarah to tell her what had happened. Assuming she even picked up, it would only ruin her evening with Josh. AAA wasn’t an option, either. Kelly didn’t own her own car, and unless her manager spontaneously decided to double her paycheck, she doubted she would be buying one anytime soon. That left one option—her dad.

			But when Kelly hit the button to activate the screen, it remained stubbornly dark. Goddamn Apple. Four hundred bucks for a phone and it couldn’t give you more than eight hours of battery life, if you didn’t use it too much. And she’d used it a lot in the bar—taking pictures, checking Facebook, calling Matt when he was late, Googling a cocktail recipe to settle an argument . . .

			Great. Dead car, dead phone. Could the night possibly get any worse?

			Kelly got back out and entered the monsoon once more, looking both ways down the road. Nothing. She considered her options. She doubted she’d be physically capable of pushing the car over to the side of the road even on four good tires. With one of them blown out, there was no chance. She was stuck in the middle of nowhere with no coat, no phone, and pretty damn near no hope.

			And then, a glimmer of light.

			From up ahead, she saw headlights wink out and appear again as they cleared a bend in the road. She crossed to the opposite side again and this time stood as far out in the middle of the road as she dared. She waved her arms and yelled, much louder this time. The knowledge of the dead phone gave her hollering renewed urgency. 

			Fifty yards from her position, the vehicle began to slow as the driver spotted her. As it grew nearer, Kelly saw that it was some kind of pickup truck. That was good; he might have a winch or something to drag the Porsche off the road. But she was getting ahead of herself—he needed to stop first. Kelly waved again, actually jumping up and down this time, worrying that this driver might pick up speed again and blow right by her like the last one. But he didn’t. The dark pickup—it was impossible to discern even a vague color—pulled smoothly to a stop beside her, engine running. The driver’s window rolled slowly down. Kelly peered into the darkness within. Between the rain and the absence of streetlights, she couldn’t make out the driver. 

			“Hello?” she said unsurely.

			Finally, the darkness shifted a little and a head appeared at the window. A man, she thought, although she couldn’t be sure. A deep but quiet voice spoke out, almost lost beneath the sound of the rain.

			“You need some help?”

			The guy wore a dark blue or green baseball cap with no logo, the brim pulled down so that three-quarters of his face was in blackness, with only a clean-shaven chin visible.

			Kelly swallowed and felt a chill that had nothing to do with her soaked clothing. She wasn’t sure if it was the voice or the instinctive primal sense of unease that came from not being able to see his face properly, but all of a sudden she felt a strange urge to tell the driver that it was okay; she’d wait for the next car.

			But that wasn’t an option. On a night like this, she’d be stupid . . . no, crazy—to pass up the offer.

			“Yeah.” She nodded. “Yeah, I really do need help.”

			2

			 

			FORT LAUDERDALE

			 

			Saturday night, downtown Fort Lauderdale. It felt like I was a long way from the beach. Although the sun had gone down hours before, the bar felt noticeably cool in comparison to the outside. Too cool for my liking. Like stepping into a walk-in refrigerator. I paused by the door to survey the room, scanning for the important information. 

			It had a low ceiling and walls that had been painted black a decade or two ago. A relatively large floor space, sparsely attended for a Saturday night. Maybe a couple dozen customers. On the far side, the bar ran almost the length of the room, tapering off in a curve before it reached a corridor signposted for the restrooms and the fire exit. Circular tables adorned with candlesticks inserted into empty liquor ­bottles. I descended two steps from the entrance and started to cross the floor, scanning faces as though looking for a friend. Most of the clientele were arranged into couples and small groups, except for a lone blonde at one of the corner tables who’d looked up and then away again as I’d entered the bar. I didn’t linger any longer on her face than on any of the others. Aside from her, the crowd was made up of an unremarkable mix of professional barflies and lost tourists. 

			The only alarm bell chimed when my eyes alighted on the dark-haired man sitting down by the jukebox. His eyes met mine, sized me up as I walked past, then moved away in disinterest. He had a broken nose and big hands. A fighter, though not necessarily a good one. He wore a leather jacket. All in all, a good match for the two very similar-looking gentlemen I’d seen loitering across the street outside. Interesting, though nothing to do with me. I filed it away for future reference and took a seat at the bar on the corner, adjacent to the fire exit hallway. 

			The position gave me the best view of the room. I let my eyes sweep over the faces once again and nodded as the bartender made his approach. I resisted the impulse to order a cold beer, opting instead for a soda water with a twist of lime. Nonalcoholic, but it looks enough like a real drink to avoid unwanted attention.

			I sipped the soda water and tried to ignore the Europop blasting from the speakers five feet from my left ear: the single downside of my strategic position. I moved my head from left to right again, refreshing my picture of the room. The guy at the jukebox hadn’t moved. My eyes moved to the northwest corner of the bar, where the blonde was sitting. Only she wasn’t sitting now. She was up and walking diagonally across the floor to where I was perched.

			As she got closer, I confirmed that her curly shoulder-length hair was convincingly—and therefore expensively—dyed. She wore blue jeans and a black blouse that showed some midriff and leather boots with three-inch heels. There was a small leather bag hanging from her right shoulder by a strap.

			I averted my eyes and looked toward the door, as though expecting someone to join me any minute. The blonde stopped when she got to the bar and put her forearms down on it. She was at the stool next to mine, even though that meant she’d had to walk five paces out of her way to get there. Which meant she’d deliberately wanted to end up beside me. Which meant a change of plan. 

			She stared straight ahead as she ordered a shot of Stoli, but then turned to me and smiled. 

			“Hey.”

			I smiled in acknowledgment and tried to read her expression. Did she know why I was there? I supposed it wasn’t outside the bounds of possibility that she’d realize someone would be looking for her, that she’d be on the lookout for a certain type. But that’s the thing: I work hard at not being any particular type. 

			“I like this song,” she said after a minute, then looked me up and down with a coy smile. “What’s your name?”

			I decided I had nothing to worry about. She didn’t know who I was. She was just a party girl in a bar, acting interested in the lonesome stranger who just walked in. Emphasis on acting. 

			“My name’s Blake.”

			“Cool.” She nodded, as though a name meant anything at all. “I’m Emma. Are you here with somebody?”

			She was overselling it like a life insurance cold caller ten minutes from the end of a bad shift. Nobody who looked like she did would have to try to pick up a guy in a bar. Nobody who looked like that would even have to approach the guy. So what was the play? I set my mind to work on the quandary; the mental exercise wasn’t unwelcome. I decided to see where this was going. 

			“You tell me.”

			She smiled and put a hand on my left arm, just below the shoulder. I felt her squeeze a little through my shirt, as though testing it, and then I understood what she wanted me for. 

			She dropped her hand as the bartender returned, tossing a napkin on the bar and placing her shot glass on top of it. He glanced at my still half-full glass and I shook my head.

			“And what do you do, Blake?” 

			I considered my answer and decided there was no reason to lie. “I’m sort of a consultant.”

			Her eyes narrowed. “What kind of consultant?”

			“The usual kind,” I said. “People pay me to solve problems they can’t solve by themselves.”

			She laughed as though I’d cracked the joke of the century and slammed the shot in one. “You solve problems. Outstanding.”

			“I aim to please.”

			“And what would you say is the most important skill that goes into being a consultant?”

			“Why? Do you want to become one?”

			“Maybe.”

			“Then I guess I would have to say improvisation.”

			“Good.” She leaned in close and whispered, the vodka fumes strong on her breath, “Do you want to get out of here?” 

			I glanced at the door, then back to her. “Right now?”

			She nodded, and her tone changed to conspiratorial. “Listen. There are a couple of guys outside waiting for me . . .”

			“Guys you’d prefer to avoid?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Two guys.”

			“That’s what I said, isn’t it?”

			“Just making sure.”

			She laughed uneasily, as though I’d gotten the wrong idea. “I mean, there won’t be any trouble or anything like that, not if you walk me to my car.” 

			I saw the sudden fear in her eyes, the flash of concern that she’d put me off. That meant there was going to be trouble, all right. Probably a lot more trouble than she realized.

			I sat back on my stool and took a drink of the soda, as though carefully considering the proposition. The bartender was dealing with customers at the other end of the bar. That was good. 

			“Where’s your car?” I asked.

			“Right outside. It’s a red coupe.”

			That was true. I’d seen the little red Audi A5 coupe parked by the sidewalk twenty yards from the front door.

			I leaned in close again, keeping my voice low. That was mostly for her benefit; nobody could hear me over the music even if I’d been yelling at the top of my voice.

			“Okay, you’re going to pretend that I’ve insulted you. You’re going to get up and act like you’re headed to the ladies’ room. There’s a fire exit along the corridor behind me. Use it and wait for me.”

			She looked taken aback for a moment, probably because she wasn’t expecting her compliant muscle to start calling the shots. She got over it quickly, signaling acceptance with a brief, crooked smile that was the first genuine thing she’d offered since she’d started talking to me.

			She pushed off her stool violently and stood up, rolling her eyes in disdain as she walked away. I was happy she hadn’t overdone it by slapping me or maybe yelling. She was much better at acting pissed off than she was at feigning romantic interest. 

			I watched her go and waited for a few seconds. As I’d expected, the guy in the leather jacket got up from his seat and made a beeline for the corridor. He could read as well as I could. He knew there was a back exit. That’s why he was in the bar while his friends waited out front. He glanced at me as he passed. I pretended not to notice. 

			I got up and followed behind him as he quickened his pace. The restroom doors were on the left-hand side, and the corridor vanished around a corner to the right, another sign for the fire exit pointing the way.

			“Excuse me,” I said.

			He started to turn around, and I put all of my weight into a short, rapid punch to the bridge of his nose. He screamed in pain and lunged forward, and I grabbed his head and smashed it down on my knee. He crashed down on the beer-stained carpet, unconscious. I glanced behind me to confirm the yell of pain had been masked by the music and crouched on one knee, patting him down. I found his gun in the inside pocket of his jacket. It was a Heckler & Koch HK45. Close to military spec—definitely trouble. I relieved him of it and tucked it into the back of my belt. 

			I moved quickly down the remainder of the corridor and found the blonde standing by the open fire exit. Her real name wasn’t Emma, of course. Her real name was Caroline Elizabeth Church. She was twenty-four years old. Her Massachusetts driver’s license listed her as five eleven, brown hair, brown eyes. Two out of three matched up with the person in front of me.

			“My car’s around the front,” she said, oblivious to the altercation in the corridor.

			“Forget it,” I said.

			I took her upper arm and pulled her through the fire exit and into a narrow, dingy alley. Dumpsters lined the wall, trash overflowing from some and strewn across the pitted concrete. The alley terminated in a dead end twenty feet to my right. Fifty feet to my left it opened onto the road that led off the main street out front. The buildings on either side were one- and two-story affairs: the blank rear walls of bars and diners and anonymous office buildings. If we were fast, we could come out on the street, circle the block, and get into my rented Honda without the two guys staking out the bar noticing. Assuming they hadn’t moved from their earlier position, of course.

			I started fast-walking toward the street, trusting that Caroline would follow. She didn’t disappoint.

			She trotted on her heels until she was abreast of me. “What the hell do you mean forget it?”

			The mouth of the alley was still clear. I scanned the low rooftops on both sides. “The two guys out front—who are they?”

			“Slow down!”

			I stopped and faced her. “Who are they?”

			She looked away. “Nobody. Just an ex-boyfriend. He turned kind of creepy. Won’t leave me alone.”

			“Just an ex?” I asked, turning to walk again.

			Caroline caught up again, surprisingly quick despite her heels. “Yeah. Why?” Curiosity in her voice. She knew I knew she was withholding information and was more interested in how I knew than in keeping her secrets.

			“Because standard creepy exes park outside your house and post nasty messages on your Facebook page. If they’re really brave, they might even try to get physical. They don’t generally bring armed flunkies with them. Not unless they happen to have a couple lying around already.”

			“Who’s an armed flunky?”

			I took the gun out and held it in front of her in my palm. Her eyes widened. “I just took this from the third guy in the bar. The one you didn’t know about. It’s an HK45 Compact Tactical pistol. Costs about twelve hundred bucks. It’s not an entry-level model. Who’s the boyfriend?”

			“Oh shit. He said he was gonna kill me, but . . .”

			We reached the mouth of the alley. I motioned for Caroline to keep back and kept the pistol low, finger on the trigger. I glanced around the corner and found myself looking down the barrel of another gun.

			Which meant another change of plan.

			3

			 

			Caroline’s ex-boyfriend was the taller one of the two men I’d seen outside earlier. He looked in his mid-to-late forties, but in good shape, with jet-black hair and angular, handsome features. The combination of designer leather jacket, expensive hardware, and the dead, disinterested look in his gray eyes told me everything I needed to know.

			He waved us back into the alley, off the street, and told me to drop the gun. I did as I was told. I watched his eyes and saw there was more going on than was first apparent: calculation, deliberation. That was good. It meant I wasn’t dealing with an outright psycho. I slowly raised my hands, taking a second to glance down the street and confirm that he was on his own. I guessed the other one was still covering the front. 

			“What’s this, Lizzie?” he asked, shooting a glance at the girl with the ever-expanding list of aliases. “New man already?” He spoke with the barest trace of an accent. If I’d had to guess, I’d say Serbian. Factor in his age and willingness to point guns at people, and it seemed like a reasonable bet he was a Kosovo veteran. The voice reinforced my impression of a calm, deliberate man. It also told me that he hadn’t chased Caroline down purely on account of her feminine wiles.

			“He’s nobody, Zoran,” she said. “Let him go.”

			He didn’t look at her, kept staring at me, and I was pleased to see a hint of consternation on his face. We both had a problem: I was the one with a gun pointed in my face, but he was the one who had to decide what to do about it. An irrational man would shoot me and leave me to bleed on the sidewalk. If my estimation of this man was right, he wouldn’t want to invite the potential consequences of that action, not without good reason at least.

			Zoran hadn’t taken his eyes from me the whole time. That was smart, because he hadn’t given me the split second I’d need to take the gun from him. It also meant he hadn’t been able to look down, to examine the gun I’d been carrying and perhaps identify it as the one belonging to his man in the bar. That left open the possibility that he might under­estimate me. 

			Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Caroline tensing, as though weighing whether she could make a run for it. I hoped she wouldn’t. It would likely be a bad decision for both of us, and particularly for me. No one said anything for a moment. I heard the low rumble of a northbound train on the Tri-Rail line a few blocks over.

			“What do you want?” I asked the man with dark hair, fixing my eyes on his so he would know that this was not a rhetorical question. We were just two guys calmly discussing how best to resolve a mutual problem.

			Zoran nodded at Caroline Church, still not taking his eyes off me. “I woke up two days ago and she was gone. So was fifteen grand cash from my apartment.”

			“Okay,” I said. Then, without turning to Caroline, I addressed her. “Give him your car keys.”

			“What?”

			“I don’t give a shit about the car, friend,” Zoran said softly. “I just want my money.”

			From the tone of his voice, I guessed he was lying and it wasn’t really about the money. Or at least, not primarily. It was about the principle—a man in his position could not be seen to be ripped off in this way.

			I nodded in Caroline’s direction. “She spent last night in a hotel on North Andrews Avenue, checked out this morning. If she still has your money, it’s in the red Audi coupe around the front.”

			Caroline started to say, “How the hell do you—” then shut up.

			And then she ran.

			Zoran made a split-second calculation. The choice was staying with me or chasing Caroline. If he stayed with me, his money and his opportunity for redress would disappear once again. If he chased Caroline, he’d be leaving me with the gun I’d dropped. He made the smart move, the most ruthless move. But not quite fast enough. 

			As he pulled the trigger, I was already diving for the pistol. 

			A .45-caliber slug carved itself into the wall behind where my head had been a moment before. As I hit the ground, I swept the heel of my shoe hard into the back of Zoran’s knee as I simultaneously picked up the gun I’d dropped. His knee buckled, and he fell as my fingers closed around the weapon. He fumbled his grip a little, recovered quickly, and started to bring his gun back toward my face. I smashed his wrist with my left fist as the gun discharged, the loud bang echoing and reverberating from the walls of the alley. Before he could take another shot, I had the muzzle of the H&K pressed into his forehead, equidistant between his eyes. His eyes brightened for a moment in surprise and then narrowed.

			“Don’t be an idiot,” I said.

			Mere seconds had elapsed since the sound of the gunshot, but I was keenly conscious of two sounds that marked the passage of time: Caroline Church’s footsteps fading into the night and the sound of voices from the opposite direction. Now I was the one with the dilemma. Only that wasn’t quite true. Zoran was the one who was going to dictate what happened: whether he lived or died.

			His grip relaxed and the gun dropped from his right hand, smacking on the pitted concrete. A rational man. I gave him an apologetic shrug and slammed the butt of the pistol into his right temple. Nonfatal, but enough to give me time to make a graceful exit. He’d thank me in the morning, once the concussion wore off.

			I picked up Zoran’s gun as he dropped to the sidewalk; then I glanced out at the street. Caroline had vanished. If she was smart, she’d forget about the car and the fifteen grand and vanish into the night. But then, her actions so far hadn’t exactly been characterized by an overabundance of good sense.

			The shouts from the street were getting closer, and I remembered the third guy, less than a block away, who would certainly have heard the gunshots. And he’d be the only person within earshot who wasn’t using his cell phone to call the cops at that moment.

			I pocketed the two H&Ks and moved quickly to the nearest Dumpster, pushing it all the way back to brace it against the stucco wall. Then I pulled myself up on top of it, caught my balance, and jumped vertically. I caught the edge of the roof with both hands and pulled myself up and over the parapet, rolling to my feet. From below, I heard a scream and loud voices. I crouched down and risked a glance over the edge to the alley below. Three people at the mouth of the alley, and one of them was Zoran’s guy—the third man I’d seen outside the bar earlier. The other two were a middle-aged couple, tourists from the look of their clothes. The woman was doing the screaming.

			“Oh my God, is he dead?”

			The husband was crouched beside Zoran, checking for a pulse. The third guy was looking up and down the street frantically, his right hand jammed deep in the pocket of his coat. I ducked down and crawled back before he looked in the right place. I rose to my feet when I’d gotten far enough from the edge and started running back toward the line of units that housed the bar. The soles of my shoes were virtually soundless on the soft asphalt roofing, weathered by ten thousand sunny days. The roof was a long, flat rectangle, patched haphazardly and spotted with air-conditioning vents. It extended for a couple of hundred yards to the point where it intersected the line of units along the main road, of which the bar was one. Beyond the edge of that block, I could see the upper thirds of the palm trees that lined the road.

			I picked up speed as I headed for the end of the roof, calling up a mental picture of the street outside the bar as I ran. I estimated that Caroline’s coupe was parked at around the position of the tallest palm tree in my line of sight. She had a good head start, but I was taking the most direct route.

			I covered the distance in seconds, grateful for the explosion of energy after the days spent on planes and in cars and sitting down in bars. I heard the peal of a police siren from somewhere behind me as I reached the edge of the roof and peered over the edge. My estimate had been dead-on. The red car was parked directly below me, and Caroline Church hadn’t reached it yet.

			She was approaching fast, though. Running barefoot and carrying her boots in her left hand as she dug the keys out of her bag. I turned and looked the opposite way down the street, expecting the third man to appear at the corner at any moment. Small knots of people were beginning to wander up the side street, drawn to the commotion a little farther up like iron filings to a magnet. No sign of the third guy, though. Not yet.

			Caroline Church reached the car and fumbled with the key fob, finally finding the right button that made the lights flash and the locks disengage with a clunk. I took two steps back to give myself room and then launched myself off the roof, coming down on the car’s roof and then sliding off to the sidewalk, between Caroline and the car.

			“I’ll drive.”

			She caught her breath, looked back up the street the way she’d come, and back to me. She looked irritated. “Who in the hell are you, mister? And how do you—”

			“Hey!” 

			The yell from the other direction snapped my head around. Coming toward us at a run, right hand buried deep inside the jacket pocket, the third man. Obviously, he’d seen what had happened to his boss and had made sure to remove himself from the immediate vicinity before the police showed up. 

			I swung the door open and plucked the keys from Caroline’s hand as I got inside. I put the keys in the ignition as Caroline got in the passenger seat and slammed the door. The engine purred to life as our pursuer reached us, getting close enough to slap the dented roof before I peeled away from the curb.

			I reached across and pushed Caroline’s shoulders down, hunching down myself and snatching glances in the rearview as I accelerated away. The guy was still on the sidewalk where we’d left him. He had not taken the gun out of his jacket. As we hung a left on the first corner, I guessed he didn’t want to push his luck on what had already been a pretty bad night for his team.

			I resisted the impulse to floor the gas pedal, even though the streets were quiet. It would take guy number three a couple of minutes to reach his car, if he even had one. By taking a few random turns, I could make sure the trail was nice and frosty by then. The last thing I wanted to do was draw attention to a car leaving the scene of a shooting. I navigated down a series of side roads before finding the South Federal Highway. When we’d put a mile or so between ourselves and the bar, I slowed down and started paying attention to the signs.

			“Okay, who the hell are you? Really?”

			“I told you.”

			“Bullshit. You’re no consultant. And why have you been following me? Are you some kind of stalker? Is this how you get a thrill?”

			I saw a sign for the A1A. Fort Lauderdale was brand-new territory for me, but I remembered from the day before that that route would take me where I wanted to go.

			“You’re welcome,” I said. “You have a high opinion of yourself, don’t you, Caroline?”

			“You know my name? Of course you know my name.” She frowned. “My dad sent you, right? What did he do? Pay you to kidnap me?”

			I turned west onto the A1A and kept my eyes on the exit signs. Palm trees lined the route on both sides. Though I couldn’t see it, I knew the Atlantic was dead ahead, beneath a dirty orange night sky.

			“I don’t kidnap people. Your father hired me to find you and to give him my assurance that you’re safe. I’m not sure I can fulfill the second part. How about you?”

			She said nothing, bit her lip petulantly.

			“I’m betting that right now, going back to Boston and your generous allowance seems a little more attractive than it did. Seriously, you ripped off a Florida gangster for fifteen grand?”

			“My dad stopped my allowance. A girl’s gotta eat.”

			I saw the exit I wanted and came off the highway onto Sebastian Street.

			“You gave a fake name in the hotel last night. The guy who sold you the car didn’t ask to see any ID. That’s good. Did you tell anybody down here your real name?”

			She said nothing for a moment, then grudgingly shook her head.

			“That’s good,” I said. “If you’re going to lie, be consistent. Okay, I’ll get rid of the car and the guns. Like I said, I can’t tell you what to do, but if you have more than two brain cells to rub together, you’ll be on the first plane back to Boston with your father.”

			“My father’s here?” She sounded horrified.

			I saw the building I wanted and pulled the car to a stop at the curb, twenty feet from the front door of the Sunnyside Beach Resort. I took my cell phone from my pocket and dialed a number from recent calls. It was answered on the first ring.

			“Blake—any news?”

			“Mr. Church, I’m outside your hotel with your daughter.” I glanced at her as I said this, half expecting her to make another break for it. Running was what she seemed to do best. But she didn’t make a move, just rolled her eyes as she resigned herself to the lesser of two irritants. 

			“Thank God. Is she all right?”

			“She’s in one piece.”

			“Thank God. Thank you, Blake. You’re worth the fee. You say you’re downstairs right now?”

			“That’s right. If you want to come down, I’m sure the two of you can work something out.”

			“I’ll be down right away.”

			I looked back at Caroline Church. I’d known her for all of twenty-five minutes, but already she’d cost me a year’s worth of hassle. 

			“Make it quick.”
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			LOS ANGELES

			 

			The man in the baseball cap drove on through the night.

			The rain had abated an hour before, leaving streets that shone with surface water. The man drove with caution, but not overcaution, aware that he didn’t need to run red lights or exceed the speed limit in order to draw attention to a vehicle like this. All being well, there would be no trouble, though, because fortune favors the prepared mind. The spare had replaced the shredded rear tire, and he’d taken the time to confirm that there was no visible damage to the bodywork and that all of the exterior lights were operational. 

			There was still a quarter of a tank left, which was more than enough to get him where he wanted to go, with enough left over for the car’s onward trip.

			The clock on the dash read a few minutes to five, which meant he still had almost an hour until daybreak. As he neared his destination, he was careful not to let up his guard, keeping a watchful eye on the occasional cars that appeared ahead of him and in the rearview mirror.

			People who do not live in Los Angeles like to complain that it all looks identical: an endless sprawl of street after street after street, all looking much the same. Not true. Just tonight, he’d driven past gated communities and through peaceful suburban picket-fence neighborhoods. He’d encountered architectural marvels and the gray utilitarian concrete of 1960s apartment buildings. And now the geography changed once more. Overgrown yards, broken fences, gang graffiti. Apartment blocks enclosed by steel fences—gated communities of a different kind. Ageing duplexes with the street numbers spray-painted on the front. Here and there, the man saw properties that were better maintained, that had neat lawns and freshly painted doors. He knew most people would wonder why they bothered, but he understood. The simple pleasure of taking pride in yourself and your work while everything else went to hell.

			The specific character of the neighborhood was a moment­ary distraction, and his eyes remained firmly on the road. If he was to be stopped by a traffic cop anywhere on the journey, it would most likely be here. The silver Porsche stuck out like a Michelangelo sculpture in a landfill. But that was exactly why he’d brought it here. It was how he’d be able to make the car disappear for a while.

			He saw a short line of retail units—a couple of easy credit places, a vacant unit, and a liquor store. Two Hispanic men in their twenties were facing each other on the sidewalk. They looked drunk and were engaged in what was either a spirited debate or the beginnings of a fistfight. The bigger one wore a sleeveless shirt and his arms were coated with tattoos.

			The man in the baseball cap pulled the Porsche over and put the brake on. He took a last look around the interior. The leather seats were spotless, nothing in the footwells, nothing in the glove compartment.

			Leaving the keys in the ignition and the engine still running, he opened the door and got out. The two men had ­noticed him now, the incongruity of the Porsche and its driver distracting them from their disagreement.

			“Hey, man,” the one with the tattoos said. “Nice car.” He said it as though he was weighing up whether or not he wanted the statement to be a threat.

			The man in the baseball cap made no acknowledgment, other than to tug the brim a little further down over his face. As he walked past the two men, the tattooed one moved to intercept, grabbing his arm.

			“I’m talking to you, man.”

			The man in the baseball cap stopped, looked down at the fingers curled around his forearm, and then raised his head again so that his eyes met those of the tattooed man. The guy blinked and his fingers snapped open as though spring-loaded.

			He kept staring at him, unblinking.

			The tattooed guy looked at the Porsche, with its engine running, and then his eyes moved all around, as if to say, Look at this place. “You’re just going to leave that? Here? Are you nuts?”

			“Luis, what the fuck, man?” the older one said, keeping his distance from the pair.

			The man turned away from the two drunks and started to walk again, his strides carrying him along at a steady four miles an hour. He had taken less than two dozen paces before he heard the door of the Porsche slam shut and the idling engine roar to life again. He kept walking as he heard the tires peel away on the damp surface, turning and heading in the opposite direction. He kept walking as the sound of the powerful flat-6 engine built and then faded and then vanished into thin air. 

			The man in the baseball cap walked ten blocks north as the sky began to reveal the first hints of light on the horizon. Another mile or so and he would catch a bus and sit anonym­ously among the luckless Sunday-morning shift workers. He’d alight a mile or so from the house and make the rest of the trip on foot. 

			And then? A shower, perhaps something to eat, and then sleep. It would be good to get some rest. It had been another busy night.
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			A Sunday-morning homicide and a hangover: never a good combination, Detective Jessica Allen thought. How did the Johnny Cash song go? Something about there not being a way to hold your head that didn’t hurt. 

			Going to Denny’s friend’s birthday party had been a bad idea, but drinking as much as she had had been a much worse idea. This wasn’t like her, but she realized it had happened a couple of times recently. It would be easy to blame the job, and she knew plenty who did just that, but she knew that wasn’t it. She was drinking a little more because spending sober time with her boyfriend was beginning to feel like a drag. Probably not a good sign. She resolved to make some changes—easy to do with the headache as an incentive.

			God, it was a bad one. Her head was throbbing so painfully that, perversely, catching a body dump out in the Santa Monica Mountains qualified as a break. It meant fresh air and a cool breeze instead of staring at a computer monitor for the next few hours. 

			Or at least, it would mean that, as soon as they got out of the damn car.

			The sun had almost finished burning off the morning mist, and it was already clear and warm. Allen was pretending to look out the window as they drove north through relatively light—for LA—traffic on the 405. What she was actually doing was resting her eyes behind her sunglasses. She started to feel the welcoming pull of sleep and reluctantly fought against it, turning her head to look at her partner in the driver’s seat. 

			Jonathan Mazzucco was a little older than she was; probably in his early forties, though she’d never gotten around to asking. He looked good, as he always did. Better than the father of a three-month-old had any right to, give or take some dark shadows under his eyes. Never a crease on his suit, never the hint of stubble on his unblemished face. His hair never seemed to get longer or shorter. It just stayed in its no-nonsense crew cut. Allen liked to joke about it; she’d ask him how the commute was from the fifties, but he never seemed to mind, or feel the need to respond in kind.

			Mazzucco was smiling behind his own sunglasses. Either in amusement at Allen’s fragile condition, or simply because he was enjoying being allowed to drive without his partner putting up a fight, for once.

			“You take some aspirin?” he asked, without looking back at her.

			Allen nodded. “Four.”

			“I don’t think you’re supposed to take four at a time.”

			“Trust me, I needed four. How much farther?”

			They’d left the freeway and the city proper behind them now and were winding their way north up Mandeville Canyon Road. Mazzucco made a mental calculation. “Ten minutes. Can you hang on?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“You look fine.”

			“Fuck you.”

			Mazzucco laughed. 

			Allen turned back to the window so that he wouldn’t see her smiling too. She liked Mazzucco. He was one of the few she did like after six long months. Six months, and DC to LA was proving to be a more difficult transition than that simple exchange of initials would suggest. It wasn’t that the other guys in Robbery Homicide were unpleasant, exactly. Joe Coleman aside, most of them were fine. But it was almost as though there were some kind of invisible force field that kept her separate from the rest of them. 

			Or perhaps it was more like a firewall, something that ­allowed the other detectives to interact with her and work with her but without letting anything extraneous through. At first this hadn’t surprised her—it was the standard team response to a new recruit. It was even more to be expected with cops, who were more suspicious than average by profession. But as the weeks became months, she began to wonder if the frostiness was exacerbated by the fact that she’d ­arrived in the department with more baggage than most. There were times when she’d wanted to ask Mazzucco about it, about whether or not the other guys actively disliked her. And each time she’d realized how pathetically high school that sounded and dismissed the idea. 

			The road took an unexpected dip and shunted office ­politics to the back of Allen’s mind once more. The wave of nausea rose and retreated, leaving an unpleasant thought in her mind like driftwood on a beach. 

			“This isn’t a decomp, is it?”

			“Nope. Day or two at the most, they said. And if it’s one day, we might even have an idea of who it is.”

			“Yeah?”

			Mazzucco nodded. “Sarah Dutton. Reported missing last night; lives up on Mulholland.”

			“How long was she gone before they reported her?”

			“Since last night.”

			“So why do we know about it already?” Allen was curious. Contrary to popular belief, there was no official waiting period of twenty-four hours before you could report somebody missing, but that was generally still how it worked in practice. 

			“I guess Dad made sure it was on the fast track.”

			“Ah,” Allen said. “She lives on Mulholland. So who’s the father? Movie producer or something?”

			“I don’t think he’s in the business,” Mazzucco said. “Although I heard he lives in Marlon Brando’s old house.”

			“That’s novel. I was beginning to think there was nobody in this town who wasn’t either a cop or an out-of-work actor.”

			Mazzucco grinned. “And how is the new boyfriend? Dave, is it?”

			“Denny.” She sighed. “I’m sure he’s fine.”

			“Ohhh-kay.” Mazzucco’s eyebrows rose behind his sunglasses. 

			“No, really. Denny’s great.”

			“But . . .”

			“But I think he’d prefer it if I were an out-of-work actor rather than a cop, you know?”

			“Allen, there are some days I’d prefer to be an out-of-work actor rather than a cop. A lot of days.”

			Allen smiled and tucked a stray lock of blond hair behind her ear. The headache was way too intense to wear it in her usual ponytail. “How’s Julia?” she asked after a minute. She asked only out of politeness, because he’d made the effort to ask about Denny. From the way Mazzucco’s wife had sized her up the one time they’d met, she was pretty sure they weren’t ever going to be getting together on a social basis. 

			“She’s great,” Mazzucco said quickly, unconsciously mirroring her lukewarm endorsement of Denny. Allen could always tell when Mazzucco and his wife had been fighting the day before. He was always a little quieter, less chatty. She guessed a cop’s marriage was stressful enough—throw a new baby into the mix and it wasn’t surprising things were a little tense. All of a sudden, Allen was grateful that most of her off-duty problems could be solved with aspirin.

			Mazzucco slowed and took the turnoff for the fire road. The surface was rough and pitted for the initial stretch. A minute later, they saw a uniformed cop standing in front of the open gate at the point where the road turned into a narrow dirt track. He waved them down. The narrow-eyed stare told Allen that he was reasonably convinced of who they were by the make and model of their car but wasn’t taking any chances. He approached the driver’s window, which was already rolled down, and Mazzucco badged him.

			“Detective Mazzucco, Detective Allen, RHD.”

			The uniform nodded and told them his name was McComb, out of West LA Division, and waved them through.

			Mazzucco slowed to ten miles an hour or so as they passed through the gateway and onto the dirt track. 

			The scene was another half mile along the fire road. Two more marked cars and a coroner’s van were jammed at the edge of the track in single file. The hill rose up from the road at a shallow gradient, and the focus of activity was about fifty yards up the slope. Mazzucco parked on the dirt ­shoulder and they got out and started the ascent. The earth was still damp from the rains the previous night as they picked their way up through the rocks and brush.

			Allen breathed in and out through her nose, grateful to be out of the car at last. She decided the pulsing headache was at least as much to do with caffeine withdrawal as it was to do with the hangover, and she regretted not having had time to get a strong black coffee before leaving headquarters.

			There were four more uniforms up here, arranged around a nude female body. She was about five six, slim, had dark brown hair, and was facedown and smeared from head to toe with dirt. The coroner investigator was on his knees by the body, scraping dirt from the victim’s fingernails into a plastic evidence bag. There was a small tattoo of a butterfly or a fairy or something in black ink at the base of her spine. Allen showed her ID this time and introduced herself and her partner. Then she opened her notebook and started jotting down the specifics of the scene for the report as the older of the four cops gave them the basics.

			“Caucasian female, late teens to early twenties. No identification, obviously.”

			“What about that?” Mazzucco said, pointing to the ink.

			The cop snorted. “Yeah. That’ll narrow it down.”

			“Preliminary cause of death?” Allen asked, addressing the coroner investigator this time.

			He didn’t look up. “Slit throat, multiple stab wounds, partial strangulation. Some shallow lacerations to the face and upper body, too.”

			“She was tortured,” Mazzucco said.

			“For sure.”

			“Sexual assault?” Allen inquired.

			“We’ll do a rape kit at the morgue. Until then there’s no way to be sure. No preliminary physical evidence, though.”

			“Okay,” Allen said. “Can you turn her over?”

			The coroner investigator waved at one of the uniforms for an assist. The two of them moved the body from its front onto its back, performing the maneuver with respect and care, as though moving a living person who was merely unconscious.

			The body was smeared with dirt on the front, too. There were puncture wounds and cuts all over her abdomen, many of them plugged with dirt. A pair of perfectly symmetrical diagonal cuts crossed her cheeks, as though tracing the paths of tears. The eyes were open, staring sightlessly up at the cohort of intruders. Allen thought they were gray, or a washed-out blue. Either way, they matched the drained colorlessness of the rest of her. The throat was cut deeply, from ear to ear. With one stroke, by the looks of it. No way was this a first timer. And yet the cut had strangely ragged edges to it, unlike the marks on the face and body. Allen had seen cut throats before, more than she cared to remember, but this one looked different somehow. 

			Mazzucco gestured at the dirt streaking the body. “Was she buried when she was found? Partially buried, maybe?”

			The uniform who’d helped to turn the body pointed up the hill to where there was a fluorescent marker staked in the earth. From that point to this, they could see evidence of slippage, of overturned earth.

			“The grave was up there,” he said. “You can go have a look if you like. All of the rain caused a pretty good landslide. You see that shit last night? Insane.”

			“Insane,” Allen repeated, eyes still on the ragged gash in the girl’s throat, which was somehow less out of the ordinary in this town than inclement weather.

			“It was actually a good grave,” he continued, in the tone of a connoisseur of such things. “Half of the goddamn hillside came down last night; otherwise she would have been one of the ones we don’t find.”

			Mazzucco was nodding. The Santa Monica Mountains probably played host to more unofficial burial plots than anywhere else in the United States. With the exception of the desert outside of Vegas, of course.

			Allen, who’d been crouched down, examining the dirt-filled wounds in the body, stood up and looked around, headache forgotten for the moment.

			“This isn’t the primary crime scene, is it?”

			The coroner investigator was already shaking his head in sympathy. Body dumps, particularly in an environment like this, were the toughest cases to clear. They left no crime scene and no trail. “Again, difficult to be sure. But no. I think it’s the disposal site only.” 

			Allen nodded. “Because it’s a good dump site. Easy to reach, but a couple miles from the nearest homes. A closed gate, but no real security. Good visibility in both directions, lots of notice if anyone does decide to drive past. Let’s get some more people out here to keep digging.”

			“You think there’s more?” Mazzucco said. “More from this guy, I mean.”

			Allen was looking at the ragged gash in the victim’s throat again.

			“I guarantee it.”
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			Allen swigged from a bottle of tepid water as she sat on the hood of the gray department-issue Ford Taurus and watched them digging on the hillside. They’d been out here almost three hours now, and it was a little after noon. She was thinking about details. About how funny it was how you could still remember so many details about something you’d seen years ago, assuming that something left enough of an impact on you.

			“Something on your mind?”

			She started at the voice. Mazzucco was behind her, his jacket removed, arms folded on top of the roof of the car. 

			She screwed the lid back on the bottle and swallowed the last gulp. “What do you mean?”

			“You think they’re going to find more bodies up there? Courtesy of this guy?”

			“Yeah, I do. Don’t you?”

			“Why?”

			“Why do you think? It’s an optimum dump site, and that wasn’t the work of a first timer. A rookie could see that, Jon.”

			It was true. Everything they’d seen so far pointed to the body being the latest victim in a series, not a one-off killing. The torture wounds showed patience, deliberation, confidence. Restraint, even, if that wasn’t an oxymoron. He’d been careful to keep the girl alive for a while. The killing stroke had been delivered with experience and with absolute resolve in one attempt. More than one person had commented on the professionalism of the grave. Luck was the only reason this body had been discovered. Add it all up and everything pointed to this being the work of an experienced killer.

			But it wasn’t the whole truth. The whole truth required more consideration before she let anyone in on it, even the man she trusted most in the department. All she knew was that there would be more. 

			“You’re right,” Mazzucco admitted. “I’d have told them to keep digging myself. I don’t think they’d have needed to be told, to be honest. But the way you said it, the way you were staring at the body . . . It wasn’t just an educated guess. It was like you know.”

			Allen smiled and shook her head, feeling guilty as she did so. “Headache’s making me pessimistic. Maybe they won’t find anything.”

			“Maybe,” he repeated, looking unconvinced.

			Allen, uncomfortable with the expression on Mazzucco’s face, turned away to gaze back up at the hill. The body was still in place, covered with a sheet. Soon it would be transported to the Los Angeles Coroner’s Office for postmortem. 

			“The missing girl,” Allen said. “Sarah Dutton, wasn’t it?”

			“Sarah Dutton.”

			“You think it’s her?”

			“I haven’t seen a picture, but she fits: slim, white, brunette, twenty-two years old.”

			“Mulholland’s close by,” Allen said, drawing on her limited knowledge of LA geography. She pointed roughly north: “It’s over there, right?”

			Mazzucco smiled as though she was doing okay for a fresh transplant. “Sure, but we have to go around the long way. Mandeville dead-ends just before you get to Mulholland.”

			“Okay. Let’s go talk to the father.”
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			FORT LAUDERDALE

			 

			If I’m looking for you, it could be for any one of a hundred reasons. 

			Perhaps you’ve done something you shouldn’t have, or are planning to. Perhaps you took something that didn’t belong to you. Perhaps you haven’t done anything wrong, but someone would like to know you’re okay. The one constant is that I find the subject—the subject doesn’t find me. 

			The job Conrad Church had asked me to do had been a straightforward proposition at the outset. Almost too straightforward for me to take an interest, in fact. The problems of rich guys and their spoiled, wayward rich kids aren’t usually my area of expertise. I’m at my best when I’m playing for higher stakes than that. 

			However, not having anything else going on, I agreed to take the job when it was offered to me. As happens from time to time, a straightforward assignment had turned complicated. Church had been looking for a professional to find his daughter. Caroline was the wayward type but had never disappeared as effectively or for as long as she had this time, and he was starting to worry that something had happened to her. I met with Church and decided that he was on the level: he just wanted to make sure his kid was alive and safe. I gave him the usual terms: no interference, no questions, half up front, half on completion. He’d agreed readily and I’d gotten to work, appreciating the novelty of looking for someone who wasn’t likely to be armed and dangerous. 

			It was early spring and still cold in Massachusetts, which to my instincts made it more than likely she’d gone south. It hadn’t taken me long to identify a trail that confirmed that direction of travel, and as it turned out, she’d gone all the way south, to Florida. Church wanted to travel down with me. I reminded him of my terms but told him he was free to make his own arrangements, which he did. 

			I narrowed the location to Lauderdale and within twenty-­four hours, I’d tracked her as far as the hotel and the guy who’d sold her the used Audi for two grand cash. Then it was a simple matter of cutting down the possibilities. It was a Saturday night, and there were only so many dive bars and only one of them had a red Audi parked nearby. Everything had gone smoothly, right up until the bar and the complication of Caroline’s erstwhile boyfriend. 

			After reuniting her with her father, I had taken a walk down to a quiet section of the beach. There I’d wiped the two HK45s down and thrown them as far as I could out into the ocean, one after the other. I didn’t worry too much about them washing up on the beach; they weren’t mine, after all. Then I drove the Audi to a long-term parking lot serving the airport and parked as deep into the compound as I could get. I wiped down all the surfaces in the car and the touch surfaces on the exterior too, not forgetting the spot where Zoran’s man had slapped the roof. I checked the trunk, the glove box, and beneath the seats, finding only a used lip gloss stick. Plus fifteen thousand dollars that I’d managed to forget all about. I removed both and locked the car, dropping the keys and the lip gloss in a trash can on my way out of the lot.

			A shuttle bus took me back into town, and I got off a couple of blocks from my hotel. There were three charity thrift stores right by the bus stop. I split the cash into four wads by feel: three bundles of roughly four grand each, and a slightly smaller bundle making up the difference. I slipped a bundle of each through each store’s mail slot and deposited the last one in the saxophone case of a late-night street musician. He didn’t notice, or if he did, it didn’t interrupt his interpretation of “Rhapsody in Blue.”

			Ten hours and a restless night later, I was walking into a nondescript diner on the opposite side of South Atlantic Boulevard from the beach. Most of the customers seemed to be sitting outside at tables beneath red and blue parasols. I passed them by and took a seat inside next to one of the picture windows. I ordered a cup of coffee and drank it as I stared out at the ocean. An Otis Redding song played through the diner’s sound system. Not “Dock of the Bay,” which would have been appropriate, but one of the lesser-known ones.

			I’d received a text from Church to let me know that he and Caroline were safely aboard the eight-a.m. flight to Logan. As long as she dyed her hair back to brunette and didn’t broadcast the details of her Florida adventure, I thought it was extremely unlikely they’d experience any trouble from Zoran. 

			It was funny: every time I let my mind wander, it drifted back to the look on his face as he realized I had the drop on him and that there was every likelihood he was about to die. A look of surprise. A look that said, Wait a second. This isn’t supposed to happen to me. There’s been some terrible mistake.

			I wondered if that would be the look on my face when it was my turn. Everybody thinks they’re invincible, until they’re not.

			Absently, I let my fingers play over the knot of scar tissue on the right-hand side of my stomach. A reminder of Wardell and Chicago, when my turn had very nearly come around.

			The Otis Redding song finished and was replaced by Percy Sledge. Outside, on the street, a figure caught my attention. A heavyset, tanned man in his fifties. He was walking stiffly, as though in mild pain. He wore mirrored shades, a blue T-shirt that was a little too small for him, and knee-length shorts that were at least two decades too young for him. He carried a battered brown leather briefcase, just to complete the ensemble. I pretended to keep my eyes on the view, watching out of the corner of my eye as the man paused at the doorway and entered the diner.

			A shadow fell across my face and I heard a familiar voice. “Getting sloppy, Blake. I snuck right up on you.”

			I kept my eyes on the view. “You’re limping, Coop. Rheumatism?”

			He laughed. “I sprained it playing racquetball. I approve of the location, by the way.”

			I looked up at last. “Easy commute for you,” I agreed. “Or did you mean this place?”

			“No, this place could be better. They don’t serve liquor.”

			“It’s eleven o’clock in the morning, Coop,” I pointed out. He shrugged. I waved a hand at the chair across from me and he sat down.

			“So you found the prodigal daughter. Everything go okay?”

			“Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

			“So I hear.”

			I smiled and said nothing. Nobody had died, and I didn’t think Zoran and his guys would be filing a police report anytime soon. There had been nothing on the news about an incident involving firearms in a dicey neighborhood. I wondered if Coop had heard something from another source, or if he was just being Coop.

			“So, this is an honor,” Coop said, raising his bushy eyebrows. He was referring to how unusual it was for us to meet in person, the majority of our interactions being carried out over the phone or by secure email.

			“It seemed silly not to meet up, since I was in the neighbor­hood.”

			“And it means you can buy me a drink to thank me for everything I do for you.”

			“They don’t sell alcohol, remember? Besides, don’t I thank you by paying you?”

			“There is that.”

			“So what do you have for me?”

			He smiled. “Same old Blake—straight down to business.” He reached down and snapped the catches off the briefcase, withdrawing a thin plastic document wallet. “I got something.”

			“Black, white, or gray?” I asked. The question was standard. I like to know up front how legitimate a prospective job is, and that usually comes down to the character of the employer. A black or gray job isn’t necessarily a barrier, but it’s good to go in with eyes open.

			He wavered a second. “Off-white.”

			“Off-white?” I repeated skeptically. 

			“It’s a big company. They operate out of New Jersey. Denncorp. They make semiconductors or something.”

			“Who have they lost?”

			“A senior accounts manager. They were cagey with the details. He jumped ship with some sensitive information, and they can’t find him to have a discussion.”

			“So he knows they’re doing something they shouldn’t be, and they don’t want him to tell anybody. What’s their desired output?”

			“Desired output? Jesus, you sound like one of them.”

			“Gotta match the terminology to the client, Coop.”

			“They want you to find him and bring him to them. Location to follow.”

			I shook my head. “They mean they want me to find him and bring him to a storage unit where they can have somebody beat him up. Or worse.”

			Coop shrugged. “It’s a good offer . . .”

			“I don’t work for bad guys, Coop.”

			“Bullshit,” he said immediately.

			“Okay,” I agreed. “But I don’t help bad guys do bad things. It’s a rule.”

			“You got a lot of rules, Blake. Anyone ever tell you, you might be OCD?”

			“Yeah. But only you.”

			He smiled as though he’d half expected me to turn this one down. He slid the document wallet back into the briefcase.

			“Nothing else?” I asked.

			“Nothing that would meet your stringent criteria, any­way.”

			“I probably don’t want to know.”

			Coop didn’t respond to that. He turned away from me and signaled the waitress, who strolled over and took his order. Iced tea. 

			“So what now?” he asked once she’d gone. “Some downtime, catch some Florida rays? You could use some sun, you know.”

			“I don’t like to stick around too long after a job,” I said. “But downtime sounds good. I’ll stay tonight. Tomorrow I’ll probably rent a car, head back home the slow way.”

			“And where’s home?”

			“Better you don’t know.”

			Coop smiled again and turned his head to look out the window at the harbor and the calm expanse of the Atlantic. Another soul song kicked in on the diner’s playlist: Sam Cooke’s “Bring It on Home to Me.” That song always reminds me of Carol, and I thought about our half-joking, inexpert waltz to that song, in a hotel room as the rain poured down outside. The night before the last time I ever saw her.

			After a long moment, Coop spoke again. “It’s funny, Blake, isn’t it? How easy it is for two personable guys like you and me to maintain the illusion.”

			“What illusion’s that?”

			“The illusion that we actually know each other.”

			“I don’t agree,” I said after a second.

			“You don’t?”

			I shook my head. “We don’t know anything about each other. That’s not the same thing. Where I live, where I came from . . . does any of that really matter? We know everything we need to know.”

			Coop looked back at me, a thoughtful, serious expression on his face. Eventually, he nodded in agreement. “I guess so.” He looked back out at the sun and the sand and the Atlantic. “It’s colder than here, though, right?”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Home. Wherever you’re from is colder than here.”

			I smiled and changed the subject. We talked for another twenty minutes and another coffee for me and another ice tea for Coop, but the conversation never became as contemplative or as strangely personal as that again. We talked about Florida, about music, about the election next year. About everything but ourselves. 

			After Coop had gone, no doubt to call somebody else about the off-white job in New York, I stayed awhile, watching the customers as the diner began to fill up for lunchtime. When I’d had enough of people, I turned back to the water and thought about the different places I’d called home. I thought about Carol. 

			I thought a little about Winterlong, too. About how I’d come from somewhere colder.

			8

			 

			LOS ANGELES

			 

			Walter Dutton’s Mulholland Drive mansion was perhaps only a couple of miles or so from the makeshift grave across country, but more than half an hour by road. Maybe it was due to the fresh air, more likely it was just having something to focus on, but Allen’s headache had cleared, meaning this trip was more pleasant. At least, as pleasant as a trip to interview a man whose daughter was probably dead could ever be.

			Allen had seen homes like Dutton’s before, but only on television. Like many of the palatial residences that lined the route, it sat a respectable distance back from the road, behind eight-foot-high stucco walls. She wondered if it really was Brando’s old house. She’d caught the last half of The Godfather on TCM a couple of nights ago, but in truth she liked him better in his early roles: On the Waterfront, The Wild One—the pictures he made when he was still young and beautiful. 

			There was a security gate between sandstone pillars. The gate was wood veneer, probably over a steel frame. There was a keypad and intercom set into the pillar on the driver’s side. Mazzucco pulled the nose of the Ford within six inches of the gate and then got out. He pushed the call button on the intercom and waited ten seconds before there was a burst of static and a crackly hello. 

			“Detectives Mazzucco and Allen, LAPD Homicide. We’d like to speak to Mr. Dutton.”

			There was a long pause. Allen started to wonder if Mazzucco would have to buzz again, but at length a response came. Sitting in the car, Allen couldn’t hear it clearly over the static, but it sounded like “Jesus.”

			The static clicked off, and a sharp clunk heralded the disengaging of a heavy lock. The gates began to swing inward, painfully slowly. Mazzucco got back in the car and steered it through the gap as soon as it was wide enough.
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