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138 MAIN STREET

PEMBURY VILLAGE, LONG ISLAND, NEW YORK

I don’t know,” Mrs. Dasch said when they were winding up the conversation. She was shielding her eyes from the morning sun with her right hand, squinting up at the large bay window on the upper floor of the house. The sunlight glinted off her expensive-looking nails as she tried to articulate what she was feeling. After a moment, she settled on more or less the exact words Special Agent Ben Walker had been expecting.

“This kind of thing just doesn’t happen in a place like this.”

Megan Dasch was the neighbor at number 151, the house diagonally across the street. She was in her early forties, slim and blond. Somehow, she managed to look refined even in purple velour sweatpants. With her left hand, she tugged absent-mindedly at the leash attached to the collar of her Pomeranian as it tried to continue along the wide sidewalk, obviously in no mood for this interruption to their routine.

Walker wondered what Mrs. Dasch would say if he told her he had heard a variation of the words she had just used at every violent crime scene he’d been to over the past two decades. Instead, he decided to go with the comforting approach.

“I know, ma’am. You just don’t expect it in a nice community like this. But I promise you, we aim to catch the guy.”

People said things like You don’t expect it here because they wanted to be reassured that the man with the badge was going to make it all better, that this was all in a day’s work and he would handle it from here. Walker had known about the case for only an hour and a half, and already he was pretty sure this one wasn’t all in a day’s work.

He tapped off the recording app on his phone without looking at the screen and slid it into his pocket. He thanked Mrs. Dasch for her recollections of not seeing or hearing anything suspicious three nights ago and watched as she and the Pomeranian moved off at a leisurely jog along the wide, tree-lined street. The dog yapped at her reprovingly and she murmured an apology.

Barely eight o’clock in the morning and the sun was already bathing the street in a pleasant heat. The sky was the shade of blue you normally saw only on the covers of travel-agency brochures. The leafy maple trees filtered out the noise from the highway, so you could almost believe you were in a small country town miles from anywhere instead of on one of the most crowded pieces of real estate in America. You really didn’t expect this to happen here.

Walker turned back to the house. The Pembury PD hadn’t been able to work out how to make the ornate wrought-iron gates stay open, so they’d just kept one side from closing with a sawhorse. The gates were eight feet high with tasteful spikes along the top. They projected strength, security, exclusivity. They hadn’t done the house’s occupants a lick of good.

Pierson was standing just inside the gate. The tall, broad-built detective had his thumbs threaded through the belt loops of his pants. Walker noticed he had buttoned his collar and straightened his blue tie since earlier. He affected a sheepish look as Walker approached.

“Listen, I just wanted to apologize if we got off on the wrong foot, Agent Walker.”

The wrong foot was an understatement. On Walker’s arrival, Pierson had wasted no time telling him they were good, that they didn’t need any outside help here. You could almost hear the quote marks around help.

But perhaps Walker was being unfair. Perhaps part of the tension had been on his side. He hated coming into a case when the bodies were cold, when the most crucial investigative work had already begun and the theories had started to form, particularly when the case turned out to be connected to something bigger that the initial investigators could not have had any knowledge of.

Either way, Pierson’s attitude had done a one-eighty. The motivation behind this change was not a mystery: With his keen detective instincts, he could sense headlines, national TV, maybe a book deal or a podcast.

“Not a problem, Detective,” Walker murmured, making sure not to break stride.

Pierson smiled in acknowledgment and stepped into his path so Walker had to choose between stopping or knocking the detective over. He chose the former, not without some reluctance.

“Call me Steve. We might as well drop the formality if we’re going to be working together, am I right?”

“Steve,” Walker repeated, trying to keep the discomfort out of his voice. “Right.”

“I’ll be glad to go over everything we’ve got so far. In fact, I—”

Walker held up a hand to stop him. Spending time with Detective Steve was going to be a necessary evil, but he wanted to take another walk through the house before he submitted to that.

“That’s good to know, I appreciate it.” He gestured toward the house. “I’ll catch up with you in a minute, okay?”

Pierson opened his mouth to say something else and then apparently thought better of it. “Got you. Take all the time you need, Agent Walker. Or do you prefer Ben?”

“Walker is fine.”

Quickening his pace, Walker advanced along the curving driveway. He passed the lawn where the son’s girlfriend had fallen, the spot marked with a little red flag. There was still a dark stain on the grass. He stopped twenty yards from the house and looked up at the bay window of the main bedroom again. That was where the killing had started.

The house was big, but of course that went without saying. There weren’t any small houses in Pembury Village. The home sprawled in the acre of enclosed yard that surrounded it. The walls of the house were sided with whitewashed wood that gleamed in the morning sunlight everywhere except where a ladder of ivy crawled up to touch the reddish-brown roof tiles. The front door was beneath a porch at the top of a short flight of steps. Above it was a rainbow-shaped pane of stained glass with the number 138 in the center, entangled with stylized roses.

138 Main Street.

That was why the FBI was here. Because of something that had happened in two other places. Two other murder scenes, both thousands of miles from here. Different states, different victim profiles, different causes of death. Very different styles of home, one a modest bungalow and the other a shack that would have been bulldozed decades ago if the ground beneath it had been worth anything to anybody. The three addresses could not have been more different. Except that they were the same.

“Agent Walker!”

Walker turned around to see one of the local cops running up the driveway. She was clutching her phone in her hand like a relay runner holding a baton.

“They’re trying to get ahold of you.”

Walker took his own phone out and saw he had missed two calls while he was recording his conversation with Mrs. Dasch. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Detective Pierson moving toward them as though drawn by a magnet. Walker started to ask the officer what the news was, but she was already talking.

“There’s another one.”

Walker felt a chill that the heat of the summer sun did nothing to alleviate. “Where?”

“Illinois. A town called Granton, outside of Peoria. One thirty-eight Main.”
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138 MAIN STREET

GRANTON, ILLINOIS

Normally, Sunday morning on Main Street was quiet. Then again, every morning on Main Street was quiet these days.

The stores that were still in business, like the Dollar General and the bakery and Penny’s coffee shop, would open at various points between six and nine and cope easily with the stop-start flow of regulars. The gas station was twenty-four hours, so it didn’t have to unlock the doors or roll up the shutters—not that it had shutters.

Officer Zoe Hill stood by the car and looked south down Main at the small knots of people gathering on the wide sidewalks and on front porches, gawking in her direction. It was weird to see people out on the street this early on a Sunday. But the unusual tends to bring people out, and murder was unusual for Granton.

She turned away from the onlookers, all of them keeping a respectful distance for the moment, and headed toward where her partner was talking to the jogger.

He was male, white, in his late thirties. Dressed in light gray shorts and a dark gray T-shirt, with Day-Glo orange Brooks sneakers to brighten the look up a little. On the edge of his right sneaker was a smear of dark red. He was clutching his phone in his left hand; its trailing wired earphones were draped around his neck. It reminded Zoe of a doctor’s stethoscope. He lacked the unflappable calm of a doctor, though. When Zoe was ten, her parents had taken her to Magic Mountain in California and she had pleaded with her mom to ride the Viper with her. The jogger was even greener than her mom had been after that ride.

Dave Yelich, Zoe’s partner, tapped the jogger on the shoulder and pointed between his feet. Zoe was too far away to hear him, but she lip-read his instruction: Stay right here. The jogger nodded in a distracted way. Yelich walked over to Zoe. He ignored the neat flagstones of the path and cut straight across the lawn, taking the shortest route.

“Well?” Zoe asked when he was close enough for them to converse without raised voices. She kept her eyes on the jogger, who was shuffling from one foot to the other but staying in the same literal spot Yelich had confined him to.

Yelich stopped and glanced over at the onlookers before he spoke. He was forty-five but with graying hair and lined skin that added at least a decade to his actual age. His watery blue eyes flicked back to Zoe.

“He was running by the house just after seven. Saw the door was open a crack and went to close it.”

“Very neighborly,” Zoe said.

“He saw broken glass. He worried that there had been an accident, so he went inside and found the body upstairs.”

“He’s shook up,” Zoe commented.

Yelich glanced at him. He took some nicotine gum from his pocket and popped a piece into his mouth. “Yep.”

“Is it bad?”

“I’ve seen worse.” Yelich took his hat off, scratched his head, and put it back on. “You can stay out here if you want; I have to go back in.”

“I’ll come in.”

Yelich hesitated. “There’s no need. It’s going to be a long wait for the coroner.”

Zoe knew that was an understatement. Budgets had been cut every year for the past decade and then some. There was now a single coroner for the whole of Blackwell County.

Though murder was unusual for Granton, there would have been other unattended deaths in the county last night, maybe even other murders, so the two of them would have to wait their turn. Chances were, they would find the culprit before the coroner removed the body. Granton just wasn’t that big a place, and there weren’t that many people who could be provoked to lethal force. Zoe was already making a mental list of names, and she knew Yelich would have the same list in his head.

“Let’s go in,” Zoe said, not waiting for Yelich to argue.

The house was modest and traditionally proportioned, like all the others on the street and most in town. It was like a child’s drawing of a house: two stories with a peaked roof and painted wood siding. Ground- and second-floor windows were symmetrically positioned on either side of the door.

Zoe snapped on disposable gloves and overshoes to avoid contaminating the scene and climbed the three steps to the covered porch. The porch was a triangle mirroring the larger triangle of the roof. There was a screen door, which was open, and a main door, also open. Brass numerals on the door gave the house’s street number, 138. Beyond, the hallway was carpeted in gray. She could see the broken glass the jogger had talked about. A mirror had been smashed.

Dave joined her. They went in and started climbing the stairs. Zoe could smell death already.

A few hours, at least, had gone by. It had been a warm night, and the day would get a lot warmer soon. She issued a silent prayer for the coroner to hurry up and get here. Zoe half expected to feel trepidation about what she was about to see but felt only a calm detachment. They would find whoever had done this and make sure he couldn’t do it again.

This was her first homicide, but it wouldn’t be her first dead body. In her three years on this job, she had seen four suicides, two overdoses ruled accidental, and one fatal car wreck. She got the feeling from the jogger’s pallor and Yelich’s caution that this was something different.

She drew level with the top of the stairs. The landing was bare floorboards, varnished years ago and now scuffed and dented.

“Bedroom on your right,” Yelich said.

Zoe didn’t need the direction. Her nose was leading the way. She dug in her pocket for a face mask and put it on. The bedroom windows faced the street. The morning sun knifed through dusty venetian blinds and lit up a scene from a nightmare.

The victim had been killed in bed. He was wearing dark-colored pajama pants. Probably blue or black, but it was impossible to tell because they were soaked through with red. A white male, probably in his sixties. His naked torso was slick with blood. Zoe could see darker lines where the stab wounds were. His eyes were open, staring up at the ceiling. There was so much blood that the bedcovers had turned red. It was only around the sides that small patches of beige were visible.

“You know him?” Zoe asked when she saw Yelich appear at the door out of the corner of her eye.

Yelich shook his head. “Not really. I’ve seen him around town. Name’s Archibald Bowman. Works at the factory. Worked.”

“This isn’t what I was expecting,” Zoe said.

Yelich moved into the room. “Me either. When we got the call, I assumed it was some kind of domestic thing.”

“This definitely isn’t that.”

He consulted his phone. “He’s a veteran.”

Zoe turned to him. “Really?”

He nodded. “Gulf War. First one.”

Zoe stepped around the bed, making sure to avoid the places where the blood had pooled on the rug and the wood floor. It wasn’t that difficult. The sheets and the mattress had soaked up most of it.

She peered at his hands, which were splayed open, palms up, on either side of his body.

“Doesn’t look like there’re any defensive wounds.”

“Dead before he could react, most likely,” Yelich said.

Zoe suppressed a shudder, thinking of what it would be like to wake up to find your killer standing beside your bed.

“Looks like it.” She continued moving around the bed and then stopped in her tracks.

She heard Yelich speak, but she wasn’t listening. Something had caught her eye. There was a nightstand next to the bed with a lamp on it. The lamp had been knocked over, presumably by the killer, and there was blood spatter on top of the nightstand and running down in congealed droplets. But there was something else too.

“What is it?” Yelich said.

There was a marking on the little cabinet door of the nightstand. Deliberate, among the Jackson Pollock randomness.

At first, Zoe thought it was a circle, six inches across, with a smaller circle in the center, almost like a doughnut. She crouched and peered closer, moving carefully so that she didn’t have to put a hand on the bedcovers for balance. Close up, she realized it wasn’t a circle. At the bottom, it came to a point, like an upside-down teardrop. It looked like it had been made with some kind of stamp in black ink.

“What is that?” she asked.

Yelich stepped around the bed and examined the marking.

“Beats me. But it was there before this happened—the blood is on top.”

Zoe had thought that at first too, but not anymore. “No, it wasn’t. Look.” She pointed at one edge of the stamp, keeping her finger an inch away from the surface. There was a line of dripping blood cutting over whatever it was, but she could see speckles of spray underneath the marking too.

Yelich moved closer, brow furrowed. “Huh,” he concluded after a second.

Zoe stood up, glanced back at the body.

“He was stabbed multiple times. Blood everywhere. Some of it pooled on top of the nightstand and dripped down. But before that, somebody put this here, on top of the initial spray. That means the killer left it here.”

Yelich stood up and scratched the back of his head. “I don’t know about this. I think you’re making it more complicated than it is. Maybe the spray is under that mark, maybe not. I’m not a BPA expert and neither are you. I guess we’ll find out in three months when the county gets someone down here, but right now, I think this is a home invasion gone wrong.”

“I don’t think so,” Zoe said. “Somebody broke in, came upstairs, and killed Bowman. He was the target. I don’t know who did this, I don’t know why they did it, but somebody came into this house for one reason: to kill.”

Yelich shrugged. “Maybe you’re right.” He gestured at the body. The victim appeared older than his years. There were gin blossoms on his face. “Mr. Bowman here looks like a drinker. It was Saturday night, so chances are he was drinking at the Hold. A few drinks, a disagreement… it followed him home.”

“I’ve seen a lot of trouble at the Hold,” Zoe said.

“I’ve seen a lot more.”

“Right. Anything like this?”

Yelich thought about it and then shook his head, conceding. “I guess not.”

“We need to find this guy. I don’t think this is the first or last time for him.”

“Agreed,” Yelich said. Zoe liked that about him. He would always push back, wasn’t averse to lording his many years of seniority over her, but when she made a good argument, he conceded. “I’ll call county, see if they can hurry up the coroner. With my luck, he’s halfway to Chicago and one of us is going to be babysitting this scene until he gets here.”

Zoe sighed. She knew which one of the two of them it would be. She wanted to be the one making inquiries at the bar. Unlike her partner, though, it would be to rule out a drunken grudge, not find one. She didn’t think it added up, not with the little logo or whatever it was. What did it remind her of?

Yelich’s phone buzzed, breaking off her train of thought.

“Who’s that?” Zoe asked when he dug it out of his pocket.

He checked the screen, but from his expression, the caller was unfamiliar. “You got me.” He tapped to answer and turned to look out the window at the street as he said his name. Following his gaze, Zoe saw the spectators had encroached a little, gathering around the house.

Zoe turned back to the bloodstained nightstand and the circle that wasn’t a circle. And suddenly, she knew what the symbol was. She was turning to tell Yelich when she saw the look on his face. Her partner’s expression said that whoever was on the other end of the phone wasn’t making sense.

“Say that again?”

He listened. Zoe went closer, straining to hear the voice on the other end. Whoever it was was talking fast. She caught something that sounded like FBI.

“All right,” Yelich said, staring at Zoe but not really seeing her. “All right,” he said again. “Yeah. We’ll be here.”

He hung up and put the phone into his pocket, then gazed at the body as though seeing it anew.

“Well?” Zoe asked.

“The FBI is taking this.”

Zoe’s eyes narrowed. “The FBI?”

Yelich still had the faraway look in his eyes. He turned back to the window that faced Main Street. Zoe saw that the knots of neighbors had gotten closer still; a couple of them were standing on the lawn.

“You were right, Zoe. The killer has done this before. He’s done the same thing three times in the past couple of weeks.”

Zoe was still lost. It didn’t entirely surprise her that this could be the work of a serial, although there hadn’t been any other crimes like this reported locally. But how could the feds have linked it to other killings so quickly? The two of them had barely had time to examine the scene, much less process any evidence.

“What do you mean? Same MO? Same victim type?” Even as she spoke, she knew that didn’t make sense. They hadn’t even filed a report yet.

“Same address,” Yelich said.

For a moment, Zoe thought he was saying there had been other murders at this house, recent murders they had somehow failed to notice in a town of fifteen thousand that hadn’t seen a single homicide since 2002. But when Yelich spoke again, she understood.

“Somebody has hit one thirty-eight Main Street four times. Mississippi, Colorado, Long Island. And now here.”
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138 MAIN STREET

CHARLESTOWN, MASSACHUSETTS

Cally Principal had a lot on her mind as she rounded the last turn of the path that circled the park and broke out into the final three hundred yards of her run. She almost enjoyed this part, where a mile of undulating hills gave way to flat on the homestretch. Almost. Cally was the kind of runner who liked having run, not the running itself. This afternoon, she had barely noticed the grinding slog of the hills, which meant that the satisfaction of leaving them behind was dulled too.

It had been three full days now since she had heard from Melissa. Seventy-two hours since she’d spoken to her sister over the phone on Thursday afternoon. She had barely slept a wink since then.

Melissa’s final words before hanging up echoed in Cally’s mind: I just think all of you would be better-off without me.

Melissa’s phone had been off since then. Cally had spent most of the past three days at home, scared to leave in case Melissa showed up. If she was going to appear anywhere, it would be at Cally’s apartment.

The police officer she spoke to on Friday was nice enough, but she got the feeling he heard stories like hers twice a week.

“Seems like she struggles from time to time,” he had said after he looked Melissa up in the system and found the long string of misdemeanor and felony arrests that stretched back to her teens. “You can’t force it. People like your sister, sometimes the best thing you can do is give them some space.”

Cally protested that Melissa had sounded different this time. That she had said they would all be better-off without her. Didn’t that sound like someone contemplating… She didn’t even want to say the word.

The officer listened and then asked, “She hasn’t said anything along those lines before?”

At that moment, Cally realized she’d been outmaneuvered. Melissa had said shit like that many times before. But how to get across that it felt different now?

It wasn’t even the first time she had disappeared for days. Her record was a month, so seventy-two hours shouldn’t be making Cally as worried as she was. On that occasion, when she eventually showed up at Cally’s place, it turned out she’d been shacking up with some guy in Andover, hadn’t thought to check in to say she was okay. Her phone had died and she hadn’t gotten around to charging it, and anyway, she always knew she could find Cally here.

“You’re my rock, Cally,” she said, her tone lightly mocking some line from a movie. “I always know I can come back to you.”

Cally had wanted to punch her then, but last Thursday, she would’ve given anything to hear dumb clichés like that instead of the voice of the tortured soul at the other end of the line. Cally didn’t know what it was this time. Oxy, probably. Or maybe just the latest bad breakup. Whatever it was, Melissa was in a bad way.

And so Cally had stayed home. Waiting for Melissa to show up so she could make her a pot of strong coffee and tuck her in on the couch, bail her out of whatever trouble she was in. The office had been fine about her working remotely, and she didn’t have any important meetings this week. Not that she had gotten much work done; she’d spent most of the time doomscrolling through local news reports. She told herself she was being dramatic, just as the kindly but ineffectual cop had implied. If the police found someone dead, they told the family before it got to the media, right? At least, they did when they could identify the body. Melissa wasn’t the most together person; Cally could easily believe she would go out without a wallet or ID. What if she had been hit by a bus or something and couldn’t be identified?

She left the apartment occasionally to go to the store and once to take a check to the bank, but she thought that was okay. Melissa would stick around on the doorstep for a while. This afternoon’s run had taken only a half hour, but she was apprehensive as she got close to home.

Cally slowed to a walk as she rounded the corner onto her street. It was lined with four- and five-story apartment buildings on both sides. Despite having lived here for more than eight years, she still often thought about how lucky she was to reside in a place like Charlestown—the architecture, the history all around her, the mature trees casting deep pools of shade on the sidewalks. But today, the character of her neighborhood was the farthest thing from her mind.

Her building was up ahead, and Cally could see that the bright green Post-it she had stuck to the door saying she would be back soon was still there. The only other person on the street was a man standing on the opposite sidewalk, directly across from her stoop. He was peering up at the top floor, where Cally’s apartment was. He seemed to be waiting for someone. Could Melissa have sent him to ask for money? Cally took a closer look and told herself not to get her hopes up. His clothes and shoes were clean, so he was not the kind of guy Melissa usually hung out with. He wore a baseball cap and a brown jacket with a logo on the shoulder that she couldn’t identify. A delivery guy or a maintenance worker.

The man turned as she approached. The brim of his hat shaded the top half of his face. He bent his head and touched a fingertip to the hat’s brim as Cally passed. She smiled, wondering if he was going to ask her for directions, but he just turned and started examining the building across the street.

She climbed the stone steps to the front door and took the key out of the back pocket of her shorts.

Home, sweet home. Good old 138 Main Street.
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GRANTON, ILLINOIS

Granton was less than ten minutes from the small airfield where the jet landed. Walker was relieved to see there were no members of the press awaiting him on the ground. He told himself to enjoy that absence of attention while it lasted.

The car that took him to Granton drove at high speed down Route 24, past long stretches of treeless fields empty of livestock or crops. The sky was a light gray. It had been clear in New York. This was like being under a thin bedsheet on a bright day. The driver left 24 and turned south, passing a sign that advertised the Crossroads Methodist Church. Walker wondered if the church was aware of the irony of its name. The crossroads was where you went to meet the devil, after all.

The houses along the road that marked the north edge of town drew nearer. Walker had spent a couple of minutes on the flight reading up on Granton: Established 1825. Population a hair over fifteen thousand. Most of the two-thirds of citizens who were of working age either commuted to Peoria or had jobs at the plastics factory on the south side of town. The latter group apparently included the victim, Archibald William Bowman, fifty-five years old, originally from Chicago. Ex-USMC, no known next of kin. There was nothing in his record to explain why he had been brutally stabbed to death in his own home. Nothing, that was, except for his address.

The homes the car passed were of generous size, the plots spaced widely apart. Walker had been a New Yorker long enough for horizontal settlements to make him feel uneasy. Too much space, too few people. Way too much sky.

There were four vehicles parked outside 138 Main Street: two late-model Ford Tauruses, a van for the forensics team announcing itself a little more clearly to the onlookers with the FBI branding along the side, and a black-and-white from the local police department that had a fine dusting of road dirt on the sills.

There were two local cops in uniform, a middle-aged man and a woman who looked to be in her twenties, standing outside the house talking to one of the agents from the Chicago field office. All three turned to watch as Walker’s car drew up and he got out. The Chicago agent, a tall, bulky man with a shaved head, introduced himself as Special Agent Marvin Harper. The male cop shook Walker’s hand and told him he was Officer Dave Yelich.

“Yelich,” Walker repeated. “Any relation to the Brewers outfielder?”

“None that I know of, but if he wants to swap paychecks, I won’t argue.” Yelich turned to the other officer. “This is my partner, Zoe Hill.”

Hill was of slight build, just a little over five feet, with dark hair and dark brown eyes that held a weird intensity. Something about her eyes told Walker immediately that he wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of her.

She shook his hand briefly. “No relation to Grant Hill.” No smile, so Walker wasn’t sure if she was maintaining the small talk or offering a rebuke.

“Thanks for holding this for us,” he said.

Working with local departments was usually fraught with tension. You generally knew within the first minute if there was going to be full cooperation or not. Pierson in Pembury had been a case in point. Walker sensed Yelich was more eager to please. He hoped this wouldn’t turn into a rerun of the Pierson thing. He wasn’t sure about Zoe Hill yet.

More times than he could count, Walker had witnessed the first agent on the scene get off on the wrong foot with the local guys. Sometimes deliberately, more often just out of carelessness. Normally, his working assumption was that any way he could defer to the locals was worthwhile. These officers were fresh, knew nothing about the other killings as yet. He wanted their initial impressions.

He turned to face the house at 138. It was unremarkable; there was nothing to distinguish it from the others on the street except the number. It was a lot smaller than the home at the same address in Long Island. He turned back to Yelich and Hill.

“You want to walk me through it?”

Walker accompanied the two cops to the house. They climbed the three steps up to the porch, and Walker couldn’t help pausing a second to look at the brass number on the door—the number that had been a death sentence for the owner.

Yelich led the way, talking as he went. “Evidently the perpetrator accessed the property via the back.” He stopped in the hall and pointed through to the kitchen, where Walker could see the lock had been jimmied.

A glass panel in the door looked out on a long yard with a stand of sycamore trees over the back fence. If the killer had entered and exited by that route, it was unlikely he would have been seen by anyone on Main Street.

“We think he left by the front door,” Yelich continued as if to contradict him. “It was open.”

Walker didn’t comment. He suspected the killer had left the same way he’d come in but had opened the front door to attract attention to the scene.

The house had the deep musty smell of a place that’s been inhabited by the same owner for decades without much change in the carpets or furniture. A grandpa’s-house smell, even though the victim had been relatively young in the scheme of things.

Walker wondered about the owner. The disrepair of the house and the fact he lived alone were probably hints that his latter years hadn’t been a basket of sunshine. They would find out as much as there was to know about Archibald Bowman in due course. Normally, knowing the victim was one of the keys to finding his killer. It was unlikely that would be the case this time. Bowman was dead almost certainly because of bad luck, pure and simple.

They climbed a carpeted flight of stairs and Yelich stood aside to let Walker enter the bedroom first.

Walker had already seen the pictures that Yelich had sent at the Bureau’s request, but a recently dead body is something that’s always a different proposition in the flesh. Bowman was lying in the center of a bed that was drenched in blood. Knife wounds visible all over his abdomen, arms, and face. Overkill, just like Long Island. Whoever had done this didn’t just want to kill. He wanted to send a message.

Two forensics people were in the room doing their thing. The nearer one looked up as they entered. She was female, but in the white overalls and mask, it was hard to tell anything else about her.

“Agent?” she said.

Walker flashed his ID. “Walker, New York field office.”

She nodded and looked back down. “Early days; we got started ten minutes ago.”

“Anything so far?”

She shook her head.

“Obviously killed here,” Walker said to himself, examining the body. He heard Yelich step in behind him, and the crime scene tech put a hand up.

“Whoa—too many people. One at a time, please.”

Showing only slight irritation, Yelich stepped back out onto the landing. He and Hill stood at the doorway, watching Walker.

Walker moved to the corner of the room where he could observe the scene without getting in the way of the technicians. He was looking for something that he knew had to be here. It had been at the other three scenes.

“It’s on the nightstand.”

He looked over at the doorway in surprise. It was Officer Hill who had spoken. She was watching him as he observed the room. His gaze went to the nightstand. The other tech was crouched in front of it, taking a sample from a wound on Bowman’s head, but it didn’t appear to Walker like there was anything on the nightstand other than a lot of blood and a lamp that had been knocked over in the struggle.

“What’s on the nightstand?”

“It’s on the nightstand door. The marking you’re looking for.”

“You want I should move?” the technician in front of the nightstand said. He was a burly guy with a thick Chicago accent.

Walker smiled. “Please. Just for a second.”

He got to his feet with a grunt and stepped back, indicating a spot on the front of the white nightstand. “I take it you’re talking about this?”

Walker took a step closer. That was exactly what he was looking for. In the midst of the blood spatters, the same mark he had seen on the bedroom carpet in Long Island.

“Was that marking at the other scenes?” Hill asked.

Walker nodded. “At least one of them.” He turned to Hill. “What does it look like to you?”

“It looks like a digital pin on a map.”
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Zoe was last to descend the stairs, behind Yelich and Walker, the FBI agent with the salt-and-pepper hair. She hadn’t known quite what to expect when Yelich told her what was happening. The FBI didn’t generally get involved with the day-to-day activities of the Granton PD. But then again, those activities didn’t generally include investigating murders. Let alone potential serial-killer murders.

Agent Harper, who, Zoe gathered, was based in Chicago, in contrast to the New Yorker, had found his way to Penny’s, the coffee shop at the commercial end of Main. He arrived at the doorway of the house carrying a cardboard tray with four go-cups as they were coming downstairs.

Walker took one of the offered cups, looking like he was grateful for it. He turned to Zoe and Yelich. “You want to go outside or talk in the living room?”

“Outside,” Yelich said without hesitation. Zoe was happy about that. The coffee from Penny’s wasn’t strong enough to overcome the smell in the house. Was it her imagination or was it getting worse?

The forensics guys had finished working on the back door, and they had left it wide open, so Yelich suggested they go out back to talk.

The pleasant afternoon sunshine felt almost indecent juxtaposed with what they had just seen. The yard was a good size, mostly grass with a paved area near the back door. A rusting barbecue was tucked into a corner. Zoe thought for a moment about Archibald Bowman stowing that away six months or six years ago, whenever it had been, not knowing that he had grilled his last burger in the open air.

The four of them stood on the paved area, staying away from the grass. That would be examined in due course to check if the perpetrator had left any shoe impressions on his entrance or egress.

Yelich blew out a puff of air and patted his pockets until he found his pack of cigarettes. He offered one to Walker. Walker held a hand up to refuse.

“Thanks. Quit fourteen years ago.”

Yelich grinned. “Bet you know it to the day too.” He offered the pack to the other fed, who also declined. He fit the cigarette between his lips and lit it. It took him a few moments. Zoe couldn’t tell if he was deliberately holding things up to make a point or not. Walker waited, gazing up at the window on the top floor.

“So,” he said after a long inhale. “What have we got?” He let the smoke drift out of his nostrils.

“This is the fourth location, as far as we can tell,” Walker said.

“All at one thirty-eight Main?”

“All at one thirty-eight Main,” Walker confirmed. “All this month. Courtland, Mississippi, on the first. Lyons, Colorado, on the seventh. Pembury, New York, three days ago.”

“And now Granton, Illinois,” Zoe finished.

“So it would seem.”

Yelich let out a low whistle. “That’s some spread. This guy must be racking up the air miles.”

Walker didn’t comment on that. He took a sip of his coffee.

“You ever see anything like this before?” Yelich asked.

The FBI man considered the question before answering. “This kind of homicide? Sure. A pattern killer choosing victims so far apart? No way. Not in a time frame like this.”

“So the most recent one before here was three days ago,” Yelich said thoughtfully.

Walker took a breath through his nostrils and nodded. “He killed a whole family in Long Island. Parents, teenage son, and the son’s girlfriend.” He glanced up at the house again. “That was worse than this one.”

“Same MO?”

“He started by killing the parents with a hunting knife. Husband first, then the wife when she tried to run. We found the son downstairs, defensive wounds on the hands and arms, stabbed through the heart. The girlfriend tried to get away. Made it thirty yards from the front door. He shot her in the back, then finished her off up close with one to the head.”

“And the address is the only link?” Yelich asked. “You’re sure it’s not a coincidence?”

Walker gave him a look that, to Zoe, conveyed how stupid he thought the question was. She wondered what the odds were of four unconnected attacks happening at the same street address in different towns in the same month. Walker caught himself quickly, though, straightening his face. “We haven’t managed to tie them together with witnesses or fingerprints or DNA so far, if that’s what you’re asking, but yeah, we’re pretty confident.”

“Yelich!”

The three of them turned to see a figure at the back door. It was Matt Hensey, the only person in the department who had less time on the job than Zoe. She noticed he had been accepted quicker, though. Somehow she was still treated as the rookie. Matt took his hat off, scratched his thatch of rust-colored hair, then put it back on.

“What are you doing here, Matt?” Yelich asked, sounding a little embarrassed.

Hensey spoke fast, the way he always did when he was nervous, the words tumbling from his mouth: “Jill from the Journal Star is outside—Jill Masterson—and she was wondering if she could talk to me, and, well…”

Walker gave Yelich a look that needed no clarification.

“Excuse me a second,” Yelich said with a sigh, and walked quickly toward the house. Zoe heard him mutter something bad-tempered to Hensey under his breath.

Zoe turned back to Walker. “There must be a one thirty-eight Main Street in every town in the country.”

“Probably not every town, but close enough,” Walker said. “That’s what we’re trying to work out.”

“Who made the link between the murders?” Zoe asked.

“Not a person, an algorithm. It was flagged by NCIC.”

Zoe had never used the National Crime Information Center database, but she knew of it. It was the FBI’s central index of crime, available under certain conditions to local law enforcement as well as the Bureau. The system was developed to overcome decades of problems involving suspects who committed crimes across different jurisdictions, which meant multiple departments could be hunting the same criminal without realizing it. With NCIC, separate investigations could be more joined up. Zoe wondered how many murderers covered the kind of ground this one had in a matter of weeks.

Walker took another sip of his coffee before continuing. “The system flags patterns automatically. It doesn’t wait for somebody to go looking. The problem is, there are a lot of potential patterns, and two killings at a similar address can be chalked up to coincidence, particularly when they’re as far apart as Mississippi and Colorado.”

“I guess a family being murdered in Long Island gets more attention, though,” Zoe said.

“The first killing was in a home valued at seventy thousand dollars. The family in Pembury lived in a four-million-dollar mansion. What do you think?”

Zoe knew exactly what Yelich would have said: That’s the way of the world. She couldn’t dismiss it like that. It might be the way of the world, but it didn’t feel like it ought to be.

“When the Pembury killings were reported, it made three attacks in three states all at the same address,” Walker continued. “That was enough of a pattern for it to stick out on NCIC, and our analysts picked it up. Pembury PD were already deep into the investigation by the time we showed up.”

“I bet they were overjoyed,” Zoe said, smiling wryly. It would have been a very different dynamic there than it was here in Granton.

“You bet right. It took a while to convince them there was more to this than they thought. They had it down as a revenge attack. The husband had been involved in some kind of hedge-fund scandal five years ago. He made out pretty well; his investors, not so much. The local cops were operating on the assumption it was related. As far as we can work out, that was not the case. This wasn’t payback for a grudge. It wasn’t about the couple; it wasn’t about their son or his girlfriend. They just had the bad luck to be in the wrong house on the wrong night.” He glanced up at this house’s top floor. “Just like Mr. Bowman.”

“No other connection between the victims?” Zoe asked.

“Just the address.”

Zoe glanced toward the back fence. If the killer had indeed left this way, he would have had to climb the fence and cut through another yard on his way to… well, that was the question, wasn’t it?

“How long do we have until the next one?”

She saw an approving look in Walker’s eyes. She could tell that he hadn’t enjoyed dealing with Yelich, but he didn’t seem to find this conversation as much of a chore. Maybe he thought that she was asking the right questions.

“Not long enough. Six days between the first two killings, then eight days until the third, then down to three days. The clock’s ticking.”

“When do you go public?”

“As soon as my boss gives me the go-ahead.”

From the street, Zoe could hear the sound of a truck backing up. Main hadn’t seen this much traffic in a long time. She thought about the image that the killer had taken the time to leave for them.

“What’s the deal with the map pin?” she asked.

Walker looked away from her and in the direction of the street. She wondered if he would have brought that up if she hadn’t. She didn’t think so.

“I don’t know what to think about that,” he said carefully. “The address alone is enough to link these killings. The map pin tells me that whoever this is wants to make sure we get it. He doesn’t want to leave anything to chance.”

“Does that worry you?”

He considered for a second. “It’s Hill, right?”

“That’s right. Zoe Hill.”

“Zoe, there isn’t a goddamn thing about this that doesn’t worry me. But that’s near the top of the list. He’s effective, he works quickly, and he definitely wants attention.”

“So what’s next?”

“This is the first scene we’ve been able to examine fresh,” Walker said. “The first scene where we know from the start that it’s part of a series. I’m hoping that means it’ll be easier for our people to find something we can use. I’m not holding my breath, though.”

Zoe nodded. “We don’t want to get in your way, Agent Walker. But if you could use some help canvassing the neighbors—”

“That would be great. When I said I wanted the department to be involved, I wasn’t spinning a line. Local knowledge is going to be important on this one.”

“This one, and all of them,” Zoe agreed. She thought about the map pin on the nightstand under the drops of blood. She thought about four pins on a map of the United States. She knew that somewhere out there, on some unsuspecting Main Street, someone was getting ready to add a fifth pin.






GEHENNA

In the Family, no one retained their given name.

Your name was the first thing that had to be willingly discarded, the first gesture of faith to demonstrate that you meant to turn your back on the Old World forever and devote yourself to something better. It wasn’t a strict requirement that you had to select your Family name from the Old Testament, but most people did.

Then there were the others who were commonly known not by their names but by their place in the Family. For reasons that were perhaps more practical than any would care to admit out loud, the Family was happy for its adherents to bring with them some of the skills they had acquired in the Old World.

The Carpenter. The Doctor. The Butcher. For some reason, this unspoken convention always skewed to the older trades. The Family also counted a plumber, two electricians, and a computer scientist among their number, but they were referred to as Ezekiel, Caleb, Levi, and Esther.

He had never chosen a name, though in fact his Old World name would have fit in respectably. From the first day in the embrace of the Family, he had simply been the Professor. The Professor’s career in the Old World had covered a range of disciplines, and he was able to turn his hand to others. The Family had a well-stocked library building, inherited from the community that had occupied the town decades before.

Professor had been his role in the early days; he taught the children of the Family in the dilapidated town hall where every other window was broken, and the roof creaked threateningly in heavy rain. He taught every weekday morning, Monday through Friday, and sometimes on Saturdays, but never on the Sabbath. Sometimes, the older members of the Family would sit in on the lessons, and that was when the trouble had begun. Gradually, Family members began to withdraw their offspring from the school.

That seemed long in the past now.

When Amy… when Ruth, to give her New World name, left him, there was no overt suggestion from the Family that he and the boys should follow her. But it hadn’t taken long for them to do so. It wasn’t that they were cast out, exactly; it was more like a mutually-agreed-upon parting of the ways.

The Professor didn’t doubt the elders of the Family had been glad to see the back of him and the boys, despite their proclamations of loving all who came with open hearts. The truth was they lacked vision. They concerned themselves only with the narrow spiritual confines of their faith and with the even narrower physical confines of their New World.

He had found Gehenna by a mixture of chance and intuition, some of that retained Old World knowledge coming in handy once again. An unoccupied property with power and a water source where they would be disturbed rarely if ever. From here, they would start to build a true New World. Perhaps he had not entirely rejected the ideas of the Family. Had he not given this house a new name?

The Professor stood at the window and watched the buzzards investigate the pickings in the dead pit at the eastern corner of the field. There were four of them today. Something new to draw their attention, perhaps.

The stench from the dead pit reached all the way to the house at the height of summer, but the Professor did not mind. After all, it was the reason no one had taken on the lease on this place when the farmer gave it up. The fields were fallow; the only remnants of the working farm were the deserted pens and the remains of the animals in the pit.

One of the carrion birds turned its head and seemed to glare right at him. He stared back curiously, breaking the stare only when he heard the name he was addressed by more often than any other since they had found Gehenna.

“Father.”

He turned at the sound of the voice, which was hushed, as though someone were asking a librarian a question. The two boys were standing just inside the back door. It was Aaron who had spoken, as usual. He stood in his linen clothes that had been brilliant white when the Family issued them but were now a dull, washed-out gray; his little brother, Noah, hovered a step behind him, biting one of his knuckles.

“What is it?”

As he spoke, he saw that Noah had a smear of blood on his forehead just below the unruly tangle of dark hair. He pushed Aaron roughly out of the way and swept the hair back to examine the wound. It didn’t look too serious.

“Boys from the town?” he asked.

The two of them had recently begun venturing beyond the woods that backed onto Gehenna, the boundary that separated them from the nearest outpost of what passed for society in these times.

Aaron nodded curtly. “They threw rocks at us. Big ones. I think it needs stitches.”

Noah winced at that but kept quiet.

The Professor straightened up and turned away from his sons. “He’ll be fine. Iodine’s under the kitchen sink.”

“They said we were chicken.”

The Professor stopped and turned. Aaron’s fists were clenched; an unpleasant look in his eye.

“So?”

“Why can’t we go into the town? Why can’t we be like—”

“Like what? Like ‘normal’ people? You know there are more important things, Aaron.”

Aaron kept staring at him, his expression almost unnerving. But then he dropped his gaze. For just a second there, the Professor had wondered if Aaron was about to defy him. That look he just gave him reminded him so much of his mother.

Noah was stifling his sobs. Being strong. A good boy.

He glanced at Aaron, then narrowed his eyes against the sun as he stared past him at the seven-foot-high wooden fence and the towering pines of the woods beyond. One of the boys had left a smear of dirt on the top of one of the slats as they climbed over the fence. He gestured at the smear.

“Clean it. Paint the fence again.”

Aaron opened his mouth to say something and then apparently thought better of it. Which was just as well, because a dissenting word or even the observation that they had put a coat of paint on the fence at the end of last week would have resulted in serious repercussions. Aaron was a smart boy. Smart enough to take a light punishment and move on. The boy gritted his teeth for a moment and then composed himself.

“Yes, Father.”

The Professor stared at him and then turned away without another word. He had work to do. He had wasted enough time today on carrion birds and children.

He moved down the hall and into his study. The television was still on. The news was showing footage of the president visiting Rome. For a minute the Professor watched the old fool glad-hand well-dressed Europeans standing in a line, then he turned the set off.

He sat down on the frayed swivel chair in front of the desk and fitted a new sheet of paper into the Remington Victor S portable typewriter, feeling the familiar tactile pleasure as the carriage smoothly drew the sheet into the machine. He wasn’t averse to computers, far from it. He had used them for many years. The problem was that he knew too much about them now. The only way to be certain of security was to go right back to basics. No storage, no disks. If anyone wanted to access his writing and, therefore, the inside of his mind, they would have to come through a secure door. And anyone foolish enough to do that would certainly regret it.

He closed his eyes for a moment. It seemed to be harder to get himself into the right frame of mind lately. Perhaps it was just another symptom of getting older, or perhaps it was the sheer effort that this enterprise required.

Outside, one of the buzzards let out a cry. He looked at the window and saw it taking flight, something red and fresh-looking in its beak. Occasionally a cow from one of the other farms would stray into the field and fall into the dead pit, once even a Labrador with a pink collar. The dead pit seemed to call new material to itself, as though it were sentient and self-sustaining.

The Professor got up, reached for the string, and snapped the blinds closed, bathing the study in a dusty orange light. He sat down and closed his eyes again. It was easier to tune out the cries of the birds if he couldn’t see them.

He opened his eyes and focused on the blank page in the typewriter.

Where had he been before he was interrupted?

The manuscript stack was piled to the left of the typewriter, under the heavy glass snow globe. Unlike every other surface in the house, the desk was entirely clear, apart from the typewriter and the stack.

He lifted the last page and read the final paragraph again.


Why do we choose Main Street?

We choose Main Street because it is Everystreet. It is a proxy for the whole rotten, crumbling, damned country. So we start with Main Street, but we will not finish there.

Main Street is only the beginning.
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NEW YORK CITY

Walker made it back to the building at 26 Federal Plaza by seven o’clock; he wanted to touch base before he called it a night. No—who was he kidding? He might grab a couple hours of sleep here and there, but he wouldn’t be calling it a night for a long time.

He was thinking about the scene in Granton as he rode the elevator up to the twenty-third floor of the Jacob K. Javits Federal Building. Forensics had worked fast. The preliminary scene report had arrived in his inbox while his plane back to New York from Illinois was thirty thousand feet above Ohio. It would take weeks for everything to be fully processed, but the report didn’t give him any cause for optimism.

There were prints and clothing fibers and hair follicles aplenty, but there was no reason to believe any of it had come from the killer. There was nothing that could have been left there only after Archibald Bowman had been stabbed to death in his bed—no fingerprints in blood spatter, no bloody shoe prints, no skin scraps beneath the victim’s fingernails.

The soft chime told him the elevator had reached twenty-three. The doors parted and he stepped out into the open-plan office. It was manned at all hours, so the fact that it was busy and bustling at seven p.m. wasn’t unusual; it was a twenty-four-hour-a-day operation. What was unusual was that it was a Sunday evening and there wasn’t an inch of desk space to spare. Ever since Long Island was flagged, they had been gearing up for a big case, but the fourth attack happening so quickly had accelerated that process.

Enrico Ferrera was sitting at one of the desks closest to the elevator, his lanky frame making the swivel chair look child-size. He craned his head around and greeted Walker with a wave of the printout he had been examining. “How was it?”

Walker almost wanted to laugh. Ferrera sounded like he was asking a sales executive about what the hotel was like at the West Coast conference. How was the crime scene? Were there hors d’oeuvres?

“It was like the others. You see the report yet?”

Ferrera’s mouth stretched into a pained grimace. “Not what we were hoping for.”

“How’s the list coming?”

“The Kid put one of the analysts on it,” he answered, obviously without thinking.

Walker gave him a tired look. “You mean the assistant director in charge.”

Ferrera cleared his throat and dropped his gaze for a moment. “I think the analyst’s name was Brodie.” He straightened in his chair and scanned the rows of desks and partitions. A lot of new faces, people not used to working in this office or on the same shift. He stood up and gestured uncertainly toward the southeast corner of the building, by the windows that faced out on the Brooklyn Bridge. “He’s over there if you want to—”
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