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002

Gaia

Time Stamp: 2:30 a.m.

[Recorder on] Agent Gaia Moore recording. I can’t give a case number because this case does not exist—not as far as the FBI is concerned. They think Catherine is already dead. Apparently they’re prepared to let her name just fade away on some inactive missing persons list for the next twenty years without lifting another finger, but with all due respect to you, Agent Malloy, I think that’s a crock. You have no idea what’s happened to Catherine, and neither do I. One abandoned laptop and some blood on a lost duffel bag doesn’t tell you anything. You can’t just declare her dead and be done with it—she deserves more than that. Catherine and I have pulled each other through every single day of this training. She never once lost faith in me, and I am not about to lose faith in her. She is more than my friend, she’s my partner, and I doubt very much, sir, that you could write off your partner as easily as the bureau has written off Agent Sanders. I think that’s lousy police work—lazy and shortsighted—and I think I can do better. I’m stating that for the record here, in the hopes that you and the rest of the bureau will understand my motives.

Eventually you’re all going to see why I had to do it this way—sneaking off base in the middle of the night to find her. I admit I feel a little foolish. I feel like I’m seventeen years old again—sneaking out on my foster parents to dodge some ridiculous curfew. I swore to myself that I’d never be a rebellious teenage cliché again, but there you have it: I am what I am. I know how unprofessional this is, believe me. I would have loved nothing more than to pursue this investigation with your permission, sir; you just weren’t inclined to offer it.

You’ve probably already declared me AWOL. Someone must have noticed that I’m not in my bed and I’m nowhere to be found on the whole Quantico base. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’d already started proceedings for my termination, but all I can say is … I’m doing what I think is right. I’m doing what I need to do. If you knew more about my past, you’d understand. [Pause] What am I saying? You’re the FBI—you probably know everything about my past. So maybe someone on some disciplinary committee who hears this recording will consider my history and show me some mercy. Maybe you’ll understand, Malloy…. I’m just not going to write off another friend. I can’t. And I don’t see the point of having this badge or this gun if I can’t even help my own partner. I don’t care how hopeless you all think it is. I couldn’t care less. [Recorder off]



Time Stamp: 2:48 a.m.

[Recorder on] I don’t know why my foot is still on the gas. I don’t even know why I’m going in this direction. My eyes keep drifting out the driver’s side window—looking for signs of her body in the gravel on the side of the highway. That’s what I’ve been reduced to here. I know it’s irrational and naive, and I should be ashamed to call myself FBI, but that’s what I’m doing. A dog would have a better chance of finding her like this. I need more to go on. I need something to go on. Jesus, I feel like such an amateur talking into this thing. You trained me to take audio notes in an investigation, so that’s what I’m doing. You say it will keep my thoughts organized. You say it will help me flush out the right clue. Like this recorder is going to help me find her out here in the dark on this completely abandoned highway. I don’t think so. I don’t even need a machine to help me keep track of clues. I don’t forget things. Ever. You can call it a photographic memory, but it’s more complicated than that. You might have noticed, Agent Malloy … I’m not like the other trainees. [Pause] Note to self: erase that last part.

The point is, I’m not really using this recorder to take notes on this case. I’m using this recorder because it’s the only partner I’ve got right now. I need someone to talk to while I look for her … even if that someone is me. I’m alone out here. And I mean that in every sense of the word. [Pause]

A message for Will … Will, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I stood you up for dinner—I was busy emptying my bank account at an ATM machine, but I know that’s just a lame excuse. But more than that, I’m sorry if you think I don’t listen enough. I know you didn’t want to me to do this, but … Look, most of all I’m sorry for leaving the lollipop case right in the middle of the investigation. I’m sorry for leaving it all in your hands. I hope Malloy doesn’t come down on you too hard. I hope you don’t feel like I’ve abandoned you or abandoned the case or the victims or anything like that. We will solve that case, Will. We’ll find the killer, I’m sure of it. Just give me a little time. If you can carry the case for just a few days … I’ll be back. I swear I will. And I’ll bring Catherine with me. [Recorder off]

ABSOLUTE NOWHERE, USA

The sun had risen, but Gaia hardly noticed. Somewhere along the way the sky had shifted from moonlit black to ugly amber to its current shade of ash white. How long had she been driving now? The miles of gas stations and convenience stores had all melted into one big peripheral blur. Her eyes stung like hell from exhaustion, and the harsh glare of the late morning haze was only making it worse. She could practically hear her body pleading for an hour of sleep, but rest was out of the question. All that mattered now were the worn-out street signs overhead.

She hunched farther over the steering wheel, squinting up through the dusty windshield of Catherine’s Nissan Altima to decipher the faded names. Palmer Street … Mortimer Street … Winslow Road … But no Cherry Lane.

Where the hell is 1309 Cherry Lane?

The unfamiliar address had been rattling in her brain for three hours now—ever since Lyle had whispered it nervously to her over the phone. She could still hear his nasal voice cracking with anxiety….

“I shouldn’t he doing this, Gaia. You know I shouldn’t be doing this. Malloy was just in here asking questions. He’s pissed, Gaia. You know you’re in serious—”

“I know that, Lyle. I know. The trace. Could you trace the origin of the signal or not?”

“Hold on.”

“Lyle, do not put me on hold!”

“Just hold on, okay? I have to check the doors. They’re searching the whole complex for you, you know.”

She knew she’d put Lyle in an unfair position. After all, he was just a spindly little FBI lab tech—it’s not like she wanted to make him an accomplice to her unauthorized investigation. But around seven in the morning, somewhere in the middle of Richmond, Gaia had come to terms with reality. Her only legitimate lead was back at that computer lab in Quantico. There was no other choice but to call Lyle on his personal cell and pray he’d already reported to the lab—which, thank God, he had.

All she had going for her was that cryptic computer program Catherine had left behind. Gaia had found the program still running on Catherine’s computer after she’d disappeared. Gaia assumed it was the high-powered search engine Catherine had been boasting about—a little piece of software she’d created that was supposed to cross-reference all the evidence in the lollipop case and spit back potential suspects. But once Will and Gaia examined Catherine’s computer more closely, they realized that her program was collecting a very different kind of information. Her turbocharged search engine had found something that it had clearly not been meant to find—namely, an index of Latin American addresses that looked an awful lot like terrorist sleeper cells.

This bizarre discovery had left Gaia and Will in a near catatonic state of puzzlement. But that was just the beginning of the strangeness. Not only was Catherine’s program gathering this explosive information, but someone, it seemed, was still accessing the information in her absence. According to Lyle, even though Catherine had disappeared days before, someone had been using her program as recently as twenty-four hours ago.

Could that someone be Catherine? Could she be out there somewhere trying to access her own computer? Could someone be forcing her to access it? Or what if it was someone else entirely? Some nameless, faceless asshole who’d already gotten rid of Catherine and was trying to nab the information for himself? These questions were the only thing keeping Gaia’s eyes glued open and focused on the road ahead.

Will had asked Lyle if there was any way to trace the access. Lyle said he would try, but trying wasn’t good enough. Gaia knew she’d have to push Lyle to get the info she needed—even if it meant taking advantage of his rather obvious crush on her. So with just the right combination of dominance and flirtation, she’d finally managed to coax poor Lyle past his initial anxiety until he’d coughed up an address.

“Baltimore, okay? The program was accessed from a telephone modem in Baltimore. The Verizon map pinpoints the signal at Cherry Lane near Ditmar Street. The exact address is 1309 Cherry Lane. Someone in that house was logged onto Catherine’s computer in the last twenty-four hours.”

“You’re a genius, Lyle. You seriously are a goddamn genius. I don’t know how to thank you for this.”

“Well, maybe when you get back, we could go out for some—?”

“I’ve got to go, Lyle. We never had this conversation, okay?”

“You’re damn right, we never had this conversation. I could be fired just for talking to—”

Click.

And so here she was, searching in vain for Cherry Lane. She would have asked Lyle to map out a route for her, but she knew she’d kept him on the phone too long as it was. Another thirty seconds and the bureau would have been tracing Lyle’s call, personal cell or not—and she wouldn’t risk getting him in any more trouble. She’d have to find Cherry Lane the old-fashioned way.

Once she’d made it into Baltimore, she asked for directions at a gas station, but the “attendant” with the faded faux-Nike Just Do Her T-shirt hadn’t been much help. She could only make out every other word he said. All she’d been able to gather was that Cherry Lane was a few miles south and a number of blocks west. But the other half of his unintelligible directions were a seemingly endless repetition of the words “left,” “right,” “old church,” and “Old MacDonald’s,” which, Gaia was reasonably sure, was not an old man’s farm, but rather the term this man used to describe his favorite dining establishment. Eventually she did find her way to Ditmar Street, but Ditmar seemed to go on forever….

“Jesus,” she breathed through nearly closed lips, surveying the row of crumbling houses up ahead. There was no denying it: America could be one ugly-ass eyesore of a country. It seemed the city council had taken a meeting and decided to give up altogether on the outskirts of Baltimore. Each little house looked more forgotten than the last, from the broken, soot-covered windows to the rusted-out aluminum siding, and to the tattered stars and stripes hanging tenuously over the piles of bricks that stood in for porch steps. This sure as hell wasn’t the lush backwoods of Quantico, Virginia. It wasn’t the pristine sunny streets of California or even the rich, historical filth of New York City. No, this was something else entirely.

This was Absolute Nowhere, USA. Suburban degradation in all its glory.

Please don’t let her be in one of these homes, Gaia thought, slowing the car to cruising speed. Maybe Lyle has no idea what he’s talking about.

She was so distracted by the urban sprawl that she nearly passed right by the magic words. She quickly slammed on the brakes and backed it up a few yards. All her exhaustion drained away once she saw the faded white letters on the rusty blue sign overhead:

Cherry Lane.

It’s about freaking time, she thought, slamming her foot down on the gas. The tires skidded with a deafening screech as she turned the sharp corner and picked up the pace, eyeing every numbered address that hadn’t fallen off its facade. And finally, her marathon drive had come to an end. The nine might have slipped its hinge to become a six, but the rotting house before her was most definitely none other than 1309.

She pulled over to the side of the road and turned off the transmission. The engine sputtered with a long sigh—she could almost feel the Altima thanking her for the much needed rest.

She sat there for a moment in silence, examining the house from inside the car. Just as expected, it was not a pretty sight. The warped, hospital blue siding had that eerie generic flavor of a house that didn’t want to be noticed. The porch door was boarded up with a thick slab of wood and couched in too much shadow to see clearly. The rest of the porch was bare, with the exception of a filthy black barbecue grill that a family of spiders had long since made their home. There was no front lawn to speak of—just a makeshift little garbage collection on a patch of black dirt. Anyone with a conventional genetic code would have taken one look at this place, locked all the car doors, and called for backup. But Gaia’s genes were far from conventional. She could already feel a hungry buzz in her chest where the fear should have been. She was aching to kick through that knotty plank-of-wood door, but she thought better of it. She’d learned her lesson at Quantico about rash behavior, and she had no intention of repeating her mistakes.

Gaia might have gone AWOL, but that was the only thing about this investigation that would not be squeaky clean. Authorized or not, she was going to conduct this search like the professional she was. She would bring Catherine back, and she’d do it by the book, and Malloy and the rest of them would have nothing left to say but “thank you” and “you have our deepest apologies for underestimating you both.” She had already acquired a wealth of knowledge at Quantico—probably more than she even knew—and now was the time to put it all into practice. This time she’d be going without the “training wheels”—without the supervision of Bishop or Malloy or Crane, without the unearned respect that the town seemed to afford its trainees, and most of all … without Catherine or Will by her side. This was her show now and hers alone. And she had no intention of screwing it up.

She made sure her badge was strapped to her belt, and then she pulled her gun from the glove compartment, ignoring the slight hitch in her chest that still accompanied a firearm. Her traumatic history with guns was becoming a little more manageable with each passing day of training. She checked the cartridge and then secured the gun in the holster under her black jacket. She took one last deep breath and then climbed out of the car, slamming the door behind her and locking it with the key chain remote.

Her approach was quick and deliberate: through the garbage-strewn “lawn,” up the creaky wooden steps of the empty porch, and straight to the boarded-up door. She gave the door three stiff knocks and then stepped closer to listen for movement. Nothing. Four more knocks yielded the same result. Pure unadulterated silence.

She stepped over to the window and tried to peer through the one pane of glass that hadn’t turned completely opaque with dirt, but all she could see was darkness. The mailbox was nameless, empty, and gathering dust.

This house was positively dead. Just an abandoned hospital blue box in the middle of nowhere. Standing there on the creaky porch, Gaia finally took a moment to ask herself the obvious question:

What the hell could this decrepit shack on the outskirts of Baltimore possibly have to do with Catherine Sanders?

She stood there puzzled for another few seconds, but her inertia made her twitch with frustration. She hadn’t come all this way for a dead end. She needed more information. She needed to know the deal with this house. Did someone actually live here? Had anyone ever lived here? She scanned the adjacent houses for neighbors, but each place looked deader than the last. And then finally, a few houses down and across the street, she saw the first signs of life on Cherry Lane.

There was a diner. Moscone’s. Old and dilapidated to be sure, but open for business. And old was good. Someone in there had to know something about this house. Whatever freak had lived here must have stopped in at least once or twice for a cup of coffee and a slice of pie.

There were still a few irrefutable facts in this life, and Gaia had yet to see this one disproved: it didn’t matter if it was Moscone’s in the crap section of Baltimore or Cozy Soup ’n’ Burger in the heart of downtown New York. At one point or another, everyone needed a cup of coffee and a slice of pie.



UNFORCED AND CASUAL



As Gaia moved toward the diner, the stillness hit her again. It was so painfully quiet on this wide, deserted street. The asphalt was cracked and stained, and a paper cup was rolling in the dark gutter near a broken iron drain cover. Moscone’s Diner was handpainted over a dark metal door with dirty glass inlays. A white do-it-yourself sign with attached black letters in the window read: LUNCH SPECIAL SOUP AND SANDWICH $3.95 FREE COFFEE 12-2. Gaia stepped deliberately forward and pushed on the diner’s door, rattling the overhead bell as it swung inward.

The smell of cooking grease entered Gaia’s nostrils immediately. By comparison, the Greek diners in Manhattan, where she’d scarfed down chocolate milk shakes most of her life, smelled like four-star restaurants. Ignoring the smell, still holding the door open, Gaia waited for her eyes to adjust to the gloom.

Everyone was looking at her.

Control the scene, Agent Crane had told them all in one of his training lectures. Gaia could hear his harsh voice as if he was standing right in front of her, glaring at the FBI class. Most people have never seen an FBI agent. When they do, they’ll want to trust you, want to believe in you. So don’t make it hard for them.

Control the scene.

The diner was about half full. There were booths against the big picture windows—they had leather benches repaired with tape and Formica tables with metal edges. All of them were occupied. An elderly couple in windbreakers with identical bowls of soup sat closest to the door. The man was twisted around in his chair so that he could get a better view of the alien blond thing that had just walked in.

In front of her was a long, low lunch counter. The wall behind it was covered in metal sheets with stacks of miniature cereal boxes against it. A dark-haired man in a clean white T-shirt was frozen in the act of wiping the counter. The chrome stools were occupied by big men—they looked like truckers—with beards and dark caps pulled over their eyes. In the far back of the diner, next to what had to be a bathroom door, a thin, unshaven middle-aged man in a dark suit and tie sat motionless at a table, a steaming cup of coffee in front of him, watching her.

Well? Gaia told herself angrily. You’ve got their attention. That’s step one. Now do something with it.

A waitress was standing in the middle of the diner, the weak fluorescent overhead light reflecting in her yellow hair. She was not a young woman. Her eyes were heavily mascaraed, and her hands were wrinkled and covered in rings. She was frozen in the act of writing on an order pad. The young woman at the table in front of her had a small dog in a pink plastic bag. Even the dog was staring at Gaia.

“Hi,” Gaia said, giving what she hoped was a disarming smile. With her left hand she’d already flipped out her badge. “Have you got a second, ma’am? FBI.”

Everyone in the diner had a second. You could have heard a pin drop.

That sounded weird, Gaia told herself. But this was very different from Virginia. In Quantico, even in the town proper, people were used to the presence of the FBI. When Gaia, Catherine, Will or whoever walked into a place, people looked up, mildly curious, and went back to whatever they were doing. “Just those government kids,” people would tell each other. Suddenly Gaia felt very far away from home.

Had she sounded weird? She couldn’t tell. She was supposed to say her name, followed by “FBI,” while holding out her badge. It was routine. But somehow in this silent, dark restaurant, with the deserted, bare street out the dirty plate glass window, it was different. This was the real world—and her instincts had told her to be unforced and casual.

And don’t worry about it, Gaia told herself angrily. She had enough to worry about without this completely unwelcome attack of self-consciousness. It didn’t matter if she sounded weird—the important thing was her investigation, how she “controlled the scene.”

“Help you with something?” the waitress drawled. Up close, Gaia could see the deep lines in her face and smell the tobacco smoke on her breath. She didn’t sound disrespectful, exactly. She just wasn’t going to give that much deference to a twenty-year-old girl with a mess of unwashed blond hair tied up in a scraggly ponytail—FBI or no.

“If you wouldn’t mind,” Gaia went on, reaching into her pocket to pull out Catherine’s photo. “Could you take a good look at this picture, please? Have you ever seen this woman?”

The waitress tore her eyes away from the inside of Gaia’s jacket—she must have caught a glimpse of her gun—and turned back to the snapshot Gaia was holding out. It wasn’t that great a picture—Lyle had found it on the network and quickly printed it out for her before she left. It was a low-resolution digital snapshot of Catherine, taken during the Quantico admissions process. It couldn’t be more than six months old, but to Gaia’s eyes, Catherine looked years younger. Her hair was already trimmed in the trademark pixie cut (copied from Special Agent Jennifer Bishop), and the smile she gave the camera was innocent and engaging.

“Arf! Arf!” The little dog in the seated woman’s pink plastic bag suddenly exploded into a barking fit, its marble black eyes fixed on Gaia. The sound was deafening.

“Waffles, hush,” the woman told her dog. “Sorry, ma’am.”

“That’s okay,” Gaia said, smiling at her. The ma’am reassured her—she had control of the room. She hadn’t flinched—people might have noticed that. Gaia held the photograph out again.

As the waitress peered skeptically at the snapshot, Gaia tried to stay focused. But it was hard. She couldn’t shake the thoughts of Catherine from her head. She had to know where Catherine was now—whether she was still smiling or whether she was trembling and pale, locked in a cold basement room somewhere.

Or dead, Gaia told herself. Don’t forget Malloy’s theory.

“Sorry.” The waitress shook her head.

“Are you sure?” Gaia raised her eyebrows. “Ever? Anywhere? Take your time—look at the picture as long as you want.”

“I could look at it all day—it won’t change the fact that I never seen this girl,” the waitress blandly insisted.

The thin man in the black suit was watching her. His eyes seemed to light up in the darkness from the back of the diner. His narrow tie was clipped to his shirt, and his collar was freshly starched. The salt-and-pepper hair reminded Gaia suddenly of her father, for reasons she didn’t quite understand—the man looked nothing like her father. But his calm stare was different from the looks of the other patrons—he was coolly appraising her, as if he saw this kind of thing every day and was ready to tell her what she was doing wrong.

“This is a federal investigation,” Gaia said loudly, looking around the room. Fourteen pairs of eyes stared back. Her voice echoed against the walls, sounding high-pitched and young. “I’m looking for a missing person—a young woman my age, with short black hair and glasses. Her name is Catherine Sanders.”

Who are you kidding? Gaia told herself. They can see right through you. Because this isn’t a “federal investigation”; it’s a private wild-goose chase.

“Waffles,” the woman with the pink bag scolded her dog again. The dog had erupted into another frenzied spasm of barking.

“Let me see that photo.” the man behind the counter said meekly. Gaia walked over, her heels clicking on the linoleum, and held out the snapshot. The counterman leaned over, squinting critically as he stared at the picture.

“She could look different,” Gaia told him. “She could have different hair, or she could have lost her glasses.”

Or she could be dead, that same voice repeated maddeningly in her head. The blood-streaked duffel bag snapped into focus in her imagination.

“Sorry, ma’am,” the counterman said finally, standing back upright. “Can’t help you.”

“Do you know who lives across the street?”

One of the men at the counter looked over at her. Gaia caught his eye, and the burly man held her steady gaze. Behind him, out the window, the sagging facade of the house faced the street like an empty mask.

“You, sir?” Gaia stepped forward. “Do you know whose house that is?’

“Who wants to know?”

“I told you,” Gaia said, stepping closer to the man. “I’m a federal agent. If you know who lives over there, I want you to—”

“Little girl like you? I don’t believe it,” the man said. From up close, his breath smelled of pepper and coffee. He was staring at Gaia, his teeth shining, his unshaven face twisted into a smirk. “Why don’t you run home to your mama and leave us alone?”

Gaia reached out and grabbed the man’s wrist. Slowly she started bending it downward. The man tried to pull away—looking very surprised when he wasn’t able to.

“You interrupted me,” Gaia said, leaning closer. “Please don’t do that again.”

“Let go—”

Gaia held up the photograph. “I want to know if you’ve seen this woman,” she said calmly. “Why don’t you take a nice long look and tell me if you recognize her?”

“Let go of my arm!” the man yelled. He was squirming in his seat, but Gaia was holding him at a particular angle so that he couldn’t move. “Let me go, damn it!”

“You’re not looking,” Gaia said, moving the picture closer to his face. “Tell me if the woman in this pic—”

“No! No! I’ve never seen her!” the man yelled. Everyone in the diner was watching. “I don’t know who she is!”

“None of us know,” the elderly man in the window booth called out. “Now leave Jimmy alone and let us eat our lunch.”

Gaia looked over at the man who’d spoken. He was ladling a spoonful of soup toward his craggy mouth, unconcerned. It was almost like a signal—the clinking of silverware resumed. It was as if the old man had given everyone permission to ignore Gaia.

At the back of the restaurant the thin man in the black suit watched her curiously. It was almost as if he was waiting to see what she’d do next—how good her training or her instincts were. She quickly moved her eyes away from his and gazed around again at the diner customers.

They dont know anything.

Gaia was suddenly sure of it. They hadn’t seen Catherine and they didn’t know who lived across the street—if anyone did. They weren’t hiding anything; they just didn’t know the answers to her questions. Nodding once, although nobody was watching anymore, Gaia moved toward the door. The bell rang again weakly as she walked back out into the still Baltimore air.


a perfect target

THE SHADOWS BEHIND THE HOUSE



Gaia could feel eyes on the back of her neck as she came back out to the sidewalk. She didn’t turn around, but she was pretty sure the waitress and the other diner patrons were still watching her.

And the man in the suit.

Gaia wasn’t sure what it was about that man that had caught her attention. And she wasn’t about to go back for another look. She’d had just about enough of Moscone’s Diner and its singularly unhelpful patrons. And all that man had done was sit in the shadows and watch her. Nothing so unusual in that.

Except that she knew better. One thing Gaia had learned from even the rudimentary amount of FBI training she’d had was that you had to pay attention to your instincts. Not trust them necessarily (in fact, that could be a terrible mistake) but at least be aware of them. And something about the tall, gaunt man in the diner was sticking with her. Blue eyes, she told herself. Close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair. Not a military cut—a little longer. Needed a shave. Clothes have seen better days—suit a bit wrinkled, white shirt yellowing a bit.

Anything else?

Like Dad, Gaia realized. The thought gave her a strange pang. She hadn’t seen her father since her Stanford graduation—since that unforgettable afternoon when this whole crazy thing had started, the day she’d taken a high dive off a campus roof and saved three hundred people from ten pounds of exploding C-4 plastique. The guy in the diner reminds me of my father, that’s all. Dad, if things had never gone his way—if he’d fallen down on his luck and never quite bounced back.

That was all.

Standing beneath the bleak white sky, Gaia gazed back at the house across the street. It was her next stop, obviously. Her only choice was to go back and give the place a much more thorough search.

Unfortunately, nothing had changed in the few minutes she’d been across the street. The door was still shut tight, and the house was still silent and unmoving.

So is Catherine in there or not?

Craning her neck, Gaia looked straight overhead. Squinting into the sky, she could see the rusted-out wires running from a nearby phone pole and over to an ancient-looking metal box attached right beneath the house’s cracked eaves. The telephone line.

That’s got to be it, she told herself. That’s got to be the line that leads to the mystery modem. She still couldn’t quite believe it, but Lyle had sounded so sure.

Facing the creaky porch steps again, Gaia was very conscious of wasting time. She kept fighting off images of Catherine bound and gagged somewhere in the darkness behind that door, waiting for her to stop playing games and come get her. Looking at the front door’s rusty doorknob, she knew she could break the door down with one good shove, but there was a little problem of federal law—the law that said she couldn’t enter this house without an invitation or a search warrant. And a search warrant was flat-out impossible—it meant a judge, and a hearing, and actual FBI authorization, none of which she had. And it meant time—at least a day’s delay. It was out of the question.

She glanced back over her shoulder. The reflections in the diner window made it impossible to see whether she was being watched—and at this point the last thing she needed was someone calling the bureau and checking up on her. A young blond woman was just here, Gaia imagined the waitress saying into the phone. Claimed to be FBI—waved a badge but didn’t seem to know what she was doing. Then she went across the street and broke into that house.

Casually, as if she was taking a scenic walk, Gaia strolled to the left, heading across the dirt yard and around the side of the house. Her footsteps sank into the soft ground as she walked. Brushing a stray strand of hair away from her face, she sneaked a glance back at the diner and the sidewalk. Nothing. Nobody around. She kept going and, once she was out of view of the street, she reached under her jacket and pulled out her gun.

The weeds got higher as she moved into the shadows behind the house. She could smell the stink of garbage getting stronger. Without looking down, she could tell she was walking on old beer cans and God knows what else in those tall weeds. The garbage smell grew stronger still, and Gaia could see why. Black plastic trash bags were strewn everywhere.

She tried not to think about what could be hidden in this disgusting backyard. It would take a team of five agents most of an afternoon to go through a place like this, carefully bagging and tagging everything and collecting chemical and forensic evidence. Gaia remembered a story Agent Crane had told them about an innocent-looking Idaho housewife who’d had two bodies buried in the icy ground behind her trailer home.

She finally sidled up to the back door, holding her gun straight out. She tried to stick to procedure, looking around for all her “danger spots”—the spots where she was vulnerable to an attack. There was a laundry line strung with bedsheets over a fence behind her—no sniper spots, no danger areas. Good. The other direction, she saw dark overhanging trees and more garbage bags—fine. No danger areas. Raising the gun, she reached with her left hand and rapped on the door.

“Hello?” she called out. “Anybody home?”

Nothing. Her own reflection looked back at her from the cracked glass of the door. She rapped again more loudly

Her shadow on the door suddenly deepened—a cloud bank had shifted and the sky had darkened. Somewhere in that brief gust of wind, as Gaia held her breath, she swore she’d heard the faintest voice coming from inside the house. Catherine? No—it was a male voice. Very indistinct, and very far away. Probably the television.

Now she was using every ounce of her will to fight off the impulse to break in.

Late at night, in their dorm room, Gaia and Catherine had gone through all the books, memorizing the guidelines for criminal investigation and the rules of evidence. Catherine’s memory was impeccable—nearly as good as Gaia’s—so they’d made fast work of it. A federal agent may not enter upon private property, Gaia recited to herself now, unless sufficient evidence exists that a criminal act or acts or the reckless endangerment of civilians is in process within said property, such that the agent’s intervention is necessary to prevent such crime from occurring or concluding.

The blurred, faint male voice kept talking inside the house. She could hear it for sure now. It sounded very much like a television—the rapid-fire delivery of a commercial announcer. Now she could hear a female voice, too, and background music. Definitely a television.

But it could be a crime in progress, she convinced herself. It could be.

“Here goes,” she muttered, sighing heavily. With the complete knowledge that she was crossing a line that she couldn’t uncross, Gaia pulled back and slammed her shoulder into the door.

With a tremendous crack, the door lock fell to the ground and the door swung inward. It gave so quickly that Gaia nearly lost her balance, stumbling forward into the darkness. She kept her grip on the gun, immediately whipping her body to one side, out of the bright doorway where she knew she presented a perfect target.



THE GUN YOU COULDN’T SEE



The smell hit her first—a rank kitchen aroma of stale air, dirty dishes, rotting pizza boxes, and accumulated garbage. As her eyes adjusted, Gaia began to see dimly through the blackness. Dust motes danced in the light from the doorway. Glancing at the door itself, Gaia saw that there would be no way to hide the obvious fact that she’d broken in. The entire edge of the wooden door frame was splintered apart, with shards of splintered wood sticking out in all directions.

I heard a sound, Gaia imagined herself telling a judge and jury. I heard voices—I heard a threatening male voice. I thought I could hear my friend. I knew my friend was in danger.

“Anybody home?” Gaia called out.

No answer. As her eyes continued to adjust, Gaia could see a calendar tacked to the peeling wallpaper above the filthy old-fashioned sink. It was a wildlife calendar. It showed a dark green photograph of a wooded glade, where a single yellow-eyed owl gazed out at the camera. Gala flicked her head back and forth, checking the room’s entrances. There was a narrow, closed door that was probably a broom closet. Moving cat-like toward it, Gala leveled the gun at the door, took a deep breath, and kicked it open. Two long-handled mops leaned on a wall in the gloom within.

To Gaia’s left, a doorway led into another room. Now she could hear the murky voices more clearly, but it was still impossible to make out what they were saying.

“Hello?” Gaia called out. “FBI,” she added—more to herself than to anyone else.

If there was anyone else. Pivoting through the kitchen door, gun raised, Gaia entered a narrow living room with a low ceiling and shag carpeting. A weak light shone through the blinds to the left and right—the blinds she’d been unable to peer through moments before. More cardboard pizza boxes littered the floor. Gaia kicked them out of the way as she walked.
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