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DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA POLICE DEPARTMENT DISPATCH CENTER, WASHINGTON, D.C.


The radio crackled in D.C. Police Department dispatcher Karla Haskell’s headphones. “This is Officer 2026 checking in. All’s quiet on the southern front.”

Karla’s cheeks warmed hearing Officer Frankie Graham’s voice.

“Evening, Frankie, I copy.” She tried to sound casual but they’d been talking more and more while he was out on foot patrol. Officers were only required to check in once midshift, but he’d called in a lot more than that lately. And last night he’d practically left his radio channel open. They’d chatted for hours between her steady stream of check-ins.

She could hear his soft footfalls and slightly labored breath. Walking night patrol in late December was a rough gig even in the best weather and it had been snowing on and off all day. She glanced at the clock. Not even nine thirty yet. It would be a long, cold night out there.

“It’s cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey out here.” Frankie paused. “I mean, excuse my bad language.”

She let out a breathy laugh. “I’ve been a police dispatcher for nineteen years, Frankie. In my world, brass monkey balls don’t qualify as bad language.”

He chuckled. “Well, thank goodness for that. Hang on, I might have me a graffiti artist here.”

“Where you at?” Karla shifted back into work mode.

“I’m at Constitution and 22nd. Looks like he’s defacing the Einstein Memorial. Let me run him off really quick. You mind holding on? There’s something I’d like to ask…”

“I’m not going anywhere.” Karla was glad he couldn’t see the red flush climbing up her neck. Frankie might not look like Patrick Swayze, but his toothy smile was genuine and he had a reputation as a good guy around the precinct. Plus, Karla hadn’t been on a date in years.

“Hey, buddy,” Frankie called out.

There was a long silence, then a sharp inhale. “What the—” Frankie said loudly.

Karla could hear the alarm in his voice. The sharp crack of a gunshot made her whole body jolt.

Frankie let out a cry so visceral that the hair on her arms stood up.

“Frankie? Frankie?” she screamed into her mic.

A crash followed by a ragged howl sucked the breath from Karla’s chest. Heart pounding, she listened with horror to a series of wet grunts. After an intolerable few seconds of nothing, she could just barely hear the faint sound of someone singing in the distance.

The soft atonal chant made her shudder.

As she shouted, “10-33, officer down!” Frankie’s radio went silent.






 



GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY LECTURE HALL, GEORGETOWN, D.C.


FBI Senior Special Agent Sayer Altair glanced at the clock at the back of the lecture hall. Her talk had ended almost thirty minutes ago and students were still asking questions. She pointed to a young man in the front row with his hand enthusiastically in the air.

“Agent … Doctor…?” He trailed off and blushed.

“Either is fine.” Sayer tried to smile, but probably bared her teeth instead. She’d agreed to do this guest lecture at the Georgetown University Department of Neurology as a favor to her old advisor, but she hadn’t expected it to become the never-ending question brigade. As a neuroscientist who studied the brains of serial killers for the FBI’s National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime, Sayer was apparently far more interesting than most neurology guest lecturers.

“You said you found numerous differences in the brains of serial killers,” the student continued.

“Numerous deficiencies, yes.”

He glanced down at his notes. “So, they have less gray matter around the limbic system, smaller than average amygdalae, and less active ventromedial prefrontal cortices. My question for you is, do you believe we should be screening children for these brain markers?”

Sayer blinked. It was a good, though horrifying, question. She took a deep breath.

“What do you do with a child with a ‘psychopathic’ brain? My answer is … nothing. Though our brain structure dramatically impacts our behavior, a person can actually be a psychopath without being a serial killer. They probably won’t win a Mr. Congeniality award, but that child is statistically much more likely to grow up to be a surgeon or successful politician than a serial killer.”

A murmur spread through the lecture hall.

Sayer continued, “In fact, my most recent project involved interviewing what I call prosocial psychopaths—people with psychopathic traits that manage to channel their narcissism, lack of empathy, and preternatural calm into successful careers as CEOs, lawyers, police officers, and doctors. There are millions of people who qualify as psychopaths on the Psychopathy Checklist yet have never committed a crime.” She looked out at the darkened room. She could elaborate but she knew that a celebratory meal was waiting at home. Her recently adopted adult daughter, Adi, was leaving tomorrow for a trip to check out Stanford, and her neighbor and dog co-parent, Tino, had just graduated with their dog from K9 therapy school. Sayer was ready for a beer and some delicious food with her family.

“I’ll take one more question and then we’re going to wrap things up,” she said.

A dozen hands shot upward.

Sayer called on a mousy young woman sitting in the back row.

“You’ve interviewed hundreds of psychopaths, what was the most disturbing interview you’ve ever conducted?”

An involuntary shudder lifted the hair on Sayer’s arms as she thought about Subject 037.

“Funny you should ask that immediately after the last question. The most unusual and disconcerting interview I’ve conducted was with one of my noncriminal research subjects…” Sayer paused, trying to make sure she didn’t break confidentiality with her answer. “One of the people I interviewed for that project achieved a perfect score on the Psychopathy Checklist. Not even the most disturbed killer I’ve interviewed managed that dubious achievement.”

“Your creepiest interview wasn’t with a serial killer?” the young woman pressed.

“That’s right. The killers I’ve interviewed were generally not very smart and tend to have an inflated sense of self. Don’t get me wrong, they are monsters who destroyed innumerable lives, but they’re generally more pitiable than frightening. But this anonymous interview subject was”—Sayer struggled to find the right words to describe her interviews with 037—“chilling.”

“And you don’t even know who he is?” a student called out.

“That’s right, I allowed my subjects to remain totally anonymous. Otherwise many of them wouldn’t have been willing to talk to me,” Sayer said. “But psychopaths tend to be self-aggrandizing, and I found that many of them were thrilled to be interviewed. This particular subject, though, protected his anonymity very well.”

Sayer didn’t mention that, during her research, Subject 037 had taken an unhealthy interest in her life and career. In fact, he was clearly someone well connected in D.C., maybe even someone high up at the National Security Agency. And he had used those connections to save her career in the middle of a major FBI scandal. That he seemed inexplicably invested in protecting her was worrisome.

Any interaction with 037 felt like drawing the attention of a tamed tiger—a great opportunity to learn about the inner workings of a truly unusual mind, but also incredibly dangerous. A man like 037 could turn on her without warning.

“What was it about him that was so creepy?” another student asked.

Sayer was about to answer when her phone buzzed on the podium and she had never been so happy to be interrupted. Though she primarily worked as an FBI neuroscientist, she was also a field agent with the Critical Incident Response Group and she was always on call.

“Sorry, I have to take this.” She checked her phone and was surprised to read “Director Anderson” on the screen.

Sayer fumbled to answer.

“Agent Altair.” The man’s patrician voice did little to soften his harsh tone.

“Director Anderson…” Sayer waved apologetically to the students and hurried off the stage to the back room.

“There’s been a double murder downtown,” he continued without any small talk. “One victim is a D.C. police officer. They’ve got reason to believe that this might be a serial and they’ve requested that the FBI take the lead. Or, more specifically, your fans at the DCPD have requested you.” Blatant disapproval crept into Anderson’s voice. “Never one to disappoint local law enforcement, I’ve decided that you, as the media’s golden child, are lead.”

Ignoring the snide comment, Sayer read the incoming file on her phone. Officer interrupted the killer, shot in the chest. Single female body also found at the scene. Ritual elements.

“It says here ritual elements. Do you know what that means?” Sayer asked.

“Do I look like your dispatcher?” Anderson snapped. “This happened on the grounds of the National Academy of Sciences just across from the Mall. It’s the week after Christmas so the mayor is worried about spooking tourists. DCPD thinks the girl’s a teenager and there’s some kind of writing in blood. You’re on your own on this one. Keep me up to date.”

Anderson hung up with a click.

Sayer stared at the phone. Anderson’s comment about being on her own had been perfectly clear. Because she worked on her research most of the time, she didn’t have a full-time partner assigned and apparently she wasn’t getting one for this case. Which meant that no one would have her back. And the death of a police officer meant that this would be a high-stakes case from the get-go.

She let the weight of that heavy burden settle on her shoulders.

After a quick farewell to her old advisor and a thank-you to the students, Sayer grabbed her helmet and headed out into the cold night air.

She paused for a brief moment at the side of her motorcycle. The world felt perfectly still except for the snow drifting down around her, gathering along her eyelashes and in her short, dark curls. She enjoyed the silence knowing that she would probably not have another quiet moment for a very long time.

A dead girl and a dead cop. There would be families to notify, a heartrending job at any time, but this close to the holidays it would be even worse.

Shaking off the last bit of lingering warmth from the lecture hall, she yanked on her helmet and gunned her Matchless Silver Hawk so hard the back wheel skittered sideways before catching.

As she raced toward the scene, Sayer let herself dwell on what might be waiting up ahead.






 



ROAD TO THE NATIONAL ACADEMY OF SCIENCES, WASHINGTON, D.C.


Sayer drove through the sparkling tunnel of holiday lights along 14th Street. As she neared the scene, she called FBI data analyst and computer wizard, Ezra Coen.

“Ez, you heard about the murders in D.C.? I’m lead and I want you in charge of coordinating the data.”

“I knew you’d need me and I’m already heading to the office to gather info as it trickles in. I’ll crunch everything into something coherent by the time you get here.”

“Great. First thing, we’re going to need a small task force for this one. Get that approved and handpick a few field agents and analysts. Then I want you to focus on ID’ing our female victim. Sounds like she could be young.”

“Will do. Have them scan her prints and photo to me as soon as the medical examiner gets there.”

“You’re the best.”

“Damn straight I am,” Ezra said. “I actually just left in the middle of a date for this so you officially owe me. Your adulation can take the form of an invitation to Tino’s for dinner sometime soon.”

Sayer let out a small laugh. “You drive a hard bargain.”

“Always. See you when you get here.” He hung up.

Sayer was glad to see Ezra’s inner smart-ass emerging more and more every day. He had lost both of his legs in an explosion last year and the road to recovery was a rough one.

Across the National Mall, Sayer navigated her motorcycle onto Constitution Avenue and rolled past the cheerful glow of the National Christmas tree just as the sky cleared for the first time in a week. Something about the crisp air made the stars seem brighter than usual. Even the Milky Way made a rare appearance, arcing over the quiet city.

Winter in D.C. could be an endless slog of slushy rain and gray skies, but right now, between the stars, the powdery dusting of snow, and the glow of holiday lights, it felt like a fairy tale.

The illusion was shattered by the line of police cruisers along Constitution Avenue, their rolling lights creating a sharp red and blue strobe effect on the snow. All the action was on the southwestern corner of the grounds of the National Academy of Sciences.

The corner that housed Sayer’s favorite memorial in all of D.C.—the Albert Einstein Memorial.

She parked and made her way through the small gaggle of onlookers, their eyes alight with the familiar combination of disgust and fascination. It was the same at every crime scene, people riveted by the excitement of death so close to their own beating hearts.

A broad-shouldered D.C. police officer blocked her entry as she ducked under the police tape. “Whoa, lady. This is an active crime scene.”

Sayer realized how she must look, a damp, brown-skinned woman covered with road grit. “FBI, Senior Special Agent Altair.” She flipped open her badge.

“No kidding, Agent Altair!” He smiled. “Now I recognize you. You worked with my cousin on that Cage Killer case, Wilson Tooby. I’m Joe Tooby.”

Sayer gave him a curt nod. “How’s Wilson doing these days?” she managed to squeeze out, not really wanting to make small talk.

“He’s great. Retired last month. Spending time with his daughter before she leaves for college. Glad it’s you running this case. Detective Wyatt’s waiting to give you an update.” He gestured to a stout DCPD detective.

The hunched detective in a large puffy black jacket and a fuzzy red winter hat calmly jotted notes amid the chaos of the crime scene.

“Welcome to hell, Agent Altair,” he said as she approached.

“You must be Detective Wyatt.”

He glanced up from his notes. His youthful round face was aged by a deeply rueful expression. “Heard a lot about you. Nice to finally meet you.”

“I’m just sorry it’s under these circumstances.”

They both looked over at Officer Graham’s body.

“So, what’ve we got?” Sayer said.

Wyatt led her over to the body just off the sidewalk. The victim was sprawled on his back, police uniform torn open where the EMTs had tried to revive him. The edges of the blood pooled on the frozen ground around him were already drying in the cold.

“Officer Frank Graham, seven years on the force. He was on the radio with dispatch when he saw someone painting what he thought was graffiti on the Einstein Memorial. Dispatcher said that he interrupted the person who then shot him without warning.” Wyatt’s voice fell low with emotion. “He bled out before EMTs could get here.”

Sayer stood over the dead officer, heart beating painfully in her throat. “He have kids?”

“Yeah, one son, living with his ex-wife now.”

“Damn.” She couldn’t help but remember getting the call about her fiancé Jake’s death. She knew exactly what it would feel like for his family to get the call tonight. She shut down the flash of grief that always hit when she thought about Jake and turned to scan the bloody footprints ringing the body. She couldn’t tell if they belonged to the medics or the killer. Something for the evidence team to sort out.

Grim-faced, Detective Wyatt led her toward the Einstein Memorial. “Second victim is why we called you in. Looks like she’s in her late teens. Definitely some ritual elements to the murder. I’ll let you take a look.”

He left it vague and hung back. Sayer appreciated him giving her some space to form her own opinions.

She was drawn toward the statue. The twelve-foot sculpture of Einstein reclined on a curved bench of white stone, holding a book inscribed with three of the physicist’s famous equations.

“‘Joy and amazement of the beauty and grandeur of this world of which man can just form a faint notion,’” Sayer murmured her favorite Einstein quote like a talisman as she approached the memorial.

The bronze figure looked down on a circular star map spread out before him. Almost thirty feet across, thousands of metal studs representing the planets, sun, moon, and stars sparkled on the expanse of lustrous granite.

At the center of the celestial map, a heart-shatteringly small young woman lay on her back. The body was perfect, untouched other than a smear of blood across her lips.

During her career, Sayer had seen plenty of dead bodies and she was good at distancing herself from the horrors of death, but this display turned her stomach. Murder is usually violent, messy, so the purposeful perfection of the girl’s body felt wrong on a deeply instinctual level. Despite Sayer’s roiling stomach, she didn’t look away from the confusing scene.

A large axe was placed in the girl’s right hand. Along the white granite bench, the words “as above, so below” were painted in blood.

But the most unusual things at the scene were the nine carved figurines, each no more than a foot tall, crouched in a circle around the body. Sayer stepped closer to get a better look. The small statues had sharp teeth protruding beneath short animal snouts. Their primate bodies hunched forward, humanlike, hands resting on their knees.

Nine baboons encircled the girl like an audience observing her in death.






 



ALBERT EINSTEIN MEMORIAL, WASHINGTON, D.C.


Sayer stood at the edge of the star map, taking it all in. She was frustrated by the fact that Director Anderson clearly didn’t intend to assign her a partner for this case. He knew this was going to be one of those cases that had no good outcome. Even if she caught the killer tonight, a cop and a girl were dead in a way that would draw endless media speculation.

And Anderson clearly wanted Sayer to bear the brunt of that scrutiny by herself.

The Bureau was still recovering from the recent scandal that resulted in the forced departure of Assistant Director Holt, one of Sayer’s mentors at the FBI. Director Anderson had pushed for both Holt and Sayer to be fired, though she still didn’t fully understand why. With political maneuvering and adept media manipulation, he’d managed to get rid of Holt. Sayer had held on to her job by the skin of her teeth.

Maybe this was his next attempt to paint her as incompetent, setting her up to take on a difficult-to-solve, high-profile murder.

“None of that political bullshit matters now,” Sayer said to herself as she pulled her thick curls up into a wrap and put paper booties over her heavy boots. When the photographer finished getting the aerial shots, she carefully stepped over the carved baboons to reach the dead girl.

Detective Wyatt stayed back, watching Sayer work.

“Her wrists look like they were bound,” she noted as she pulled on gloves and gently pressed the girl’s fingers into the mobile scanner.

After she scanned the fingerprints, Sayer gestured to the sidewalk. “How could no one notice this? We’re right across from the Mall, not exactly off the beaten path. He took one hell of a risk.”

They were less than twenty feet from Constitution Avenue, one of the central thoroughfares of Washington, D.C. The Vietnam Veterans Memorial was just across the street, one of the most popular destinations on the National Mall.

“Maybe the unsub doesn’t care if he gets caught,” Detective Wyatt said.

Sayer nodded. She was already building an image of the unknown subject—the unsub. She needed to know what she was up against and the thought of a fearless killer sharpened her hunter’s instinct.

“That looks like a purposeful smear of blood on her mouth.” The detective pointed to the cupid’s heart of blood at the center of the girl’s lips.

Sayer just nodded again, still processing the scene in her mind. She stepped back outside the ring of baboons and went over to the writing on the bench.

“‘As above, so below,’” she read out loud. The words appeared to be written in blood and were already drying into a deep rust color. She searched for the terms on her phone and got hundreds of hits. Too much to sort through out here in the cold.

Sayer stepped even farther back to observe the scene as a whole while the Evidence Response Team and medical examiner continued their painstaking job of gathering the smallest trace evidence that might lead to the unsub.

She let her mind free-associate, listing all the bizarre elements of the scene. Baboon figurines. An axe. Words written in blood. Why here at the foot of the Einstein statue? Was the physicist important to the killer? Or maybe the National Academy of Sciences? Clearly these were ritualistic elements, but what did they mean? She tried to think of any religion that might involve axes and baboons, but couldn’t think of anything. Even Satanism didn’t fit.

With no answers evident, she watched the FBI teams expertly processing the scene, doing their jobs with calm efficiency. Sayer muttered, “Come on,” under her breath, willing her team to find something to help her catch the monster who did this.






 



ROAD TO FBI HEADQUARTERS, QUANTICO, VA


Almost an hour later, the sky was still clear as Sayer rode toward the FBI Headquarters at Quantico. The frigid air cut through the edges of her riding jacket. Patches of black ice turned the highway into a deadly obstacle course, forcing her to drive half the speed limit.

She was shivering by the time she parked her Silver Hawk in the almost empty parking lot. Hoping to knock some of the chill from her bones, Sayer stomped her way into the building and, out of habit, hurried up to Assistant Director Holt’s office. The office was dark and empty. She had momentarily forgotten that the assistant director was gone.

Unsure if she should check in with Director Anderson, she decided to hold off until after the task force meeting.

Surely the director of the FBI doesn’t need an update every hour, Sayer thought as she headed down to her office.

Ezra waited at her desk, thermos in hand. With bright blue hair and half a dozen piercings, he looked more like a D.C. hipster than an FBI data analyst. Bright neon blue zebra stripes decorated his prosthetic legs, matching his hair.

Sayer gratefully accepted the thermos of scalding coffee. “I owe you my firstborn.”

Ezra snorted.

“So where are we?” she asked.

“I’ve got the task force together and they’re assembling now. The bodies are on the way here and they should get started on the autopsy of the girl soon. I’ve got two analysts on the blood writing and weird shit left at the scene. We’ve requested a profile, but I haven’t heard back from the Behavioral Analysis folks.” His blue hair flopped forward and he blew it up out of his eyes.

“Any ID on the girl yet?”

“Not yet. I ran her prints with no luck. We’re working on DNA. Should have results soon. I’ve got background on the dump site and some photos cued up to show the task force whenever you’re ready.”

“Thanks, Ezra. Let’s call the task force meeting at”—Sayer looked at the time—“one o’clock. That gives me twenty minutes to look over everything before we start.”

“As you wish.” Ezra doffed an invisible hat. His prosthetics clacked metal-on-metal as he pulled himself up with his cane. Still relatively new to walking with the double prostheses, Ezra moved with jerky but confident steps down the hall.

Sayer looked down at her empty desk and realized there was nothing new for her to review. Her phone rang and she answered the unknown caller, hoping for a lead.

Instead, she recognized Subject 037’s low voice.

“Hello, Sayer.”

“What is it?” she said sharply, not in any mood to engage in the kind of banter he would want.

“My, my, testy. I was only calling to wish you luck on your new case…”

Sayer took a deep breath. She was actually considering asking for funding to do an in-depth case study of 037. He was dangerous but fascinating and she didn’t want to destroy her ability to study him further by telling him to fuck off.

“I’m about to step into a meeting,” she managed to say.

“Of course. I’ve been keeping tabs on you and just heard that you’ve been assigned the dreadful murders downtown. So tragic.” His voice dripped with sympathy that Sayer knew was completely manufactured. As a full-fledged psychopath, 037 didn’t experience normal human emotions.

Sayer almost asked him what he meant when he said he was keeping tabs on her, but decided she didn’t really want to know right now. Not for the first time, she considered tracing his calls. With her resources at the FBI, it wouldn’t be difficult to find out his true identity. But when he agreed to be part of her research on noncriminal psychopaths, they had both signed an agreement that guaranteed his anonymity. It would be a huge ethics breach to break that agreement and she just couldn’t bring herself to do it.

“I won’t keep you,” he said. “I just wanted to express my condolences to the families of those poor victims.” He chuckled his low laugh and then hung up.

Shaking her head, Sayer shifted her focus back to the case and looked through the crime scene photos as they came in from the field. Though she didn’t really want to, she also listened to the heartbreaking recording of Officer Graham being shot. The sound of him dying and the indecipherable singsong chant on the tape made the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

But they had no ballistics on the bullet that killed the officer, no autopsy reports, no ID on the girl. She loathed this moment in every investigation when she didn’t have actionable information, but still felt the burning need to be doing something.

Her phone buzzed with an incoming photo and Sayer expected it to be additional crime scene photos so she was momentarily jolted at the sight of her family gathered around Tino’s massive dinner table. Eighteen-year-old Adi’s mussed pink hair fell over her face, covering half of her beaming smile. Sayer’s adopted daughter had just found out a few weeks before that she was accepted early admission to Stanford and she hadn’t stopped smiling since. She was heading to California the next morning to check out the campus.

Sayer’s nana smiled in her calm, knowing way, her arm wrapped protectively over Adi’s shoulder. Her small gold and pearl earrings matched the simple necklace that fell over her black cashmere sweater. Despite being in her seventies, Nana always looked like she’d just stepped out of a Chanel ad.

Tino’s bristly mustache and wire glasses made her neighbor look more like an Argentinian philosopher than a chef and former army interrogator. He wore a similarly beaming smile, one hand resting on Vesper’s head. The silvery, three-legged dog’s goofy canine smile peeked just above the edge of the table. They had both officially become a K9 therapy team and Sayer would swear that Vesper was as thrilled as his humans.

Adi’s accompanying text said, Went ahead with our celebration meal without you. Missed you! Hope to see you before I head to Stanford tomorrow. xoxo

A faint smile danced across Sayer’s lips before she forced herself to think about the dead girl on the cold stone.

She was relieved when Ezra texted, The ME pulled a print off Jane Doe’s cheek! I’m in the conference room running it now.

Sayer hurried toward the small command center hoping for a quick break in the case.






 



FBI COMMAND CENTER, QUANTICO, VA


Sayer knew as soon as she entered the small command center that it wasn’t good news.

“No match in AFIS.” Ezra frowned. The Automated Fingerprint Identification System allowed him to search tens of millions of prints across the nation. “I’ve got a program crawling all other publicly accessible databases, but that’ll take an hour or two.”

“Damn, a quick match would’ve been nice,” Sayer said, sitting at the head of the large conference table. “We sure it’s the killer’s print?”

“Well, it was on her cheek that was otherwise perfectly clean. Like so clean he must’ve wiped her down.”

Sayer grunted understanding and spent the next few minutes looking through her painfully thin stack of notes.

Frowning again, Ezra went back to clacking away at his computer.

People began to filter in for the task force meeting and, at 1:00 A.M., Sayer stood up at the head of the room to quiet the gathered agents. Ezra, three FBI analysts, four field agents, and two DCPD officers were all clearly ready to start.

Sayer nodded to Ezra to put up the first photo. She’d worked with him long enough to know that she could just follow his lead.

The low buzz of chatter died down at the sight of the dead D.C. police officer. Being shot at random was the worst fear of any law enforcement officer and the sight of his body sent an involuntary shudder through everyone there.

“Okay, so we’ve got a double murder. At 9:26 P.M., Officer Frank Graham came upon what he believed was someone painting graffiti on the grounds of the National Academy of Sciences. He was actually on the radio with the dispatcher when he confronted the killer and was shot without warning. There’s nothing to indicate he was specifically targeted. The dispatcher he was on the phone with reported hearing a ‘chanting song’ being sung right after he was shot. We’ve got a recording of the murder. Ezra?”

The crackle of a recording began to play over the loudspeaker.

It was impossible not to hear the flirting tone of the banter between the officer and the dispatcher. The crack of the gunshot on the tape sounded almost like a comedic pop, but the ragged howl of pain from Officer Graham made everyone in the room pale.

The unintelligible singsong chant at the end sent another shudder along Sayer’s spine.

When the tape ended with a harsh click, Sayer gave everyone a moment to recover.

“Does anyone recognize the song at the end?” she asked.

No one responded so she continued, “All right, I don’t recognize it, either. Ezra?”

“I’ve sent a copy of the tape to the language department and the audio team to see if they can pick up any sounds we missed.”

With a nod of approval, Sayer gestured for him to click on the next image.

A close-up photo of the dead girl came on-screen. In the flash of the camera, the smear of blood across her lips looked unnaturally red.

“The second victim was this unidentified young woman,” Sayer said. “She was found dead at the Einstein Memorial. What do we know so far?”

Ezra held up a piece of paper. “‘I’ve got the initial notes from the medical examiner. She was approximately seventeen years old. She was a well nourished and healthy young woman with a lifetime of access to excellent dental and medical care. She did have minor abrasions on her wrists suggesting that she was briefly bound.”

“Can they tell how long?”

“Not really,” Ezra said. “They sent the skin scraped from under her nails to DNA but got no match in CODIS. I’m working my way through other DNA databases now.” Even though the Combined DNA Index System was the largest DNA database in the world, it didn’t include hundreds of smaller private or restricted access databases.

“She got a piece of him?” she asked.

“Yeah, looks like it.” Ezra looked back down at the page, tension creasing the lines around his eyes.

“Well done,” Sayer said softly to the girl in the photo. She wished she could reach into the image to touch the girl’s papery hand.

“They also took samples from the blood on her lips and the writing that was also in blood. They’re all a match to the same person, a single male donor. We’ll work up a profile based on the DNA, but you know how unreliable that can be,” Ezra said.

“So, right now, it’s looking like we’ve got a solo unsub. Interesting that he so willingly left his blood at the scene. Maybe he knows he’s not in the system. What about cause of death?” Sayer asked.

Ezra read off the single-page report in his hand. “She died around seven this evening due to drowning.”

Sayer felt a jolt of shock. “Drowning?” she managed to say. Even though Jake’s original autopsy report said that he was shot, she eventually discovered that he had actually drowned, a relatively unusual cause of death. Ignoring the bile creeping up the back of her throat, she forced herself to focus on what Ezra was saying.

“Yes, she drowned in fresh water. They found some minor bruises on the back of her neck, suggesting that someone simply held her head underwater.” Ezra shuffled the papers, face drawn. “Otherwise, nothing else was disturbed. There are no signs of sexual assault. That’s about it. They’re about to open her up so they’ll report in if they find anything of interest.”

“Okay.” Sayer gestured for Ezra to continue.

The next photo zoomed out enough to show the axe in the girl’s hand as well as the circle of crouching baboons. Murmurs spread around the room at the strange sight.

“As you can see, her body was carefully displayed at the center of this very ritualized display including a circle of nine baboon figurines. An axe was placed in her hand and ‘as above, so below’ written in what appears to be the unsub’s blood on the bench behind her. The whole scene was staged at the Einstein Memorial. What do we know about the location? There’s no standing water at the scene so he clearly killed her elsewhere. Why bring her body there? Ezra, can you give us a quick background on the memorial?”

He brought up a stock photo of the Einstein statue. “The Einstein Memorial was unveiled on the grounds of the National Academy of Sciences April 22, 1979.”

Ezra clicked on the next image. It was a photo of the girl from directly above showing the star map surrounding her body. The effect was startling. It looked as though she was floating against a greenish sky, stars sparkling around her like a glittering cosmos.

“The victim’s body was placed on the celestial map at Einstein’s feet,” Ezra continued. “It’s made from a circular slab of emerald pearl granite, and those metal studs represent the stars and planets in the exact position they would’ve been in at noon on the day the memorial was dedicated.”

Sayer stared at the image. For a brief moment she wished that she could believe that’s where the girl was, somewhere among the stars.

The next image showed a close-up of “as above, so below” written in blood along the stone bench.

“This saying sounds familiar,” Sayer said. “I found a bunch of links that suggest some kind of occult connection?”

Ezra nodded. “‘As above, so below’ sounds familiar because it’s everywhere. No one knows the exact origin of the phrase, but the first written evidence traces back to an old hermetic philosophy text from the seventh century called the Emerald Tablet.”

“Hermetic?”

“It’s an occult tradition associated with, you know, alchemy and astrology basically. This is from the opening lines of the Emerald Tablet.” Ezra squinted at his screen to read. “‘Tis true without lying, certain and most true. That which is below is like that which is above and that which is above is like that which is below to do the miracles of one only thing.’ So, that’s from a specific book, but the idea was common to everyone from the early Christians to the Masons. Anyone with a Christian background is probably familiar with the phrase, ‘on earth, as it is in heaven.’ Same thing.”

“I get the basic concept, the microcosm can reflect the macrocosm, but does it have a more specific meaning?” Sayer asked.

“Yeah, I was just reading all about it. Hermetic philosophers, who were the earliest alchemists, called this the principle of correspondence. That everything in the heavens corresponds with something on the earth. Sort of the idea that the spiritual and the material are interconnected and you can manipulate the heavens if you know the proper corresponding material on earth.”

Sayer stared at the blood writing. “That reminds me of the Carl Sagan quote, that we’re all made of star stuff.”

Ezra nodded. “Exactly. At the deepest level we are all interconnected, yada yada. So, maybe the killer is trying to symbolically connect this girl’s body to something in the heavens?”

“And that might explain why our Jane Doe was put on a star map.” Sayer nodded. “Let’s follow that idea out and see where it goes but, until we know what the unsub is trying to say, it doesn’t give us much to go on. Ezra, see if you can find any other crimes that have a related theme. Next photo, please.”

The photo switched to a close-up of one of the baboons.

“The most unusual aspects of this murder display are the baboon figurines. We have anything on them?”

“Not a damn thing yet,” Ezra said. “Each little statue is slightly different and they’re made out of a variety of materials including black basalt and clay. We’re still working on sourcing them.”

“No one has any thoughts about the symbolism of nine baboons and an axe?” Sayer asked, feeling frustrated. She would be willing to bring in a specialist to help, but she didn’t even know what kind of specialist to call in—a hermetic philosopher? A physicist? A baboon expert?

“All right.” She turned to face the room. “Obviously something here is important to our unsub. Our job is to figure out what that is. Why was our victim killed and displayed like this? Why did he choose this location? What’s the symbolism behind all the different pieces here?”

Ezra’s computer pinged. “Oh, the Behavior Analysis folks just sent over their preliminary profile.”

Sayer opened the preliminary profile on her phone and skimmed the report.

“Hmm, not much. No obvious sex or domination motive. The ritualized elements suggest possible cult activity. The lack of sexual element, the lack of anger, and the clear preplanning of the body dump, coupled with the intensely ritualized aspect of the victim display, suggests the possibility of a serial killer who has likely killed before.

“In other words,” Sayer said, looking up at the small task force, “this unsub is smart and dangerous and, between the blood writing and ritual display, he’s got all the hallmarks of a serial. Until we know differently, we have to assume that he will kill again.”

After the meeting, Sayer and Ezra spun their wheels for a while. By 2:00 A.M. they had made no progress and Sayer realized that they wouldn’t have anything new before daybreak. She scheduled a task force meeting for 7:00 A.M. and sent everyone home for a few hours of sleep.






 



FBI COMMAND CENTER, QUANTICO, VA


Once everyone left, Ezra clicked on his music and turned it up until the thumping bass vibrated the speakers in the small command center. He was usually stuck down at his desk in the open pit where all the analysts worked. But, since he was working on the task force, he had unfettered access to this room, which also just happened to have the best sound system at Quantico. Sometimes Ezra needed loud music to think and he hated using headphones so this was heaven.

With the entire place to himself, he cranked the volume of some new Icelandic avant-garde band.

As he swiveled the chair, Ezra’s prosthetics clacked against the table. Annoyed that they kept bonking the table legs, he decided to take them off. It was always a little bit of a relief to remove the hard prosthetic sockets and silicone socks capping his legs. Without the prosthetics in the way, he could use the desk chair to quickly slide along the edge of the conference table between stacks of files and three open laptops.

The first laptop was just finishing up the database crawl trying to match the print they’d found on Jane Doe.

“Negatory,” he said to himself over the wailing violins.

The next computer was scanning databases for any match to their unsub’s DNA. If he could identify their unknown subject, he could close the case tonight.

“Also negatory,” Ezra said while the swelling drums of the song shook his chair as he slid to the last computer. He had written a program to crawl social media and public facial recognition databases with Jane Doe’s photo.

A green box flashed on the screen. He’d found a match.

The driving music suddenly dropped to a sparse rhythm that echoed around the room. Something about the haunting music filled Ezra with a sense of dread.

He clicked on the flashing screen and he stared at the photo that popped up. The link led him to another photo, and another.

“Oh my God,” he said softly as the ambient beat faded away.

By the time he got to the last photo, his hands were shaking so badly he could barely dial Sayer’s number.






 



SAYER ALTAIR’S APARTMENT, ALEXANDRIA, VA


On the ride home, Sayer let her mind wander to the family of the dead police officer. His poor son would forevermore associate this time of year with the death of his father.

She usually took Route 1 from Quantico to Alexandria, but the roads were slick with ice so she decided to stay on the highway. Except for one other car, I-95 was empty. Which was why she noticed when that same car exited behind her.

And then followed her at a distance on the next three turns.

Inner alarm ringing, she slowed down.

The car slowed as well.

Sayer decided to roll past her block and turn right down the following street.

But then the car turned left and was gone.

Laughing at her own hypervigilance, Sayer pulled up in front of her town house. The front of the old colonial building still looked like it had when it was built in the eighteenth century. Though divided into two apartments now, one on each floor, she loved that it retained the charm of the original.

She pulled off her helmet to rub her forehead, trying to release the bands of tension burning along her temples. The road was dead quiet, no sign of the mysterious car. Heading around back, Tino’s downstairs window was dark, but a faint blue glow illuminated her upstairs window. Maybe Adi was still awake?

The light powdering of snow crunched underfoot as she made her way along the small garden path behind the old town house. She paused at the spicy, chocolaty scent lingering in the air outside Tino’s door. They must’ve eaten Tino’s famous chicken mole and the smell was still heavy in the cold air.

Her stomach grumbled and she realized that she hadn’t eaten since lunch.

Mouth watering, she climbed the stairs to her apartment and was surprised to find her grandmother, Sophia McDuff, at the kitchen table hunched intently over a laptop. Even wearing an oversized pair of Sayer’s flannel pajamas and fuzzy purple socks, she managed to look like an elegant librarian with silver hair pulled back in a low bun and tortoiseshell reading glasses perched on the tip of her nose.

Vesper slept contentedly at her feet.

“Nana?” Sayer realized that Nana wore headphones and she gently tapped her shoulder.

Vesper jumped up at the sound of her voice and Sayer crouched down to give the three-legged dog a good back scratch.

Nana slid the headphones down around her neck, releasing a thump of faint music. “Oh good, I was beginning to think you were pulling an all-nighter.” Nana gave Sayer a warm hug that smelled faintly of Chanel No. 5. “Adi is sound asleep. Tino left you a note and some food.”

Sayer found Tino’s note on the counter.

I know you probably haven’t eaten in hours. Just microwave the plate I left in your fridge for two minutes. Do not go to bed without eating this or I will be horribly offended and know that you hate me and my cooking.

She was too tired to laugh, but she did manage a smile.

“You’d better eat the food Tino left for you or he might disown us and never cook again.” Nana joined her in the kitchen.

“The horror!” Sayer said with mock fear. “So, what are you doing up this late? And why are you here wearing my pajamas?” Sayer pulled the plate piled high with chicken mole and fried plantains from the fridge and put it into the microwave.

“I joined Tino and Adi’s celebration and had two glasses of wine so I decided I shouldn’t drive home. Plus, I’m heading out of town last minute and wanted to see you before I leave tomorrow. I hope you don’t mind that I commandeered a pair of your pj’s and these wonderful socks.” She did a little shuffling Charleston in the kitchen.

“A last-minute trip?” Sayer said as she popped open a cold beer.

Nana leaned against the counter. “Yes, I’ve got a new job.”

“You’ve got a job?” Sayer split the hot mole onto two plates and slid one to Nana.

Nana shrugged noncommittally and shuffled back to the table with her plate. She took a bite and closed her eyes. “God, Tino can cook!” She savored the flavor for a long moment before continuing, “Being retired is boring as hell. I suppose I forgot to mention I was looking for a job.”

“Only you could forget to mention something like that, Nana.”

The two women ate in companionable silence for a bit. Sayer wanted to press for more information, but knew Nana would share when she was ready.

“I noticed you’ve got the files about Jake out. You still reading through all that every night?” Nana pointed to the dog-eared stack of files piled on the edge of the table.

Jake had been working on a highly classified undercover operation when he was killed almost four years ago, but Sayer knew that something must’ve gone wrong on the op because the FBI was hiding something about his death. How could he have drowned on duty? And why were they being so cagey about the details? Every night before bed, Sayer went through the highly redacted files, trying to see something she’d missed. She just wanted to figure out what really happened.

“You know I do.” Sayer was not in the mood to be lectured about Jake. No one could quite understand why she couldn’t let go of her need to investigate his death. “I just wish I could make sense of what happened to him.”

“You miss him,” Nana said gently.

“Every day.”

“So, I know you hate the whole tough love thing…”

“Nana, not right now please. I just started a new case that I need to focus on.”

“You do realize that your mourning isn’t just about Jake, right?”

“Nana…” Sayer said with warning in her voice.

Nana just waved her hand. “Oh whatever. You know I’m too old to wait to talk about important shit like this.”

“Nana,” Sayer repeated, but she couldn’t prevent the half smile that cracked her lips. Every time Nana cursed, it still shocked her a little bit. Nana had spent her entire life as a very proper lady of old Washington during the era when women were meant to bake cookies and support their husbands. As wife to a powerful senator, she had spent her days putting on fancy dinner parties and working as a librarian, and probably, if Sayer knew her Nana, brokering backroom deals negotiated by the wives of politicians. But now that her husband had passed away, her only daughter gone as well, and her grandchildren grown with lives of their own, Nana was done being prim.

“Oh whatever,” Nana said again, mischievous gleam in her eyes. “Plus, for all I know, I’ll die before I get home. I’m an old lady after all.”

“Nana!”

“You just going to repeat my name all night?” Nana smiled. “Now just listen to me. Your obsessive rereading of the same file every night isn’t really about Jake.”

“Of course it is. I’m trying to figure out what happened to him. And where are you going?”

“Don’t change the subject. Of course you’re trying to figure out what happened to Jake. But do you really think at this point that you’re going to find something new in that stack of papers you’ve looked at a few thousand times? It’s become some kind of ritual, warding off the need to actually move on. He’s been dead for years now. How many dates have you been on since then?”

“How many dates have you been on since Granddad died?” Sayer snapped.

“I’ve been on, let me see”—Nana counted on her fingers—“six, seven, eight. I went on eight dates last year.”

“What?” Sayer blinked. “I’ve never heard about these dates.”

“I miss Charles, but I’m not dead yet.” She winked at Sayer. “And stop trying to change the subject. You’re using the mystery about Jake’s death as a shield to protect you from having to be vulnerable again. You’ve never acknowledged that you’re also mourning the life you thought you and Jake would have together. You had a plan, two FBI agents, fighting crime, building careers,” Nana said gently. “You not only lost Jake, you also lost that entire imagined future. And here you are drinking a beer in your barren kitchen with your old grandmother lecturing you while wearing fuzzy socks.”

Sayer laughed. “At this point I think you might just want to leave your own pair here.”

“Now”—Nana gestured around the kitchen—“you’ve got this family cobbled together with an adopted teenager you saved from a serial killer, your grumpy downstairs neighbor, a three-legged dog, and your old grandma harping at you at three in the morning.”

“A family that I’m perfectly happy with. Why would I want someone to complicate things? Can we talk about something else? Where is this mysterious place you’re going?”

Nana finished her last bite of mole and primly placed her fork down. “I’m heading to Montana. You know I’ve been working with that community health group downtown? Well, the CDC has asked us to come assist with a measles outbreak they’ve got in some small town up there.”

“You’re going into the middle of a measles outbreak in Montana?”

Nana’s face fell into the no-nonsense look Sayer recognized from her youth. The look that said, do not even try to fuck with me about this. “It’s a short-term job, just helping the doctors and local health folks get a clinic set up to do community outreach.”

“Isn’t that kind of dangerous?”

“Says the serial killer hunter…”

“But I mean … that’s me…” Sayer stumbled over her words. “You’re in your seventies … you’re a librarian…”

“A librarian who knows how to organize and implement large, complex systems while keeping track of everything. My skills can help people. I’m tired of doing lunch with the ladies in Georgetown.”

“You’re tired of luncheons so you’re going to work in the middle of a medical epidemic,” Sayer said flatly.

“Yes. The person they hired backed out last minute for personal reasons; they had my resume. Plus, I had the measles when I was little so it’s perfectly safe. And it should only take a few days.” Nana’s face softened. “Listen, I know you want me to age quietly, but I’ve only got so many good years left and I want to live them doing something that matters to me.”

She stressed the word “me” and Sayer understood. Nana had spent her life making sure everyone else was taken care of. She was ready to live her own life a little.

“Did you know that I wanted to be a doctor when I was young?” Nana asked.

“I think you might’ve said something to me once.” Sayer frowned.

“Well, when I went to college, there were still jokes about going to get your Mrs. degree, you know, find a good marriageable man. When I told my advisor that I wanted to do premed, he literally laughed at me with that pitying oh-you-silly-little-girl tone. And so I did library science like a good girl. Which gave me a career I loved, but it wasn’t my heart’s desire.”

“I get that. I really do.” Sayer couldn’t quite understand why she was reacting so strongly to the idea of her nana going away for a few days.

“You can’t ask me to stay here and live out my last days bored to tears.” Nana reached across the table and took Sayer’s hand.

Sayer stared down at their intertwined fingers while the two women sat together in silence. At seventy-four, Nana was still sharp-eyed, but her skin looked paper-thin, her wrists spindly. When Sayer’s parents died in a car accident, Nana had swooped in like a force of nature, drawing Sayer and her sister in with a fierce love. The loss of her parents left a scar on her heart, but Sayer grew up knowing that she was loved and safe thanks to this woman. She realized that Nana was like a backstop, always there whenever Sayer needed her. It was time for her to stop expecting Nana to always be the caregiver.

“When do you leave?” Sayer finally asked.

“Tomorrow,” Nana said with gentle finality. “I’m actually going to ride with Adi to the airport. We’re both off on big adventures. Maybe Adi can choose a college and I can save the world.” Her eyes glowed with excitement. “Sorry to spring this on you just as a big case is ramping up. Want to talk about it?”

Sayer blinked at the change of subject, but realized that Nana was done discussing her trip. “Dead teenage girl, D.C. cop shot and killed when he interrupted the killer.” Sayer kept it vague.

“Oh, no.” Nana put a hand to her chest with genuine horror. “Well, you’ll catch whoever did it.”

Sayer drained the beer and thought about getting a second when her phone rang. When she saw Ezra’s name on the screen, her heart skipped a beat. She knew it was something big for him to call at this hour.

“What’ve you got?” she barked into the phone.

“I’ve got a possible ID on Jane Doe and it’s a doozy. It’s from social media so it’s not confirmed, but well, just take a look. I’m sending you a link now.”

Sayer pulled out her laptop and flipped it open. The link to a social media site opened to a photo of a teenage girl in safety goggles and a lab coat. Her rosy cheeks arched above a genuine smile, eyes scrunched into crescents of joy. The girl held up a test tube in one hand. Beneath the photo, the caption said, “Won another STEM fair. Atlanta here I come!”

“This girl looks exactly like our Jane Doe,” Sayer said softly.

“The social media algorithm agrees. I plugged her photo into a bunch of sites and she was an immediate hit.”

“Rowena Chang,” Sayer read her name out loud.

“I’ve dug into her background a little bit. Rowena is seventeen and attends the science magnet high school in D.C. No record. From her social media account, it looks like she’s quite the scientist. Won local and regional STEM fairs in the chemistry division.”

“Let’s get in touch with her family. How long has she been missing? Where did she go missing from?” Sayer was already standing up, ready to head back to Quantico.

“Hang on, there’s more,” Ezra said.

Sayer stopped at the tremor in his voice.

“Click on the second link I sent.”

Another photo loaded on her screen featuring a group of teens standing in front of a large silver bus. They were all smiling, overnight bags slung over their shoulders. On the side of the bus, a banner said, STEM is the future! in bright bubble letters. Sayer found Rowena Chang leaning against the bus at the back of the group.

Sayer’s heart lurched when she saw the date and time. “This was posted barely twelve hours ago.”

“Yeah, this is where it gets … complicated. I’ve followed the links to other kids tagged in the image. All of these kids got on a bus chartered by the D.C. public school district heading for some kind of science and technology competition down at Georgia Tech. From what I’ve been able to piece together, the parents all dropped their kids off at Wilkerson High and the bus left around four thirty yesterday afternoon. Apparently the plan was to drive through the night to Atlanta.”

Sayer stared at the photograph. She counted twenty-four kids, twelve girls and twelve boys. “Do we know for sure that Rowena actually got on the bus?”

“Yeah, I found a photo one of the kids posted of her literally on the bus.”

“So, the bus left at four thirty heading south. Between then and seven, someone managed to abduct and kill Rowena, dumping her back up in the city by nine thirty.”

Sayer paused, not even wanting to ask the question. “What about the other kids on the bus?”

“None of the kids from the bus have posted anything on social media since 5:00 P.M. yesterday.”

Sayer and Ezra sat in silence on the phone together. There was no way an entire busload of teenagers hadn’t posted anything on social media for that long.

“None of them have been on social media at all?” Sayer said, knowing perfectly well what that probably meant.

“Not since a bunch of them posted similar photos of the bus leaving. I looked it up and they should’ve arrived in Atlanta about an hour ago.”

“You call to see if they made it?” Sayer asked, not really wanting to know the answer.

“I called the competition organizers at Georgia Tech and the hotel where the contestants are all staying. The bus never arrived.”

“Jesus. Are you telling me that something happened to an entire busload of kids?” Sayer had never before experienced the sensation of the ground falling away from beneath her, but now the world felt like it was tilted on edge, dropping away. “No one’s reported them missing?” she asked softly.

“Not that I’m seeing. But they’re all high school seniors and they were supposed to arrive in the middle of the night. An hour or two late wouldn’t be that unusual and maybe their families weren’t expecting to hear from them until morning?”

“All right.” Sayer paused, trying to organize her thoughts. “We need to figure out exactly what’s going on here. I’ll be back at Quantico in forty minutes. I need you to call the school district, check in with the bus company, make sure the kids are actually missing. If we’re right, we need … shit, I’m not even sure what we need.”

“We need a bigger task force,” Ezra said.

“Yeah. If you confirm that the bus and all these kids are missing, I want you to trigger the Child Abduction protocol.” Sayer rocked back in her chair, overwhelmed by that thought. “I’ll call Director Anderson to authorize a massive task force. I need someone gathering information on all those kids. The bus driver. Any other adults with them. But first, find out if we really have twenty-three missing students.”

“Got it,” Ezra said with clipped efficiency. “See you when you get here.” He hung up.

Sayer let herself stare at the faces of the twenty-four children about to get on the bus. Their casual body language, the confident lift of their heads, their smiles reflecting the radiant optimism of teenagers looking ahead to their own bright futures.

Heart heavy, Sayer woke Adi up for a quick goodbye and gave Nana a hug before racing out to her motorcycle.

Body buzzing as she screeched away from the curb, the true magnitude of the case hit Sayer. If all of those children were truly missing, she was about to be in charge of the largest child kidnapping case ever handled by the FBI.






 



FBI COMMAND CENTER, QUANTICO, VA


News of the mass kidnapping went off like a bomb.

FBI child abduction emergency protocols were triggered and a whirlwind of activity was automatically set in motion. Barely forty minutes after Ezra confirmed the kidnapping, Sayer paced at the head of the large command center usually reserved for national emergencies. The room began filling with agents gathering for the emergency task force meeting triggered by the Child Abduction Rapid Deployment.

As people kept filing in, Sayer realized that she was suddenly leading a task force of more than fifty people. This was going to be more like steering a cruise ship than a sports car.

Ezra had a photograph of the teenagers posing in front of the charter bus up on the screen at the front of the room.

“All right, let’s get started.” Sayer held up her hands, quieting the room. “We’ve confirmed that this bus carrying twenty-four high school students from the D.C. Public School District, one adult chaperone, and one bus driver, is missing. None of the passengers nor the bus have been heard from since 5:00 P.M. last night and it’s 4:00 A.M. now, so they’ve been missing for eleven hours. Let’s get on the same page so we can figure out what’s next.”

Sayer indicated for Ezra to put up the next photo, which showed Rowena Chang in safety goggles and a lab coat.

“It appears that someone hijacked a bus with twenty-four high schoolers on it and, unfortunately, we’ve already found one of the kidnapped children dead.”

Ezra clicked to the aerial photo of Rowena Chang while Sayer summarized the case.

“So, first thing we need to figure out—what the hell is going on? Is this an attack on the D.C. school district for some reason? A ransom attempt? Are the kids being sold into slavery as we speak? Or is this a terrorist attack? Some kind of hijacking?” Sayer began to pace. “Maybe Rowena Chang was the primary target. But then why take the whole busload of kids? Ezra, where are we on family notifications?” Sayer realized her thoughts were bouncing around like a pinball.

“Looks like we’ve contacted almost all twenty-four families.” Ezra looked up from his open laptop. “We’re asking them to head here now.”

“We have a family liaison to work with them?” Sayer asked, looking around the room.

A plump, pale-skinned woman with graying hair and a warm smile stood up. “I’m the Child Abduction Rapid Deployment family liaison. Agent Robbins.” She waved, looking like a soccer mom in an ill-fitting black suit.

Sayer tried not to look too relieved. She always felt responsible for working directly with the victims’ families, but this case was just too big and moving too fast. One girl dead and twenty-three kids missing was not the kind of case she could cowboy alone.

“All the families are D.C.-based,” Agent Robbins continued. “Normally, for a kidnapping we would set up at their houses, but because we have so many families involved here, we’re asking them to come to Quantico so we can centralize everything. When I last heard, they only had one or two notifications left.”

Sayer realized that they were about to have two dozen terrified families to wrangle. She drained her coffee, hoping for a jolt of energy for what was about to be a very long haul. “Are you able to manage the families once they arrive?”

“Yes, ma’am, that’s my primary role as family liaison,” Robbins said. “I’ve already set up a block of rooms for them at a nearby hotel so they don’t have to drive back up to the city if things … take longer than expected. I’ve arranged for a conference room here where they can gather with access to snacks, water, coffee, and grief counselors. We’ve got a separate room for the Chang family so they aren’t in the room with the missing children’s families. I’ve got agents preparing to trace any communication attempts made. If this is a ransom kidnapping, we’ll be ready for calls, emails, or any other way the kidnapper might try to communicate with them. Can I have four or five agents assigned to me for family interviews? We need to start creating a file on each missing child. You know, gather history and detailed descriptions. I also need to send someone to each house to remain there for the duration.”

“Someone at each house?” Sayer asked. “In case a ransom demand is delivered directly?”

“Yes, and that way they can look around to assess if any family is connected somehow. Or if one of the kids comes home,” Robbins confirmed.

“That makes sense. You can have five agents working with you on interviews and let’s get local law enforcement assigned to each house. The D.C. Police Department has already offered help so let’s get uniforms on that. Let me know once the initial intake interviews with the families are done.”

“Will do.” Robbins smiled so encouragingly Sayer could see why she had the job she did.

“Okay, PR?” Sayer asked.

A young, very eager-looking man in a bright blue suit jumped up. “Media liaison, ma’am.”

Sayer hated being called ma’am, but she let it go. “In addition to the Amber Alert, I want to release the description of the bus and the victims to the media ASAP. I want every person in the area watching for that bus. Does that sound right to you?”

The media liaison nodded vigorously. “Yes, I’ll get a basic description and photo of the bus to the media right now.”

He typed on his phone as he spoke and Sayer realized that he literally meant right now.

“That should get the word out to the public.” He looked up. “I’ll be keeping track of the reporting so we know exactly what information is out there. Since you’re the lead on this, Agent Altair, I would suggest you do a briefing at some point. This is going to be a huge story.”

“Shit. Let’s make sure we manage to get all the notifications done before those poor families are contacted by the media.” Sayer paused, letting herself think about all the families finding out tonight that, instead of on their way to a scholarly competition, their children were missing or, worse, dead. “I assume we have a BOLO on the bus to local law enforcement. What about traffic cameras? Air searches? Does the bus have a tracking device?”

One of the data techs grimaced. “The ‘be on the lookout’ was issued about twenty minutes ago, but no hits yet. The bus company is low budget. No tracking on their buses. All the local police departments have increased street patrols for the night to keep an eye out. They also all have their choppers up looking. We’ve sent out notifications to all gas stations in the area able to refuel a bus. On the traffic cams, we haven’t been able to locate any footage of the bus yet. Three of us are combing the video feeds from the expected bus route.”

“Stay on it. Unless the kidnappers get in touch, locating the bus is the best way to find those kids quickly.” Sayer paused, knowing that the unsub was probably already off the streets. “Ezra, what else do you have for us on the kids?”

“I’m still searching social media, but not much yet.” He pulled back up the photo of the kids in front of the charter bus. The banner hanging on the side screamed STEM is the future! way too cheerfully. “We know that this trip was for the top twelve girls and the top twelve boys from the district-wide STEM fair. Apparently this is an annual Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math competition where the kids can win scholarship money for college. I’ve got the list of names from the school district and I’m using social media to match names to faces, but until the families get here, we won’t be able to do much more.”

“Dammit.” She pulled out her amber worry beads and rubbed them as she paced in increasingly long arcs. Her father gave her a strand of worry beads as a young girl, and rubbing them became a habit that she used to help her focus. “Okay, what about the cell phone trace? All of those kids must have cell phones we can track.”

“Waiting on the warrant, should be any second now.”

All heads in the room snapped to Ezra’s computer when it pinged loudly.

“Speak of the devil, there’s our warrant. The trace won’t take long.” His fingers blurred as he frantically typed. “Got it!”

“We found them?”

Ezra pulled up a map on the central screen. A large red dot pulsed at the center of the map.

“They’re all together? That seems good,” Sayer said.

“Yeah, not so much.” Ezra zoomed out. “I mean, they’re all together, but I don’t think that’s a good sign. The phones are all right next to Route 1, just south of Woodbridge, Virginia.” He clicked to satellite view. “The only thing there is an abandoned gas station. Nothing to explain why they would all be there at this ungodly hour of the morning.”

“That’s not even twenty miles from here.” Sayer looked out at the task force. “Let’s head there now.” She pointed at the field agents. “Six of you meet me there. We need eyes on the ground ASAP. Ezra, send locals that way, but tell them to hang back since it’s a possible hostage situation. And scramble SWAT and hostage negotiation that way. If the kids are there, we might need to extract them.”

Sayer quickly dismissed the meeting and hurried out to her motorcycle. She looked down at the time. It was clichéd but true—in kidnappings, every second counted, and they’d already lost way too much time.






 



ROUTE 1 TO WOODBRIDGE, VA


Despite the slick roads, Sayer raced toward Woodbridge. At high speed, the cold found its way past Sayer’s helmet, burning her eyes. She conjured up the image of the missing teens.

One of those kids was already dead, what did that mean for the others?

She made it to the phones a few minutes before the rest of her team and slowed down to casually roll past the long-abandoned gas station.

In the bright moonlight, Sayer could tell that no one was inside the squat shell of a building at the center of the small lot. The place looked empty except for a well-kept 1980s Crown Victoria that sat on the edge of the parking lot. Though slightly obscured by a dusting of snow, the old car had a police light stuck to the roof.

The Crown Vic with a bubble light rolling would look like an undercover cop car. Someone could’ve pulled the bus over, but then what?

She dialed Ezra. “There’s no one here.” As she spoke, she pulled out her flashlight and scanned the parking lot. A flash of pink caught Sayer’s eye from beneath a small mound of snow near the decrepit gas station. “Hang on.” In the narrow beam of light, she carefully made her way to the pile and brushed away a patch of half-frozen snow. The pink and silver edge of a cell phone encouraged her to clear a bit more and she realized that it was a jumbled stack of cell phones, tablets, purses, and backpacks.

“Dammit,” she whispered. “I’ve got electronics and bags here. It’s definitely teenager stuff. Cancel SWAT and send an Evidence Response Team.”

Sayer hung up and muttered, “Dammit,” again. This unsub clearly knew to dump anything they could’ve used to track their movement. The image she was forming of this unsub was terrifying—bold, smart, deadly.

The rest of the kidnapping played out in Sayer’s mind. The unsub used the fake cop car to pull over the bus. He then boarded and forced the passengers to dump their electronics and carry-on bags. How? Based on the dead DCPD officer, she knew he had a gun. But, even with a gun, controlling a bus full of people wasn’t exactly easy. Despite the single source of DNA on Rowena’s body, maybe there were multiple kidnappers?

This spot wasn’t more than thirty minutes from downtown D.C. If the bus left at four thirty yesterday afternoon, they would’ve gotten here around five, exactly the same time that the kids all disappeared off social media. Sayer looked down the road. He gains control of the bus, then what? Where did he take them?

A Prince William County cruiser rolled up and two uniformed officers got out, hands resting on their guns. The dead D.C. cop had everyone on high alert.

“Agent Altair?”

She nodded sharply and flashed her badge. “Thanks for coming. You up-to-date?”

“Uh, a busload of kids was kidnapped. One of them was found dead up in D.C.”

“And I think we just found all of their electronics dumped here.” Sayer spoke to the officers as the field agents from Quantico began to arrive. “Our first priority is to secure the scene. I don’t want anyone to drive onto this parking lot.”

While they set up a perimeter of police tape, Sayer texted Ezra a photo of the bags and electronics.

Evidence Response Team on the way, he texted back.

Also call in Max and Kona. Want to see if Kona can track the bus, she responded. Maxwell Cho and his Human Remains Detection K9, Kona, had helped Sayer solve a murder down in the Shenandoah mountains a few months before and Sayer had been impressed by how well Kona could track. Maybe the dog could follow the bus.

She stepped away from the building to get a better overview of the scene. The old gas station was the perfect place to pull someone over. It was isolated from the businesses to the north and south, surrounded by woods on three sides. Between the holidays and the frozen roads, there wouldn’t have been much traffic along Route 1.

Sayer slowly walked along the back of the parking lot, looking for any sign of disturbance. She froze at the edge of the buckled asphalt, her heart skipping a beat.

The ground sloped gently down from the parking lot into a thick stand of evergreens. Beneath the tall trees, long thin mounds of snow lined the shallow gully.

Sayer slowly moved forward, barely breathing.

She crouched down and gently cleared away the dusting of snow.

Blue lips and milky dead eyes emerged.

Hand pressed to her mouth, she stood and counted thirteen mounds. For a long moment she couldn’t do anything. No breath left her lungs. No thoughts could form as the horror of the scene sank in.

“Over here,” she finally called sharply.

At the alarm in her voice, everyone rushed toward her, but stopped at the edge of the parking lot when she held up a hand.

“Dear God,” one of the field agents whispered. “Are those bodies?”

Sayer pulled tight the curtain in her mind that saw these as people, shifting into clinical mode. “One of you come help me check that they’re all dead. Only clear their faces for now. Everyone else stay up on the asphalt. We need to let the medical examiner release them before we do anything more.”

Sayer began to gently smooth snow away from each face, checking for pulses though their dusky skin and blank eyes were enough to know they were dead. One large man wore a bus driver’s cap and a middle-aged man with silver-streaked hair was probably the chaperone.

And then children. Sayer counted slowly, eyes lingering on each ashen face. “These seven are lined up, all shot in the forehead execution-style … except see here, these four are jumbled, not in a line,” she narrated as she examined. Talking prevented her from being overwhelmed by the sight. “Maybe they tried to run.” Her voice cracked slightly. “Or no, I think maybe they tried to stop the shooter.”

Sayer took a long breath to gather herself. “We got two adults and eleven children dead. All boys.”






 



ABANDONED GAS STATION, WOODBRIDGE, VA


“How long does it take to drive fifteen miles?” Sayer glanced at her phone for the twentieth time. Her eyes kept drifting back over to the stand of trees and she tried to block out the images of slack young faces staring up from the snow.

Her mouth was dry, her hands were cold, and her heart felt strangled tight in her chest.

The medical examiner was on the way with a phalanx of vans to transport the dead bodies. A massive Evidence Response Team was also en route. And Max and Kona were almost at the scene.

While impatiently waiting for everyone to get there, Sayer scanned the edge of the forest. Under the dusting of snow, the corpses lacked the normal ominous presence of death. The white mounds muted the horror, leaving only the melancholy of immense loss. So many young men who were almost grown. Brilliant minds and bright futures cut short.

Though they were all probably dead long before she was even called in on the case, Sayer still felt as though she’d failed them somehow.

The first evidence response van rolled up and Sayer hurried to meet them, glad for the distraction. “I’ve got my field agents and local officers holding a wide perimeter,” she barked as they unpacked their gear. “While we wait on the medical examiner’s release of the bodies, I want some of you on the pile of bags and electronics, some working the abandoned car and the rest at the edge of the parking lot where the bus probably pulled over…”

She was interrupted by the sound of a low-flying helicopter, its spotlight roving around the crime scene in jerky circles. “Dammit, media’s here. Let’s get some canopies above the bodies! The trees will probably block most of the view, but I don’t want those dead kids on the morning news.”

As if on cue, media vans began to arrive, held back by the cordon set up by the crew of agents and local officers.

Just behind the media, Max and Kona pulled up in Max’s beat-up truck.

Max hurried to open the passenger door, his arm held stiffly at his side. He had been injured on their last job together, though he was recovering at lightning speed.

A wolfish black dog jumped out of the passenger seat, clearly anxious to get to work.

Max hailed Sayer with a solemn wave as they approached. Kona stayed at his hip like an extension of his body.

“Sayer,” he said warmly, “I thought I told you to never call me again.”

She tried to muster a grin for her friend, glad to see him even under these circumstances. While partnered on her last case, Sayer had grown to trust him, and she couldn’t say that about many people.

“This is definitely not what I meant when I said I wanted to work with you again,” she said.

Greetings done, Max and Kona stood next to Sayer and surveyed the bodies. The working K9 was all business, ears forward, eyes alert. Max mirrored her intense stare.

“How many?” Max asked in a low voice.

“Thirteen. Looks like the bus driver, chaperone, and eleven high school boys…” Sayer trailed off, still not quite sure how to make sense of so many dead.

“What can we do?”

“We think the kidnapper or kidnappers pretended to be cops and pulled the bus over.” Sayer gestured to the abandoned Crown Vic. “I’m still trying to piece together what happened, but I think the bus drove off with the girls and the last missing boy still on board. I was hoping you and Kona could track the bus along the road. Will that even work?”

Max frowned. “How long ago was this?”

Sayer looked at the time. “Jesus, how is it already after five? That means it’s been over twelve hours now.”

He studied the road. “I think Kona can probably track along Route 1 since there’s not much traffic. But if the bus got on a major road or highway, there’s just too many cars, too much churn, the scent is probably gone by now. But let’s give it a shot. If any dog can do it, Kona can.”

At the mention of her name, Kona’s tail wagged a single time.

In response Max ruffled her ears and pulled a bright orange harness from his backpack. “You ready to get to work, girl?”

Kona took a few dancing steps backward with excitement.

“You have anything that smells like the kids?” Max asked while strapping the harness over the dog’s barrel chest.

“The kidnappers dumped all the kids’ cell phones and bags behind the station. I’ll wrangle a few agents to follow you in case you find anything.”

“All right, we’re off.” He squeezed Sayer’s shoulder, then moved toward the gas station. As a former air force pararescuer and experienced field medic, Max moved with the purposeful stride of a Special Forces soldier.

Sayer watched as he had Kona sniff around the bags, always amazed at how well Kona seemed to understand exactly what was being asked of her. Once Kona seemed ready, Max flung out his arm toward the road and called out, “Go find!”

The dog started toward Route 1 where she was directed, but then she stopped and turned in a circle, nose working frantically in the air.

Kona veered off toward the bodies behind the gas station and Max called out, “Hold!”

The wolfish dog froze, but leaned forward like she was ready to bolt.

“She smelling the bodies?” Sayer called out to Max.

He scowled. “Maybe. Though she’s not alerting on them and I can see them right there. She knows I know where they are.” He went over to Kona and rubbed her head.

Kona ignored the attention, intense eyes riveted on the woods behind the old gas station.

Max leaned close and spoke softly to the dog, then stood up and flung his arm at the road again. “Go find, Kona!” he said loudly.

Released from the hold, Kona shot off again toward the woods.

“Hey!” Max shouted, as the dog looked like she was about to careen right into the dead boys. But then Kona jumped over the bodies with a powerful leap. She landed with a huff and turned to look back at Max, letting out a short woof that Sayer could’ve sworn sounded like, “Come on, idiot human.”

“Hold!” Max called again.

Kona followed his command, but was barely able to keep her body still.

“What’s going on?” Sayer hurried over to Max. “Is she alerting on the bodies?”

Max squinted, his intense stare matching Kona’s. “I don’t think so. The alert Kona just gave me wasn’t her cadaver alert. That was her live alert.”

Sayer scanned the dark woods surrounding them on three sides. Her hand drifted to her gun. “We think some of the boys might’ve fought back against the kidnapper, and we only found eleven of them. There should be one more boy…”

“Or maybe one of the kidnappers got hurt and ran off,” Max whispered, hand going to his own gun.

Kona took an impatient stutter step backward and woofed again.

“She’s definitely telling me that there’s someone alive out there that came from this gas station.” Max held up a hand to calm Kona. “What’s behind the woods that way?”

Sayer quickly pulled up the map on her phone. “Occoquan Bay National Wildlife Refuge is about half a mile to the east. Nothing there but grassland and marshes.”

Max nodded, attention sharply honed in the direction Kona was pointing with her nose. “Kona and I will search ’em out.”

“You sure? I could call in an infrared helicopter,” Sayer said.

“No way. If someone’s hiding out there, it could take hours to find them that way. Kona will take me right to him.”

“You want a few agents with you?”

“Nah. When we’re out in the backwoods, we hunt better alone.” Max’s eyes shone in Sayer’s flashlight.

She wanted to go with Max, or at least send a few agents with him, but she knew that he was right. She’d seen how the man and dog worked together. Someone trying to keep up would just slow them down and alert potential bad guys to their presence. “All right, Max,” she reluctantly agreed. “But promise you’ll pull back and call in reinforcements if you find anything.”

Without a word, Max pulled on a headlamp and saluted acknowledgment. He hurried to where Kona was practically coming out of her skin with excitement.

“Go find!” he said again. This time giving Kona permission to head deeper into the woods.

She flew off into the night and Max followed.

Sayer watched them disappear. Maybe the girls and the missing boy had somehow all managed to escape and were hiding out there in the darkness? She clung to that idea, because if they weren’t out there somewhere, where were they?






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


Kate Brooks couldn’t stop shivering. Every time she thought she had her body under control, another wave ran along her limbs like an electrical current, muscles clenching involuntarily.

Her hands were zip-tied behind her back, tingling from lack of blood. Her body felt stiff against the cold bus seat. The monster who had done this put a chain on the emergency exit and a metal bar across the front door. Now they were alone, locked on this bus God knows where.

She closed her eyes and tried to make sense of everything happening right now. So many gunshots. The boys fighting. Dying. The twisting drive ending at the large, arched doorway. Then he dragged the girl named Rowena off the bus while she screamed and screamed.

The sound of her screams felt like they echoed for hours.

Kate looked out the window. Her breath fogged up the cold glass.

Through the smeared condensation, faint blue moonlight illuminated their surroundings. An arched cement ceiling was held up by dozens of square columns that extended off into the darkness. Though they were clearly inside some kind of structure, no walls were visible. The uneven floor looked like it was made of sand.

It felt like a surrealist painting of an endless room filled with hundreds of columns. Or maybe just something out of one of her vivid nightmares.

Refocusing inside the bus, Kate could just barely see the two girls across the aisle. One was slack-jawed, eyes dull. She was slumped forward with her head bowed against the bus seat in front of her. The other’s eyes darted around uncontrollably. Her breath came in short bursts like a chuffing steam engine. They had both slid their bound hands forward and were now holding on to each other, fists wrapped tightly together.

Following their lead, Kate scooted up over her hands and slid them off the end of her feet. The strain on her shoulders immediately released and she let out a hard breath of relief. She wiggled her fingers. They were sluggish but responded, despite feeling like they belonged to someone else.

Kate looked back out at the bizarre chamber.

When the man had left them there, he’d told them that he would kill anyone who spoke. Terrified and knowing he would follow through on his threat, they were left clinging together, silent.

Now they were here in this confusing place. The only other thing visible outside the window was a pile of half-open wooden crates scattered nearby. Kate could just make out the words, “Walters Art,” stenciled on the side.

Was that their captor’s name, Walter?

Another wave of shivers convulsed her muscles and Kate was suddenly overwhelmed by everything happening.

With nothing but the muted sounds of panic drifting around the bus, she closed her eyes and willed herself to remain still. To remain focused. To remain sane.






 



OCCOQUAN BAY NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE, WOODBRIDGE, VA


Max followed his search dog, Kona, through the tall trees, headlamp illuminating a narrow circle of light in front of him. There were no insects buzzing, no animals rustling, just the sound of Kona’s huffing breath and Max’s heavy boots hitting the frozen ground.

Kona moved forward with deliberate speed and they eventually emerged from the woods into an open area where Max was startled by the brilliant sky. Despite the impending dawn, the Milky Way still arced above him like a celestial river. The pale gray moon hung low, almost kissing the flat marshes that stretched out in front of him.

Kona made wide arcs back and forth, her nose in the air, following the edges of the scent cone left behind by whomever they were hunting. She occasionally glanced back to make sure Max was keeping up.

Max responded to her check-ins with a silent wave, not wanting to alert anyone.

As they continued eastward, the scrubby grass grew taller and the ground grew hard. Max realized that they were heading into the marsh and he was thankful that the shallow water was frozen solid or he would be ankle-deep here.

Kona’s arcs began to narrow and she zigzagged a few more times before she sat with a low woof. Her tall ears swiveled forward toward a low knoll rising up out of the grass.

Max’s breath came slow and steady. His hand rested on his gun as he scanned ahead.

An old wooden shed sat in the clearing, rotting door hanging open. The thing looked at least fifty years old, probably built by one of the fishermen who lived on this land before it became a wildlife preserve.

Max gestured for Kona to come to him. Knowing they were on the hunt together, she moved low to the ground. When she reached his side, they slowly crept forward toward the abandoned shed.

In the predawn light, a substantial streak of blood was visible leading into the partially collapsed structure.

Max slid his gun out and said, “FBI. Come out with your hands up.”

A low moan drifted from the shed.

Max quickly closed the distance to the door. He paused against the wall, listening.

Another soft moan.

Max signaled to Kona to hang back and he swung around into the doorway.

“FBI,” he called loudly, gun trained along the beam of his headlamp into the small room.

The room was empty except for a pile of rotting burlap that moved slightly as he approached. Barely breathing, Max yanked aside the tattered fabric.

Underneath, a teenage boy lay curled on his side, wrapped like a mummy in the burlap. Peeking from the pile, his face was like porcelain, slick and white. A pool of blood spread from his upper leg, creating a damp, half-frozen patch beneath him.

“Hey.” Max slid his gun away and called Kona over. “Hey, FBI, I’ve got you.”

The boy’s eyes opened and he croaked, “Help,” through blue lips.

“I’m with the FBI. You’re safe.” Max called Sayer and gave her their location, then pulled out his small first aid kid. The boy was so cold he wasn’t even shivering, a bad sign. But the fact that he was still mostly conscious and able to speak meant he wasn’t beyond hope.

“I need to take a look at your injury,” Max said calmly as he rolled the boy over onto his back. The boy groaned in pain, but managed to nod understanding. “Down, Kona.” Max gestured for Kona to lie next to the boy. The dog read the shift from hunter mode to victim care and she pressed her warm body against his side.

“You’re going to be okay.” As he peeled away the burlap, Max found a belt cinched around the boy’s upper thigh. His fingers probed gently until he found the wound. Barely warm blood seeped slowly between his fingers. “I see you tried to put on a tourniquet. Well done. I’m Max, and this here is Kona. What’s your name?”

“Declan…” the boy whispered.

“Hi, Declan, nice to meet you. You’ve got a gunshot wound to the upper thigh,” Max narrated, trying to keep the boy focused on his voice as he pulled a tourniquet from his kit. “You weren’t able to get the belt tight enough, but this will be able to stop the bleeding while we wait for the ambulance that’s on its way here right now.”

Ignoring the boy’s breathless gasp of pain, Max pulled the black nylon belt over the boy’s thigh and tightened the windlass.

“This might hurt,” Max said softly. He inserted a wad of gauze deep into the bullet hole and then pressed hard against the wound.

The boy squeezed his eyes shut and moaned again.

“You’ve lost a lot of blood, but you’re going to be okay. We’ll have you fixed up in no time.” Max kept the patter of his voice steady and calm. He knew from experience that someone this hurt would need a lifeline to cling to while they waited for the EMTs.

Less than ten minutes later, the ambulance arrived and the medics swarmed the boy. They had him into the ambulance in a matter of minutes and screeched away, sirens blaring.

Shivering slightly in the cold, Max looked down at the fresh blood on his hands. He tried to wipe it on his pants, but it just spread into a sticky smear along his palms. Max felt the familiar wave of dread that always hit him after something like this. It wasn’t the sight of blood that bothered him. He’d seen plenty of that. It was the look in Declan’s eyes—the pleading fear that people always had when they were that close to death.

Shaking off the hollow sensation, Max put on his game face for Kona. “What a good girl, Kona!” he said in his singsong happy voice. Kona’s thick tail waved back and forth, but she was still on high alert, eyes roving the silent marsh around them. It always took them both a little time to come down after a high-intensity search like this one.

Max looked at the map on his phone and realized they were less than a mile from Sayer’s location along a nearby gravel road.

Glad to have the cooldown time, Max clicked off his headlamp and he and Kona set off toward the gas station under the predawn stars.






 



ABANDONED GAS STATION, WOODBRIDGE, VA


Sayer watched the ambulance carrying the injured boy scream past the gas station toward the hospital. Max and Kona had called to let her know the latest and said they would walk back to her. Sayer knew they both probably needed the exercise to work out the adrenaline of a search.

The back of her neck prickled as she went to the edge of the road to watch the medical examiners finalize the bodies for transport. Though she knew Kona would’ve sniffed them out, Sayer couldn’t shake the sensation that someone was watching from the darkness. Her breath came out in short puffs and she realized that her shoulders were practically up around her ears. She tried to lower them, but a shiver rocked her body. Between the cold and the dead bodies, she wouldn’t be relaxing anytime soon.

Lights glowed farther down the road where the media was reporting on the scene. Despite her attempt to keep the media back, Sayer couldn’t prevent their helicopters from filming the procession of black body bags being rolled to the waiting vans one by one.

Silence descended among the FBI teams as the boys were taken away. In the distance, even the chatter of the reporters grew quiet as the bodies kept coming.

Looking at the faint glow of true morning beyond the media lights, Sayer frowned at the impending dawn. The birth of a new day should bring renewed hope, but instead the pale light illuminated the black bags containing nothing but sorrow and loss.

“So much for ‘as above, so below,’” Sayer muttered as she readied herself for the ride back to Quantico in the rising sun.






 



FBI COMMAND CENTER, QUANTICO, VA


Sayer stood at the front of the command center, looking out at the room of shell-shocked faces. Even the most seasoned agents had rarely confronted something quite this horrific. Ezra sat surrounded by three laptops at the front table. Max sat next to Ezra, face tired but eyes sharp. Kona lay sound asleep at his feet, clearly wiped out from the excitement of the short search.

“All right, everyone.” Sayer called the room to attention. “I know it’s early, but let’s get the task force meeting started. This case has snowballed from a double murder to a mass murder and kidnapping so I want us to take a step back and start from the beginning.” She began to pace while she summarized everything they’d found at the abandoned gas station.

Once she finished, Ezra put up an image of the snow-covered bodies on the ground. Not a single soul in the room moved as they stared at the carnage.

“So”—Sayer stopped pacing—“where are we identifying the victims at the gas station? And what about the single male survivor?”

“We’re still working to match names to each of the dead boys,” Ezra said. “But it does look like we found the boys that were on that bus with Rowena Chang.”

The next photo showed a smiling blond boy in a red-and-gold soccer uniform.

“One boy,” Ezra continued, “Declan Iverson, managed to escape and was found hiding about a mile from the abduction site. Declan is eighteen, a student at Wilkerson High in D.C.”

“Have we gotten any word on his condition?” Sayer asked.

“It sounds like he’s already in surgery, but the doctors seem optimistic. He lost a lot of blood, but the gunshot missed the artery. They expect him to recover.”

“Okay, thanks, Ezra. I’ll send a victim’s advocacy team to sit with the boy’s family. See if they can be of help. Maybe get a statement once he’s out of surgery.” Sayer lifted one of the files off the table in front of her and dropped it onto the stack with a loud thunk. “I’ve had a chance to skim the files on the kids and their families. Heartbreaking stuff. Far as we can tell, all of these kids were squeaky-clean. There’s nothing here to suggest that there was anything personal going on here. We have anything on sex offenders in the area?”

“Nothing,” Ezra said. “And the Human Trafficking Task Force isn’t seeing any activity, either. Homeland Security says they’ve got no terrorist chatter about this.”

“Evidence teams have anything?” Sayer asked.

Ezra shook his head. “We pulled prints off the car that match the one on Rowena’s cheek. No match to them in any database. There’s no usable footprints. No trace on any of the bodies. The only trace in the car came from a pair of jeans. They’ve towed the Crown Victoria back to the garage, so they’ll do another in-depth look for prints, but there’s nothing so far.” He looked at Sayer, eyes pinched. “The team is still out processing the gas station but, far as I can tell, this guy’s a ghost.”

“Damn, all right. So the kidnapping happened sometime at or around five. Now that we know the abduction site, what about the traffic cams?”

“Still no luck there. The traffic camera team hadn’t been able to locate the bus anywhere,” Ezra said. “The unsub chose an area with very few cameras nearby.”

Sayer scowled. “Yet another thing suggesting that this was preplanned by a very smart killer. Max? Did you two manage to track the bus at all?”

Max’s intense stare tightened with frustration. “We followed the scent to I-95, but it jumped on the highway and we lost the scent. Only thing I can say is that the bus got on I-95 northbound.”

“So maybe back into the city?” Ezra said.

“Or New York. Or Canada…” Sayer added, not wanting them to make any assumptions. “Anything from the bodies yet?”

Ezra shook his head. “They’re just starting to process the bodies from the gas station now, but so far nothing surprising. It will take them a few days to get through all the victims.”

“Okay, so we don’t have anything actionable on the kidnapping for now. What about Rowena’s murder. Have we sourced the baboon figurines?”

“Nothing yet,” Ezra said tightly. “The profiler did just send an update.” He looked down at his screen. “Our unsub could be a lone thirty- to forty-year-old white male. Possibly former military or law enforcement based on the ability to control a large group. But this could also be the actions of a cult or another similar group.”

“So, basically useless.” Sayer couldn’t keep the frustration from her voice. “What about similar crimes? This is a really unusual modus operandi, mass kidnapping and then ritualized murder. There’s no way this is his first rodeo.”

“Nothing even remotely similar showed up on ViCAP,” Ezra said, referring to the FBI’s Violent Criminal Apprehension Program.

“Bullets match anything?” Sayer asked.

An analyst spoke up. “Ballistics so far have come back with no ID to the gun used on the bus victims, but the bullets did match the bullet from the dead police officer.”

“So that at least confirms that the kidnapping and Rowena’s murder are directly related.” Sayer began to pace. “So, we’ve got no sightings. No evidence. And no leads. Is that right?”

The room remained silent.

“Fantastic.” She stopped herself, realizing that part of her job as team lead was to keep everyone focused and motivated. “All right. This is where we do some good old-fashioned investigative work. Who knew about this bus trip? The kidnapper had to have known the route and timing. Someone dig into who knew what. Someone else focus on Rowena. Her murder is significantly different than the mass killing at the gas station. Why was she chosen? Dig into her life, friends, school, everything. I want to know what she used to call her teddy bear as a girl. The rest of you, focus on the other kids. Could one of them be an accomplice? Could one of them be the primary target and we just don’t know it yet? Last but not least, we’ve got to figure out what the symbolism of the writing and baboons mean. Anything I’m missing?”

Sayer looked out at the room full of grim faces.

She dismissed the task force and they filed out, a pall of gloom hanging over their heads. Sayer sat down next to Ezra and Max at the conference table and opened the files on the missing girls. They had been gone for fourteen hours now and she still had nothing. She glanced up at the door, knowing perfectly well what she had to do next.

Unable to put it off any longer, Sayer reluctantly put the files down and went to see the families of the missing and the dead.






 



FAMILY CONFERENCE ROOM, QUANTICO, VA


Sayer stood outside the conference room looking through the narrow window at the families of the missing girls. They all had the same shell-shocked look—glazed eyes swollen from crying, bodies listless with the fatigue of fear. Some slept awkwardly propped up in chairs or lying on the floor, heads resting on winter jackets. One woman sat by herself, hands knotted, eyes blinking rapidly. Another woman held her head in her hands, husband hovering behind her, unsure what to do. A young man tried to smile at his overtired toddler, but his eyes betrayed his fear. Some families clung together, arms wrapped around one another, while other families stood apart, pillars of sorrow alone in their suffering.

The tableau reminded Sayer of Picasso’s Guernica, a painting flowing with the raw destruction of grief.

A TV flickered in the far corner, tuned to a twenty-four-hour news channel. The missing girls’ faces flashed on the screen as reporters delved deep into their lives. The story of mass murder and a missing busload of teenage girls was on nonstop rotation as the nation was gripped by the sensationalistic story.

The family liaison, Agent Robbins, scowled at the TV as she moved gently among the families, speaking to each of them, proffering warm drinks and a sympathetic face. Robbins was clearly good at offering comfort, something Sayer had no clue how to do. But it was her job now to walk in there and reassure them, even though she knew nothing she said would break the spell of dread gripping their hearts. After this, she would have to walk into the room of the dead boys’ families. She wasn’t sure which room would be worse.

The families all looked up with a mixture of apprehension and hope as she pushed through the door.

“I’m sorry, there’s no news.” She held up her hands apologetically. “My name is Senior Special Agent Sayer Altair and I’m the lead investigator on this case. I just wanted to come by and let you know that we have every resource of the FBI and local law enforcement working to find your children.”

“How can you have no news?” the woman sitting by herself demanded. “How could an entire bus just disappear?”

The families all murmured agreement.

“I understand how frightening this is,” Sayer said cautiously. She understood how easily fear could turn into anger. “But I promise we are doing everything we can.”

“Why are you keeping us all here? What if Kendra shows up at home?” the man with the toddler asked.

“Remember, we have officers stationed at each of your homes. At this point we’re just trying to centralize everything. The most critical thing right now is making sure we can gather as much information as possible as quickly as possible, so we are asking that you stay until we have a better sense of what’s going on.”

“What is going on?” the woman sitting apart asked. “No one’s telling us anything. My daughter, Becky, is on that bus and I demand answers. We’ve heard that all the boys were killed, is that true?”

Sayer glanced over at Robbins, who gestured for her to be forthcoming.

“I wish I had more to tell you, but here’s what we know. At approximately five o’clock, someone, most likely pretending to be a police officer, boarded the bus heading to Atlanta. He shot the driver, a teacher, and eleven male students.”

“My God,” a woman gasped.

A few parents wailed.

“One boy escaped and we have a team waiting at the hospital to talk to him as soon as he’s out of surgery,” Sayer continued. “One girl that we believe was taken on the bus has been found dead.”

“Rowena, right?” the woman sitting alone asked. “I spoke with Steven Chang and he said she was dead. Murdered.”

“That’s right,” Sayer confirmed.

“What about the rest of our children? Can’t you locate their cell phones? Becky has a cell phone and a tablet.”

“The kidnapper gathered the electronics and left them at the abduction site,” Sayer said reluctantly. The collection of their phones meant that he was smart and that this abduction was well planned. Something the families would certainly understand.

“Why is this happening?” another parent asked. “What’s he going to do with them? Are they even still alive?” His voice cracked.

“Honestly, we don’t know. What I do know is that we’ve got every resource at our disposal working to bring them home. We will keep you up-to-date on any developments and Agent Robbins will be here with you if you have any questions or need anything.”

Robbins bowed slightly.

Sayer was about to excuse herself when her phone buzzed. She read the text from Ezra. Found source of baboons! Come see ASAP.

“What is it? Is there news?” the lone woman asked, her voice husky with emotion. All eyes in the room were on Sayer, faces full of hope and fear.

“No, I’m sorry, just a possible lead. We aren’t sure if it’s anything yet.” The families wilted at her response. “I’m going to get back to work. I promise we’re doing everything we can.” Sayer tried to look confident as she hurried from the room, but the pleading eyes of the families felt like a coil of grief tightening around her throat as she left.






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


When their abductor didn’t reappear for many hours, the mood on the bus slowly shifted from abject terror to resigned silence.

Kate eventually had to go to the bathroom so she stood up. In the faint light, a few other girls watched her as she walked to the back of the bus.

In the bathroom, her inability to freely move her hands almost made her scream. She felt like a trapped animal and she tried to pull on the zip tie, but the plastic just cut into her wrists.

Think, Kate.

She forced herself to stop straining against the tie and looked closely at the lock mechanism. Inside the small plastic box, she could see a ratchet pin holding the tie in place. All she needed to do was get something between the locking pin and the tie.

Her mom had just pinned up the torn lining of her old winter jacket. Maybe a safety pin would work?

She fumbled the pin open and used her teeth to pull the zip tie around so she could angle the sharp metal point into the locking mechanism. It slid in easily, releasing the tension of the tie.

With a small cry, she loosened it enough to slip it off.

She stretched her stiff shoulders and shook out her arms before putting her head down in her hands. For a moment, Kate wished she had a friend here. All the other girls were from the science magnet school and so they all knew one another. Kate was the only one from Wilkerson High. She’d had Declan, but she’d seen him get shot. Now he was dead on the side of the road.

Refusing to dwell on the image of the boys’ bodies falling, Kate focused on what to do next.

Even if Walter—which she had started calling their abductor in her mind—even if Walter was nearby, there was no way he was close enough to hear what was happening on the bus. They should be able to talk as long as they whispered. They needed to figure out a plan.

Determined, she exited the bathroom and walked to the front of the bus.

“We need to figure out what to do while he’s gone,” Kate spoke at a sharp whisper.

“Shh,” a girl with short black hair and startling blue eyes hissed.

“He said he would kill us all if we talked,” another girl with brown skin and deep brown eyes whispered. Her shoulder-length box braids swung free as she talked.

“I’m fairly sure he’s going to kill us all anyway,” another said flatly.

Kate glanced outside the bus one more time to make sure Walter wasn’t there. “I agree…”

“Just shut up, all of you,” the blue-eyed girl whispered again. “You’re going to get us killed!”

“Becky, you saw him drag Rowena off this bus. You think he took her to the park for some ice cream?” the girl with box braids spat. “He’s going to kill us all one by one.”

“Listen. He’s not here. While we have the chance, I think we need to try and escape,” Kate said calmly.

“How? He locked us on the bus. We’ve got our hands tied. We have no phones,” another girl said.

“I’ve got a pin and managed to get my hands untied.” Kate held up her hands. “I’ll come around and get you all out of your zip ties. Then we can think of a plan.”

“Are you fucking deaf?” the blue-eyed girl was speaking too loudly. “He said he would kill. Us. All. He’ll know if we’re out of our ties.”

“Shh,” a few of the other girls shushed her.

Box braid girl let out a harsh laugh. “I think he’s got plans for us. He won’t kill us for talking. And if he does kill me … I might prefer a bullet to the head over getting dragged off this bus to wherever he took Rowena.”

They had all watched him enter the bus and drag her away screaming.

“Hey, we don’t know what happened to her,” Kate whispered firmly. “But you’ve got a point. He shot all those people and then took Rowena. I think we should assume he plans to kill us eventually.” Kate held up her free hands. “I’ll loosen your ties just enough to slip out, you can shove them back on when he comes back.”

“Okay.”

“Yeah, get these things off me.”

“Yes, please.”

The chorus of voices agreed.

Kate released zip ties one by one until she got to Becky who turned away, refusing to even acknowledge her.

Something about releasing their hands broke the logjam of silence and the rest of the girls began whispering to one another in soft murmurs while Kate loosened the last ties. Their eyes all darted around, vigilant.

“Okay.” Kate went to the head of the bus. She could just make out the girls’ faces, their eyes smudged with fear and the exhaustion of being on high alert for so long.

She realized that everyone was looking to her for what to do next. “We’re smart as hell. He could be back any second, so let’s figure out a plan. Can we figure out a way to get off this damn bus?” She pointed at the girl with box braids. “Uh…”

“Nell Goodyear,” she introduced herself, “like the blimp.”

“Nell, I’m Kate Brooks. Could you check the front door while I check the emergency exit?”

Nell nodded and hurried to the front door, pulling on it hard a few times, but it didn’t budge. “Nah, this isn’t going anywhere,” she called back softly. “The bar is jammed against the mirror. We’d have to snap the metal to get it open.”

Kate tried to shoulder open the emergency exit next to the small bathroom, but it held fast. “Yeah, same here. Okay, does anyone else have ideas?”

“Could we kick out the windows?” one of the girls asked.

“Can’t hurt to try … though if we get a window out, are we all ready to run?” Kate said.

“Does anyone know where we even are?” Nell asked. “I know we’re somewhere in northwest D.C., because we drove right by Howard University, which is where my mom teaches. But I didn’t recognize where we turned off. It looked like some kind of big park, but then we drove into this … what is this?” She gestured to the massive chamber.

Heads shook as the girls all spoke over one another.

“I mean, this has to be a huge old warehouse or something. The brick looks really old to me.”

“Yeah, if we can’t even see the walls, how big is this place?”

“Why is the floor made of sand?”

Nell held up her hands and looked at Kate. “So, looks like no one knows where we are, but I think we’re all ready to run. If we get a way out, we stick together.”

A chorus of agreement filled the bus.

“All right, let’s try to kick a window out then. Anyone here play soccer?” Kate said lightly, trying to keep morale up.

A sinewy girl raised her hand. “Lacrosse here.”

“Great, go for it.”

The girl laid down on a seat and pistoned her legs forward into the window with a hefty grunt.

“Ow,” she said as her legs rebounded back. The window didn’t budge. She tried again with the same result.

After two more tries, she stood up, rubbing her quadriceps. “I don’t think these things are going anywhere.”

“Damn,” Nell said.

Kate just nodded, mind already seeking a new plan. “Okay, if we can’t get off the bus, then we need to find a way to communicate with the outside world. I don’t suppose anyone managed to hide away a cell phone?”

“I have a bunch of stuff we could use, including a computer, but it’s all in my bag under the bus,” one girl said.

“Me too,” Nell agreed.

Kate nodded. “Yeah, me too actually,” she said, thinking about all of her computer equipment. “So, I guess that means our best bet is to see if we can find a way to get into the storage space beneath the bus.”

“I saw that old movie about the bus that couldn’t stop. Shouldn’t there be an access panel somewhere?” Nell got up and started looking.

“Everyone look around, see if you can find a way to access the storage space from here,” Kate said.

In the growing morning light, every girl but one crouched down to scan the floor.






 



FBI COMMAND CENTER CONFERENCE ROOM, QUANTICO, VA


Sayer paused to gather herself outside the conference room. Her whole body felt heavy with the grief she’d absorbed from the families. Taking a few deep breaths, she pushed through the door.

Inside, Ezra sat at the central table staring at the baboon statues that had encircled Rowena’s body. He had all nine of them lined up on the table and Sayer got her first good look at them. Although they were all in the same pose, crouched with their hands on their knees, each carving was slightly different. Some were in a pale blue stone, some gray. One looked like it was carved out of wood.

“Ancient Egypt.” Ezra’s tongue piercing clacked against his teeth as he smiled a broad, lopsided grin.

“Egypt…” Sayer leaned in to see the details on the baboons. “How did you figure that out?”

“Well, I thought to myself, Self, these look like they could be really old. So I decided to ask someone over in the art crimes department.” Ezra turned his computer so she could see the screen. A series of close-up photos depicted the baboon figurines. “Sure enough, they came up on the stolen antiquities list.”

“Nicely done!” Sayer squeezed his shoulder. “So, what’s the story?”

“These little fellas were all stolen from the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore last week. Someone broke in and stole five crates of ancient Egyptian artifacts, including our little baboons.”

“That’s got to be our guy. They have any leads?”

“No, but a guard was killed during the robbery so the locals are taking it very seriously. They’re emailing me the police report right now. But from the detective I spoke with, it sounds like the unsub broke in around ten thirty at night six days ago. The only people in the building were a guard and a researcher. He made the researcher, Dr. Alphonse Valentine, help him gather a list of things he wanted and then killed the guard.”

“The unsub had a list?”

“Yeah, and get this,” Ezra said, “he took the time to carefully box the artifacts up in crates before he tied up the researcher and carried them all out, cool as a cucumber.”

“He left the researcher alive? That would make him the first person the unsub has left alive on purpose.”

“I’ve already sent the address to you and I called the researcher. He and the head curator will meet you at the museum in an hour and a half,” Ezra said.

Sayer barely heard the end of Ezra’s comment rushing out the door.






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


Kate and Nell stood at the front of the bus, dejected. They’d found a first aid kit, a toolbox with nothing but a wrench and an old flashlight, and a way to access the engine block through the dashboard, but no way out and no access panel into the storage compartment beneath them.

No matter what they were doing, all of the girls constantly glanced outside the bus across the sand floor, afraid that their captor would be back at any moment.

“All right.” Kate turned around to speak to everyone. “We’ve got a first aid kit that includes…” She looked at Nell, who was riffling through the small plastic box.

“We’ve got a roll of gauze, totally not sharp scissors, a box of Band-Aids, a few alcohol wipes.”

“And there’s nothing but a rusty wrench and flashlight in the toolbox,” Kate said. “So that’s a bust. What’s next?”

The lacrosse player raised her hand.

“You have an idea?” Kate asked.

“Why are you all listening to her?” Becky interjected. “Who died and put her in charge?”

Kate regarded the blue-eyed girl. She was about to respond when Nell answered for her.

“You’re right, Becky.” Nell held up a conciliatory hand. “We should vote. I vote that Kate is our leader while we figure out how to get out of this. All those in favor?”

Nell raised her hand. Every other girl on the bus did as well. Except for Becky.

“So there you go. Now Kate is officially our leader,” Nell said with a sharp edge of warning in her voice.

Becky crossed her arms and turned back toward the wall.

“Okay then…” Kate said slowly, not exactly sure how to handle this. “Um … as I see it, we have three options for survival here. One, escape. So far that seems impossible. Anyone have other thoughts on how to get the hell out of here?”

No one said anything.

“Okay, option two, we figure out some way to communicate with the outside world. Our equipment is inaccessible so what else could we use?”

“What about the radio? Could we make that send out a signal?” a girl asked, pointing to the old AM/FM transistor.

“I can hack just about anything, but that might be beyond my skills,” Nell said. “Kate?”

Kate looked at the ancient radio in the dashboard, mind whirring. “I’ve never worked with radios, but I know enough about transistors to know that it should be possible to turn the receiver into a transmitter.”

A murmur of excitement spread around the bus.

“It won’t have any range, but we could strip one of the wires to make an antenna,” Kate suggested. “That should increase the range a bit.”

“Who are we supposed to talk to?” someone asked.

“I have no idea.” Kate realized she didn’t even fully understand how such a transmitter would work. “I think we can scan the channels and we’ll just have to hope someone is out there listening.”

The bus was silent for a moment and one of the girls tentatively said, “You said there are three options for survival. What was the third one?”

“Fight,” Kate said bluntly, her nose flaring with emotion. “But I think we should try the getaway first. Fighting might just get one or all of us killed.”

Nell nodded slowly. “I agree, we should try your radio idea. All those in favor?” She raised her hand. Everyone but Becky did as well.

“All right, let’s get started. Kate, what do you need?” Nell asked, face serious.






 



WALTERS ART MUSEUM, BALTIMORE, MD


A six-car pileup backed up Highway 95. Even riding between cars on her bike, it took Sayer more than two hours to get to the museum.

After the long, tense ride, she finally parked in front of the Walters Art Museum in the Mount Vernon district of Baltimore. The main collection was housed in a massive brutalist building that took up most of the block, but Sayer was directed to the ornate white building nestled in the shadow of the main museum. She entered the front of what looked like a seventeenth-century Italian palace and nodded to the man hurrying to greet her.

“You must be Agent Altair. Chad Hastings, lead curator here at the Walters.” All clean lines and crisply pressed clothes, he extended his pale hand, gentle cologne wafting with it.

“Pleased to meet you.” Sayer shook his hand firmly. “Sorry I’m late. The ice is causing all kinds of problems out there.”

“Of course, of course.” The curator ushered Sayer forward through the marble entry and into a side door. “Please, let’s talk in my office. I’ve asked Alphonse to join us there. I assume you’ll want to interview him as well.”

“That’s the researcher who was here when the break-in occurred?”

“That’s right.” He gestured for her to sit in the deep leather chair opposite his desk. The office was cluttered with hundreds of objects, from antique globes to a silver elephant. “Alphonse is still rather … shaken,” Chad said with the sotto voce of a stage aside.

The door opened and a lanky, dark-skinned man in a paint-stained denim shirt and baggy jeans strode into the room. He snorted loudly. “I’m not shaken, Chad. I’m pissed,” he said with a thick Baltimore accent. “Name’s Alphonse Valentine, but you can call me Al.” He winked at Sayer and plopped in the other chair. With salt-and-pepper hair and a deeply lined face, Al wore his fiftysomething years comfortably.

“Pardon Alphonse, he can be … somewhat … brusque,” Chad stumbled over his words.

“I think you mean that Dr. Valentine can be somewhat brusque.” He shook his head with exaggerated disapproval, then looked at Sayer. “So what do you want to know about the bastard that killed Joey?”

“Joey was the guard?”

“Joey Lavonne. Total puppy dog. Listen, hon, I have no clue why that guy ever became a security guard. Softhearted, you know what I mean? Good guy, but too sweet for his own damn good.”

Sayer realized that the gruff man was fighting tears.

“I’d like to start at the beginning. What were you doing before the man broke in?”

“I’ve been working on a new project cataloging and analyzing some funerary artifacts.” Al absentmindedly ran his fingers over a faded tattoo on his forearm as he spoke. “The bastard must’ve broken in one of the side doors. They’re locked, but I’ve been telling Chad and the museum board that their security sucks. They have millions of dollars worth of shit here, thousands of square feet to cover, and they have two guards on duty overnight?”

The head curator pressed his lips together with disapproval, though Sayer couldn’t tell if it was from the criticism or Al’s use of a curse word.

“Two guards? Where was the second guard?” Sayer asked.

“See, that’s the ridiculous part, hon. He was in the other building. He didn’t even know something was wrong over here until I managed to get to a phone and call 911. Fella was over there sitting on his thumbs.”

“So you were where? Do you have an office?”

Al snorted. “I have a station in the lab. Mostly a table and a drawer.”

“So you were at your station?” Sayer prompted.

“Yeah. I didn’t hear anything until Joey came in all crazy-eyed, guy behind him had a gun to his head.”

“What did the guy look like?”

“Average joe. White. Shaggy brown hair. Late thirties maybe, strong as hell but in terrible shape.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, he wasn’t one of those overmuscled buff types, but he was wired tight, you know what I mean? Thick enough arms. Big shoulders. Tight. But he looked like he’d been ridden hard and hung up wet. Ragged, greasy hair, sickly eyes. Smelled like shit. And I mean literal shit.”

“Was he alone?” Sayer asked.

“Definitely. He didn’t seem like the partner type,” Al said.

“Okay. So, he came in with Joey at gunpoint.”

“He makes me zip tie Joey’s wrists behind his back…” Al looked away for a minute and cleared his throat. “Bastard tells me he’ll shoot Joey if I don’t tie him up. So I put them on, but real loose, you know? I figured he could get out if need be. Fuckin’ stupid idea.” He wrinkled his nose in an effort not to get emotional. “Then the bastard pulls out this list of artifacts. Like a fuckin’ grocery list.”

“Did you see the list?” Sayer asked.

“Yeah. It was hand-written. Nothing unusual about it other than, you know, it was a list of all the shit he wanted to steal. Took it with him when he left.”

“Then what happened?”

“Then the fucker stood over Joey and told me to bring storage crates and everything on the list to him. Guy’s a real Chatty Cathy while I’m rushing around to get everything together.”

“What kind of stuff did he say?”

“All kinds of cuckoo shit, hon. Hearing voices, the works. But the guy was knowledgeable as hell about ancient Egypt. I mean, I was born and raised here in Baltimore, but my mom’s side of the family is Egyptian. I did grad school in Cairo and this guy rambled on about shit that not many people would know about. But it was like he was talking to someone who wasn’t there.”

“You think he was hearing voices?” Sayer asked, stomach clenching. Psychopathic serial killers were dangerous because they were rational, calculating. Psychotic killers were an entirely different can of worms. If this unsub was suffering from some kind of psychotic delusion, he would be far less predictable and, as a result, far more difficult to catch.

“For sure,” Al said. “He was a real talker, but he wasn’t talking to me. Pretty sure he was talking to the gods. You know, the sun god Re, that kind of thing.”

“And he was talking about ancient Egyptian stuff?” Sayer asked.

“Exactly. Things like his heart was being weighed right now, which is how the dead were judged by the gods. He talked about how he was hollow. He called out to Re a bunch. It was pretty jumbled.”

“Did he seem totally out of touch with reality?” Sayer asked.

“That’s the thing. Even though he’s having this ongoing conversation with someone who wasn’t there, he seemed almost apologetic to me. And completely focused and determined. So only a little around the bend if that makes sense.”

Sayer nodded slowly. “All right, so he’s talking to himself while you’re gathering the artifacts he wanted…”

“Yep. Took me over an hour to find it all in the storage rooms here. Then, get this, he makes me wrap everything and put it in the crates. Like he’s shipping it home to mama or something.”

“This was all back in your workspace?” Sayer asked.

“Yeah. And I was almost done when fuckin’ Joey…” Al took a deep breath. “Like I said, hon, I left his ties loose so he could get out. The damn fool decided to try and take the guy down. I mean, I love ancient art more than just about anyone on God’s green earth, but there ain’t nothing worth a man’s life. Idiot should’ve just let the bastard steal the artifacts. But no, Joey tries to be a hero and got himself shot.”

“What exactly happened?”

“Guy was pretty smart, kept his attention on Joey. But at the end, I was almost done and he was itching to get out of there, so he turned his back on Joey. Damn fool tried to sneak up behind him. I guess Joey thought he could catch him off guard, subdue him or something. But I’ll tell you, that guy was like a snake. You know how snakes can surprise you, jumping off in any direction. He must’ve heard Joey coming up behind him and he just struck like a cobra. I didn’t even see him turn around, but he knocked Joey ass over tits with a single punch then…” Al paused for a moment. “Then he just shot him right in the gut. Didn’t even blink.” His cheeks flushed with anger. “And there I was, mouth hanging open like a fish. I didn’t even move. Guy walked right over, put the gun to my head, and told me to put ties on myself. I did and then he pulled them tight as hell, using another tie to secure me to one of the desks.”

“Alphonse dragged a huge wood desk all the way to the phone and called 911,” Chad added.

“Joey was bleeding out,” Al said softly. “Poor bastard took a while to die. And I couldn’t even comfort him while he passed.”

“I’m sure he knew you were there with him. After he tied you up, what did he do?” Sayer tried to redirect him.

“He loaded the crates on a dolly and just strolled out, casual as could be. Like Chad-o said, I dragged the desk over to the phone and called 911. That took me maybe, I don’t know, fifteen minutes or so. Fuckin’ thing was heavy as hell.”

Sayer looked down at the file Ezra had forwarded to her. “The 911 call came in at 10:44 P.M. So he probably left here around ten thirty?”

“Sure, sounds right.” Al’s expression settled into a cantankerous frown. “That’s the whole story. Joey died before help got here. The bastard disappeared with a few dozen artifacts.”

Sayer looked at the list of artifacts stolen: nine baboons, a bunch of block sculptures, three falcon figurines, a heart scarab, and an obsidian ritual wand.

“Do you have any sense of why he chose those specific artifacts?”

“You know, I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about that exact question and I haven’t come up with any answers. I mean, they’re all funerary objects from ancient Egypt. But some of them are grave goods, the type of thing you would place in a royal tomb. Other things are objects used to prepare bodies for burial.”

“Alphonse, for all his unusual … um … for his”—Chad gestured to the scowling man—“he really is one of the world’s foremost experts on ancient Egyptian material culture. If he can’t figure it out, no one can.”

Al looked at Chad with surprise. “I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

Chad shrugged, looking almost sheepish.

“Al, would you be willing to consult with us on this case?” Sayer asked.

The man laughed, literally slapping his knee. “I’ll be damned, FBI consultant. Mama won’t believe it.” He chuckled once more but then his face lost all its amusement. “Of course I’ll help. I’ll do anything to nail the asshole that shot Joey. Though I’ll admit, I didn’t expect the FBI to investigate his murder.”

“I’m actually here because Joey’s murder has been linked to another ongoing investigation. We located some of your stolen artifacts in association with a kidnapping and murder. There’re two things I need your help with. First, I’ve got a sketch artist on her way here. Would you be willing to work with her on a drawing?”

“Yeah, of course. What else you need, hon?”

“I’d also like for you to take a look at what we found at the recent crime scene. A number of artifacts stolen from here were posed with a body and I’m hoping you can help us understand the symbolism he’s referencing.”

Al narrowed his eyes at Sayer. “Wait a minute. Are you talking about those missing girls all taken on a bus? I saw on the news that one of them was found dead.”

“That’s right, though I ask you both to keep any connection to these missing artifacts confidential as the investigation unfolds. We need to carefully control what kinds of information get to the media.” Sayer gave them a stern look.

“Of course.” Chad nodded solemnly.

“You think the guy who shot Joey took those girls and killed all those boys?” Al’s expression darkened.

“That’s the current interpretation. Would you be willing to look at what we have?”

Al nodded with a feral sheen in his eyes. “Damn skippy I will.”

“Great,” Sayer said, not feeling entirely sure about Al’s personal connection to the case. She could call in the director of anthropology at the Smithsonian instead. Sayer assessed Al who returned her gaze, calm and steady.

With a nod of approval, Sayer pulled out the file of photos and handed them over. “Let me reiterate that everything here cannot be shared with anyone. That’s including your partners, friends, family. No one.”

Chad and Al both nodded.

Al flipped open the photos of Rowena’s body and let out a short grunt of disgust. “This one of the girls?”

“It is.” Sayer didn’t elaborate. “As you can see, she was found with all nine baboons stolen from here, plus she was holding a modern axe. Does that mean anything to you?”

Al ran a light finger over the photo of the girl surrounded by the baboon sculptures. “Baboons were considered sacred in ancient Egypt…”

When he didn’t elaborate, Sayer pulled out her phone and cued up the audio of Officer Graham being shot. “I’d also love for you to listen to this. It’s a sort of song that we recorded the killer singing.” She forwarded beyond Graham’s death howl to the chanting song at the end.

Al tilted his head, listening intently to the monotone chant.

“The tape is too garbled for our analysts to get much from it, but I thought maybe you would recognize something?”

Al frowned. “Well, I can tell you it’s in Coptic.”

“As in the ancient Egyptian language? How many people can even speak Coptic?” Sayer asked.

“Actually, it’s still the primary liturgical language of the Orthodox and Coptic Catholic Church, so it’s not that uncommon. But yes, Coptic is considered the final stage of the ancient Egyptian language. Can you play it again?”

Al closed his eyes as they listened a second time. Afterward, he asked for a paper and pen. Chad rushed to hand Al both. “One more time,” he said.

While he listened he scrawled something on the paper. “Super interesting. I’m filling in a few blanks so this might not be totally accurate, but here’s what I think he said.” Al read off the paper, “‘I face the Unified Darkness. I know what is done, the transfigurations for Re, the secret Ba-souls. I know their secret names. I know the gates and the ways upon which the great god passes. I know the flourishing and the annihilated. I will not be annihilated.’”

“Is that something you recognize?” Sayer asked.

“Parts of it. Re is referring to the sun god, sometimes also called Ra. Ba-souls, well, the ancient Egyptians believed that the human soul was divided into numerous parts. The Ba was the part of your soul that could journey through time and space. That’s the part of a person’s soul that made the journey into the afterlife. Secret names are really common in ancient Egypt, the idea being that, if you learned someone’s secret name, you could control them. A lot of the phraseology here is very common in Egyptian spells.”

“Spells?”

“Priests in ancient Egypt were basically seen as magicians, a kind of knowledge keepers. They conducted chants to do things like help to ensure the safety of the recently dead as they entered the afterlife. But, to be honest, there are literally thousands of known spells. I can’t place this one yet, but it’s ringing a gut bell.”

“A gut bell,” Sayer repeated.

“You know, when you know you know what something is, but you can’t place it exactly. My gut’s tingling like a jingle bell. I just need to let it play its annoying little tune and I’ll figure it out.”

“Great. Back to the victim, she was placed on a star map at the foot of the Einstein Memorial,” Sayer continued.

Al nodded, slowly leafing through the rest of the photographs. “This writing in her blood?” He held up the image of the writing on the granite bench.

“We believe it’s the killer’s blood,” Sayer said.

“Makes sense if the dude thinks of himself as a priest or something. ‘As above, so below.’” Al looked up at the ceiling, thinking.

“You know what that might mean?”

“Sure, sure. It’s usually attributed to some hermetic philosopher”—he waved his hand dismissively—“but those texts were often based on much older Egyptian texts. A lot of the early hermetic books were written as dialogues between teacher and pupil. Most people think that form of philosophical treatise originated with the ancient Greeks, but some demotic papyri of late Egypt are written in exactly the same format.”

Sayer watched Al switch from his thick Baltimore accent into full professor mode.

“Which is why a lot of scholars think that concepts like ‘as above, so below’ originated in ancient Egypt,” Al continued. “Certainly the concept was prevalent in much of their art and architecture. You know, light and shadow, the unknowable cycles of the universe, the power of resurrection after death, and the earthy manifestation of the cosmos. That kind of thing.”

“What do you think it might mean in this context?” Sayer asked.

Al thought a long moment. “You said she was found on a star map?”

“That’s right.”

“Well, the saying is really just about correspondence between the heavens and earth. So I guess it would imply that there is some symbolic aspect of her placement that has ties to something larger. Ancient Egyptians had a much more interconnected view of the cosmos than we do. They believed that all things are connected and that the movements of the heavens can have a direct influence on our day-to-day lives. If this asshole is tapping into ancient Egyptian cosmogony, well he’s probably also convinced that whatever he’s doing now can alter the universe. I’ll see if I can figure out how this ties together and what this might mean exactly.”

Sayer nodded with understanding. “After you finish up with the sketch artist, are you willing to come down to Quantico? With the theft of so many artifacts and their prominent placement at the murder scene, plus the inclusion of Coptic, I suspect we’re going to need an expert in the room.”

Her next comment was interrupted by a text from Ezra.

Witness spotted bus in Lorton, VA, not far from the abduction site. Seen heading into a warehouse district that is a dead end. Might have the bus trapped! Scrambling response team there now.

Sayer’s heart kicked into high gear. The bus might be trapped. This could be it!

“You’ve got a bead on him,” Al said, reading the hunter’s gleam in Sayer’s eyes.

“Maybe.” Sayer stood up, frantically typing everything she’d just learned from Al so Ezra could follow up. “The sketch artist will be here soon. Once you finish up, I’d appreciate if you could head down to Quantico ASAP.”

“I’ll be there, hon. Now you go catch the bastard. I’m ready to punch him in the nards when you do,” Al snarled.

Sayer tapped the gun at her hip as she hurried to her motorcycle. Just like Al, she was ready to meet this man face-to-face.






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


While Kate worked on building a transmitter, two other girls tore strips of gauze to hang in the engine block to gather moisture. They were all getting thirsty and, between the sand and cold weather, the air would produce enough moisture to wring water from the fabric into their mouths.

Nell sat rigid at the front of the bus on lookout duty. She stared out across the sandy floor into the darkness.

The rest of the girls huddled in a circle around Kate as she worked under the dim flashlight. Her fingers hurt from twisting the wires on the ancient radio. She was rushing to finish before Walter returned and her fingers trembled with the effort.

“Okay.” Kate rolled her shoulders, trying to release the knots building up along her neck. Her body crackled with tension. She tried not to imagine what had happened to Rowena after he dragged her away, but horrific images kept surfacing. She forced herself to focus on the transmitter.

“Once I’m done here, we’ll connect the batteries from the flashlight here onto the circuit board.” She pointed to the wires sticking out to the left. “That should be enough power to start transmitting. I have the RF oscillator from the old radio receiver here.” She frowned at the ridiculous Frankenstein circuit she was building.

What she really needed was a soldering iron, but instead she simply had the parts of her homemade transmitter stuck together with Band-Aids and hope.

“Won’t we need a microphone?” one of the girls asked.

Kate pointed to the old mic at the front of the bus. “Yeah, can someone disassemble this one? I think I can hook it up here.” She gestured at the circuit. “To be honest, the thing we’re really missing is the preamplifier of this circuit so I’m just not sure how well this will work.”

“You’ve got this,” Nell said with confidence.

A few other girls nodded in agreement.

“Thanks,” Kate said. She tried to feel even remotely confident that this would work but she knew perfectly well that, while the signal from her little transmitter would pass easily through glass, wood, and brick, it wouldn’t pass through metal. Which meant that there was very little chance the signal could escape the damn bus they were trapped on.

After twisting off the last wire on the transmitter, she took the old-fashioned microphone from the other girl to see what was inside.

It looked like it would be easy to connect. Maybe this would work after all.

“While I work on the mic, can someone strip some more wire to use as an antenna? A few feet should work.” Kate tried to sound as confident as Nell did. “Once we’ve got everything hooked up, we can get the batteries in place and test this baby out.”

“How will we know if it’s working?” one of the girls asked.

Kate pressed her lips together, focused on the thin mic wire. “We won’t,” she said, perhaps more bluntly than she should have.

“What if no one hears us?” another girl said softly.

“Then we try something else,” Nell said with a finality that shut down further comment.

Ignoring her ice-cold fingertips and the ball of dread building in her gut, Kate did what she always did when she was afraid. She focused on what was in front of her.

If they could just get word out to someone, this nightmare could be over soon.

Kate was almost ready to move on to the mic when Nell hissed sharply to get her attention. She let out a small gasp at the sight of Walter shambling across the sandy floor toward the bus.






 



ROAD TO FIELD COMMAND CENTER, LORTON, VA


Sayer flew toward Lorton on her Silver Hawk.

She called the SWAT commander on the way. “What’ve we got?”

“Witness who works as a night security guard at Davison Army Airfield across the street saw the bus turn off Telegraph Road into a warehouse park yesterday evening,” he said.

“He saw the bus last night?”

“Yeah, didn’t think anything of it at the time, until he saw the news this morning and recognized the sign on the side of the bus.”

Sayer’s grip tightened on the handlebars. “So, the bus turned into the warehouse park?” she asked, encouraging him to continue.

“And the witness was on duty across the street all night. He was sitting right at the exit to the warehouse park and he never saw the bus come back out.”

“And there’s no other exit?”

“Nope.”

Sayer tried to rein in her excitement. “So we could really have him trapped.”

“Trapped like a mouse in a … well, a mousetrap.” The SWAT leader laughed.

“What’s the warehouse park look like?”

“The park’s about a square mile. One small street runs straight back with eight little side roads, four off either side. There’s thirty-four buildings total, most of them warehouses, though a few industrial offices as well.”

“So what’s the plan?” Sayer asked. “He’s got eleven hostages. We don’t want to spook him.”

“We’re thinking of going in quiet,” the SWAT leader said. “Send in three of my guys wearing electric company vests and have them check meters. That way they can work their way around the place, clear one building at a time, without triggering any alarms.”

Sayer breathed deeply as she drove, forcing herself to focus on the challenge ahead. This could already be the end of the whole nightmare, but this was also the most dangerous moment. If the kidnapper or kidnappers realized they were cornered, they wouldn’t hesitate to hurt those girls.

“Slow and steady sounds right to me. Do we have an infrared helicopter up?” Sayer asked, leaning her bike around a slow-moving car puttering along in the left lane. “If those girls are all together, surely we could spot them.”

“We’ve got a drone, not a helicopter. Quiet, small, much less likely to be noticed. Nothing so far, but some of those warehouses are insulated for refrigeration so it’s possible we won’t get anything.”

“What else?” Sayer barked.

“I’ve got my entire team and a hostage negotiation team ready to go if they so much as hear a mouse piss on cotton.”

“Great. I’ll be there soon.”

The SWAT commander grunted acknowledgment. “I’ll keep you up-to-date.” And with that, he hung up.

Sayer spent the rest of the drive breathing slowly, focusing on the task ahead. There might be split-second decisions to be made, and she needed to be clearheaded and ready to work with the SWAT commander to make them.






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


Murmurs of fear spread around the bus at the sight of their captor heading across the sandy floor.

“Everyone back to their seats!” Kate whispered as she frantically tucked wires back into the hole in the dashboard. Her fingers trembled as she tried to fit the radio back into the narrow slot.

She missed the first time and her eyes watered with fear when she missed again. But, as Walter began to slide the bar from the door, Kate managed to shove it into place. It wasn’t perfectly flush, but it wouldn’t be noticeable unless he was really looking.

Breath shallow, heart pounding, she slid into the seat next to Nell.

The two girls gripped each other’s hands tightly, eyes downcast.

Walter stepped onto the bus, bringing a wave of putrid air with him. His glazed eyes roved along the bus, calculating. His clothes and face were smeared with dirt.

Kate’s stomach lurched and she was terrified that she was going to vomit. When he took Rowena, they hadn’t known what to expect, but now they knew he was looking for his next victim. She closed her eyes and breathed through her mouth, hoping to block the smell.

He muttered under his breath as he began to walk down the aisle. His eyes were wet with a feverish sheen as he scanned the girls’ faces.

Kate glanced up as he passed and her stomach lurched again.

Nell squeezed her hand.

“Hey,” a girl’s voice called from the back of the bus.

Kate recognized Becky’s voice. She risked a look back over her shoulder at the man who was standing frozen in the aisle, attention riveted on Becky.

“Hey, some of the girls are trying to make a transmitter to escape. I wanted to tell you. I can help you…”

Kate wanted to scream. What the hell was Becky doing? Did she think this was how she would save herself?

Becky stood up.

All the girls turned to watch what would happen next.

Becky’s voice quivered slightly, but she thrust her chin forward and continued, “Go ahead, look at the radio. They’re turning it into a transmitter. They plan to call for help.”

For a long moment, no one moved. Then the man made his way slowly down the aisle until he was standing right next to Becky. He seemed slightly confused for a moment, face slack, but then a smile widened his face into a skeletal mask. He tilted his head slightly. “There you are.”

Still smiling his freakish grin, he reached for Becky’s slender arm.

“What? I’m helping you!” she shrieked at him. “You need my help!”

Walter seemed completely unfazed by her shouting as he lifted her by an arm as if she were a toddler.

Becky bucked and writhed in his iron grip. “No! No! No!” she screeched.

Despite his skeletal appearance, Walter was clearly incredibly strong.

The girls watched with horror, some silently, some sobbing, as he dragged Becky forward along the aisle. She clawed at him, her nails raising rivulets of blood along his wrist that he didn’t even seem to notice.

Walter paused at the front of the bus and leaned forward to inspect the radio.

Kate held her breath. They were so close to getting an SOS out. How could Becky do this to them?

Walter’s kick was so fast it sounded like a mousetrap snapping shut.

His foot connected with the plastic radio, shattering it. With his free hand, he pulled out the broken radio, reached into the dash, and yanked out a handful of wires and the circuit board held together with Band-Aids. Without changing his expression, he dropped it all to the ground. As he nonchalantly dragged Becky toward the door, he stepped directly onto the board.

The sound of cracking plastic forced a sob from Kate’s chest. It had been a long shot, but she’d thought it just might work.

Walter stepped off the bus and slid the heavy metal bar back in front of the folding door with a heavy thunk. He strode away with Becky, still screaming across the sandy ground.

They disappeared into the distance.

Becky’s screams echoed around the massive brick chamber for a moment after they were gone.

On the bus, some of the girls let out anguished cries of horror while the rest stared wide-eyed at one another.

All Kate could think was that Walter hadn’t cared how much noise Becky had made.

He knew there was no one nearby to hear them scream.






 



FIELD COMMAND CENTER, LORTON, VA


In the weak afternoon light, Sayer finally pulled up next to the FBI mobile command center and shook off the chill from the ride. The large van was parked in an alley set way back from Telegraph Road. Inside the command center, four SWAT guys huddled over the small table. The air in the van was pleasantly warm, but also carried the musky scent of too many people crammed into a small space.

Sayer nodded to the SWAT lead who sat at the head of the table.

“Ah, our fearless case lead.” He began to stand up to offer Sayer his seat, but she waved him down.

“Anything?” she asked, happy to lean on the end of the table where she could bounce on her feet.

“We sent in three guys in electric company vests about an hour ago.” He gestured to the three small screens displaying jerky footage. “They’ve got camera and com support so we’ll know the second they find the girls. No joy yet.”

The casual pace of the three disguised SWAT agents felt too slow. Sayer pulled out her worry beads to rein in her driving need to do something. “You sure we can’t send in more guys?” She couldn’t quell the fear that the unsub was slaughtering the girls while they took their time searching the area.

The SWAT leader looked directly at Sayer with calm blue eyes. “The most dangerous thing we can do is spook this guy. We want to find him without setting off his alarm. Unless we have good reason to believe he’s hurting those girls as we speak, best thing to do now is to move slow and steady. I hear that’s not exactly your strong suit.”

Sayer gave him a rueful smile.

“Why don’t you keep an eye on the screens? I’ve got audio feed live.” He tapped his earpiece. “While you come out of your skin in here, I’m going to check in with the guys outside. Make sure they’re on the ready.” He gave her a genuine smile, then headed off. The other three SWAT guys followed with a spring in their step.

Sayer wished she had their inner calm. This was exactly the kind of situation SWAT trained for every day and they were in peak mode, fierce and focused.

Unsure exactly what to do with herself, Sayer was relieved when her phone rang.

“Agent Altair,” she barked.

“This is Al Valentine from the Walters.” Al’s voice sounded excited. “You already catch him?”

“Not yet. You have something?” Sayer pressed.

“Maybe, but it’s kind of obscure so I want to make sure. I need to swing by my home library to check something out, then I’ll head down to Quantico afterward. The sketch artist just left and said she was sending you the results.”

“All right.” Sayer looked down at an incoming email from the FBI sketch artist. A wild nest of shaggy hair framed sunken eyes and hollow cheeks above a broad, rounded chin. “I’m looking at the sketch now. You feel like this is close enough to release to the public?”

“I do,” Al said confidently. “That’s the bastard.”

The artist even managed to capture a maniacal twist to the unsub’s smile.

“Great. Then I’ll release this to the media and see you soon.”

As Sayer hung up, Ezra popped up on one of the screens at the front of the van.

“No news?” he asked.

“Nothing. The SWAT guys are out clearing the buildings, but no sign of the bus or the girls yet. But we got the sketch of our unsub from Al. I’m sending it to the PR guy now. Have him put it on blast to the media and get a dedicated group of agents on a tip line. As for here, all we can do is hang back and wait.”

“Your favorite pastime.” Ezra grinned at Sayer from the screen.

“So people keep saying,” she grumbled.

“I’m scanning through building records looking at owners and renters just to make sure there’s no red flags there,” Ezra said. “And I’ve pulled the video feed from a traffic cam pointed at the entrance so we can make sure the bus didn’t leave while our witness wasn’t watching.”

Sayer thanked Ezra and hung up thinking about how ballsy it was for him to drive up here with a bus full of kidnapped kids without even taking the banner off the side of the bus. This unsub was too bold. Too fearless. He wouldn’t hesitate to do something drastic if he felt cornered.

With that thought souring her stomach, she watched the three live video feeds on the wall of monitors. She could hear the SWAT agents breathing as they calmly strolled among the warehouses, studiously checking electric meters as they went.






 



TELEGRAPH ROAD, LORTON, VA


After watching the painstakingly slow progress of the undercover agents for almost twenty minutes, Sayer couldn’t sit in the mobile command center any longer. She put in one of the earbuds and headed out toward Telegraph. If there was an emergency, SWAT would be making all the tactical decisions, so she didn’t really need to just be sitting around staring at video screens waiting for something to happen.

Plus, she needed to stretch her legs and figure out what was bothering her. Because something about this entire operation felt wrong. Too convenient.

Sayer casually strolled by the warehouse park entrance, making her way toward the army air base where the witness had been on guard duty.

As she approached the turnoff to the airfield, she muttered to herself, “What the hell?”

The narrow road toward the airfield bent around a wide curve.

She followed the curve all the way to the guard shack and looked back toward the warehouses. A series of low airplane hangars made it impossible to see the entrance to the warehouse park.

There was no way the witness could have seen the bus from here. For some reason, the witness lied.






 



FBI COMMAND CENTER, QUANTICO, VA


Sayer paced at the front of the small command center, staring out at a wall of grim faces. It was already late afternoon and she still hadn’t eaten any lunch. Her empty stomach turned in on itself, burning with frustration thinking about the magnitude of the mistake they’d just made. That she’d just made.

“He couldn’t have seen the bus turn into the warehouse park from the guard shack and there’s no way he had an eye on the entrance all night. The SWAT guys are finishing their sweep just to be sure, but I don’t expect there to be any sign of the bus or the missing girls. Ezra, did you look through the traffic camera footage at the entrance?”

“Yeah.” Ezra pulled up traffic footage on the large screen and let it play. “Luckily there’s a camera pointed right at the entrance intersection. I watched the whole thing three times to make sure and there was never any bus.”

Sayer stopped pacing to stare at the grainy black-and-white video. “Which means that our witness went to the trouble to arrange an elaborate sighting in a dead-end warehouse park where we spent the last few hours focusing all of our resources.” Her voice rose.

The room filled with the sound of shuffling papers and downcast eyes.

“Now we need to figure out who and why. What can you tell me about our witness? Who interviewed him?” Sayer demanded.

A young field agent raised his hand and half stood up. “I, uh, I’m Agent Rist, ma’am. I was first on scene so I did the interview.”

“And? Where is the witness now?”

“We, uh … released him after he gave his statement. I followed protocol for taking witness statements—two forms of ID, full written and signed statement. But we just checked his home address. It’s occupied by someone who has never heard of the witness. It appears that the IDs he gave me might’ve been fake. I mean, they scanned as real.”

“Might’ve been?” Sayer forced herself not to shout. This was a total disaster. Wasting so much time in the middle of a massive kidnapping could mean the death of one or more of those girls. “Did you follow post-interview protocol and fact-check the statement before passing it up the chain?”

“No, ma’am.” Agent Rist stared down at his hands. “I figured that we were in such a hurry with all those kids missing, so I passed it along. I meant to do the follow-up right after I reported the tip, but then everything happened so fast with SWAT and…”

“There’s a reason we fact-check tips before acting on them, Agent Rist.” Sayer’s voice fell into a snarl. “We wasted almost two hours in the middle of a major investigation because of your oversight.”

“I know, ma’am. I’m so sorry.”

“Sorry won’t help those girls. Next time follow protocol.” Sayer gave him one more hard stare before looking back over at Ezra. “Put up the copies of these fake IDs.”

Ezra pulled up two scanned photos—a driver’s license and a military ID badge—that showed a smiling man with sandy blond hair and an imminently forgettable face. “Jonathan Lafferty claimed to be army, working security at the airfield just across Telegraph from the warehouse park. To be fair to Agent Rist, he swiped the driver’s license and it came back as legit. But, after you realized that he had to be lying, one of our analysts tried to follow up and discovered that there is no Jonathan Lafferty working at that army facility. And the DMV has no record of this man. It looks like he’s a total fabrication.”

“Yet again, something we should’ve confirmed before acting on his intel. So who the hell is he?” Sayer stared up at the kind of man you would walk by a thousand times and never notice.

Ezra shook his head. “We don’t know. We’re running everything we have. I’ve got his face in facial recognition. I’ve got all the background information he provided running through possible aliases. I even pulled his prints off his signed statement. Nothing.”

“Did he seem stressed out? Confused? Nervous? You notice anything unusual about him?” Sayer looked at the young agent who was hunched over the table, his face down.

“Uh.” Agent Rist stood back up. “No, he seemed somewhat excited to be part of catching the kidnappers. He definitely had that military air about him.”

“So, what I’m hearing right now is that this man reported a fake sighting. Then stayed to be interviewed by an FBI agent to whom he gave multiple expertly forged IDs. And it now looks like the whole thing was staged and that the real bus was never anywhere near that goddammed warehouse park?” Sayer’s voice shook with anger. “I want to know why. Is this guy one of the kidnappers? Were they trying to throw us off? Or is this some kind of hoax? These kind of high-profile cases do bring idiots out of the woodwork.”

Underneath her anger, Sayer’s chest thrummed with anguish. She was in charge and, even though there was no way she could’ve known that basic protocol hadn’t been followed and that the agent had neglected to fact-check the statement, she bore ultimate responsibility for this case. This mistake was on her shoulders and anything that happened to the girls from here on out would be her fault for not seeing through this sooner.

Feeling positively sick, she looked out at the task force and saw a roomful of people desperate to do whatever it would take to find the girls. Their focus renewed her hope that it wasn’t too late.

“All right. This entire charade knocked us for a loop, but we’re back on course. Now we figure out what the hell just happened and pick back up where we left off. We’ve got Al Valentine’s sketch of the unsub circulating everywhere, but no hits yet. In fact, Dr. Valentine had a lot of useful information for us. For example, we’ve got a tentative translation of the chant from the tape.”

Ezra put up the text of the chant and read it out loud.

After Ezra finished, Sayer said, “Obviously there’s a theme here. Dr. Valentine is trying to track down the exact origin of this chant but let’s get our teams on it as well. And, based on his expertise, I think there’s a good chance our unsub is an Egyptian scholar or a very serious amateur. Let’s look for someone who fits the description of our unsub with this kind of background. Are any Egyptologists missing? Any clubs or local hobbyists whom we can send the sketch? And let’s include that tidbit for the media as they publicize the sketch of our guy.”

“On it,” Ezra said.

“The other important thing we learned from Dr. Valentine is that our unsub is not only highly knowledgeable about ancient Egypt, he is also very likely delusional. As in hearing voices, possibly experiencing a psychotic episode. So, sort of good news, bad news.”

“Good news, bad news?” one of the agents asked.

“The bad news is that makes our unsub less predictable.” Sayer began to pace. “We often use patterns of behavior to track serial killers, so it can be much more difficult to catch erratic killers. And don’t imagine that erratic means any less dangerous. Even people in the midst of a severe psychotic episode can be rational and calculating. The key to finding this guy will be figuring out the exact nature of his delusion. The good news is that people that sick don’t tend to fly under the radar for long. I want a team looking at mental institutions, psychiatrists, hospitals, jails. Find out if anyone has encountered someone ranting about ancient Egypt.”

Sayer looked around the room and continued, “The boy that survived, Declan Iverson, is out of surgery and I’ve sent our new victim’s advocacy team to speak with him. Hopefully Tino and Vesper can gather something useful there.” She had great faith that if Declan knew anything her neighbor would find out.

Trying to sound optimistic, Sayer reviewed everything else they had with the task force—Egyptian artifacts, boys shot, missing girls, the murder of Rowena. Unless Declan or Al had something new, or they managed to track the bus somehow, they were all out of leads. She ended up circling back again and again to the same horrifying conclusion.

The girls were gone.






 



FAIRFAX HOSPITAL, FALLS CHURCH, VA


Tino de la Vega stood in the hospital room doorway watching Declan Iverson and his mother as they hunched together. The boy sat up in the hospital bed, still groggy from surgery. The faint peach fuzz on his face was the only indication of his almost eighteen years. Otherwise, between his round cheeks and narrow shoulders, he could’ve been twelve years old.

The boy’s mother held his hand too tightly. Her face was twisted into a frozen mask as she held back tears.

After months of training and certifications, this was Tino’s first official assignment as a victim’s advocate for the FBI and he didn’t want to make a mistake with such fragile people.

“You ready?” Tino whispered to Vesper, who looked up at him with a wide canine smile. The dog wagged his tail as Tino straightened Vesper’s therapy dog vest.

They entered the room together.

“Hello, Ms. Iverson. Declan. My name’s Tino de la Vega and this is Vesper. The FBI sent us to see if we can be of any help.”

“You’re from the FBI?” Ms. Iverson asked, suspicious eyes glancing toward the door where she knew there was an agent stationed just outside.

Tino smiled warmly, knowing that he definitely didn’t look like he worked for the FBI. “Vesper here is a therapy dog, which means he’s mostly just here to pet and cuddle if Declan would like. And I’m here to act as Declan’s advocate and to help him talk about what he saw, if that’s something he’s up for.”

Ms. Iverson looked to her son for direction. He nodded.

“That would be great. I didn’t know they let dogs in hospitals…” Ms. Iverson trailed off, watching her son closely.

The boy’s face was pale, but he held out his hand toward Vesper. Vesper eagerly approached and licked his fingers.

“He can get up on the bed with you if you’d like,” Tino said.

Declan patted the bed next to him. “Come on up.”

Vesper leaped up, turned twice, and settled down along Declan’s body with a chuff of contentment. He tucked his head onto Declan’s lap and a genuine smile flashed on the boy’s face for just a moment.

Ms. Iverson saw that and smiled as well. “Thank you. Are you … does that mean you can stay here with Declan for a little while?” Her mouth trembled with emotion. “I was just telling Declan that I … I have to leave soon. If I don’t show up for my shift at work, they’ll fire me. It’s just me making money and…”

“And I told Mom that’s not legal for them to fire her for needing a day off.” Declan’s mouth curled down.

Ms. Iverson let out a harsh laugh. “I know it’s not, but who’s gonna sue them for me?”

It was clearly a familiar interaction between mother and son and Tino could see the strain of it.

“I understand,” he said lightly. “I’m happy to stay as long as you’d like. Do I have your permission to interview him about what happened? Anything he can tell me might help the FBI stop whoever did this.”

Ms. Iverson looked to her son again, uncertain.

“Yeah, Mom, I want to help. You go. I’m totally fine.” He smiled again, though this one didn’t reach his eyes.

She got up and gave him a quick hug and squeezed his hand. “I should be able to get back here in five or six hours. I’ll call whenever I can.”

“I’m good, Mom. I’m in a hospital. And I’ve got company now.” He scratched Vesper, who rolled over, exposing his belly.

“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Tino said as she gathered her coat.

Ms. Iverson tried to put on a brave front, but as she hurried out her face crumpled.

After she shut the door, Declan also crumpled. The easy smile fell away with an exhausted sigh. His shoulders slumped against the hospital bed.

“You put on a good show for her. You’re a good son,” Tino said.

“She’s a good mom,” Declan said, voice thick with emotion. “Thanks for staying. I really do want to help.”

“But you’re exhausted.” Tino pulled snacks out of his bag. “Have you eaten? I’ve got fresh banana bread or chocolate chip cookies. I could also arrange for someone to bring a hamburger and fries if you’d rather.”

“I’m not hungry just yet.” Declan rested a hand on Vesper’s head. “What do you want to know?” he finally asked.

“Let’s just start at the beginning. What happened?”

“I wasn’t really paying attention at first. I was talking with Kate.”

“Kate?”

“Kate Brooks. My girlfriend. Though my mom doesn’t know about her yet. We’ve only been dating a few weeks. We were talking about college because she got into MIT, but I didn’t. But we both got into Cal Poly so we were trying to decide, you know. Should we go somewhere together.” His voice cracked and he looked away.

Tino waited out the wave of emotion. “It’s okay to be scared and upset.”

“I know, I’m just … he’s still got Kate and I ran.”

“Hey, I know the woman in charge of the investigation. She is the most badass FBI agent you’ve ever met. She won’t stop until she brings Kate home.”

“No joke?” Declan looked up, eyes hopeful.

“No joke. I once watched her single-handedly take down a serial killer.”

“That’s cool.” Declan tried to smile. “Anyway, I wasn’t paying attention when the bus pulled over. I saw police lights, so I figured we’d been pulled over for speeding or something. But then the man got on.”

“Could you give me a description? So it was just one man?”

The boy looked out the window, anguished eyes reflecting the low afternoon sun. “It was just one guy. Or I think it was a guy.”

“What do you mean?”

“He was like … I don’t even know how to say this without sounding crazy.”

“Describe whatever you’re thinking. You never know what might help.”

“He was like a real zombie.” Declan let out a short laugh at himself. “That’s all I could think of. He smelled like something rotting and … and his face was all sunken. He looked dead.” Declan looked up at Tino for reassurance.

“That’s great, Declan. I have a sketch from another witness.” Tino pulled up the sketch based on Al Valentine’s memory. “Does this look right to you?”

Declan’s whole face tightened at the image. “Yeah, I would’ve made him look a little more … monstrous, but maybe that’s just me.”

“So you said he smelled bad. That’s really important. Maybe he’s sick or hasn’t showered in a long time?”

“Yeah, he smelled really bad. Like rotting meat bad. And he moved like a zombie, all shuffling and slow. You know what I mean?”

“Shambling?”

“Exactly. He was shambling when he got on the bus. Slow. And he kept saying the same thing over and over like some creepy song.”

“He was singing?”

“Sort of, it was like a nursery rhyme, repeating over and over, but not in English.” Declan looked down at Vepser and put his other hand on the dog’s side.

“Okay, so he moved slow. Shambled onto the bus like a zombie,” Tino prompted.

“Yeah, and everyone kind of let him. I mean, I think even the bus driver thought he was a cop until he got on. And then we were all kind of freaked out. It was like, you know when everyone can tell something is wrong, but no one wants to do anything because then it makes it real?”

“Yeah, I get that.” Tino nodded encouragingly.

“So we all just sat there watching this guy shamble down the bus aisle hoping he would just get back off again. But then the chaperone, Mr. Berry, he got up and asked the guy to leave. Then the guy went from George Romero zombie to 28 Days Later zombie.”

“You’ve lost me,” Tino said gently.

“In old George Romero zombie movies, the zombies were all slow and dumb. You know, they were relentless, but you could outrun them and they couldn’t open doors. But in 28 Days Later, that’s another zombie movie, they were fast and smart, like super zombies. It was like the guy transformed. He had the gun out and shot the driver before anyone could even tell what was happening.” The words tumbled out in a torrent. “He shot the driver then made Mr. Berry gather all our stuff and zip-tie our hands behind our backs. After Mr. Berry dumped all our bags and phones and stuff off the bus, he shot Mr. Berry, too.”

Declan scrunched up his face as tears began to fall, making him look exactly like his mother had just before she left. “Sorry,” he said.

“Declan, you’ve just been through something really traumatic. You never have to apologize for having big, messy feelings about what just happened.”

“I know … it’s just. I’m here. Alive.”

“And your friends aren’t. Trust me, I know exactly how that feels.”

“Oh yeah?” Declan asked through his tears.

“Yeah, I was in Iraq during the first Gulf War.” Tino rolled up his sleeve and held out his arm. A ragged scar ran from elbow to shoulder. “The three other guys with me didn’t make it,” was all he said. That wasn’t a story to share with this boy right now. But he wanted him to know that he really did understand.

Declan looked at the scar for a long time. “Does it remind you of them?”

“Every day.”

Declan nodded with understanding. “After he shot Mr. Berry, he told all the boys to get off the bus. He lined us up and told us to get on our knees. So we did.”

Tino let him pause as long as he needed to.

“He … I thought maybe he was going to let us go because he got back on the bus for a minute. I thought about making a run for it, but he could see us and I thought … but I was wrong. He got back off and started shooting. He hit the first boy, kid I didn’t know, right in the forehead. Then he just stared down the line. I decided, if he was going to kill me anyway, I might as well try to take him down. So I rushed him. A few other guys jumped up, too.”

Declan looked out the window again as he continued talking.

“We caught him off guard enough to make him fumble the gun. But I guess he managed to shoot the others while I just ran into the woods.” Tears started to fall down Declan’s face. “I left Kate. I left all of them and I ran and hid.”

“There is nothing you could’ve done to stop him. Your hands were literally tied. If you had stayed, you would be dead, too,” Tino said firmly.

“Yeah.” Declan didn’t sound convinced. “Anyway, when I was running, he got a shot off and winged me. I ran until I found the shed and shouldered my way inside. I was able to get my hands in front of me and hunkered down. I tried to stop the bleeding. I thought he might come after me. By the time I thought it was safe, I’d lost so much blood, I couldn’t really, you know, go anywhere. So I just wrapped myself in those bags to stay warm.” His voice faded.

“You’re doing great, Declan. I think it’s probably time for you to rest. Is there anything else you want to tell me before I let you sleep?”

Declan shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

Before Tino could respond, the boy’s eyes fluttered shut and he crashed into a deep sleep of sheer exhaustion, hand still curled in Vesper’s fur.

Vesper looked up at Tino for guidance and Tino gestured for him to stay. Vesper curled his head back against the boy’s body and also fell sound asleep.

Watching Vesper and Declan, Tino let his own emotions surface.

This was finally where he belonged.

After college, he thought he knew what he wanted when he joined the army. And his facility with languages meant that the army sent him directly to language training. After learning Arabic, Pashto, and Kurdish in less than two years, he was sent to the Special Warfare Center in Fort Bragg to complete the Psychological Operations Specialist Course. And Tino had loved studying psychology. But that road eventually led to the front lines as an interrogator. After a year in Iraq, he didn’t ever want to use those skills again.

So he walked away from the army and dedicated himself to his desire to nourish and nurture. He got married to a wonderful woman. Had two kids. Learned a new skill—cooking—and then opened a restaurant that became the hottest spot in D.C. He was considered a success by any measure except happiness. Cooking was never personal enough, with him stuck back in the kitchen, but it was realizing he was gay that shook the foundations of his life and he once again fled everything except his kids.

Which was how he ended up spending his days gardening and reading in the town house he shared with Sayer. And he’d been content to while away his days, spending as much time as possible with his kids, until Vesper came into his life and, once again, shook everything up.

And now, finally, this was where he belonged. Instead of forcing people to talk, he and Vesper could help the traumatized regain their voices. Protect them. Give them a safe space.

It might’ve taken him a very long time, but he was finally becoming the real Tino. It was time for him to stop feeling like this life was just a waypoint toward something else. This was the life he wanted to grow old into. An old friend was trying to sell him a house that Tino was quite fond of. Maybe it was time to take all the money he made selling his restaurant and buy the damn house? It had room for his kids to stay with him, and a guest cottage for Sayer and Adi of course. Vesper would love the huge garden. He was tired of being cautious. No more waiting around.

The thought released a knot in his stomach that he’d been carrying around for years.

“You’re like a slightly overweight, dusty old gay butterfly emerging from the cocoon,” he muttered jokingly to himself.

“Hello?”

Tino startled at the deep voice in the doorway.

A large man in a navy blue suit stood just outside in the hall, badge in his raised hand. The seams of his blazer strained at the shoulders, barely able to span the muscly expanse. The kind of guy Tino used to call a meat shield.

“Name’s Agent Crenshaw with the FBI. I was told by the nurse that the boy’s family had left. Who’re you?”

“I’m Tino de la Vega,” Tino said cautiously as the man approached, badge still out. Though he couldn’t pinpoint why, Tino’s internal alarm rang loud and clear. One benefit of psyops training, he was very, very good at reading people. And something about Agent Crenshaw’s body language was off. Tino glanced at the door, hoping to spot the agent outside but the door was already swinging shut.

“So what has he given us so far? Anything of use?” Crenshaw expertly flipped the badge back into his pocket. The leather badge case was well-worn, but the movement felt practiced, conscious rather than habitual.

Tino’s internal alarm got louder. “No, nothing of value.”

Agent Crenshaw’s forehead furrowed slightly. “Well, that’s too bad. I’ve been sent to take the boy into protective custody. Which means that I’m going to have to ask you to leave. I’m not supposed to allow anyone in this room other than medical personnel.”

Tino knew that Sayer would never have approved of protective custody without letting him know. “Ah, see, I’m a certified therapist sent by the FBI and his parent-appointed advocate. Since he’s a minor, I need to remain with him at all times and it seems strange that the FBI didn’t let you know I’d be here.”

Agent Crenshaw tilted his head, face chagrined. “I’m really sorry, but I don’t think you understand. That’s not how things work, Mr. de la Vega.”

The false sympathy coupled with the slight tightness at the corner of his eyes was all Tino needed to confirm that this man wasn’t what he claimed. Perhaps he was something relatively innocuous like a reporter, or perhaps he was working with the killer, here to finish Declan off before he could tell anyone what he saw.

Tino slowly stood up, placing himself between Declan and the man claiming to be Agent Crenshaw. “I have a very good understanding of how things work. Why don’t I call the lead investigator on the case and get this cleared up?”

Crenshaw didn’t answer.

The two men faced each other, electricity crackling between them.

Vesper lifted his head, sensing the rising tension.

Crenshaw’s jaw jutted forward with anger, but his eyes darted back and forth between Tino and Vesper. Crenshaw hadn’t expected to encounter an old army guy and a three-legged dog and he clearly wasn’t entirely sure what to do next.

“Why don’t you have a seat while I call Agent Altair?” Tino said casually. “I’m sure we can figure out where the miscommunication happened.”

The man took half a step back. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have time to wait. I’ll come back.”

He turned to go, but Tino stepped around him to block the exit. If this man was working with the killer, he couldn’t let him walk away.

Crenshaw didn’t telegraph the attack at all.

Tino only had time to turn his face away from the punch that slammed into the side of his cheek. His head snapped sideways, his vision exploding with a light show that temporarily blinded him. But his old training kicked in and he swung back with a low jab to the solar plexus.

Crenshaw huffed out a sharp breath and Tino followed up with an upper cut.

But Crenshaw was ready. He danced back, avoiding the hit and jabbed out, landing a hard punch on Tino’s nose.

Tino staggered back and crashed into the food tray next to the hospital bed. Blood erupted from his nose. He choked on the torrent flowing down the back of his throat.

Vesper leaped from the bed and landed between the two men, preventing Crenshaw from wading in for another attack. The dog bared his teeth, a deep growl rumbling in his chest.

Crenshaw blinked twice at Vesper protecting Tino, then spun toward the door.

Tino realized he couldn’t move fast enough to stop him.

“Security!” Tino bellowed, but Crenshaw was already through the door.

Panting with the effort of the fight, Tino stumbled over to a chair and sat down, trying to stem the blood still flowing from his nose. He realized that Declan was awake, watching them with wide eyes.

“That is a seriously good dog,” the boy said softly.

Vesper’s tail wagged as he jumped back up next to Declan and settled back down for another nap.






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


Kate kneeled over the smashed radio parts.

Tears ran off her chin onto the plastic shards.

She didn’t know what to feel right now. Fury at Becky for telling him about the transmitter. But then he’d dragged that poor girl away.

A shiver shook Kate’s body as she imagined what might be happening to Becky. No matter what she’d just done, no one deserved to suffer like she probably was right now.

Kate looked up at the faces of the other girls. They were all wet-eyed, scared and angry at the same time as well.

She took a deep breath and pulled herself together. “Well, looks like the radio’s a no go. I think it’s time to fight.”






 



FBI COMMAND CENTER, QUANTICO, VA


As evening fell, Tino sat next to Sayer at the conference table holding an ice pack to his swollen nose. Vesper snored on the ground, curled up between them so he could press against both of their feet. Sayer chewed on a stale granola bar.

Across the table, Ezra turned his laptop so Tino could see the screen.

“This him?” he asked about the fake witness who claimed to spot the bus earlier.

Tino squinted at the screen. His eyes were already both starting to blacken along the inner edge. “No, this guy was like a weight lifter, big arms. Maybe six foot two.”

“And it definitely wasn’t the kidnapper?” Ezra pulled up Al’s sketch.

“No way. Totally different face shape. Plus, Declan was right there. He would’ve recognized the kidnapper. No, this guy felt like an enforcer for the Russian mafia or something.” Tino winced as he shifted the ice on his face.

“You sure you don’t want to see a doctor?” Sayer asked for the fifth time.

“No, I don’t think it’s broken. Not much they can do if it is.” Tino’s eyes were wet with pain. “Any word on the agent that was guarding the door?”

“He’s fine. Apparently, so-called Agent Crenshaw told him he was taking over door duty so he just left.”

Tino shook his head. “What a bastard. He was coming for that kid…”

“A ballsy bastard,” Ezra added. “Don’t worry. The hospital definitely caught him on camera so I’ll grab a still and get his face everywhere. They’re sending it over now.”

“So,” Sayer said, “we’ve got one guy faking a bus sighting, and another impersonating an FBI agent to gain access to our child witness. You think he meant to hurt Declan?”

“I don’t know.” Tino gingerly shook his head. “I mean, he definitely wasn’t there for a friendly visit.” His face fell into a baleful frown.

“Hey, you know it’s not your fault that he got away, right?” Sayer patted Tino’s arm.

He just looked at her.

“I guess nothing I say will make you feel better,” Sayer said.

“Ah, calida, I’m confident that you know exactly how I feel right now,” Tino said without malice.

And he was right. Sayer was still reeling from the false bus sighting. She’d wasted hours of precious time, and the girls might be the ones to pay for her mistake. Now the sun had gone down and they didn’t know when the killer would strike again.

As if summoned by her dark thoughts, the phone rang with a D.C. area code.

“Agent Altair,” she answered.

“This is Detective Wyatt. We found another body up here in the city. I think it’s one of ours.”






 



WASHINGTON MONUMENT, NATIONAL MALL, WASHINGTON, D.C.


Sayer’s phone rang as she navigated the narrow feeder road along the National Mall.

“Sayer,” Subject 037’s voice echoed in her helmet.

“I can’t talk right now. I’m on my way to a crime scene.”

“I know. That’s why I’m calling. How is poor Tino?” he said with overly sweet sincerity.

“Just tell me why you called.”

“I’ve been watching your investigation and decided to do my own digging…” he trailed off as if he had something very meaningful to share.

“You know I don’t want your help.”

“Oh stop. You know I have access to resources that you don’t. Plus, you know I like to help you, Sayer.”

His overly familiar tone made her clench her teeth. His interest in her felt a little too much like a cat playing with its dinner.

“I think you’ve stepped into something much larger than you know,” 037 said simply with no false sincerity this time.

“Could you be more specific?”

“Sadly, no. But alarm bells are going off all over Washington about your investigation.”

“Do you know who or where the killer is?” Sayer demanded.

“Well, no.”

“Do you have any sort of actionable information for me beyond a vague sense that something is going on?”

“Also no.”

“Okay then, I’m going to set some hard-and-fast boundaries right now. I don’t want to communicate unless we have a prearranged call. Is that clear?”

Sayer waited out the silence that followed.

Finally, 037 spoke with his low half growl. “You might not know exactly who I am, but you know what I can do. Listen to me when I warn you to watch your back.”

“Duly noted. But right now I have no time for games. Unless you have something I can use, I’m going to hang up.”

“What a shame. I do love games.” The dark glee returned to his voice. “All right then. I’ll keep digging and let you get back to work.”

Sayer hung up and took a few deep breaths as she approached the crime scene.

She parked and made her way across the Mall toward the Washington Monument. Behind her, the columned Lincoln Memorial glowed like a welcoming lantern. She paused at the end of the reflecting pool to take in the iconic beauty of the capital city.

At the heart of the mall, the Washington Monument thrust into the dark night sky like a ghostly beacon rising from the vast expanse of snow-dusted grass. The mirror image of the pale obelisk shimmered in the long reflecting pool, surrounded by stars. The water was so calm, it looked like Sayer could simply step forward directly into the heavens.

“As above, so below,” she whispered as she continued around the pool toward the crime scene.

Despite the beautiful scenery, her stomach churned as she trudged through the wet snow. She had spent half the day chasing a hoax while this young woman was likely being murdered. And now 037 was claiming that there was something larger going on here. Normally she would dismiss his claim, but between the false witness and then the fake FBI agent who attacked Tino, she suspected he could be right. Though she had no idea what “something bigger” might even mean. She would have to dig into that thought later.

Right now, her focus had to be on what lay directly ahead.

A few tourists gawked from the sidewalk, held back by police tape. Their eyes followed Sayer’s progress hoping for some excitement.

The detective from the first murder scene waved Sayer over to the base of the monument.

Detective Wyatt wore the same puffy jacket, red winter hat, and rueful expression. “Agent Altair, hate to see you again under these circumstances.”

“Likewise,” Sayer said, more clipped than she intended. “Evidence Response Team and medical examiner will be here soon. Thanks for securing the scene and calling us in right away.”

“Of course,” Wyatt said softly. “It’s our girls that are missing. We’ll do whatever it takes to help you out.”

Sayer glanced up at Detective Wyatt. She hadn’t noticed before, but she realized that he was angry. Took it personally that the kids murdered and missing were from his city.

She nodded with understanding and did a slow turn, taking in the overall scene. “So, who called this in? Any witnesses?”

“Couple of tourists found her. Called 911 at”—Wyatt consulted his notebook—“8:37. She couldn’t’ve been here long.”

“Hmm, 8:37.” Sayer looked at the gathering crowd outside the police cordon. This time of year, around that time, there had to be at least a dozen people walking the Mall. Not to mention the Park Police that patrolled the area were on high alert after Rowena’s body was found nearby. “How the hell did he get the body here without someone noticing?” She gestured to the wide-open grassy field around her.

Wyatt shook his head. “Hell if I know. We have been pushing for better light along the trails here, could be he just stuck to the shadows.”

“I’ll have the Evidence Response Team look for his approach in the snow when they get here,” Sayer said mostly to herself. After one last look around, she finally turned her attention to the body.

The girl lay against the very base of the monument. Her pale skin was already turning dusky blue in the cold.

Sayer pulled on booties and tied her thick curls into a wrap to step closer. Like Rowena, there were no immediate signs of trauma. Also like Rowena, this girl had a single smudge of blood across her lips. However, there were no props and Egyptian artifacts. Instead, a thin black line was drawn down the center of her face from forehead to chin.

Only after clinically assessing the display of the body did Sayer turn her attention to the girl’s features. To her actual identity.

No matter how many bodies she found or how many killers she caught, this part never got easier. The constant drumbeat of violence, almost always against women, made her heart ache every time. She tried not to dwell on the thought, but she couldn’t avoid imagining this poor child’s last moments. How terrified she must have been. How alone.

It made Sayer want to reach beyond death to comfort her, to somehow reassure her that she wasn’t alone anymore.

Detective Wyatt joined her and they stood next to each other in reverent silence, observing the dead girl together.

Sayer recognized her cropped black hair. Her narrow chin and sharp blue eyes. She was definitely one of theirs.

“Rebecca Blane.” Wyatt finally broke the quiet.

“Yeah,” Sayer agreed. “I remember her file. Single mom, called her Becky…”

Their soft voices were interrupted by the media helicopter that flew in as close as it could, thundering above them.

“Dammit.” Sayer waved over the evidence techs that were already hurrying across the Mall. While the techs expertly unfolded a pop-up tent over the body, Sayer went to get the scene process going. She sent field agents to interview witnesses and canvass the area. The evidence techs began their painstaking job gathering forensics while the medical examiner prepared the body for transport to the lab. Sayer called the family liaison to give her a heads-up that they were likely going to need Becky Blane’s mother to come to the lab to ID the body.

With everyone doing their jobs, Sayer stepped back and watched her fellow agents all working toward the same goal—to stop the man who did this.

Her phone buzzed and she felt a spike in her heart rate seeing Ezra’s name.

“The researcher from the museum just got here. He has something for us!” He sounded breathless. Even gentle Ezra felt the thrill of the hunt.

“I’m on my way.” After making sure the scene was in good hands, Sayer spared one last look at Becky’s body before heading back toward Quantico.

As she rode away, her heartache twisted into a visceral focus on her prey. Becky wasn’t alone anymore because Sayer would stand by her from here on out. Sayer would be her voice now. And Sayer was pissed.






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


Kate and Nell stood at the front of the bus. Nell’s face was plastered into a grim scowl. The girls were all ragged with exhaustion and fear.

All Kate could feel was sorrow.

She had wanted to see her mom and dad again. She’d wanted to kiss Declan Iverson one more time. She’d wanted to see what college was like.

“Fight?” one of the girls asked.

Kate realized that all eyes were on her.

She dug her fingernails into her palm and swallowed her despair. They needed to keep it together. If she was going to die soon, she wanted to die being the kind of person her parents would be proud of.

The kind of person she would be proud of.

She wanted to die fighting to live.

“The radio’s beyond repair, so I think it’s time for option three.”

“You want us to fight him,” someone said with disbelief.

“I don’t want us to fight, no. But I don’t know what else to do,” Kate said matter-of-factly.

“You saw how he picked up Becky like she was a doll. He’s way stronger than us,” another girl said.

“But there are way more of us.” Nell squeezed her hands together into little balls. “We outnumber him.”

“Uh,” a slender girl spoke up. “Multiple studies show that, when women fight back, they are less likely to be assaulted or raped. Those same studies also show that they are no more likely to be injured. Fighting back doesn’t increase our chances of injury, but does increase our chances of escape. Citations for the studies include the American Journal of Public Health, the Journal of Social Issues, and…” she faded off, realizing how bookish she probably sounded.

“Okay.” Kate smiled. “We’ve got some statistics. It’s true, some of us might get really hurt if we attack him. But if we can take him down, that might be the only way some of us will survive. I’m not willing to die without putting up a fight. And the longer we wait, the less of us there’ll be.”

Horrified silence filled the bus.

But a few girls nodded. Others looked ready, lips tight, eyes hard.

“Do, uh, any of you know how to fight?” Kate asked.

“I took karate for a few years when I was little,” Nell said. “And I remember that scene in Star Wars where those fuzzy little creatures take on the evil empire.”

“Ewoks.” Kate huffed an empty laugh. “I remember. They were clever, set traps, drew the stormtroopers in, and then used surprise to overwhelm them. That’s exactly what we should do.”

Nell nodded in agreement, which seemed to cement the girls’ resolve. “I think one of us should run while the rest attack him,” she added. “Both times now, he’s left the door wide open while he’s on the bus with us. Maybe there’ll be a way out. Is anyone on the track team?”

“I am,” Kate said reluctantly, not sure she liked the idea of being the one to run. “But I shouldn’t run. I want to stay and fight with you all.”

“Is anyone else here a fast runner?” Nell asked.

No one responded.

“We each do what we’re good at. And I’m definitely not a runner. You are. You should be the designated runner. If we can’t beat him, then at least someone can escape and bring help.”

“Okay.” She hated the thought, but Nell was probably right. “First, we need weapons.” Kate clapped her hands, ready to fight back.






 



FBI COMMAND CENTER, QUANTICO, VA


It was after midnight when Al Valentine plopped a heavy book next to Sayer’s coffee on the conference table. The thick tome was covered with tattered green and black fabric. The uneven edges of the pages were yellowed with age. “I assume you’ve all heard of the Egyptian Book of the Dead?” the Egyptologist asked, eyes gleaming.

“The murders are tied to the Book of the Dead?” Ezra asked.

“No, but it is tied to another ancient Egyptian text. Meet the Amduat.” Al spread his arms open over the book like a game show host.

“The what?” Sayer asked, in no mood for roundabout clues so soon after processing Becky’s murder scene.

“Let me back up. When you say the Book of the Dead, popular culture would have us imagine a cool black leather-bound book with spooky skulls on the cover, used to summon undead mummies. But really ancient Egyptian funerary texts are more like rotating collections of spells and rituals used by their priests. Each version contains a slightly different set of spells. Ironically, the Book of the Dead is probably one of the most boring funerary texts. It’s real title means ‘Coming Forth by Day,’ and it’s just a manual to help dead royals live a full afterlife. You know, good sex, good food.”

“So, what are the cool books?” Ezra asked, clearly interested.

“There are three major collections of funerary literature. You’ve got the very first Egyptian texts, starting around 2400 BCE, called the Pyramid Texts because they were inscribed inside pyramids. Then you’ve got the Coffin Texts, which were more advanced versions of the earlier spells. The point of the Pyramid and Coffin texts were to help souls navigate the afterlife to the immortal realm where they could live out eternity.”

“Like guidebooks?” Ezra asked.

“Exactly.” Al nodded.

“If I remember correctly, the Egyptian afterlife isn’t a particularly pleasant place,” Sayer said, thinking back to the Cage Killer case.

“Well, the underworld is a horrifying landscape, think lakes of fire, deadly rivers guarded by demons and monsters,” Al said. “Basically the souls of the dead had to use magic to make it through the underworld to an immortal afterlife among the gods. But, once you make it to the realm of the heavens, you’re all set. Assuming you can get in after you’re judged by the gods.”

“And this book is one of those guides?” Ezra gestured to the book on the table.

“The Amduat is part of the third collection of texts called the underworld books. If early Egyptian funerary texts were general guidebooks, the underworld books are the in-depth maps of the afterlife. They’re way more detailed. The original title of the Amduat is ‘Treatise of the Hidden Chamber,’ but we call it the Amduat because that translates to ‘what is in the Netherworld.’ Versions of the Amduat are found on the tomb walls of pharaohs like Tuthmosis III and his son, Amenhotep II. Even famous King Tut included part of the Amduat in his tomb. It was used in tombs all the way up through the Ptolemaic period and was still being quoted in Roman-era Egypt.”

“So why isn’t that book all over the internet like the Book of the Dead?” Ezra asked.

“I could talk for days about how pop culture presents Egyptian heritage like it’s some kind of colonial treasure hunt. But the short version is the Amduat just doesn’t sound as cool as the Book of the Dead, I imagine.” Al flipped open the book. “I have a full translation, but it’s a rare monograph that isn’t widely available. I think I probably paid a few thousand dollars for this.”

“A lesson on Egyptian funerary texts is fascinating and all, but why do you think our murders are related to this specific book?” Sayer asked.

“This is where it gets interesting. See, the ancient Egyptians believed that the sun god, Re, traveled across the sky in his boat every day.” Al got up and swept his arm in an arc. “But, at dusk, he was swallowed by Nut, the goddess of the sky, and he had to make a nocturnal journey through the underworld in order to be reborn every morning. The ancient Egyptians believed that, when someone dies, their soul has to make that same journey through the underworld. According to the Amduat, that underworld consisted of twelve monster-filled chambers, one for each hour of the night. A dead soul had to make it across each of these chambers in order to reach a gate leading to the next chamber. And each of those gates was guarded by a goddess.”

She nodded as she began to understand. “Twelve chambers, twelve gates, twelve goddesses…”

“And twelve missing girls.” Al nodded vigorously. “The first chamber”—Al flipped to a page showing nine baboons, their arms raised toward the sun—“is called the Jubilation of the Baboons.”

“Baboons,” Sayer repeated. She leaned in close and read the text below the picture. “‘Jubilation to Re at the gates of the earth, and praise to you who makes the blessed breathe, when you enter the gates of the Netherworld. We open for you the doors as Baboons.’”

“The baboons welcome the dead to the afterlife,” Al said. “That was my first clue. But then I remembered who the first goddess is. She’s called the skull splitter and she uses an axe-like weapon to fight against the demons that might try to prevent Re from making it to his rebirth in the morning.”

“Which explains the baboons and the axe with Rowena’s body.” The faint thrill of the hunt buzzed in Sayer’s chest. This felt like the first real lead in a case otherwise full of missteps and dead ends.

“And even more convincing”—Al flipped to the next page full of five-point stars—“another aspect of the first goddess is the Starry One.”

“Which is why Rowena was left on the star map,” Sayer said, unable to contain her own excitement. Finally something in this damn case made sense.

“I wasn’t one hundred percent sure I was right until I heard just now that the second girl was found on the Mall,” Al explained. “The second chamber of the afterlife is a region called Wernes, a long fertile field.”

“The Mall is basically just a grassy field,” Ezra said.

“And she was found at the foot of the Washington Monument?” Al asked.

“Yes,” Sayer confirmed.

“Well, there you go. The Washington Monument is, after all, just an obelisk. Obelisks were symbols of power for Egyptian pharaohs. Obelisk is actually the Greek word, Egyptians called them tekhenu, which means sky-piercer. They’re associated directly with the star Venus, which was strongly associated with fertility and secret knowledge. So it’s the perfect symbol of the second chamber associated with fertility and secrets.”

“And the second goddess?” Sayer asked.

“She’s called the Wise One, but she is also two-faced, a possible betrayer,” Al said.

“Which is why she had a line down the middle of her face.” Sayer got up to pace. “This is it! The unsub is trying to re-create the twelve chambers of this book!”

“And I’d say that he’s cast those twelve girls as the goddesses guarding the gates,” Al said gruffly.

Sayer’s phone buzzed with a text from the medical examiner. Tentative COD is drowning. TOD around 8:00. No other trauma.

Another piece clicked into place. “Did you say that each chamber of the Amduat represented an hour of the night?”

“That’s right,” Al said.

“We know Rowena was killed sometime around seven. And Becky was killed at eight.”

“On the hour!” Ezra said loudly.

“Which means that a third girl will very likely be killed around nine tomorrow tonight.” Sayer stopped pacing, temporarily held in place by the thought.

“I saved the best for last. I mean, not the best…” Al frowned at his own excitement. “That chant I listened to on that tape, it’s basically the introduction to the Amduat.”

Sayer resumed pacing. “Okay, I’m convinced he’s using the Amduat, but the important question is, why? What kind of delusion would be feeding this?” She rubbed her worry beads, trying to form a coherent explanation.

“That I don’t know.” Al looked down at the book. “The Amduat is basically a metaphysical map that provided knowledge about the afterlife, so maybe he thinks he’s traversing the underworld? Here, look at the last little section of the book.” He flipped open to the last page and pushed it to Sayer.

Sayer read, “‘Whoever knows these mysteries is a well-provided spirit. Always, this person can enter and leave the netherworld. Always speaking to the living ones. Proven to be true a million times.’” She looked up. “So maybe he wants to attain immortality.”

“I have a question,” Ezra said. “Everyone in this book looks kind of happy.”

“Yes, this is a great honor in their minds. The dead making this journey are called the Blessed Dead because they’re beginning the final leg of their journey to immortality,” Al said. “It’s quite possible that this guy believes that he’s actually doing those girls a favor by helping them become goddesses of the night.”

“That would explain the lack of torture or sadism. The goal isn’t to scare or hurt these girls, it’s to turn them into goddesses.” Sayer tried to fit this information together with everything else. “So, to re-create the Amduat, the unsub needed twelve girls, which explains the kidnapping. A bus full of girls was the perfect opportunity and everyone else was extraneous, so he just shot them at the abduction site. It explains the body dump locations and the way the girls were treated before and after death. It also explains the posing and the symbolism of the body displays. Hey, what about the smudges of blood on their lips? Does that mean anything to you?”

Al nodded slowly. “I bet he’s performing the opening of the mouth ceremony.”

“The what?” Sayer asked.

“The opening of the mouth is the last thing a priest would do when preparing a dead body. It was a ritualized smudge of sacred oil or even blood across their lips to symbolically return the senses of the dead. Literally opening the sealed mouth so the dead could speak in the afterlife. That would actually explain why he stole a pesesh-kef from the museum.”

“A pesesh-kef?” Sayer asked, trying to remember what it looked like from the list of stolen artifacts.

“It was listed as a ritual wand. They’re like carved tools that were probably used to hold up the bottom jaw during the mummification process. But they were also used to perform the opening of the mouth ritual.”

“So everything fits.” Sayer let that thought tumble around in her mind.

“But does any of this actually help?” Al asked.

“It helps because it gives us a possible head start. Al, what’s the third chamber and third goddess? Maybe we can use that information to figure out where he’ll be next.”

Al cracked a vulpine grin. Despite the late hour, his eyes looked bright with excitement. “Excellent idea. The third chamber is called the Water of Osiris, basically a watery representation of fertility based on the flooding of the Nile. The third goddess is She Who Cuts Souls. The chamber is associated with the star called the Lion by the Egyptians, what we know as the constellation Leo of the zodiac.”

“All right. We need to figure out if there’s anywhere in D.C. that might represent water, Egyptian symbolism, and the stars, especially Leo.” Sayer gathered her thoughts. “Ezra, you get all of this to the task force and get a bunch of analysts on this. Dig deeper. Look for people who have this kind of knowledge who match our unsub. See if they can figure out possible locations for the next body dump.” Sayer remembered that former Assistant Director Holt was into D.C. architectural history and was working on a book. Maybe she would have some insight. “While you do that, I’ll check in with my own source.”

She consulted her phone. “Whoa, it’s already one in the morning. I hate to cut things short when we’re onto such a great lead, but none of us got any sleep last night and I want us sharp tomorrow. Once we get this written up and sent out, we should all head home for a little sleep. Al, grab a hotel room nearby and we’ll cover the cost. I want you in the room with us in the morning. I’m hoping we have a busy day catching the asshole.”

Finally feeling like they had something to go on, Sayer headed out to her motorcycle with an almost buoyant sensation in her chest. While the SWAT guys were jazzed by a raid, Sayer felt that same snap in her step when she was closing in on a killer.






 



ROAD TO SAYER’S APARTMENT, ALEXANDRIA, VA


The cold night air cut through Sayer’s riding gear as she drove home. She welcomed the sharp contrast to her warm office that felt full of oppressive emotions. Sorrow for so many dead, fear for the missing girls, and also the familiar electric sensation she always felt when she was on the hunt. Al’s information about the Amduat was the key. Now all she had to do was unlock its meaning. Why was the unsub doing this? What dark need was driving him? How could they stop him before he killed another girl at nine tomorrow night?

Sayer tried to breathe deeply and let the rumble of her motorcycle drown out everything else. She glanced up at the bright stars and started a mindfulness exercise her therapist had suggested. Rather than obsessively replay the same questions over and over, she was supposed to take a moment away from her work and focus on things that made her feel alive.

She pictured Vesper and Tino working together as a therapy team, trying to heal those harmed by trauma. She pictured Adi’s exuberance at being accepted to Stanford. Nana’s dedication to finding her own path. Ezra rebuilding a new life full of joy.

She felt her shoulders relax slightly when the flash of headlight off her side mirror momentarily blinded her.

Blinking against the burst of spots, she saw the car hanging back but matching her speed. She slowed slightly and it did as well.

Recognition pushed her body back into high alert.

She had no doubt that she was being followed.

Again.

Sayer took a deep breath but this time with calm focus.

Why would someone follow her? They began right after she was assigned to this case. Could it be the hoaxers? The fake Agent Crenshaw that attacked Tino? Or maybe the fake bus witness? Whoever they were, she certainly didn’t want to lead them to her place.

She gently accelerated, nothing sudden, but enough to force them to try and keep up.

The car sped up as well.

Sayer pictured her route home. She usually stayed on the back roads between Quantico and Alexandria, but tonight she took the highway because it had been salted. It would be impossible to lose them on the highway but she was almost to Old Town with its narrow grid of streets that she knew well. Between the late hour and the icy conditions, the area should be mostly empty.

When she reached southern Alexandria, she casually leaned her Silver Hawk onto the exit ramp, still accelerating. Maybe she could lose them right away.

But the car managed to exit only two blocks behind her. On the surface road, streetlights flashed along the roof of the car and she got her first clear look at it. The yellowish lights made it impossible to tell if the compact sports car was navy blue or black, but it looked like something old, maybe a vintage Porsche.

Not government issue for sure.

A small church was coming up on her right and Sayer made a last-second decision to swerve into the parking lot. She knew it came out into an alley behind the row houses extending in either direction.

Her wheel skidded slightly as she made the sharp turn.

The car sped up as it passed her. They clearly knew they couldn’t make the sharp turn behind her and were going to try and catch up as she left the alleyway.

Heart pounding with adrenaline, she planted a foot and spun the bike in a 180 turn. Rather than head down the alley, she shot back toward the darkened church.

Whenever Nana stayed over on the weekend, she insisted Sayer attend service with her there, which was how Sayer knew about the garage behind the tall brick building. Breath shallow, Sayer jumped off the bike and pulled up the heavy wood door. Relieved that it was unlocked as usual, she rolled the motorcycle inside. As soon as the door crashed down behind her, she heard the purr of an engine turn back into the parking lot.

They’d realized she wasn’t in the alley.

Headlights shone through the dirt-coated windows of the garage door, sliding over Sayer’s face. She stood rigid, listening to the car rolling slowly alongside the garage. She thought she’d made it inside in time, but she wasn’t sure if they’d seen the door closing.

The car stopped and idled just outside.

She quietly unsnapped her holster and slid out her gun.

Breathing slowly, Sayer aimed at the door.

But then the engine revved once and continued onward into the alley. It turned left and faded into the otherwise quiet night.

Sayer remained frozen, gun trained on the door for a few minutes before she was convinced they were actually gone.

After scanning through the window, she pulled open the garage door and stepped out into the open.

Nothing.

She let out a heavy breath and holstered her gun. She rolled her bike out and headed back toward the highway, eyes watching every alleyway and side street as she went.

After another fifteen minutes riding around with no sign of her pursuer, Sayer finally drove home.

When she turned off her Silver Hawk, her whole body jangled with the soft buzz of exhaustion layered on top of adrenaline. As Sayer climbed up the slippery stairs to her apartment, she replayed everything that had just happened. Someone was following her, but why? They didn’t seem intent on harming her. They could’ve tried to run her off the road at any time. Was it just someone keeping tabs on her?

Just inside her front door, she said, “Keeping tabs on me…” out loud as she remembered her conversation with Subject 037. He had literally said those exact words to her.

Considering how late it was, Sayer was genuinely surprised when he picked up her call.

“Sayer,” he said with his overly familiar tone. “You’re calling me in the middle of the night? I thought we were only supposed to communicate at prescheduled times. Or is this a different kind of call?”

The suggestive innuendo spiked her already-frayed temper. “Are you following me?”

“Following you … is someone following you?” His voice was light with amusement.

“Not funny. I know you’re keeping tabs on me somehow and I’m wondering if you’re tailing me.”

“Wait, you think I’m actually following you? Like some old spy movie? That’s adorable.”

Sayer leaned her fists onto the table to prevent herself from punching something. There were few things that made her angrier than men like him talking to her like this. Unsure if she could keep her voice calm, she simply didn’t respond.

“You think I’m, what, getting in a car and driving around in the middle of the night?” 037 asked. “While I do have an asset keeping an eye out for your nana on the ground in Montana, I can assure you that I do not go out on frigid nights like this following FBI agents around.”

“I meant that you have one of your people following me. Because someone has sure as hell followed me from work twice now. Wait, you have someone watching my grandmother?”

Sayer could hear 037 breathing on the phone.

When he finally spoke, all amusement was gone from his voice. “Yes, I thought it prudent to have someone keep an eye on Sophia since she’s in militia territory. About your tail, I assure you that isn’t one of my people. When I track you, I simply use your cell phone location or IP address, both of which tell me that you’re home right now. Thanks for coming to me when you needed help. Let me find out who it is and I’ll take care of it.”

“Wait.” Sayer tried to catch him, but he clicked off.

She leaned back in her chair not sure what to make of his response. Maybe it really wasn’t him. And maybe he could help her figure out who it really was.

The thought turned her stomach. On her last case, she had ended up benefiting from Subject 037’s help even though she hadn’t wanted it. Sayer knew better than to entangle herself with a man like him, but perhaps he could untangle this mess somehow. Because, between the ancient Egyptian stuff, the murdered children, the missing girls, the fake bus witness, and the phony FBI agent, Sayer had no clue what the hell was going on.

Body thrumming with tension, she looked over at the stack of Jake files. Maybe looking through the files about her fiancé’s death would calm her down?

She let out a sharp laugh at the absurdity of the thought. “Sure, let’s look at files about the death of a loved one as a way to wind down during a murder investigation…”

Instead, she went to the kitchen where she found a cryptic note on the counter from Tino that said, I have a big question that I need to talk to you about!

Sayer thought about going down to see if Tino was awake, but decided that she was too brain-dead to think about anything else right now. She also pondered calling Nana to warn her that someone was keeping an eye on her, but it was late and Sayer wasn’t entirely convinced 037 had been telling the truth. Instead, she pulled a beer from the fridge and sat in front of her computer. She typed out a quick email to former Assistant Director Holt. Maybe Holt would have ideas about possible locations in D.C. that combine Egyptian symbolism, water, and something to do with the stars. If they could find the right place, maybe they could catch the killer in the act.

Though that would mean one more dead girl.

Email to Holt sent and beer drained, Sayer tried to stop her mind from tumbling over that thought again and again. Realizing that she needed some sleep, she stumbled to bed and fell into a dark oblivion.






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


Kate watched the other girls going over their parts of the attack plan.

They needed to lure Walter all the way to the back of the bus without alerting him, so they had to keep their eyes down and weapons hidden. Once he was as far back as they could get him, they would all attack, except for Kate who would be waiting in the very front seat, ready to run. If she could escape, she could bring the police back to help.

As they had practiced their plan over the last few hours, the girls went from looking haggard and scared to moving with fierce determination.

It had been Nell’s idea to use the wrench they found to dismantle the seats. The bolts and the wrench were both rusty, but with great effort they managed to pry free some of the metal legs.

Now they had six heavy bars to use against Walter.

As they’d gathered the weapons and practiced the plan, the girls had transformed into warriors in their own minds and Kate could see it reflected in their body language. They moved with purpose, eyes clear, faces grim but ready.

Mouth dry, heart beating too fast, Kate wished Walter would just come now because she was tired and she knew this would be the end of all this one way or the other.






 



SAYER’S APARTMENT, ALEXANDRIA, VA


Sayer was already reaching for her gun when she bolted up in bed. Something triggered her inner alarm and her skin prickled with apprehension as she crawled silently from beneath the blanket, gun trained on the shadowy void of the wide-open bedroom door.

A trash truck rumbled by outside. The steady hum of commuter traffic filtered through the thin windows. It was still dark, but Sayer recognized the predawn sounds of early morning.

She lowered her gun to her side and padded on bare feet into the living room.

“Adi?” Sayer whispered. Maybe she had decided to cut her college visit short?

When no one answered, Sayer went room by room, clearing every possible hiding spot.

The place was empty. Windows and doors secure.

Sayer stood in the center of her living room, gun hanging by her side, trying to figure out what had woken her. She was never the best sleeper, but clearly something had set off an unconscious alarm.

She jumped slightly at the sound of her phone buzzing back in her bedroom.

Shaking her head at how jumpy she was, Sayer hurried to answer the call.

Ezra’s name flashed on the screen. “What’s up, Ez?”

“Sorry to call so early, but a woman called the hotline just now, says she saw the sketch of our unsub on the news and is sure it’s her brother-in-law. Name’s Luke Windsor. She sent over a photo of the guy. Looks a hell of a lot like our unsub. Wasn’t sure if you wanted me to send an agent to talk to her, or if you’d want to go yourself. She’s just over in Falls Church, maybe twenty minutes from your place.”

Sayer put her gun on the bedside table and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. Four hours of sleep wasn’t even close to enough to make her feel human. “She’s credible?”

“Yeah. I ran background on her and her brother-in-law. Everything she said checks out. Even better, I sent the photo to Al Valentine and Declan at the hospital. Declan’s still asleep, but Al confirmed that it looked like the unsub. I tried to locate Luke Windsor, but I can’t get anything on him. I did find his arrest record, which is a mile long. Maybe even a mile and a half.”

“All right. You keep digging into his background, see if he could really be our unsub. I can be at her house in thirty.”

“On it. Sending you the address now.”

“Wait.” Sayer caught him before he hung up. “Did you get any sleep?”

“I crashed here for an hour,” Ezra said.

“Ezra…”

“I know, I know. I’ll nap again before the task force meeting.”

Sayer grunted and hung up.

She quickly rinsed off and threw on clean clothes. Fortified with a cold bagel and a massive travel mug of coffee, she hurried out the front door.

On the landing outside, she froze.

In the first gray light of dawn, she could just see the large shoe prints in the thin layer of icy snow on the landing.

She followed the path of the prints. Someone had walked up her stairs, looked in her window, and stood just outside her front door. Sayer’s hand landed on her gun as she scanned the garden below. There were no prints outside Tino’s place. Whoever this was knew which apartment was hers.

Careful not to disturb the prints outside the window, she moved closer for a better look. A few smudges on the glass kicked her heart up a notch.

“Dammit,” she muttered as she dialed Ezra.

“You get the address I sent?”

“Yeah. I need you to send an evidence team to my place.” Her face flushed with anger. Danger was something she expected at work, but coming to her home, invading the one place meant to feel safe for her and her family, was not okay.

“Whoa, what happened?” Ezra’s voice rose with alarm.

“I don’t know if it’s connected to our case, but I’ve been followed home from work at least twice since it started. I thought I lost him last night, but now I’ve got footprints outside my apartment. I’ll document everything with photos and send them to you now, but I’d like someone to come out and process everything.” Sayer looked at the pattern of prints outside the door. “I think there’s a chance whoever was here touched the front door and window.”

“Oh man, that’s messed up. Sending someone now.”

Sayer hung up and went downstairs to let Tino know what had happened.

He came to the door in rumpled flannel pajamas. His nose was swollen, eyes ringed with purple. Vesper bounded out to greet Sayer, twining back and forth between her legs with his tail wagging madly.

“Morning,” Sayer said. “You feeling okay?”

“I’m fine. Nothing a little shot of whiskey with breakfast won’t cure.” Tino tried to wink, but winced instead. “To what do I owe the early morning visit? Did you run out of coffee again?”

Sayer held up her mug. “I’m all set on caffeine. Just letting you know that someone was outside my place last night. It could be connected to the case.”

“You think it’s the fake FBI agent that visited me at the hospital?” Tino’s blackened eyes scanned the garden warily.

“Could be. Honestly I have no clue, which is why it might be a good idea for you to stay somewhere else for a few days. I’m just glad Adi is still out in California. Nana is still in Montana so you’re welcome to crash at her place.”

Tino pressed his lips together. “I don’t think so. I’ve got the fearless hound…” He pointed at Vesper who was peeing gracelessly in the garden.

“The fearless hound who also slept through someone climbing the stairs and checking my door and windows,” Sayer said.

Tino paled. “Oh dear. Still, I’m not going to be run out of my home by that flapping meat block, or anyone else for that matter. Let Crenshaw try to catch me off guard again.”

Sayer sighed. “All right, tough guy. Keep an eye out. I’ll check in later. You have any word on the boy?”

“Declan’s doing well. We’re planning to visit him again in a few hours.”

Sayer nodded. “Okay, I’ve got double security detail on his door. Here’s hoping you aren’t assaulted this time.”

“God willing,” Tino said with a wry smile. “So, about my surprise. It’s kind of a big thing…”

“Can we discuss it later, Tino? I’m feeling worn pretty thin right now.”

“Of course, calida. How about a drink date tonight whenever you get home? I’ll make something new. Maybe some avocado margaritas.”

Sayer gave Tino’s arm a squeeze. “It’s a date.”

She called out a goodbye to Vesper, and got on her Silver Hawk to go find the woman who could potentially ID their unsub.






 



JACKIE WINDSOR’S HOUSE, FALLS CHURCH, VA


Sayer rolled to a stop in front of the small gray-and-white house just as the sun peeked above the horizon. The area was a nice working-class neighborhood, compact mass-produced houses on small lots. Unlike the rest of the block, there were no children’s toys scattered out front.

The snow was starting to melt in patches as the sun rose, bringing the temperature above freezing for the first time in a week.

The front door cracked open as Sayer bounded up the slush-covered steps.

“Agent Altair?” A pretty young woman with dishwater blond hair and bright hazel eyes greeted Sayer.

“I am. You must be Ms. Windsor?”

The woman seemed uncertain so Sayer pulled out her badge. It immediately put Jackie Windsor at ease.

“Please, call me Jackie,” she said with a genteel Southern accent as she stepped aside and gestured for Sayer to enter.

The house was well kept but claustrophobic, crammed full of thick carpets and overstuffed furniture. The heat was so high Sayer peeled off her heavy leather jacket. Without a word, Jackie took it and hung it in the front hall closet.

“Sorry to call you so early. I work nights and just got home when I saw that picture on the news.” Jackie led Sayer into the kitchen. “Please, have a seat. Can I offer you coffee or anything?”

“No, thank you,” Sayer said as they awkwardly sat across from each other. From her chair, Sayer could see into the formal living room where a large photo of a young soldier hung over the fireplace. A black banner covered the top right corner. A fancy burgundy-and-gold urn sat on the mantel.

“Ms. Windsor … Jackie.” Sayer pulled out the sketch of the unsub. “I understand that you believe you can identify the man in this drawing?” She slid the image across the table.

Jackie looked down, but didn’t touch it. Her face twisted into a look that was half disgust, half anger. Papery lines crinkled along her forehead and neck and Sayer realized that Jackie Windsor was quite a bit older than she initially appeared.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t expect this to be so hard.”

“Take your time. I understand that you have reason to believe that this could be your brother-in-law?”

Jackie nodded slowly, eyes still on the sketch. “I…” She paused to clear her throat. “Luke Windsor.”

Sayer got out her phone to take notes. “Luke, that’s your brother-in-law?”

“Yes, let me show you.” Jackie got up and gathered an old file box from the kitchen counter. “My mother-in-law left us this box. It’s mostly old school projects, but also medical records and some photos.” She lifted the dusty lid and pulled out a stack of photos that she handed to Sayer.

The top one showed two young men in army uniforms standing at attention next to each other. Sayer could see the clear resemblance between them. “This is Luke and your husband?”

“Miles.” Jackie’s practiced smile wasn’t enough to cover up her grief. “He died last year. Killed in action serving in Iraq.”

Sayer nodded gently. She glanced back and forth between the sketch still sitting in front of Jackie and the photo of Luke. Both men had the same round chin and high cheeks, but it was the vaguely amused eyes that were unmistakable. “I can see why you think the sketch looks like Luke, but is there something specific that makes you think he’s the man we’re looking for?”

Jackie reached over and pulled another photo from the stack in Sayer’s hands. It showed the brothers together again, but this time Luke’s hair was shaggy, his shoulders slumped.

“They both shipped out at the same time … Miles after college, Luke straight out of high school. Miles moved up the ranks. Luke didn’t. After his deployment, Luke was … troubled. He got into drugs. He was eventually kicked out of the army. That photo was taken not long after Miles got back from his first tour.”

Sayer remained silent, letting Jackie talk.

“I honestly never liked Luke, he was always … off, if that makes sense? He made some terribly rude jokes at our wedding. I know he got in a lot of trouble as a kid. Fights and that kind of thing. And”—she hesitated—“Miles found a bunch of dead mice and a dead cat in their backyard when Miles was only ten.”

That got Sayer’s attention. Though the myths about serial killers wetting beds and setting fires as children were inaccurate, there was a connection between childhood animal abuse and adult violence.

“He disappeared for a few years and we thought he might be dead. But then,” Jackie continued, “about two years ago, he showed up really messed up. Hooked on speed. He was skinny as a rail, had sores all over his mouth. He … asked Miles for help.”

“What happened?” Sayer gently prompted.

“We’d just moved up here from Fort Bragg. We bought this house as our retirement plan and Miles told him he could stay with us for a few months, until he got his feet back under him…” She trailed off.

Sayer waited out the silence. When interviewing people, silence was her most effective tool. Few people wanted to endure quiet for long and they would usually continue talking to fill the empty space.

“Luke was respectful enough when he was here, but after a few weeks, I noticed that my cash was disappearing. And then my wedding ring went missing. And so I told Miles I wanted him gone. He was stealing from us to buy drugs or whatever. I wasn’t going to have that in my house.”

“So Miles kicked him out?”

“Not right away … we fought about it. He wanted to help his baby brother, but then Luke brought home a friend of his who got handsy with me.” Jackie looked up at Sayer almost apologetically. “That was it for Miles. He kicked Luke out that night.”

“Was that the last time you saw Luke?” Sayer asked.

“No. At Miles’s funeral. He showed up high, hadn’t showered in weeks. Looked like he was half dead. When he saw the casket, he started shouting, knocked over some flowers, then ran off. That was a year ago and I haven’t seen him since.” Jackie’s lips pulled into a grimace at the memory.

Sayer flipped slowly through the rest of the photos. Some were paled with age, showing Luke and Miles as young boys. There was one of the boys astride the same horse. Another of them with skinned knees and sunburned cheeks. One at a pool party where the teenage boys both wore Hawaiian print shirts, smiling at someone off camera.

“Luke’s the younger brother?” Sayer asked, trying to sort out which boy was which.

“Yes, he’s four years younger,” Jackie said.

Sayer slid out the last photo of Luke in his midtwenties alone on a porch swing, arms slung casually over the back. He wore cut-off jeans and a grungy white T-shirt. He gazed intensely into the camera.

She felt a jolt of recognition. His eyes were dead, as though assessing the world from a distance—a look Sayer knew well after working with numerous psychopaths.

“Is there anything else you can tell me about Luke?” she asked. “Where he lives or works? Any friends? Anything that might help us find him?”

Jackie shook her head. “No, I’m so sorry. I honestly don’t know anything about him other than that he used to live in Baltimore. But that was just before he moved in with us.”

“Would Luke and Miles’s parents be able to help?” Sayer asked.

“They’re both dead,” Jackie said flatly. “Their daddy died when Miles was fifteen and Luke was eleven. Their mama died last year, only two months after Miles…” She looked away, eyes watering.

Sayer waited her out.

“Sorry,” Jackie finally said, dabbing her eyes. “It’s been almost a year, but I still cry every time I talk about him.”

“I understand,” Sayer said. “My fiancé died almost four years ago.”

Jackie looked at her with a new expression. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you,” Sayer said, refusing to let herself feel anything. The river of grief that coursed just below the surface was easy to access, but Sayer avoided letting anything tap into that torrent lest it pull her under. She knew Jackie wanted some expression of shared sorrow, but Sayer could only muster a blank look back at her.

Jackie looked away for a moment, but then continued, “Their mama was pretty open about Luke. She used to say that she gave birth to one devil and one angel. Miles always did right, excelled at school. Luke was almost expelled his senior year. While Miles was qualifying for Special Forces, Luke was being dishonorably discharged.”

“You know why he was discharged?” Sayer made a note to follow up with the army.

Jackie shook her head. “Maybe it’s there in the box somewhere. I’ve never really looked through it. You can take it with you.”

“Last question. Do you have any idea if Luke was familiar with ancient Egypt?”

“Well sure, of course I do. Their daddy was a famous Egyptologist. I never actually met him. But Dr. Windsor worked at the Smithsonian. Used to take the boys with him to Egypt on digs. He actually died on one of his expeditions.”

Sayer felt the electric buzz of excitement as things fell into place. Luke Windsor had to be their man.






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


Kate was drifting in a fitful nightmare about zombies when someone hissed that he was coming.

A shudder rocked her whole body at the sight of Walter shambling across the sand. His movement felt jerky, unpredictable. For the first time, she questioned their plan.

He had a gun. What if he just pulled it out and shot them all? Were these her last few moments on earth?

She let herself ride the wave of tension that rolled through the bus as adrenaline flooded her system. It would give her the burst of speed she needed to get away while the rest of the girls brought Walter down.

As he slid the metal bar from the door, Kate wiped her sweaty hands on her jeans and tried to look as bored as possible. She didn’t want her anticipatory tension to give away their plan.

Walter stepped up next to Kate who sat alone in the front seat.

His eyes began to rove as he sought his next victim. The girls all looked down and away just like they’d practiced. They wanted Walter to get to the back of the bus before they attacked. They wanted him to think they were afraid.

Kate felt like she didn’t take a single breath as he moved slowly down the aisle, head swiveling back and forth. The rotting stench wafted off him in waves and she fought the involuntary gag that welled up her throat.

He got to the last seat and it felt like time stood still with an impossible moment of absolute silence.

Then Nell let out her guttural warrior’s shout and Kate exploded from the seat like she’d been shot from a cannon. As she dove for the open door, she couldn’t resist looking back to see what was happening.

In the shadowy darkness, she caught a glance of the pack of wild-eyed girls, teeth bared, as they descended upon Walter, metal bars falling with bloodthirsty cries of rage.

By the time she was flying down the stairs, the horrific sounds of the attack filled the chamber. Even though every instinct told her to stay and help fight, she knew this might be the only chance for someone to get away. As the best runner in the group, she had a job to do.

And so Kate flew over the sand, retracing Walter’s shallow footprints.

Behind her, the bus rocked under the weight of bodies colliding with heavy thudding impact. The girls’ shrill cries of animal fury echoed through the chamber, punctuated by howls of pain from Walter.

The sound of his pain brought a fierce smile to Kate’s lips as she raced toward freedom.






 



SAYER’S OFFICE, QUANTICO, VA


Sayer and Ezra stared at the old file box on Sayer’s desk.

A gritty layer of dust clung to Sayer’s fingers as she lifted the lid. “It’s basically memorabilia the mom kept for her two boys.”

Ezra pulled out the stack of photos and flipped through them. “Want me to send this to the analysts?”

“We’ve got a few minutes before the morning task force meeting,” Sayer said. “Let’s take a quick look before we send it their way.”

The first thing she pulled out was a child’s book. This Is Me the cover read. The first page said, “My name is Miles,” in a rainbow of crayons.

The next stack was a dozen booklets made of stapled-together construction paper. “These look like old elementary school projects.” She turned over the crude drawing of a boy, yarn glued to the page as hair. At the top of all the booklets, “Miles Windsor” appeared in a child’s blocky handwriting.

Under the booklets were a series of soccer team photographs that were all of Miles.

“I’m noticing a theme so far. Miles’s book. Miles’s projects. Miles playing soccer,” Ezra said.

“Yeah, hang on.” Sayer pulled out a thick green folder tucked along the side of the box. A manila folder stuck to the back. “This says Luke Windsor on the tab.”

“School records?”

Sayer flipped through page after page. “Nope, these are medical records. Looks like Luke Windsor was in and out of the doctor’s office an awful lot. Broken finger. Broken shoulder. Broken nose. Says here that he got into a fight at school and had some serious dizziness afterward. Oh, they were worried enough about the dizziness that they did an MRI. Let’s see if Mama Windsor kept a copy.” She hurriedly opened the manila folder and slid out a series of X-rays. At the bottom was a brain scan. “Yes!” Sayer grinned triumphantly.

She held the MRI up to the light.

“What do you see?” Ezra asked.

Sayer didn’t answer for a long moment as she squinted at the scan. “Well,” she eventually answered, “if I wasn’t convinced before, this does it.”

“Convinced that Luke Windsor is our unsub?” Ezra asked.

Sayer looked at Ezra with excitement. “Exactly. Because his ventromedial prefrontal cortex looks like Swiss cheese. And his amygdalae are half the size I would expect. This is most certainly the brain of a psychopath.”






 



FBI COMMAND CENTER, QUANTICO, VA


“We’ve got a lot going on.” Sayer stood at the front of the command center. “We’ve got another murder victim, a new theory about what our unsub is up to, a fake FBI agent who attacked one of our people, and a prime suspect. Meet Luke Windsor.”

The entire task force, more than fifty agents and analysts, stared at the image of Windsor sitting alone on a porch swing. Up on the big screen, he looked even more frightening. His intense stare felt aggressive, dangerous.

Al Valentine glared at the photo with an equally dangerous look in his eyes.

“Al, is this the man who attacked you at the museum?” Sayer asked.

“Yeah, it is.” His voice was tight with anger. “I mean, he looks much worse now. More ragged. But that’s definitely him.”

“Okay.” Sayer paced as she spoke. “We’re still gathering general background on Windsor, but he’s looking good as our unsub. Before we get into Windsor, let’s review everything else.”

Ezra brought up the photo of Becky’s body.

“Rebecca ‘Becky’ Blane was found dead last night on the Mall. Becky was a senior in high school and was supposed to be heading to Virginia Tech in the fall. Her time of death was approximately 8:00 P.M. and she drowned, just like Rowena Chang.” Sayer gestured for Ezra to go on to the photo of Becky’s body. “She was posed at the foot of the Washington Monument with no props, but as you can see here”—Ezra zeroed in on the close-up of Becky’s face—“she did have the same blood smear on her lips and she also had a single line drawn down the center of her face with marker. According to the ME, she was briefly bound at the wrists. Otherwise, Becky was in good health and there was no sign of sexual assault. Which brings us to our possible motive.”

Sayer lifted a well-worn book to show the room. “Late last night Dr. Al Valentine briefed us on an ancient Egyptian book called the Amduat, which is basically a guidebook for the recently dead.” Sayer looked over at Al. “Correct me if I get something wrong.”

Al nodded sharply, body still rigid.

Sayer summarized the Amduat, the twelve chambers of the afterlife, the twelve goddesses, and how they all fit into the murders. “I know this Amduat stuff is pretty esoteric,” she continued, “but it gives us two things. First, this helps us understand our unsub’s psychopathology. Even though we don’t know exactly why he’s trying to re-create the Egyptian afterlife, it gives us a place to start understanding what’s driving him. Second, this gives us a chance to catch the unsub tonight.” Sayer looked around and recognized the hungry look in everyone’s eyes. “He’s deposited both bodies in places that symbolically represent each chamber. According to Dr. Valentine, the third chamber is a watery place, so we need to find watery spots in D.C. with Egyptian or celestial symbolism.”

Sayer looked at the analysts as she paced. “I don’t care how far-fetched it feels, by six tonight I want a list of possible locations so we can get agents to every single one of them. While some of you work on that, the rest of you should focus on Luke Windsor. Here’s what we know so far.

“His father was an Egyptologist for the Smithsonian. Windsor was raised partially in Egypt and spent his childhood around Egyptian mythology, which would explain how he knows about the Amduat.”

She stopped pacing in front of the old file box. “Windsor’s sister-in-law gave us some of Windsor’s old records. Based on what his sister-in-law told me, he was a troubled child involved in animal abuse and we all know what that suggests.” Sayer let that sink in. “From what we’ve pieced together, he had major discipline problems in school. He joined the army out of high school and was dishonorably discharged four years later. He’s apparently into drugs and sought help from his brother a few years ago, but was kicked out when he began stealing from the sister-in-law. And there was an old MRI scan that strongly suggests that Luke Windsor is a psychopath.”

A murmur swept the room. Everyone felt the same current of excitement.

“Ezra, have we been able to locate him?”

“No. The last place I’ve been able to find any record of him is up in Baltimore more than a year ago. I’ve got no rental record or utilities in his name. No arrests. Nothing.”

“Damn,” Sayer muttered. “What about his army record. Did you get a chance to find out why he was discharged?”

“They haven’t gotten back to me yet, but they did confirm on the phone that it was a dishonorable discharge. So, whatever the reason, it was something serious.”

Sayer nodded. “All right. Let’s keep digging. Did he have any friends? Army buddies that might be able to help us locate him? Let’s find out everything we can about Windsor’s background and movement.”

“On it,” Ezra said.

“So that’s where we are right now. I want our primary focus to be on finding Windsor any way we can because he still has ten girls. But I also don’t want to forget our fake witness and fake FBI agent.”

Ezra put up photos of the two men.

“We still need to figure out why these men are interfering with this investigation,” Sayer continued.

Ezra clicked on the image Sayer took of the footprints outside her window.

“To add one last thing to keep in mind, on the same day this case began, someone started following me home from work. Last night, someone cased my apartment. I’m not entirely sure these events are connected to our case, but the timing is suspicious so I want us to include them in our conversation.”

Sayer took a second to stare at the large footprints. Seeing them on the big screen made them seem even starker than they had looked in real life. “Did we get a hit off the DNA or fingerprints lifted off my front door?”

“No hits, and no match to any of the other DNA associated with this case so far,” Ezra said.

“All right. I have no clue what, if anything, these three things have to do with our case. I might be willing to buy that the fake bus witness was just some kind of hoaxer. But the fake FBI agent physically assaulted our victim’s advocate, which makes me think he was there for something much more nefarious than some kind of hoax. And both of them had very convincing fake identities, which might mean that they are working together. I have no idea how they tie into someone following me or skulking around my apartment. All evidence we have so far suggests that Windsor is working alone, but maybe these two are accomplices? To sum up, the bad news is that our unsub still has ten girls. The good news is that we finally have multiple leads. So let’s follow them out and bring those girls home.”

Sayer wrapped up the meeting and made her way slowly down the hall toward her office, thinking as she walked. This case was as sprawling and complex as any she’d worked and she felt adrift. Even though she and Ezra made an amazing team, he wasn’t in the field with her and she had no mentor watching over her shoulder. In fact, Sayer realized that she hadn’t heard a peep from anyone higher up at the FBI since this case began. Obviously Director Anderson was hands-off, but this felt ridiculous. The old assistant director, Janice Holt, would’ve been living up her ass, but Anderson didn’t even seem to want an update, let alone work with Sayer on strategies.

Shaking her head, Sayer stopped at the analysts’ open office and looked around. Agents were hunched over their desks tracking Windsor, faces pressed to computer screens, fingers clacking away on keyboards. For a moment, Sayer almost laughed out loud at the absurdity of their intense concentration. Once upon a time, tracking down Luke Windsor would’ve meant dozens of agents out pounding the pavement, making calls and visiting his old haunts. But now, almost everything could be done online.

Sayer hurried to her office and spent a few hours writing reports and helping with the digital manhunt for Luke Windsor. She was just hanging up another fruitless call when she heard shouting in the hallway.

“Ma’am, please!” a man’s voice called out. “You’re not allowed back here!”

The door to Sayer’s office slammed open and Becky Blane’s mother stormed in shrieking, “You let her die!” The woman’s red-rimmed eyes rolled with wild fury as she launched herself at Sayer with a banshee scream. The woman clawed at Sayer. “She was all I had!”

Sayer managed to grab the woman’s arms as she scrabbled at Sayer’s face. A cluster of security guards ran in after her, but Sayer shook her head, telling them not to intervene.

The woman’s shouts quickly devolved into gibbering cries of anguish.

Sayer held her arms firmly until she stopped fighting and finally collapsed to the floor, body slack.

“I’ve got this,” Sayer said, waving everyone out.

She slid down onto the floor next to Becky’s mom and put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “I am so, so sorry about Becky,” Sayer said softly.

“They said you made a big mistake, followed some fake lead.” The woman’s mouth trembled as she spoke. Sayer wondered who the hell had shared sensitive information with this poor woman.

“While you were chasing the wrong thing, my Becky was being murdered.” Tears fell freely down Ms. Blane’s face. “They showed pictures of her on the news. Dead. Her body … she looked so…” She shuddered a few more times and then looked up at Sayer, eyes raw. “You let her die.”

Sayer opened and closed her mouth a few times, not entirely sure what to say. What could she possibly say to this woman since she was exactly right; they had wasted time on a false lead.

The family liaison pushed in through the doorway, breathing hard. “Ms. Blane, I’m afraid you can’t be here. Agent Altair is in the middle of an investigation to find whoever hurt your Becky. Will you please come back downstairs with me? We need to let these agents do their job.”

“Why? So she can save those other girls while mine is gone?” she spat harshly. Becky’s mom looked away, as if not even willing to look at Sayer again, but she did let Agent Robbins pull her to her feet. Robbins ushered the woman out and mouthed, Sorry, over her shoulder as they left.

Sayer could hear Robbins murmuring comfort to the woman as they made their way down the hall.

Once they were gone, Sayer remained on the floor, letting the impact of the woman’s grief wash over her. It crystalized her own emotions into a finely honed anger. She got up, deciding that she didn’t want to sit there any longer. She needed to get out in the field and do something, anything. Phone calls and internet research might work for other investigators, but she needed to go bang on some doors. Maybe wander around Windsor’s old neighborhood to see if she could find someone who remembered him.

She was pulling on her jacket when a young agent tentatively peeked his head into her office.

“Agent Altair?” He wrung his hands together as he spoke.

She looked at him expectantly.

“Um. I’m working the hotline downstairs. We sent out a call for people to report any encounters with men ranting about ancient Egypt and we got a hit. A psychologist that runs some place called the Hearing Voices Institute says he thinks he might have briefly treated our unsub. He’s willing to talk to you since you’re a fellow doctor.”

“Did you get a chance to check him out?”

“He seems legit. Dr. Lilenhammer has degrees from Oxford and the University of London. He moved here for a position at Harvard in the psychiatry department. He’s won a bunch of academic awards and has a number of very high prestige publications. A few years ago he quit his job at Harvard and opened the Hearing Voices Institute for the Alternative Treatment of Psychosis, which is out in Great Falls, Virginia.”

Sayer recognized the institute’s name. “Did he say how he met Luke Windsor? Why didn’t you take a full statement when you had him on the phone?”

“He didn’t say how he knew Luke Windsor. But he did send this to us via email to explain why he thought he might have treated the unsub.” The analyst handed Sayer a photograph. “He wants to talk to you in person. Something about patient confidentiality. He wouldn’t tell me anything.”

Sayer squinted at the image of an almost childlike drawing. At first it just looked like chaos, but she realized that the central figure was a girl holding an axe. Around her, a circle of nine baboons lifted their arms up toward the sun.






 



ROAD TO THE HEARING VOICES INSTITUTE, GREAT FALLS, VA


Sayer leaned her bike into the narrow driveway toward the Hearing Voices Institute. She glanced back a few times. Someone was following her at a distance, but she didn’t see the old Porsche anywhere.

No one turned off behind her onto the smooth asphalt that wound among rolling hills toward the Potomac River.

She let out a harsh breath, trying to release the bands of tension running across her back and down her arms. The late afternoon sun shone through bare oak branches, warming her shoulders, but Sayer couldn’t turn off the internal clock counting down until another girl’s head would be held underwater while her life drained away.

The road gave way to a flat field on the banks of the river. The two-story pueblo-style institute rose in the distance like something straight from New Mexico. Made of rounded adobe, with arched windows and a dark wood-beam roof, the only concession to the local landscape was a series of spindly dogwood trees planted along the front walkway.

A small, carved wooden sign announced that Sayer was in the right place.

Though she’d known that Great Falls was a wealthy area, the understated grace of this place reeked of money.

As she parked her bike, a whip-thin, overtan man with curly blond hair hurried out the front door. His loose blue tunic and gray linen pants flowed around his body as he held a hand aloft as though Sayer were an old friend.

“Dr. Altair. Dr. Lilenhammer at your service.” He bowed slightly. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you coming all the way up here.” His faint British accent didn’t quite match his vague surfer cult-leader vibe. “I know you must be busy, but, as I’m sure you understand, I hesitate to break patient confidentiality. I have strict rules about where and when I can share patient information and I will only do so if I deem it necessary to prevent harm.” He flashed a blinding smile that made Sayer wonder how much he spent to keep his teeth quite so white.

“Of course.” Sayer pulled off her helmet. “I appreciate you contacting us. And please, call me Sayer.”

“Sayer it is.”

She noticed that he didn’t return the courtesy of providing his first name.

“Follow me to my office,” he said as he led her through a glossy wooden front door into what looked very much like an expensive Santa Fe spa. A fire roared in the oversized beehive fireplace in the corner. She followed across the terra-cotta tiles and up a narrow, curving staircase.

Dr. Lilenhammer smiled back at her again as they made their way through a small labyrinth of halls carpeted in soothing earth tones. They finally stopped at an intricately carved doorway and he pulled a single key off the leather necklace he wore.

“As you can see, we spare no expense making our clients comfortable during their stay.” He unlocked the door and led Sayer into one of the most beautiful rooms she had ever seen.

The coffered ceiling was clearly transported from an old Spanish mission church. An azure blue tiled fireplace dominated the back wall. The rest of the walls were windows and Sayer realized that the entire room was cantilevered out over the river. Through French doors, a rounded balcony off the end of the room looked like it was floating above the water. She could hear the faint roar of rapids far below.

“So this is a residential facility?” Sayer asked.

“It is. Though, at the moment, we only have two residents and they’re on a field trip with my staff to the zoo today. Which means we have the whole place to ourselves.” He held his hand open like he had wings. “We only admit patients that meet specific criteria…”

Sayer didn’t say anything, but she imagined that the criteria must be having a lot of money.

As though reading her mind, the doctor smiled again. “I know what you must be thinking. That this facility must cost our residents a pretty penny.”

Sayer bowed her head slightly with acknowledgment, but kept her face neutral, still not sure what to make of this man.

“Our research is privately funded, which means that our residents pay nothing. You see, we’re challenging traditional approaches to the treatment of psychosis and there are many people who would like evidence-based alternatives to what we’ve got now.”

“So the drawing you sent us is from one of your residents?” Sayer dove right in, not wanting to waste any more time on this trip than necessary.

The doctor steepled his fingertips together and assessed Sayer. “Before I discuss my patient, let me ask, what do you know about psychosis, Dr. Altair?”

Sayer suppressed the urge to demand that they get to the point. Now was the time to do the annoyingly familiar academic dance to gain this man’s trust and convince him that she was his intellectual equal. “Well, I know it is characterized by hallucinations, delusions, disturbed thought, and lack of self-awareness. Psychosis often manifests as the belief that an individual can see hidden connections, karmic cycles, or magical cause-and-effect connections between unrelated things. It is usually triggered by some combination of genetics, brain damage, and physical or emotional trauma. Neurologically, I know that the brain of an individual experiencing psychosis is sending legitimate sensory signals that are experienced by that individual as very real. For example, when a person is having an auditory hallucination, such as hearing voices, the auditory regions of their brain light up. In other words, their brains are genuinely hearing the voices just like any other sound.”

“Exactly right.” He remained standing, hands still steepled. “This is why I wanted to speak with you directly. My treatment methods here are seen by many as … unorthodox, despite the research supporting it. I want you to understand that before I discuss my patient.”

“Your patient? Did you not know his real name?”

“Correct. I only briefly treated him while he was being held in jail and then briefly again at the hospital. I never confirmed his real identity.”

Sayer brought up the photo of Luke Windsor on her phone. “Is this the man you treated?”

He flashed a megawatt smile. “Yes. He’s aged significantly, but that looks like him. You say his real name is Luke Windsor?”

“That’s right. You treated him but didn’t even know his real name?” This entire place just felt far too woo-woo for her tastes.

“Let me give you the two-minute spiel about our institute.” He looked to Sayer for permission.

She gave a small nod.

“As I’m sure you know, I was a professor at Harvard working on developing new treatments for psychosis. My entire background and training made me believe that our primary goal as doctors treating the mentally ill was to use medication and therapy to reduce symptoms as much as possible in order to help the mentally ill counteract their illness. For example, you brought up auditory hallucinations. One of the most difficult things for many diagnosed with psychosis is ignoring or suppressing the voices in their heads because, as you so accurately pointed out, they sound perfectly real. How are they supposed to be able to tell which are false?”

Dr. Lilenhammer’s eyes shone with zeal. “I spent the first twenty years of my career looking for medication that could suppress those voices and help patients live a more ‘normal’ life.” He made scare quotes around the word “normal.” “Now, don’t get me wrong, I am a firm supporter of the right medication for the right reason … but everything changed when I went on a trip to Africa.”

Sayer managed not to roll her eyes as she hoped very much that he wasn’t about to tell her all about some shaman he met somewhere in Africa.

“While there, I traveled to a village in Burkina Faso where a prominent shaman lived and worked.”

Sayer sighed under her breath.

“People traveled for hundreds of miles seeking his guidance and I was quite eager to meet this shaman,” Lilenhammer continued. “When I did, I quickly realized that, were he in the States or Western Europe, he would be diagnosed with psychosis. He had intense, ongoing hallucinations, both auditory and visual. He had no less than twelve different voices in his head, which he interpreted as spirits from the beyond.” He wiggled his fingers in the air.

“Despite his extensive hallucinatory experiences, this man was living a happy, productive, highly respected life. And I realized”—Dr. Lilenhammer paused dramatically—“that much of our understanding of mental illness is culturally bounded. Right now, the Western medical model focuses on convincing psychotics that their hallucinations are not real. We give them medication to suppress those hallucinations. This works very well in some cases, but not always. In other parts of the world, psychosis is seen as a holy gift. And it’s important to note that I’m not just talking about shamans. Religious practitioners around the world, including modern Christians, believe in prophets that have extra-real perception, able to communicate with God or gods. In one context, a man claiming to speak to God is heralded as a sign of the divinity, whereas in another context that same man with the same exact claim is treated as mentally ill. I simply seek ways to help patients mold their hallucinations into something manageable without forcing them to acknowledge that they aren’t real as a way to dramatically improve their quality of life while also encouraging a return to functional behavior.”

He wrapped up what was clearly a well-practiced speech. “In conclusion, I learned in Africa that the goal I had been working toward all those years was wrong.”

“So, you don’t try to treat hallucinations here?” Sayer asked.

“It depends what you mean by treat.” He cocked his head to the side and smiled. “For example, one of the institute’s first patients was obsessed with tearing buttons off of clothing, believed them to be receivers for monitoring equipment. He had been institutionalized for years on a dozen different suppressive medications to stop his urges. When he got here, we simply provided him with a whole stack of clothing with buttons he could remove.”

“You let him obsessively tear off buttons?”

“Exactly. And we simply resewed the buttons on every night. When we stopped trying to suppress the behavior, he flourished. Did you know that people who make a living as mediums often hear voices in the exact same way that people diagnosed with psychosis do?”

Sayer frowned, but shook her head. This was going way too far afield from what she wanted to know.

“It’s true!” He practically jumped back and forth with excitement.

Sayer could see why people were willing to give this man their money. He was articulate and passionate despite his slightly unusual demeanor.

“Many mediums hear voices as loud and as often as people with clinical psychosis, so why aren’t they considered mentally ill? Why aren’t they in institutions? The answer is that they found ways to work with their voices. Rather than constantly try to determine reality from hallucination, they accepted the voices as somehow part of their individual experience of the world. And when they met those hallucinations with acceptance, the tone of the voices almost always changed from aggressive and scary to helpful and supportive. So, our treatment focuses on directly confronting hallucinatory input. We examine it together as a therapeutic team, talking about ways to accept and even alter hallucinatory content.”

“Okay,” Sayer said. “So Luke Windsor was here confronting hallucinatory experiences with you?”

“No.”

“No?” Sayer asked, confused.

“No, Luke Windsor was never here. I’m sorry I wasn’t clear. My colleagues at local hospitals and police stations are aware of my interests. When they arrest or treat someone they believe to be experiencing psychosis, they often call me in. I like to treat such people pro bono and often travel to their location. A few months ago, a police officer friend of mine arrested a man who was clearly experiencing intensive hallucinations. He was frightening people on the street, so they brought him in. After realizing how confused the man was, my friend called me in.”

“Where was this?” Sayer asked.

“Not too far from here in McLean.”

“So, you went to the police station?”

“Correct. And there I realized that he was indeed experiencing a psychotic episode.”

“Could you share the nature of your … treatment?”

“Of course. I asked him to draw me an image of what he was seeing. That’s the drawing I sent to you. I then encouraged him to talk to me about what he was experiencing.” Dr. Lilenhammer fell silent.

“And?” Sayer finally asked.

“And he described vivid and terrifying hallucinations of having his brains removed through his nose. Of being cut open, his organs removed, then linen and salt packed into his now empty body.” The doctor paused to watch Sayer’s reaction.

“He thought he was being mummified?” she asked.

“More precisely, he believed he was already mummified. You see, he was utterly convinced that he was already dead. Luke Windsor appears to be experiencing one of the most rare forms of psychosis—Cotard’s syndrome.” Dr. Lilenhammer smiled so widely Sayer wondered if his face might eventually split in half.

“Cotard’s, I’ve heard of that.” Sayer tried to remember that lecture from abnormal psychology. “Isn’t that when a person is convinced they’re dead, even though they’re still walking and talking?”

“Yes. Psychosis often involves some form of alteration of self-awareness, but Cotard’s is one of the most extreme forms. For some people, they become convinced that part of their body has died or no longer belongs to them. But Luke was convinced that he was most sincerely dead.”

“He thought he was dead, as in no heartbeat, not breathing?” Sayer asked. “No matter that he had a pulse and could feel his lungs working?”

“That’s right. It’s a powerful delusion. Those experiencing Cotard’s often die because they simply stop eating.”

“Because they don’t need food anymore if they’re dead,” Sayer said.

Dr. Lilenhammer nodded solemnly.

Sayer thought about Declan’s description of the unsub as zombielike. He must have stopped eating and probably also bathing. “I need to know more about his delusion surrounding death,” she said. “How did he think he died? Where did he believe he was?”

Dr. Lilenhammer strode over to his desk. “Of course. After talking with you for just a few moments, I feel comfortable sharing everything. Luke believed that he died in a car accident, which I suspect had some basis in reality.”

“You think he was really in an accident?” That could give them a promising lead if she could find out where and when the accident occurred.

“I do. See for yourself.” Dr. Lilenhammer riffled through a slender file and pulled out a brain scan that he passed to Sayer.

“You have an MRI?” Her heart beat more quickly. No matter how much she loved her work as an FBI field agent, her true love would always be neuroscience, and this image would give her a new window into Luke Windsor’s mind.

“Of course! After I spoke with him at the police station, I saw extensive scarring on his forehead and worried that his delusions might be the result of a medical emergency. It’s always important to rule that out, so I requested a transfer to the nearest hospital for evaluation. He consented to an MRI and, as you can see, it does show evidence of a brain injury consistent with a relatively severe car accident.”

Sayer held the MRI up to the light. “This is massive damage to the temporoparietal fascia of the right cerebral hemisphere.”

“A kind of brain damage known to trigger depersonalization and derealization hallucinations such as Cotard’s syndrome,” Dr. Lilenhammer added.

“This is a serious traumatic brain injury that easily could have triggered a psychotic episode. No wonder he’s suffering from such extreme delusions.”

“I prefer to say experiencing rather than suffering. Much of the suffering of those with mental illness is caused by a world that does not accommodate their needs,” the doctor said firmly.

“Can I keep these for now? I promise to return them when the case is concluded,” Sayer asked.

“Of course. I have copies of my notes here. This file is for you.”

“So, Luke believed he was killed in an accident. Did you find out anything else about his delusions that might give us insight into why he’s killing these people now?”

“Well, upon finding himself dead, instead of being at peace, he apparently found himself in the Egyptian afterlife.”

“Why the Egyptian afterlife?” Sayer asked.

“I’m unsure, though his hallucinations were elaborate and specific. He saw the sky goddess, Nut, holding up the stars. He believed he could communicate with the sun god through esoteric rituals. He thought that the cycles of the heavens were inextricably linked to our actions here on earth.”

“‘As above, so below,’” Sayer said under her breath, connecting the dots.

“What?”

“I’m sorry. Windsor wrote, ‘as above, so below,’ at one of the crime scenes.”

“That’s certainly in line with his delusion. Almost all of his hallucinations were related to ancient Egypt somehow. And I will say that he had elaborate knowledge of Egyptian mythology. After I spoke with him, I looked up everything he said to me and it was all accurate. He also explained that, because he was dead, he had to make it through afterlife. He spoke of a journey of trials necessary to achieve his place among the gods.”

Sayer nodded. If Luke Windsor thought he was dead and genuinely trapped in the afterlife, perhaps he believed he had to re-create the twelve chambers to finally pass on.

“In addition to his Egypt-specific delusions,” Dr. Lilenhammer continued, “Luke also had more traditional delusions about shadowy government agents spying on his every move, out to kill him. It’s why he refused to tell me his real name or background. He claimed that the second I entered his information into my computer, they would come for him. It’s a surprisingly common delusion.”

“What did you discover about his background?” Sayer asked.

“Well, our conversations were brief, but I would guess that he is ex-military and that he grew up in this area. That’s about all I could glean from our interactions. I’ll give him credit, despite his intensive delusions, he was shockingly good at keeping background details from me.”

“And then what happened? Was he arrested?”

“No, not at all. After the hospital said that they weren’t able to do much for him, and I felt that he wasn’t a threat to himself or others, they simply released him. As you well know, mentally ill individuals are far more likely to be victims of crime than perpetrators. I felt as though this poor man was experiencing delusions brought on by some kind of grievous accident. My only concern was that his Cotard’s would prevent him from appropriate self-care. But beyond my concern, I would never have expected him to be violent or dangerous.”

Sayer stared at the doctor.

“I actually offered to let him come stay here,” he continued. “I would have loved to treat him. But he wasn’t interested.” For the first time, the sunny crinkle of the doctor’s face fell. “Though now I’m to understand that I misjudged him horribly. If he has killed a number of people…”

“Seventeen people, to be exact. Four adults and thirteen children. Plus, he’s still holding an additional ten girls somewhere. One of which we believe he will very likely murder at nine tonight.” Sayer didn’t hold back.

Dr. Lilenhammer paled. “This is the great failing of our mental health system. That poor man was experiencing a severe mental health crisis but there was no way for me to help him. No system in place to protect him from himself and others from him.”

Sayer was about to ask about his exact date of his time in the hospital when a floorboard creaked in the hallway.

They both turned toward the sound.

“I thought you said we’re alone here,” Sayer said softly.

“We are.” Dr. Lilenhammer looked confused. “I suppose it could be someone returning early.” He got up and walked toward the door.

An alarm shot along Sayer’s spine. Something wasn’t right.

“Wait,” she whispered sharply.

The doctor froze at her harsh tone.

Sayer held a finger to her lips, gesturing for silence. Trusting her instinct, she carefully stood up and put the file onto her chair.

Lilenhammer looked slightly amused at her caution, but didn’t make a sound.

Hand on her gun, Sayer quietly moved to the door. She made sure the bolt was locked and strained to hear anything moving outside.

Heart beating in her ears, she waited, listening to the heavy footsteps making their way slowly down the hall.






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


Kate let out a cry at the sight of the massive wooden doors at the far end of the chamber. She’d run for what felt like forever across the cold sand.

The sounds of the attack on the bus faded behind her and she strained to hear what had happened. The plan had been to bring down Walter permanently, even if that meant killing him. But, if they could only incapacitate him, they were all going to file off the bus, lock him inside with the same metal bar he’d used to lock them in, and follow her to the exit.

But now she’d made it to the edge of the chamber only to find old doors held tightly together with a heavy chain and padlock.

She tried to work them apart, but she could only manage to slide them an inch or two. Eyes watering with frustration, she looked left and right. Curving brick walls disappeared into the darkness in both directions.

What was this place?

“There has to be another way out,” she said to herself firmly. The others would be there soon and they would figure something out together. If they killed him, they would just have to go get the key off his body. Until she knew for sure what happened, she would scout for alternative escape routes.

She decided to head right and walked along the wall, counting steps as a way to ratchet down the building sense of dread flooding her body.

The rhythmic count—step, count, step—of her walking was interrupted by the sharp echoing crack of a gunshot.

Kate’s entire body jolted at the sound.

He had managed to get his gun out. Or had one of the girls gotten it from him and used it?

Trapped in the massive chamber with no escape, she waited in the echoing silence until she heard the sound of at least two sets of uneven footsteps on the sand.

Kate turned to face whoever was coming. She hoped it would be Nell, holding Walter’s gun, a triumphant smile on her face.

When Walter emerged from the shadows, Kate’s breath left her body as though she’d been punched in the gut.

He held a gun pointed at Nell as she stumbled along beside him. They were both covered in blood. Walter limped and had multiple gashes on his face already swelling into monstrous lumps.

Blood stained Nell’s side, flowing from an unseen wound at her waist. She seemed barely conscious.

Walter spotted Kate and opened his mouth, letting out a droning roar that welled up from the very depths of hell.

Kate faced him and, as he moved in on her, she let out her own warrior scream.






 



DR. LILENHAMMER’S OFFICE, THE HEARING VOICES INSTITUTE, GREAT FALLS, VA


Sayer stood against the wall as the creaking footsteps reached the end of the hallway.

With a deep boom, the door splintered inward.

Sayer dodged backward to avoid the explosion of metal and wood. She slammed into the chair behind her, knocking Dr. Lilenhammer’s notes everywhere.

A broad-shouldered man holding a shotgun pushed his way through the gaping hole in the doorway.

She managed to unholster her Glock, but couldn’t get it up in time.

“Don’t” was all he said as he aimed at Sayer.

She recognized the fake FBI agent who had attacked Tino in the hospital. Between his unnaturally broad shoulders and thick arms, she understood why Tino had described him as a meat shield.

“Ah, the famous Agent Crenshaw,” she said sarcastically.

He didn’t move, gun steady at Sayer’s head, but he did let a smile spread across his face.

“Agent Altair. Glad to see you living up to everything I’ve heard about you. Now, put the gun down and kick it over here so I don’t have to shoot you.”

As she gently placed the gun at her feet and nudged it away, Sayer’s eyes darted over to Dr. Lilenhammer who stood next to his desk, arms loose at his sides. She was surprised to see his relaxed hippie aura still intact despite the gun-wielding asshole menacing them.

The fake FBI agent looked slowly around the room, zeroing in on the notes Sayer had scattered on the floor.

“I’m going to need you to pick those up and bring them to me.” He gestured to Dr. Lilenhammer.

The doctor nodded casually and, with fluid grace, picked up all the papers and organized them quickly into the file folder. “All yours, my friend. We’re happy to cooperate. No one needs to get hurt here.”

Sayer recognized the soothing tones that experienced hostage negotiators used and her respect for Dr. Lilenhammer went up a few notches.

“Glad to hear it, Doc.” His eyes ranged around the room with practiced vigilance. They finally settled on Sayer and he squinted with disdain. She could see his finger twitching against the gun like he wanted to shoot her. “You’re lucky you’ve got friends in high places,” he growled.

Without further comment, he swung the gun toward Dr. Lilenhammer.

A less well-trained assailant might broadcast his intention, but this man was casual as his finger slid smoothly to the trigger.

It was only at the last second that Sayer realized he was about to shoot the doctor.

With a roar, she thrust herself at him with all her strength.

She slammed into his arm, knocking the gun aside just as it recoiled with a bang, missing Dr. Lilenhammer, who dove for cover behind his desk.

Sayer had hoped to knock the massive man down with her attack, but he didn’t even stagger.

Without making a sound, he turned on her, swinging the butt of the shotgun against her left side.

It connected with her ribs and she was tossed back.

She managed to get her feet under her and spun away from the shotgun swinging toward her head. On the balls of her feet, Sayer skipped backward out of his reach until she hit one of the French doors leading out to the balcony.

The man turned to fully face Sayer.

Taking advantage of his attention on Sayer, Dr. Lilenhammer flung himself onto the man’s back. The sudden weight on his shoulders forced the man to throw an elbow, swatting the sinewy doctor to the floor.

Sayer realized that her gun was only a few feet away and she dove for it as the man hunched down and began to charge.

Her fingers closed on the Glock as the man’s shoulder connected with her chest. His momentum took them crashing back through the French doors.

Gun in hand, Sayer landed against the balcony railing, body bending dangerously over the river rapids far below.

The man used his weight to press her body farther back and Sayer felt her feet leave the balcony floor. She was going to topple into the raging Potomac.

He reared up to punch her in the face.

The gun fumbled against her fingers and she realized she wasn’t going to get it up in time. Instead, she shifted her weight, preparing to try and throw him off her, when his head exploded.

Blood and gore spattered across the balcony back toward the building.

The man’s muscles went slack, brain messages cut off like a puppet’s strings. He flopped forward, his dead weight on Sayer, and she scrambled to get out from beneath him.

His momentum almost took him over the railing, but she managed to pull him back and onto the tile floor.

Blinking in confusion, Sayer looked down at the very dead man then up at Dr. Lilenhammer. He stood, wide-eyed and empty-handed.

“Who…” She spun in a circle, trying to understand where the shot came from.

Lilenhammer pointed across the river, hands steady.

Sayer turned just in time to see a figure running away, a long gun in his hands.

Dr. Lilenhammer stepped out on the balcony to watch the shadowy figure disappear. “That was one hell of a shot.”

Sayer wiped blood from her face and nodded, not sure what the hell was going on.






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


Walter and Kate howled at each other across the sand.

He dropped Nell’s arm, letting her collapse to the ground. Roaring like a wild animal, he charged Kate, who stood firm, screaming her own guttural sound.

If he was going to kill her now, she decided to go down fighting.

She managed to dodge to the side as he tried to slam his shoulder into her body.

When his charge didn’t connect, his forward momentum caused him to stumble slightly and Kate stuck out with her fist, trying to punch him in one of his wounds.

Her hand connected with his cheek, but didn’t make the satisfying thud she was hoping for.

Instead, it landed with an unsatisfying smack that seemed to hurt her hand more than his face.

She let out a cry of frustration and tried again as Walter regained his footing and turned on her like a spring being released.

He easily deflected her second punch and simply grabbed her by the upper arm. His fingers felt like cold iron pressing into her flesh.

Though she tried to twist her body around to hit him again, he simply used her arm to turn her away. Unable to reach his body, she wrapped her hands around his thumb and fingers, trying to pry them off.

Sobbing, she realized that his hands were simply too strong for her to move.

For the first time in her life, Kate felt helpless and it made her kick out with futile anger.

Grunting with frustration at her writhing and shouting, Walter lifted her off the ground. He holstered his gun and, ignoring Kate’s flailing, he hurried back over to Nell so he could pick her up with his free hand.

Holding them firmly, he half carried, half dragged the two girls away.

Terrified, Kate managed to look back at their footprints across the sand and wondered what had happened to the rest of the girls back on the bus.






 



THE HEARING VOICES INSTITUTE, GREAT FALLS, VA


The thrum of adrenaline in Sayer’s veins faded to a dull buzz as she watched the evidence team swarm Dr. Lilenhammer’s office. A medical examiner hunched over the dead man in the glow of dusk, preparing him for transport back to Quantico.

“Sayer?”

Sayer’s attention snapped to Ezra who had insisted on coming out to the scene. He leaned on his cane, eyes crinkled with worry.

“You sure you’re okay?” he asked. “You didn’t hit your head?”

Sayer rubbed the back of her head. “No, I don’t think so. It’s my ribs that hurt a hell of a lot more than my head.” She shifted slightly and a fiery spike of pain radiated in a band around her chest.

“Broken?” Ezra moved to probe her side.

“Eh!” Sayer stopped him with her tone. “I can move and breathe just fine, so nothing’s broken. I’ll get it checked once we’re done here. What’ve we got?”

Ezra scowled with disapproval, eyes boring into Sayer. When she didn’t back down, he sighed. “Fine. But you go see the doctor as soon as we’re done here. The team across the river hasn’t found any sign of the mystery shooter. He knew how to cover his tracks. They just dug the bullet out of the wall. Six point five mm, so a long-range rifle. That shot had to be seven hundred feet, or more. Guy knows how to shoot.”

“Military?” Sayer asked.

“Maybe, or just a competitive shooter. I’ll check regional shooting clubs.”

Sayer grunted approval. They should follow all possible leads, despite the fact that she couldn’t help but suspect that Subject 037 had someone assigned to watch out for her. “And our fake FBI agent? ID?” she asked.

“Not a damn thing. I’ve scanned his prints and I’m running them through AFIS, but no hits so far. The techs are using the new instant DNA machine in the mobile lab so we should know if he’s in our system in a few minutes.”

Still feeling the aftereffects of adrenaline, Sayer gingerly walked over to the medical examiner who hovered above the dead man. She had pulled up his shirt to take a liver temperature.

Ezra followed, letting out a little tut sound at the sight of the man’s bare chest. “This guy’s like a cautionary ad for steroids,” he said. “I mean, he looks like a flesh-covered sack of boulders rather than a man.”

The ME frowned with disapproval. “I would agree that his muscles are unnaturally overdeveloped. Check out his scars.” She pointed to the latticework of random scars weaving jagged trails across his entire torso. “These look like shrapnel wounds to me. Obviously I’ll confirm at autopsy.”

“So maybe foreign military. His fingerprints would be in the system if he were American military.” Sayer stared down at his now slack face and overmuscled shoulders. Why had this man pretended to be an FBI agent to gain access to Declan in the hospital? And why had he showed up here? He’d obviously been after the information Dr. Lilenhammer had about Luke Windsor. Was this man working with Windsor? Or was he hunting him?

“I swear, I feel like this guy is a step or two behind us on this investigation. Maybe he’s trying to track down Windsor just like us. We need to figure out who the hell he is,” Sayer said, voice monotone. She recognized the flat affect of post-adrenaline letdown. Her whole system was going to shut down soon if she didn’t take a few deep breaths and probably eat something.

“Dr. Altair.” Dr. Lilenhammer had just finished his debriefing and came over to Sayer. “Thank you. If you hadn’t knocked that shotgun aside.” He bowed deeply, hands pressed into a prayer pose at his chest. When he stood back up, his eyes shone with an almost manic aura. “I often struggle to remember how fleeting life can be. Nothing like a genuine near-death experience to remind me.” Despite the trauma he’d just been through, the doctor seemed entirely unperturbed. Joyful almost.

Sayer was always skeptical of people peddling spiritual woo-woo, but she decided that this man was one of those rare weirdos who genuinely experience some kind of inner peace.

“Thank you for the distraction when I needed one.” She returned the half bow and immediately regretted it as her rib twinged like she’d pressed a burning dagger into her side.

“You need a doctor.” Lilenhammer put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Of the medical and mind variety I’d wager.”

Sayer wanted to respond sharply, but realized that was just the jittery sensation of pain wearing on her nerves. “Probably so,” she said noncommittally as she turned to Ezra. “How are we on possible body dump sites for tonight?”

Ezra shook his head. “We’ve got a few possibilities. The reflecting pool on the Mall. It’s watery and reflects the Washington Monument so there’s the Egyptian symbolism.”

Sayer thought about her experience when she was there to process Becky’s body. “He has been really focused on the Mall area. That seems promising. What else?”

“They also think the House of the Temple, the Masonic lodge on 16th Street, is a possibility. It’s not watery, but the building is a partial pyramid and has two Egyptian sphinxes flanking the main entrance.”

Sayer nodded.

“Lastly,” Ezra continued, “even though it’s outside of the city, they suggested we keep an eye on the George Washington Masonic National Memorial.”

“The one in Alexandria?”

“Yeah, I didn’t know that Alexandria, Virginia, was, you know, named after the actual Alexandria in Egypt. Apparently the memorial there was built to look just like the ancient Lighthouse of Alexandria so that could be our water connection.”

Sayer frowned. “The reflecting pool seems like our best bet, but I want five undercover agents at each spot. And make sure we have a SWAT and hostage team on standby somewhere central. If anyone so much as sneezes strangely in one of our possible dump zones, I want them nearby so we can scramble them in ASAP. And make sure everyone knows that we need him alive. He’s the only one who knows where the girls are. If he dies, we might be sentencing all of those girls to death, so stress how important it is that we bring him in breathing. I’m going to swing by the hospital and get my ribs wrapped, then let’s reconvene at Quantico to keep an eye on everything as it unfolds.”

“On it,” Ezra said.

Sayer made sure everything was running smoothly at the crime scene, then hurried down to her bike. It was probably going to hurt to ride to the hospital, but she wasn’t about to go back upstairs and ask for a ride.

Knuckles white, she climbed awkwardly onto the Silver Hawk and tucked her curls into the helmet. Eyes watering with pain, she slid her arms into her riding jacket and glanced down at her phone. It was already past 7:00 P.M. Not even two hours before Windsor was most likely going to murder another child.

Gritting her teeth, Sayer rode down the long driveway under the dark sky.






 



GEORGETOWN PIKE, GREAT FALLS, VA


The motorcycle jostled Sayer’s rib cage as she rumbled along the narrow Virginia road. The only way she managed to avoid passing out was the steady stream of profanities she muttered under her breath.

Her phone rang in her headphones and Sayer almost didn’t answer until she saw Janice Holt’s name.

“Assistant Director Holt,” Sayer said and then immediately remembered that Holt wasn’t AD anymore.

Holt belted out a throaty laugh. “I hear you could use some help.”

Sayer loved that Holt always got right to the point. She explained that they were looking for possible symbolic body dump sites in the city and started describing the Amduat.

“Whoa, this is a lot more complex than I expected. Why don’t you just swing by so you can explain everything here.” Holt reeled off a strange address in southwest D.C.

None of the possible dump sites the FBI analysis had come up with felt totally right to Sayer. Maybe Holt would have a better idea and, if she could get a location before 9:00 P.M., maybe they could catch him in the act. Plus, talking to Holt sounded like more fun than the hospital.

“I’ll be there in thirty,” she said.

They said their goodbyes and hung up. The sudden quiet forced her attention back to the pain in her side.

As the temperature dropped, Sayer resumed her stream of curses as she turned the Silver Hawk toward Washington.






 



THE WHARF MARINA, SOUTHWEST WASHINGTON, D.C.


Sayer pulled up to the marina and stared. No one had mentioned that Holt was apparently now living aboard a boat.

The marina was a lively cluster of restaurants and bars clinging to the waterfront around a series of docks packed with boats of all kinds—yachts, superyachts, motorboats, pontoon touring boats.

She followed the signs to slip 5C where she found a small sailboat. All dark wood and crisp whites, it looked like something she would expect to find anchored off the shores of Nantucket. Even though Holt had been forced out of the FBI against her will, maybe she was happy here, content to retire from her career as assistant director?

Sayer wondered until she noticed the name of the pretty sailboat—Tisiphone Waits.

She threw her head back and laughed.

Tisiphone was one of the Greek furies known for extracting vengeance.

Apparently Holt hadn’t moved on just yet.

Sayer called out and Holt climbed up from the cabin. Unlike the power suits she usually wore, Holt had on an old white sweatshirt and khakis rolled up to the knees. Her pale bare feet looked like they hadn’t seen sun in decades. Despite her casual attire, Holt’s jowls were still set in a firm line and her hair was still as stiff as a helmet, feathered on both sides as if transported directly from the 1980s. And of course, her eyes still carried the unspoken danger one would expect from a Valkyrie about to strike.

“Sayer! About time you came to see my new digs.” Holt waved Sayer on board with her tooth-baring smile.

Sayer awkwardly hurried up the ladder onto the deck and immediately felt off-kilter.

“No sea legs, eh? And this is about as calm as water can get.” Holt laughed heartily and slapped Sayer’s back.

Sayer’s ribs screamed, but she just swallowed the stabbing pain.

Holt studied Sayer’s face. “But you’re not here for a friendly visit. Come on down so we can talk freely.”

She led Sayer down a narrow two-step ladder into the cramped cabin and gestured to the table.

Sayer looked around. The interior was what she would expect in a boat except for the fish tank that took up the entire back wall. Rather than fish, the tank was full of scuttling Chesapeake blue crabs.

Holt followed her gaze. “Ah, yeah. I caught a bunch of the buggers planning to keep them alive until I wanted to eat them. But now I’ve grown fond of the damn things and don’t have the heart to kill ’em. Who knew crabs had personalities?” She smiled again with her familiar almost-feral grin. “Beer?”

Sayer shook her head. “I’m actually in a hurry. We think the unsub might kill a third girl at nine and dump her body somewhere symbolically important. We’ve got a bunch of analysts on it and we’re consulting D.C. historians, but word around the Bureau is that you’re working on a book about the city’s architectural history. I thought you might have some thoughts.”

Holt gave her a long side-eye, but finally nodded. “Now that’s the kind of puzzle I can get into. Explain what you need.”

“The killer is re-creating an ancient Egyptian book called the Amduat.” Sayer summarized the twelve chambers and twelve goddesses.

Holt’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “That does make some amount of sense. If I wanted to open the way to the afterlife and couldn’t make it to Egypt, this is where I’d come. There are endless symbolic references to Egypt here in D.C.”

Much like she’d forgotten how dangerous Holt could be, Sayer had also forgotten that Holt was once a brilliant agent in her own right with an encyclopedic memory and an American history degree from Yale.

Holt smiled her frightening smile in response to Sayer’s shock. “Haven’t you ever wondered why there’s a pyramid with an Eye of Horus on our money? Or why there is an Egyptian obelisk at the very center of our capital city?”

“To be honest, it never really occurred to me,” Sayer said. “I sort of assume that most people into that stuff are into conspiracy theories.”

“True, even talking about such things automatically makes people assume you’re one fry short of a Happy Meal. But you think I’d be interested in that kind of bullshit?” Her eyes flashed. “Hell no,” Holt answered her own question. “Obviously some kooks have taken things too far, but there really is symbolic meaning to just about everything built in this damned city. And things like Egyptian symbolism have been co-opted since the Roman era when the Romans placed obelisks in their cities as a way to associate themselves with the powerful Egyptian pharaohs to their south. That’s not even mentioning the Rosicrucians and Masons who both adopted huge swaths of Egyptian philosophy and symbolism. Hell, there’s a massive Rosicrucian museum in California dedicated to ancient Egypt.”

“Okay, so clearly it makes sense why the unsub would come to D.C. to act out the Amduat,” Sayer said.

“I saw on the news that the first victim was placed on the star map at the Einstein Memorial,” Holt said.

“Yeah, what you don’t know is that she was placed with nine baboon carvings and an axe. Reproducing a goddess called the skull splitter.”

Holt leaned forward, knuckles bent on the table.

Sayer felt like she could almost hear Holt’s brain whirring at high speed. She continued, “The second girl was placed at the foot of the Washington Monument. She had a line drawn down her face representing the two-faced goddess.”

“Fascinating,” Holt said. “Did you know that the Washington Monument once had carved Egyptian lintels over both entrances?”

“I didn’t know that.” Sayer wanted to tell Holt to focus on possible dump sites, but Janice Holt wasn’t the kind of person you directed.

“The original entrances were Egyptian-style gates with huge wooden lintels depicting the god Horus, complete with falcon wings carrying a solar disk. The lintels were removed for”—Holt dramatically raised a single eyebrow—“unknown reasons in 1878.”

“But how many people would even know lintels were removed over a hundred years ago?” Sayer asked, thinking that access to rare knowledge might help them locate the unsub.

“Well, probably a lot. I don’t know. There’s a huge market for D.C. architectural history, especially Masonic and Egyptian stuff. How do you think I afforded this boat? It certainly wasn’t on my FBI retirement. This is all thanks to the advance for my book.” Holt let out a gruff laugh. “Heck, even the star on everything from our flag to our money was from the Masons who got it from an ancient Egyptian sacred star that we call Sirius. In hieroglyphs, it was depicted by the exact same five-pointed star that we use everywhere.”

“Okay, so D.C. makes sense and he’s obviously well versed in the city’s history. He killed the first girl at seven, the second at eight,” Sayer said. “Keeping with the hours of the night thing…”

“The next will be murdered tonight at nine,” Holt said, acknowledging the prompt to hurry up. “Let’s figure out where he might dump the poor girl.”

“The third chamber is the watery region of Osiris. So we’re looking for a watery place with some kind of celestial or Egyptian symbolism. Especially anything to do with the sign Leo.”

“Let me think.” Holt pulled an old map of D.C. from the pile on the table. “Celestial symbolism … hours of the night,” she muttered to herself before looking back up at Sayer. “I don’t know all that much about ancient Egypt, but I do know that they used their extensive knowledge of astronomy to develop a sort of star clock that they used to measure the passing hours of the night. Their decanal starts are, in some ways, very similar to the zodiac we’re familiar with in the Western world…” Holt trailed off. “Zodiac,” she said half to herself. “I know where you need to go!”

“You do?”

“Of course!” She looked into Sayer’s eyes. “We associate the zodiac with horoscopes and silly prognostication, but really they’re just a way to measure the passage of time across the sky, exactly like Egyptians used certain stars. A zodiac would be a perfect symbol of the celestial sphere and there are over twenty-three public zodiacs in downtown D.C. Far more than any other city in the world. Even better, I know a watery zodiac not far from here.”

Sayer looked at the clock. “It’s almost nine…”

“The Andrew Mellon Memorial Fountain. It’s located at the top of the Federal Triangle, a symbolic pyramid. And the base is surrounded by a zodiac. It has all the symbolic pieces he needs to re-create the third chamber.”

“That’s not even a mile north of here.” Sayer was already moving toward the door.

Holt got up behind her. “I’ll come with you.”

Sayer pushed open the door, phone in hand, and paused. “I don’t think that’s a good idea…” Sayer wasn’t sure how she would stop Holt if the woman insisted on coming along. But she had been pushed out of the FBI during a scandal. Holt couldn’t be there during an arrest. “You can’t get tangled up in this.”

Holt’s mouth pressed into a frustrated line, but she nodded curtly. “You’re right. My presence would just muddy the waters.” Holt dropped a meaty hand on Sayer’s shoulder. “Go get the bastard.”

Sayer nodded and hurried to her motorcycle, dialing Ezra. “Ez, we’ve got a new possible location for Windsor’s next body dump!”

“What? Where are you?”

“Heading to the Andrew Mellon Memorial Fountain. I’m about a mile out. I’ll casually case the area, but I need some agents there pronto. Approach quietly. If he’s there, we don’t want to spook him by making our presence known.”

“Got it. Wait. You’re going there yourself? I thought you were heading to the hospital.”

“I got sidetracked with a lead,” Sayer growled, in no mood to answer questions. “And yes, I’m going alone. It’s a quarter till nine. He hasn’t been dumping the bodies until at least thirty minutes after he kills them.” Sayer felt a pang of nausea at the thought that one of the girls was most likely about to die. Did she know she only had fifteen minutes to live? Sayer pushed the horror of that thought away. “Even if he gets there by nine thirty, I have plenty of time to find an advantageous spot. How long until we can get a few agents there?”

“I’m scrambling them now. Should be there in less than twenty.”

“Good. I’ll scout the area and check back in with an update on my position.”

“Got it. Hey, when the other agents get there, maybe you can actually go get your ribs checked,” Ezra said, but then exhaled a sharp laugh. “Who am I kidding? You’re going to stake out the fountain until he either shows up or you call it.”

Sayer let out a short laugh of her own. “I can neither confirm nor deny said allegations…”

“Okay, Sayer. Stay safe. Talk soon.”

Sayer hung up and hurried toward the fountain, side burning as she said a silent prayer to anyone who might be listening that the girl Windsor planned to kill tonight would somehow be spared.






 



ANDREW MELLON MEMORIAL FOUNTAIN, WASHINGTON, D.C.


The area around the fountain was quiet.

Sayer made a circuit of the small three-sided island of grass and trees. Bounded by Constitution Avenue, Pennsylvania Avenue, and 6th Street, the low fountain rose in two tiers from the center of the small strip of concrete and grass at the arrow’s tip of Federal Triangle.

A few cars crawled cautiously past on roads that began to freeze as night fell. Yellowish streetlights illuminated a homeless woman in a long puffy jacket as she pushed a shopping cart down the sidewalk.

Sayer casually strolled along the opposite side of Constitution, hugging the colonnaded National Gallery of Art. Her eyes roamed the wide-open area. Three major arteries of downtown D.C. crisscrossed around the fountain meaning that Windsor would have to come out in the open to deposit the body.

Even though she didn’t expect Windsor for at least half an hour, Sayer’s senses were on high alert as she searched for a place she could observe without being seen. She paused in the shadow of the museum to glance at her phone. Five minutes until nine.

She looked up and froze at the sight of a car rolling to a stop next to the fountain on 6th Street. The blue, four-door sedan was as nondescript as a car could possibly be.

Sayer took a few silent steps backward, pressing herself against a tall bush lining the base of the museum just as a man got out of the car.

He moved slowly and awkwardly around the back of the car. A handgun sat tight against his side in a military-style holster. His shaggy hair swung forward, obscuring his identity.

As he rounded the car, he moved into the pool of light beneath a streetlamp, illuminating his face. A knot of recognition twisted sharply in her stomach. This was definitely Luke Windsor and he was here early. Had he already killed another girl? Had they been wrong about the hourly time of death?

As he moved farther into the light, Sayer realized that blood soaked his clothes head to toe. At first she thought it was from someone else, but his body language and the series of open gashes across his face made her suspect that it was his own blood.

He was injured. Badly.

Good news for her if she had to take him down.

Shielding the light from her phone, Sayer sent Ezra an emergency text, Windsor here NOW! ETA?

Ezra texted back, Still 5 min out. WAIT FOR BACKUP. Sending DCPD and SWAT ASAP!

Sayer frowned. DCPD would swoop in sirens blazing and possibly spook Windsor. She had to be ready to take him down if he made a run for it. And she had to do it alive.

Rather than stop at the trunk, Windsor continued around to the back passenger door and pulled it open.

He leaned forward and Sayer expected him to scoop a body into his arms.

Instead, he yanked a very dazed girl from the car.

Sayer stifled a gasp at the sight of Nell Goodyear. Blood seeped along her side, soaking her jeans, but the girl was alive!

Nell’s hands were zip-tied behind her back but she fought Windsor, struggling weakly against his grip. He winced in pain as he tried to control her bucking.

“Help!” Nell shouted with a hoarse voice that suggested she had been screaming a lot recently.

He violently jerked her forward and winced again. She stumbled and he used her momentum to shove her toward the base of the fountain.

Off-balance, she managed to stay upright for a few stuttering steps before toppling onto her knees.

The loud crack of bone on cement made Sayer shudder.

Nell stayed on her knees. A small sob escaped her lips. She tried to shout again, but her whole body sagged with exhaustion and the sound she made was nothing more than a husky cry.

Windsor shoved Nell the rest of the way to the ground. She moaned and her eyes fluttered as she fought to remain conscious.

While she was down, he stepped over to look in the fountain and let out a grunt of frustration at the sight of the dry basin.

He must have planned to just drown the girl here. He glanced at his watch and shook his head as he slid out his gun. If he couldn’t drown her, he was clearly willing to just shoot her. Whoever had injured him must have interrupted his regular ritual and he seemed to be winging it last minute.

Gun out, he stared at his watch, counting down to the right time.

Low and quiet, Sayer moved so she was directly behind Windsor as she began her approach. She couldn’t let the violence against Nell escalate any further.

Sayer started across Constitution Avenue as Windsor aimed down on the girl.

Nell rolled herself into a ball. The gesture of futility sent a spike of rage through Sayer’s heart.

She had to stop him before he could kill her.

“FBI, freeze!” she shouted in her deepest voice as she sprinted across the road, gun trained on Windsor. The wide avenue meant that he had plenty of time to decide what to do next.

“I will shoot!” Sayer growled.

Windsor looked up at Sayer, then back down at the girl as though unsure who to shoot first.

The totally calm look on his face sent a shock through her body. She realized that they’d been completely wrong about him. He wasn’t bold and fearless, he simply believed that he had nothing left to lose. The threat of death meant nothing to a man who already believed he was dead.

Sirens began to wail in the distance as he turned the gun back toward Nell.

Sayer sprinted at full speed.

Hearing her incoming attack, Windsor spun around at the last second and pulled the trigger.

Sayer felt the bullet slice open the outer layer of skin along her side, pulling her jacket back as it passed through the thick leather.

Despite being clipped, she continued her attack, diving into Windsor.

His entire body tensed as Sayer slammed into him. They both let out guttural cries of pain as they toppled to the ground.

He landed on her arm, knocking the Glock from her hand.

Sayer rolled away from him into a crouch, ending up right next to Nell.

Windsor recovered still holding his gun and stood up panting with a mixture of pain and rage. “You’ll ruin everything. It has to be now!” he shrieked like a wild animal as the first cop car screeched to a stop half a block away.

“Freeze!” The responding officers leaped from the car, guns out.

Ignoring the police, Windsor aimed back toward the girl.

Nell tried to scurry away, but couldn’t move fast enough.

Gasping for air, vision blurring with pain, Sayer realized she couldn’t reach him in time. Instead of charging him, she flung herself over Nell.

A series of gunshots echoed as the officers opened fire.

Windsor grunted in pain as fresh blood appeared across his left arm.

“Drop the gun!” the police shouted.

“What have you done?” Windsor let out a frustrated cry as he spun and ran toward the car. He dodged the shots fired by the cops as he dove around the far side of the sedan. Without looking back, he crawled in and peeled away.

The police jumped back into their car and took off after him as Sayer turned her attention to Nell.

The girl looked up with a grimace of pure anger on her child’s face.

“We attacked him,” Nell gasped.

“Good for you.” Sayer lifted the girl’s shirt. She tried not to react to the blood pumping slow but steady from the wound on Nell’s stomach. “I’m going to put pressure on the gunshot wound to stop the bleeding. It’s going to hurt.”

The girl moaned when Sayer pressed down hard.

“Where was he keeping you? Where are the rest of the girls?” Sayer asked, trying to keep Nell conscious.

“Big room with columns. Not sure where. So many black holes. Hundreds of them. We really hurt him…” The ghost of a smile fluttered across Nell’s face and then she passed out as another police car screeched to a stop at their side.

Sayer called an officer over to render first aid for Nell and she shouted to the other arriving officers, “Suspect is an injured male. Just took off north on 6th Street in a dark blue four-door sedan, D.C. plate number 55N6B6. Armed and dangerous. Need him alive! Alive!” she repeated.

DCPD swarmed the scene while Sayer sprinted to her bike, dialing Ezra on the phone. She told him what happened so he could scramble Max and Kona their way to try and track the car.

“Yeah, I’m listening to everything via DCPD. The car chasing him already lost him. I’ll get Max and Kona there ASAP. Ambulance is almost there for the girl.”

Sayer grunted understanding and hung up. She screeched off up 6th Street hoping she could catch up with Windsor on her bike.

Body jittering with adrenaline, her senses felt painfully sharp as she flew along the corridor of office buildings. Driving too fast, Sayer’s eyes roved back and forth hoping to catch sight of the blue sedan. The tall buildings soon gave way to town houses and corner stores. A few heavily bundled residents strolled along 6th, but there was no sign of the unsub.

When she passed the red-brick clock tower of Howard University, Sayer finally accepted that she’d lost him. Windsor most likely turned off 6th Street long ago and she had no way to track him down.

It was only after she pulled over that she realized that her hands were coated with Nell’s blood. A shudder of frustration and horror rocked her body. “Dammit.” She slammed her bloody fist down on the handlebar so hard it sent a spike of pain along her ribs. She’d been so close and yet she let him get away.






 



FBI COMMAND CENTER, QUANTICO, VA


Sayer sat at the front of the empty command center, looking at the ragged bullet hole through the back of her jacket. Since the attack at the Hearing Voices Institute, things had happened so quickly she hadn’t really had time to process everything. Something was bothering her, but she couldn’t figure out exactly what.

“So, how’d your trip to the doctor go?” Ezra asked sarcastically as he entered. “When you said you were going straight from the Hearing Voices Institute to the hospital, you must have meant ‘I’m going to take on the unsub single-handedly’ instead.”

Sayer gave him a “very funny” stare.

Ezra sat down, expression turning serious. “You know I’m joking. I’m glad you’re all right. The hospital just called and said that it looks like Nell Goodyear will pull through, though she’s in rough shape. Gunshot to the abdomen and at least one broken bone. I’ve got Max and Kona trying to follow Windsor’s scent from the fountain but no luck so far.”

Sayer nodded as she pulled her jacket back on. Though she’d washed her hands, rust red flecks of Nell’s blood still stained the edges of her nails.

“Did Nell manage to tell you anything before the EMTs took her?” Ezra asked.

“Not much. She said that the girls attacked Windsor. She tried to tell me where the rest of the girls were being held, but she didn’t seem to really know. All she said was something about a big room with columns and then she talked about black holes. I think the pain was making her a little delirious and that’s all I managed to get before she blacked out. Just in case, see if you can find anything that matches that description.”

Ezra nodded, face grim. “Now what?”

“Now we figure out how to stop this bastard,” Sayer said sharply.

“You know what I mean,” Ezra responded softly.

Sayer sighed. “Sorry, I feel like I’ve got a knife stuck in my side and I’m angry that I let him get away. He was really hurt and I still didn’t manage to bring him in. For now we process the scene at the fountain, process Nell’s clothes, and keep following the leads we’ve already got.”

“You said he was hurt?”

“Yeah.” Sayer bared her teeth in a harsh smile. “His face looked like a boxer on the losing end of a ten-round fight. I’m willing to bet he had a few broken bones, too. That was all before the cops hit him in the arm.”

“The girls did that?”

“That’s what Nell said.” Sayer let herself momentarily enjoy the thought of a pack of fierce girls whaling away on Windsor.

“So…” Ezra said. “Do we know why he hadn’t already killed Nell before bringing her to the fountain?”

“No clue. I assume it’s because of the attack. Maybe being hurt interrupted his plans and so he just dragged Nell to the spot with the idea that he would kill her there. He seemed surprised to find the fountain dry, so maybe he was going to drown her like the other two. He was definitely way more focused on killing Nell at the right time than he was on fighting me.”

“I wonder what he’ll do now that he didn’t get to create the third goddess…”

Sayer closed her eyes. She hoped that he wouldn’t just go back to the bus and kill another girl. “Here’s hoping he goes somewhere to lick his wounds and regroup for at least a day.”

“You didn’t tell me yet how you even found the right place. We had ten analysts on that.”

“Holt.” Sayer smiled at Ezra’s shocked expression. “I remembered someone mentioning that she’s writing a book about the architectural history of D.C. I always thought she was the FBI’s top field agent because she was tough as hell, but I guess she’s also smart as hell.”

“That’s wild.” Ezra looked intently at Sayer. “There’s something bothering you.”

“Yeah.” She got up to pace but realized that it hurt too much. Instead, Sayer pulled out her worry beads and tried to hold the rest of her body still while she thought through everything that had just happened. It was something about the MRI she’d seen at the Hearing Voices Institute.

“I got a decent look at our unsub at the fountain,” she said. “I saw his face up close and it looked exactly like Luke Windsor.”

“But…?”

“But something’s not right. Pull up the brain scan from Dr. Lilenhammer for me.”

Ezra sent a digitized copy of the MRI scan to the large screen.

Sayer gingerly approached the image, shaking her head. “Can you put this side by side with Luke Windsor’s childhood MRI?”

Ezra clacked a few keys and the second MRI appeared. “There’s something wrong with the scans?”

Sayer looked back and forth between the two for a long moment before responding. This was what had been niggling away in her mind. “You and I both know that most serial killers are psychopaths, not psychotic.”

“True,” Ezra said. “They’re controlling narcissists with personality disorders, but they aren’t usually experiencing the kinds of delusions associated with psychosis.”

“Exactly. And when I saw Luke Windsor’s childhood brain scan and it showed markers for psychopathy, I was totally convinced that we ID’ed our unsub. It made perfect sense at the time to assume that Windsor is a psychopath killing for some perverse but internally logical reason.”

“But now you’re not so sure. Were we wrong about Windsor’s motive? Or do you think we ID’ed the wrong man?”

“I don’t know. Al and Dr. Lilenhammer both directly interacted with the unsub and they both described someone experiencing deep psychosis. I also know that, other than this damage here to the temporoparietal area of the cerebral hemisphere”—Sayer pointed to the MRI provided by Dr. Lilenhammer—“the brain in the new MRI looks totally average.”

“So, not belonging to a psychopath,” Ezra said.

“Does it say in any of Luke Windsor’s school records what hand is dominant?”

“Uh, yeah.” Ezra scanned his computer screen. “He’s left-handed.”

“Yeah, see here, the left part of the motor cortex is far more developed, a trait you see in right-handers. And other than the injury from the accident”—Sayer pointed to the recent MRI—“this brain is perfectly healthy. People like Luke Windsor with extensive histories of drug and alcohol abuse almost always show visible reduction of cortical gray matter.” Sayer paused.

“You don’t think this is a scan of Luke Windsor’s brain?” Ezra said.

“Exactly. These are two different brains. The unsub’s brain suffered the exact kind of traumatic brain injury well known to cause major shifts in behavior and personality, including triggering psychosis. I think, rather than looking for a psychopath, we should be looking for someone who, until very recently, led a perfectly normal life and whose personality dramatically changed after a car accident.”

“But Luke Windsor fits the profile perfectly in every other way. You even said it yourself, he looks exactly like the unsub described by Al and Declan. Plus, his dad’s job explains why he knows so much about ancient Egypt.”

Sayer eased herself back into the chair, face pulled into a frustrated scowl. “That’s exactly right. Luke Windsor clearly seems to be our unsub, but this is not Luke Windsor’s brain. So what the hell is going on here?” Her voice rose slightly. “Does the childhood scan not belong to Luke? Is our unsub a random person who just happens to look exactly like Windsor? This damn case just doesn’t make any sense.”

Ezra put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “We’re both tired. It’s almost midnight and we didn’t get much sleep last night and no sleep the night before that. Rather than pound our heads against this wall, how about we go get a few hours of sleep and then try to tackle this in the morning. You did save a girl’s life tonight.”

“I saved one girl, but not all of them.”

Ezra just stared at her expectantly.

“Fine.” Sayer relented. “But I want everyone here in the morning including Al Valentine. I want anyone who could help us in the same room tomorrow at 7:00 A.M. sharp. And send the information on the fourth chamber to Holt. We need her and all of our analysis to start working on possible dump spots for the next body.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.” Ezra saluted.

“Good night, Ez,” Sayer said and slowly made her way out into the night.






 



ROAD TO ALEXANDRIA, VA


Ignoring the pain in her side, Sayer called the hospital on her way home to check on Nell and Declan. Doctors didn’t expect Nell to be awake for an interview anytime soon. Declan was sound asleep and recovering well. Both of them had guards at their doors.

That thought was cold comfort as Sayer replayed the frenetic last two days in her mind. If Luke Windsor wasn’t their unsub, who was? How did the false witness and the man who attacked her at the institute fit into the unsub’s plans? Who saved her life earlier today? And who had been following her?

Sayer found herself pondering a call to Subject 037, then immediately quashed that thought.

She glanced in her side mirrors but no one followed as she turned off the highway into Old Town Alexandria. Maybe it had been the fake FBI agent following her and he was dead now. Or maybe it was her guardian angel. Either way, they weren’t on her tail tonight.

In the deep quiet, Sayer parked the Silver Hawk next to her town house, grateful to turn off the engine that rattled her ribs all the way home. Her mind felt jumbled with too many diverging thoughts. None of which led to the most important place of all, the location of the missing girls.

Sayer took a moment to look up at her town house. A faint light glowed in Tino’s downstairs window and she debated saying hello. Adi was still at Stanford and Sayer realized she longed for a moment of human connection before sleep. Plus, she’d promised him a drink date to discuss some kind of big question he had. Any conversation would be better than sitting alone in her apartment right now.

With a soft tap, Sayer knocked on Tino’s door.

When no one answered, she knew he must’ve fallen asleep reading in the living room. And Vesper slept like a log once he was down for the night.

Slightly disappointed, Sayer headed upstairs and unlocked her own door. Without the warm comfort of Adi’s and Vesper’s soft breathing drifting from Adi’s room, the apartment felt dark and empty.

She removed her heavy jacket and her eye caught again on the bullet hole in the back. Brushes with death weren’t all that uncommon in her job, but it always left her feeling chilled to the core.

She walked around flipping on the lights, irrationally trying to drive out the cold.

Standing in the fully lit apartment, she wasn’t sure what to do next. She wanted to keep working on the case, but she knew her mind was dulled by sleep deprivation. She glanced over at Jake’s file but thought about Nana’s comments. She was right of course. Sayer was obsessing over his death as a way to cling to a life that no longer even existed. Maybe it really was time to start finding joy in the life she had instead of dwelling on the life she’d expected.

Rather than pick up the file, Sayer grabbed a beer and a cold hot dog and clicked on the TV, hoping to wind down for a few minutes.

On the screen, Becky Blane’s mother stood in front of a podium, flanked on both sides by what had to be lawyers in suits. Her eyes were still raw from crying, but now she wore some makeup and a bright pink sweater.

The reporter’s voice-over said, “We’ve all been following the case of the girls on the bus, but this new wrinkle comes from the press conference held this evening by Rebecca Blane’s mother. This mother of one of the murdered girls had some harsh words to say about the ongoing investigation.”

The sound transferred to the conference as Ms. Blane began to speak.

“My daughter, Rebecca Elizabeth Blane, was killed yesterday.” She leaned slightly forward into the microphone, reading off a sheet of paper that she clutched tightly. The gaggle of reporters and cameras in front of her jostled for a good view. “I have proof the FBI task force was chasing a hoax that they should have been able to quickly dismiss as false. They wasted precious time while my daughter was being brutally murdered. I’ve also learned that there have been multiple attacks on the FBI that they are covering up.” She paused and looked away, tears forming at the corners of her eyes. “My beautiful, brilliant daughter is dead because of their ineptitude. I plan to bring a lawsuit against the FBI to ensure that this never happens again. Thank you.”

Her lawyers pulled her away from the podium and swiftly guided her away.

Sayer stared at the screen, gripping her beer. She understood that this woman was hurting, and angry parents were a normal part of kidnapping and child murder cases. What wasn’t normal was the level of detail that Ms. Blane clearly had about the ongoing investigation.

Sayer sent a quick email to the family liaison, asking for an explanation before realizing that she was blurry-eyed with exhaustion.

Rather than dwell on the intense mix of emotions the press conference conjured, Sayer stumbled to the bathroom to get ready for bed. She took off her shirt to clean the small cut along her side where the bullet had grazed her skin. On the other side, a bruise darkened half of her torso and her rib protested when she poked at the bruise. “Bruised but not broken,” she muttered to herself.

Barely awake enough to pull on her flannel pajamas, she fell into bed, welcoming a deep, dreamless sleep.






 



TINO’S APARTMENT, ALEXANDRIA, VA


Tino had struggled against the rope that bound his arms and legs as Sayer tapped on his door.

The more Tino writhed and bucked, the tighter the rope constricted his body and so he stopped. Lying still, he had called out for Sayer, but the heavy wrapping of tape around his mouth muted it into nothing more than a frantic sound trapped in the back of his throat.

Other than the stench of kerosene assaulting his nose, everything was quiet.

Except for the man breathing softly in the next room. What was he waiting for?

Eventually, Tino could hear Sayer shuffling around above him, floor creaking as she probably ate a damn hot dog or something equally vile.

Then nothing.

Time felt frozen until the sharp crackle of a match lighting in the other room sent a wave of dread through his body. The front door opened and the man left, closing the door behind him. Tino and Vesper were alone as the apartment caught fire.

Vesper scratched against the closet door, whining so piteously Tino’s heart broke for the hundredth time. The poor dog was probably having his own flashbacks to the Cage Killer case where he was trapped in a cage with a dying girl.

Tino wanted to say something to comfort Vesper, but he could only make soft grunting sounds.

It was the smell of smoke that sent him over the edge of panic.

Wriggling like a caterpillar, Tino worked his way against the bedroom wall. Heaving with the effort, he lifted his legs as far as he could and slammed them against the drywall. The drywall cracked and he repeated it again and again until his bare feet thumped against a wooden stud. Sweat began to obscure his vision. Smoke grew so thick in the apartment that his eyes watered. With his mouth covered and his nose clogging, he began to choke on the clot of phlegm in his throat.

Barely able to breathe, Tino pounded against the wall until a gentle buzz worked its way up his limbs, to his head. As the acrid air burned his nose and eyes, his muscles began to go slack and he faded into unconsciousness.






 



SAYER’S APARTMENT, ALEXANDRIA, VA


The hellfire in Sayer’s dream burned like brimstone, angry and hot. A demon stood among the swirling smoke, banging on a drum. The thuds felt like the dark drumbeat of death coming for her.

Something about the repeated sound finally filtered into her consciousness, snapping her awake.

Sayer’s eyes flew open and she was momentarily confused by the thick smoke from her dream there in the apartment. Then she felt the heat.

Smoke. Heat. Fire!

She bolted from bed, hunching forward to avoid the miasma gathering at the ceiling.

The thudding sound continued for another moment and then stopped.

Sayer tried to orient herself, but couldn’t see well enough. Hands out, she stumbled until she hit a wall and realized she’d gone the wrong way. Outside the window, flames licked the windowsill. She had to make it to the door.

Feeling along the edges of the room, she got to the living room before a coughing fit forced her to her knees. Unable to draw a full breath, Sayer crawled toward the exit.

When she reached the door, she managed to pull herself up and unlock the dead bolt.

She yanked the burning hot door open and cried out with hoarse frustration at the wall of fire concentrated on the landing just outside.

Even in her delirium of fear, she registered the signs of arson. Someone had dumped an accelerant just outside, trying to block her exit.

Sayer glanced back into the apartment, but knew it would be deadly to try and make it to a window. Her only hope was to make it past the flames.

Without hesitation, she let out a shout and launched herself straight out the door. She vaulted the railing and fell all the way down into the garden.

She landed in a patch of soft earth, body crumpling under the impact. Her rib screamed in agony, but she miraculously managed not to break anything.

Shaking, eyes burning and her chest heaving, Sayer stood in her once-peaceful backyard, staring back at her town house. Fire engulfed the building like a living creature, monstrous in its hunger.

Mouth agape at the sheer scale of destruction, it took her brain a moment to process the fact that Tino and Vesper were nowhere to be found.

Fear exploded her forward and she ran to Tino’s door. It swung open, sucking oxygen into the downstairs apartment.

The fire flared and Sayer pulled her shirt up over her mouth as she waded in. She swept her arms and legs back and forth, seeking any sign of her family.

“Tino! Vesper!” she tried to call out, but the roaring fire and cracking wood drowned out her voice.

Head spinning, Sayer fell to her knees and crawled toward Tino’s bedroom.

Inside, she found him bound on the floor, eyes rolled back so far that nothing but the whites showed.

Sayer tried to rouse him, but he was making thick gurgling sounds as he breathed.

“Tino! Come on!” She tore the tape from his mouth.

Sayer heard a faint scratching and crawled over to the closet.

Vesper bounded out, whining loudly.

Sayer waved him away, trying to convince him to go outside, but the dog stood over Tino, licking his face.

She tried to give him a command, but the words came out garbled.

Vesper took hold of Tino’s shirt and began tugging. Sayer joined in, grabbing the rope around his body and pulling.

Together, they managed to slide Tino almost to the living room, but Sayer’s breath grew ragged.

Her vision began to spin as her muscles stopped following commands.

She tried to pull Tino one more time but she could barely keep her fingers curled around the rope.

The smoky room began to narrow, as though she were moving into a dark hallway, far from reality.

When the shadowy figure appeared above her, Sayer wasn’t entirely sure he was real.

She felt a hand wrap around her wrist. In the swirling ash and dancing light, Sayer couldn’t make out his face. He tried to lead her away, but she refused to move.

“Tino,” she croaked.

The figure nodded and grabbed the rope binding Tino. With surprising strength, he dragged Tino toward the door.

Sayer helped, half pulling, half letting the figure guide her out.

Vesper followed on her heels as they burst into the fresh cold air outside.

Tino moaned and Sayer fell to her knees, checking his vitals. He breathed ragged but steady. His eyes fluttered open and she let out a sharp sound of relief.

When she looked up to tell the man to get the neighbors out and call 911, he was already gone.






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


Kate woke in a small brick room, memories flooding her mind like a stop-action movie.

The girls assaulting Walter with metal bars. Her frantic race across the sand. Finding the locked doors. The man dragging Nell toward her. Nell so hurt.

Kate’s attempt to hurt Walter. His easy deflection of her frantic attack.

Limping and injured, he’d managed to drag her and Nell up the ramp, through the locked doors, and out into a newly hellish landscape of towering grass-covered silos and a field covered by a grid of what looked like hundreds of small black manholes.

Finally he took them to this squat building with a strange pyramid on top.

He had dumped Kate here in this room and then took Nell away.

For a long moment she stared at her surroundings, trying to make sense of what she was seeing.

Thousands of hieroglyphs decorated every inch of wall space. Even the low ceiling was covered with some kind of hieroglyphic chart.

Planks of wood covered where there used to be windows.

She turned in a circle, noticing piles of junk pushed into the corners like someone was cleaning the place. The detritus looked old-fashioned, maybe from the 1950s or even older.

By far the most confusing thing was the rough wooden sarcophagus at the very center of the room. A long time ago she’d gone on a field trip to the Natural History Museum and recognized it as Egyptian.

Between the sarcophagus and the hieroglyphs on the wall, she wondered if she’d been taken to Egypt somehow. Was she being trafficked? Had she passed out or been drugged and taken far from home?

Kate’s thoughts felt foggy. Slow.

A deep ceramic basin full of water sat at the foot of the sarcophagus. The sight of water made her realize that she was desperately thirsty.

Dry-mouthed, Kate scrambled to the water and scooped it greedily to her mouth until she felt her belly swell uncomfortably.

How long had it been since she’d eaten?

She pictured the rest of the girls still trapped on that damned bus. Were they even still alive?

Worn out from the intensity of everything, Kate just wanted to lie down in this place that felt like a surreal nightmare.

Forcing herself to refocus, Kate remembered that she was supposed to run and find help.

Kate had a job to do and so, instead of lying down, she began to look around for a way to escape.






 



FAIRFAX HOSPITAL, FALLS CHURCH, VA


The annoying rhythmic beeping forced Sayer to groggily open her eyes so she could shoot whatever was making the noise.

Bright morning sun shone through the window as the hospital room came into view. She frowned, cracking her dry lips at the corners.

“She lives!” Ezra hovered over her, bright blue eyes scrunched with worry.

“She does,” Sayer said softly.

A steady thumping against her leg made her realize that Vesper was lying next to her. His tail wagged faster as she tried to sit up.

“Tino?” She reached out to pull herself up and realized that her arms were tangled in wires and tubes.

“Tino’s fine.” Ezra put a calming hand on Sayer’s shoulder as she struggled against the constraints. He pushed a button on the bed to raise the back so she could sit upright. “He’s in the next room while he gets some kind of oxygen treatment. He should be right as rain in a day or two. The vet gave Vesper a clean bill of health. He’s got minor burns on his paws, but was shielded from the worst of the smoke inside the closet.”

Sayer pulled the clip off her finger and began working on her IV line when Ezra firmly took her hand.

“Maybe just catch your breath before you pull a Hulk and break out of the hospital? I know you’ve got a reputation to uphold but I promise I won’t tell anyone if you actually rest for a whole minute or two.” He said it lightly, but his face was serious.

Sayer slumped back in the bed and nodded. “Fine. What happened? I woke up the neighbors. The fire engines arrived. But then they made me get in the damn ambulance.”

Ezra let go of her hand and eyed her for a long moment to make sure she wasn’t going to keep pulling off wires and tubes. When she didn’t move, he lowered himself into the chair next to the bed. He propped his cane against the railing and let out a deep sigh. “Everyone is fine. Your neighbors all made it out safely. Your town house is a total loss. The units on either side have some damage but nothing catastrophic.”

As the events of the fire came back to her, Sayer remembered the concentration of flame just outside her door. “Someone set that fire. They didn’t want me to survive.”

Ezra held up a cup of water with a bendy straw. Sayer frowned again, but nodded and took a long gulp.

“The arson investigator agrees. And obviously someone tied up Tino. This has gone from intimidation to attempted murder.” Ezra fussed over her blanket.

Sayer realized that his face was drawn with emotion.

“Hey.” She stopped him from tucking in the blanket. “I’m really fine.”

Ezra nodded curtly. “I know. The doctor says you’ll probably have a little lung inflammation and you have a bruised rib, but otherwise you’re completely unharmed. You’ll be free to leave once the doctors do one more check on your vitals.”

She remembered trying to drag Tino through the burning apartment. Then the shadowy figure. “There was a man…” Sayer tried to picture him. “He helped me get Tino out, but I didn’t get a good look at him. And then he just took off.”

“We’ve got a description from a neighbor of an adult male wearing a baseball cap, but that’s all,” Ezra said, watching Sayer closely.

She didn’t respond. Too many thoughts vied for her attention. The car following her. The false witness and the fake FBI agent. The guardian angel at the Hearing Voices Institute. And now this. “We need to figure out if all of this is connected to the Windsor case, or if I’ve got a target on my back for a different reason,” she finally said. “This could be related to Subject 037 instead.”

“Agreed. Subject 037 has always felt dangerously obsessed to me. You think he’s the one trying to kill you, or the one saving you?”

Sayer shrugged. “I think he’s keeping an eye on me, but I have no clue why.”

“Well, we can figure that all out eventually. Maybe you’ll rest for a bit first?”

But Sayer was already pushing the call button. She wanted the doctor to come give her a checkup so she could get back to Quantico and start figuring things out.

“Or maybe not.” Ezra threw up his hands, but he smiled at her string of curses as she removed the tubes and wires.

Freed from everything, Sayer looked around for her phone and realized that it was gone in the fire.

Ezra held up a new phone. “Figured you would need a new one. It’s all set up, linked to your old number.”

She turned on the phone just as it rang.

“Agent Altair,” she barked and regretted the way her throat burned from the sharpness in her voice.

“Sayer,” Subject 037 said with clear pleasure. “I’m so glad you and your beloved little family are okay.”

“I’m in no mood—”

Subject 037 interrupted her, “I’m calling because I have information I think you’ll want.”

“Go on,” Sayer said reluctantly. She didn’t want help from 037, but she also wasn’t about to turn down information that could help her save the missing girls.

“I’ve found Luke Windsor for you,” he said with a purr, “and I can tell you where he is right now.”






 



TINO’S ROOM, FAIRFAX HOSPITAL, FALLS CHURCH, VA


Sayer called her team so they could confirm what 037 told her. After filling them in, she rinsed the layer of ash off her body in the hospital bathroom, threw on the extra clothes Ezra brought from her locker at Quantico, and hurriedly stopped by to check on Tino.

Between his double black eyes and the oxygen mask, Tino looked haggard, a word she never would’ve expected to use for the bristling, sturdy man. But he must’ve heard her approach and he opened his eyes. They sparkled at Sayer and Vesper.

“Well, aren’t you just taking the brunt of this case?” Sayer said, squeezing his hand.

He let out a breathy wheeze that might have been a laugh. He started to remove his mask and Sayer put a gentle hand on his.

“Did you recognize your attacker? You can just nod yes if you can’t talk.”

Tino waved her off and pulled off the mask. “Didn’t recognize. Bandana over face, hat on, average height. Something else I need to tell you.”

“What is it?” Sayer’s stomach turned at the serious look on Tino’s face.

“I know you’re in the middle of a big case, but considering the fire, my big question just became more pressing.” Tino paused to take a few rattling breaths. “Sorry.”

Despite her desire to rush to catch Windsor, she wasn’t about to act on unconfirmed intelligence again. Plus, she wasn’t even sure if Windsor was their unsub anymore. She could spare some time for something that was clearly very important to Tino. Sayer forced herself to sit down. “I’ve got exactly one minute.”

“Sorry,” Tino said again, finally catching his breath. “An old friend is selling her house,” he spoke in short sentences between wheezing. “A perfect place. Guesthouse in back for you and Adi. Room for my kids. Big garden. Was going to ask you to go look before I signed. Might have gone a little overboard. Made a cash offer last night. Would be your home, too, if you’d like.”

Sayer opened and closed her mouth a few times. “You bought a house? How much money did you make off your restaurant?” That was all she could come up with.

Tino nodded, laugh rattling his chest again.

Sayer leaned back in the chair and smiled. “Man, if we ever need a family motto, I think it should be, ‘We don’t fuck around.’”

“Embroider it on a pillow.” Tino laughed, sending him into a coughing fit.

“Aren’t we a total mess?” Sayer felt her eyes water. She wiped them dry and cleared her throat. “I’ve got to go now, but I promise I’ll go check it out as soon as I can.”

Tino pointed to a single key on the bedside table. “Key was in my pocket. Only thing left from the apartment. A sign.”

Sayer took the key and squeezed Tino’s hand one more time. “Sure, if you believe in that kind of ridiculous thing.”

And with that, Sayer kissed his cheek in farewell.

Quantico got back to her confirming 037’s tip. They checked footage from a nearby traffic camera and located a man matching Luke Windsor’s description walking on the sidewalk just outside Recovery Village in Vienna, Virginia. Exactly where 037 said he would be.

Sayer accepted Ezra’s offer of a ride and together they drove off to hopefully catch a monster.






 



RECOVERY VILLAGE, VIENNA, VA


Sayer and the SWAT commander stood next to each other, eyes riveted on the gray brick building at the end of the block. Three stories tall with bars on the windows, it was one of the dreariest places Sayer had ever seen. Even the morning sunshine and blue skies couldn’t make Recovery Village look cheerful.

“What’s the deal?” she asked with a raspy throat.

“It’s a court-mandated residential facility used as an alternative to jail. Includes a work program providing jobs and treatment for drug addiction. Most of the people there are homeless and often mentally ill.”

“The residents can come and go as they please?” Sayer asked, trying to imagine Luke Windsor signing himself out to go kidnap and murder a bus full of kids and then signing himself back in afterward.

“They get a lot of freedom, it’s one of those give-’em-responsibility-type places.” The SWAT commander clearly did not approve. “Two exits, one front, one rear, both highly secure. Normally I would want to catch our target off guard, but considering that we haven’t been able to confirm that Windsor is even inside right now, and there’s a volatile population, I think someone should go in to recon the situation before we crash through the door guns ablaze.”

Sayer nodded. Normally SWAT was the first to knock down doors. If they wanted to be cautious, she certainly wasn’t going to disagree. “Why don’t I go in, talk to the front desk, and see if I can find out if he’s in there without raising any red flags. I’ll say it again, there’s reason to believe that the target isn’t actually our man, so go in with that in mind.”

The SWAT lead nodded sharply. “I understand. Leave the com open. We’ll be just outside if anything goes sideways.” He handed Sayer an earpiece.

She put it in place and wiped the sweat from her palms. Despite the cold morning, she was still shaky from the fire and her increasingly sore ribs. The scent of smoke lingered on her skin and in her hair. It occurred to her that maybe Ezra was right … it was possible that she was pushing herself too hard, but she wasn’t about to take a step back at this point in the investigation. If Windsor was their man, they could take him down, get him to tell them where the girls were, and wrap up this horrifying case in time for lunch.

So, instead of taking a rest, Sayer straightened her jacket and strode toward the building.

The door opened just as she reached the handle. A clean-cut man in scrubs stepped out, whistling a cheery tune.

Sayer glanced up at his face and froze. She recognized Luke Windsor’s round chin and intense eyes.

He saw her reaction and froze as well.

She reached for her gun. “Luke Windsor” was all she got out before he bolted.

“Hey!” Sayer shouted to make sure the assembled SWAT agents were on it.

She knew they had two men out back, but SWAT had stayed out of sight in the front because they hadn’t wanted to give away their presence until she had a chance to recon inside.

Windsor sprinted away and Sayer followed close on his heels.

She could hear the pounding feet of the SWAT agents behind her.

Windsor surged forward. Sayer tried to keep up, but her lungs burned. Every pounding step made her ribs feel like someone was slamming a sledgehammer against her side. She thought she was going to lose him when the SWAT commander flew past her, taking Windsor down hard.

SWAT agents swarmed him and dragged him away toward the waiting wagon.

Sayer took a hitching breath and muttered curses to herself as she hurried back toward the rest of the team feeling like half of her rib cage was about to fall right off her damn body.

As she passed the gray building, a woman in scrubs just like Windsor’s stepped out the front door.

“Did you all just arrest Luke?” she asked, arms wrapped around herself with concern.

Sayer stopped. “Do you know him?” she demanded.

The woman nodded. “I work with him here. He’s our success story…”

“Success?” Sayer asked, heart dropping.

“Yeah. He was here for treatment last year. Got clean, fixed his life. He’s been working here for almost four months now. He’s a night counselor, which is the hardest job we’ve got. The residents love him.” She stared off down the street. “What happened?”

“You’re telling me that man isn’t a resident? He works here?”

“Yeah.” She looked at Sayer.

“Do you know if he was working last night?”

She nodded. “He works every night. Says it keeps him off the streets.”

“And you saw him last night? Personally?”

“Yeah, for sure. He got here around four and then he was in sessions until almost ten. I left around midnight and saw him hanging with residents in the TV lounge right before then.”

The woman’s voice faded into the background as Sayer thought about Luke Windsor’s unblemished face as he ran from her.

The man she fought near the fountain last night was horribly injured, his face all banged up.

Luke Windsor was not their man.






 



FBI COMMAND CENTER, QUANTICO, VA


Back at Quantico, Sayer hurried down the hall to the command center, Ezra trailing along behind her.

“So?” she asked.

“So, they’ve got Windsor in one of the interrogation rooms, but everything the nurse said checks out. Multiple witnesses confirm that Luke Windsor was at work last night,” Ezra said.

“No chance he snuck out?” Sayer asked, already knowing the answer.

“No way. They have heavy security on all the doors and windows. It’s a lockdown facility and he would have to use a key card to exit. Plus, there are cameras on all the exits.”

She let out a hard breath. “Why weren’t we able to locate him ourselves?”

“He’s apparently working under a different name, Luke Nepolitano, which is his mother’s maiden name. You were right. That brain scan didn’t belong to Windsor. Do you want to question him?”

“No. I saw his face. That wasn’t the man I fought at the fountain last night. Windsor’s not our guy. Let’s get the task force meeting going so we can figure out a way to find those girls before we lose another one.”

“You sure you’re up for the task force meeting?” Ezra said gently.

The meeting was scheduled to begin in twenty minutes. There were still nine girls out there somewhere. And someone out there who tried to kill Tino and Vesper, two of the beings she loved the most in the world. Not to mention trying to kill her as well.

“I’m fine,” Sayer said with so much force it set off a short coughing fit. She leaned forward, hands on knees. Her therapist had been telling her to accept help sometimes and now seemed like a perfect time to work on that skill. Plus, Ezra was one of the best investigators she’d ever worked with. Maybe it was time for him to have more responsibility. “Okay. You take over the meeting, but I’ll be right there with you. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let whoever set that fire delay this investigation for a second.”

Ezra looked momentarily stunned, but then nodded curtly. “On it.” A moment later he added, “Thanks.”

“Thanks for what? You could be running this task force just as well as I could,” Sayer said, resuming her steady pace toward the command center.

Inside, the large room was already packed.

Sayer had almost forgotten that she’d asked for everyone who could possibly help the investigation to be here for this meeting.

Al Valentine sat in the first row and looked ready to come out of his skin with anticipation. The rows of DCPD officers, FBI analysts, and field agents sat alert and ready.

When she stepped to the front, a few people cheered and called out, “Glad you’re okay!”

She held up her hands to quiet the cheers. Rather than draw anything out, she decided to be perfectly blunt.

“We got Luke Windsor but, based on new evidence, we no longer believe he’s our unsub.”

The room went quiet.

“I’m going to let Ezra take over the meeting,” Sayer wheezed, “but I wanted to be the one to break it to you all.”

She stepped aside, suppressing the cough spasming her chest.

Ezra pulled himself up with his cane and took her place. “Uh, so, we have a lot to cover this morning. The good news is that one of the missing girls, Nell Goodyear, was recovered safely last night thanks to Sayer who confronted the unsub at the Andrew Mellon Memorial Fountain.”

Sayer watched the room perk back up and she realized that Ezra was a natural leader. She had started with the bad news but he knew to focus on some good news first.

“Uh, let’s see…” Ezra slid his laptop up to the small podium so he could talk and advance through his photos. “Let me recap yesterday and then we can discuss Luke Windsor.”

Ezra summarized Cotard’s syndrome.

Murmurs spread among the agents.

“He appears to believe that he is trapped in the Egyptian afterlife and has to navigate the afterlife through twelve chambers. In addition to this belief that he’s dead, he also thinks there are government agents after him,” Ezra continued. “So, coupled with the information about the Amduat from Dr. Valentine, we have a good understanding of the unsub’s pathological belief system. We’ll use this information to work on possible dump spots for tonight.” Ezra glanced over at Sayer.

She gave him a nod of encouragement, wondering if she should have him run all the meetings from now on.

Ezra took a long breath in and explained everything that happened the day before, including the dead fake FBI agent, the confrontation at the fountain, rescuing Nell Goodyear, and the fire at Sayer’s house.

While he wrapped up, Ezra brought up a photo of Sayer’s destroyed town house. Nothing was left of the entire second floor except a few wooden beams charred black from the fire. The back wall was missing from the entire downstairs, revealing a soggy mess of ash and soot inside.

It was her first time seeing the aftermath and Sayer’s face drained of blood at the sight of her home reduced to a burned-out husk. It was also the first time she realized what was lost. The photo album Adi had given her documenting their joyful moments. The note that Jake had left her—the last thing he’d ever written to her. Not to mention all her books. Her research files and notes. All gone.

“Oh, sorry, Sayer.” Ezra noticed her expression and quickly went to the next image that showed Luke Windsor.

“Which brings me to the latest turn of events. As Sayer mentioned, we were, uh, able to capture Luke Windsor who has been working around the clock at his job at a residential facility. We’ve confirmed that Windsor was on duty at the time of the murder last night, excluding him as a possible suspect.”

The murmur spreading around the room intensified when FBI Director Anderson stepped through the door.

The FBI director glared at Sayer, his heavily lined face drawn into a frown that she assumed he had perfected at his country club or where ever old money like him spent their time disapproving of plebeian things.

She did not like the stormy expression in his eyes. Despite his refined air, Sayer knew perfectly well that Anderson was a dangerously shrewd political force to be reckoned with in D.C.

“There you are, Agent Altair,” he said, as though it were unusual to find her at a meeting of the task force she was running.

Sayer managed to stifle the snide comeback that almost bubbled from her mouth. She was way too close to the edge to deal with this man right now.

“I’d like to speak with you in the hall,” Anderson said, summoning her with a condescending “come here” gesture.

She followed him out, totally unsure what to make of his appearance at Quantico since his office was up in D.C.

“I just finished reviewing the case,” Anderson said, as if Sayer should know what he meant.

“Okay…”

“And I understand that you’ve just spent the morning arresting a man only to discover that he’s most likely innocent. In addition, I’ve reviewed your so-called experts only to find a museum researcher that looks more like a gangbanger, a psychologist dressed like a hippie, and Janice Holt, a disgraced former employee of the FBI. You think this is how to run a high-profile investigation?”

“Dr. Valentine is a world-renowned—” Sayer started to say, but Anderson held up a hand.

“Yes, I’m sure they’re credentialed, but surely even you at least have a rudimentary understanding of the way the legal system works. Experts we work with have to be above reproach and you’ve got a motley crew of fools here. I heard about your bumbling pursuit of the false bus sighting. Then your personal friend was assaulted at the hospital. And to top off the entire mess, I hear that you’re receiving assistance from one of your research subjects. A psychopath.” Anderson stared down his nose at Sayer.

“Well, no. I mean … yes, but—” Sayer wasn’t sure exactly what to explain first.

“Just stop. You’re done here. I expect you to dismiss Ezra and the ridiculous cadre of experts you’ve gathered. I’ve called in a senior agent from the D.C. office to take over this case from here on out. You can head home and await a formal reprimand for the absurdly incompetent way this entire investigation has been handled from the get-go.”

Sayer was stunned. Not a word from Anderson this entire case and now he was here dropping this bomb out of nowhere. “It’s not fair to pull Ezra and all those people off this case. You can’t—”

Director Anderson cut Sayer off with a stony stare. “I can and just did. The new case lead is already inside ready to take over this meeting,” he said over her protestations.

Anderson spun and walked away without further comment.

As he disappeared down the hall, Sayer tried to bottle the fury building in her chest. She wanted to launch herself after Anderson and punch him right in his aquiline nose. He didn’t care at all about those missing girls or those dead boys. All he cared about was some inexplicably petty power grab.

Instead of attacking the director of the FBI, she let out a series of unintelligible grunts as a red haze clouded her vision.

Sayer finally got herself under control and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“That bastard,” she said between ragged breaths.

As the tempest of emotion faded, Sayer was left standing in the hall shell-shocked.

She looked over at the command center door and realized she had to go in and explain what had just happened to the team who had been working tirelessly for days now. At least most of them would be able to continue to work on the case under the new agent in charge.

She took as deep a breath as possible with her rattling lungs and stepped through the door.

Back inside, the new case lead stood awkwardly against the wall. Sayer didn’t recognize the agent, but he looked at her with a vaguely apologetic expression. The poor guy was probably just shoved into this by Anderson and Sayer realized she couldn’t take out her anger on him.

She stepped up to the front of the completely silent room. Everyone clearly knew something big was happening.

“I’ve just been informed that I am no longer in charge of this case. Dr. Valentine, I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart for your time and assistance. The director does not believe that we need any additional help from you.”

Outrage erupted, but Sayer held up her hands.

“You know how much I want to keep working on this, but now isn’t the time for turf wars. A new agent is taking over and I know he will be a capable case lead and I know you will give him your all. Ezra, you’re with me…”

Hands shaking with emotion, Sayer nodded a final thanks to the task force and hurried from the room.

Al Valentine and Ezra filed out after her. They stood in the hall around Sayer.

Al looked like he was going to hunt Anderson down and personally wring his neck. “What the actual fuck? Did I do something wrong?” Al asked.

“None of this is your doing. The director has never liked me and this is all some kind of political power struggle or something. The man’s been trying to get me fired for years now.” She turned to Ezra. “And, Ez, I’m so sorry. I guess you’ve been lumped with me on this one.”

“There’s no one I’d rather be lumped with.” Ezra smiled sincerely. “You’re not really going to walk away, are you?”

Sayer looked into his burning eyes. Ezra and Al were genuinely brilliant and she knew they had a better chance of figuring out what was really going on than anyone back in the command center.

“I won’t interfere with the investigation here, and we share anything we find, but I’m sure as hell not walking away,” Sayer said. “I genuinely think we can find those girls. Whoever wants to join me, let’s head to my place to figure out what’s next.”

“Uh…” Ezra said. “Your place no longer exists.”

Sayer blinked, realizing what she’d just said. “Shit.”

Not only had she lost photos and books, every single thing she owned was now gone. No clothes. Not even a toothbrush.

Sayer thought about Holt’s boat.

“I know where we can go.” She smiled a hunter’s grin. “I need to pick up my motorcycle on the way, then we can reconvene there.”

After texting with Holt to confirm they could convene on her boat, Sayer’s emotional status transformed from slightly shaky to finely honed anger. She could address Anderson’s irrational need to attack her after they solved this case. Right now, she was going to find the man who did this to her home, her family, and those poor children, and she would make him pay.






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


Kate’s muscles felt wobbly as she worked her way methodically around the room. She stumbled over to the door, but quickly realized that it was locked from the outside. Slamming her body against the solid wood didn’t even make it budge. The windows were covered with equally thick wood nailed into place. Kate spent what felt like an hour trying to pry out the nails, but they were unmovable.

Giving up on an escape, she turned her attention to the detritus in the corner. Three rusted bolts. Some kind of crankshaft. And best of all, an old rotary phone that she recognized from the TV shows that her mom liked. Maybe she could use it to call out somehow.

The phone was cracked and missing most of the outer shell. A tattered stub hung from the back with a clump of frayed wires poking out of the end. The handset was snapped in half, the mouthpiece and earpiece held together by nothing but wires. But the rotary dial itself seemed to be intact. She spun it with her finger and it made a satisfying click-click-click sound as it turned back into place.

The phone must’ve been plugged in somewhere.

As she scanned the walls for a phone port, her eyes slid out of focus.

“Pay attention, Kate,” she mumbled to herself, channeling her mom’s voice in her head. But her brain felt foggy. She was starving and her body was shutting down.

For a moment everything felt so surreal she wasn’t entirely sure if any of this was actually happening.

“Stop it,” she said harshly. It snapped her out of her stupor and she turned back to the walls.

She finally found a plastic plate with a small port in it that she vaguely recalled being called a phone jack.

The actual input was so corroded there was no way the contacts inside would still work. Plus, the phone no longer had the plug that would fit into the hole.

Fingers sluggish, she pried the plastic plate from the wall and pulled out four wires. She almost laughed at how few there were. How different this old thing was from the cell phones she had disassembled as a little girl.

Kate studied the way they were wired to the phone jack, red and green paired to one connection and a black and yellow connected to the other. She pulled up the frayed wires hanging from the back of the phone and separated out four wires, though they were not the same four colors. When in doubt, she knew the only thing to do was just try a few combinations.

With her teeth, she stripped the rubber tubing off the phone’s wires and spent a few minutes twisting them together. She tried listening for something on the handset with every new wire combination, but she eventually realized there was a very good chance the earpiece wasn’t even working.

There was no way to know if she was getting through to anyone.

Shaking with fatigue, Kate decided to be as methodical as possible. She would wire one combination, dial 911, talk into the mouthpiece, trying to identify where she was, and then move on to the next combination.

With four wires from the wall and four wires from the phone, she knew perfectly well that there were more than 250 possible combinations … was that even right? Maybe 500? That equation should be easy, yet she couldn’t quite figure out how to do simple math in her mind. No matter, she would just recombine until she couldn’t anymore.

Kate twisted the wires, dialed, and spoke into the mouthpiece over and over and over until it became a monotonous repetition that felt almost like prayer.

At some point she shifted from 911 to dialing her mom’s cell phone. At that point the calls felt futile and she just wanted to talk to her mommy.

Then, for some reason, as the world began to feel even more distant, she dialed Declan’s cell. She knew he was dead, but she wanted to talk to him. She rewired the phone for the final combination, fingers trembling so much she could barely get them twisted around each other.

She whispered, “Declan, I … I am so sorry I let you die. I’m scared. This man has us trapped here and I don’t know where I am.” Her voice broke with emotion and she stopped for a moment. “I miss you and this place is like a nightmare and I don’t even know what’s real anymore. We were in this big room with only darkness for walls and sand on the floor. And now I’m trapped in a pyramid and I think I’m in a tomb and outside there’s silos and a field covered with a grid of dark manholes that I think might lead to hell. I might be hallucinating and I miss my mommy and daddy and I wanted to kiss you again. And now you’re dead and I didn’t get to tell you anything.”

Kate hunched over the broken phone, tears dripping on the plastic mouthpiece for a very long time.

When she couldn’t cry any more, she curled into a ball around the plastic mouthpiece, slipping into a fitful sleep.






 



SAYER’S APARTMENT, ALEXANDRIA, VA


Ezra and Al dropped Sayer off in front of the burned-out town house so she could pick up her bike. Before she rode away, she looked up at her old home. Black scorch marks extended from the windows, scarring the crumbling white front of the building. The roof was entirely gone.

At least the connected houses had been mostly spared.

Sayer realized that Ezra was idling in his car. She waved him off, wanting a minute to herself.

After Ezra drove away, she decided to make her way around to the garden. The entire back of their unit was missing and she could see the heavy roof beams collapsed into the interior like Lincoln Logs. Water from the fire hoses had combined with the burned-out building, leaving behind nothing but drying clots of wood and ash.

The entire garden was permeated by an acrid smell and Sayer wondered if it would ever go away.

As she stared, her phone rang.

“Agent Altair,” she said softly.

“Sayer?” Nana’s voice sounded far away. “Your case with those missing girls has been on the news constantly up here. Are you okay?”

Sayer glanced up at her town house. Something about the question struck her as almost funny. Here she was, staring at everything she had once owned, now in ashes. Was she okay? “Well, I’ve had better days” was all she said, not wanting to explain at the moment. “How goes it in Montana?”

“Things here are actually good.”

“The measles outbreak is good?”

“Well, as good as such a thing can be, of course,” Nana said. “We think we’ve managed to contain the outbreak and I just spent all morning traveling between a bunch of ranches talking to people about vaccination and staying well. It feels … important. Since my primary job was to help with the setup, I’m actually heading home in a few days. Though they’ve asked me if I’m willing to become part of the regular response team.”

“That’s great, Nana. It sounds like this is where you want to be right now.”

“Indeed it is. Plus, there’s a lovely man here working with us. A doctor with the CDC … he’s quite charming.”

Sayer could hear the smile in Nana’s voice. “Is this the sound of someone smitten?” she gently teased. It felt good to connect with Nana. It reminded her that her family was safe and that was all that mattered.

After talking to Nana for a few more minutes, Sayer hung up and decided to call Adi and tell her about the town house.

Adi was shocked, but the news barely seemed to faze her as she babbled about how wonderful Stanford was.

After saying her goodbyes to Adi, Sayer looked up at her old house one last time. It felt like she was closing a chapter in her life—a chapter full of mourning and grief. With a satisfied nod, she headed around to her bike and rode off toward Holt’s boat.






 



HOLT’S BOAT, MARINA, SOUTHWEST WASHINGTON, D.C.


Sayer caught up with Ezra and Al at the marina. Together, they headed along the wooden dock.

As they climbed onto the deck, Holt emerged from the cabin.

“Damn, hon, this is nice!” Al said, smiling. “You must be the infamous Janice Holt, former assistant director of the FBI and D.C. historian.” He climbed up next to Holt and held out his hand, bowing his head a bit.

The corners of Holt’s mouth curled up in a way Sayer had never seen before. Rather than her normal tooth-baring smile, Holt looked amused. Maybe some other emotion Sayer couldn’t identify.

Holt and Al seemed to make eye contact for an overlong time. When Holt finally looked away, her face fell into her usual scowl. “So, booted off the case by Anderson,” she said matter-of-factly as she gestured for them to follow her into the cabin.

Ezra tried to work his way down the narrow stairs, but couldn’t quite make it with his prostheses. With a frustrated huff, he sat down and removed his legs and then used his arms to lower himself down. Sayer followed him down to find Al and Holt already jammed together on one side of the small table. Holt shoved her piles of maps and notes aside to make room for Ezra, who pulled himself up and smiled. “Can someone grab my bag so I can get set up? I want to log on to an encrypted network.”

Sayer grabbed his computer bag and Ezra pulled out his laptop and began typing. While he got connected, Sayer thought about where they were with the case.

Luke Windsor had fit perfectly as their unsub. His background with Egyptology meant he would know about the Amduat and the twelve goddesses of the night. His childhood full of discipline problems and animal abuse suggested that he was psychopathic. His history of extensive drug and alcohol abuse could also indicate a history of mental illness. And most convincing, everyone who interacted with the unsub had positively identified Windsor as their man.

So how was it possible he wasn’t the killer?

“Okay, I’m into the FBI system and can access anything we need from here,” Ezra said. “Since I’m, uh, off the case, I’ll have to access Rapid Start through a back door.”

Sayer thought about it for a moment. “No, that will just get you in trouble. Log in on my account. As senior special agent I should be able to access cases I’m not officially working on. I’ll take any blowback if we get called to the mat.”

Sayer leaned over to log herself in.

Ezra took the computer back and typed for a moment. “Whoa, I haven’t actually even looked at the log-ins for the case since we’ve been so busy, but look at this.”

He turned his laptop around so Sayer, Al, and Holt could see the screen. The same name appeared over and over again.

“Director Anderson,” Sayer said.

“Yeah. It looks like Anderson has logged in to review the case files”—Ezra counted under his breath—“I’m seeing at least three dozen times in the last two days. Why on earth would he be watching these files so closely?”

“Can you look at what he’s been accessing?” Sayer asked. “Maybe he’s been keeping tabs on me for some reason.”

“He’s been reading everything about the case,” Ezra said. “You want me to try and figure out why?”

Sayer rubbed her worry beads, trying to think. “Nah. We have much more important things to do than worry about Anderson.”

“Why does this guy hate you?” Al asked.

Sayer’s head hurt and she needed some water. She rubbed her temples as she spoke. “I have no clue. He tried to get me fired last year. He managed to push Holt out, but someone I know released a video of me to the news. It made me look … really good and turned public opinion in my favor.”

Holt’s face darkened and Sayer could swear just the mention of her firing conjured up a black aura swirling around her head.

“Oh yeah, I remember seeing that!” Al said. “Everyone was buzzing about the brave and kind Agent Altair.”

Sayer smiled ruefully. She hated that it had taken a media stunt from a psychopath to save her job and now people recognized her all over the city. “That video made it hard for Anderson to fire me without some kind of public outcry. Maybe he’s just been biding his time and this will be the end.”

“He can’t do that,” Ezra said indignantly.

“I guess we’ll see.” Sayer waved her hand. “Right now I just can’t care about that.” She looked at the time. “It’s already midday. Assuming that the unsub is going to stick to his schedule, then he’s planning to kill one of the girls tonight at 10:00 P.M. Or maybe he’ll try again at 9:00 P.M. I have no idea. But before we dive into that, let’s review what we’ve got on Luke Windsor for Al and Holt, then go from there.”

“Okay,” Ezra said, “even though he has an alibi for the murders, agents still interviewed numerous colleagues of Luke Windsor at the residential facility where he works. They all say he hit rock bottom last year not long after his brother’s death. He showed up at the facility and they took him in for treatment. He pulled himself together, got an apartment, managed to stay clean long enough that they offered him a job at the facility. Apparently they’ve had great luck hiring former residents as staff. They also all confirmed that he appeared uninjured over the past few days.”

“Couldn’t that just be good makeup or something?” Al asked.

Sayer shook her head. “The man I fought last night was severely injured. We’re talking major cuts along his face and arms. There’s no way to cover up that kind of damage. Plus, we have a brain scan from the Hearing Voices Institute.”

“Brain scan?” Holt asked.

“Yeah.” Ezra explained the two scans.

“I knew something wasn’t quite right when I looked at the scans yesterday, but now I know why they looked like two different brains. Luke Windsor isn’t our unsub.”

Ezra grunted affirmation. “And, with their prime suspect out of play, it looks like the task force at Quantico has no idea what direction to go next.”

“Which means it’s up to us to figure out what the hell is going on,” Sayer said. “We were so sure we had the killer ID’ed, we let ourselves get blinkered. Where did we go wrong? And who the hell is our unsub?”

“A doppelgänger?” Al asked. “I mean, couldn’t someone just look a hell of a lot like Windsor?”

Sayer nodded. “It’s definitely happened before. At the academy, I reviewed a bunch of cases that are almost unbelievable. There’ve been at least a few dozen convictions of people who were virtually identical to the real culprit. I would buy that if we were just going off the unsub’s looks. But the doppelgänger effect doesn’t explain the Egypt connection. How could someone look exactly like him and have an extensive background in ancient Egyptian cosmogony? Can we accept that it’s just a random coincidence?” Sayer asked, pressing them to brainstorm outside the box.

“Don’t forget the fake bus witness and fake FBI agent,” Holt said gruffly. “This entire case feels like it’s revolving around misdirection and false identities.”

“We need to pull apart the pieces from the ground up and figure out what we really know,” Sayer said.

“What’s the saying? ‘Eliminate the impossible and, whatever’s left, however improbable, must be the truth,’” Al added.

“You’re quoting Sherlock Holmes?” Ezra laughed.

“We are a team of detectives, are we not?” Al smiled. “And if it can’t be Luke Windsor, then it must be someone else.”

Sayer frowned. She’d always hated that Holmes quote. In her experience, an improbable solution always had a perfectly logical explanation if you could just find it. It wasn’t her job to accept the improbable; it was her job to unravel the mystery until it made perfect sense.






 



HOLT’S BOAT, MARINA, SOUTHWEST WASHINGTON, D.C.


Sayer and her new off-the-books team spent the next hour reviewing everything they had on the case. Holt spread a few maps of D.C. out on the tiny table and she and Al hunched over them together.

“Okay … the fourth chamber of the Egyptian afterlife is Land of Sokar, a sandy realm teeming with monstrous snakes,” Al said. “Metaphorically, the fourth hour is the beginning of the true descent into the dangerous chaos of the afterlife so it would have to be somewhere confusing, labyrinthine even. Hot. Frightening.”

“You know, long ago there was an Irish neighborhood in D.C. in the late 1800s called Swampoodle, home to Jackson Alley, an overcrowded, disease-ridden maze known for its terrible smells and unfortunate snake population.” Holt smiled at Al.

“What’s there now?” Al asked, smiling back.

“Sadly it’s been entirely replaced by the Government Publishing Office. Home to a whole new kind of snake,” Holt said.

Al threw his head back and laughed a little too hard. “I heard that you’re actually writing a book about D.C. history.”

“The rumors are true. I was just working on the flap copy. Want to hear it?”

Al nodded encouragingly and Holt picked up a page to read. “Imagined by the Founding Fathers as a beacon of liberty, Washington, D.C., was designed as a monument to the democratic values of a fledgling nation. Ironically, a city dedicated to ideals of freedom sits atop swampland stolen from the Nacotchtank tribe and built, in part, by slave labor. The nation’s contradictory economic, political, and social history is written into the sinew and bone of Washington, D.C., and this book will explore that explosive history through its iconic (and sometimes secret) architecture.”

“So,” Al said, “you’re writing a book about how D.C. was founded on a swamp of corruption and greed. I love it!”

At first Sayer couldn’t understand all the grinning and overenthusiastic laughter considering the situation, but it finally occurred to her that they were flirting. The thought of Holt actually flirting with Al was almost enough to make her smile.

“Could you two please focus on possible locations for the fourth chamber. I know the team at Quantico plans to have the fountain staked out again tonight but I can’t imagine that he’s going to show up there.”

Al and Holt agreeably dove into their historical discussion over the piles of maps.

Ezra had his nose buried in his computer.

Sayer wasn’t sure exactly what to do with herself. She got up to pace again, trying not to notice the time ticking down toward 10:00 P.M. If their unsub stuck to his previous schedule, another girl would die in just a few hours.

“Go up on deck in you need to move, Sayer,” Holt said sharply after watching her take two steps back and forth over and over again in the small cabin.

Taking Holt’s advice, Sayer climbed out on the deck. The midday sun shone golden on the water and the slight breeze felt crisp and cool.

With a relieved breath to be out of the cramped cabin, Sayer made long rambling loops around the deck, rubbing her worry beads with sore fingers.

“‘As above, so below,’” Sayer mumbled to herself as she mentally flipped through everything that had happened. She knew they were missing some key piece of information. Something that would make the improbable perfectly logical.

Sayer ran her hands over her curls with frustration. It felt like every new lead just led to more questions than answers. “Okay, we need to take ten steps back to the very beginning. What do we know for sure about our unsub?” she said to herself. “We know the unsub has Cotard’s syndrome and believes that he is dead,” she kept muttering as she paced. “He knows a hell of a lot about ancient Egypt. And he also knows a hell of a lot about the architectural history of D.C.”

Sayer paused to look along the dock at the bustling cafés and bars. For a brief moment she wondered what it would be like to be one of those people smiling and laughing over drinks without a care in the world. Instead, here she was pacing like a caged animal, gut churning, focused on stopping yet another horrific murder.

A memory surfaced of her and Jake. Sayer had been working on her very first serial killer case with the FBI. It wasn’t going well and she hadn’t been eating or sleeping. In the middle of the case, Jake insisted they take a few hours to go out for a nice dinner. He drove her, still in her grungy work clothes, to L’Auberge Chez François, the fanciest French restaurant in the area. They’d split a bottle of wine and eaten glorious food for two hours. During dinner, Sayer had managed to forget the horror of her case for just a few moments.

Somehow, Jake always made it feel like she was able to steal some joy and laughter no matter how immersed she was in death.

After dinner, head clear and heart renewed, Sayer had helped to solve the case that same night.

Shaking off the painful longing the memory stirred, Sayer was about to go back to her pacing and mumbling when she paused again at the sight of an unusual duo making their way down the dock.

A compact man and a large wolfish dog hurried toward her.

“Pizza delivery!” Max Cho called out as he lifted the pizza box for her to see. “Kona and I heard there might be some hungry agents here and I thought I’d bring sustenance.”

“Max!” Sayer took the pizza he handed up to her so he could boost Kona onto the deck. The dog gave Sayer a quick hand lick, which was positively effusive for the ever-serious working canine.

“What are you doing here?” Sayer asked.

“I heard that you’re off the case. Anderson sure has a bee in his bonnet over you, doesn’t he?” Max took the pizza back. “I knew you wouldn’t just kick off your boots and eat bonbons, so I took a few vacation days … figured I’d see if you need a hand.”

“Max.” Sayer was momentarily overwhelmed. “Being here will put you firmly in Anderson’s sights.”

He shrugged and gave Kona a vigorous head ruffle. “Eh, what do I care about Anderson. I know you and the people here are the best bet those girls have. Nothing else matters.”

Sayer blinked a few times but then nodded sharply. “How up-to-date are you?”

“Well, I know Luke Windsor isn’t the unsub.”

“Right. Now I’m trying to figure out who it could be.” Sayer resumed pacing. Kona watched her movements, eyes sharp. “We know that the unsub is strong, fast, and probably has some military training. That’s a pretty specific set of skills. We need a way to cross-reference”—Sayer rolled her hand in the air—“former soldiers who’ve studied Egyptology, who grew up in D.C. or went to college here … and hell, I don’t know…” She trailed off as she realized that they already knew one other person who fit that description.

“What?” Max said, seeing her wide eyes, but Sayer was already rushing back down into the cabin.

“Ezra, what do you have on Miles Windsor?” she called out.

“Miles? Luke’s dead brother?” He looked up from his keyboard and did a double take at Max and Kona following Sayer down. “Hey, Max. Thought you’d probably come to help.”

“And bring pizza.” Max slid the box onto the only clear corner on the table and scooted up to sit on the narrow kitchen counter. Kona curled at his feet.

Sayer brought everyone back to Miles Windsor. “If we’re looking at the cross section of skills that made us suspect Luke Windsor, I can think of one other person who looks a hell of a lot like him and would have almost the exact same set of skills. His brother, Miles, also grew up living part-time in Egypt. He’s very familiar with D.C. He was also former military. Hell, he was Special Forces. That kind of training would explain why he’s been able to control high-intensity situations like the bus kidnapping.”

As Ezra frantically typed on his computer, Sayer’s phone rang.

“Agent Altair.”

“Sayer.” She recognized Subject 037’s low voice.

“What is it?” Sayer said sharply.

“I’ve been looking into whoever was following you and I’ve found something endlessly fascinating.” Subject 037 sounded positively joyful.

“Okay,” Sayer said noncommittally.

“I know you don’t enjoy games. But I do, so I’ll give you this clue and leave it at that.” He paused dramatically. “Not everyone dead is truly gone.”

Sayer felt her body become perfectly still. Was 037 confirming her theory? “We’ve already just figured out that Miles Windsor is alive,” she bluffed.

“Who?” Subject 037 laughed his rumbling chuckle. Controlling information was one of his most powerful weapons and he was clearly hoping to prod a reaction from her.

Rather than give him the satisfaction, Sayer simply said, “Wonderful, thanks for confirming what we already knew,” and then hung up.

“What was that?” Ezra looked worried.

“That was 037,” she replied.

“Who?” Al asked.

“That’s one of the ‘noncriminal’ psychopaths she was studying,” Max said, making scare quotes around the word “noncriminal.” “He’s some bigwig in D.C., possibly NSA.”

“Hey, there’s no such agency,” Ezra said.

“What?” Al seemed genuinely confused.

“Sorry, man,” Ezra said. “The NSA. You know, the National Security Agency. But the joke is that NSA stands for No Such Agency … because it’s so secretive. Anyway, he’s taken an unhealthy liking to Sayer. He’s the one who saved her job a few months ago.”

“So, kind of a frenemy?” Al asked seriously.

“A dangerous frenemy,” Sayer confirmed. “And he wanted to tell me that not everyone dead is truly gone.”

“He’s got to be talking about Miles,” Al said. “Being a detective is more interesting than messing with old crap.”

Sayer closed her eyes to let the thought that the unsub could be Miles Windsor percolate. It made perfect sense, except for one thing—how does a Special Forces soldier fake his own death? And why?
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“Okay, we need to confirm our theory before we do anything else.” Sayer bounced on her feet, feeling a manic rush of energy. “Ezra?”

“Hang on.” Ezra hunched over his laptop, typing at impossible speed. “Easily accessible information from his personal file, Miles Windsor was Delta Force.”

Max whistled. “That’s hard-core.”

“It is,” Sayer agreed. She didn’t know much about the military, but Max certainly did. And she did know that Delta was basically the elite of the elite among Special Forces.

Ezra read off his screen. “It looks here like Miles was a model soldier. He has glowing, and I mean glowing, reviews. He’s highly decorated and has been on a few dozen very sensitive missions. The specifics aren’t here, I’d have to hack the army’s files to find out details of each mission, but they are clearly classified.”

“So nothing suspicious? Could those reports be forged?” Sayer asked.

“The reports all look genuine, but … there is something that could be a red flag.” Ezra paused, still skimming the screen. “It’s kind of an unspoken undercurrent in all of these reports. They rave about how great Miles is, but they also hint at someone who has a fairly gray line between right and wrong.”

“How so?” Sayer asked.

Ezra nodded. “It’s subtle, but listen to this.” He read off the computer. “‘Miles consistently goes above and beyond the call of duty, even when it isn’t required.’” Ezra looked up at Sayer. “Am I crazy that that sounds almost like a dig? There’s stuff like that in a lot of these reports. Miles pushing further into enemy territory than necessary. Miles initiating a fight that achieved military goals, but also led to unexpected collateral damage.”

“Collateral damage meaning innocent lives,” Al said, frowning.

“Probably,” Ezra agreed.

“Okay, so we’ve got a highly decorated, dedicated soldier, but someone who also pushes boundaries and perhaps believes that the ends justify the means,” Sayer said. “Ezra, call a few of his former commanding officers. Be forthright about our concerns and see what they have to say in person. Find out more about his death, too.”

“Got it. I’ll also work on accessing Miles’s personal file. Oh, hang on, here’s the summary of the investigation into his death,” Ezra said.

“There was an investigation?” Sayer’s interest increased.

Ezra skimmed the report. “Don’t get too excited. Looks like this was just a routine army investigation. They would’ve called in NCIS if there were any questions. Looks like Miles was on a highly classified mission.”

“No shock there. Virtually every Delta mission is classified,” Max said.

“True. But the report does say he was in northern Iraq when his vehicle was blown up by an improvised explosive device.”

Al shook his head. “The horrors we humans enact upon one another…”

Ezra said, “The IED completely destroyed his vehicle and only charred bones were found. However, his unit confirmed that he was alone in the vehicle at the time. The remains were autopsied and found to be consistent with Miles Windsor. With no reason to doubt that Miles was dead, the investigation was closed. In accordance with his wishes, his remains were cremated and sent to his wife. The end.” He looked up.

“And this happened just over a year ago,” Sayer clarified.

“That’s right,” Ezra confirmed.

Sayer pressed her lips together, still thinking out loud. “Aren’t Special Forces soldiers listed in our databases? I mean, wouldn’t we get a match to DNA and fingerprints?”

“We should,” Ezra said.

Max looked thoughtful. “I’ve heard of foreign intelligence units who’ve had all their information removed from every official system in case they’re captured or killed. I guess it’s not impossible that there are special operations units who get the same treatment. Thing I’m struggling with here is the idea of a guy going from Delta Force to murdering kids. Special Forces soldiers undergo so many tests and trials, only the most mentally and physically fit make it in. I mean, I know seeing action can change people, but based on his file, this guy’s been in the thick of it at least a few dozen times. What could’ve happened to make him snap?”

“A traumatic brain injury happened,” Sayer said. “Remember the MRI from Dr. Lilenhammer? That person suffered a serious TBI, and something like that can cause dramatic changes in personality.”

“Like Special Forces to serial killer kind of change?” Max asked.

“Exactly like that. You ever heard of Phineas Gage?”

“That the guy who got a metal rod shot through his head and lived?” Ezra asked.

Sayer nodded. “An iron rod entered through his cheek and came out the top of his head. Most of his left frontal lobe was destroyed, but he survived. After the accident, his personality totally changed from sweet guy to aggressive asshole. None of his friends could stand him afterward. That’s an extreme case, but even really minor head injuries can cause fairly dramatic changes in personality. And the damage I saw on that MRI was exactly the kind of damage associated with psychosis. So yeah, Special Forces to serial killer is entirely possible, especially if we’re talking about someone with an already gray moral compass. The injury just pushed him over the edge.”

“Damn,” Al said softly. “That’s scary. I mean, I bump my head and become a totally different person? Is it really so easy to change who we fundamentally are?”

Sayer didn’t want to go off on a philosophical tangent about personality and sense of self. “Let’s assume that Miles didn’t really die in the IED explosion in Iraq. We still don’t know where he was for the intervening year. Let’s see if we can find that out. And, Ezra, let everyone at Quantico know what we’re thinking. I’m going to head on deck to call Miles’s widow. If she still has his ashes, I’d sure like to see if we could extract a DNA sample. It’s a long shot, but I’m willing to bet whoever she has in that urn isn’t Miles Windsor.”

Sayer climbed back out on the deck to dial Jackie Windsor. Asking to DNA test a loved one’s remains was always delicate and she wanted some privacy.

“Hi, Ms. Windsor, Jackie, this is Agent Altair. We spoke the other day and I have a few follow-up questions if you don’t mind.” Sayer tried to sound casual.

“Of course,” Jackie drawled. “Have you been able to track down Luke yet?”

“We have and it’s raised … additional questions. There’s just no delicate way to ask this: Do you still have Miles’s ashes?”

There was a long moment of silence on the line. “Well, of course I do.”

“Did the army happen to tell you how they ID’ed his body?”

“What? Why are you asking me about identifying his body?” Jackie’s voice quivered.

“I apologize, but I need you to answer.”

“Well, no of course not. All they told me was that he was killed in action. I assumed that … I don’t know.”

“You weren’t sure of the condition of his body,” Sayer said gently.

“Exactly, but there was never any question raised…” she trailed off, clearly connecting the dots.

“Would you be willing to let us run a DNA test on his ashes?”

“Are you saying you think…?” Jackie’s voice rose with emotion.

“We’re not saying anything right now. This is all speculation—”

“But there’s a chance Miles is alive,” she interrupted Sayer. “My God,” Jackie added in recognition.

Sayer froze at her tone of voice. “What is it?”

Jackie’s words tumbled out. “A homeless man broke into my house one night while I was at work. This was about three months ago. He got in, but didn’t actually steal anything. He just wandered around for a while until the police arrived. He must’ve heard the sirens and escaped out the back. He got away, but I have a security camera and when I watched it, I never got a good look at his face, but I thought for a second that he moved just like Miles.”

Sayer’s heart thudded in her chest. “You thought it was Miles who broke in?”

“I mean … no, of course not. Miles is dead … and this man was in horrible shape. Hair in his face, dirty clothes. Miles would never go out like that. I thought … that I just wanted to see him again…” Her voice cracked. “You think it really could’ve been my Miles?”

Sayer felt the electric current of certainty course through her body. This had to be it. Miles was still alive. This was the missing piece that would explain the improbable. “Do you still have that video?” she asked breathlessly.

“No, but the police should.” Jackie’s voice faded to a whisper.

“Please don’t get your hopes up. If Miles is alive, he might not be the Miles you remember. I’m going to send someone over to pick up his ashes for testing. I promise I’ll let you know if we find anything.”

Sayer didn’t add that, if he truly was alive, he was also probably a serial killer. She looked at the time. Two in the afternoon. Only eight hours until Miles Windsor would most likely kill again.

She was about to head back inside when a text arrived from Tino.

I’m at the hospital with Declan. I just heard that Nell Goodyear woke up after surgery. I know you’re off the case, but thought you might want to talk to her.






 



UNKNOWN LOCATION


The man was back at the tomb, pacing like a wild animal in a cage. His wounds seeped blood that was already dried in patches along his skin and clothes, making him look even more monstrous than before. As he paced, he chanted softly, eyes roving back to Kate again and again. Though agitated, he didn’t look at her with hatred or bloodlust. Instead, he seemed almost curious.

She wanted to demand that he tell her where he’d taken Nell. Why he killed all those boys. Why he killed Declan. She wanted to attack him again, but he seemed much larger now. Something about his injuries and the gleam in his eyes made him seem feral. Dangerous. Instead of attacking, she decided to try and make him see her as a person. Maybe she could convince him to spare her.

“My name is Kate Brooks.” Her voice wobbled slightly. “I love science and have a boyfriend.”

The man stopped ranging back and forth and turned his flat eyes on her.

“I’m thinking of going to MIT in the fall so I can study engineering,” she continued. “What I really want to do is make robots.”

He shook his head violently, letting out a low moan. “No. No. I know your true name. Your secret name, Great of Power, goddess of the fourth hour of the night.”

“I’m not a goddess. I’m a high school student. I live with my parents in Washington, D.C. Do you know where we are?” Kate asked gently.

“I know exactly where I am.” He leaned forward and cradled his head in his filthy hands.

“Why are you doing this to us?” Kate’s voice broke and she couldn’t hold back her tears.

He looked up at her with pleading eyes. “I just want to go home.”

Kate’s heart beat faster. He seemed so helpless. “I can help you. If we go to the police, they will help you, I promise.”

She realized too late that it was the wrong thing to say when his eyes snapped wide open. He rushed toward her.

She cringed, thinking he was about to hit her.

Instead he stopped inches from her face and shouted, “I see your trick now! I’ve met the demon trying to stop me. But she won’t win. I know the true path of the twelve chambers.” He turned away and began pacing again. “As above, so below,” he repeated. “The rising and setting of the stars mark the hours of the night. Thirty-six circumpolar stars to show me the way. All I have to do is follow the cycle of the night and they will lead me across this land of darkness.”

While he spoke, Kate pushed herself into the corner.

Calmer now, he looked back at her and spoke softly, “Human empires rise and fall, cultures grow and change around the world, but the relentless patterns of the cosmos repeat above us again and again. The heavens are ruled by gods and ancestors. It is a place of wonder … a numinous metronome pulsing in the sky. It’s the only thing I can still trust. And soon you will be among the stars, immortal goddess.” He bowed his head slightly in a gesture of respect.

Realizing how far gone this man was, Kate knew then that there was no way she could reason with him. Instead, she sought refuge in the prayer her mother used to utter when she was afraid.

Curled in the corner, frightened and alone, Kate Brooks whispered that same prayer.






 



ROAD TO FAIRFAX HOSPITAL, FALLS CHURCH, VA


After making sure that Ezra and Max were working on background for Miles Windsor while Al and Holt kept searching for possible dump sights, Sayer decided to make a quick trip to the hospital. Tino was right; she did want to talk to Nell Goodyear. Even though someone from the official FBI team would be sent to interview the girl, Sayer wanted to touch base personally, partly just to make sure Nell was doing well, partly to see if the girl could remember anything useful. Maybe she would have a break in the case.

The late afternoon sun warmed her as she made her way along Arlington Boulevard. Out of habit, Sayer glanced in her rearview. The vintage Porsche trailed her less than a mile back.

A burst of anger burned along her limbs like wildfire.

Whether it was 037 or some asshole connected to this case following her, she was done with their ridiculous cat-and-mouse nonsense. Plus, she wasn’t about to lead them to the hospital considering they could very well be the same person who just tried to kill her.

For all she knew it was Miles Windsor himself on her tail and she could end this all right now.

Sayer took a few breaths to clear her rage so she could think clearly. She realized she wasn’t far from her town house.

Trusting her instinct, she casually leaned the bike off the highway onto the narrow grid of streets in Old Town Alexandria. Whoever this was clearly knew where her place was. Maybe she could fool them into thinking she was going by her burned-down apartment.

The car exited behind her and hung back, hoping to remain undetected.

As Sayer made the last turn before her old street, she gunned it so she could jump ahead a few blocks. Outside her apartment, she practically leaped off her bike, parking it just outside the shell of a building.

Rather than head around back, she sprinted across the street. Her heart did the fox-trot in her chest as she managed to dive into the neighbor’s yard, concealing herself behind their low fence just as the old car rolled to a stop at the far end of the next block.

Crouched low, Sayer moved as quickly as she could around the back of the house into the alleyway. Out of sight, she sprinted full speed along the alley toward the next block. Whoever was watching her would have his eyes on her town house and hopefully wouldn’t be watching behind him.

Sayer made it to the house directly across from the Porsche and she slid her gun from its holster. She took a few more breaths before peeking around the corner.

A figure sat in the idling car. She could just make out the low baseball cap and sunglasses through the slightly grimy windows.

As expected, he was watching her town house.

All she had to do was avoid his line of sight in the mirrors.

Sayer texted Ezra what was happening and then ran, low and fast, toward the back of the car.

She pressed herself against the bumper to prepare for a takedown. If this really was Miles, he was a Delta Force soldier. She had to be fast and aggressive to catch him off guard. Taking a moment to steady her nerves, she swung around the driver’s side of the car, gun up.

She yanked on the handle. The door flew open and she shouted, “FBI!”

The barrel of her gun connected to the side of his head.

The man in the car jerked up his hands and turned to face her.

Sayer stumbled back, gun faltering.

“Jake?” was all she managed to croak out.






 



IN FRONT OF SAYER’S OLD APARTMENT, ALEXANDRIA, VA


Sayer aimed the gun into the face of her dead fiancé.

Jake Pendleton stared back.

“Sayer,” he said.

Sayer didn’t respond, blinking back the earthquake of emotion threatening to literally knock her over. Grief. Anger. Confusion. Doubt. Longing. Joy. They all vied for primacy as she struggled to do something as simple as breathe.

“Sayer,” Jake said again. “I…” he trailed off.

His presence triggered a deeply primal familiarity that shook her to the core. How could the man she’d planned to marry, the man who died more than four years ago, be sitting here in front of her?

Gasping at the tidal wave of feelings, Sayer finally said, “How?”

“Can you put the gun down?” Jake said, reaching for her weapon.

Sayer took a step back, still pointing her gun at Jake. “What’s going on?”

“Dammit, you were always a better field agent than me.” He looked away before meeting her eyes again. “I can explain.”

Sayer felt her well-worn internal walls crashing down to protect herself. Developed when her parents died, and perfected after Jake’s death, she knew they would transform every other emotion she was having into pure white-hot anger. The one emotion she was willing to feel at the moment.

“Yes, I imagine you should start explaining now,” she said, surprised how calm her voice sounded.

“Can you please put the gun away? We’re going to draw attention. Is there somewhere we can go?” His brilliant green eyes darted around.

Sayer thought for half a beat before striding around in front of the car. She pulled open the passenger seat and sat down, gun still on Jake. “Drive. We’re going to Quantico.”

“We can’t,” Jake said firmly as he slowly moved his hands to the wheel. The tips of his fingers were blistered. The hair on the back of his hands singed off.

He’d been in a fire recently.

She glanced back at the arsenal of guns piled on the seat, including a Bergara rifle of exactly the same caliber that killed the fake FBI agent at the Hearing Voices Institute.

“I think you misunderstand the situation right now,” Sayer growled.

Jake nodded. “What I mean is, it’s not safe there. For either of us. Please, if there’s any part of you that still trusts me, can you just take me somewhere else to explain. After we talk, if you still want me to go to Quantico, I will.”

Sayer realized that, despite all reason, she still trusted him enough to listen. “Fine. The Wharf Marina by the Navy Yard. Go.”

“Good idea, we can trust Holt.”

Sayer didn’t respond. Holt’s boat was only fifteen minutes away and Sayer could use her help to figure out what the hell was going on, because she sure as shit wasn’t thinking straight right now.

Jake shifted into drive and seemed to relax a bit once they were moving.

“Talk,” Sayer said sharply. “Why have you been following me? Did you set the fire?”

He winced at her harshness. “You think I would try to kill you?”

“How in the fuck would I know anything about what you would do?” Sayer’s voice rose to a shout as she lost control.

Jake hunched forward and nodded. “No, you’re right. I’m sorry.” He glanced at her with pleading eyes. “Please just let me explain.”

Sayer nodded, not trusting her voice.

“I pulled you and your friend out of that fire, Sayer. I’ve been watching you because you don’t know who you’re up against.”

“And you do,” she said flatly.

Jake winced again. “I do.”

“And who might I be up against? Are you talking about Miles Windsor, or is there something else I need to know?” Sayer barked a harsh laugh. “I mean, obviously there’s something else I need to know considering I’ve been mourning your death for the past four years … yet here you are. Alive. I should’ve known the autopsy was a lie.”

Jake took a deep breath. “And I should’ve known you would figure out it was Miles Windsor. They thought they could throw you off, but I told them you wouldn’t be fooled so easily.”

“They?”

“Let me start from the beginning?” Jake said.

Sayer grunted a yes, eyes burning.

“Four years ago, I was approached about a job…”

“While you were working for the FBI?”

“Yes, this was a secret, off-the-books gig. Since I’d done so much undercover work, they thought I would be ideal.”

“Okay,” Sayer said.

Jake continued, “I was going to say no, because one of the requirements was that I would need to be completely off the books. Permanently. As in, gone forever.”

The pieces fell into place. “They wanted you to fake your own death. Just like Miles Windsor.” Sayer had heard rumors about such things, but never inside the FBI. Even among international intelligence, the idea had always seemed far-fetched to her.

“Exactly. But why would I take a job like that just when we were starting our life together? I was so happy.” Jake’s voice cracked. “I said no. Until the Justice Department came to me and asked me to accept.”

“Why?”

“Because the group I was asked to join was conducting black ops around the world that were entirely unsanctioned. They’ve slowly been placing their people in key positions within every intelligence organization in D.C. With very few exceptions, they now control U.S. intelligence. You know what kind of power that means.”

Sayer let that thought sink in. While the political machinery of Washington had a great deal of power, the president, Supreme Court, and Congress were under intense public scrutiny. Even the military wasn’t free from that scrutiny. But the intelligence community is designed to operate in secrecy. And there is a vast network of more than a dozen American intelligence agencies that primarily report to the director of National Intelligence, though some report directly to the president or Congress. Even with that patchwork of oversight, there is plenty of room to maneuver freely. That, combined with the fact that intelligence agencies controlled literal armies of highly trained operatives and have access to the latest technology and to highly classified information, gave them a dangerous amount of power. Especially if someone managed to bring them all under one umbrella.

“What kind of stuff are we talking about?” Sayer asked.

“Everything you can imagine. Fomenting civil war, assassinating world leaders. They were responsible for the CIA director.”

Sayer remembered the murder of the CIA director in his own home three years ago. “They killed the director of the CIA? Jesus,” she whispered.

“He was getting suspicious.” Jake’s face pulled into a mask of tension.

“So the Justice Department came to you,” she pressed Jake to continue.

He pushed back his hair in a painfully familiar gesture. “They asked me to infiltrate. They knew someone was building the organization, but they had no idea how high it went up the ladder, or how widespread it was.”

“So you did,” Sayer said with sad finality because she knew it was true.

Jake just nodded, eyes on the road.

“Whose body is buried in your grave?”

“I … don’t know. They promised me it was someone who accidentally died at the right place and the right time.”

“Jesus,” Sayer whispered. At least this explained why she’d hit nothing but dead ends when she tried to find out how Jake really died. She couldn’t figure it out because he hadn’t died at all.

They sat in silence for a long time while Sayer tried to decide what to say next. Her anger dissolved into something far more visceral, grief mixed with intense betrayal. Her grief had been so painful. How could he have let her mourn for so long?

Jake glanced at her a few times, maneuvering the car through afternoon traffic. When she didn’t say anything, he tentatively said, “When this case overlapped with mine, I knew I had to keep an eye on you…”

“You were the shooter across the river at the Hearing Voices Institute.”

“I was,” he agreed.

“And you dragged Tino from the fire,” Sayer said, putting all the pieces together.

“I did.”

She thought about Miles Windsor. “Miles was one of your guys. He faked his death and joined this same organization.”

“That’s right. Though they aren’t my guys. Remember, I’ve been undercover for four years building a case against them. Working my way up the ladder.”

“And how’s that going?”

“It’s slow. Things aren’t going quite as smoothly as I hoped. When this is all over … I … I … could come home.” Jake stumbled over his words.

Sayer didn’t respond. Rather than even begin to process that idea, she focused all her attention on the case. “So what? Miles faked his death a year ago in Iraq, joined your little organization, and then he went rogue a few months ago?”

“Four months ago, Miles was on a solo assignment in Egypt and he was in a terrible car accident on a back road there. By the time someone got there to pull him out, he’d disappeared. We know that he made his way back here to the States but we couldn’t locate him after that. One of his specializations was covert movement.”

Sayer tried to imagine Miles Windsor alone and injured in Egypt. Maybe he forgot that he had faked his own death and made his way home only to find out that his loved ones all believed that he was dead. “Jackie Windsor says that a homeless man broke into her house but didn’t steal anything. She thought it looked like Miles.”

“We confirmed that was Miles.”

“After the accident, he didn’t remember faking his own death. So he shows up at his own house only to find his ashes and a memorial photo of him above the fireplace…”

“And his family all believes that he’s dead,” Jake continued her sentence. “We almost caught him just after he broke into his place, but then lost him again.”

Sayer thought about Dr. Lilenhammer interviewing Miles. How ironic that Miles had been right; government agents really were after him.

“So,” Sayer said, “he’s got a head injury, he manages to sneak back to the States. When he gets here, everyone thinks he’s dead, triggering his Cotard’s syndrome. Miles becomes convinced that he’s some kind of spirit caught in limbo between the living and the dead. With his Egyptology background, he maps that onto the Amduat and thinks he has to create the twelve chambers of the afterlife to be released to his eternal rest. And so he resurfaces here kidnapping and killing children to make that happen.” As the implications sunk in, Sayer’s anger rose to the surface again. “And you didn’t tell us who we were after. Instead, you let your goons interfere with my investigation while they tried to what? Find Miles on their own? At least I assume the false bus sighting and fake FBI agent were yours.”

“I told them you’d never be fooled by the fake bus. I mean, it might distract you for a few hours, but I knew you’d figure out what was going on.” Jake smiled at her and Sayer’s heart twisted. “It’s even worse than you think,” he told her. “They’ve not only been throwing you false leads, they’ve also been purposefully trying to make you look incompetent. The agent who took the false bus witness statement—”

“The one who should’ve confirmed that the statement was even possible before sending it up the line?” Sayer interrupted him.

“Yeah, he’s one of ours. He knew the statement was false. They wanted it to look like you were screwing up, wasting a bunch of time and resources on something that was clearly false.”

Another piece of the puzzle fell into place. “Becky Blane’s mom … the press conference.”

“Yeah. They’ve been feeding her information, pushing her to publicly decry the task force. Basically taking advantage of her fragile state of mind. But you’ve stayed one step ahead of them. They literally have a team of covert agents working against you and you’ve kept the investigation moving forward. Pavel, that’s the man who was pretending to be an FBI agent, he called you an investigative juggernaut. Which is why I can’t let them see me with you. If they knew I was the one that killed Pavel…”

Sayer frowned. “What was Pavel’s plan with the boy at the hospital? Were you going to let him drag Declan away and kill him?”

Jake paled. “I believe his plan was just to scare him, make sure he didn’t really know anything.”

“How did you even know Miles was the killer…?” Sayer stopped midsentence. “Oh, you’re the ones that wiped him from the system. You had a flag on his DNA and fingerprints. It came up as no match to us, but it sent a message to you.”

Jake nodded ruefully. “When you entered the DNA and fingerprints taken off the first victim, we knew you were after Miles. The organization needs to bring him in before you get your hands on him. If you find him first, he could destroy everything they’ve worked so hard to keep hidden.”

“So, to recap, you along with this organization, even though you knew who Miles was, decided to let him continue his plan so you could catch him first? All while interfering with my attempts to stop him. A. Man. Who. Is. Murdering. Children!” Sayer’s voice rang in the car as she shouted the word “children.” “He has girls trapped somewhere and will kill them one at a time over the next week. And you were just going to let that happen?”

Jake didn’t answer. Sayer knew exactly what he would say. He would argue that they’d been working on this case for four years. That he couldn’t throw everything away just to save a few lives when thousands of lives were at stake. That undercover work required horrific compromises.

Sayer also knew why Jake wasn’t actually verbalizing any of those things—because she would vehemently disagree. It had been a dividing line when they dated, but it had seemed like nothing more than an abstract philosophical difference back then.

He stopped at a red light and looked at her.

She stared into Jake’s familiar eyes. His faint sandalwood scent, the curve of his face, even the timbre of his voice, all triggered the profound sensation of coming home to something familiar and safe. Sayer had spent so many years longing for this, focused on their love, their joy, that she hadn’t let herself remember anything that was less than perfect.

What a strange filter grief had provided for her memories.

Jake was somehow both the man she remembered and this man beside her who had made so many horrific choices.

“I’m sorry something I did almost destroyed you and your career,” Jake whispered.

The comment sent a new wave of anger through her. He was right. She had almost destroyed her own happiness by refusing to move on from his death. How terrible to learn now that none of it was real.

Another piece clicked into place.

“They’re the ones who have been trying to get me fired,” Sayer said, genuinely shocked. She had known there were people in D.C. trying to get her fired, but she had always just dismissed it as a political power play within the FBI.

“And Holt. She wouldn’t play ball, would she?” she asked.

Jake nodded again, mouth pressed in a thin line. “They know you and Holt are … incorruptible. Holt running Quantico prevented them from gaining control of that asset. And you … well, you’re you. You would never work with them.” Jake looked at her with such love that Sayer felt sick. All her grief and longing hardened into something cold in her chest.

“But you managed to hang on to your job,” Jake continued. “And when this case came up, I knew I had to keep an eye on you. Miles is truly dangerous.”

“Not sure if you noticed, but I met him last night.”

“Yeah. I lost track of you when you left the Hearing Voices Institute. After I shot Pavel, I had to hide out while your agents were combing the area. I thought you’d gone to the hospital and I meant to catch up with you there, but of course I should’ve known better.” Jake let out a bitter laugh. “Instead, you were fighting a highly trained Special Forces soldier alone on the streets of D.C. I bet you were beating yourself up about him getting away without knowing that he is probably one of the most highly trained soldiers in the world. Most people don’t survive a tangle with Miles.” His voice cracked as he said, “I’ve missed you.”

Sayer ignored his display of emotion. “So let me make sure I’m understanding everything. You’ve willingly let a murderer continue to kill children. And, rather than tell me what was happening with this case, and in general, you let me chase my own tail. All the while letting me believe that you are dead.”

“I had to—” Jake started.

“You had to let Miles kill all those people? Or you had to let me believe that you’re dead?” Sayer’s voice lowered.

“Both. But I was talking about letting you believe that I’m dead. I had to for a few reasons.” Jake sat up a little as though he was about to make a prepared speech. “First, they knew how much I love you. If they ever hurt you, they knew I would turn on them. It was supposed to keep you safe…”

“And how’s that working?” Sayer gestured to Jake’s singed fingers. “I mean, between Miles and your goons I’ve been attacked, what, three times in the past two days.”

“Yeah, this whole case has changed everything. I should’ve come to you as soon as I realized they were willing to kill you.”

“You think?” Sayer’s voice rose again. She was practically dizzy with the effort of keeping her emotions tamped down. “What’s the second reason you couldn’t tell me? I mean, I’ve only been mourning you every day for years now. I fucking sat at my kitchen table every night trying to figure out what really happened to you. I never gave up.” Sayer’s anger momentarily cracked, letting a torrent of grief take its place. Tears gathered in her eyes and she angrily wiped them away.

Jake sat in silence for a long time, accepting the rebuke.

“These people are ruthless and smart,” he finally said at a whisper. “Your reaction to my death had to be genuine. You might be a great field agent, but you are a terrible liar.”

“Are you saying that my grief was a prop for your undercover operation?” Her voice was so low she almost didn’t make any sound.

“No. It was meant to protect you. I truly am sorry, Sayer. I don’t know. I thought you would be okay.”

Neither of them spoke for a long time.

“You would’ve done the exact same thing that I did,” Jake added.

“How can you possibly say that?” Sayer asked, feeling slightly numb.

“Because I know you. If I’d told you what was happening back then, you would’ve told me I had to do it. But, instead of being safe, if I’d told you, you would’ve been in constant danger.”

“Is that what you tell yourself?”

Jake nodded. “It is.”

Sayer let that thought tumble around. He might be right; maybe she would’ve told him to go undercover, but nothing could blunt the genuine pain she’d felt over his loss. And she had no idea what to do with the feelings she was having now.

“If Windsor hadn’t gone off the rails, you’d still be doing this organization’s bidding,” Sayer said.

“Until we could dismantle the entire thing,” Jake agreed. “Which we’re so close to doing. Though what happens next obviously depends on you.”

“You mean, if I tell everyone,” Sayer said.

“If you tell anyone.”

“I know I can trust my team.” Sayer thought about Ezra, Max, Holt, and Al. “So what’s supposed to happen when your case is over and you’ve brought down the organization?”

“Most of the men and women who joined genuinely believe that they’re working toward the greater good, weeding out weakness, you know the type. Not necessarily evil, but misguided. They’ll be given a chance to testify against the leadership.”

“Which is…”

“I’m sure you already know.”

“Director Anderson,” Sayer said flatly.

“Anderson has been placing politicians and judges in key positions for decades, but now he’s got the director of National Intelligence and most of the intelligence leadership in his pocket,” Jake said. “Hell, he’s even got two Supreme Court justices and half of Congress under his thumb. All of them being blackmailed. He’s basically untouchable through normal avenues.”

If anyone but Jake was sitting in front of her telling this story, she wouldn’t have believed it. Buying off congresspeople was easy. They were constantly worried about reelection and needed to make sure campaign cash flow was good and scandal kept to a dull roar. But Supreme Court justices were a harder nut to crack. If this was all true, it was about to bring half of D.C. to its knees.

“So, you bring Anderson and his organization down, what’s going to happen to the FBI? To you? And me?”

“I was going to warn you first. We’d arranged for protective custody while I testify against them.”

“Protective custody…” Sayer trailed off. “You thought I was going to leave my job and go hide in witness protection or something?”

“I warned them you might refuse.”

“Might.”

Jake smiled at Sayer, clearly hoping she would smile back. Maybe share a laugh over how stubborn she was. It had been something they’d done all the time when they were together, but now it turned her stomach.

“That might’ve worked on me once, but that’s over now,” was all Sayer said.

“I know.” Jake looked away. “So, what is next?”

Sayer looked at Jake one more time before she sighed and finally lowered her gun. She slid it back into the holster and pulled out her phone to write a quick text to Ezra, Max, Holt, Tino, and Al, warning them to be on guard with everyone, including FBI agents. Explanation to follow.

She let Tino know that she got held up on the way to the hospital but would be there ASAP.

After she hit send, Sayer closed her eyes and sat perfectly still for a very long time. She pushed aside the storm of emotions clouding her thinking and forced herself to picture the girls trapped on a bus somewhere—terrified, angry, desperate. All that mattered right now was them. And whatever she did now had to be to protect them no matter the cost. Unlike Jake, her only priority was to save their lives.

“I have to go talk to one of Miles’s victims at the hospital. I’ll keep all of this”—she gestured at Jake—“from Quantico for now. But I won’t keep my team in the dark. I’m telling them everything and you’re going to help us catch Miles Windsor before he kills again. None of this is a negotiation.”

Jake nodded slowly as he pulled up to the marina. He turned off the engine and held out his hand to shake. “Deal.”

She took it and he looked into her eyes.

“Anderson will do anything to stop you at this point,” Jake said, holding on to her hand. “Everything he’s built depends on him preventing you from finding Miles first. He was willing to murder the director of the CIA. You understand what I’m saying?”

Sayer felt a gentle buzz of connection where their palms met. She pulled back. “I get it, he’s dangerous. Which is why we should get you to Holt. You can explain everything to her while I go talk to a girl who almost died because you thought she was an acceptable loss.”






 



HOLT’S BOAT, MARINA, SOUTHWEST WASHINGTON, D.C.


Holt stood on the deck of the boat staring at Jake. Her eyes were so sharp with anger, Sayer decided not to draw her attention by saying anything. Instead, she let Jake flounder a bit.

“Assistant Director Holt, I can explain. I mean, if you’ll let us aboard, I can…” He trailed off under her withering gaze.

Sayer hadn’t warned Holt about Jake, fearing that their communications were compromised. “He has quite the tale to tell,” Sayer said. “It explains a lot, but I need you to evaluate the truth of it because I sure as hell can’t be objective here.”

Holt’s death stare flickered slightly and she stepped aside with a curt nod. “Fine. Permission to come aboard.” She spun and practically marched back to the cabin, rage radiating off her.

Inside the cabin, Ezra stared baldly at Jake as they made their way down the ladder. He looked over at Sayer. “Is that?” Then he looked back at Jake. “Are you? What the hell?”

Jake didn’t say a word as he made his way past Kona, sidestepping the dog who sat up as he passed, clearly reading the tension in the room. At the back of the cabin he sat awkwardly on the railing in front of the crab-filled fish tank.

“Who is this?” Max asked, and Sayer realized that since he worked in the D.C. office, he had never met Jake before.

“That is Jake Pendleton,” Holt growled as she took her seat next to Al at the table.

“Who?” Al asked, eyes darting around.

“Jake Pendleton was my fiancé four years ago. But he was killed in action.” Sayer realized that her voice was thick with emotion and so she stopped talking.

“Uh, not to state the obvious about the whole killed part,” Al said.

“Apparently he’s not dead after all. Jake, you want to explain?” Holt said in a soft voice that carried far more menace than any shout ever could.

Jake spread his hands open and looked uncertainly around the room. “I don’t know some of you. I’d rather not—”

“And I’d rather you start talking,” Holt interrupted him, voice still soft but perfectly clear.

Jake swallowed loudly and nodded. “Of course.”

While Jake explained, Sayer watched her team’s reaction. Ezra’s mouth opened and closed with shock. Holt’s face grew darker and more pinched as Jake spoke. Max watched with perfect calm, his eyes never moving from Jake’s face. Sayer could almost hear the calculations and doubts churning in his mind. And poor Al seemed utterly befuddled by the emotional bomb that was clearly just dropped on his band of detectives.

Rather than listen to the whole story again, Sayer interrupted. “While Jake finishes explaining, I’m going to head to the hospital. Based on everything Jake has told me, I think we need to go silent on our phones. If he’s telling the truth”—Sayer paused and shot him a look—“then they are certainly monitoring our communication. I’ll be vague if I need to text or call. Otherwise, radio silence from now on.”

She headed to the door but then paused, realizing that she had left her motorcycle outside her old place.

As if reading her mind, Jake held out his keys. “Take my car. No one knows it exists.”

Without a word, Sayer nodded, grabbed the keys he tossed her, and fled.






 



ROAD TO FAIRFAX HOSPITAL, FALLS CHURCH, VA


Sayer pushed the Porsche to its upper speed limit, making the frame vibrate, hoping to feel anything other than the numbness throbbing in her veins.

Holt clearly had some difficult questions for Jake, and Sayer was glad to get away from him while she sorted out the hurricane of emotion threatening to swallow her whole. She tried to refocus on Nell Goodyear, but her thoughts kept slipping back to Jake. The little town house they’d made into a home full of laughter. Could she have that again? If she could slip back into that life now, would she?

She thought about Tino and Adi. Vesper. How would Jake fit into her new family?

Would she even want him to?

Pushing aside the rosy image of their happy home, she thought about the man she’d just left with Holt.

Through his inaction, he had let children die. If Jake had told her what was really going on, Nell might be safe at home rather than convalescing in a hospital bed after multiple abdominal surgeries. Maybe Rowena and Becky would still be alive.

Sayer could logically understand why he made the choice that he did, but she couldn’t forgive it. Could she?

“Get it together, Sayer,” she said to herself. She had a killer to catch.

By the time she got to the hospital, she managed to get herself under control. She decided to stop by Declan’s room to fill Tino in on everything since he needed to be on guard. There was no telling when one of Anderson’s men might try to make another go at Declan.

Tino and Declan were laughing about something as Sayer stepped into the room. Vesper curled on his back against Declan’s uninjured leg and the boy absentmindedly rubbed the dog’s belly.

Tino’s eyes were still black and he wheezed slightly with every breath, but the color in his cheeks had come back.

“Ah, the great huntress returns!” Tino got up and hugged Sayer. Vesper jumped down from the bed to greet Sayer and did a quick wind around her legs before returning to Declan’s side. Seeing Tino and Vesper felt like coming home after a long and frightening trip. She had no idea how she felt about Jake right now, but she knew without a doubt that this was her family.

“I have a lot to tell you and not much time,” she said.

Tino pulled a chair next to his and Sayer gratefully sat down.

“I got your cryptic text about not trusting anyone,” he said.

Sayer quickly explained everything that happened with Jake in vague terms since she didn’t want Declan to hear anything that might put him in danger.

Tino listened, eyes like saucers.

As Sayer finished her story, a nurse came in carrying a plastic bag that she handed to Declan.

“Your personal effects. The police still have your clothes, but they did return your cell phone. I thought you might want it back.” The nurse smiled and left.

Declan pulled out his phone and turned it on. It buzzed a few dozen times and he smiled. “People checking in on me,” he explained.

Sayer made sure Tino felt comfortable there alone, then said her goodbyes before hurrying toward Nell’s room.

She was surprised when a tall woman with dark skin wearing a tailored blue suit stepped out just before she could open Nell’s door. “Agent Altair?”

“I am.”

“I’m Nell Goodyear’s mother. Thank you so much for saving our daughter.” She gracefully wrapped Sayer in a hug. While still gripping Sayer, she continued, “Nell’s awake and would really like to see you. I know everyone would like to thank you personally.”

Inside, Nell was surrounded by a dozen adults and at least as many kids of all ages. Despite being intubated and swaddled in wires and tubes, the girl’s eyes were clear. She raised a hand in a small greeting.

“Everyone,” Ms. Goodyear announced, “this is Agent Altair. She’s the one who saved Nell.”

A murmur of joy and thanks filled the room as they all pressed toward her. The men shook her hand. The women tearfully embraced her. A few of the older kids gave her warm, rough hugs full of big emotion while the younger ones briefly clung to her legs.

By the time she was thanked by every single person in the room, Sayer had completely pushed aside her own internal turmoil. She owed Nell and all the missing and dead children her full attention.

Sayer extracted herself from the warm embraces. “Do you mind if I talk to Nell for a moment?”

“Of course!” Nell’s mom gestured for Sayer to sit in the chair next to the girl’s bed. When Sayer sat down, she realized that Nell’s family wasn’t going to leave.

Nell reached for her hand and Sayer took it.

“I know you can’t talk, but I need to ask if you can remember anything that might help us find the other girls.”

The girl let go of Sayer’s hand and gestured for a pen. Nell’s mom swooped in with a pad and pen that she clearly already had ready.

Nell wrote, Big room columns sandy floor. Close to Howard University.

Her mom gasped. “I teach at Howard. You were close to the campus?”

Nell nodded yes.

“You said something to me about black holes?” Sayer pressed gently.

Lots of holes in the ground, she wrote.

“Anything else you can remember? Anything else I should know?”

Nell shook her head. Her eyes watered with an apology.

“It’s okay, you did great. Your job now is to get better. My job is to find your friends.”

They squeezed hands again and Sayer said farewell to the family.

Out in the hall, she was about to text Ezra, but realized that she couldn’t.

Sayer was never exactly by the book, but she was an FBI agent. Despite the agency’s horrific past, she had believed in the institution that she worked for now. Which was why her first instinct was to send everything she had to Quantico where she knew a few dozen good agents were working their asses off to find the missing girls.

But, assuming Jake was right, she couldn’t trust her beloved agency with anything because she knew Anderson and his people were there, too, and they would happily just kill Miles and the girls to avoid being exposed.

So, instead of telling Quantico that the girls were close to Howard University, Sayer decided to hurry back to the boat. Maybe Ezra or Holt could use the new information to finally find the girls.

She was striding down the hall toward the exit when Tino’s voice called out, “Sayer!”

Something about his tone made her heart skip a beat.

Tino glanced over at the agent outside Declan’s door. “Uh, I forgot one thing I wanted to tell you about the house…”

Sayer understood. He needed to tell her something that he didn’t want the potentially compromised agent to hear.

Back in the room, Declan sat bolt upright in bed, holding his phone like it was a snake about to bite him.

“What happened?” Sayer asked.

“Declan was listening to all the messages on his phone when we got to one from Kate Brooks,” Tino said.

“The missing girl?”

“My girlfriend,” Declan whispered. “Listen.” He pushed play.

A small, quavering voice came from the speaker.

“Declan, I … I am so sorry I let you die. I’m scared. This man has us trapped here and I don’t know where I am.”

The girl paused for a long time and Sayer thought it might be over, but then she spoke again.

“I miss you and this place is like a nightmare and I don’t even know what’s real anymore. We were in this big room with only darkness for walls and sand on the floor. And now I’m trapped in a pyramid and I think I’m in a tomb and outside there’s silos and a field covered with a grid of dark manholes that I think might lead to hell. I might be hallucinating and I miss my mommy and daddy and I wanted to kiss you again. And now you’re dead and I didn’t get to tell you anything.”

The recording ended with a click.

Declan put his phone down, fighting tears. “Kate must’ve seen me get shot. She doesn’t know I’m alive.”

Sayer’s heart pounded. This new info, coupled with what Nell told her, had to help them find the girls. She looked at the time. It was only two hours before the next murder was scheduled.

“I need to take your phone,” Sayer said sharply.

“Of course!” The boy practically threw it at her.

“I’ve got to go. You three stay safe.”

Tino gave her a quick kiss on the cheek before Sayer ran out to Jake’s car. She sped back to Holt’s boat so fast she thought the old car might just literally fall apart before she could get there. When she finally pulled up at the marina, she sprinted to the boat, desperate to stop Miles Windsor before he could kill again.






 



HOLT’S BOAT, MARINA, SOUTHWEST WASHINGTON, D.C.


Sayer stormed into the cabin. Jake sat on the floor beneath the fish tank, watching everyone with tired eyes. Holt and Al were back to poring over maps while Max and Ezra had their heads practically pressed together looking at something on Ezra’s computer. Kona curled at Max’s feet, eyes half-open.

Though tension still lingered in the air, things had obviously been diffused between Jake and her team.

“Ezra, I need you to trace a recent call to Declan’s cell!” Sayer rattled off the boy’s number. “Kate Brooks called and left a message less than an hour ago!”

She clicked play and Kate’s shaky voice filled the cabin.

They all listened, faces grim.

When it ended, Sayer could barely talk fast enough. “So, a huge place near Howard University with sand floors. A pyramid, some kind of tomb, silos, and a field with a grid of manholes. Ezra? Holt?”

Holt shoved aside a few maps, looking for something. “That’s vaguely familiar, hang on.”

Ezra’s fingers flew over the keyboard as he looked online.

While they searched frantically for possibilities, Sayer looked around the room.

“So?” she asked Max. “Did you guys decide if we should trust Jake?”

“Not sure exactly,” Max said. “I will say that watching Holt interrogate Jake was like watching a hawk circling a field mouse. Poor guy didn’t have a chance.”

Holt glanced up from the maps. “You know I can hear you…”

Max smiled. “I think we all agree, Jake is probably telling the truth.”

Holt, Ezra, and Al all nodded without looking up from what they were doing.

“Okay, good. That was my take, too.” Sayer sighed, slowly adjusting to this new reality. Jake sitting here in the same room with her was going to take some getting used to. For just a moment, she let herself imagine a future with Jake in her life, but she couldn’t seem to form a picture of what that would even look like.

“Got it!” Holt and Ezra said at the exact same moment.

Ezra gestured for Holt to go first.

“The McMillan Sand Filtration Site,” Holt said.

“That’s where I traced the call as well!” Ezra nodded emphatically. “Though I can’t figure out the exact location on the grounds since there aren’t even supposed to be open phone lines there anymore.”

“The what?” Sayer asked.

Holt rolled open a map and pointed to a large, empty space next to the McMillan Reservoir in northwest Washington. “It was the silos that tipped me off. I remember seeing a bunch of photos of the place when I was doing some research on the Bloomingdale neighborhood.”

“Wait, what is this place and why does it have silos? I grew up in the city and never heard of it,” Sayer said.

“It’s closed to the public so a lot of people probably have no idea it’s even there,” Holt continued. “It was built around the turn of the last century after a bunch of typhoid epidemics hit Washington in the late 1800s. They realized that typhoid was a waterborne disease and so they built this massive filtration system that basically uses sand to clean the water. Though to be honest, I don’t know much about how it actually worked.”

“Ezra?” Sayer asked.

“Yeah, so, reading online”—he skimmed his computer screen—“it says that it’s a huge facility, over twenty-five acres with twenty belowground chambers that they call catacomb-like. Whoa, this has got to be it. Each chamber is over an acre in size and has a sand floor. It looks like they would pump the dirty water in from above and then it would slowly filter down through layers of sand. When the water seeped out of the bottom, it was clean enough to drink.”

“So let me see if I understand, there is a massive facility in northwest Washington that still exists with twenty catacomb-like belowground structures that have sand floors,” Sayer said.

“And look at this.” Ezra pulled up an image on his screen. “Each chamber has a huge double door and ramp leading inside. These look large enough to drive a bus through.”

“Miles Windsor could literally just have driven the entire busload of kids into one. It would be a perfect spot. Close to the heart of the city, but isolated enough that no one would be nearby.”

Ezra pushed back his blue hair. “Look at this photo of the silos and grid of dark holes. It looks like they stored the extra sand in the silos, and there’s a grid of, whoa, two thousands manhole covers that they used to drop the sand down into the chambers. It says here you can see the grid of manholes from space!”

Sayer got up and tried to pace in the cramped space. “What about the pyramid Kate mentioned?”

“Hmm.” Ezra scrolled through photographs of the site. “Well, there were a few small outbuildings that housed the water pump controls and look, they have a peaked roof that could look enough like a pyramid I guess.”

“All right, decision time.” Sayer looked into the eyes of everyone there. “We could let the team at Quantico know what we know. Telling them might mean that Anderson’s guys storm in and take Miles out before we even get a chance to talk to him. I would definitely like to make sure we find the girls before someone puts a bullet in his head. But going in without Quantico to back us up could be dangerous and could blow back on us all.”

Max waved a hand in the air. “Who the hell cares. All that matters now is getting those girls home safely.”

“You know I’m in,” Ezra said.

“Of course I’m all in, hon.” Al smiled at Holt. “I might not have a gun, but I could dazzle them with my sparkling intellect.”

“You even have to ask?” Holt smiled at Sayer, then positively beamed at Al before she turned to Jake with stormy eyes. “Jake?”

He held up both hands in surrender. “Of course I’ll help any way I can.”

“Great,” Sayer said sharply. “Okay, Max, Kona, Ezra, and Jake with me. Holt, you and Al should stay here and focus on the next potential body dump site. We’ve only got an hour and a half until the next scheduled murder. If the McMillan Sand place doesn’t pan out, I want to know where we should look next.”

They all stood to gear up.

“And remember, no phone communication,” Sayer added. “In fact, we should all turn off our phones and disable the GPS.”

“You, uh, should actually just leave them here,” Jake said. “They can track your phones even if they’re off and disabled.”

“Great,” Holt said. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

“If you all turned off your phones at the same time, I knew it would raise suspicion. I don’t have a phone on me so they don’t know I’m here, but they already know you’re all here,” Jake said apologetically.

Holt’s nose flared with anger. “Fine. No need to broadcast where we’re going now. Hang on.” She hefted herself up and disappeared into the back room. She returned a minute later with two-way radios. “I’ve only got three, but we should be able to communicate with this. They’ve got about a four-mile radius so McMillan is within range.”

Holt handed a radio to Sayer and one to Max and they all turned to the same channel. “Be careful,” she said gruffly as they piled up their cell phones onto the table.

Feeling slightly untethered with no home and no phone, Sayer led her small team out into the cold night air.






 



MCMILLAN SAND FILTRATION SITE, WASHINGTON, D.C.


Sayer pulled the old Porsche along a chain-link fence on 1st Street NW just south of Michigan Avenue. The four adults and dog were jammed uncomfortably into the small car and they gratefully tumbled out next to an old gate.

While Max worked on the padlock with a pair of bolt cutters, Sayer stared through the fence. She could just make out a broad field dotted with a grid of manhole covers creating dark lines across the grass. Two rows of vine-covered silos rose on either side of the field.

Max cut the lock, but the gate was so rusted the hinges barely moved. He managed to bend the opening a few inches.

“Okay,” Sayer said softly. “I see four pump houses. Assuming those are the pyramids Kate described, let’s start there. Max and Ezra, you go check those two to the right. Jake and I will check the ones to the left.”

Max eyed Jake with suspicion, but then nodded. He gestured for Kona to follow him and they squeezed through the opening. Ezra had a moment of difficulty getting his prostheses and cane through, but once he got to the other side, he easily caught up with Max and Kona. Sayer watched them hurry off into the distance.

“Thanks for letting me come with you,” Jake said.

Sayer nodded noncommittally. “Let’s go.”

She checked in quickly with Holt via radio then squeezed through the gate, ribs screaming with pain.

When Jake got through as well, they hurried toward the pump houses. The grass gave way to gravel as they approached the first building and Sayer slowed hoping to cover the sound of her approach. They made it to the back wall and Jake crouched close behind her. She could feel his breath on the back of her neck and it sent a jolt through her body.

Ignoring her physical response to his proximity, she slid her gun out and led the way around to the front. They passed a window that was covered with too much grime to see through. At the entrance, the thick door was so badly warped it cracked down the middle.

Sayer pushed on the swollen wood and was able to shine her flashlight through the crack.

“Kate?” She squinted into the abandoned structure and saw nothing but old trash scattered across the floor. Nothing to suggest a tomb. “Nope.” Sayer stood up.

Jake grunted understanding and they moved off toward the next pump house. They passed a row of silos. The cement cylinders were covered with climbing vines that made them look like they belonged in an English garden.

Even from a distance Sayer could tell that the second pump house was different. Relatively new boards completely covered all of the windows. On high alert, they approached slow and quiet.

A new padlock hung on the solid front door making it impossible to see inside.

Sayer gestured for them to pull back and they retreated into a hollow tunnel beneath the nearest silo.

She whispered into the radio, “Max, we’ve got a possible location for the tomb. How goes it there?”

“Both pump houses empty here. Ezra and I will be right there.”

“Bring the bolt cutters.” Sayer clicked off. She glanced over at Jake. He stared out at the pump house with an intensity she had forgotten.

For the first time, she was able to break through her own anger and see this all from his perspective. He had literally sacrificed his happy life to serve his country by infiltrating a dangerous organization. He had spent four years slowly building a case, forced to make ethically gray decisions to work his way up the ladder. And now he might be throwing all that sacrifice and hard work away because he wanted to protect Sayer.

Kona arrived just before Max and Ezra, snapping Sayer back to the moment. She gestured for Ezra and Jake to stay put while she and Max went to open the door.

Max quickly cut the lock and kicked open the door.

Sayer rushed in, gun up. “FBI!”

Max and Kona followed on her heels and they swiveled, back to back, checking the corners.

“Clear,” Sayer barked.

“Clear,” Max confirmed.

They both lowered their guns to take in the incredible scene.

They stood at the center of what Sayer would have sworn was an ancient Egyptian tomb.

And Kate Brooks was nowhere to be found.






 



TOMB, MCMILLAN SAND FILTRATION SITE, WASHINGTON, D.C.


They all stood in the pump house tomb.

“Well, this is creepy as fuck,” Ezra said under his breath.

Egyptian hieroglyphs covered every available space on the walls. The writing seemed to be separated into panels, each depicting a complex jumble of people and glyphs. Even the ceiling was covered.

A homemade sarcophagus dominated the center of the room. A basin sat at the foot of the sarcophagus, full of water. Sayer couldn’t help but notice that it was most certainly deep enough to drown someone. Was this where Rowena and Becky were killed?

“Probably where he imagined his final resting place after he made it through the twelve chambers,” Ezra said.

Sayer kicked at a pile of old detritus pushed to one corner. “This could be how Kate called out.” She crouched down next to the dismantled rotary phone still hand-wired to the wall.

Ezra came over to inspect the phone. “Wow, this girl is smart. I’m not even sure I could’ve figured out how to wire this ancient thing.”

Sayer stood, turning her attention to the writing on the walls. She pulled out the radio. “Holt?”

“We were just about to radio you,” Holt responded.

“Tell Al we’re standing in what looks like a reproduction of an ancient Egyptian tomb. There’s a sarcophagus in the middle of the room and writing on the walls, I see”—Sayer turned around the room counting—“twelve panels.”

“Are they each divided into three sections with horizontal lines?” Al’s voice came over the radio. “Go to the first panel to the left of the door and tell me what you see.”

Sayer hurried over and stared. “I see nine baboons on the top panel. This is the Amduat.”

“Exactly. I suspect you’re looking at a reproduction.” Sayer could hear him breathing. “Amazing,” Al finally said.

“Okay, Kate’s not here but we found the phone she used. It’s nine thirty.” Sayer didn’t have to finish the thought. They all knew what that could mean. Miles was probably already taking Kate to the next symbolic spot. She looked over at the water basin. Perhaps she was already dead.

“That’s why we were going to radio you!” Al said with excitement. “The National Zoo! The reptile house there is a perfect representation of the fourth chamber in every way. Labyrinthine, hot, full of snakes…”

“The zoo.” Sayer tried to remember the last time she’d been to the reptile house.

“And,” Holt interjected, “I’ve been monitoring the latest from Quantico. They’re watching traffic cams and they spotted Miles in the car you saw him driving at the fountain. He was heading west on Michigan Avenue, which leads right to the zoo, but they have no idea where he’s going. They saw him barely twenty minutes ago. If you hurry, you won’t be far behind him!”

“Okay.” Sayer’s adrenaline kicked into high gear. “We’ll head there now. I’ll check in soon.” She hooked the radio back onto her belt and thought for a moment. “We still need to clear the twenty chambers beneath ground here, hopefully find the rest of the kids on the bus. That’s twenty acre-sized buildings to cover and we don’t have anything that smells like the girls right now. Can Kona find them?”

Max rumpled Kona’s head. “Of course she can. We can use the manhole covers. I’ll just have her do a general human search. If we find a chamber with people in it, she’ll let me know.”

“Great, Ezra?”

“Holt can call in the EMTs and I’ll stay here to meet them. If … when we find the girls, they’ll probably need medical help right away.”

“Perfect. While you do that, Jake and I will head to the zoo. It’s only a few miles west of here. We’ll be in touch on the radio.”

As Sayer turned to go, Max reached out and gently touched her arm. He looked over at Jake with suspicious eyes. “You sure?”

“I’m sure,” she said with finality. She’d learned to trust her gut when it came to who she could rely on and, no matter what had happened between them, she believed Jake was telling the truth.

Max gave Jake a hard stare but then nodded and set off with Kona at his hip toward the field of manhole covers.

Sayer gave Ezra a farewell shoulder squeeze and hurried out to try and stop Miles Windsor once and for all.






 



ROAD TO SMITHSONIAN NATIONAL ZOO, WASHINGTON, D.C.


Sayer pushed the gas pedal hard, goosing the old Porsche above eighty. They rode the first few minutes toward the zoo in silence. There was too much history to even know where to begin.

Finally, Jake said, “I used to come here all the time as a kid. There’s a road that runs along the north side of the zoo. We can jump the fence near one of the old pedestrian entrances and land right behind the reptile house.”

Sayer was relieved to focus on the task at hand. “Sounds right.” She tried to picture the reptile house. It had been more than twenty years since she’d been to the zoo, but the unusual building was hard to forget. The Byzanto-Romanesque style with colorful tiles and a row of reptile gargoyle heads made it look more like a brick temple than a zoo building. It was the colorful mosaic of a stegosaurus above the front door that she remembered most.

“Once we get there, should we split up?” Jake asked.

Sayer pondered. The reptile house was basically a large loop and the snakes were along the back of the circle. If they didn’t split up, Miles could escape around the other way. “Yeah, inside I’ll head right and you head left. That way we trap him in the middle.”

Another long silence stretched between them.

“I really need you to trust me,” Jake eventually said. “There’s so many things happening right now … it’s just … I want you to truly trust me.”

“I do.”

“No, I mean, no matter what happens next. No matter how this all plays out.”

“You mean when I find out all the horrible things you’ve done undercover?” Sayer asked. “Jake, I’ve always known what it meant to do that kind of work. You gave up everything to do what you thought was right.”

“Okay, thank you.” His voice was heavy with emotion. He looked out the window and cleared his throat. “I never stopped loving you.”

“Me too,” Sayer said, looking away.

They rode the rest of the way listening to the rumbling engine.

Now was not the time to say anything more.






 



MCMILLAN SAND FILTRATION SITE, WASHINGTON, D.C.


Ezra looked around the old tomb. Max and Kona were still doing the grid search above the manholes and Ezra didn’t want to mess with the scent so he hung back to look at the hieroglyphs covering the walls. They were beautifully done in black ink on the robin’s-egg blue walls. Each panel was split into the sections. At the bottom of each section were images of gods and animals, with the writing in vertical lines above the art.

He paused at the fourth panel. They were, in theory, on the fourth night. He felt slightly sick at the snakes dominating the imagery. Some of them had wings while others reared back as though they were about to strike.

“Be safe, Sayer,” he muttered to himself.

“I’m sure she’s perfectly fine,” an unfamiliar voice came from the doorway.

Ezra spun around to find a man standing with his gun pointed at him. He recognized the fake bus witness. Ezra’s heart began to beat slightly faster than usual, but he felt strangely calm looking directly into the dark void of the barrel.

“Come to report another bus sighting?” Ezra asked.

The man didn’t respond, eyes roving around the tomb. “Damn, Miles really did go batshit crazy, didn’t he?”

“I believe the term you’re looking for is traumatic brain injury,” Ezra said.

“Where’s Jake Pendleton?” he demanded.

Ezra shrugged. “Who?”

“You know who I mean.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t know anyone named Jake.” Ezra smiled innocently.

The man’s nose flared with anger, but then he tilted his head as though he had figured something out. “I see. You think you’re protecting him?” He laughed. “Who do you think told us where to find you?”

The bravado keeping Ezra calm drained away into gut-sinking horror. If Jake was still working with these men, Sayer was in terrible danger.

“Ah, now you understand. Though I expected him to be waiting here for me. Where did they go?” He waved the gun back and forth slowly.

“I still don’t know anyone named Jake. If he’s your friend, why don’t you ask him.” Ezra managed to keep his voice steady.

“How about this. You tell me where Sayer and Jake are and I’ll spare you. In fact, we’ve been watching the work you do. You could come work for us if you wanted.”

Ezra smiled, surprised that his calm returned. If this was how he went, he would go on his terms. “Listen, there is this amazing woman that I just started dating. She’s fucking brilliant and beautiful and has terrible taste in music and I sure would love the chance to get to know her better. So, yeah, I’d love to make it out of here. But there is nothing you could possibly say or do that would convince me to work with you.” He spat the word “you.”

“Ah, well.” The man gave a half shrug. “I’m just here to wrap up loose ends. If Jake’s not here, I’m sure he will take care of Sayer and whoever else he needs to. Now for the next question, where are the girls?”

“Are they just another loose end to you?” Ezra growled. “I won’t let you hurt them.”

The man laughed again. “You think you’re going to stop me? How about this. Tell me where everyone is and I’ll make your end as painless as possible.”

“Not in a million years.” Ezra’s eyes felt wet with emotion, but calm spread across his body.

“Ah well, we have other ways to find her. Out of curiosity, why such loyalty to that woman?”

“To Sayer? Because, no matter the cost to herself, she protects those who need her help.” Ezra felt the simple truth of it.

The man seemed to ponder this, but then shrugged again. “And I protect this country from people like you, weakening us from the inside.” He steadied the gun at Ezra.

Ezra knew he would never make it across the room in time, but he decided to go out fighting. He lowered his head and charged.

His metal legs clacked hard on the ground and carried him toward the man at surprising speed.

But the bang of the gunshot rang out before he made it all the way there.

He cried out, but he felt no pain.

The man collapsed just as Ezra reached him and he tripped over the crumpled form. As Ezra crashed forward, he realized that blood poured from the front of the man’s throat, his eyes empty of life.

“What the?” Ezra looked up to find Max standing twenty feet away, gun trained on the dead man. Kona crouched beside him, ready to attack.

“Found the girls,” Max said cheerfully. “Came back to get you before I head down into the chamber.”

Ezra rolled off the body onto the floor, sat up, and dry heaved so hard he toppled forward again.

“Hey, it’s all good.” Max quickly checked for a pulse to confirm the man was dead, then holstered his gun. He reached out to help Ezra up.

“That’s some good timing, man,” Ezra said.

Max gave a flourishing bow. “I aim to have impeccable timing.”

Recovering his wits, Ezra remembered what the man said. “We need to call Sayer! Jake is still working with them!”

“Dammit,” Max said as Ezra tried to call Sayer on the radio.

In response, he got nothing but static.






 



SMITHSONIAN NATIONAL ZOO, WASHINGTON, D.C.


Sayer and Jake clambered up a low hill through heavy underbrush. Branches tore at Sayer’s face and clothes as she struggled upward. When they reached a tall fence, Jake boosted Sayer up and, at the top, she helped pull him up behind her.

As she hit the ground on the other side, she let out a sharp grunt at the pain in her ribs. At the same moment, the radio crackled and she quickly fumbled to turn it off. She couldn’t let the sound give away their position as they crept toward the silhouetted building up ahead.

The sounds of animals carried across the zoo grounds. The chittering of a monkey. A deep feline growl. The haunting call of an owl on the hunt.

They reached the side of the reptile house and quickly skirted around toward the front. As they approached, a musty animal smell filled the air, damp and thick, triggering a deeply instinctual dread in Sayer’s gut.

She held up a hand, gesturing for them to pause at the entrance. The glass on the front door was shattered making a hole large enough for them to pass through. A faint chanting song drifted from the opening.

The voice sent an electric thrill coursing through Sayer’s body. She would get another chance to confront Miles Windsor. And this time she wasn’t alone.

She glanced at Jake who gave her an all-set nod. She was about to slip through the front door when the first gunshot sounded.

The sharp bang was followed by a crash.

And a girl began to scream.






 



MCMILLAN SAND FILTRATION SITE, WASHINGTON, D.C.


Ezra watched Max cut the chain holding the arched wooden doors together. They pulled open with an echoing creak, encouraging the sense that they were about to enter some kind of haunted subterranean nightmare.

For a brief moment, Ezra wished he didn’t love horror movies quite so much because right now all he could imagine were clowns with sharpened teeth or ravenous zombies waiting below.

Max clicked on his flashlight, illuminating the sandy floor which only added to Ezra’s hesitation.

“This is why I’m not a field agent,” he muttered to himself as they descended the ramp.

Kona enthusiastically led the way across the vast chamber punctuated by rows of identical square columns.

They walked for what seemed like an impossibly long time. The sand made it difficult for Ezra to keep up and by the time the silver charter bus appeared in the circle of light ahead, Ezra was soaked with the sweat of exertion.

The bus looked empty as they approached. Would the girls still be alive? Would they be frightened? Weak?

Ezra pushed back his shoulders and tried to look reassuring.

“Hello?” Max called out. “FBI.”

“You’re FBI?” a young voice called back.

“Special Agents Max Cho and Ezra Coen. And this is my K9, Kona,” Max said as he worked the metal bar from the door of the bus.

Blinking in the beam of the flashlight, eight young women filed off the bus, exhausted but sharp-eyed. Rather than frightened or weak, the girls looked angry. None of them collapsed into Ezra’s arms. Instead, they held one another’s bruised hands, battered arms wrapped around one another’s shoulders. Some still clutched blood-covered metal bars in tight fists.

“Kate did it. We did it.” They congratulated one another, hugging, squeezing shoulders, and clutching hands.

One of the girls turned to Max. “Tell me that you caught him.”

“They’re bringing him in now,” Max said confidently.

Ezra was glad that Max answered, because he was too worried about Sayer to sound sure of anything.

The girls all turned to stare at the bus.

Max and Ezra stood back, giving them as much time as they needed.

Finally, they turned away and one of the girls said softly, “We’re ready to go home now.”

While Ezra followed them to the waiting ambulances, he tried to radio Sayer again.

But no one answered.






 



SMITHSONIAN NATIONAL ZOO, WASHINGTON, D.C.


All caution forgotten, Sayer flew into the reptile house.

Another shot, and another, echoed from inside. The girl’s screaming reached a frantic pitch, spurring Sayer on.

She swung right down the corridor and heard Jake’s feet pounding off in the opposite direction.

A wash of water flowed over her boots as she rounded the bend to the snake section.

Miles Windsor stood at the center of the hall, shooting the glass out of the exhibits. Dozens of hissing, rattling creatures slithered from the open enclosures, turning the ground into a tangle of snakes.

Kate Brooks lay bound on the floor surrounded by the writhing mass of bodies. Her scream transformed into a keening wail of terror.

Sayer wasn’t particularly afraid of snakes, but so many in one place made her involuntarily shudder. “Miles!” she called out. “FBI!”

Miles’s head snapped up. His hair hung in filthy knots. The open cuts on his gaunt face still oozed blood. His eyes were sunken into deep hollows that burned with hatred.

“They’ve sent you to test me again.” He turned the gun on Sayer.

She dove back as he opened fire. The bullets thudded into the wall, sending puffs of tile dust into the air.

“There’s no escape this time, Miles,” Sayer called back, hoping to keep his attention. She knew that Jake would already be freeing Kate while Miles’s back was turned.

“I face the Unified Darkness,” Miles began chanting in English, shouting the words at Sayer. “I know what is done, the transfigurations for Re, the secret Ba-souls. I know their secret names.” His voice rose to a scream as he advanced toward her. “I know the gates and the ways upon which the great god passes. I know the flourishing and the annihilated. I will not be annihilated,” he howled as he rounded the end of the hall.

His cry of rage faltered when he found no one there.

Sayer waved to him from the doorway, then jumped back as Miles fired again, hoping to lure him outside. Jake would need room to help Kate escape.

As she wheeled backward outside the reptile house, the hard metal of a gun connected with the back of her head.

She froze.

“Agent Altair.” The patrician drawl of Director Anderson sent a new shudder slithering through her body.

Sayer didn’t dare breathe as Miles stumbled out. He stopped advancing.

“You,” Miles said, staring at the FBI director. “I remember you…”

For the first time, Sayer realized how truly far gone Miles Windsor was. Fear and confusion swept his face as he struggled to understand what was going on. “How do I know you?” he asked.

“Hello, Miles,” Anderson said smoothly. “You used to work for me, but you’ve been gone for a while now. It’s time for you to come home.”

“Home?” Miles asked.

“Home,” Anderson said comfortingly as he swung the gun away from Sayer and shot Miles Windsor in the chest.

Miles stood transfixed, staring down as blood began to seep out.

He looked up at Sayer with wonder. “Is it finally over?”

“Move.” Anderson shoved the gun forward, forcing Sayer back toward the reptile house.

They approached Miles, who toppled over, landing on his back. His eyes roved in erratic circles, his breath short and sharp. He made a gurgling sound and tried to raise a hand as they stepped over him.

Anderson stomped down on his hand with a crunch and then continued to push Sayer inside. He shoved her through the door and turned the corner of the reptile house to find Jake kneeling over Kate. Jake had his pocketknife out, but hadn’t freed Kate.

“Jake!” Sayer shouted.

Jake looked up and realized they weren’t alone. “Director.” He nodded casually at Anderson. “Good timing as usual.”

“Jake,” Anderson answered cheerfully, “thanks for letting me know where you’d be. Miles has already been taken care of.”

“Very good, I couldn’t delay much longer,” Jake said as he stood, leaving Kate still bound on the ground. He wiped his hands on his pants and put away the knife.

Sayer felt the world begin to tilt. “Jake?”

He looked at her with a pinched face. “I’m sorry, Sayer.” His eyes bored into her, but she wasn’t sure of the message. Was he truly working with Anderson, or was this all part of the ruse? She had no idea what to think.

“Have you taken care of the rest?” Jake asked casually.

“I sent someone to take care of the girls on the bus. Sounds like Ezra Coen and Maxwell Cho were there as well. Tonight will be a veritable spring cleaning of pesky thorns in my side.” Anderson chuckled. He shoved Sayer forward until she was against the wall. He trained the gun on her, clearly taking pleasure in her shock.

“You sure it’s such a good idea to kill so many agents at once?” Jake asked with concern. “Won’t it be hard to cover up? And that many dead kids?”

Anderson’s eyes burned with triumph. “You always worry too much. The American public will buy anything we tell them to. I’ll have one of my reporters spin the story. We’re going to blame everything on Miles, the rogue soldier turned serial killer. You,” he spat at Sayer, “have been the biggest thorn of all. I thought we could get rid of you along with Holt, but it turns out you’ve got unexpected friends in high places.”

Sayer just stared back at Anderson, defiant.

Jake cleared his throat. “Um, Director, I thought we agreed that you would at least keep Sayer alive. It’s my only request.”

Anderson’s mouth pressed into a firm line. “You know we can’t do that. Your … feelings for this woman have always made you vulnerable. Weak. It’s time to end that now.”

Jake’s face slowly transformed into a feral smile. “And your inability to imagine that someone could turn on you has always made you vulnerable. When I called you to tell you I had Miles and Sayer in one place, I knew you couldn’t resist coming in person, and that arrogance is finally your downfall.”

Anderson’s eyes shifted to Jake. His confidence faltered at the sight of Jake’s shaking anger.

“I gave up everything to destroy you,” Jake continued. “But you were untouchable. Until now.”

“What are you rambling about?” Anderson growled.

“I’m bugged and everything you just said is now in the hands of the Department of Justice. We’ve got it all on tape,” Jake said.

Anderson’s face flushed red with fury. “You idiot. You think some recording is going to touch me? You’ll find out soon enough just how many people I’ve got in my pocket.”

“A recording might not be enough. But that combined with the massive paper trail I’ve spent four years building will. We’re going to play this tape on every TV station in the country. When the public hears that you were willing to murder children and federal agents to clean up your own mess, your lackeys will flee right into the arms of a plea bargain. They will turn on you so fast your head will spin. It’s over, Anderson. You’ve lost.”

Screaming with rage, Anderson swung the gun around.

Seeing what was about to happen, Jake dove on top of Kate just as Anderson pulled the trigger.

Not caring what he hit, Anderson fired wildly toward Jake.

Ignoring her ribs, Sayer flung herself at him and knocked him aside as he managed to get off one last shot. She turned to watch Jake wrap Kate in an embrace, covering her with his body at the same moment the bullet struck home.

Jake’s head snapped back as the nape of his neck blossomed with blood.

“No!” Sayer turned on Anderson and struck out with her fist, landing a solid punch right on his aquiline nose. She felt his bones shatter under her rage.

He tried to raise his gun but she was on him, fists landing over and over, unaware that the roaring sound reverberating around the reptile house was coming from her own mouth.

Anderson stumbled backward and Sayer stepped into the fall, pushing him until she could slam his head onto the brick floor. His head bounced up and then landed again with a sickening crack.

Sayer reared back to punch him again.

“Is it over now?” A small voice brought Sayer back before she landed the blow she knew would kill the man.

Anderson lay unconscious beneath her.

Kate Brooks struggled to sit up, still surrounded by snakes. She held up her bound hands. “The other girls are being held on a bus belowground. They need help.”

“They should be safe by now,” Sayer said, eyes riveted on Jake. Not even aware of her own shaking body, she made her way slowly toward him.

She crouched down and felt for a pulse, but she already knew he was gone. After being frozen for a very long time, she realized that the girl was praying softly to herself.

Sayer snapped out of her shock and turned to Kate. She carefully moved a few snakes off the girl’s body and cut away the zip ties on her ankles and wrists. Kate leaned forward into Sayer’s arms and let out a visceral shudder of relief.

Holding the girl, Sayer couldn’t seem to feel anything as she stared at Jake’s dead body on the ground.






 



UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE BUILDING, WASHINGTON, D.C.


Wearing all black, Sayer stepped through the columned entrance to the Justice Department. The security guard was clearly expecting her and waved her through before she even flashed her badge.

“Top floor, Agent Altair,” the guard said, pointing her to the elevators.

She navigated her way to the attorney general’s office and found herself in front of a single wooden doorway set in a small rotunda covered with murals depicting American legal history. Her phone rang just before she entered.

“Agent Altair,” she said softly.

“Oh dear, you’re lacking your normal bark,” Subject 037 said lightly. “I’m just so sorry for your loss. How strange it must be to grieve yet again for someone you thought you lost so long ago.”

Sayer didn’t respond.

“Would you like to hear something rather humorous? When I told you everyone dead wasn’t truly gone, I was talking about Jake. I literally had no idea who Miles Windsor was.” He chuckled.

“Hilarious,” Sayer said flatly. “What do you want?”

“Honestly, I wanted to thank you. Even though I didn’t know who Miles was, I was well aware of Director Anderson’s shenanigans. I knew I couldn’t let him continue; I just hadn’t quite figured out how to dismantle his pet project.” He paused. “He needed to learn that I’m the only God in this city. Little did I know you would do it for me. We’re great partners, you and I.”

“We are not partners.”

“No, perhaps that’s not the right word. Anyway, my best to Adi and Sophia. I hear from my man on the ground that your nana should be home from Montana in a few days.”

“Stay away from my family,” Sayer said, in no mood to spar with 037.

“Oh, Sayer,” he said with condescension. “What’s the saying, ‘as above, so below’?” He paused before continuing with a harsh tone. “All things are interconnected. You, me, Jake, Miles, Director Anderson, we are all part of a web that extends far into the past and the future. There are connections between our lives that we don’t even know about yet.”

“I didn’t take you for a mystic,” Sayer said, confused by his strange effusiveness.

“Nothing mystical here. But you can’t deny the beautiful symmetry of it all. Jake left you to bring down Anderson, and he failed. He did it to protect you, but it was you and your relentless pursuit of Miles that finally allowed him to complete his job. Life and death. Sorrow and joy. Loneliness and love. Those are the endless cycles that normal people are caught in.”

“Normal people?” Sayer asked.

037 laughed. “Surely you know by now that I’m not normal. I am the spider spinning the webs. One day soon, I’ll show you.” 037 hung up with a sharp click.

Sayer stared at her phone for a long time, totally unsure what to make of 037’s little speech. With a sigh of annoyance at his self-aggrandizing nonsense, she glanced around the empty hallway before stepping into the office.

Inside, the attorney general sat in his high-back chair. He looked the part with a thick head of wavy brown hair, chiseled jaw, and intelligent eyes. She’d never met him before, but he had a reputation as a man truly dedicated to justice.

“Agent Altair.” He gestured for her to take a seat at a small table off to the side of the massive office.

“Sir,” she said as she sat. Her usual chaffing at the trapping of authority was dulled by her inability to feel anything at the moment.

“Over the past four years, I worked closely with Jake Pendleton, and I’ve heard so much about you I almost feel like we’re old friends.” He slid into the chair across from her. Despite his kind words, Sayer felt another flash of annoyance. She was just about done with powerful men in Washington presuming to know anything about her.

“Please let me be the first to extend my heartfelt sorrow for your loss,” he said. “Jake was a truly dedicated and honorable man.”

Sayer’s calm exterior faltered. Over the past few days she had vacillated between hair-ripping grief and all-encompassing numbness. She could usually maintain her emotionless calm but, for some reason, expressions of sympathy tore away at the veil of nothingness, exposing the deep river of grief underneath.

She managed to simply nod her thanks.

“I’ve invited you here today because I wanted to say that to you in person. But also because I assume you have questions.”

Now this was something Sayer could sink her teeth into. Not exactly sure where to start, she just went right to the beginning. “At some point you began to suspect Director Anderson was assembling an off-the-books organization…”

“That’s right.” The attorney general flashed a practiced frown. “It began as whispered accusations, but over time I had enough things cross my desk that lent credence to those whispers. We’ve been monitoring his communications for some time, but it wasn’t until they approached Jake that I saw a way to find out the extent of his organization. And it turned out to be far more involved than I expected.”

“And that’s when you asked Jake to infiltrate, become one of them.”

“To be perfectly clear, Jake let me know every step of the way what a sacrifice that was for him. He longed to be with you so much. I was the one who decided we couldn’t bring you in. He disagreed, but abided by my decision because we literally only involved five of us in the whole operation.”

“So, he spent years working his way up, gaining Anderson’s trust.”

“And Anderson was making some bold moves. Getting Holt fired, trying to fire you, was just part of his plan to gain full control of U.S. intelligence. I can’t really go into too much detail, but I will say that much of the FBI, ATF, and the director of National Intelligence have been highly compromised.”

“But with Jake’s help, you managed to build a strong paper trail implicating Anderson,” Sayer continued.

“Yes, but he had so many safeguards in place, so many walls between even his most trusted agents, that we were never entirely sure who he had in his pocket. Plus, he always communicated in code. Even when privately speaking to Jake, he was cagey. Our fear was that, even with the paper trail, he would slip from our grasp. We never found anything concrete enough to ensure that he would be held accountable.”

“So, this was your big play?” Sayer asked, voice hard. “Everything surrounding Miles Windsor?”

“Miles going rogue forced Anderson to go into damage control mode.” The attorney general gave another practiced frown. “We thought it would make him vulnerable. Force him to take risks he would never normally take. We knew, if we could get a taped confession, it would ensure that he couldn’t weasel out of prosecution. And Jake sure as hell managed to get what we need.”

“At the cost of his own life…”

The attorney general nodded slowly. “Jake knew this could very likely be a suicide mission. He actually left this for you just in case.” He slid an envelope across the table.

Sayer stared down at it, absolutely certain she didn’t want to read it. Rather than pick up the letter, she continued, voice harsh, “You used those children as bait to draw out Anderson.”

“I won’t deny that we took a risk. However, Jake told me that you would find them and that you would save them no matter what happened with Anderson. He had endless faith in your abilities and I see that faith wasn’t misplaced.”

It took Sayer a few moments to find her voice again.

“And now you’re going to take Anderson down,” Sayer said in a low, dangerous voice.

The attorney general’s whole face crinkled with genuine pleasure. “Indeed. I imagine that I’m about to spend the next few years of my life dismantling Anderson’s organization.” He looked straight into Sayer’s eyes. “I will make sure that everything Jake worked toward will come to fruition. You have my word.”






 



ROAD TO TINO’S NEW HOUSE, ALEXANDRIA, VA


Sayer drove from the Department of Justice toward the hospital, but quickly realized she didn’t know who she was even planning to visit. Kate and the rest of the young women from the bus were already home. Nell was awake and recovering well, but Sayer knew she would be surrounded by family. Tino and Vesper were sitting with Declan, and doctors said the boy would be able to head home in a few days.

The only other person there from the case was Miles Windsor and she had no desire to see him.

Somehow he had survived the gunshot to his chest and was in the ICU recovering from surgery. Sayer knew that Dr. Lilenhammer was lobbying to have him transferred to the Hearing Voices Institute after his release and Miles’s wife supported that option.

Sayer didn’t care what happened to him as long as he couldn’t hurt anyone else.

Rather than drive to the hospital, she remembered Tino’s request that she go see his new house. Maybe her new house.

She navigated back to Alexandria and pulled up to the curb. The sunny yellow colonial looked like something out of a magazine. Even in the slushy gray of winter it exuded cozy cheer. Fallow flower boxes lined every possible surface and she could imagine the entire place blooming with a riot of color in the spring. Only a few miles from Old Town, the residential neighborhood had been built in the early 1900s and original colonial homes lined the rest of the beautiful street.

Sayer made her way around to the gate in the wooden fence to check out the guest cottage in back.

She took a few steps into the backyard and stopped, stunned by the wild garden. A meandering path led among trellises, by a small pond, to a large cottage against the back fence.

“Are you kidding me with this?” she said as she made her way along the cobbled stone path.

Slowly, she climbed onto the wide covered porch where a row of rocking chairs looked out over the garden.

The lock on the front door slid easily open and Sayer stepped in, not sure what to expect.

Inside, a cozy fireplace dominated the room. Honey-tone wood floors and ornate crown molding made it look fancy even without furniture.

Sayer wandered from room to room, trying to imagine her life in such a pretty place. After she made a few quick circuits of the two bedroom cottage, she dialed Tino. “I’m at the new place. It’s the most beautiful house I’ve ever seen. And I’m just talking about the cottage.”

“Wonderful! The house is even better. I’ve got the paperwork here. I’m going to sign and courier it over right now. You go ahead and keep that key. Give it a few hours and the place will be ours.”

“Are you sure you can afford this? Should we discuss rent?” Sayer said, still processing the idea of such a sudden, unexpected move.

“Of course you won’t pay rent. We’re a family and yes, I can afford it.”

He hung up and Sayer stood in the center of the living room stunned. The envelope from Jake crinkled in her pocket as she moved.

Rather than put it off any longer, she sat down on the floor and started to read.


Sayer, my love,

I hope you never have to read this. But here you are, which means I’m truly gone this time. I am so sorry for everything that’s happened. I’ve missed you every moment of the past years and I want to finally explain why I did all of this.

The only thing we both love as much as each other is our job. All of our work, and the work of every agent, was being corrupted by Anderson. Someone had to destroy him and I was the best person for the job, no matter the cost. Now you can do your job knowing that you are working toward a just and safe world. I hope that I at least achieved that for you. Now you can also continue to build your life and enjoy your family. You’ve got a daughter! And Tino and Vesper are wonderful. And Nana is as kickass as ever.

My only request is that you live your life as the fierce defender of justice you have always been. If I can ensure that you get to continue doing that, then this was all worth it and I died so that you can go on to save the world.

I will always love you.

Eyes ever on the horizon, Jake.



Sayer lowered the note and released the sob that threatened to destroy her from the inside out. She cried for Jake, but also for everything she had neglected over the past four years because she was so caught up in her own grief.

When no more tears would come, Sayer stood up in the beautiful room.

Jake was truly gone. She had mourned him, but now she was done feeling sorrow. This was a clean slate to start building the life she had put on hold for way too long.






 



SAYER’S GUEST COTTAGE, ALEXANDRIA, VA


Three days later, Sayer stood at the kitchen counter, staring out at her new home. Max and Ezra sat on the floor assembling her new bookshelves, framed by a large square of sunlight streaming in through the windows. Kona lay with her back pressed against Max’s leg. Much to Kona’s annoyance, Vesper was sprawled directly next to her, his paws jutting into her face.

Adi was in and out of her room, a smile plastered from ear to ear. The college visit had gone well and she had just decided to accept Stanford’s offer of a full scholarship.

Tino puttered around in the kitchen behind Sayer. Though his eyes were still bruised and his nose swollen, he was in good cheer, singing a wheezing song under his breath. The savory scent of lime soup, combined with the spicy enchiladas baking in the oven, filled the air.

The soft patter of Ezra and Max talking to each other, coupled with Adi’s laughter from the other room on the phone with a friend, along with the homey sounds of Tino cooking, made Sayer feel like this was everything she could want from life. This place and these people felt safe and happy and she wasn’t going to take it for granted for one more second.

Tino gently bumped his hip against Sayer’s, scooting her out of the way so he could get to the stove. “Don’t mean to interrupt your reverie, but I need to stir,” he said as he tended to the soup. Once he finished, he stood next to Sayer, looking out over the new place. “Now this is how to christen a home. Good food and good friends. The only thing missing are the avocado margaritas. If someone would finish peeling the avocados, I could actually make them…”

Sayer looked down and realized that she had stopped mid-peel. She let out a short laugh.

As she finished her job, Ezra called out, “I think it’s time.”

Wiping her hands, Sayer hurried over to the small TV in the living room to click it on. Holt had told them to watch the news and they were all curious to see the latest on the fallout from the Anderson case.

Two news anchors sat in front of a photograph of Director Anderson. Beneath Anderson’s face, “disgraced” appeared in huge red letters.

A perfectly coiffed reporter leaned forward toward the camera, eyes shining with excitement. “Welcome to KDCN’s afternoon news where we’re reporting the latest on the FBI scandal. The Department of Justice dropped a bombshell yesterday when it announced that it has been investigating FBI Director Anderson for four years now.” She looked over to her coanchor. “Brock?”

“That’s right, Brittany. After releasing a report accusing Director Anderson of corruption and blackmail, the attorney general stripped Director Anderson of his position. The report hasn’t been released to the public yet, but we’ve got the scoop here at KDCN. According to inside sources, Anderson is accused of building an off-the-books group of soldiers and agents who worked for him conducting operations without any oversight. In addition, numerous high-ranking government officials were, shockingly, being blackmailed by Anderson himself.”

“Shocking indeed, Brock.” The reporter nodded knowingly. “Though the most shocking part of this case so far is the connection to the kidnapping of twenty-four Washington, D.C., high school students last week. The man who kidnapped those children and killed thirteen of them, was, in fact, one of Anderson’s off-the-books agents. Miles Windsor faked his own death a year ago to come work for Anderson.”

“That’s right, but he apparently suffered a psychotic break and that’s when he began to kill…” The reporter gazed his steely eyes at the camera.

“Windsor’s total body count was seventeen, including four adults and thirteen high school students. And right now, we’re about to go live to the Department of Justice where the attorney general is making an announcement about the Anderson investigation.”

The image switched to a large press conference. The attorney general stood at a podium, on stage with Janice Holt next to him.

“Yeah, Holt!” Ezra called out with a whoop.

Sayer smiled at the sight of Holt wearing her favorite emerald green pantsuit. Her helmet of hair was perfect, her jowls set in a firm line.

The attorney general stood at the mic until the room quieted. “I’ve called you here today to announce that, as our corruption investigation continues, we will be restructuring the FBI and implementing safeguards at all intelligence agencies to ensure better oversight. To help with the restructuring, I am naming Janice Holt as the director of the FBI. After being forced out by Anderson last year, we are confident that Director Holt can guide the FBI to an honorable future.”

Reporters began to shout questions.

The attorney general held up his hands. “We won’t be answering any questions today. We will be releasing a redacted version of the report to the public soon and will keep you up-to-date as the investigation unfolds. For today, I just wanted to announce Director Holt’s new position and to reassure the American public that we are on top of this investigation. Thank you.”

As Holt followed the attorney general from the stage, a tooth-baring grin flashed across her face.

Sayer turned the TV off, smiling as well.

“Hot damn, if that’s not poetic justice, I don’t know what is!” Ezra threw back his head and laughed.

“I wonder how big this shake-up is going to be,” Tino said.

“Huge, I think,” Ezra said as he got back to the pile of boards on the floor.

“What do you think, Sayer? Did Jake tell you how far this goes?” Max asked.

She thought for a moment. “I think Ezra’s right. Even though Anderson only really had ten or so agents completely off the books, he had hundreds of lackeys at the agency. And it sounds like he had more than two dozen members of Congress in his pocket. Not to mention two Supreme Court justices and who knows how many other high-ranking intelligence officers on his payroll. That’s a lot of corruption to weed out. I think this might be the biggest shake-up in D.C. history…”

Adi emerged from her room again to finish Sayer’s sentence. “And you all will come out smelling like roses. It’s a sunny day. We’re together setting up our beautiful new place. And we’re about to eat some of Tino’s cooking. Plus, Nana will be here any minute.”

Adi’s cheer was contagious. Tino hurried to the kitchen and returned a minute later with a tray of bright green avocado margaritas to hand out to Max, Ezra, and Sayer. He handed a virgin margarita to Adi and picked up his own.

They all raised a glass together.

“To our new home!” Sayer said.

“New home!” Everyone cheered and took a sip just as someone knocked lightly at the door.

“Nana!” they all called out, caught up in the cheering moment.

Sayer hurried to open the door. Though she had been traveling all day, Nana positively glowed. Between her windblown hair, suntanned cheeks, and dancing eyes, she looked ten years younger than she had just a week ago.

The two women stepped into each other’s arms for a hug.

“I’m so sorry about Jake,” Nana whispered.

“I’m glad you’re home,” Sayer said.

Nana took Sayer’s shoulders and held her at arm’s length. “You all right?”

Sayer nodded. Even though it had only been a few days, Jake’s death felt different now. Without the cloud of mystery hanging around the cause, and knowing that he died doing something important, made it somehow less painful than before.

Only then did Sayer notice the tall, silver-haired gentleman standing patiently in the doorway behind Nana. He wore a light gray suit that matched his hair. He held an old-fashioned hat in his hands and his handsome face was creased with laugh lines.

Nana released Sayer’s arms and turned to the man. “Let me introduce you to Bastian. He’s the doctor I mentioned on the phone. He had to come to D.C. for a conference so we flew back together…” Nana trailed off and flushed slightly.

Sayer blinked in surprise at Nana’s flustered babbling, but then let out a laugh as she realized that Nana was truly smitten.

Bastian smiled broadly, bowed his head, and reached for Sayer’s hand. “Hello, Sayer,” he said with a low rumble as they shook. “What a pleasure it is to finally meet you.”

Sayer froze, blood turning to ice in her veins. She stood, unable to move, holding the hand of the man she knew without a doubt was Subject 037.
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