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    The Sam Archer thriller series  
 
    by  
 
    Tom Barber 
 
      
 
    NINE LIVES 
 
    26 year old Sam Archer has just been selected to join a new counter-terrorist squad, the Armed Response Unit. And they have their first case. A team of suicide bombers are planning to attack London on New Year’s Eve. The problem? 
 
    No one knows where any of them are. 
 
      
 
    THE GETAWAY 
 
    Archer is in New York City for a funeral. After the service, an old familiar face approaches him with a proposition. A team of bank robbers are tearing the city apart, robbing it for millions. 
 
    The FBI agent needs Archer to go undercover and try to stop them. 
 
      
 
    BLACKOUT 
 
    Three men have been killed in the UK and USA in one morning. The deaths take place thousands of miles apart, yet are connected by an event fifteen years ago. Before long, Archer and the ARU are drawn into the violent fray. And there’s a problem. 
 
    One of their own men is on the extermination list. 
 
      
 
    SILENT NIGHT 
 
    A dead body is found in Central Park, a man who was killed by a deadly virus. Someone out there has more of the substance and is planning to use it. Archer must find where this virus came from and secure it before any more is released. 
 
    But he is already too late. 
 
      
 
    ONE WAY 
 
    On his way home, Archer saves a team of US Marshals from a violent ambush in the middle of the Upper West Side. The group are forced to take cover in a tenement block in Harlem. But there are more killers on the way to finish the job. 
 
    And Archer feels there’s something about the group of Marshals that isn’t quite right. 
 
      
 
    RETURN FIRE 
 
    Four months after they first encountered one another, Sam Archer and Alice Vargas are both working in the NYPD Counter-Terrorism Bureau and also living together. But a week after Vargas leaves for a trip to Europe, Archer gets a knock on his front door.  
 
    Apparently Vargas has completely disappeared. 
 
    And it appears she’s been abducted. 
 
      
 
    GREEN LIGHT 
 
    A nineteen year old woman is gunned down in a Queens car park, the latest victim in a brutal gang turf war that goes back almost a century. Suspended from duty, his badge and gun confiscated, Archer is nevertheless drawn into the fray as he seeks justice for the girl. People are going missing, all over New York. 
 
    And soon, so does he. 
 
      
 
    LAST BREATH 
 
    A Federal manhunt is underway across the United States. Three people have been shot by a sniper, and he’s gone to ground somewhere in Washington D.C., his killing spree apparently still not over. As riots engulf the city and the manhunt intensifies, Sam Archer arrives in the city to visit his family. 
 
    Or so it would appear. 
 
      
 
    JUMP SEAT 
 
    A commercial airliner crashes into the Atlantic Ocean with hundreds of people on board. When another follows three days later, Archer and the rest of the team are assigned the case. At any moment, they know another plane could go down. 
 
    And to try and solve the case, Archer’s going to have to go 35,000 feet up in the sky. 
 
      
 
    CLEARED HOT 
 
    A female CT Bureau detective and colleague of Archer’s is shot in the head in an empty pool in Astoria. Archer learns she’s been re-examining a strange case from seventeen years ago. On the morning of Tuesday September 11th, 2001, a FDNY firefighter showed up to work and committed suicide.  
 
    But no-one has ever figured out why. 
 
      
 
    TRICK TURN 
 
    At a pre-July 4th carnival in New York, an eleven year old girl is almost killed when a knife slams into a wall, missing her by a hair’s breadth. No-one saw who threw the blade, but Archer and his NYPD team can guess why. 
 
    Her dead father was one of the most powerful mobsters in the city. 
 
    And someone seems hell bent on reuniting the girl with him. 
 
      
 
    Also: 
 
    CLOSE CALLS 
 
    In a collection of three stories, familiar characters from the Sam Archer thriller series look Death right in the eye and don’t blink first. Moments that forged the people they are today. 
 
    Moments they can never forget. 
 
    Their close calls. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    This one is for my brother-in-law, Neil. Thanks for showing me all the sights, sounds (and pubs) of Oxford. 
 
      
 
    Also, Trick Turn features a half American/half British protagonist, with scenes set in both the United States and the United Kingdom. As such, I’ve tried to make the corresponding spellings correct according to the scene/protagonist, but writing a book series with such a dual identity continues to present unique challenges. Whatever your nationality, the goal has been to accommodate American and British readers while not jarring your enjoyment of the story.  
 
    I hope this has been successful.  
 
    Best wishes, and enjoy… 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    ONE 
 
    Her face was criss-crossed with old scars, seamed with collagen. She was panting heavily, her breath coming out as white vapor, her chest rising and falling.  
 
    But her hands were steady.  
 
    She pushed up a set of ski goggles until they were resting against her woollen hat, her lank blonde hair spilling over the collar of her coat. Her snowmobile was lying on its side to her right, where it had ploughed to a stop in a snowdrift after she’d been forced off the road. It had dark smoking holes in its sides but the front shield had protected her from the bullets.  
 
    Pools of blood had already started to leak out of the bodies of the two men slumped in the snow in front of her. It should have been her lying there, but the heavily falling snow had saved her life. The pair who’d come to kill her clearly weren’t used to a harsh climate and hadn’t been prepared for the sudden change in the weather. Neither of them had been wearing goggles, and the horizontal wind-driven snow from a passing storm had obscured their vision as they’d opened fire when she sped into view.  
 
    The moment she’d realised she was driving into an ambush, she swerved into the pile of snow at the side of the road which threw her off her transport. She’d scrambled behind the cover of the snowbank, the men continuing to fire on her position, as she used the drift and poor visibility to flank them. Looping her way around, and sliding open the knife she always carried in the pocket of her coat, she’d crept up behind one guy as he moved in on the drift where he thought she was. She’d slashed open his throat in one fast movement and then shot the other with the dead man’s weapon, a pistol, before he’d had time to sense he’d been outwitted.  
 
    The weapon hadn’t been silenced and the gunshots echoed like thunderclaps around the wintry landscape, but there was no-one to hear them; they were miles from anyone and anywhere. The shell casings from the rounds the men had fired and the two shots she’d just made had burned little black holes in the white snow, the falling white flakes already beginning to cover them.  
 
    It had been just over a year since she’d last killed a man. On this occasion, the bad weather and remote location meant there was little risk of cars passing, but she’d learned from her time in this country that guides took the more adventurous tourists anywhere and everywhere, the weather proving no barrier.  
 
    She pictured passing strangers suddenly stumbling onto the scene, seeing the red blood stark against the white landscape, with her standing there holding a gun and knife.  
 
    Time to move. 
 
    She could still just about make out the tracks the two men had made when they’d arrived to lie in wait for her, but the falling snow was quickly masking them, so she knew she had to hurry. She checked their pockets for keys and found a set in the coat of the man who she’d shot. Neither was carrying identification, but she had a pretty good idea where they were from and who’d sent them. Leaving their bodies lying there, she put her goggles back in place and started to retrace the men’s footprints.  
 
    Ten minutes later and out of breath, she came upon a Toyota Land Cruiser with snow-chains fitted parked behind some trees, and found paperwork inside identifying it as a rental from Keflavik Airport. The key worked, confirming it was their vehicle and she drove it back the way she’d come, stopping beside the two dead men, their bodies already partially covered with snow. Carefully tucking every strand of hair inside her hat, she tried to drag the bodies into the two front seats, but they were too heavy. Dead man’s weight. Frustrated, she thought for a moment, then opened the rear door of the Toyota. She knew from her time here that cars in Iceland were stocked with gear in case they got stuck in snow or had to pull someone else out, and after a quick search, she found a pair of towing straps inside. She clipped one side of each onto the Toyota’s recovery hooks, then lassoed the others around the dead men’s ankles, double-looping the cord before pulling and clipping them tight.  
 
    Once that was done, she looked down at the frozen lake ahead, which was spread out below the slightly higher slope she was on. The car beside her was of European design, the parking brake located in the centre console. She’d already checked the Toyota’s gear was in neutral and that the wheels were pointing directly ahead; she then reached in, ensuring she wasn’t snagged on anything or had left any hairs she could see on the seat. Nothing a forensic team could use later. 
 
    Releasing the handbrake, she pulled back, and after a hard shove with her gloved hands to get it going, the car started to roll down the gradient, dragging the two bodies with it.  
 
    She watched the Toyota gather speed and glide out onto the frozen water, having enough momentum to keep going even with over three hundred pounds of dead weight fixed to its wake. Stop, she willed the car as it kept sliding.  
 
    Eventually it slowed, spinning slightly as it reached the centre of the lake.  
 
    She waited.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    It’s not January or February, she thought. The sheet must’ve thawed some by now.  
 
    She considered firing the handgun she’d retrieved to try and break the ice, but then heard what she’d been waiting for, a cracking sound as the ice sheet finally started to give way around the heavy vehicle. The car sank into the lake. It bobbed on the surface for almost a minute, but then water achieved the inevitable and the Toyota disappeared under the surface, dragging the two bodies with it, the hole in the ice a dark outline in the swirling snow.  
 
    Just like that, the rental vehicle and the men who’d driven it here were gone. 
 
    The woman went back to where she’d killed the pair and smudged the snow to hide the blood stains, which fresh layers of white flakes had almost covered anyway and would then wash away when melted. In the unlikely event an isolated tracker or guide found the stains, she hoped they’d assume they belonged to an animal, and in turn anyone who found any shell casings she’d missed would think they were from a hunter. The hole in the lake would freeze back over, and by the time it thawed, she’d be nothing but a memory here.  
 
    She gathered up her knife and the guns the men had brought with them, and stored them in her snowmobile after righting it and reversing out of the drift. The engine was making a strange noise but to her relief, it was still working. It took her twenty minutes to get back to her place, and she scoped out the small house thoroughly before edging inside, the pistol she’d stolen ready to be fired, just in case more of them were lying in wait. 
 
    No-one was there. Keeping hold of the handgun, she went to a small locked plastic box hidden in the cistern of the only toilet in the house. She took it out, opened the box with a key she took from around her neck and withdrew a cell phone. Removing the device from its two protective plastic bags, she powered it up then called a nine digit Maryland number, preceding it with a +1, the international code for the United States. 
 
    ‘What’s going on, boss?’ a voice replied. ‘You all good?’ 
 
    ‘They found me again,’ she said. ‘I’m done with this. Set it up. I’m coming home.’ 
 
    * 
 
    A week later, two men stood by the fireplace in the woman’s home. The place was freezing, the hearth cold, wind whistling mournfully around the building.  
 
    One of the strangers had a pistol he’d been given by a local contact, while the other was holding a metal baseball bat bought from a sports store in Reykjavik. They’d just checked every inch of the small house; it hadn’t taken long. ‘You think it’s worth waiting?’ the guy with the bat asked, in Italian.  
 
    ‘No, se n’e andata,’ the other man replied, putting away his weapon and heading for the door, hitting the frame with his fist as he left. 
 
    No.  
 
    She’s gone. 
 
      
 
    He was right. Around the same time the two men were searching the house, two thousand seven hundred miles away a freighter ship arrived at the Port of Baltimore. US Customs carried out their standard search, finding nothing of interest or anything to concern them, including the credentials of the crew which had all been checked to satisfaction.  
 
    If someone had been watching carefully however, they would have noticed a normally-diligent officer tasked with searching the accommodation quarters hadn’t checked a particular cabin. He’d volunteered to inspect the area, his colleagues spreading out to look over the rest of the freighter, but what they didn’t know was he’d been paid a healthy five figures to make sure that cabin wasn’t entered. He’d also been left in no doubt what would happen to his family if he mentioned the instruction or the payoff to anyone, likewise with the two crew members who’d smuggled the extra passenger on board at the port of origin six days ago, in Algeciras, Spain. None of them had any intention of talking; they were already on the gang’s payroll anyway and were well aware of the consequences if they did. 
 
    An hour later, a vehicle with one of the dock workers behind the wheel drove through the exit gates before pulling in around the back of an abandoned gas station a mile away, where a Cadillac four wheel drive was waiting. The longshoreman stopped the car, got out and opened the trunk, two large men from the Escalade helping the smaller figure inside to climb out.  
 
    For the first time in four years, the woman with the badly scarred face who’d killed the two ambushers on the mountain in Iceland set foot on American soil. She allowed the pair to support her for a moment, then walked slowly over to the Cadillac while one of the men pulled a banded roll of money and handed it over to the dock worker. 
 
    ‘You say a word to anyone-’ 
 
    ‘I won’t.’ He looked past him. ‘That who I think it is?’ 
 
    ‘Beat it.’ 
 
    The longshoreman turned and quickly returned to his car before driving off. Inside the 4x4, the woman sat in the center of the back seat, while the two men got into the front. ‘Welcome back,’ the man riding shotgun said, passing her a brown, grease-stained bag from Burger King. ‘Figured you’d be hungry.’ 
 
    ‘Get me outta here,’ she said, tearing open the bag and starting to devour the Whopper and large fries it contained. They took her to an establishment they owned in the city which was checked for surveillance and swept for bugs each day. The woman showered, then put on a change of clothes they’d brought her. She walked into the real estate building’s office and sat down behind the main desk. A group of her men had gathered in the room; one of them shut the door and windows, the noise from a bar two doors down immediately muted. 
 
    ‘We’re clean,’ one of them said, completing the latest sweep, one extra carried out today due to this woman’s return. She pointed to a liquor cabinet and one of her men went over, fetched a bottle of scotch and a tumbler then placed them in front of her.  
 
    Pouring herself a double, she looked at the gathered faces. Some she recognized, others were new. The older ones were smiling, seemingly pleased she was back. The younger ones were studying her with interest, and she could sense them trying to weigh her up. 
 
    ‘We can’t risk you checking into a hotel or going to your house, right now,’ one of her top guys said. ‘We set up a rental for you in Riverside.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me what I missed,’ she said, nodding at him as she leaned back in the chair and took a sip of the Macallan. ‘Things you couldn’t say over the phone.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWO 
 
    Twenty five days later, the July 4th holiday was just around the corner, and across the United States, preparation for the celebrations were underway, summer now having fully arrived. It was forty eight hours before Independence Day, and kids had been out of school for a couple of weeks; touring shows around the nation were cashing in on that, and tonight was the last of the Eisenhower Park Summer Carnival in the Nassau County portion of Long Island, New York.  
 
    The tour had been there for almost a week, but like many of their counterparts, were set to hit the road again in the morning in search of more profit. ‘We got dawgs, burgers and BBQ chicken!’ a food truck vendor barked, smoke hissing from the grill behind him as he and another employee took dollars from customers and passed down food. ‘Come get ‘em before someone else does! Ain’t got many left!’ Adults, teenagers and children were milling around everywhere, enjoying the attractions, going on rides, parents of younger kids hoping all the excitement and activity would tire the youngsters out.  
 
    Six girls aged between ten and twelve were in the thick of the crowds having fun, monitored by several sets of adults; two of the kids were doing battle at the water gun stand, being egged on by a carnival worker, while another ate cotton candy as she watched, pulling tufts of the sugary pink confection from the stick and stuffing it into her mouth, her eyes on the game but her brain on the sugar. Another two were talking to a group of boys the same age, most of it revolving around teasing each other, the kids in the last year or so before puberty kicked in and these light-hearted conversations became far more charged and awkward.  
 
    The park was filled with lights and noise, a flashing, loud, sugar-and-salt laden assault on the senses. Among the kids being watched in that six-girl group, eleven year old Isabel Vargas felt the stirrings of a headache, and looked away from the blinking bright lights on one of the rides. At the same time, she felt her recently-acquired cell phone start ringing in her pocket and answered, seeing the name of the caller. She’d had the smartphone for a couple of weeks, on the understanding its usage was going to be strictly monitored; it was her new favourite possession.  
 
    ‘Hey Mama,’ she said with a smile. ‘Don’t worry. I’m still alive.’ 
 
    ‘Very funny,’ NYPD Detective Alice Vargas replied. ‘How’s it going?’ 
 
    ‘We’re having a good time.’ 
 
    ‘Dana’s parents?’ 
 
    ‘They’re here with Monica’s and Jane’s,’ she said, looking at their chaperones for the evening, the husbands looking as if they’d pulled jury duty. ‘Don’t worry, we’re all together. Load of kids from Astoria are here.’ 
 
    ‘Any headaches?’ 
 
    ‘Nothin’ serious.’ She paused. ‘I took my pill.’ 
 
    ‘I get off work in an hour or so. I’ll meet you at Dana’s after they drive you all back.’ 
 
    ‘OK,’ Isabel replied, catching eye contact with one of the boys from school across the park. She could see he was with his parents but looked as if he’d much rather be with his friends. ‘Talk later, Mama. Love you.’ 
 
    ‘Love you too, kiddo.’ 
 
    Isabel Vargas had grown out of a lot of things in the past year, but the fair wasn’t one of them and she’d told her adoptive mother the truth; she was having a good time. It brought memories back from her birthday three years before. That day, her father had paid for a circus to perform for an afternoon in the back of their luxurious home, one of the only times she’d felt he’d actually acknowledged her existence. She’d been too young and naïve at the time to appreciate how much the whole day would have cost, entranced by the performers, petting the animals, staring in shock when a woman was sawn in half inside a box then put back together again while never losing her smile. There hadn’t been any clowns either, which even then she’d appreciated. She didn’t trust anyone with an expression painted on their face. 
 
    The fair this afternoon was a big public event but she was enjoying it just as much, partly because of some newly-allowed freedom. With what had happened to her entire family less than a year after that birthday celebration, she never liked to stray too far from her adoptive mother Vargas’ side, but lately had found herself getting angry and upset at feeling hemmed in. She knew why she was at risk and why Vargas kept such a watchful eye on her, but she badly wanted to just be one of the girls.  
 
    Even though she had a history unlike any other child she’d ever met. 
 
    She sensed the boy from school she’d exchanged looks with, called Brett, looking at her again and was just going to head over to talk to him when she saw the other girls had moved off while she’d been on the phone. Isabel looked around the crowd but couldn’t see them or their parents. 
 
    With that headache still not dissipating, she suddenly caught a bright flash in her peripheral vision. The glint produced an immediate reaction to look away as fast as possible, an automatic reflex to prevent it triggering one of her sudden epileptic fits, which were severe.  
 
    She snapped her head to the side away from the light, and in that moment, something hissed past so close it almost clipped her eyelashes.  
 
    The edge of it did graze the side of her face with what seemed like the gentlest of kisses, but it produced a hot sting of pain, followed by a thud from the wooden wall behind her, the rear of a stall for horses.  
 
    The whole sequence happened in less than a second, but nearby, a clown entertaining some of the crowd paused mid act. The balls he’d been juggling fell to the floor.  
 
    His daubed-on smile remained fixed as he stared at something behind her.  
 
    Seeing his reaction, Isabel turned and saw the object that had almost hit her.  
 
    It was a knife.  
 
    The hilt was still quivering, the blade buried two inches deep into the wood of the stall. Putting her hand to her face, she felt blood leaking from where the knife had grazed her, and she turned back to look where the flash of light had originated, realising it must’ve been from the blade when it was thrown.  
 
    Suddenly, she felt terrified, and stared at the people around her at the fair. Another glinting flash came from a forty five degree angle to her right and she screamed, dropping down, but it was the last sunlight of the day bouncing off the shape-altering mirrors of an attraction.  
 
    ‘Issy?’ her friend Monica’s father called, quickly moving over when he saw the girl cowering on the ground.  
 
    It wasn’t until he got closer that he saw the blood leaking down the side of her face under her hand.  
 
      
 
    Two hours later, in the Queens borough of New York City, Detective Sam Archer used his electronic tag to buzz himself through the door of the NYPD’s Counter-Terrorism headquarters. He didn’t slow, striding quickly around the corner, and found a tearful-looking Isabel sitting on a chair beside a police desk. She was with a Department doctor and Lisa Marquez, Vargas’ NYPD detective partner, but when Issy saw Archer, she leapt off her chair and ran over to hug him which elicited another bout of tears.  
 
    Archer wasn’t related to her, and had only met the child just over three years ago, but they shared one hell of a history. To Isabel, he was a perfect being and after Vargas, the most important person in her life. He returned her hug then eased her back gently and looked at the girl’s cheek. The cut had been cleaned and stitched, but even so, he saw it was a severe diagonal gash that was deep enough to have required needle and thread. She caught her breath as salt from her tears stung the wound; Archer used his thumb to clear them away carefully.  
 
    ‘She’s in partial shock,’ Marquez told Archer quietly. ‘And we gave her a tetanus shot, just in case.’ 
 
    ‘She’s epileptic,’ he informed the doc in reply, who was about to use his flashlight, presumably to check her pupils. 
 
    ‘Detective Marquez told me. But this won’t trigger anything. Just want to make sure everything’s normal.’ 
 
    ‘You take your pill?’ Archer asked her. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Isabel said, sniffing after a brief pause. Marquez used the opportunity to look from Archer to upstairs, making a motion with her head; he took the prompt and reassuring Issy he’d be back in a few moments, headed up the stairs.  
 
    When he got to the 1st floor, he found one of the private conference rooms had a group of people inside, all but two of them members of the police investigation team Archer belonged to. Nearest to the door, a quiet detective called Harry Ledger was sitting alone with his arms folded. The squad had previously been five, but increased by one when Ledger covered for Archer’s partner on an op and he’d been retained in the team ever since. He was the first to notice Archer and nodded to his friend and colleague as he entered. 
 
    ‘You pass her on the way in?’ the team leader, Sergeant Matt Shepherd, asked Archer when he spotted him. 
 
    ‘Yeah, just left her with Marquez and a doc. It was a knife?’ 
 
    ‘Take a look,’ Archer’s detective partner, Josh Blake said, passing his colleague a sealed evidence bag. Josh was a married father of two, formerly three, and a proud Louisianan from New Orleans. He was African American and built like he could rip a phonebook in two with his bare hands. Archer had seen him do it once, taking a bet after too many drinks. 
 
    The blade in the bag was six or seven inches long, the hilt wrapped with a layer of tape. Archer felt the weight of the knife, which was considerable. ‘Someone threw this at her?’ 
 
    ‘Pulled straight from the wall behind her,’ Shepherd told Archer. ‘It’s print clean. Whoever slung it had their hands covered.’ 
 
    ‘And no-one in the crowd saw who threw it? How could people miss that?’ Vargas asked, looking extremely anxious. Archer guessed she was up here instead of downstairs with her adopted daughter to hear the briefing, yet wouldn’t want to be parted from Issy for long. Like Archer, she’d just turned thirty one; this time of year always darkened her half-Brazilian skin-tone, her jet black hair framing a face with large mahogany brown eyes. Those eyes shared a look with Archer, knowing he’d be as concerned about this as she was. She’d been involved in Sam’s history just as long as Isabel; they’d also dated for almost two years but had now been apart for a while.  
 
    ‘No-one’s come forward yet with any new eyewitness info,’ Marquez said, walking into the room and easing the door closed behind her. She saw the question on Vargas’s face. ‘We’re good, Al. Bridge, Mikey and Hendricks just arrived and are down there with her. Doc says apart from the cut and scare, she’s OK.’ 
 
    ‘A crowd of people and no witnesses?’ Archer said, echoing Vargas’ question. ‘What about cameras at the carnival?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a pop-up shop,’ a man Archer didn’t recognise replied. ‘Eisenhower Park’s got them in certain places, but not near where this knife was thrown. And there were hundreds of people out there when it happened.’  
 
    ‘You work there?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘It’s my family’s business,’ the stranger said. ‘Newton Shows. Oldest family-owned and operated carnival company on Long Island. I drove straight over here to explain our operation when Sergeant Shepherd called.’ 
 
    ‘Any knife-throwing acts on your roster?’ Marquez asked. 
 
    ‘No way,’ he said, drawing out the second letter of the first word to emphasise his point. ‘Too dangerous. I like being able to insure our show.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a skill someone on your payroll could have picked up though?’ Vargas replied.  
 
    ‘I guess. More talents a performer has, the more work they can find. Our contracts run until the end of September, and our people need to eat, so they’re free to find employment elsewhere out of season. But I don’t know anyone on our tour who could throw a knife like what happened out there.’ He paused. ‘Or why they’d want to.’  
 
    ‘Nassau PD are interviewing workers and people who were near her when it happened,’ Josh told Archer, knowing what he was about to ask.  
 
    ‘Tonight was the last of this year’s stint at the park for the summer, right?’ Ledger asked from the door. 
 
    The Newton man nodded. ‘For our show, at least. Moving on to Northport tomorrow.’ He coughed. ‘Mind me askin’ something?’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Shepherd asked.  
 
    ‘Why exactly would someone throw a knife at this kid? No-one’s explained that to me yet.’  
 
    None of the NYPD team answered immediately; Issy’s past wasn’t a topic of conversation any of them liked to talk about. ‘Not at liberty to share, right now,’ Shepherd replied after a moment. As he went on to respond to a less contentious question, Archer looked at the knife that had almost killed the girl tonight. He didn’t know much about the art, but was pretty sure that lighter blades would be easier to throw than this heavier one. 
 
    Someone had wanted to bury this thing to the hilt in Issy’s head.  
 
    Vargas rose. ‘I’m taking her home,’ she said. 
 
    ‘I’ll come with you, if that’s OK,’ Archer said, going out the door with her. ‘Make sure she settles.’ 
 
    She nodded. As Shepherd followed with the Newton show man, telling him to stay near his phone in case they needed more information, Ledger remained behind, looking at Josh. 
 
    ‘What is the story behind the girl?’ he asked quietly. 
 
    ‘No-one ever told you?’  
 
    ‘Not in detail. Just that she comes from a mob family.’ 
 
    ‘She was the youngest of six kids,’ Josh told him, now the Newton man had left the room. ‘Her immediate family circle consisted of twenty-ish people as of March several years ago.’ 
 
    ‘OK.’  
 
    ‘Nineteen of them died in East Hampton at a party that month. Machine-gunned by three men who came in via the bay. Isabel was the only survivor. She hid in the bathroom.’  
 
    Ledger stared at Josh in surprise. ‘Her entire family? Why?’ 
 
    Josh picked up the knife in the evidence bag again, examining it, his face set. ‘Like you said, her father was in the mob.’ 
 
    ‘High ranking?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. He was a boss.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THREE 
 
    ‘You think it could’ve been some sort of accident?’ Vargas asked Archer quietly. ‘Someone practicing for a knife-throwing show?’ 
 
    He looked at her. ‘Do you?’ 
 
    She didn’t reply, but glanced towards the bathroom as the sound of the running shower came through the closed door. Archer was leaning against the kitchen counter, Vargas sitting on the armrest of a chair. They’d both lived in this apartment in the Astoria section of Queens when they were together, but Sam had his own place now, four streets south on the same avenue. His father had rented in this area, which meant he knew every inch of it, especially the potential attack points. The front door had been reinforced after he’d been jumped by a group in the apartment almost two years ago, so he was comfortable that was secure; Archer had also just carried out a double-check walkaround for his own peace of mind and was satisfied the place was as protected as it could be. 
 
    ‘There were a lot of people in the crowd,’ he told her. ‘Someone must’ve seen who threw that thing. Nassau police will get a description before morning.’ He knew how worried she was, so did his best to sound as reassuring as possible. ‘And we’re not trapped, like last time. Shep and the others are on it, with us. We’ve got all the back-up we need.’ 
 
    She nodded, seemingly slightly comforted, but he couldn’t fault her for feeling tense. He was as concerned about all this as she was.  
 
    The toilet flushed in the bathroom, and a few moments later the door opened. Issy stepped out, dressed in a long Mets t-shirt, her long dark hair towelled dry. The stitches were still intact on her cheek, the skin around them red and inflamed, and she looked understandably tired.  
 
    They both gave her a smile. ‘I’m gonna go lie down,’ Isabel said. 
 
    ‘OK, kiddo,’ Vargas said. ‘We’re gonna keep talking for a little while. But we’ll be right here.’ 
 
    ‘Was the building safe?’ Issy asked Archer. 
 
    He nodded. ‘Department’s keeping people posted outside all night. Don’t worry. No-one can get in.’ 
 
    She hugged them in turn, clinging on with a strength that indicated how scared and unsettled she was. ‘Night, sweetheart,’ Archer said, watching her go towards her room. Vargas walked over and picked up a towel the girl had dropped on the floor in the bathroom.  
 
    ‘You think we can divert our ops to Hendricks for the mom-’ she started, looking back at Archer.  
 
    But then he did something that took both Vargas and Isabel by surprise.  
 
    He snapped away from the kitchen counter and snatched up a mop Vargas had resting by a closet as he passed, before slamming back the door to Isabel’s room.  
 
    ‘Stay off the bed!’ he shouted, just as Isabel was about to climb in.  
 
    From where she was standing outside the room, Vargas spun then saw why Archer had reacted the way he did.  
 
    There was something under the frame. 
 
    Isabel swung round at Archer’s shout but lost her balance, falling backwards onto the mattress. As she landed there was a snapping sound, and the bed whiplashed up from both ends.  
 
    Archer jammed the wooden mop into the gap, enough to stop the bed completely closing and protect Isabel trapped in the middle. However, the mattress had been punctured from both sides and Issy screamed in pain, the tips of several blades nicking her. As Vargas ran into the room, Archer lifted Isabel out carefully but quickly to avoid her being cut any further, just before the mop gave way under the pressure.  
 
    The bed snapped shut with a whump.  
 
    As Isabel started to cry from pain and fear, Archer kept tight hold of her as he and Vargas both stared in shock at the closed bed.  
 
    A load of what looked like strong springs were fastened under each side of the mattress with long sharp knives impaling it from each side.  
 
    Someone had turned the bed into a giant Venus flytrap. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘You get cut?’ Archer’s best friend, Danny ‘Chalky’ White, asked later that night. 
 
    ‘Just grazed,’ Archer said, as his cell started to ring. He tilted his arm so Chalky could see the shallow red line running across the underside. ‘I’ll take that over what should have happened.’ 
 
    As he answered the call, he glanced at his best friend; Archer knew he had the reputation of possessing the nine lives of a cat, but having Chalky as a cohort and former colleague meant more to him than any other piece of so-called luck. If you could count on one hand the number of true friends you had, you were lucky, but if one of those friends was someone who’d put their life on the line for you, you were truly blessed. Chalky had done that more than once for his friend, as Archer had for him; their friendship went back over ten years, and despite the fact they worked in the US and UK respectively, were still very close and met up whenever they could. 
 
    Chalky was currently visiting on a twelve day vacation from England. He’d arrived seventy two hours ago and Archer was putting him up at his place. Chalky had done all the Manhattan sightseeing and bar-hopping on previous visits, so was now getting to know Queens better; tonight, he’d come from the Museum of the Moving Image across Astoria, a small plastic bag holding a store-bought souvenir from the gift shop resting on the table beside his pint glass. He hadn’t been aware of what had happened to Issy at the fair until Archer had called him post-bed incident.  
 
    Once NYPD colleagues from the 114th Precinct had closed off the apartment, Archer filled them in on what had happened then joined Vargas and Isabel at the hospital where Issy had been taken to get thoroughly checked over. The cuts were superficial thanks to the speed of Archer’s reaction and after they were satisfied she was OK, he’d driven them back to his place, Vargas doing her best to settle the girl who was understandably traumatised by the night’s events; she’d ended up giving her a mild sedative the doctor had prescribed to help her sleep. In the meantime, Archer asked Chalky to step out to the bar with him, well out of earshot of Issy so he could fill him in with no details spared. 
 
    The bar had twenty or so other patrons, posters advertising some planned July 4th celebrations stuck on the walls around them. ‘She fall asleep yet?’ Archer asked on his cell, mouthing Vargas to Chalky who nodded.  
 
    ‘Just now,’ Vargas replied quietly. ‘She’s exhausted.’ Pause. ‘She ended up sleeping in your bed.’ 
 
    ‘You take it with her. I’ll sleep in the guest room. Chalk’ll be on the couch.’  
 
    ‘You don’t have to do that.’ 
 
    ‘I want to. We’ll be back in a few. Marquez said she’ll do the night shift.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Thanks, Sam.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Archer put his phone away and leaned back, looking at his best friend. Chalky was already well aware of Isabel’s history and Archer’s involvement with it, so there was no need to go over the past.  
 
    There was enough to deal with in the present.  
 
    ‘When was the last time Vargas and Issy were at home?’ Chalky asked. 
 
    ‘This morning.’ 
 
    ‘Job on the bed like what you’ve just described would take time to set up.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve both been out all day.’ Archer glanced around the bar, at the people there. ‘And confirms what we feared. The knife throw wasn’t an accident or some act gone wrong. You should see the cut on her cheek. If she hadn’t turned her head…’  
 
    ‘But why so elaborate?’ Chalky asked. ‘If someone wants to kill her, why not just try a drive-by shooting or something?’ He trailed off. ‘Is she holding up?’ 
 
    ‘On the outside? She seems to be. But after two new goes at her, back to back, within the space of a few hours? No-one knows what’s really going on in her head, after the things she’s seen. Her making it this far without having a complete mental breakdown shows how special that kid is.’  
 
    He sighed and picked up a beer mat, picking at the edge of it.  
 
    ‘Her entire family were slaughtered and she was right there in the house when the bullets starting flying. Then she went through that hell in the building in Harlem. Only reason she’s alive is because Vargas and I somehow managed to get her through. And they still almost bagged us all.’ 
 
    ‘And now someone’s trying to bury a rack of knives in her.’ As Chalky spoke, someone put Bruce Springsteen on the jukebox, Born in the USA, which elicited a cheer from some drinkers down the bar. ‘Her family had a long-time feud with another in the mob scene, right? But they’re off the street now?’ 
 
    Archer nodded. ‘The Devaneys. Irish versus Italian. They fought the Lombardis for control of lower Midtown Manhattan for years. But their organisation’s been more or less dissolved.’ 
 
    ‘Would other families put moves on the girl?’ 
 
    ‘That was a concern in the past. But our organised crime team guys have informants who told us a while back that’s unlikely. The extent of the attack on her family was rare. Most of the time, women and children are off limits, but eleven of them died at the villa that day.’  
 
    ‘Someone wanting to obliterate the entire family.’ 
 
    Archer nodded. ‘And guys on the street know the heat they’d be attracting if they tried anything. Issy’s the adopted daughter of an NYPD detective. They don’t want that kind of attention.’ 
 
    ‘Did her making the stand get to the news when she testified against the killers from the villa?’ 
 
    ‘No. Her ID was protected.’ 
 
    ‘But there were twelve jury members.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. There were.’ 
 
    ‘So people gossip. They had to know who she was and heard her testimony. What if they talked about it to the wrong person? Or got tricked into revealing information? Someone in a bar wanting to know what finally closed that case or something.’ 
 
    ‘A possibility, I guess. But doesn’t feel likely. Whoever threw that knife has zero qualms about burying seven inches of razor sharp steel into a child’s face. Or impaling her on a bed of knives.’ Archer thought over the events of the past few hours; two attempts on the young girl’s life, out of nowhere. One avoided by sheer luck, the other because he’d happened to glance into her bedroom when she’d walked towards it and seen the unusual bulk under her mattress. ‘Like you said, why not just blast her in a drive-by or something? There are easier ways to kill an eleven year old.’  
 
    Chalky paused. ‘It feels like someone wants her to suffer.’  
 
    Cursing quietly, Archer nodded and pushed his beer away, Springsteen’s voice and guitar underscoring the muted conversations in the bar.  
 
    ‘Happy holiday, mate.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FOUR 
 
    The next morning, Isabel’s eyes opened to the sound of an air conditioner quietly rumbling, the cooled air circulating around the main bedroom in Archer’s apartment. Beside her in the bed, Vargas had her arm draped over her protectively, but Isabel could tell that she was asleep by her adoptive mother’s slow, rhythmic breathing.  
 
    Beyond them, the light filtering in from the cream-colored thin drapes in front of the window to her right was greyish-orange. With consciousness came pain, both physical and mental, as memories of the previous night came flooding back. Isabel’s arms and body were hurting from where the tips of the blades in her own bed had pierced her skin before Archer got her out, and the painkillers Vargas had given her before she lay down had worn off. Her cheek was sore and she still felt tired, even though she’d somehow managed to sleep through most of the night.  
 
    She eased Vargas’ arm off her and swung her legs over the bed, but then felt fur under her feet before they reached the ground. Archer’s dog, a black Labrador rescue called Diesel, was lying there, also fast asleep, but his head came up as she touched him; he rose and shook himself, then sneezed before looking at Issy expectantly. She glanced back at Vargas, who stirred but didn’t wake. Her adoptive mother had her NYPD pistol unloaded but close to hand along with its magazine on the bedside table. Issy knew never to touch it.  
 
    Diesel started pushing his nose into her leg, and she cupped his face before rubbing his flanks, the dog’s tail starting to wag back and forth. The door was open and she could see Archer in the room opposite; he was also asleep, his chest rising and falling rhythmically, a fan rotating quietly beside him. Isabel went to the bathroom, closing the door quietly behind her so as not to wake anyone. Diesel followed her, waiting patiently on the other side.  
 
    When she crept back out, she realised the couch in the main room was empty, no sign of Sam’s friend from England. Vargas said he was a cop too, and Issy had liked him instantly. He talked like Archer and made her laugh; she’d immediately recognised him as someone she could trust. 
 
    Through the gaps in the thin drapes across the living room, she could see Manhattan’s buildings in the distance, the early-morning sun starting to lighten them. A noise came from the corridor outside, and she looked at the door, feeling scared, but then realised it was only the neighbor leaving their apartment. 
 
    She looked at Manhattan’s buildings again through the drapes. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t yet 8am, but Ledger and Josh had been up for a couple of hours. Marquez and Shepherd had taken night duty, working alongside Nassau County on the carnival assault and the crime-scene team at Vargas’ apartment, all seasoned professionals yet all of them taken aback when they saw the horrific Venus flytrap that Isabel’s bed had been turned into. Ledger and Josh took over at sunrise while Shep and Lisa went home to get a few hours’ rest, the entire team determined to find out who was targeting their colleague’s adopted daughter. Their current casework could wait a few hours. 
 
    The two police detectives were currently in Manhattan, questioning a former soldier from the Devaney outfit. A CI had told them where the man liked to eat breakfast, and they’d picked him up at a diner on the west side just before he was about to tuck into some eggs, bacon and pancakes. ‘I’ve been co-operating with ya people,’ the Irishman snapped at the two detectives, once they’d got him into their car. He ripped his arm away from Ledger, who hustled him inside. ‘You get me attention, I’ll end up in a box. Whaddya want?’ 
 
    ‘Information,’ Josh told him. ‘Your Department contact messaged you last night about something.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. So?’ 
 
    ‘Do your friends know about what he asked?’ 
 
    ‘That the Lombardi kid is still alive? Course we know that. But her dad was the asshole. We’re not interested in the girl.’  
 
    ‘None of your friends would want to make a name for himself by taking her out?’ Ledger asked. 
 
    ‘Nah, the Lombardis are old news.’ He looked at the detectives in turn. ‘Someone’s gone for her, huh?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Ledger replied. ‘We want to know who.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t us. Most of the boys are in prison, and the ones like me who ain’t? We got better shit to do then chase down the kids of dead mobsters.’ 
 
    ‘Can you find out if there’s word on the street?’ Ledger asked. 
 
    ‘If there was, I woulda heard by now. You’re wasting time looking our way.’ He looked at Ledger and Josh. ‘You like the fights, detectives?’  
 
    Neither man replied, staring straight back at him. He took their silence that they understood what he meant.  
 
    ‘Think of the kid’s father like a boxer. If he’s famous, he’s gonna have a big rival, or a couple of ‘em, right? But before he got to the top, he had to get through a load of other guys to get there. Come up through the regional circuit. We had good reason to hate that family, but it wasn’t just us. They made plenty other enemies.’ 
 
    Ledger and Josh remained silent.  
 
    ‘It’s a helluva long list. I suggest lookin’ at it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sam, wake up!’  
 
    Having been in the middle of a bad dream, Archer jolted awake instantly and saw Vargas beside his bed, her hand on his arm shaking him. Her hair was messy and she was still in the clothes she’d slept in.  
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ he said. ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Issy’s gone!’ 
 
    Archer kicked himself off the bed, grabbed his Sig, and quickly checked the apartment, Diesel watching him and Vargas with confusion, sensing their distress. 
 
    ‘Where did she go?’ Vargas asked desperately, getting her phone and immediately calling Isabel’s number for the phone she’d bought her in May.  
 
    They both heard it ringing, and realised the cell was still in the apartment. 
 
    The pair pulled on some clothes, holstered their weapons then ran out of the door and down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    When Issy’s family had been alive, one of the movies she and her youngest brother had watched regularly was Disney’s The Lion King. An early scene had always stuck in her head when the main character, Simba the lion cub, is standing with his father looking out over the savannah and asks him what a certain area is. He’s told it’s ‘the elephant graveyard’ and is warned never to go there. 
 
    A certain section of Manhattan where Midtown met Downtown had felt like that to Isabel these last three years. It was where her father and his organisation used to run their business dealings, and she’d sworn a promise to Vargas that she would never go to that part of the city without her.  
 
    She was about to break it. Having gotten onto the subway in Astoria, she held onto a pole, the train busy with people around her, most of them looking at cell phones or listening to music as they rode into work on this bright Monday morning. Her wounds were still hurting and she lifted her fingers to her cheek, touching the stitched cut which she’d noticed some people looking at curiously.  
 
    Nightmares after what had happened inside that building in Harlem occasionally bothered her, and she’d come to accept they’d always be a part of who she was, the same as hearing the gunfire and seeing the murder of her old family in her mind’s eye. But never had she dreamed about someone throwing knives at her or hiding them in her bed with the intention of killing her. I just want to be normal, she thought desperately, feeling tears prick at the edges of her eyes. But then another, more immediate danger presented itself. 
 
    As the train passed under the river towards Manhattan, she noticed a creepy-looking guy down the carriage studying her. He was dishevelled, and had a bag-wrapped beer can in his hand; Issy saw other commuters were giving him a wide berth. As she looked his way, they made eye contact. The man glanced at the adults immediately around her, then smiled, seeming to realise she was alone; Isabel immediately moved down the train away from him, easing her way through people. She’d be in a lot of trouble for taking off like this, but her plan was the only thing she could think of to put a stop to what was happening to her. She had to do something; the adults protecting her wouldn’t be there forever. 
 
    As she thought about yesterday’s events, Issy focused on the one positive that had come out of it; Vargas and Archer were being forced to interact closely again in protecting her. It was how they’d first met, falling for each other in the process, and Isabel wanted it to happen again, having been devastated when they’d split up. But right now, she felt scared. Very scared. This time, the threat to her felt different. From the moment she’d been rescued from the hamper at her family’s East Hampton home, she’d had some kind of police officer, detective or armed government agent with her at almost every moment she wasn’t in class or at an after-school club somewhere. It had taken three years growing up and seeing other kids in her grade to understand how unusual that was. Then again, life hadn’t exactly been normal before her family had been gunned down either. 
 
    She was still some stops away from her planned destination but when she looked back, saw through the crowd of passengers that the man drinking beer for breakfast was still staring at her. As they pulled into Lexington 59th, she made a decision to get off and wait for the next service.  
 
    When a wave of commuters left the train, she stepped out with them, trying to hide herself among the adults. But just as she headed down the platform for a new position to wait for the next train, a dirty, sweaty hand grabbed her arm and turned her around. 
 
    ‘Where you goin’, little girl?’ the man asked. ‘Don’t want to say hi?’ 
 
    Before Issy managed to pull her arm away, someone took hold of the man’s shoulder and spun him instead. The beer drinker saw a dark-haired man holding him.  
 
    ‘Yo, get your hand-’ the man started, but before he could finish, Chalky unceremoniously hauled him back towards the train and bundled him through the doors just as they were closing. The guy stumbled, hitting the pole and dropping his Budweiser tallboy, then looked up in anger as the train left the station and headed downtown, taking the guy with it.  
 
    As the last of the passengers disappeared up the escalators and steps, Chalky looked down at Isabel, who was staring at him in surprise.  
 
    ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Was going to ask you the same question,’ he replied.  
 
    * 
 
    ‘How come you were up so early?’ Isabel asked five minutes later. She and Chalky were sitting on a bench in the subway station. 
 
    ‘Know what jet lag is?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’ve heard of it.’ 
 
    ‘Means my body clock’s a few hours ahead of yours. I woke up at 5am, and couldn’t get back to sleep.’ As they talked, the British cop’s eyes scanned the crowds flowing through the station as trains came and went. ‘You think whatever you’re doing is a good idea? I followed you easily enough. Whoever threw that knife last night could have too.’ 
 
    ‘What am I supposed to do? Spend the rest of my life locked away in the apartment?’ 
 
    ‘Might not be a bad idea, until we find out who did that to you,’ he said, looking at her cheek.  
 
    ‘There’ll always be someone. It’s because of who I am.’ She looked at the ground. ‘Did they tell you to watch me?’ 
 
    ‘No. But you can bet your…..you can be sure they’ll be glad I did. Where were you going?’ 
 
    ‘Downtown,’ she said. ‘Can you leave me to do what I want to do?’ 
 
    ‘I think Vargas might be pretty angry if I did that.’ He paused. ‘Where downtown?’ 
 
    ‘My dad’s old neighborhood. Where he worked.’ 
 
    ‘And why do you want to go there?’ 
 
    ‘I thought if I could find someone he used to work with, tell them who I am, maybe I could find out who’s attacking me. Then I could help Vargas and Archer…’ 
 
    Her voice trailed away as even to her ears, her idea now sounded a bit lame. 
 
    ‘I just want to keep them safe,’ she told Chalky. 
 
    ‘I like the sentiment. But let’s get a cab back,’ he said, rising off the seat and looking at the escalator exit. ‘If you really want to go down there, maybe Sam or Alice can go with you if they approve.’ 
 
    Issy realised he wasn’t going to let her carry out her plan, which secretly now she wasn’t too sorry about, so she got to her feet and they headed towards the escalators, Chalky checking behind them as they went. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the East River, Archer and Vargas were frantically checking the street, breakfast spots and coffee shops around his apartment and had just re-joined each other on 30th Avenue when Archer’s phone rang.  
 
    ‘Chalk? We’ve got a prob…’ Archer stopped talking, listened, and looked at Vargas, closing his eyes in relief. ‘She’s OK. He’s with her.’ 
 
    ‘Where is she?’ 
 
    ‘Manhattan,’ Chalky said, Archer putting the call on speaker as Vargas stepped in close. ‘I got up early, went for some coffee and to keep an eye on the block, in case anyone I didn’t like the look of was hanging around. I saw our young friend leave the building and head for the subway instead.’ 
 
    ‘Where was she going?’ 
 
    ‘Little Italy, she says. Her pop’s old stomping ground. We’re in a taxi on our way back.’  
 
    Vargas shook her head and swore quietly. ‘Meet us at the Bureau, Chalk,’ Archer said. ‘Keep your eyes peeled. And thanks. Owe you one.’ 
 
    ‘No problem. See you soon.’ 
 
    ‘Forget knife throwers and Venus flytraps,’ Vargas said, resting her hands on her hips as she started to breathe again. ‘I’m gonna kill that kid when I see her. I made her promise she would never go to that part of town without me.’ 
 
    ‘Marquez is waiting for us,’ Archer said, looking at his cell and seeing a message that had just come in. ‘Says she’s been doing some digging. Let’s clean up and see what she’s found.’  
 
    He gave her a half smile.  
 
    ‘Hopefully you won’t still want to kill Issy by the time we get there.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIVE 
 
    ‘Either of you manage to get any sleep?’ Shepherd asked Vargas and Archer, as they walked into the conference room to join the other members of the team and an analyst called Ethan.  
 
    ‘Until I woke up and she wasn’t in the apartment,’ Vargas said, pouring herself a coffee. 
 
    ‘What?’ Marquez asked. 
 
    ‘Little Miss Sunshine thought it’d be a good idea to sneak out first thing and take a look around Little Italy.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ several other people repeated at the same time. They were from a fellow police team, an aggressive investigation detail who often worked closely with Shepherd’s; Mike Phillips, Karen Bridges, Devonte Williams and their leader, Sergeant Jake Hendricks, comprised the squad. The group had been through the wars themselves earlier in the year, when one of their colleagues had been killed and the others taken hostage.  
 
    ‘So who has her right now?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘Archer’s friend from England, Chalky, is bringing her here,’ Vargas told them. ‘He spotted her leaving my building and followed. Luckily for her.’ 
 
    ‘Did you sleep, Lis?’ Archer asked Marquez, who was studying some papers from files she’d laid out on the desk. ‘Thought you were meant to be at home right now, taking a break.’ 
 
    ‘I snuck in an hour. Been cramming up on Isabel’s family history instead,’ she said. ‘Throw ‘em up top, Ethan.’ 
 
    The analyst did as she asked, and Isabel’s father’s NYPD file appeared on the screen, Deceased stamped in red lettering across it.  
 
    ‘For those who’ve never seen his file, meet Isabel’s dad, Gino Lombardi,’ Marquez explained. ‘Born in Manhattan, to an immigrant couple fresh to the US from Italy. Mom gave birth to him a few months after she arrived.’ 
 
    ‘Still alive?’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘No. Both parents deceased, natural causes. If they were still around, they’d be in the back end of their eighties or early nineties by now.’ 
 
    ‘Were they mobbed up?’ one of Hendricks’ team, Mike Phillips, asked. 
 
    ‘No, although we believe some of their family were back in Italy. Gang squad included a summary in the folder, says Gino’s mom worked at a hair salon, dad as a hotel porter. The boy-who-would-be-king got drawn into the scene like a lot of kids around the city did back then. We’ve all seen it in mobster movies and it’s based on truth. Boys saw wiseguys walking around in flashy suits and waving wads of cash, driving nice cars with hot chicks in the front seat, getting free gifts from storefront owners. Gino’s dad was working too hard to keep him in check Bronx Tale style. He started doing jobs for the local outfit at twelve years old. 
 
    ‘He drove for them,’ she read on, as the group listened and looked at the dead man’s photo: the story behind what had led up to the last day of his life, which had seen him and almost his entire family killed at a Long Island vacation home. ‘Like Issy, Gino was tall for his age, so even when he was a kid, he never got pulled over. Started taking the wiseguys to restaurants, clubs, strip joints-’ 
 
    ‘So he learned fast,’ Hendricks noted.  
 
    ‘You bet. By the time Gino was fourteen, he was going into the clubs himself. Before he was thirty, he owned four downtown outright.’ 
 
    ‘You said earlier he spent time as an enforcer?’ Ledger said, looking at the screen. 
 
    ‘Among other things. Became a capo in his late twenties. On his thirty fourth birthday, he took control of the organisation, and it became known as the Lombardi family from then on. He was there at the top for twenty four years. Married once, six kids, five of them with his wife Carla.’ 
 
    ‘The sixth?’ Phillips asked. 
 
    ‘Gino stepped out and knocked up a waitress on the side who worked at their main bar downtown on Walker Street. She gave birth to Isabel’s half-brother: Michael.’ She glanced at Vargas, Archer and the other members of her team. ‘We all know how that story turned out.’ 
 
    ‘Isabel’s family’s network would’ve harmed a lotta people during her father’s life,’ Hendricks said. ‘For guys like him, money and power are everything, and they couldn’t give two shits who they hurt to get it. If we’re looking for an enemy who might want to retaliate by killing the kid, could be a long list. But with the Lombardis dead, what’s the point?’ 
 
    ‘That’s exactly what a former Devaney guy told us this morning,’ Josh said. 
 
    ‘What’s the story with her mom?’ Devonte Williams asked. 
 
    ‘That bitch was mean as a snake, but when she wanted to, story is she could’ve charmed the paint off these walls,’ Marquez said, looking at Vargas who nodded, having remained quiet so far, letting her partner explain the background. There were some photos in one of the open files and Marquez started to pass them around. ‘Carla Lombardi. Take a look.’ 
 
    When Archer took the first one, he saw a group of men and women inside a restaurant of some sort. It was the time before smartphones, when photos were taken on film and you had to wait for them to be developed to see how the picture turned out, which meant some of the people in the shot weren’t looking at the camera, a guy at the back was mid-shout to someone out of frame, while one of the women had her eyes half closed.  
 
    He picked out Issy’s mother easily, recognising a young Gino with his arm around her. Carla’s eyes were open and she was one of those in the group looking off camera, her arms folded like she was pissed off at her husband. Unaware of it, or because he couldn’t care less, Gino was grinning widely, looking as if he was having a blast. Archer saw Isabel in both parents’ features.  
 
    He passed the photo on to the others, who looked at it in turn. On the main screen, Ethan pulled up a mugshot taken around the same time, Carla’s name printed in white letters on the front. She was more mature and very attractive with a face you’d remember, large brown eyes and long dark hair, a Gina Gershon lookalike, but in these mugshots anyway, appearing much more severe.  
 
    The expression she was giving the camera betrayed zero emotion.  
 
    ‘What she get arrested for?’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘Beating the pay-check out of that waitress Gino knocked up at the bar on Walker,’ Marquez said. ‘Mike’s mom. My guess is, she went down there when she found out the girl was pregnant. Look at her hands.’ 
 
    Carla was holding a placard for the photo with her name, date and NYPD on it. The group noticed her knuckles and nails were clearly marked up and cut. 
 
    ‘When the girl was taken to hospital, NYPD came looking for whoever put the ass-whooping on her.’ 
 
    ‘What part of the city was Carla from?’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘Bensonhurst. She got arrested a few other times, but never spent the night in a cell. Husband’s influence, I’m sure. Yo, Mikey, lock the door for a moment,’ Marquez asked Phillips, who was nearest the exit. ‘Close the blinds too. Don’t want Issy walking in on this.’  
 
    He did as she asked, before Marquez nodded to Ethan. The analyst switched to the crime scene file from the family’s death, that unseasonably warm March day in East Hampton.  
 
    Photos appeared on the screen, automatically scrolling from one to the next after a few seconds, a graphic record of the day that Carla’s life had ended alongside her husband’s, four of their children and the rest of the Lombardi family.  
 
    The transition from the bar and mugshot photos was dramatic.  
 
    ‘Holy shit,’ Bridges said quietly. 
 
    ‘Never seen them before?’ Marquez asked. Bridges shook her head.  
 
    ‘And the girl was hiding there during all this?’ Hendricks asked. 
 
    ‘In a laundry basket in the downstairs bathroom. Peeked through the lid and through the gap in the door.’ She paused. ‘Saw everything.’ 
 
    Archer remained silent, looking at the photos which he’d seen before; they were hard to forget. The villa most of the Lombardi family had died in had been worth many millions of dollars, everything inside a shade of white or cream, lavish ornaments shot to pieces. Carla had been hit multiple times in the chest and head, and had ended up lying near the main table, her hair spread out around her, expensive jewellery clasped around her neck and on her wrists, the last dress she’d ever wear drenched in blood.  
 
    He couldn’t imagine the shock of being there and witnessing this at Isabel’s age.  
 
    ‘Daughter of a powerful, influential gangster,’ Marquez said. ‘This is how it ended.’  
 
      
 
    ‘Issy was the youngest of Gino and Carla’s kids, so she wouldn’t have been in the running to take over from her dad one day,’ Vargas said, the first time she’d spoken in a while. She’d spent her time studying the photographs of her adopted daughter’s biological family instead. ‘But if they hadn’t been killed, she could’ve ended up married to a high-ranking guy.’ 
 
    ‘So they wouldn’t have carved the business up between the kids?’ Ethan asked. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t usually happen that way. She might’ve taken it on if her siblings didn’t want it or were killed. Or if she showed the most promise out of all of them.’ 
 
    ‘I thought only men could become bosses?’  
 
    ‘Not necessarily,’ Vargas replied. ‘If she was a strong enough character. Look at Griselda Blanco in Miami. She was a drug lord for the Medellin cartel.’ 
 
    ‘Is there any way out for these kids?’ Josh asked. ‘Any chance of a normal life?’ 
 
    ‘Last night, after the knife throw at the carnival, I started wondering if other children born into these families ever make a clean break and escape their heritage,’ Marquez said. ‘Something to tell Issy to make her realise there could be a way out. I found an article online. Some judge from the south of Italy is heading up a programme to help kids born into a mafia family. He takes them from their families and places them in care homes.’  
 
    ‘For good?’ Josh replied. 
 
    ‘No. They can go home every two weeks or so. But the program aims to show them a different way of life from the one they’re being raised in. When they’re eighteen and free to live wherever they choose or live how they want, the hope is they make a wise choice.’  
 
    ‘Mafia families allow that?’ Shepherd asked. 
 
    ‘Apparently so. Judge must be persuasive.’ 
 
    ‘What about over here?’ Bridges asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing like that’s happening in the US, least not regularly. It’s a different culture Stateside. Kids in these families are insulated, like Meadow and Anthony Junior in The Sopranos. But at some point Mom and Dad tell them, other kids tell them or they realise it’s not normal to have pizza or flower delivery trucks with FBI guys inside parked outside the gates of your house twelve months a year.’  
 
    She looked up just as she was finishing speaking, three new arrivals at the door stopping the conversation. The analyst from downstairs called Tamrah who’d escorted Chalky and the young lady of the hour up to the conference room nodded and went back downstairs. Anticipating their arrival, Ethan had already removed the photos on screen, and Shepherd had just unlocked the door while Archer made sure the files on the desk had been gathered up and closed. 
 
    ‘Are you kidding me?’ Vargas said to her adoptive daughter, who was looking thoroughly sheepish. The Brazilian-American detective left her chair and grasped the girl’s shoulders. ‘You ever do that to me again, I’m gonna lock you in your bedroom until you’re twenty one Rapunzel-style, kiddo.’ 
 
    ‘I was just trying to help,’ she said quietly, as the assembled group of detectives watched. ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘You’re forgiven. But don’t scare me like that again,’ Vargas replied, the group glancing at each other, the photos showing the destruction of this girl’s family fresh in their minds, knowing she’d witnessed it all. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly hard to let her off the hook. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SIX 
 
    ‘How did you get along with your family, honey?’ Shepherd asked Isabel, who had Vargas sitting beside her. Archer, Chalky, Josh, Ledger and Hendricks were also still there with them, Ethan in his usual spot behind his computer. The rest of Jake’s team had left the room to get back to their own urgent casework but had asked to be kept informed, volunteering to be pulled in if there were any breaks Shepherd’s squad needed help with. 
 
    ‘OK. Papa was kind to me most of the time. But I didn’t see him too much. Sometimes he’d get mad. He had a crappy temper.’ 
 
    ‘Your mom?’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘She’d get more angry with me than Papa. I don’t think she liked me much.’ Pause. ‘They gave me a good birthday party once.’ 
 
    ‘Did they ever say anything to you?’ Vargas asked her, after a brief silence. ‘About what Papa did?’ 
 
    ‘My older brother Vic told me to keep my mouth shut and not ask them any questions. They didn’t speak to me much anyway. But I started noticing things. I didn’t think they were weird until…I lived more normal. With you and Archer.’ 
 
    ‘Like?’ 
 
    ‘He used to give us rolls of cash at Christmas, instead of presents. We always had the radio or TV on downstairs somewhere. And Papa’s guys showed up at the house all the time. When they were there, I noticed he’d write them notes and then burn them in the fire. He said they were playing a game when I asked once, but told me kids wouldn’t understand the rules.’ 
 
    ‘He was right,’ Shepherd muttered. 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s the school holidays at the moment, correct?’ Chalky said to the group of detectives, twenty minutes later. Vargas had taken Issy downstairs to get a drink of water and something to eat, seeing as she’d skipped breakfast with her early morning venture into the city.  
 
    Archer nodded. ‘She’s off until mid-August. But Alice said she’s doing the summer theater program at a Chelsea performing arts school.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Chelsea in New York?’ Chalky asked. 
 
    ‘On the westside in Manhattan. She’s been there five days a week so far.’ 
 
    ‘She due there today?’ 
 
    ‘Vargas said yes. At 11 o’clock.’ 
 
    ‘Any security while the kids are on site?’ Marquez asked. 
 
    ‘There’s a guard rotation, apparently,’ Archer told them.  
 
    ‘So she’s got an established routine, with potentially poor security,’ she replied. ‘That’s not good. At all.’  
 
    ‘While you all go deeper into this and juggle casework, I can keep an eye on her at the school,’ Chalky said. ‘If she still goes.’ 
 
    ‘This is your vacation,’ Shepherd said. 
 
    ‘That doesn’t matter. This is important. But I don’t want to interfere.’ 
 
    Shepherd nodded. ‘Appreciated.’  
 
    ‘She should skip the theater today,’ Josh said, beside him. ‘They’d understand.’ 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t though,’ Archer replied. ‘Vargas said she’s one of the main parts in a play they’re putting on next month. Told me she hasn’t seen Issy so happy for ages. Telling her she can’t go isn’t going to go down too well.’ 
 
    ‘Can he carry?’ Hendricks asked, looking at Chalky. 
 
    Shepherd shook his head. ‘Not at such short notice. But we can put some officers on site.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no way?’ 
 
    ‘After the pressure on the Department lately, we got a better chance of batting for the Yankees then getting a gun on his hip right now, Jake.’ 
 
    ‘Could we get clearance for a special case?’ Archer asked. ‘He’s had the same training as any of us.’ 
 
    Shepherd shrugged. ‘The powers that be have been riding my ass like I’m a racehorse.’ He looked at Archer and Josh. ‘But the work you two did during the power cut in May bought us some slack. All I can do is ask.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll cover your caseload for the time being,’ Hendricks said. ‘Whatever you need.’ 
 
    ‘She’s got to be there by 11,’ Archer said, looking at the time. 9:27am 
 
    ‘Then I got some calls to make,’ Shepherd said. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘How much say do you think a person has?’ Archer asked Chalky, as they drove to the school from the Bureau. Issy had gone ahead with Vargas and Marquez, Shepherd and the other guys staying at the Bureau to co-ordinate with Nassau County police and the CSU lab, hoping for some forensic leads from the vicious booby-trap at Vargas’ apartment.  
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘In who and what you are. How much of you is how you’re raised. And how much is who made you.’ 
 
    ‘Like nature versus nurture?’ he asked. Archer nodded and Chalky considered it for a moment. ‘You’re 50/50 your parents.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. But what about your personality? Who you are.’ 
 
    Chalky went quiet. ‘That’s a big question, mate. I’m not sure. You and I have known a lot of the same people. Some of the good ones had shitty parents. Some of the lowlifes were bred by decent people.’ He shrugged. ‘Suppose it’s both; genes and how you’re brought up. And comes down to choice. How you live your life. Some people are just born bad though.’ 
 
    Archer turned and headed down 9th, not far now from the school. ‘Those two left behind a kid having to deal with the fallout for how they lived their lives. Dragging her into a way of life she never asked to be a part of.’ 
 
    ‘But she was a part of it,’ Chalky said. ‘We can’t change that.’ 
 
    Archer stopped at a red light. ‘When Vargas and I were together, we took Issy upstate for a weekend at a cabin in the Adirondacks. Had the doors and windows open for a lot of the day. Every time some butterfly or moth got stuck in the house and she noticed, she’d get a glass and a piece of paper and trap it before letting it back outside. I watched her do it over and over. Told her she was wasting her time but she wouldn’t listen.’ 
 
    Chalky nodded. ‘She’s got a good heart.’ 
 
    ‘She does. But Marquez didn’t mention everything on the Lombardi’s file this morning. Like how Issy’s dad used to drill the kneecaps of people who pissed him off. Or how her mother didn’t just beat up that waitress, she almost killed her and was arrested multiple times for assault on other people who crossed her. The guy Josh and Harry talked to this morning told them it was well-known she ordered multiple murders too, and he had suspicions she killed two of his friends herself. They might have created this girl, but she’s not who they were.’  
 
    He moved on as the light turned green.  
 
    ‘I’ve been watching for that, just in case it started to surface, but she’s showed no signs. None of their tendencies for violence or cruelty. And Vargas is doing a great job with her. Like you said, the kid’s got a heart of gold.’ Ten seconds later, he pulled into the parking lot for the theater school and switched off the engine. 
 
    ‘And right now, someone wants to cut it out,’ Chalky replied quietly, undoing his seatbelt and opening the door. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SEVEN 
 
    Isabel attended middle school in Queens, but as Archer had told the Bureau investigation team, the theater program was something totally separate which the girl had begged Vargas to allow her to participate in over the summer. During the past year, she’d shown an increasing interest in acting as well as a skill for applying a cast’s make-up for shows, learning fast from watching videos online as well as carefully studying the adults whose job it was. As it would keep her busy doing something productive while Vargas was working all day for the NYPD, her adoptive mother had been all for it, paying a couple of hundred dollars for her enrolment.  
 
    Walking into the school on that summer Monday morning, Archer and Chalky saw kids ahead of them in the corridors, some plugged into headphones, others talking to each other while a few stowed their belongings in lockers. Vargas and Marquez had already arrived; the latter was nowhere to be seen for the moment, but Vargas was talking quietly in the hallway with a grey-haired man and a middle-aged woman. ‘This is my colleague, Sam Archer and a friend of his from England,’ she said, as he and Chalky approached. The man was balding and slightly overweight; he was wearing a black t-shirt and jeans with glasses perched low on his nose and had a play manuscript tucked under his arm, a cup of coffee in his other hand, looking every bit the cliché of a performing arts teacher. The woman had silver streaks in her hair and was dressed in smart casual clothes; her appearance and confident, slightly severe demeanour suggested she was someone of influence here. 
 
    ‘Hello,’ the woman said, shaking their hands. ‘Are you a detective too?’ she asked Chalky. 
 
    ‘Danny White,’ he replied. ‘Yes. I’m a cop based in London.’  
 
    ‘I’m the school’s principal, Jacqui Del Pasio,’ she replied. ‘This is Pete Brewerton. He’s one of my full-time members of staff. Also runs the summer theater program for the middle school students.’ 
 
    ‘You’re aware of the girl’s history?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Aspects of it,’ Principal Del Pasio said, looking at Vargas. ‘It was discussed when Isabel was enrolled in the program. Obviously we have to consider the safety and well-being of all our students, and her application file had some…areas which caused us some concern. I’m hearing these haven’t gone away, as I’d been led to believe.’ 
 
    ‘I’m guessing you don’t normally attend rehearsals during the summer break,’ Chalky said. ‘So what’s the deal?’ 
 
    ‘Some of the kids who were with Issy at the carnival last night are in the program too. They told their parents what happened and…concerns have been raised. My phone’s been ringing non-stop all morning. More than a couple want Isabel removed from the program for the safety of their children.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not a leper,’ Vargas snapped. ‘She’s an eleven year old kid, same as the rest of them.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not the same though, is she, Detective,’ Del Pasio said. ‘That’s the point.’ 
 
    ‘It would be cruel to exclude her. That file you read doesn’t give the details about everything she’s been through. I was there with her for some of them. She’s earned the right to a normal life.’ 
 
    ‘And these children have the right to not have their lives put at risk.’  
 
    ‘You try to yank her outta this program, we’re gonna have issues,’ Vargas fired back, the air beginning to crackle with tension. 
 
    ‘Cool it. We’ll sort this,’ Archer said, putting his hand on Alice’s back as support, as well as a warning, having seen the Principal’s body stiffen. ‘We’ve all got concerns, but the priority is to keep Issy safe. How big is your security team?’ he asked, giving the Principal a smile. 
 
    ‘Four guards are on site at present, but we have a couple more we could call in,’ Del Pasio replied, her expression softening slightly as she answered Archer. ‘After the spate of school shootings last year across the country, we increased our security staff to six. At least two of them are on duty whenever there are students on location.’ 
 
    ‘What are their backgrounds?’ Chalky asked. ‘The guards.’ 
 
    ‘We hire them from a security firm,’ she said. ‘Think a couple used to be cops. They’re all reliable. Carefully vetted by the company.’ 
 
    As Del Pasio was speaking, Marquez reappeared from the other end of the hallway and joined the group. ‘I called the 10th Precinct. They agreed to put a squad car front and back, for today at least, until we can sort something else out,’ she said. ‘All entrances should be protected then, inside and outside.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know who you’re looking for?’ the teacher and director of the production, Pete Brewerton, asked. 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ Archer said, as beside him Vargas’ phone dinged with a message.  
 
    ‘We need to go,’ she told her colleagues, looking at the screen. ‘We have to be elsewhere but Chalk- Officer White- will stay behind to keep an eye on Isabel.’ 
 
    ‘Very well.’ 
 
    She took a deep breath and then glanced at Del Pasio. ‘Sorry I snapped at you. I’m just worried about her.’ 
 
    Del Pasio nodded. ‘That’s understandable. We are too.’ 
 
    They shook hands again, then she, Archer and Marquez headed for the exit. ‘Is that relevant?’ Chalky asked, remaining behind and noticing something in the principal’s hands. It was folded over, but he saw the edge of the underside. It was a drawing.  
 
    Del Pasio hesitated. ‘Something we found stuck to her locker. I think it’s part of the reason why Detective Vargas was testy.’ 
 
    Chalky took it from her and opened the paper. It was a mock sketch of the carnival last night, a big wheel in the background, and showed Isabel with the knife buried in her head, lying on the floor, basic stick figure people standing around her.  
 
    A red coloring pen had been given one hell of a workout.  
 
    ‘A lot of children haven’t developed the empathy yet that comes with maturity,’ Del Pasio said, taking the crude drawing back from him and scrunching it up. 
 
    ‘Let’s call it what it is,’ Chalky said. ‘Some kids are little shitheads.’ 
 
    She lowered her voice. ‘They can be. Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Did she see the drawing?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I think she did.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What happened to your arms, Is?’ one of the kids asked in the theater as they gathered on stage, ready for rehearsals. Isabel didn’t need to look down to see several naked gash marks on her forearms and on the underside of her triceps. 
 
    ‘Nothing. Just had an accident.’ She noticed some of the girls were avoiding her, and again that feeling of isolation swept over her. Can’t blame them, I guess, she thought. She looked at the auditorium, the rows of empty seats, much of the space dark, and felt her heart start to race. Although she already knew where they were, she double-checked the quickest route for the exits, as Vargas had taught her. 
 
    The door at the top opened and Mr Brewerton walked in. ‘Everyone, center stage!’ he called. ‘We’ve got work to do!’ 
 
    ‘Psst,’ a voice whispered to Isabel’s right. It startled her and she turned, but relaxed when she saw Chalky in the wings, beckoning her over. 
 
    ‘Where’d Vargas and Archer go?’ she asked quietly when she reached him. 
 
    ‘They left to work on finding whoever did the things last night. I’m staying here with you.’ 
 
     She looked nervous, but smiled. ‘Thanks.’ 
 
     ‘Better go join the others. I’ll be here all day. Don’t worry.’ 
 
    As she peeled off, Chalky watched her go then sought to gain a sense of the geography of the place from where he was standing in the wings. Around him, there was a degree of space for actors to position themselves ready for their entrances; an old piano covered with a sheet was resting alongside some pulleys and light switches on the wall.  
 
    As the director addressed the young actors on stage, Chalky turned and quietly walked towards the rear of the wings. Down a small flight of stairs to his left was the entrance/exit to what he assumed was the green room, where the actors got changed and could come up to the wings without being seen or heard by the audience. At the back of the stage hung a huge black curtain, serving as the backdrop for the performance; he walked over to check behind it and saw there was about a foot’s width of space, allowing someone to creep quietly back and forth during a performance.  
 
    It was clear and allowed a free path of access to the other side, but Chalky chose to turn back, wanting to check out the green room. Once down there, he found racks on wheels holding rows of costumes, some of them in dry-cleaning cellophane bags; he saw the boys and girls each had their own side to dress, with dedicated bathrooms.  
 
    He walked deeper into the space, Pete’s voice indistinct yet just audible from the stage upstairs.  
 
    In the main centre area of the green room were a line of make-up desks, surrounded by lights, each with a mirror, much in the style of what the old-time movie stars would’ve recognised.  
 
    The place was empty.  
 
    He walked through to the back, and found what he’d been looking for, a fire-exit door which had a bar and safety pin on this side, not able to be opened from the other. He tested the door by pushing it a few times and found it was secure. He came up a corresponding set of steps on the stage-left wing, arriving as Pete’s speech ended and the kids separated, some making their way out into the auditorium as others took up positions on stage for whatever scene was about to be rehearsed.  
 
    He saw Isabel glance into the opposite wing, then look around in brief concern, but once she found him again, she smiled.  
 
    He smiled back and gave her the OK sign.  
 
    He just hoped that wasn’t a lie. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    EIGHT 
 
    ‘Nassau police are still interviewing workers from the carnival,’ Shepherd told Vargas, as she, Marquez and Archer re-joined him at the Bureau. ‘But we’ve been focusing on your apartment and the flytrap. I’ve never seen anything like it. Must’ve taken time to put together.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t take so long if our suspect’s done it or something like it, before,’ Archer said. 
 
    Shepherd used a laser pointer to specify sections of a photo on the big screen, which showed the bed retracted with the additional springs removed. The blades had punctured through the mattress, and two smaller photos to the side showed one example of each. ‘The knives are heavy-duty, extra-long and store-bought, all the same size. Some kind of jumbo pack maybe.’ 
 
    The photos also showed the mattress removed, and with the bare base of the bed pulled apart, it revealed the barbarity of what had been planned for Issy. Like an open jaw full of long, razor sharp teeth. The knives had been secured in place by large clamps.  
 
    ‘The mattress was dumped on top, and the tips of the blades punctured through somewhere into the middle. The underside was set like a mouse trap. Once weight landed on the bed, the springs would snap the two sides up like a deck chair.’ 
 
    ‘How many springs?’ Arched replied. 
 
    ‘We counted twelve. CSU needed three guys to force the bed open. You were last at the apartment in the morning, right?’ he asked Vargas.  
 
    She nodded. ‘Issy was with friends all day yesterday, then went out to Long Island. I left for here before 8.30am and was out all day.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone else with a key? Like a cleaner or someone?’ 
 
    ‘Lisa has my spare,’ she said, looking at Marquez who nodded. ‘Still got it?’ 
 
    Marquez held up her key chain, isolating the key in question. ‘No-one could have removed it yesterday. Had these on me all day.’ 
 
    ‘There are cameras on 38th Street,’ Archer said.  
 
    ‘At the ends, not covering the building. And whoever did this could have cut through to Steinway above or 37th below.’ 
 
    ‘Then we need to check each camera.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been working on the 38th feeds,’ Ethan said, sending the footage up top. The tape wasn’t on fast speed, but was slightly quicker than normal. People walked down the streets either way, vehicles were passing, some pulling in to park, others stopping briefly because of traffic. UPS and FedEx delivery personnel dropped off packages, as well as postmen and women delivering mail. ‘Nothing so far.' 
 
    ‘Finding someone who we don’t have a profile for, in over fifteen hours of tape, on three different streets with six exit points,’ Josh said. ‘Ain’t gonna be easy.’ 
 
    ‘So pull up a chair and get comfortable,’ Shepherd said. ‘Let’s get started.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Everything satisfactory?’ the theater director asked Chalky quietly, as he took a seat beside him in the auditorium, the kids on stage working their way through a scene. The British cop nodded, having just carried out a thorough reconnaissance of the rest of the school building. Principal Del Pasio’s security guards were posted at each entrance/exit, and he was pleased to see a NYPD squad car positioned on the street near the doors on 10th Avenue, the main entrance, as Marquez had arranged.  
 
    In all, the place felt secure. 
 
    ‘Which play is this?’ he asked quietly, diverting his attention to the performance on the stage. 
 
    ‘The Crucible. Arthur Miller. It’s about the Salem Witch trials.’ 
 
    Chalky was watching Isabel, on stage beside two boys. She’d said some lines since he’d walked in and he watched her deliver some more. ‘Heard she’s got a meaty role.’ 
 
    ‘Issy’s playing Mary Warren. She’s a servant to the main characters, and one of the girls pretending to be possessed by witchcraft. It’s challenging, which is why I gave her the part. She’s showing a lot of promise.’  
 
    Chalky watched the scene unfold. It was based in a courtroom judging by the set, and Isabel’s character was being rebuked by a lawyer, the young actor playing the part accusing her of faking accusations. Under the strong lights shining onto the set and with no stage makeup, the gash across Issy’s cheek was pronounced. If she hadn’t turned her head at that last second, her understudy would have had her work cut out for her today.  
 
    ‘I heard the other girls screaming, and you, your Honor, you seemed to believe them,’ she said meekly to the boy actor playing the prosecutor. Even from where he was sitting, Chalky saw her lip trembling and was surprised at the emotion she was showing. ‘And it were only sport in the…beginning, sir, but then the whole world cried spirits…’ 
 
    ‘Is this healthy?’ Chalky asked the director quietly, as the kids continued their work on stage. He’d agreed with Vargas about needing to keep the girl in the program, but seeing Issy seemingly so emotionally involved in the play, for a moment he found himself having second thoughts. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘With everything going on…is this good for her? To get so upset, even if it’s make-believe.’ 
 
    ‘Before the program began, we sat down with a police psychologist who’s been working with Isabel, ever since the incident in Harlem that I read about on her file. Like Jacqui said outside, similar concerns were brought up. But I knew what a positive effect using those emotions in something creative could bring. It’s cathartic. And she’s talented.’ 
 
    She was. Chalky watched the scene continue, which was building towards a climax. A girl playing one of the leads was pretending to be overcome by Isabel’s character’s witchcraft, and Issy was pleading with her to stop. 
 
    ‘Mary, do you send this shadow on me?’ another girl character cried. 
 
    ‘Lord, save me,’ Isabel replied. 
 
    ‘I freeze! I freeze!’ another girl clamoured.  
 
    ‘It’s a wind! A wind,’ the other girl said, holding herself as if she was cold.  
 
    ‘…Abby, don’t do that,’ Isabel said, but she stuttered slightly. The rising emotions seemed to be affecting her; it didn’t match her performance from ten seconds ago, and Chalky saw a momentary flash of distress on her face. 
 
    ‘Mary Warren, do you witch her?’ the boy playing the prosecutor asked, pointing at ‘Abby’ and getting in Isabel’s face. ‘I say to you, do you send your spirit out?’ 
 
    Isabel stopped, the other actors looking at her.  
 
    ‘This is where you bolt, Issy,’ Brewerton prompted from the seats.  
 
    Isabel screamed and started to run, before being caught by one of the lead actors, but the scene had sputtered and faltered, like an engine running on the last gas in the tank. It ground to a halt and the energy was gone. 
 
    ‘Let me go-’ she started, but Pete rose.  
 
    ‘Stop there,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ she called. 
 
    ‘Everyone take a couple minutes, then reset to the start of Abigail’s false possession. We’ll run the rest of the Act and then break for lunch. We do it until we make it through. Max, pull your pants up,’ he called to one of the boy actors, who was standing at the back of the set. ‘This is 17th Century Boston, not a skate park at the mall.’ 
 
    Chalky smiled as the kids separated, some of them going offstage to get water or a snack, but he wasn’t taking his attention off Issy. She was looking out into the auditorium and when she caught sight of him, he gave her a thumb’s up. She gave a brief wave back but stayed where she was.  
 
    The bright lights illuminating the stage made it impossible to hide emotion. Throughout her performance, Chalky could detect hints of real fear.  
 
    ‘Are there blocks?’ he asked the director, keeping his voice low. 
 
    ‘Emotional, you mean?’ 
 
    Chalky nodded. ‘With her.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. There are with almost anybody. Emotions make you vulnerable, and they can be hard to control, especially for the young. People tend to suppress them. But in here, you need to learn to let them out. Be free. Own yourself, and the stage. Did you ever act, Officer?’ 
 
    ‘Played an innkeeper in a nativity once.’ He looked at the edges of the stage and the front row seats ahead, and noticed some of the other kids talking quietly. Someone among them had made that drawing of Isabel bleeding at the carnival last night.  
 
    Luckily they didn’t know that had only been attempt one of two.  
 
    If the parents of these kids knew someone had turned the girl’s bed into a Venus flytrap, he had a feeling a lot of these children wouldn’t be on stage today. 
 
      
 
    At the Bureau, Shepherd’s team had split into three pairs, and were each watching shots from the sides of 38th Street, Steinway and 37th respectively, on laptops Ethan had retrieved from downstairs. Archer and Vargas were focusing on the feed on 38th; having sat through the sped-up last few hours of video from today, which they’d run from 8am, they were now studying the footage from the previous day and night. The time on fast forward rolled on to 8pm; although they’d stopped it several times, none of what they’d seen had led to anything.  
 
    Then they both saw Vargas’ car turn the corner off 30th Avenue and move down the street, officers from the 114th Precinct following them down, the extra security requested by the CT Bureau for the night to watch the building. 
 
    ‘That’s when we got back from here, after talking with the guy from the Newton carnival,’ Archer said. ‘Damn it.’ 
 
    ‘You guys seeing anything?’ Marquez asked the others. 
 
    ‘Just a lot of random people,’ Ledger said, watching the Steinway monitor with Josh, who had pen and paper to hand, ready to write down timestamps for anyone who caught their eye. The paper was blank. Shepherd and Marquez were studying 37th Street and their search was proving just as fruitless. ‘There’s a blind-spot near the apartment too.’ 
 
    ‘And we’ve got no description of our knife thrower or flytrap builder,’ Josh added. ‘We don’t even know who we’re looking for. Or if it’s a team, not just one person.’  
 
    ‘Then we need to go through the feeds again until we scope anything unusual,’ Marquez said.  
 
    ‘It’s wasting time, Lis,’ Josh said. 
 
    ‘It’s all we have right now.’  
 
    ‘This person isn’t just gonna walk down the street carrying a rack of knives,’ he replied. ‘If it’s the same asshole, he managed to throw a blade at Issy in a crowd. But so far, we haven’t managed to get single description of a possible suspect from anyone, despite that.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not invisible.’  
 
    At their laptop, Vargas frowned and wound her tape back with Archer, double-checking something. She went to 7:23pm, and ran it, Archer glancing at her then at the tape. 
 
    A minute or so later, they both watched a tall figure moving down the street, his back to the camera, a brown grocery bag under his arm.  
 
    They had an adjacent feed for the other end of the street, but the man didn’t come out the other side.  
 
    ‘Can we get a front shot of this guy?’ Archer asked Ethan, who moved from his seat to see the timestamp. ‘From when he turned onto the street.’ 
 
    Ethan pulled up a corner camera looking down 30th and they saw the figure.  
 
    Very tall, wearing a ball cap and with aviator shades over his eyes. 
 
    ‘We ran the tape on for another thirty minutes,’ Archer said. ‘He’s not appearing the other side of the street or coming back down to 30th.’ 
 
    ‘Someone you recognise?’ Shepherd asked Vargas. ‘A neighbor?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Could be staying with someone on the block, or a new renter.’ 
 
    ‘I can keep running the tape,’ Ethan said. ‘Check again and see if he reappears.’ 
 
    ‘We already did that,’ Archer said. ‘He didn’t.’ Confused, he rewound it to when police had pulled up on the block, less than ten minutes after Issy had almost been killed in the bed. He and Vargas both looked at the flashing lights, the people passing down the street stopping to see what was going on, residents from the building appearing and being asked questions. 
 
    They continued to watch, the tape speeding on throughout the night. 
 
    The tall figure didn’t reappear at either side of the street. 
 
    ‘He might be in bed at this time, asleep,’ Shepherd said, having come over to look. 
 
    ‘Or what if it was him and he hadn’t left Alice’s building yet?’ Archer said quietly.  
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Marquez asked. 
 
    He paused, thinking. ‘We got back not long after he walked down the street, and the 114th arrived to post people front and back on the building, at our request, after the knife throw on Long Island.’  
 
    ‘OK,’ Shepherd said. 
 
    Archer pointed at the screen, speeding onwards, no sign of their guy re-emerging. ‘Just an idea. But say that man picked the locks on Alice’s apartment and snuck inside? He set up the bed but ran out of time and got trapped; maybe he was in the building all night? That’s why we’re not seeing him walk out.' 
 
    The detectives looked at him, as the camera footage on the screens remained frozen.  
 
    The time ticked on now towards 8am, people leaving apartments as they walked either up or down the street. 
 
    But the tall individual wasn’t one of them. 
 
    He hadn’t reappeared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    NINE 
 
    In Chelsea, break-time was almost over, the courtroom resetting to complete the rest of the act. As everyone was getting back in position, Issy saw Chalky come down the aisle towards the stage and quickly moved over to meet him. 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ she asked. ‘Any good?’ 
 
    ‘You kidding? You never told me you could act. Thought I was watching Demi Moore there for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s Demi Moore?’  
 
    ‘Are you serious? Now I feel old.’ 
 
    ‘You are old.’ 
 
    ‘I’m thirty one.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, old,’ she relied, grinning up at him. 
 
    ‘Places!’ Pete called, the young actors and actresses hustling back onto the stage. 
 
    ‘You feeling alright?’ Chalky asked Isabel, just before she turned to leave. 
 
    She nodded. ‘I’m fine. Sorry this is how you’re spending your vacation, man.’ 
 
    ‘I’m enjoying it. Finish this off and we can get lunch together.’ 
 
    She smiled and as she scuttled back to her position in the courtroom scene, Chalky turned and walked back up the aisle. As he went, he scanned the theater once again, making sure no-one had snuck in while he’d been distracted. Satisfied there was no-one else in the seats aside from Pete the director, he withdrew a burner phone the NYPD team had loaned him, Shepherd thinking it would be easier to get in contact using that rather than having to call his UK cell. 
 
    There were no messages or missed calls. If he was in their shoes, he wouldn’t be wasting time keeping him in the loop either; he’d be head down with his team. 
 
    He settled back into his seat, and watched the kids pick up where they left off. 
 
    Hopefully the NYPD team were getting somewhere with a lead. 
 
      
 
    Acting on Archer’s suspicion, Vargas, Marquez, Shepherd and Archer had left the CT Bureau and just pulled up outside Alice’s apartment building in one of the Bureau’s 4x4 Fords. A female NYPD officer and her partner from the 114th Precinct were stationed outside and walked over to meet them.  
 
    ‘CSU cleared outta here around ten thirty this morning,’ the female officer informed them after they explained who they were. ‘We’ve been interviewing neighbors in case they saw anything. People in every apartment have been spoken to, but nothing suspicious reported.’ 
 
    ‘What about the basement?’ Archer asked. ‘Anyone check down there?’ 
 
    ‘Night guys might’ve done,’ her partner replied. ‘Not sure. We spoke to the super earlier this morning and he said it’s just used for storage.’ 
 
    ‘So room to hide?’ Marquez asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah. I guess.’ 
 
    As the officer was talking, a car pulled up behind them and a man stepped out, giving Vargas a nod. 
 
    ‘That’s the super,’ Vargas said.  
 
    ‘I’ll talk to him,’ Shepherd said briskly, then turned to his three detectives. ‘Check it out but be careful. Whoever’s doing this has tricks up his sleeve.’  
 
    Using Vargas’ key to enter the building, the trio drew their sidearms and moved to the stairs, going down towards the basement. Vargas took point, and reached for the door handle, but Archer suddenly caught her arm. They made eye contact and he shook his head; holstering his Sig for a moment, he took out his cell, Marquez behind him.  
 
    Could be booby-trapped, he typed onto the screen, showing it to both women. They nodded, each recalling in vivid detail the flytrap laid in Issy’s bed upstairs. Archer pointed above the door, mouthing around back, and the three of them went quietly back up the stairs before exiting the building, looping around down a narrow alley.  
 
    There were closed metal storm shutters at the rear of the apartment building, and the three detectives knelt down beside them, Shepherd joining them moments later with the super, who’d followed the police team. ‘You got a key for this?’ Archer asked the super quietly. The man nodded, withdrawing a set and selecting one. 
 
    He stepped forward, but Archer caught him.  
 
    ‘I’ll do it. Better stand back.’ 
 
    He nodded and everyone moved back out of the way as Archer positioned himself to the side and tried the key in the lock. It fit. Keeping well over to the left, Archer carefully eased up the left shutter, which came away easily and without incident. He cut over to the other side and did the same with the right. 
 
    Archer pulled his Sig again and took point, edging his way down the steps, Vargas, Marquez and Shepherd following with the two 114th cops who’d joined them, curious to see what was going on.  
 
    The basement was pretty dark, but sunshine from the open storm shutters provided sufficient light to allow them to see. Through the sights of his pistol, Archer scanned the lowest level of the building, listening for any indication they weren’t alone.  
 
    After a moment, he was satisfied no-one was down there.  
 
    However, there were signs that someone had been recently. A small wastepaper can stood in the middle of the space; when he walked over to check it, Archer saw it contained burned cinders of both brown and white paper, along with what was left of the packaging for the springs that had snapped the bed shut with so much force. An empty bottle of lighter fluid was also dumped beside the can.   
 
    He looked up and saw the smoke alarm had been pulled apart, allowing whoever had been down here to burn whatever it was they’d wanted to dispose of. 
 
    ‘You were right, Sam,’ Marquez muttered, joining him by the trash bucket after they’d cleared the rest of the basement, making sure no-one was lurking in the shadows.  
 
    ‘How long could he have been down here?’ one of the 114th officers asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Archer replied quietly. He looked at the can. ‘But I think he was hiding when officers arrived last night and decided to destroy any evidence. Wouldn’t want to get caught with anything that could incriminate him when he walked out.’  
 
    He knelt to get a close look at the pieces of wrapper. Inside, he also found a twisted, melted ID card. 
 
     ‘Eisenhower Park ID,’ he read, seeing the edge of the lettering. ‘Groundskeeper.’ 
 
    Vargas swore. ‘That’s how he got inside yesterday,’ she said, looking at the card but not touching it. ‘We need to check their employees.’ 
 
    ‘Looks like he was down here for a few hours, at least,’ Shepherd said. 
 
    Archer looked at the shelves, noting a couple of lighter fluid cans among others filled with paint and other supplies. ‘He took advantage of what he found, then must’ve snuck out when he saw a chance.’ 
 
    ‘Did you have people watching the back last night?’ Shepherd asked the 114th officers. 
 
    ‘We were more focused on the street. Someone could’ve slipped away, I guess.’  
 
    ‘Ledger said there was a blind-spot in the Steinway cameras,’ Marquez noted. ‘Could’ve been how whoever was down here got out without being seen.’ 
 
    Beside the can, Vargas’ attention was drawn by a piece of singed paper, which looked as if it had floated down to the floor a few feet away. She knelt, not touching it, but looked closer.  
 
    ‘It looks like a schematic,’ she said quietly. ‘Check it out.’ 
 
    The edge of the paper was blackened, but the three of them could make out two and a half words.  
 
    …age Right Exit.  
 
    Vargas looked at Archer in horror, recognising what the first cut-off word was. 
 
    Stage Right Exit. 
 
    It was the map for a theater. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TEN 
 
    Five minutes earlier, the kids at the Chelsea performing arts school had managed to get through the 3rd Act with a few prompts but no derailments and had just broken for lunch. They’d brought their own food with them, and had all headed to the cafeteria to eat it. ‘Don’t want them making a mess in the theater,’ Pete told Chalky, who nodded, seeing Isabel take a seat with some of the other kids. A guard was watching them from across the room and made eye contact with Chalky, a hostile expression on his face. ‘Guess he doesn’t like to feel babysat,’ Pete added, who’d noticed the look.  
 
    Chalky smiled. The man was clearly unimpressed with his presence. ‘I think you’re right.’ 
 
    ‘Does he know what you’re all up against?’ 
 
    ‘None of us do, for sure,’ Chalky said. ‘Just that there’s an increased threat. I’m going to do a round of the site. He’ll keep an eye out while they’re eating lunch.’  
 
    ‘I’ll be here too,’ Pete said. ‘See you in a few minutes, Officer.’ 
 
    Chalky nodded then walked out of the cafeteria, looking left and right down the empty main hallway of the school. He went towards the front entrance and found one of the guards sitting on a chair in an alcove, picking at his fingernails. He glanced up when Chalky arrived, but much the same as his colleague in the cafeteria, didn’t seem to care much for the British cop’s presence at the school today, judging by the expression on his face. ‘All’s fine.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ 
 
    ‘Lucky you’re here, Prince Harry. Checking up on us, and all.’ 
 
    Ignoring the comment, Chalky glanced at the pistol on the guard’s hip, feeling vulnerable without one himself. The guy was testy but Principal Del Pasio had mentioned the men on the security team came from a quality service, some of them ex-cops. However, he’d seen for himself more than once how stress and fear could freeze a person up; the only way to condition yourself against that happening was good training and in-field experience. Chalky just hoped these guards had had it in case it was needed. 
 
    He went on up a flight of stairs and checked the upper floor, seeing the classrooms and rehearsal rooms were empty. Instruments were packed in cases, additional pianos covered by sheets like the one downstairs in the wings, each room with a blank whiteboard and polished floors.  
 
      
 
    ‘We were talking about you, you know,’ the girl playing Abigail said to Isabel, inside the cafeteria. She’d established herself as one of the cooler kids in the summer ensemble and Issy had never taken to her. She also sensed the girl was increasingly hostile today, guessing that was down to the extra attention she was receiving from Pete, the guards and with Chalky being there. ‘Before you arrived this morning.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘We heard someone tried to kill you yesterday at a carnival.’ 
 
    Isabel didn’t reply. She felt the other girls’ eyes on the marks on her forearms, and slid them off the table to rest her hands on her lap. 
 
    ‘My mom said your whole family died when you were younger and that you only just escaped. And people have tried to kill you again and again. Maybe you’re meant to die.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be so mean, Britney,’ another girl said.  
 
    ‘Shut up, Monica. If so many people keep trying to kill you, you must be a bad person. Maybe you should let them,’ the girl continued spitefully. ‘Maybe you should just kill yourself and get it over with. Did you see the drawing we left you?’ 
 
    Isabel felt her lip threaten to tremble, and tears well in her eyes, the other kids looking at her but not daring to go against the lead girl, who was smiling, seeing her words had affected Issy. 
 
    ‘I need to go…practice…my lines,’ Isabel muttered, rising and leaving the group, several tears spilling down her face as she turned away, leaving her lunch uneaten.  
 
    The guard saw her rise and moved away from his position, following her.  
 
      
 
    Upstairs and across the school, Chalky had checked out all the upper floors and was now on the second floor of the west side of the building.  
 
    He was about to turn back down the corridor when he noticed a stain on the floor in the classroom to his right.  
 
    He stopped mid-step.  
 
    It was a red smear. 
 
    Wet.  
 
    Recent. 
 
    He looked at the stain, then instantly focused on the rest of the room. Windows across the room were open, and he saw the rooftop of the adjacent building was less than six feet away.  
 
    Close enough to reach this one, maybe. 
 
    To his left was a large storage locker labelled Woodwind Instruments, but Chalky noticed a number of cases had been dumped haphazardly in the corner of the room, cases that would house those instruments. That struck him as odd; from what he’d seen so far, the rest of the school had been neatly squared away for the summer break. 
 
    He moved forward and tried to open the locker, but it was locked. He took a firm grip, bunched his shoulders as he put his foot on the other side of the wooden panel, and jerked back as hard as he could. 
 
      
 
    Out of sight of her peers, Isabel let her tears fall as she walked down the corridor. She heard footsteps behind her, and quickly turned, seeing it was the guard from the cafeteria. 
 
    ‘You OK, kid?’ he called. 
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ she got out, mad at herself for getting so upset. She wasn’t going to let that girl get to her. Then she remembered she’d left her script on stage and pushed her way through the door into the theater as the guard stopped for a moment, satisfied the girl was OK as he took his radio off his belt. 
 
      
 
    ‘JP, how’s it looking up there?’  
 
    As Chalky broke the lock and pulled back the storage closet door upstairs, he heard the communication over the radio still attached to the dead guard’s belt.  
 
    ‘JP? Get your thumb outta your ass and answer.’ 
 
    The guard who’d been stationed on the 2nd floor had had his throat slashed before being stuffed in the locker, and it looked as if he’d been taken by surprise, as his pistol was still in its holster, a bloody cloth dumped on him which had presumably been used to wipe up the blood from when he’d been killed.  
 
    Chalky yanked the pistol out and drew the slide back, then sprinted out of the room down the corridor. He was down the stairs in seconds, and ran into the cafeteria, keeping the gun behind his back as he looked for Isabel. But she wasn’t there. 
 
    ‘Where’s Issy?’ he abruptly asked the group of girls she’d been sitting with. 
 
    ‘She went back to the stage to get something,’ one of them replied sheepishly.  
 
      
 
    Inside the theater, Isabel went down the steps and walked onto the empty stage, seeing her copy of the play was where she’d left it on the floor, near the centre of the makeshift court.  
 
    Her footsteps echoed in the quiet space.  
 
    She went over to the script, then suddenly stopped.  
 
    She felt an overwhelming sensation of being watched.  
 
    A moment later, the lights cut out in the theater. In an instant, Isabel went from being upset to terrified, and her breathing quickened, listening, the cut on her cheek and those on her arms throbbing with pain as adrenaline and fear consumed her. 
 
    Then lights on the stage came back on.  
 
    Shielding her eyes, she could just make out a figure up above in the control booth. She noticed the light directed onto the stage was harsher, whiter than the one used for performance.  
 
    Then it started to flash.  
 
    The light shuttered white to black at incredible speed, the strobe effect like that in a disco or nightclub when the beat on a song dropped. Isabel covered her eyes and screwed them up tight, a short lifetime of severe epilepsy enough to make her fear such lights with abject terror, but those initial flashes had already hit her retinas.  
 
    No! she thought, smelling almonds, the trigger she’d always felt whenever a fit was coming. Not now!  
 
    Scream for he-  
 
      
 
    The figure in the control booth saw the girl collapse and then start thrashing and convulsing centre stage in the black and white staccato light, all alone, totally vulnerable. 
 
    He’d done his homework and knew she suffered from epilepsy; he’d planned to use the lights to try and trigger an attack to humiliate her in front of her friends, payment for escaping his first two attempts, before extracting and killing her, but just as he was setting it up she’d walked in by herself, like a gift.  
 
    He’d come prepared with several knives in his pocket, the preferred weapon of choice, but seconds later, a guard appeared, stopping dead in his tracks when he saw Issy fitting on stage. The figure in the control booth raised a suppressed sub-machine gun brought in case he met resistance. The guard swung round, looking up at the strobe light, and before he could react was killed with one burst, the man up top squeezing the trigger smoothly and hitting him in the face with a triple tap.  
 
    The killer’s attention swung back to the stage as the guard dropped. The shooter had enjoyed toying with her, scaring her, but knew he had to finish the job before the other guards came running. He was also irritated; he wasn’t used to failure and yet he’d had two yesterday, one at the fair and then the sure-fire trap he’d set up in the kid’s bed. He’d also been stuck in the goddamn apartment building she lived in until almost 3am, hiding from police who’d prevented him from making a timely escape before the kid and her adoptive mother got home. He intended to make the child pay for that. 
 
    He stepped out of the booth and started to stalk down towards the stage towards the girl when the strobe was suddenly shot out behind him, plunging the entire theater into darkness. 
 
      
 
    The moment he’d shattered the light, Chalky was already moving; he ran onto the stage and snatched the fitting Isabel by the arm as he passed, not slowing and pulling the convulsing child away from where she’d been lying.  
 
    Bullets ripped up the part of the set where she’d been only a second earlier, whoever was across the theater unloading in three-round bursts, muzzle flashes lighting up the space just down from the control booth. Chalky dragged the girl into the wings, then leaned out and fired back several times in the direction where he’d last seen the gunfire, before snapping back into the darkness.  
 
    After the echo of the gunshots faded, his ears still ringing from the noise, Chalky could just make out the sound of shouting and screaming from elsewhere in the building, Pete and remaining security hopefully clearing the kids out before the guards arrived for back-up. He felt Isabel’s convulsions start to lessen, but could also tell she was still unconscious. His loaned phone from the NYPD was buzzing in his pocket, set to silent, but he ignored it, keeping his focus on the auditorium.  
 
    He went to lift Isabel, but she’d stiffened out; he sensed the damage he could do if he forced her body into an uncomfortable position but at least she’d still be alive. They couldn’t stay where they were, as sitting ducks. He scooped her up in his arms, recalling the layout of the theater from when he’d done his rounds. He made his way down towards the green room using the right side wings, intending to get out using the fire exit, but trying the door leading to the green room, found it was locked. He considered shooting the lock out, then realised that would immediately give away their position. 
 
    His ears straining for any indication the shooter was close by, he quietly made his way back up the stairs to where the accessway behind the rear curtain was, the one which allowed the actors to walk back and forth unseen from the auditorium.  
 
    He stepped behind it, trying to remember if there was anything that might wrongfoot him or cause him to trip. 
 
    Isabel started to murmur and he covered her mouth.  
 
    The sound of suppressed gunfire suddenly erupted again, but the curtain wasn’t hit, the shooter aiming elsewhere. Chalky heard wood being shredded over to his right, followed by the tinkling of empty brass shell casings. 
 
    The wing we just left, he thought. He kept going across the back of the stage, praying the boards wouldn’t creak under his feet, trying to keep Isabel quiet as she started murmuring again. 
 
    When they were just two feet from the left side wing, the curtain was suddenly torn up behind them, the shooter firing across it from right to left, shells tinkling again. Chalky immediately dropped, covering Isabel, then heard the gunfire suddenly stop. He also didn’t hear the sound of a reload. 
 
    He’s out, Chalky thought. 
 
    But has he got a back-up? 
 
    He looked at the wings, and decided to shoot out the other green room door lock if that one was locked too, and make a run for the fire escape.  
 
    Then, with a thump, some of the lights came back on, and their return saved Chalky’s life.  
 
    He found himself facing a figure just four feet away who looked as surprised as he did by the sudden return of light; the man had a sharp knife in his right hand, an empty sub-machine gun hanging from a strap on his shoulder, the barrel still smoking.  
 
    Chalky raised his pistol but the stranger anticipated the move and kicked out, sending the weapon spinning across the stage. The figure then pulled back his arm to throw the knife, but Chalky was already hurling himself forward, catching the man unawares and as he knocked him backwards to the floor, got a decent look at him for the first time.  
 
    Extremely tall, black haired, pitch dark eyes set deep in an angular face.  
 
    Chalky braced himself as he saw the man leap to his feet and pull his arm back again, ready to throw the blade, but before he could complete the action, spun as a shot rang out, a bullet grazing his shoulder before punching another hole in the rear curtain.  
 
    One of the guards, Chalky thought in relief, presumably the same person who’d turned the lights back on. Chalky saw the tall man whip around and throw his knife in the direction of the gunfire in a blur, a whump and gargle coming from somewhere in the theater.  
 
    The tall man turned to face Chalky and drew another blade from a belt harness he was wearing, but then froze as both men heard shouts of ‘NYPD!’.  
 
    He stared at the unarmed Chalky, and then at Isabel behind the policeman, indecision written on his face.  
 
    Then as the door to the theater opened, he ran down the stairs to the green room.  
 
    Torn between chasing after him and remaining to protect Issy, Chalky scrambled over to the pistol and scooped it up, realising only one option made sense.  
 
    ‘Police!’ a voice called. 
 
    ‘Here!’ Chalky shouted back, kneeling beside Issy, his hearing still ringing from the gunshots. The eleven year old girl was conscious again, but was looking at him in confusion, blinking, with no idea of what had just happened. ‘He went that way, down those stairs!’ he told two officers from the 10th Precinct, who ran down the aisles towards the stage, service weapons up. They already knew who he was. 
 
    One of them remained on stage with Chalky and Isabel as the other went to the stairs. He crept down the flight, then saw a set of keys dangling from the lock in the door, and looking into the green room, saw the fire exit door was open. 
 
    The man was gone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    ELEVEN 
 
    ‘The entire 10th Precinct is looking for him,’ Marquez said forty minutes later, walking into the hallway of the performing arts school where she met up with Josh and Shepherd. Archer and Chalky were in the theater, talking with detectives while the bodies of the two dead guards and the one upstairs in the instrument closet were being examined and photographed. Ledger was at the Bureau with Ethan, liaising with the 114th about what had been found in the basement of Vargas’ apartment. ‘We got a description now, at least. APB went out all over Manhattan for that asshole.’ 
 
    ‘The other kids?’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘Bussed to the 10th’s Precinct house. Their parents are on their way over. Some have already arrived.’ 
 
    ‘Press?’ 
 
    ‘They heard there was an incident from our scanners, and the APB, but they don’t know exactly what’s gone down yet. Just that there was an incident at the school which resulted in the deaths of three people.’ 
 
    ‘Statements concerning the guards’ deaths are gonna be released by nightfall,’ Shepherd said. ‘On top of all the other crap we’re dealing with, we get a nice big beacon of media attention drawn to this goddamn case. Just what Isabel needs right now. And God knows how the other kids’ families are gonna react.’ 
 
    ‘And three men don’t get to go home to their families tonight,’ Josh said as Shepherd nodded, acknowledging the real tragedy of the day. Down the corridor, Marquez saw Isabel sitting on a chair, Vargas perched on another beside her, watching as her adopted daughter was checked over by a paramedic. Vargas had seen her partner reappear and whispered something to Issy, leaving her in the care of the paramedic who knelt on one knee beside the girl, chatting to her in soothing tones as she continued to check her over.  
 
    Shepherd looked beyond the medical professional, and was reassured to see armed officers guarding all entrances and exits, as ordered.  
 
    Leaving Isabel alone, even for a second, felt like a risk. 
 
    ‘How’s she doing?’ Marquez asked Vargas as she joined them. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t know where she is, who we are, or her name. It’ll come back. But it’s always scary when she has a fit.’ 
 
    ‘Injuries?’ Marquez asked, watching the paramedic.  
 
    ‘Inside of her mouth is chewed up and she pulled one of her hamstrings. Photosensitivity triggers seizures in only three percent of epilepsy sufferers.’ Vargas ran her hands through her hair worriedly. ‘Unfortunately, Issy’s in the three per cent.’ 
 
    ‘I thought she was religious about taking her medication?’ Marquez said. ‘I know you never let her miss a tablet.’ 
 
    ‘Just found out she’s been trying to do without them lately. Told me she’s been throwing them in the trash.’ 
 
    ‘Why would she do that?’ 
 
    Vargas sighed. ‘Said she wants to feel normal.’  
 
    ‘Guess she learned her lesson,’ Marquez replied quietly, looking over at the child. 
 
    ‘Whoever he is, he knows her medical status somehow,’ Shepherd said, as Vargas saw the door to the school open and the Police Department therapist assigned to the CT Bureau walk in, a woman called DiGregorio. ‘And this was his second, back-up attempt. He didn’t expect his first try to miss at the fair, but he had that bed booby-trapped as a safeguard. When he realised that failed too, he came here to finish her off. All indications are he had these other plans set up and ready to execute, if needed.’  
 
    ‘He’s on a mission,’ Josh said quietly. 
 
    ‘And he’s toying with her,’ Marquez replied. ‘The strobe light wasn’t necessary. It feels like he was trying to make her suffer,’ she added, echoing Chalky’s words from the night before in the bar with Archer. 
 
    ‘He’s succeeding,’ Vargas muttered, looking back at the still-recovering young girl down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    Inside the auditorium, Archer was on his haunches beside the second dead guard, keeping his knees off the floor and with blue booties on his feet so as to not risk contaminating the scene, which was a gruesome one. CSU had removed the knife which had killed the man, and with the weapon safely stowed in an evidence bag, an investigator passed it to Archer, his hands protected by latex gloves.  
 
    Archer examined the blade in the bag, then at the damage to the man’s throat. It had hit him front on, right through the Adam’s apple. The stairs around him were drenched with blood. 
 
    ‘What was his name?’ 
 
    ‘Karl Dolloway,’ the investigator said. ‘Head of security says he’d worked with him for almost ten years. Guy upstairs dumped in the closet was John Patrick Ianetti. Former cop from Rhode Island. Moved down here with his wife when she enrolled in culinary school. He had a set of keys on him; included two for the theater. Your guy killed him, took the keys and must’ve locked the doors each side of the stage to make sure the girl couldn’t escape.’ The investigator glanced across the theater, at two of his colleagues. ‘Man’s name who took the triple tap to the face was Luke Rizzo. Bronx kid. Worked NYPD for four years before taking the security job.’  
 
    Archer looked at the blade, Chalky also checking it out from his position at the end of a row of seats; he was wearing gloves and booties too.  
 
    ‘Describe him again,’ the investigator asked Chalky. ‘The man you saw.’ 
 
    ‘Most memorable thing was, he’s really tall. Had to be six foot seven or six eight.’ His description reminded Archer of that camera footage from 38th, that figure walking down the street last night in cap and aviators but who never reappeared.  
 
    He’d been around that height.  
 
    Archer looked at the stage, which was being photographed, numbered evidence cards being placed everywhere there were bullet holes and shell casings. ‘Disciplined bursts, nothing wild,’ Chalky continued. ‘When he was on stage, he dropped this guard with one knife, just when the man had fired on him. Bullet might’ve grazed him, but not sure.’ 
 
    Archer looked at the stage. ‘He hit him with the blade, from that angle?’  
 
    Chalky nodded. ‘A hard throw. Very hard.’ 
 
    ‘His face?’ 
 
    ‘Sharp cheekbones. Dark eyes. Lean. His teeth weren’t good. Yellow, and crooked.’ Chalky thought back. ‘Something else too, related to that. Another detail. Doesn’t really help us, but saw it when he was standing in front of us on the stage, the second before the guard showed up.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘He was grinning.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Franklin called me last night and said someone went after Isabel at a fair,’ Dr DiGregorio said, having shaken hands with the members of Shepherd’s team in the main corridor. She’d been one of the people who’d helped the child deal psychologically with the aftermath of her previous traumas, beginning with the death of her family and continuing with that day a few years ago on the Upper West Side in Harlem. ‘I came into the Bureau this morning to see him, and he told me there was another attempt at your home last night, Alice. And now this?’ 
 
    ‘I know. It’s crazy. This is a shock for all of us.’ 
 
    ‘She needs to go into Wit-Sec immediately.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely not.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Last time that happened to her, a lot of good people died. You know that, Doc.’  
 
    ‘I also know this: in the last…eighteen hours, someone has tried to kill her three times. She isn’t a hardened cop or a DEVGRU soldier, Detectives. This child is eleven years old. I’ve been amazed at her resilience so far, but I don’t know how much more she can take. And if she breaks, there’s no guarantee we’ll ever be able to repair the damage.’ 
 
    ‘She goes into Wit-Sec, people are going to die,’ Vargas repeated.  
 
    ‘People are already dying, Al,’ Marquez replied.  
 
    ‘Maybe you need to think about leaving the city,’ DiGregorio told Vargas. 
 
    ‘I can’t take time out at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, for good.’ 
 
    The group fell silent at that. The detectives looked at DiGregorio, then at each other.  
 
    ‘I know you were born and raised in California, Alice. A relocation to that side of the country could be just the answer for the child. A fresh start, three thousand miles from where her father made so many enemies. Because this has to be related to him. Some old opponent, wanting to take shots at his kid.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve spent the last several years trying to give her a sense of normalcy,’ Vargas said. ‘Issy saw her entire family get slaughtered, had another group try to kill her before she could make it to court and now this, after we thought it was all over? It’s a miracle she’s even functional as a human being and not in a padded white room hugging her knees. She’s an extraordinary girl.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. She is.’  
 
    ‘So, if we yank her out now, I think she’ll give up. Wondering, what’s been the point? She already struggles with feeling like an outsider. Who’s to say they wouldn’t follow us there too, anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Whoever is doing this can afford to miss. You don’t get a second chance. They succeed, she dies.’  
 
     Di Gregorio moved away from the team, approached Isabel and pulling up a chair beside the girl, held her hand while talking to her. Shepherd and the others watched, then making sure one of the 10th Precinct cops was on guard and knew where they were going, walked into the auditorium, seeing Archer and Chalky now on the stage. As Shepherd led Vargas and Marquez down the opposite aisle, using the one free of investigators, the detectives saw up close the damage the gunfire had wreaked on the wooden floor and rear curtain, which was now chewed up and badly torn. 
 
    The place reeked of gun smoke, copper and fear.  
 
    Whoever is doing this can afford to miss, Vargas heard DiGregorio’s voice again in her mind. You don’t get a second chance.  
 
    They succeed.  
 
    She dies. 
 
      
 
    ‘Thoughts,’ Shepherd asked, after filling Archer and Chalky in on what Di Gregorio had just said. The team had gathered on an undamaged section of the stage, investigators working behind and around them. ‘Floor’s open. What do we do?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe the doc’s got a point,’ Marquez said to Vargas. ‘You should consider leaving the city.’ 
 
    ‘For now, right?’ Archer said.  
 
    ‘Doc Gregorio suggested for good,’ Josh told him. 
 
    ‘You serious?’ Vargas said to Marquez. ‘Thought you were meant to have my back, partner.’ 
 
    ‘You think I want you to leave?’ Marquez replied vehemently. ‘That any of us do? But I don’t want to be standing beside you looking down at her corpse. Or yours. For whatever reason, this man Chalky fought off has made it clear he’s gonna go through anyone to try to get to her.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s the solution?’ Vargas said. ‘Run away?’  
 
    ‘Get her out of here,’ Marquez said. ‘Go live somewhere safe.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s safe, Lis?’ Vargas said. ‘This guy could track us, wherever we end up. And I don’t wanna go. Neither will she. Plus we won’t have you guys.’ 
 
    ‘I agree,’ Archer said quietly. ‘He’d find them and they’ll be way more vulnerable on their own. A guy coming at her this hard won’t just quit. And we don’t know who’s behind this yet. If it’s someone her father crossed, we have no idea of their reach.’ 
 
    ‘So what do we do?’ Josh asked. ‘First time, she only survived because she turned her head. Second time because Sam saw something out of place under Issy’s bed. This one was because Chalky was there, and the man still killed three people in the attempt. What the hell’s he planning next? Because he’ll have something. We can be as sure of that as the sun going down.’ 
 
    As the group stood in a circle near the centre of the stage, Chalky was looking at the set and props around them. He’d stayed quiet, knowing this was the NYPD’s show, not his, but then glanced up at the lights, the spotlight shot out from where he’d killed the strobe, a CSU investigator visible in the control booth as he took fingerprints and bagged the shell casings littering the floor up there. 
 
    ‘There’s one thing we could try,’ he said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Was I unclear in what I wanted?’ a voice snapped down the phone, somewhere across the city. ‘Why am I hearing reports from my guy that she’s still alive?’ 
 
    ‘You got someone watching me?’ 
 
    ‘I want confirmation.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bring you her head, like you asked.’ 
 
    ‘So you keep telling me.’ 
 
    ‘No-one’s got this brat yet, for a good reason,’ the tall man from the theater said. ‘She’s lucky, and she’s surrounded by cops constantly. This group seem like they’ve got their shit together.’ 
 
    ‘So do you, supposedly. And they can’t be with her all the time. Pick your goddamn moment and stop playing games. Just shoot her in the head.’  
 
    From his temporary hideout, the tall man looked at the news, which was covering the mini manhunt in Manhattan, the NYPD clearly pulling out all the stops to find him. The banner below also referenced tomorrow’s Independence Day celebrations, when most of the country would have the day off work to celebrate. ‘Relax, and lemme work. Tomorrow’s July 4th.’ 
 
    ‘So what?’ the man at the other end snapped. 
 
    ‘Entire city’s gonna be on vacation. Eight million partying New Yorkers out there to blend into.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever. Just get it done. We want her dead by the end of the day.’ 
 
    ‘She will be.’ His eyes stayed on the TV screen. ‘That’s a promise.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWELVE 
 
    The next morning, at Archer’s apartment, Chalky was sipping a mug of coffee in silence as Sam finished getting ready for the day. He was rechecking the magazines for his Sig Sauer and pushed the 9mm bullets back into the last mag, accompanied by a click as each shell was loaded. Once finished, he put two in their holder on his belt and slotted the last one into the Sig, holstering it and checking the safety before rising to join Chalky, who was watching the TV.  
 
    The three guards’ deaths at the theater in Chelsea was still a major headline on the news, reports saying the search for the killer was ongoing. Fortunately they hadn’t linked Isabel to the shootings yet but knew it was probably only a matter of time before one of the parents coughed up that information. Chalky changed the channel, which switched to a far more upbeat Good Morning America segment, as Kelly Ripa and the ex-NFL player Michael Strahan presented the show from their studio in Manhattan. The audience erupted as some up-and-coming Hollywood actress came out to promote a new movie, dressed in a stars and stripes dress and waving a small flag, giving a wide smile before shaking Kelly and Michael’s hands.  
 
    As the actress settled into her seat and the interview started, Archer checked the time, then took his car keys off the kitchen counter before turning off the TV. ‘Briefing’s in thirty.’  
 
    Chalky nodded and tipped back his coffee, finishing it. ‘OK. Let’s go.’ 
 
      
 
    Ledger had already arrived, and was sitting in silence beside Isabel, who’d slept at the police base on a put-up bed, Vargas on a couch beside her. Every member of the team had offered to house them while their apartment building was still under investigation, but Vargas had wanted them to stay here in the secure CT base, surrounded by law-enforcement. It was the only place she felt Issy was completely safe right now. 
 
    She’d stepped out to get them all breakfast, leaving Ledger on watch, who’d noticed Isabel studying him. There was an underlying reason for the former soldier turned NYPD detective’s aloof persona. Although his family hadn’t been violently killed like Issy’s, he’d suffered years of physical abuse during his early childhood, so understood some of her fears and traumas better than others might. He still bore the scars from cigarette burns and beatings with a belt buckle to validate that.  
 
    Unsure of how to react to the girl’s unwavering and curious stare, he spotted a box of donuts from the day before on the table to his left, the sugar having melted and glazed inside the selection. He picked it up and offered it to her.  
 
    She glanced over the selection, then tilted her head, looking back at him with raised eyebrows.  
 
    Which one? the gesture said.  
 
    He pointed at a donut with a hole in the middle and no filling. She smiled and shook her head. 
 
    He pointed at another. A maple bacon. She wrinkled her nose. Nah.  
 
    He pointed at one packed with jelly and pink frosting with sprinkles, and she screwed up her face in disgust. He took it out of the box and took a slow, decadent bite, theatrically chewing and closing his eyes as if he couldn’t believe how delicious it was. She seemed about to laugh, then covered her mouth. He smiled back then opened his, showing her the chewed up donut. That caused her to giggle, the first noise in the exchange between them. 
 
    ‘Morning, Harry,’ Shepherd said, walking into the room and ending the brief exchange between them. Ledger snapped his mouth shut and rose quickly before nodding to his team sergeant. ‘Morning, Issy,’ Shepherd added. ‘Did you sleep OK?’ 
 
    She nodded, as other people entered the Conference room behind Shepherd. Marquez walked over and gave the girl a hug, while Josh held up his large hand and slapped palms with her much smaller one, the big man from New Orleans then ruffling her hair gently. ‘Hey kiddo,’ Karen Bridges from Hendricks’ team said to Isabel, she and her partner Phillips the last to enter the room behind Vargas, Archer and Chalky. ‘Want to come eat some breakfast with us downstairs? Mikey picked up some bagels. Heard you like cinnamon raisin and peanut butter. Guess what we’ve got.’ 
 
    Issy glanced at Vargas, who nodded. ‘It’s OK. We’ll be right here, Is. Go with them.’ 
 
    She nodded to Bridges and Phillips, who led the girl out of the room, Issy going slowly, her pulled hamstring causing her to limp.  
 
    Once they were gone, Archer closed the door behind him and the team settled around the room; Shepherd went to the front and nodded to Ethan, who put an operation plan on the main screen, drawn up last night as a result of Chalky’s idea. 
 
    ‘How we catch a killer on July 4th in New York City,’ Shepherd told the room. ‘Listen up.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Alright, I want feedback,’ he said, finishing outlining the idea a few minutes later. ‘Opinions around the table and be honest. The stakes here are huge. Sam, you first.’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s a good plan,’ Archer said, after a pause. ‘We’re running out of choices. This could give us back the advantage.’ 
 
    ‘Lis?’ Shepherd asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t like it,’ Marquez said. ‘At all. First reason, how little time we have to set up. Second, having the girl in public again, in a crowd? And third, the consequences if we don’t play the right hand.’ 
 
    ‘You heard DiGregorio yesterday. She was emphasising keeping routine and a sense of normality for her. All her friends are going down to Coney Island, so it’s natural she would go too. Neither the kid or Alice can stay locked up in this building forever,’ he pointed out. 
 
    ‘She can until we catch a break in the case,’ Marquez replied. ‘It’s gonna take the set designers at the school in Chelsea two weeks to fix the bullet-holes in the stage, replace the curtain, repair the light, shot-up wings and control booth, and clean the blood off the stairs. Knives being thrown? Home-made booby-traps? Attacks on theaters? We got no idea what this guy could come up with next. There’s no coming back from this if we get it wrong.’ 
 
    ‘CSU said they managed to get a partial print from one of the knives in Issy’s bed,’ Shepherd said. ‘Might not even be his, but if it is and he’s on file, I’m hoping we won’t need to even consider this plan. If we can get a firm ID, and with Chalky’s description, we stand a chance of catching this son of a bitch before the end of the day. Or at least finding out who he is.’ 
 
    ‘And if we don’t?’ Ledger asked. 
 
    ‘Then this is an alternative.’ He looked at Josh. ‘Big man?’ 
 
    ‘You know how I feel about putting children at risk, boss,’ he said. ‘Same as you do. There must be other ways. We just need more time.’ 
 
    ‘If we can pull this off, that’s exactly what we’ll get.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have a good feeling about it. Putting her out in public at a time like this.’ 
 
    ‘We have all the resources we need to protect her. Jake and his people are handling our caseload, and Franklin said we can get additional back-up if and when we need it.’  
 
    ‘We can’t afford to mess this up,’ Josh said.  
 
    ‘I know,’ Shepherd replied. ‘Harry?’ 
 
    ‘I like it,’ Ledger said. ‘We’ll nail him to the wall if we do this right.’ 
 
    ‘Alice? Your vote counts the most here.’ 
 
    She sighed. ‘Lis is right. It’s so risky.’  
 
    ‘I know. But my opinion is, we have to do this. Even if she’s in here for the next month, he’d find a way to get to her eventually. She can’t stay in here forever. The way he operates…he feels different, this man.’ Chalky nodded, as Shepherd’s attention shifted to him. ‘This was your plan, Officer. You still like it after hearing the operation outline?’ 
 
    ‘I do, but I’m not part of your team. This is your call.’ 
 
    ‘You’re part of it today,’ Shepherd said. ‘She’d be dead if it wasn’t for your actions yesterday. You might not be armed, but I want you right there with us.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Then yeah,’ Chalky said. ‘I’m in. Tell me what you need me to do.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t do majority votes,’ Shepherd said, looking at Marquez and Josh. ‘If we’re not all on board, we don’t do this. Yes or no?’ 
 
    There was a long pause. Marquez had risen from her chair during the conversation, and was standing by the doorway, her arms folded, her head down as she listened. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said quietly. ‘Reluctantly. But yes.’ 
 
    Josh nodded beside her. ‘OK. Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Call in Sergeant Hicks from ESU,’ Shepherd told Ethan. ‘His team need to be briefed on what we’re planning.’ He looked at Vargas. ‘This is preparation. We’ll scope out the boardwalk and you get the final say. You don’t like it for any reason, we pull the plug and think of something else.’ 
 
    ‘What about authorisation from up top?’ Josh asked. 
 
    ‘I already presented the operation to Franklin this morning. He didn’t like it. Thought it was crazy risky, but I eventually managed to convince him otherwise. He says he needs approval from higher up though and we can’t move until we’ve got it.’ 
 
    ‘I can see why,’ Archer said. ‘We get this wrong, the fall-out will be huge.’ 
 
    ‘Franklin’s taking it up the chain and I’ve got a meeting with one of the Department Chiefs in thirty minutes. But let’s get things in motion beforehand, anyway, in the hope we get it. You’re both right,’ he told Josh and Marquez. ‘We don’t have much time to set the trap.’  
 
    ‘And we can’t afford to lose the bait,’ Marquez said quietly, looking through the glass door and down through the gaps in the side of the walkway.  
 
    Issy was eating breakfast with Bridges and Phillips at their desks downstairs, with no idea yet what they had planned for her today. 
 
    Or how life-changing it was going to prove to be. 
 
      
 
    ‘You two swapping policework for stand-up comedy?’ the Department Chief asked Shepherd, inside Franklin’s office thirty minutes later. The Chief was in jeans and a shirt, an unlit cigar in his top pocket. He’d come in on his day off, and it didn’t take Holmes and Watson to deduce he wasn’t thrilled about it. ‘You’re outta your mind, Sergeant. And you too, Lieutenant. Thanks for wasting my time. I’m gonna be late hosting a cookout because of this bullshit.’ 
 
    ‘We’re serious, Chief,’ Franklin told him. ‘This man has tried to kill this child three times in the past thirty six hours-’ 
 
    ‘Just her? He opened fire inside a school filled with students,’ the Chief snapped, glaring at the two men. ‘We’ve had lawyers working all night trying to come up with a way to avoid us getting sued out the ass for putting them in that kind of danger. It’s a miracle none of those kids were killed. And we’ve still got three grieving families of guards who he murdered. They’ve got every right to take us to court for negligence and not taking suitable steps to protect them knowing there was a risk. Now you want to expose this girl in a crowd of thousands of people for the maniac to take another shot? You gotta be kidding me.’ 
 
    ‘If this works…’ 
 
    ‘It won’t work.’ 
 
    ‘I think it can.’ 
 
    ‘I put ink on these papers, I’d be signing this child’s death warrant.’ 
 
    ‘They can get this man, Chief,’ Franklin insisted. ‘I know Shep’s team. And they need to catch this guy, otherwise he’s gonna succeed sooner or later.’ 
 
    ‘You’re both insane,’ he snapped. ‘And you should be keeping your head down, Sergeant,’ he told Shepherd, glaring at him. ‘After that shit during the power outage in May, we’ve been getting chewed to pieces by the press. A lot of the city think we’re either all taking bribes, falsifying evidence, stealing it or can’t be assed to report any colleague who might be dirty. Think a kid getting killed on July 4th in a public place under our watch is what we need right now?’ 
 
    ‘It was my people who unearthed that corruption,’ Franklin reminded him. ‘I also lost one of my best detectives doing it. We needed to catch this guy yesterday. Today’s already too late.’ 
 
    ‘And you think this is the best way to accomplish that? By serving this child up with a target painted on her chest?’ 
 
    ‘It might not even be necessary. If it comes to that, she’ll be exposed for ten or twenty minutes, at most, with a ring of steel around her. We’re currently working with some prints lifted from one of the scenes. If we can ID this guy, none of this will be necessary.’ 
 
    ‘You fully realise the potential cost of this?’ the Chief said. ‘Are you ready to live with that if he does get her?’ 
 
    ‘We figure this is the best way to prevent that. Put a stop to all the attempts on her life, for good. But to achieve that, she’s gotta be out in the open for a short time. And with our plan…’ 
 
    The Chief shook his head.  
 
    But there was a long pause. 
 
    ‘I can’t get this green lit myself,’ he said eventually. ‘I need to bring it to the other Chiefs.’ He impaled the two men with a look. ‘This goes wrong, it’s on you two. Badges in the trash, reputations destroyed. We’ll hang your asses out to dry.’ 
 
    ‘We know,’ Franklin said quietly. 
 
    ‘You better. You people have done good work in the past, I’ll give you that,’ the Chief said, taking out his cell before walking to the door. ‘It’s the only reason I’m prepared to pass this up the line. But you better all be as good as you think you are,’ he told the two men as he left. 
 
    Neither Franklin or Shepherd replied. 
 
    Much as they didn’t want to admit it, they knew the man was right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
    ‘Where’d he get this map?’ Josh asked, stationed at CSU’s lab in Queens later that morning with Marquez alongside him. Inside some evidence bags were the singed pieces of paper found in Vargas’ apartment building basement, including the edge of the Chelsea theater school schematic where Isabel had been attacked.  
 
    ‘I checked, and the school has it on their website,’ Marquez said. ‘He must’ve printed one off.’ 
 
    ‘We’re focusing on getting you a lead from the knives and springs from the child’s bed,’ a CSU investigator in the room told them. ‘But we found part of a receipt in the trash can. He bought two sets of six blades, three days ago.’ 
 
    ‘We know what store?’ she replied. 
 
    The investigator shook her head. ‘Just that he made the purchase Saturday July 1st, at 1:32pm. Rest of the receipt was torched, but it looks like it came from a bigger chain. Mom and pop stores often have more basic receipts. And he might’ve bought other things with the blades. We don’t know.’  
 
    ‘Saturday. So he picked the items up day before the carnival,’ Josh said. ‘Means the bed attack was always the back-up plan.’ 
 
    ‘Where would you purchase garage door springs?’ Marquez asked. ‘Any home depot store, I guess, right?’  
 
    Josh nodded. ‘Or a specialist place.’ 
 
    She glanced at her watch. ‘Let’s make some calls to the main stores in the Queens area. Ain’t certain he bought the knives in the city, might’ve arrived in town on Saturday night or Sunday morning, but I’ll stack chips on the fact he didn’t want to carry all this stuff too far.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe we’ll score big and find he purchased all these things at the same time,’ Josh replied. ‘And we know the specific time of the transaction. That makes this easier.’ 
 
    Marquez thought of the consequence if they didn’t succeed, of Issy being used in their planned operation as bait. ‘So let’s get to it,’ she said, taking out her phone. 
 
      
 
    One of the focal points of New York City’s July 4th celebrations was the peninsular neighborhood of Coney Island, located in the Lower Bay area of the southwestern tip of Brooklyn. A hot-spot during the warmer months, Coney Island had two amusement parks with rides, numerous bars and restaurants, boardwalk games and several sand beaches, a few of which were private but others accessible to the public. 
 
    People were out in force today. Families, couples, tourists and locals were moving back and forth from the beach or playing games on the midway, signs of sunburn already evident on the unwary. ‘USA! USA!’ some college-age young men chanted, moving down the boardwalk, dressed in red, white and blue boardshorts and vest tops. The food and drink venues had a constant stream of customers, and street vendors were doing a roaring trade in ice cream, cotton candy, burgers and other snacks. 
 
    ‘No sign of our guy yet,’ Archer said to Chalky, the two men standing on the boardwalk scoping the place out. ‘I’m not seeing anyone near as tall as you described.’ 
 
    ‘Why would he follow us down here? He’s probably not watching us. He wants the girl.’  
 
    ‘But we stopped him, twice. We keep doing that, we’re gonna catch his interest. He’ll want to make sure we’re nowhere near when he tries again.’ 
 
    Chalky nodded, continuing to scan the crowd around them. ‘How many people are gonna come through here before nightfall?’  
 
    ‘Over a hundred thousand, Marquez told me. That’s before the fireworks later, too.’ Archer looked past his friend at some clean up going on behind the Nathan’s hot dog stand, a large crowd that had gathered to watch the annual hot dog eating contest beginning to disperse, the TV crews who’d been filming it wrapping up. A large screen set up in a bar on their right showed replays of the number one pick having apparently defended his title. He was American, which had gone down well with the crowd. ‘You should’ve entered, the speed you eat,’ Archer told his friend, the pair watching twenty seconds or so of the clip; Chalky smiled but both men quickly switched their attention back to the crowd.  
 
    Everywhere they looked were people wearing red, white and blue, stars and stripes on clothing or hats, everyone enjoying the carnival atmosphere.  
 
    If the CT Bureau’s team operation was fully approved, Isabel was set to be among them. 
 
    As bait. 
 
      
 
    ‘What time was this purchase made?’ the man at the other end of the phone said, an employee from Home Depot’s national customer service helpline.  
 
    ‘1.32pm,’ Marquez told him. ‘Two sets of knives, maybe a box of garage springs too. Would it be recorded in the system?’ 
 
    ‘Should be. You don’t know for sure if this individual bought these items from one of our chains?’ 
 
    ‘No. But you got an outlet close by our target area, so it’s possible.’ 
 
    ‘There are hundreds of hardware stores in New York City, Detective. Big chains like us and then the smaller guys. This won’t be easy.’ 
 
    ‘I’m aware of that. But we gotta start somewhere, so I’m starting with you. I can email you a composite sketch of what the suspect looks like. Can you forward it to the stores after you call them and explain?’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’ 
 
    ‘Even if he doesn’t show on CCTV or the purchase isn’t on the register, get management to ask cashiers and employees working that day and time if any of them recall a man resembling the drawing, buying knives or springs from them.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll serve a lot of customers.’ 
 
    ‘This guy’s someone they should remember. He’s tall. Six foot seven or eight.’ 
 
    ‘Lot of cashiers are off for the holiday. Someone not in store right now might’ve rung his order.’ 
 
    Marquez rolled her eyes and bit back a sharp comment. ‘Just get them to ask around and hit me back if you get something,’ she said impatiently before ending the call. After emailing the composite to the address the man had provided, she leaned back in her chair and looked at Josh. 
 
    ‘Just made the same dial to Walmart and Kmart,’ he said. ‘Sent them the description.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing?’ 
 
    ‘Nada.’ 
 
    ‘Guy from Home Depot made the point, there are hundreds of stores in the city that could sell shit like this. He might’ve bought them from some hole-in-the-wall place anywhere in the city.’ 
 
    She looked at the phone, then at the time, which was moving on towards 4pm. 
 
    ‘C’mon. Someone give us a break here.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Minutes continued to tick by, sliding into hours, and tension was rising. Approval hadn’t come from the senior NYPD leadership yet for the proposed operation, and the day was drawing on, the sun starting to go down, casting its dying rays over the festivities.  
 
    However, nature’s show was lost on Vargas. She’d come down to Coney Island to join Archer on reconnaissance detail, Chalky having gone back to the Bureau to see if he could help improve on the composite drawing of the suspect. Her ex-boyfriend couldn’t recall ever having seen her look so nervous. 
 
    They’d only just met up and exchanged a few words when Archer’s cell rang. ‘We’re not getting shit over here,’ Marquez said, Shepherd patched into the call. ‘We’re putting the search for the flytrap parts out to every general hardware store we can think of, but no-one’s got a man matching our description buying any of that stuff on our time-stamp.’ 
 
    ‘Any sightings around the city from the APB?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Shepherd replied. ‘If the green light comes though and we’re gonna set this up, we’ve got to do it soon.’ He swore. ‘I wanted this done in daylight.’ 
 
    ‘We need more time, boss,’ Marquez told him. ‘If we get an ID, we can keep her out of this and go after this asshole.’ 
 
    ‘We get authorisation from the top, I’m proceeding.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing from the lab?’ Vargas asked anxiously, as Archer put his cell away. 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    She swore, her agitation clear. ‘Do we understand what we’re doing here?’ 
 
    ‘We need to lure him out. Or this just keeps happening until he succeeds.’ He glanced at her. ‘And unless we catch him, he will eventually. We both know that.’ 
 
    Vargas swallowed. ‘I can’t lose her,’ she said quietly, her voice breaking, her throat tight. 
 
    ‘He’s not gonna get her. We won’t let him.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘We’ve been here before, right?’ 
 
    She looked up at him and managed a shaky smile. ‘Unfortunately. Yeah.’ 
 
    People cheered nearby as a person on stilts dressed as Abraham Lincoln walked past juggling, the last rays of the sun casting a golden light over everything, making the fear in Vargas’ brown eyes even more evident.  
 
    Their phones didn’t ring and the minutes continued to tick past. 
 
      
 
    At the Bureau HQ, Chalky was sitting with Isabel, who’d just been taken through their plan again by Shepherd and what part she was going to be asked to play. They’d been very careful to make it absolutely clear that this would only happen if she felt up to it. A team leader from ESU, Sergeant Michael Hicks, was also in the room with them, his team briefed and ready to go. 
 
    ‘You sure you can do this?’ Shepherd asked the girl. 
 
    ‘I guess. Vargas said it’d help.’ 
 
    ‘It will. It’ll just be like being on stage,’ Chalky told her. ‘Don’t let anyone see you’re afraid. Pretend it’s all normal.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s not, is it? He could throw a knife at me again or something. Or fire a gun.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why we’re all going to be there.’ 
 
    ‘Might be too late for me. I’ll be dead.’ 
 
    ‘We won’t let that happen,’ Shepherd said. ‘You won’t see it but there’ll be a circle of protection around you. If this works, we can get this man. And then you’ll be safe.’ 
 
    ‘Alice said you thought you might have something on him.’ 
 
    Shepherd glanced at the clock. ‘Some investigators with Marquez and Josh are trying to get a result for us right now.’ 
 
    ‘We need an answer from-’ Hicks started, but then Shepherd’s cell started to ring. He looked at it, seeing Franklin’s name, who’d gone to the meeting of the Department heads to represent Shep and his team. He answered. 
 
      
 
    ‘Department gave the go-ahead,’ he told Archer moments later in a fresh call, who’d put his phone on speaker so Vargas could listen, their heads close together so they could hear above the noise around them. ‘Isabel’s agreed, and ESU are getting into position.’  
 
    Archer checked his watch; Shepherd had given Marquez and Josh an extra twenty minutes over the forty he’d already allocated before Shepherd made his decision, but neither of them had been in touch.  
 
    No leads. No breaks.  
 
    So it was back to Plan A. 
 
    ‘It’s your call,’ Archer said to Vargas. She looked around them at the midway, taking in the crowds of people and the noise as festivities continued.  
 
    She took a deep breath and looked at him. 
 
    ‘OK. Bring her down.  
 
    ‘Operation is a go,’ Archer told Shepherd over the phone.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
    Warm darkness had descended like a cloak over the city; however, the celebrations at Coney Island were only just heating up, with waves of people continuing to roll in like surf on the beach, many of them establishing their place on the sand for the firework display that was due to start in twenty minutes or so. Bars and restaurants already busy were getting even busier, while media crews were gathering to film the fireworks and crowd reaction. 
 
    Isabel had just arrived with Chalky and was now standing beside Vargas on the boardwalk, all of them hearing the distant bangs from other people’s firework displays around the five boroughs, revellers passing by either side as Archer and Chalky watched from less than thirty feet away. Archer had an earpiece and small wireless mic clipped to the collar of his shirt, his right hand never straying far from his Sig Sauer pistol, as he constantly monitored everyone around them. Chalky wasn’t carrying, but he wasn’t planning to let that stop him; the team had told him as the only person who’d seen Issy’s attacker, it was important he was there. 
 
    ‘Any sign of him?’ Archer asked his friend, looking around at the brightly-lit boardwalk. 
 
    ‘None. But he’s got to stand out.’ Chalky replied as he scanned the crowds. ‘That son of a bitch was tall. He can’t just blend in.’ 
 
    ‘He managed it at the carnival,’ Archer said, picking up on the fresh note of tension he heard in his friend’s voice. This whole operation had been Chalky’s idea after all and Archer knew he’d be feeling the weight of responsibility.  
 
    Archer looked back at Isabel, who alongside Vargas, was doing her best acting job and trying to look as if she was having a good time.  
 
    He felt acid churn in his gut. 
 
    This was starting to feel like staking out a lamb to catch a lion. 
 
      
 
    ‘Rifle 1, report,’ ESU Sergeant Hicks ordered over the radio. 
 
    ‘In position,’ a sharpshooter said into his mic from where he’d set up on a roof several hundred yards away, Ledger beside him watching the boardwalk through field glasses. Although darkness was now descending, the whole area was well illuminated so the NYPD cops and ESU had a clear view of their target area. The officer beside Ledger was tucked in behind a Remington M24 rifle, but they were on overwatch more than anything else right now. With the crowds on the midway and on the sand, every bullet fired could potentially hit a bystander, and there were hundreds of people down there, many of them kids, which was precisely why the Department Chiefs had been so reluctant to give permission for the operation to go ahead. Killing an innocent person while trying to save Isabel would defeat the purpose of all they were trying to achieve.  
 
    Ledger watched Issy through the lens of his field glasses, and thought back to their exchange over the donuts this morning, and the way she’d giggled. Behaving the way a girl her age should behave, not trying to escape a psychopath intent on murdering her. ‘She’s hella exposed,’ the sharpshooter beside him said to Ledger, looking down his scope. The NYPD detective’s own tactical training had never left him, and the ESU rifleman was right. Her position right now was horribly vulnerable. ‘All we’re working on is a sketch and that this prick is tall?’ 
 
    ‘Rifle 2?’ Hicks asked over the radio, cutting in before Ledger could reply. 
 
    ‘In position. No sign of the target.’ 
 
      
 
    At the Queens CSU lab, Josh was looking at the remnants of what had been found in Vargas’ basement as Marquez talked with one of the investigators, both having remained behind in case a lead came through and needed to be followed up immediately.  
 
    Then the computer that had been silently searching the assorted databases made a sound. 
 
    All three of them turned and looked at the screen. The forensic investigator peeled off her gloves, and went across to the computer, examining a profile that had appeared. 
 
    ‘You got a hit,’ she said, turning to look at them as they both jumped up and rushed over. 
 
      
 
    With a screech, the first firework shot up into the air and exploded in a fountain of white stars over Coney Island.  
 
    It raised a round of applause and cheering from the people below as the display began, each firework providing squeals and shouts from the ground as they went off. Archer’s adrenaline and heart rate peaked with each explosion as he moved through the now mostly static crowd, following Vargas and Isabel who were making their way down one of the short wooden piers. ‘Is she OK with the flashes?’ Chalky asked, looking at Isabel, who’d stopped beside Vargas to watch another set of fireworks go off.  
 
    With so many people staring up at the sky, the eleven year old’s lack of attention on the display as she continually glanced around her went unnoticed. 
 
    ‘She took her medication this morning,’ Archer said, not taking his eyes off the crowd, searching for anyone who matched Chalky’s composite sketch. ‘Vargas watched her do i-’ 
 
    ‘We got a result off one of the knives!’ Marquez said over the radio, interrupting him.  
 
    Archer and Chalky saw Vargas put her finger in her ear, stiffening, one hand resting on Issy’s shoulder, the other in a bag slung over her shoulder; she’d also heard Marquez’ words. ‘A store location?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘No, a fingerprint!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Who?’ Shepherd asked. 
 
    ‘Man called Levi Polonsky,’ Marquez read from a printout as she and Josh made their way quickly out of the CSU lab and climbed into their car. They were speeding away down the street within ten seconds of leaving the building. ‘Forty two years old, owns a butcher’s shop on the Upper West Side, lives in the apartment above it.’ 
 
    ‘Record?’  
 
    ‘Charged with a DUI on I-95 and causing a three car pile-up, which is why he’s got a file. But this man is five foot seven,’ she added moments later. ‘He’s not the same person as the guy from the theater.’ 
 
    ‘And his print was on the knives?’ 
 
    ‘On one of the handles.’ 
 
    ‘Do we get the girl off the boardwalk?’ Hicks asked. 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ Shepherd said. ‘Go check it, both of you.’ 
 
      
 
    Marquez and Josh pulled up outside the building six minutes later, their flashing lights cutting down travel time although they’d turned them off as they approached the address. They’d called ESU’s second team for back up, asking them to remain out of sight, not wanting squad cars showing up outside Polonsky’s home or task force officers arriving in trucks to spook him if he was in there. But they’d beaten the team to it.  
 
    ‘Do we wait?’ Josh asked as they arrived.  
 
    ‘We don’t have time,’ Marquez said, drawing her pistol as she got out of the car.  
 
    A minute later, the door to the rear room of the butcher’s shop was smashed back by Josh’s shoulder, the two detectives moving in, both strapped up in vests. They covered each other silently, following the golden rule of house breaching, which was to do the opposite of the person in front of you. If they looked left, you looked right.  
 
    The shop was dark and empty, but a light towards the back was on. Josh pointed towards it and Marquez nodded, indicating silently to her right and a room with a TV, some lamps and a couch. 
 
    She crept in silently then stopped dead.  
 
    There was dried blood all over the floor. 
 
    A trail of it led off down the corridor where Josh had just gone, and the place was a real mess, like there’d been a fight. Empty cans of beer and packets of foodstuffs were spilling out of the trash but her focus was drawn by a closed box in the middle of the floor, among the broken lamps, clutter and damage.  
 
    It was rectangular, about the size and length of a trunk or drinks cooler.  
 
    She could see it was made of carbon graphite, and immediately recognised it for what it was.  
 
    ‘Lis,’ Josh hissed quietly. She turned and moved through the shop towards the back, the blood trail continuing. She felt a sudden chill and saw Josh had opened the door to the walk-in freezer.  
 
    Her colleague was in there staring at something and she saw from his body language it wasn’t good.  
 
    Checking behind her first, she walked forward.  
 
    A man was inside the freezer, hanging from a large meat hook which had been rammed through his upper back, the end projecting out through the right side of his chest. More blood had crystallised as it had run down his body, a frozen pool of it under him.  
 
    He had stab wounds to his neck and body, his dead eyes glazed with ice. Marquez stared at the corpse.  
 
    From the description, it looked like it could be Polonsky.  
 
    ‘Come with me’ she said to Josh, after a few moments. He followed her back into the room and saw the box. 
 
    ‘Don’t touch it,’ he said. ‘Could be rigged.’ 
 
    Marquez walked around to the other side, and found some printing on the side of the case. Her fears confirmed, she looked up at Josh. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Lettering and serial number. For a rifle.’ 
 
      
 
    As fireworks continued to explode overhead, the ESU sharpshooter with Ledger was scanning the boardwalk near the girl. Beside him, the NYPD detective glanced up at the bright multi-colored lights shooting up into the sky.  
 
    He’d been in some tight spots in the past, and was only alive now because he was extremely observant.  
 
    And as a trio of fireworks exploded simultaneously with a crackle and shimmer, something caught his eye at the very edge of his vision.  
 
    There were people on rooftops around them watching the show, some setting off their own crackers and rockets, but in the light of those three bright fireworks from the main display, Ledger had seen a gleam from a rooftop to their east, a hundred and forty so yards away. 
 
    There were no dark shapes standing on that rooftop. 
 
    Marquez’ voice suddenly came over the radio. ‘Our guy’s got a rifle!’  
 
      
 
    The man who’d been trying to kill Isabel had already sighted the ESU shooter on the roof closest to him. Because he had no intention of being shot tonight, he knew the police marksmen needed to be eliminated before he could shoot the child, whose NYPD mother he’d followed down here earlier. He knew the kid would join her sooner or later. 
 
    As he sighted the weapon on the sharpshooter with the spotter beside him, he saw the spotter turn his head and look his way.  
 
    He squeezed the trigger, his own weapon’s report lost in the noise of the fireworks. 
 
      
 
    Ledger’s speed saved the sharpshooter’s life. Recognising the glint off the yellow scope for what it was, the detective rolled, grabbed the sharpshooter’s legs and pulled the man back as hard as he could, falling back as he used all his bodyweight. 
 
    A round pinged into the air vent behind them as the gunshot merged with the fireworks, another following almost immediately. 
 
    ‘He’s got a rifle!’ Marquez said again. ‘Abort the operation! Get her out of there!’  
 
    ‘Contact!’ Ledger said. ‘He’s on a roofto-’ 
 
      
 
    Then Isabel was shot. 
 
    As Vargas turned on the boardwalk, her left hand remaining in her bag as the other gripped her daughter’s hand even tighter, Issy was hit twice in the chest. The bullets didn’t so much knock her backwards as cut through her, two flower blooms of red bursting out of her t-shirt as the bullets hit.  
 
    Twenty yards away, for a split-second Archer and Chalky were frozen in shock as the girl dropped. The two men sprinted forward as Vargas screamed, people turning from the fireworks in shock at the noise.  
 
    ‘NO!’ Vargas shouted as Chalky caught her and held her back. Archer ran over to the child’s body and dropped down to check her, Isabel lying limply on the wooden walkway. ‘NO!’  
 
      
 
    ‘He’s on a rooftop on Stillwell!’ Ledger said, crawling to the exit door to the roof then running down when he was clear, the ESU rifleman having taken cover, searching through his sights for the shooter as his colleagues fired on the man’s location, their gunshots mixing with the continued booms from the fireworks. Ledger got to the exit, then was out on the street. ‘Is he moving?’ 
 
    ‘He’s still there!’ one of the ESU marksmen responded, reports of rifle fire in the background. ‘Returning fire!’ 
 
    Ledger sprinted down the street, using a cover-and-move technique as he tried to flank the shooter.  
 
      
 
    Back on the boardwalk, people were starting to realise what had just happened, some staring in shock while others snatched their children up and ran.  
 
    Archer bent over Isabel’s small, crumpled figure, Vargas joining him as Chalky started to herd people away. 
 
    ‘ISSY!’ Vargas screamed in anguish, holding her. ‘ISSY!’ 
 
      
 
    Ledger got to the building before anyone else, his pistol drawn. Shepherd arrived a few moments later with more back-up, roaring up in a 4x4 and additional officers who piled out of the police vehicle.  
 
    Shepherd nodded to a man with a bulletproof shield, the lead bunker, who went in first, Ledger behind him with his hand on his shoulder, the other men joining in a line as they covered each other. Officers peeled off on each floor, and Ledger, Shepherd and the bunker made it to the roof. 
 
    ‘Police moving onto the roof on Stillwell!’ Ledger said over the radio. ‘Do not shoot! I repeat, do not shoot!’ 
 
    The bunker breached it, Ledger and Shepherd clearing right and left behind him.  
 
    The place was deserted. Ledger moved forward, staying low, and saw shell casings but no blood; it appeared the man hadn’t been hit.  
 
    In the distance, he could see flashing lights near the boardwalk and heard the sound of people shouting.  
 
    Four figures were standing there alone, separate from the rest of the crowd, fireworks casting intermittent light over them, the joyful display suddenly seeming completely inappropriate.  
 
    Shepherd and the other officer walked up to stand beside Ledger and all three men stared down at the tragic scene below.  
 
    ‘What the hell did we just do?’ Shepherd muttered. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
    At the Upper West Side butcher’s shop, now taped off and with investigators arriving outside, Marquez and Josh were standing on the sidewalk, both extremely subdued, the flashing red/blue lights from the parked law-enforcement vehicles casting shades of color on their faces, and reflecting in their eyes. Neighbors had come out of their apartments or businesses to watch what was going on, and Polonsky’s next of kin had also just shown up. 
 
    ‘After the ID was confirmed, I called around with Polonsky’s description instead of the man from the theater’s,’ the CSU investigator back at the lab told Marquez quietly. ‘Turns out it was him who bought the knives and springs, just after lunch on Saturday. From Gartner’s Hardware, caught right there on camera. Store’s on 72nd, not far from you.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Marquez replied, ending the call.  
 
    ‘Looking at his face, we’re pretty sure the butcher’s the guy on the hook,’ a local precinct detective said, exiting the residence and walking over to them. ‘Owns the shop. Two younger men work for him. We got one on the phone and he said Polonsky called a couple days ago telling him they were closed for the week for a health violation.’ 
 
    ‘Under duress,’ Marquez said quietly. ‘I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Hard to tell how long he’s been dead until he…thaws. Once he’s defrosted, we can take fingerprints and DNA to confirm.’ He sniffed. ‘You two any idea why he was in there? Was he a suspect of yours?’ 
 
    ‘We’re trying to establish that,’ Josh said. ‘On Saturday, he bought supplies involved in an attempted murder in Queens.’  
 
    ‘When was the attempt?’ 
 
    ‘Sunday night.’ 
 
    ‘He’s frozen stiff. Been hanging in there for several days, at least. Not sure it could have been him.’ 
 
    ‘We think he bought the items for someone else, and they killed him,’ Marquez replied. ‘There are a stockpile of pistols, rifles and other weapons hidden out back. Looks like Polonsky wasn’t just selling cuts of meat. Maybe he was killed by our guy once he got what he wanted.’  
 
    ‘So he had his choice of firearms,’ the detective finished. ‘And knives. Without paying.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ She glanced back at the man. ‘Any other usable evidence inside?’ 
 
    ‘Apart from the blood on the floor, some food boxes and empty cans of beer in the trash. We’ll bag and tag them, then get swabs for DNA. Don’t think whoever killed Polonsky was expecting us, or he’d have cleaned out.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter much now anyway,’ Josh muttered to himself, walking away.  
 
      
 
    On the boardwalk at Coney Island, Vargas was staring emptily ahead, her eyes glassy with shock. Behind her, still lying where she’d fallen on the wooden floor of the pier, Isabel’s body had been covered with a sheet, the scene taped off, the entire place closed until further notice. It was now a major crime scene.  
 
    Crowds of people were still hanging around, hastily-repositioned metal railings and officers acting as barriers to keep them back. A significant number were filming the scene with cell phones while others were being interviewed by reporters, telling them what they’d seen or made out they’d seen for their few moments of fame. NY One, ABC7 Eyewitness, Fox 5 and CBS New York had already had vans in the area for the celebrations and fireworks, but what had just happened was making the evening’s report a hell of a lot more eventful and exciting, although no-one would openly admit it. 
 
    A team working with the Medical Examiner Office for the city, OCME, rolled a sheet-covered gurney along the boardwalk. Issy’s body was eased into a body-bag, lifted onto the gurney then taken towards their open vehicle, the ME’s team sliding it inside.  
 
    Turning, Vargas noticed people leaning forward and jostling each other to capture this moment on their phones. She also felt someone join her, and saw it was Archer.  
 
    He put his arms around her and she hugged him back, neither of them caring that their every move was being filmed by hundreds of phones. 
 
    ‘What did we do, Sam?’ she sobbed, burying her head into his shoulder. ‘What did we do?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘He had clear sight of our guys and everyone on the boardwalk,’ ESU Sergeant Hicks said to Ledger, the two men on the rooftop of the building on Stillwell Avenue where the unknown rifleman had positioned himself to take shots at the ESU sharpshooter and then Issy. 
 
    Ledger scanned the landscape. ‘This is an inferior position. Rooftops all over the city had people on them to watch the fireworks.’ He pointed ahead, at a low building seventy yards away towards the beach. ‘If anyone’d come up on that one and let off fireworks, his line of sight of the boardwalk was gonna be impaired bad. He got lucky.’  
 
    ‘Shows he ain’t got training, maybe. Or couldn’t gain access to a better spot. Probably too big a risk, carrying a rifle with no boxing. Must have had it wrapped in something.’ 
 
    ‘These weren’t hard shots,’ Ledger said. ‘No wind tonight, stationary targets. We expected he could make an attempt…but not like this.’ 
 
    Hicks looked over at the boardwalk; the fireworks had stopped now, although they were going off elsewhere, quiet thuds and booms followed by the occasional cheer, the revellers with no idea what had happened until the next time they turned on the news.  
 
    That an eleven year old child had just been murdered on the boardwalk. 
 
    It was definitely headline news. 
 
      
 
    ‘…I was ‘bout to take a photo with my husband and then this girl got shot right in front of me,’ an emotional woman said to a news correspondent on the midway, Renee Margolise, Eyewitness the name on the TV screen. 
 
    ‘Did you see where the shots came from?’ a reporter asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what happened. We were just there, over there, by that railing and my husband saw her go down.’ She started to cry. ‘Why would someone kill a child down here? Why would you do that? It could’ve been us!’  
 
    Sitting alone and listening to the news, the man from the rooftop who’d fired at the ESU sharpshooters poured store-bought vodka over a wound across his torso and hissed in pain. Ledger had been correct; the man hadn’t been hit by any rounds from the NYPD riflemen, but he’d jumped off the roof when the volume of return rifle fire from police had become overwhelming and he knew they’d be closing in. He’d planned ahead and prepared one of the large dumpsters that sat outside these buildings by opening the lid, just in case for any reason he couldn’t use the stairs to get away. He’d landed in the open receptacle, his fall cushioned by the mass of trash bags he’d already checked were inside, but what he hadn’t anticipated was someone had placed some broken glass in one of the bags, which had sliced into his torso as he landed.  
 
    He continued to watch the TV as he started to wind a bandage around himself, not taking his eyes off the images. He was in Manhattan in a place rented for him by his employers while he completed this job. All the time he’d been on the roof in Brooklyn, he’d been monitoring NYPD radio via an earpiece and heard the call go out for backup to the dead Jewish butcher’s location.  
 
    He hoped that wouldn’t be a problem. After he’d arrived in New York City, the tall man had been set up with Polonsky, a gun dealer, by the people who’d hired him. Once he’d used the man to get him the weapons and materials he needed, and despite knowing it would piss off his employers, the tall man had killed him, not wanting loose ends. He’d tried to do it quiet, after getting the butcher to call his employees with a knife to his throat and tell them the store was closed, but Polonsky had taken him by surprise and put up a fight, coming after the tall man with one of the knives he’d bought for him, pulling it from its box mid-fight. Not that it helped him much. The tall man had stabbed him sixteen times, then when he was still alive, impaled him on a meat hook in the freezer to finish him off and make sure the location didn’t start to smell. He’d wanted to be far away by the time they found the butcher’s body. 
 
    He’d intended to return to Polonsky’s shop after finishing the girl, sanitise the place, then skip town, but now hearing the radio, he knew he could never go back there. He’d left evidence behind too which they could potentially extract DNA from, saliva from some empty cans of beer for a start.  
 
    That wasn’t good. 
 
    The news was now showing the OCME coroner’s van and taped-off crime scene. He clicked channels, finding every outlet was covering the story, not just local New York. It had even reached CNN and Fox, on the ticker for both. He stayed on a live feed on NY One, which was zoomed in on the woman who the tall man knew was the girl’s adoptive mother. She was standing with a blond man, who had his arm around her, both of them with badges and sidearms on their hips. He was aware of both their identities and had followed the woman down to the boardwalk tonight from their HQ, but they’d never been of interest, unless they got in the way. The child had been the prize.  
 
    A cell phone on the armchair of the seat started flashing silently with an incoming call. The tall man held the end of the bandage in place and answered.  
 
    ‘You still in New York?’  
 
    ‘I’m getting out tonight.’ 
 
    ‘We’re watching CNN,’ the voice said. ‘Congratulations. You just became a rich man.’ 
 
    The tall man didn’t reply and hung up, looking at the screen. She was dead. 
 
    But there was no sign of the smile he’d had on his face inside the theater the day before. 
 
      
 
    The Office of the Chief Medical Examiner for New York City had facilities based in all five boroughs, and the driver had been instructed to take Isabel’s body to the Queens Hospital Center Campus. The journey started out with several news outlet vehicles following like wolves chasing down a fleeing stag, but the driver hit the siren at two sets of traffic lights, and his cut-through shook off the tail. By the time the media got to the campus, the body was already inside. None of them bothered to stick around, already having enough footage for the story and needing to get it to editors ASAP. 
 
    Vargas and Chalky arrived at the hospital just as the news crews were pulling away, but unlike the press, had no trouble getting in once Vargas showed her badge and explained who she was. Minutes later they were walking silently through to the morgue to be met at the door by the Chief ME.  
 
    Vargas’ eyes slipped past him to where Issy’s body lay on the slab, still in the zipped up bag, ready for an autopsy before tagging her body for cremation or burial. The ME’s assistant and several other medical personnel were gathered in the corridors, having heard what had happened at Coney Island. By the very nature of their work, these people had a handle on their emotions better than most, but Chalky noticed that even they seemed distressed by the killing that had taken place that night. 
 
    ‘I want to be alone with her,’ Vargas told the ME and his team. They nodded, and walked away from the cold storage, Chalky remaining in the corridor and hearing their conversation trail off as they walked away. 
 
    ‘The girl from Coney?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, eleven years old. Happy 4th…’ 
 
      
 
    In his hideout, ready to go, Isabel’s stalker was about to switch off the TV, but something made him pause.  
 
    He was chewing his lip, his foot tapping.  
 
    He picked up the cell and redialled the number in Baltimore. 
 
    ‘You need to get moving. What is it?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t me,’ the tall man admitted. ‘I didn’t kill her.’ 
 
      
 
    Now alone with the body bag, Vargas looked over her shoulder and went to the door. She peered through the glass panel and saw she’d been left alone as requested, Chalky there to make sure no-one back came down. 
 
    Turning, she went back to the bag and unzipped it.  
 
    ‘We’re clear, Is,’ she said. ‘We’re clear. It’s me.’ 
 
    Isabel opened her eyes, sat up and sucked in some much-needed deep breaths of air, before hugging her adoptive mother. Vargas returned the hug, then released the girl, her eyes shifting to the squibs from Kaufman Studios on Issy’s chest, which looked as realistic as the actual thing.  
 
    She couldn’t stop her eyes welling up and hugged the child again. The door opened behind them, causing Vargas to swing round, but she relaxed when she saw it was Chalky. He passed her a holdall he’d been carrying as he returned to the door, on guard duty. 
 
    ‘I almost sneezed from the sand,’ Isabel said. ‘Was trying real hard to stop my chest from moving. Took tiny breaths like we practiced earlier.’ 
 
    ‘You did amazing,’ Vargas said, smiling and wiping her eyes before she put the bag on the table beside the girl.  
 
    ‘So did you,’ Chalky told her over his shoulder, ready to give a warning if anyone came, as Vargas opened the holdall, pulling out a change of clothes for the child. ‘Shep’s here,’ he added, opening the door as Shepherd came into the room. The Medical Examiner, a Jewish man in his fifties, walked in with the sergeant, as Chalky closed the door behind the two men.  
 
    ‘Did people buy it?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    ‘Hook and line,’ Shepherd said. ‘The story’s on every news channel.’ He turned to the ME. ‘Can you keep your personnel away from her autopsy?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Sure. It’s my call.’  
 
    ‘Passports?’ Shepherd asked. 
 
    ‘In the bag,’ Chalky said, as Isabel pulled on a new pair of jeans and zipped them up. ‘The tall man’ll know he didn’t shoot her, so he may well look into this. You guys need to keep up the illusion for as long as it takes.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. As you say, he’ll know he didn’t shoot her,’ the ME said, having already been informed of the situation and the foe they were facing. ‘So how are you gonna convince him otherwise?’ 
 
    ‘One of our detectives, Devonte Williams, is getting his informants to put the word out that a bounty was put on the girl by other mob families in Manhattan once they heard about the recent attempts on her,’ Shepherd said. ‘Brought her back to their attention. And someone collected.’ 
 
    ‘Josh said the Devaney soldier told him there was a tacit agreement around the city not to go after this kid,’ Vargas replied. ‘Only concern is, if the man with the rifle starts digging, he’ll find that out.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the gamble we’re taking,’ Shepherd said. ‘We’ll carry out a fake investigation, funeral, the works.’ He turned to the ME. ‘The hope is, he’ll stop coming after Issy and it’ll buy us time to find out who he is.’ His attention shifted to Chalky. ‘Are you sure you’re willing to follow through with this? You’re taking a big risk if he discovers he’s been tricked.’ 
 
    ‘It’s what I promised when I suggested it. I’ll do whatever I have to, to keep her safe.’ 
 
    Isabel dumped her old clothes on the table, now dressed in the new ones. Vargas swept up the clothes and stuffed them into a plastic bag, before opening and double-checking Issy and Chalky’s passports nervously, the ME standing beside her. She then looked at the girl’s undamaged sternum; she rubbed it with her palm then kissed her head, hugging her again with relief as Isabel clung onto her in return. ‘I want you to come with us,’ Issy said to Vargas. 
 
    ‘I have to stay here and sell it,’ she told her. ‘You’ll be safe with Chalky. He and his friends will make sure of that.’  
 
    ‘Where’s Archer?’ Isabel asked, looking tearful again. 
 
    ‘He’s out there trying to find the man who’s been after you,’ Vargas said. ‘We couldn’t all come here. It has to be realistic.’  
 
    Near the door, Shepherd and Chalky were looking at the live updates on Shep’s phone; news of Polonsky’s death had also just been released. Body Number Four the tall man had sent to the Medical Examiner in the last forty eight hours. 
 
    ‘What did you think?’ Isabel asked Chalky. ‘Good as what you saw yesterday?’ 
 
    ‘I knew you could act, kiddo, but I’d give you an Oscar.’ 
 
    ‘You too,’ Shepherd said, looking at Vargas who gave him a weak smile. 
 
    ‘Wasn’t so hard. For a moment, I really thought she’d been hit.’ 
 
    ‘We know the media and public bought it,’ Chalky said. ‘But do you think he did?’ 
 
    Shepherd looked at Vargas. ‘Let’s find him and ask in person.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
    At the CT Bureau the next morning, most of the Department personnel stopped what they were doing when they saw Vargas walk into the building.  
 
    Condolences would be offered in time, but it was clear to everyone from the set look on her face that bringing up the girl’s death right now wouldn’t be welcomed. Analysts, cleaners, an electrician repairing some equipment; she passed them all, not looking right or left. As she headed into the detective desk pool, Mike Phillips and Karen Bridges stopped a conversation when they noticed her, Vargas making eye contact with both as she approached. 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry, Al,’ Bridges said, hugging her, tears in her eyes when she pulled back. ‘Whoever did this better be gettin’ measured by an undertaker.’ 
 
     She squeezed her colleague’s hand as Phillips rested his hand on her shoulder. ‘Whatever you need,’ he told her. ‘We’re right here.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. Where are…’ 
 
    ‘They’re upstairs.’ 
 
    Vargas left the pair and walked up into the conference room, finding the rest of the squad there with Ethan, who’d been informed about the operation when it was approved yesterday. Hendricks shut the door once she’d entered. 
 
    ‘Jake knows,’ Shepherd told Vargas, reading the question in her eyes. ‘With the media attention and public nature of the death, we need him to oversee the fake investigation while we hunt down our man. We’re gonna put it out that I’m too closely involved to head up the show with you part of my team.’ 
 
    ‘You gonna key in Bridge and Mikey?’ Vargas asked. ‘They just gave me their sympathies, downstairs. Didn’t feel good not telling them.’ 
 
    ‘We will, but not yet. Fewer people who are clued up right now, the better,’ Hendricks said. ‘Devonte knows, so he could put the word out to his informants on the street that someone else wanted the girl dead. But that needs to be it, for now.’  
 
    Vargas picked up the remote off a table by the wall and switched on the TV. ABC-7 News was running the story as its main headline, showing footage from the boardwalk post-incident last night before switching to a correspondent there this morning. Seagulls were cawing in the air as they dipped and swooped behind her, the sun already shining down. A set of bystanders were standing behind the reporter, kept back by police tape; the camera zoomed in on a stack of bouquets of flowers, teddy bears and several stuffed animals from stalls on the Island that had been laid down in tribute, some of the tags with personalised notes.  
 
    ‘City’s outraged,’ Shepherd said. 
 
    ‘There are still good people out there,’ Josh noted, watching those present continue to lay tributes. ‘None of them knew her. Know her.’ 
 
    ‘Did it make national news?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    ‘News of the shooting, but not her identity,’ Shepherd replied. ‘Department requested that be withheld, considering her age. But it’ll be out by the end of the day, count on it. One of the soccer moms from Issy’s school will catch wind it was her and be unable to resist her fifteen minutes of media attention.’ 
 
    Vargas thought about what Marquez and Josh had found the previous night; the carnage at the Upper West Side butcher’s shop. ‘What’s Polonsky’s background?’ 
 
    ‘Father was from here, mother from Baltimore. Took over the shop from a relative seven years ago.’ 
 
    ‘We came up with a theory, last night,’ Marquez said. ‘Which with what we found there seems pretty likely. Polonsky dabbled in other business beside selling steaks and lamb chops. Someone set him up with our suspect, or they’d worked together before. Our guy killed him to have his pick of Polonsky’s entire supply, or because he could ID him. Or maybe both. He used a sub-machine gun at the Chelsea theater, then there was the rifle from last night. Probably got them from the butcher.’ 
 
    ‘He almost bagged an ESU sharpshooter with the rifle,’ Shepherd said. ‘If it wasn’t for Harry, the guy would’ve been shot.’ The group looked at Ledger who shrugged, looking embarrassed from the sudden attention. ‘And if it wasn’t for Alice setting off those squibs when she did, we’d be mourning Issy’s death for real. Must’ve thrown him for a loop when he saw her go down.’ 
 
    ‘She was only down there for less than an hour, yet he was all set up ready to kill her,’ Marquez said. ‘He must’ve been watching this place, or your apartment, Al.’ 
 
    ‘We had Bridge, Mikey, Deevon and two plain-clothes officers keeping tight watch on your tail. No-one saw any sign of surveillance. Whoever this man is, he knows how to hide. Despite his size.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Archer?’ Vargas suddenly asked, noting his absence. 
 
    ‘At the morgue talking with the Medical Examiner. He was up almost all night working with CSU trying to find a lead on the shooter.’ 
 
    ‘The ME knows?’ Hendricks asked. 
 
    ‘He had to, Jake,’ Shepherd said. ‘You can’t perform an autopsy on a body that doesn’t exist.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Did you hire anyone else?’ the tall man asked quietly over his cell phone, from a breakfast diner in Midtown. He’d left his hideout with no intention of going back, the rifle from last night disposed of after being stripped down and wiped clean before the pieces went into separate storm drains. But he hadn’t skipped town yet.  
 
    The noise in the place around him ensured his words went unheard; he’d already checked before making the call, but no-one was paying him any attention. The girl’s death last night had bumped his killings at the Chelsea theater down to secondary news, and the composite of his face wasn’t doing the rounds with the same intensity as it had thirty six hours ago. Even so, as a precaution, he was wearing a baseball cap pulled lower than normal, was sitting to disguise his height and hadn’t shaved. 
 
    ‘Just you. You were meant to be the hottest shit in town at this sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘Someone put two bullets in her. I watched the kid die.’ 
 
    ‘Your screw-up at the theater was on the news. Word must’ve got out. Someone else did the job for you.’ 
 
    ‘So in twenty four hours, someone puts the girl on ice? They knew where she was gonna be? Who she was?’ 
 
    ‘You deaf? Word must’ve got out. Her father was a piece of shit, but he was a big player and made more enemies than you could count. My boss hadn’t seen him in years but still hates his guts. What does that tell you? You’re not getting the rest of the payment for this. You didn’t get it done.’  
 
      
 
    At his end, in Baltimore, the caller waited for a response.  
 
    Then realised the killer he’d hired had already hung up. 
 
      
 
    ‘Did she get out?’ the Medical Examiner, Dr Jerome Wyzyck, asked Archer. The two men were standing in one of the corridors at the Queens Medical Campus, talking quietly. Archer had just met the man for the first time; Wyzyck was an older Jewish individual with greying hair that matched his light grey shirt. He was wearing smart suit pants and polished shoes and had the unflappable demeanour of a person who had truly seen it all. After last night’s operation, Archer figured he now probably had. 
 
    ‘She’s in a safe place,’ he told him. ‘We’re dressing up the investigation today. A colleague of ours is running it with members of his team. My British friend you met last night is keeping the girl protected.’ 
 
    Wyzyck nodded. ‘Daniel. I remember. How long will you keep up the illusion?’ 
 
    ‘As long as it takes for us to catch this man. Until we do, we figure this is the only guaranteed way to keep her safe. He thinks she’s dead, he’s not going to be hunting her. But we’ll be hunting him.’ Archer finished off a cup of black tea with the tags of two bags dangling from it, before catching a yawn. 
 
    ‘Long night?’ Wyzyck asked. 
 
    ‘Long week,’ Archer said with a smile. It changed to a sobering look. ‘My guys are at the Bureau right now, selling their grief.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll be tough to maintain.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not. They’ve all lost people in their lives that they cared about. Drawing on those memories won’t be hard.’ He looked down at his mug. ‘Makes me uncomfortable though, faking being in mourning. Since we set this up, I’ve been wondering if we’re tempting fate. Everything’s been done except Issy actually dying.’ 
 
    ‘I admit, I’m very impressed with the success of what you did. And your sergeant told me who the child is. There aren’t many eleven year olds I’ve met who could’ve pulled that off. She sounds like a special young lady.’ 
 
    ‘She is.’ Archer leaned against the wall and looked down the corridor at the morgue. ‘How do you not let being around this all day get to you?’ 
 
    ‘You mean death?’ Archer nodded. ‘Simple. I detach. You can’t let emotion take over with what we see every day. We have a job to do.’ The ME smiled. ‘Even though I knew she wasn’t dead, seeing her sitting up on that slab last night was a first.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet.’ 
 
    He looked at Archer directly. ‘You must succeed. I don’t want to see her back here for real.’ 
 
    ‘We’re doing all we can.’ 
 
    ‘I requested the bodies of the three guards killed at the theater school be shipped over here for analysis yesterday, after you asked me to be involved. See if I could find anything that might help you find him.’ His face hardened. ‘I saw what the man hunting your girl is capable of.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t get near her. Now he thinks she’s gone, it’ll be easier. And we’re coming after him.’ 
 
    ‘You’re all at risk of ending up like those guards.’ 
 
    ‘Rather us than Issy. And it’s what we do.’ Archer pushed off the wall. ‘I need to get back to the Bureau,’ he told the doctor, who walked down the corridor with him.  
 
    ‘Anything involving kids is different. There’s supposed to be an order in life. No-one deserves to die that young.’ Wyzyck pushed an exit button on the door, motioning for Archer to go first. ‘Find this man, Detective. Fast. Before he hurts anyone else.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Day passed into night, as two investigations at the CT Bureau began, one fabricated, the other very real. Bodies continued to be brought into the OCME Queens Campus Center and the usual shift changes occurred in the main hospital building, the daytime medical staff in the morgue leaving at 8pm with the night rotation taking over.  
 
    It had been a relatively quiet shift. The lights inside the morgue were off, the full moon the only source of brightness along with the nightlights that kept the place from total darkness.  
 
    Then a shadow broke the moonlight streaming through the windows, interrupting its cold glow filling the room next door.  
 
    A key-card stolen from a medical assistant half an hour ago slid into the slot for the access door that led into the room where the bodies were stored and the light flicked green; a gloved hand pushed the handle down.  
 
    A tall figure slid through the gap then clicked the door shut behind him.  
 
    Inside the storage room were three rows of ten lockers. The man moved swiftly forward, his gloved hand gripping the handle on the first of the bottom row. The door was pulled open, revealing the body of a middle-aged woman.  
 
    The newcomer to the room immediately slid the locker shut. He went to the next one. 
 
    Going down the line, he checked each locker.  
 
    Some bodies bore the marks of how they’d died; a stab wound victim. A strangulation. Others were less obvious. 
 
    Men, women; even a young boy.  
 
    But no eleven year old girls. 
 
    After checking the last locker, the tall figure stood still for a moment, looking around him.  
 
    It was possible the child had been taken to the undertaker already, but highly unlikely, especially given the manner of her death. 
 
    The fact was simple. 
 
    Isabel Vargas’ body wasn’t here. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
    Forty eight hours later, Issy’s funeral took place at a church in Queens. It was the second funeral service Archer had attended that year, the first being that of a colleague and friend, Diana Lucero, but unlike on that occasion, this time he wasn’t in NYPD uniform. Instead, he was in a black suit, Vargas beside him in a dark dress, both of them occupying the front right pew. Shepherd, Marquez, Josh and Ledger were in the row behind them; it was taking time away from their investigation, but for appearances sake they knew they had to attend.  
 
    Even though Archer was one of only six people present who knew the funeral was being held for a child who was actually alive and well, just being in the church and feeling the atmosphere was still extremely unpleasant, almost as if it was a dress rehearsal. With the man on the roof with that rifle, it had come within a hair’s breadth of actually happening, which made this all the more unsettling.  
 
    The coffin had a framed smiling image of Isabel resting on top, her school photo from the previous year.  
 
    ‘The ones we love will never be in our lives for as long as we’d like,’ the clergyman said from the lectern. ‘They come in and then one day, they are gone. But what matters is to make the time we share together count. And when it’s all over, and that person is no longer here, to cherish and remember the good times, the qualities of that person and all the things they taught you. Because they live on through you. Like the best parts of Isabel Vargas will live on in each and every person gathered here today.’ 
 
    Archer glanced over at the opposite aisle and saw kids from both her academic and theater schools had attended, touched to see some of her friends were genuinely upset, girls who he’d often heard her talk about and whom he’d met when he’d lived with Vargas.  
 
    If Issy made it back to New York, would they still want to be friends with her, having mourned her loss? Being conned, even for the best of reasons. He didn’t know. He’d never been in a situation like this before. 
 
    As the clergyman at the lectern went on to talk about Issy’s short life, Archer thought about Dr DiGregorio’s advice, that Vargas and the child should leave New York for good. Several years of progress, of overcoming huge obstacles, just to have it all whipped away. Forced to leave her home city, always having to look over her shoulder. She’d never committed any crime, yet was paying such a high price for her parents’ and family’s actions from when they were alive. 
 
    He glanced at Vargas beside him and saw that she too was affected by the atmosphere. She didn’t seem to be having any difficulty looking grief-stricken. The priest said one of Isabel’s friends called Monica would be reading a poem. As they all sat down, Archer saw she was one of the girls who’d been crying; however, she composed herself and walked up to the lectern before unfurling a piece of paper, clearing her throat quietly. 
 
    ‘You’ve just walked on ahead of me, and I’ve got to understand,’ she read. ‘You must release the ones you love, and let go of their hand.  
 
    ‘I try and cope the best I can, But I’m missing you so much.  
 
    If I could only see you, and once more feel your touch.’ 
 
    Archer glanced at Vargas again. Her hand twitched to move to his, but she used the other to cover it and kept them both in her lap.  
 
    ‘Yes, you’ve walked on ahead of me, but don’t worry, I’ll be fine,’ the girl recited. ‘But now and then I swear I feel,  
 
    Your hand slip into mine.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m so very sorry, Sam,’ Isabel’s middle school principal told Archer at the reception afterwards. When he and Vargas had been together, they’d both been involved in her transition to a new school in Queens, and had formed a good relationship with the principal, who’d been made aware of the traumas she’d been through and had become hugely sympathetic as a result. ‘You and Alice couldn’t have done more for that child. She was wonderful.’  
 
    She paused, then leaned in close.  
 
    ‘Catch the monster who did this,’ she said quietly. ‘Make him pay.’ 
 
    Archer recalled the knives that had punctured Issy’s bed at Vargas’s apartment; the aftermath of the tall man’s assault on the theater, the torn up stage curtain and shredded floorboards and walls from the Crucible set.  
 
    He kept the thoughts to himself and gave her a nod. ‘We will.’ 
 
    He caught sight of Vargas across the room, and saw she too was talking with mourners, maintaining the act; he recognised from her body language she was tired, the stress and anxiety of the last few days taking their toll. Marquez, Josh and Ledger had left after the service, getting back to the real work but Archer and Vargas knew they each had to stay to the end. To leave the reception early would certainly raise comment. Shepherd had stuck around too, wanting to take some of the load off his two detectives, and was also talking with mourners, thanking them for attending.  
 
    ‘My deepest condolences, Detective,’ a voice said, and turning, Archer recognised the theater director from the school in Chelsea. Pete, he recalled.  
 
    Archer shook his hand. ‘Thank you. What’s the latest with the program?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll keep the rehearsals going with the children. Hopefully we can get the stage and set…repaired quickly. I’ve had to recast some part-’ He caught himself. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. What I meant was, some of the children have been withdrawn from the program. Parents didn’t want their kids associated with what happened.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve got no need to be scared anymore. She’s dead.’ 
 
    Pete paused for a moment. ‘I think she would have gone on to be a fine performer. She needed to find her voice and own her presence on the stage more, but she was a talented young actress. I was looking forward to seeing what she could achieve with her makeup skills too. She had a real gift for that. Would’ve done well on stage, or off. Hope it helps a bit to know.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good to hear,’ Archer said, thinking she’s an even better actress that you know, Pete. He saw the two people talking to Vargas move away, and Archer took the opportunity to approach her, the pair momentarily alone. 
 
    ‘This is exhausting,’ she said quietly. ‘Sorry about choking up during the service. Embarrassing.’ 
 
    ‘No, it wasn’t.’  
 
    ‘It’s like a window into a different universe,’ she whispered. ‘One where we failed.’  
 
    ‘I know what you mean.’ They both looked at the remaining mourners. ‘Ever wonder what they’d say about you?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Hopefully not this was too soon,’ she replied, and he smiled briefly. ‘Kinda sucks, really. The nicest things people will ever say about you, and you’re not there to hear it.’ 
 
    She looked around the room. 
 
    ‘We’ve got to stop him, Sam. This can’t become a reality.’  
 
    Shepherd joined them, and they walked to one side with him. ‘I’ve put the word out that you’re taking bereavement time,’ he told Vargas. ‘But if we’re gonna sell this, you gotta maintain the look. Don’t forget that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sitting off this,’ Vargas said. ‘I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you’re not. You’re only on bereavement because that’s what people would expect. You’re gonna be involved, but you have to keep a low profile. We can’t raise any suspicions.’ Shepherd reached into his pocket for his cell phone, which was set to silent but was vibrating with a call, and he walked away, leaving them alone as he answered.  
 
    ‘I don’t know how much more of this I can do right now,’ Vargas said.  
 
    Archer didn’t reply. He was watching Shepherd, whose body language had changed.  
 
    The sergeant looked back at his two detectives while the phone was still to his ear.  
 
    This time, the expression on his face was genuine. 
 
      
 
    When Archer, Vargas and Shepherd arrived, a small fleet of squad cars had cordoned off the street and area around the house in Woodhaven, Queens, their lights flashing silently.  
 
    Sniffer dogs with handlers were outside, and the three detectives, still in their dark clothes, saw a Coroner’s vehicle parked by the mailbox.  
 
    They stepped out of the car, and walked towards the house. When they got there, they met Marquez on the front porch, also still wearing her black outfit. She’d had a head-start on them to get here, coming from the Bureau which was closer.  
 
    All three noticed she looked pale, which was unusual; she wasn’t a woman who was shaken easily. 
 
    Archer pushed up the police tape, and the trio entered the home, Marquez behind them. 
 
    Each of them had been through extremely testing experiences; they’d attended some distressing crime scenes, and witnessed violent deaths. But Vargas gave a sharp intake of breath when they walked into the living room.  
 
    Even Archer stopped in his tracks. 
 
    ‘Jesus,’ Vargas whispered. 
 
    Archer looked at Dr Jerome Wyzyck’s naked body, pinned to the wall as if it was a giant bulletin board.  
 
    The black hilts of around a dozen knives jutted out of his wrists, arms, throat and feet. His eyes. His groin. 
 
    The carpet beneath him was soaked with blood 
 
    ‘The trick didn’t work, despite everything we did,’ Marquez said quietly, breaking the stunned silence. ‘Our man knows Issy’s still alive.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
    In a pub called The Lamb and Flag in Oxford, England, the time was close to 6pm, but the warmth of midsummer and the fact the sun was still shining meant the doors were propped open as drinks continued to flow. Among the patrons, in the front portion of the pub two young women in their early twenties were deep in conversation at a table, each with a partly drunk half pint in front of them.  
 
    Neither noticed an eleven year old girl at a nearby table looking in their direction, their accents having caught her attention. ‘They’re American.’ Isabel whispered to Chalky, who was sitting with her. 
 
    ‘The university has students from all over the world. It’s one of the best out there.’ 
 
    ‘Could I study here one day?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, if you get the grades. You like the city?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. It’s so…old.’ 
 
    ‘Like me, right?’  
 
    ‘Vargas said the police were talking about moving us to California,’ she said, avoiding answering but giving him a mischievous smile.  
 
    ‘You don’t want to go?’ 
 
    ‘One of the girls in the play went on vacation to LA. She said a load of people there are fake.’ 
 
    Chalky smiled. ‘I’m sure not everyone is, though.’ 
 
    ‘She said, they’re all so nice to each other face to face, yet say bad things behind their backs. In New York, it’s the opposite.’ Then she faltered, remembering her exchange with that same girl, Britney, in the cafeteria in Chelsea before she was attacked in the auditorium. ‘Hmm. Maybe that’s not quite true.’ 
 
    Chalky smiled again and glanced over at the door, which he was doing periodically. He was more relaxed than he’d been in the US, the three thousand miles between the two countries giving him an increased sense of security, but not to the point he was letting his guard down. The pub was very old and full of character; it was also comfortable and a good place to kill time. Ahead of where he and Issy were sitting, the interior extended down to more seating, another bar area and the toilets, but Chalky liked the spot he’d chosen; his back against the wall and out of sight of the window, the doors offering two separate exits if they needed to get out fast.  
 
    His idea of faking the girl’s death had come to him after seeing her acting skills and then recalling a conversation he’d had with Archer, on the night of the knife throw and discovering the Venus flytrap. Archer had mentioned the possibility of getting Issy out of the country, going on to tell Chalky that she had an entire set of alternative, legitimate documents, and that temporarily securing her far away from New York until they could find out who was attacking her maybe was a good idea. Chalky had been curious how she’d been issued with an alternative passport; Archer had explained that after the massacre which killed the Lombardi family and the attacks which followed when Issy was under US Marshal Witness Protection, Vargas had lobbied the FBI hard to get the girl another set of documents in case she needed to go into hiding again fast.  
 
    They’d been reluctant at first, never enthusiastic about providing false but official documents such as this, but she’d persevered and with support from her immediate superiors, had finally succeeded; a set had been issued. The substitute United States passport gave Isabel Vargas another identity, ‘Olivia Garraty’, born in Rhinebeck, NY four years before Issy’s actual birthday. Vargas had wanted to make the details as different as possible from Issy’s real ones, and because people often assumed the girl was older than she was, Vargas felt she could get away with adding the extra years to Issy’s actual age. The girl’s height, which she’d inherited from her father, and her maturity, a direct result of her life experiences, had played a significant part in that decision.  
 
    They’d used her fake passport to get her on the last flight to London out of JFK International on July 4th, landing at Heathrow on the morning of the 5th. Still on leave from his position at the Armed Response Unit in the nation’s capital, Chalky had been with the girl on protective detail constantly since they’d left the States. Two of his colleagues and his boss in London had been briefed, the director of the ARU Tim Cobb offering support if needed, with the proviso he had his own priorities and couldn’t guarantee allocating any resources to the operation. With his ARU colleagues close by, the English capital city was the obvious place to keep her hidden, but Chalky had chosen Oxford instead, a place he had no links with but which was only an hour and forty minutes from London if help was needed. Locating him and the girl here would be much more challenging.  
 
    He watched Issy as she drank a glass of juice while listening to the two American students, amused by her obvious efforts to try to be subtle so they didn’t realise she was focusing on them. Vargas had come prepared when they went to the morgue in Queens; she’d cut and dyed the girl’s hair, which was now shorter and blonde. Chalky had bought her a navy blue baseball cap as soon as they’d arrived in Oxford that she’d taken to wearing, with the English rugby team red rose logo on the front. They didn’t look sufficiently alike to get away with passing themselves off as father/daughter, especially now Issy had blonde hair, so their story instead was they were uncle and niece. So far, no-one had asked. 
 
    Chalky sipped his coffee, and after glancing at the door again, looked at the headlines in The Times newspaper he was holding. He’d bought a copy on their way here from where they were staying, a bed and breakfast twenty minutes away in a part of the city called Summertown. He opened the paper to study a certain report, which was a double spread on pages five and six.  
 
    After a few minutes, he folded one page back, the headline catching Isabel’s attention. 
 
    ‘I’m famous,’ she said quietly.  
 
    New York City outraged as eleven year old girl shot dead on July 4th. Chalky continued to read the long article, which went into a lot of detail about the incident and aftermath. A photo showed the initial pile of flowers, soft toys and other tributes placed on the boardwalk near where the girl had gone down, almost a small field of them now. NYPD assure best investigators will catch killer, a smaller sub-article headline said. Another was bringing up the always hot topic of gun ownership, but Chalky was dismayed to see Isabel’s photo had been included in the article, an image of her smiling in what looked like a school photograph. 
 
    He’d expected it would be published eventually, knowing now she was ‘dead’ it didn’t matter if her identity was released, but had hoped, perhaps unrealistically, that it wouldn’t happen quite so soon. He flicked an eye around the English pub, but it was quiet and no-one had looked at them twice since they’d been here, despite various folded-up newspapers resting on tables and a chair. Vargas had done a good job with Isabel’s hair, the girl looking very different now from the way she had a week ago; also, although the story had made news in both the USA and UK, and bulletins in the States continued to provide updates and interviews, it was no longer headline news here in England, now only occupying the inside pages, soon to disappear altogether. Each country had its own pressing concerns. And life moved on. 
 
    ‘Yay, food,’ Isabel said, seeing their order coming, and Chalky folded the paper up as the barman approached. 
 
    ‘Ham and cheese?’ he said gruffly, the plate holding the sandwich and a side of fries. 
 
    ‘That’s me,’ Chalky said. 
 
    ‘Prawn mayo for the young lady then.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Isabel said, as the man set the food down. After passing them a basket containing knives, forks, paper napkins and small packets of ketchup, mustard and mayo, he returned to his place behind the bar, picking up his conversation with two men planted on stools, both halfway through a pint.  
 
    ‘Have they caught him?’ Isabel asked Chalky quietly, as he bit into his food. ‘I can handle it,’ she said, seeing him hesitate. ‘Tell me the truth.’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘They had a funeral for me, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘You think people are gonna be mad?’ she asked. ‘When they find out we pretended?’ 
 
    ‘I think they’ll just be glad you’re OK.’ 
 
    ‘I can still be in the play though, right, if we catch him? I don’t want them to cast anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘One thing at a time, kiddo. Once we find this man, we can worry about that stuff.’ He saw her look of dismay. ‘We’ll keep running through your lines though. Just in case.’ 
 
    That made her smile again, before she bit into her sandwich. Chalky’s phone started ringing; he wiped some grease off his fingers before taking it out, seeing it was Archer’s number in New York. ‘Back in a moment,’ he said, having checked out the pub and satisfied it was secure. ‘See anything, start shouting. And don’t touch my fries,’ he added with a smile, watching her hand start to creep across the table. 
 
      
 
    ‘Our composite sketch and Chalky’s description of the suspect has been sent to all major East Coast airports, train stations and to the bigger airports in the UK,’ Marquez told Vargas, standing outside Dr Wyzyck’s residence in Woodhaven after liaising with Josh, Ledger and Ethan back at the Bureau. Further down the porch, Archer was quietly bringing Chalky up to speed, while pulling off his tie and undoing his top button, needing more air.  
 
    ‘How we doing on leads?’ Vargas replied, now also looking slightly pale. Shepherd was still inside, talking with investigators. The sweet, coppery smell of blood was wafting out to the front porch and was making her feel nauseous, which was unusual for her. She had a strong stomach for things like this, as a rule.  
 
    ‘No breakthroughs yet,’ Marquez said. 
 
      
 
    ‘How bad was the scene?’ Chalky asked, outside the pub on the Oxford street with his phone to his ear. 
 
    ‘He used him as target practice,’ Archer told him. ‘The doc had twelve knives stuck in him. Never seen anything like it.’ 
 
    Pause. 
 
    ‘So our guy knows,’ Chalky said quietly. ‘Despite everything we did.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. He knows, mate.’ 
 
    ‘Did the doc have any idea where we were taking her?’ 
 
    ‘Only to JFK, but that could be enough. Don’t forget he met you at the morgue too, so he knows you’re from the UK. The man knew Issy lived with Vargas too. The way he’s crept around us, he seems too thorough to not know Alice is NYPD with a half-English guy on the same investigation team. It wouldn’t be too big a leap for him to guess where you’ve headed.’ 
 
    ‘Let him. He might think we’ve taken her to England, but neither you or I have any links with where me and the girl are now. He won’t find us here.’ 
 
    ‘We’re gonna work double-time to try and find out who this son of a bitch is. But for the love of God, keep her safe, Chalk. You should see the crime scene here. If he finds her and has the time to do something…’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do whatever it takes to protect her. You know that.’ 
 
    The call ended and Chalky kept his back to the pub, looking at the street and the people walking past. A wide road took up the thirty or so metres ahead of him, cars passing each way.  
 
    His eyes shifted from person to person, vehicle to vehicle, taking everything in.  
 
    He recalled the ME, who he’d interacted with only a few days ago. Then pictured him skewered to the wall of his own home, the knives pinning him in place, leaving the innocent man sagging in a grotesque final pose.  
 
    Chalky remembered the moment the light in the theater came back on and the shock of seeing that unusually tall man standing so close to him and Issy, grinning down at them like the Cheshire cat but with yellow teeth. 
 
    ‘Who the hell are you,’ Chalky muttered under his breath, studying the people and cars coming and going. ‘And where are you.’  
 
    He turned and walked back into the pub. Isabel had almost finished her sandwich and had clearly snuck a few of his fries, but looked up at him innocently as he walked back in.  
 
    ‘Everything OK?’ she asked.  
 
    He felt her eyes searching his face for anything to worry about. He sat down and smiled, hoping it was convincing. ‘Yeah. How’s the grub?’ 
 
    ‘Mine’s OK, but your fries are great.'  
 
      
 
    ‘Does she know?’ Shepherd asked, as Archer met back up with him, Vargas and Marquez on the Wyzyck’s porch. 
 
    ‘He’s not going to tell her,’ he told them. ‘Not yet, anyway. And without the details if he eventually does.’  
 
    ‘She’ll pick it up,’ Vargas said. ‘You can’t keep up bullshit with her. She’s seen too much. And she’s sharper than one of those knives in there.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ Archer swore, his hands interlocked behind his head. ‘We did everything perfectly and he still found out. Fooled everyone except him.’ 
 
    ‘Can Cobb divert any of your old colleagues as backup?’ Marquez asked. ‘Provide more security?’ 
 
    ‘They’re as busy as we are, Lis,’ Archer replied. ‘It’s a huge deal to us, but a child’s life being in danger doesn’t match up on paper to the threats they’re dealing with there. Cobb shouldn’t have helped us out as much as he already has. He, Fox and Porter are liaising with Chalky in case he needs anything while they’re in hiding. Fox met him at Heathrow after he and Is landed, and gave him a Glock with spare ammo before they went on to Oxford.’ 
 
    He paused, thinking.  
 
    ‘Do we still have the two knives that this guy threw? From the carnival and theater?’ 
 
    ‘Chain of evidence has them in CSU possession right now,’ Shepherd said. ‘Last I heard, they were due to be examined by a professional cutler this afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take them over myself,’ Archer said, pulling out his car keys.  
 
    ‘Not sure we can get a lot from them,’ Marquez said. ‘Our guy knew he was going to lose the blade at the fairground and the ones in there.’ She pointed at Wyzyck’s home. 
 
    ‘But he didn’t plan on losing the one at the theater,’ Archer said.  
 
    ‘He still threw it.’ 
 
    ‘Because his gun clicked dry. He wouldn’t have tossed the blade if he hadn’t emptied his weapon at Isabel and Chalk, and he ran out of time to retrieve it. That knife was a different type from the one buried in the wall at the fair. I remember thinking that when I saw it in the evidence bag.’ 
 
    Looking through the window, he saw the team of investigators freeing Dr Wyzyck from the wall, laying him on his back carefully onto protective sheeting before the rest of the knives still in his body could be removed one at a time. 
 
    ‘He might hope we overlook it,’ Archer said. ‘But I think our guy made a mistake.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    NINETEEN 
 
    ‘What other major enemies did Gino Lombardi have, aside from the Devaneys?’ Ledger asked, once Shepherd, Vargas and Marquez had re-joined him and Josh at the Bureau. None of them had had an opportunity to change out of their dark clothes from the funeral service, the outfits now seeming particularly fitting after what had been discovered at the Medical Examiner’s home.  
 
    ‘We’ve been struggling to find out,’ Vargas said. ‘The Irish were his main rivals. The Lombardis were fighting a turf war with them for years. There were plenty of other guys in the city that he crossed, obviously, but the ones we could trace are either dead or in prison. The guy you met the other day was one of the few Devaneys left on the street. And organised crime is a closed-lip world.’ 
 
    ‘What about a youngster?’ Marquez asked. ‘Capping off the last Lombardi could be something to put on your resume.’ 
 
    Josh shook his head. ‘We asked the soldier we picked up that question. He said the bosses and capos don’t have many boundaries, but most of them are family men. They wouldn’t try to snuff out an eleven year old kid. And wouldn’t want the sort of attention that would bring.’  
 
    ‘Doc Wyzyck’s death reached the news,’ Ethan cut in, everyone looking over when he transferred it to the big screen. 
 
    After they’d studied the news feed, not a word was spoken for almost a minute, each person in the room starting to focus on something different. Shepherd called Eisenhower Park on Long Island again, wanting to know how a mangled up, partially melted ID of theirs had ended up in the trash can in Vargas’ basement; he’d already cross-checked their employee lists with management, but no-one matching the description of their suspect worked at the park. Beside him, Josh contacted Queens OCME to see when Wyzyck had last been seen there, while Ledger examined photos of the scene at Polonksy’s butcher’s shop. Ethan was poring over footage from a street camera near Wyzyck’s residence, wanting to try and capture the moment when the killer arrived at his home. He was having as little success as the other day. Their man always seemed to know where the cameras were.  
 
    Vargas was sitting wrapped up in her own thoughts, finding it hard to concentrate, her mind on her daughter thousands of miles away.  
 
    Her foot made a quiet taptaptap as it hit the table leg nervously.  
 
    Beside her, Marquez was slowly turning the pages of Gino Lombardi’s file. She stopped, then took out a photo, an image taken at his downtown club, and examined it carefully, studying the faces of each mobster in turn.  
 
    She looked closer. 
 
    ‘A Nassau groundskeeper came forward and said his ID card went missing from his locker at the park on July 2nd when he was showering,’ Shepherd said, putting down the phone. ‘Held back because he thought he’d get fired for losing it, but eventually came clean.’ 
 
    ‘An examiner’s assistant told me Wyzyck hasn’t been at the hospital for two days,’ Josh said, putting one hand over the receiver. ‘He was off shift though, so it was only today when he was due back anyone thought to check when he didn’t turn up. But we might have another problem.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Shepherd asked.  
 
    ‘A colleague of theirs hasn’t been seen for three days. Apparently she never misses a shift, and she’s not at her home or responding to calls. Last anyone saw her was when she left for the day on July 5th.’ 
 
    Shepherd swore, staring at him. ‘Both have to be our guy,’ Ledger said. ‘Groundskeeper’s ID got him access to all areas at the Nassau County fair. They weren’t letting people in without paying at the gate; guess he didn’t want to risk being remembered by staff when he bought a ticket.’  
 
    ‘And the missing examiner’s assistant gave our guy a chance to snoop around the morgue at the hospital,’ Josh finished. ‘If it was him, he could’ve stolen her ID.’ 
 
    ‘Allowing him to get inside and then not find Issy’s body anywhere,’ Shepherd said. ‘So that’s how he knew. Find out who this missing girl is and put out an APB,’ he told Josh, who nodded and left the room. Shepherd then focused on Marquez, having already registered the fact she hadn’t been listening. Normally, she’d be pitching in with her own theories but she appeared to be totally immersed in the photos from Gino’s file. ‘Down the table. You seen something?’ he asked. 
 
    She stared at the image, then at her sergeant. ‘Could be reaching.’ 
 
    ‘Try us.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a famous photo you guys mighta seen from the 1950’s. Sophia Loren and Jayne Mansfield at a dinner party. Mansfield is wearing a dress cut so low she’s almost falling out of it. Loren’s looking at her breasts so disapprovingly it’s like they owed her money. I’ll show you.’ 
 
    She conducted a quick search then pulled up the image on her phone and passed it around the group. Ledger, Vargas and Shepherd looked at the picture then glanced at each other, puzzled. 
 
    ‘When’s the last time you slept, Lis?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    ‘You’ll see where I’m going. Look at Loren’s expression. Now look at this.’ She passed around the photo from inside the bar/club, the picture where some of the people’s eyes were shut. ‘Ignore Gino. Check out Issy’s mom, Carla.’ 
 
    The detectives did as she asked.  
 
    ‘Look at her face in that shot,’ Marquez said. ‘The other day, we thought she was angry with her husband when we saw this, right? She’s got the same look that Loren is giving Mansfield in that famous still. But I think she’s focusing on someone off camera.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ Shepherd said. ‘It could be anyone. Maybe some asshole was being too loud. Or a waiter spilled a drink.’ 
 
    Marquez went back to the photos inside Gino Lombardi’s file and rifled through them. Reaching almost the end of the stack, she found what she was searching for and withdrew another photo, showing it to the group. 
 
    ‘Same bar, different night, same look on her face. This woman was feeling some hate.’ 
 
    ‘So a waiter or waitress messed up two nights in a row?’ Shepherd said. ‘Or someone else pissed her off. I don’t see what you’re getting at.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not who she’s looking at,’ Marquez said. ‘It’s how she’s looking at them. I got a feeling Gino’s a total dead end on this case, no pun intended.’ She held up the photo and tapped Carla Lombardi’s face in the photo with her nail, the room looking at the image of the woman gussied up for a night out. ‘I think we should take a closer look at Carla. Gino wouldn’t be the only one with enemies.’ 
 
    ‘OK, worth following up. We got not much else. But that file isn’t gonna help,’ Shepherd said. ‘We need to speak to someone who knew them when they were alive. When they were on top, running the show in Midtown. They could shed some light, maybe.’ 
 
    Vargas’ foot had stopped tapping. She looked at Marquez, then rose. 
 
    ‘I’ve got an idea. Let me go make a phone call. I’ll be back.’ 
 
      
 
    At the cutler’s shop in Manhattan, Archer rested his forearms on the desk, having given the knife expert a brief explanation of what he wanted to know and why. ‘What can you tell me?’ he asked the man. ‘I need every detail you can find.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a nice piece, without being memorable,’ the cutler said, turning the theater knife over in his hands, the weapon still inside the protective bag. The blade had been swabbed for DNA then stored, in case any additional forensic analysis was required. ‘Measures almost six inches long.’ He pointed to a section of the metal by the hilt. ‘Whoever made it left a watermark here, but someone filed it off. The handle is cholla cactus trimmed in mesquite. Price at retail, new, would be four or five hundred bucks. With the watermark removed? Maybe a quarter of that.’ 
 
    ‘Is it traceable in any way?’ Archer asked, looking at the blade in the bag. ‘To a region or something?’ 
 
    ‘Cholla cactus suggests it came from California, or the South. Cutlers often use local materials or horn or bone from indigenous wildlife. Doesn’t mean anything if your man found this somewhere or took it off someone.’ 
 
    ‘I think this is his knife. He seems to have an affinity for them.’ 
 
    The man weighed up the piece. ‘I got something that may help. I can make some calls to check it out, but might be wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me.’ 
 
    ‘The size. It’s too long and the weight is uneven.’ He moved his hand up and down as he held the blade in the bag, testing the balance. ‘This knife would be worth twice the price if it was more carefully crafted. With a cholla cactus, mesquite-trim handle, and the unnecessary size, it points me in two directions. First, it wasn’t a one-off. The lack of precision makes me think it was bought in a retail store.’  
 
    ‘And two?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘I’ve got a guess where it came from. Where size matters.’  
 
    He looked at Archer.  
 
    ‘Texas.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s the second largest State in the country, Sam,’ Shepherd said, once Archer had got back to base. The two men were in the conference room with Ethan and Marquez, the rest of the team currently elsewhere following their own assigned lines of enquiry. ‘And you want us to try and find out where a knife came from that our guy might not even have bought?’ 
 
    ‘The cutler’s working on that. And CSU are swabbing for DNA on trash found at Polonsky’s, right? Empty fast food boxes, cans of beer.’ 
 
    ‘With no results, so far.’  
 
    ‘But I saw the brand of brew. Shiner Bock, from the town of Shiner. In Texas. Our guy is throwing knives likely to have come from the State and putting down beer from there too.’  
 
    ‘So he watched Dallas growing up or likes bull riding, big deal. I’ll follow you on most things, but let’s get real. We don’t have a chance in hell of finding him from this.’ 
 
    ‘Just stick with me for a second. I think it could fit.’ Shepherd shrugged, folding his arms as he listened, Marquez standing beside him. ‘If his coming after Issy isn’t personal, then someone has hired this guy,’ Archer told them both. ‘Like any business, you look at past performance before retaining a specialist’s services, right? This man’s got no problems trying to murder a child, but going to the trouble of building that Venus flytrap? That crosses from a business arrangement into being mentally disturbed or just plain sadistic. I’m convinced he’ll have done stuff like this before, somewhere.’  
 
    ‘Done what? Built traps?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. And murdered kids.’ He looked at Ethan. ‘How many children are killed in the US each year?’ 
 
    Ethan conducted a quick search on the computer. ‘580 or so, per 100,000. Nineteen suffer gunshot wounds each day.’ 
 
    ‘That’s too broad,’ Archer said. ‘Try this. How many go missing?’ 
 
    ‘Each year?’ Archer nodded. Ethan typed. ‘Over 460,000 kids, according to the NCIC.’ 
 
    ‘How many in Texas?’ 
 
    He typed in the search. ‘Over three hundred, on average. Some years over five hundred.’ 
 
    ‘We can narrow that down.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘The cutler said throwing this knife accurately would be extremely hard due to its poor balance.’ As Archer spoke, Marquez picked up the weapon, she and Shepherd examining it carefully while listening to what he had to say. ‘The blade is unusually large to the hilt, apparently. That and the handle is what got him thinking it was crafted in Texas. Bigger has to be better, right? But our man hit guard Rizzo in the throat when he was moving fifty feet away, just after he got grazed and with Chalky in front of him. That’s one hell of a skill.’ 
 
    ‘He missed Issy at the fair, though. Not that good.’ 
 
    ‘Remember, she said she snapped her head to the side when she saw a flash of light. Completely unexpected. If she hadn’t done that, he would have hit her square between the eyes.’ 
 
    They both went quiet. Mulling over his point, but wondering where he was going with it. 
 
    ‘And there were a lot of potential witnesses from the first knife attack on Isabel, yet no-one saw a thing,’ Archer said. ‘Even though this man is six foot seven, at least. Even taller, by the sounds of it. Somehow, he knows how to blend in.’ 
 
    ‘None of this narrows our search down,’ Shepherd replied, quietly. ‘These are things we already know.’ 
 
    ‘It shows he knows how to meld into the background of a carnival. And there are knife throwing acts at these fairs, just like we talked about the other day after the incident on Sunday night.’ Archer held up his cell so they could all see the screen. ‘Impalement arts, it’s called. I’ve been reading up. And I remember the guy from the touring show on Long Island saying they don’t employ people who practice it. Too much of a health and safety risk. But other places hire them.’ 
 
    ‘So, what? You think the tall man’s a carny?’ Shepherd asked. 
 
    ‘I think he could be, or was in the past. He could have come after Isabel at any time, but decided to do it when she was at a carnival, despite being surrounded by crowds of people. Tells me it’s somewhere he feels comfortable and where someone as tall as him could blend in easier than say, a sidewalk in Queens.’  
 
    ‘How could he know she’d be out there on Long Island that night?’ Marquez asked. 
 
    ‘Probably watching and following her for a while. There were posters for the fair plastered all over Astoria. A ton of kids in the neighborhood went. Good guess she was gonna go too.’ 
 
    ‘Polonsky wasn’t killed until Saturday. If that’s so, our guy’s only been in town for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘He might’ve shown up earlier and done his reconnaissance.’ 
 
    ‘Him being a carny could explain how he disappeared so easy,’ Marquez suggested. ‘Like Sam said, no witnesses of any kind saw the blade being thrown or who threw it despite him being as tall as a Knicks small forward. If he’s worked for a carnival, he’d know those kinds of places inside out. Where to conceal himself. How to look as if he was part of the show.’  
 
    Archer turned to Ethan again. ‘This could narrow it down. Search carnival or amusement park deaths in Texas over the past decade. Actually, make it twenty years. Chalk said this guy didn’t look younger than mid-thirties.’ 
 
    He typed in the search. The team waited. 
 
    ‘Six deaths on rides at amusement parks or carnivals in the State of Texas that I can find, in the last…eighteen years,’ Ethan read after forty seconds or so. ‘Three heart attacks, a teenager ejected from a ride and two men in their twenties got hit by a rollercoaster as they tried to climb over a fence.’ 
 
    ‘OK, so those are reported deaths,’ Shepherd said, seeming to be coming round to the theory slightly. ‘What about missing persons?’  
 
    ‘At amusement parks in the entire State? That’s gonna take a while to check, sir.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why the city pays us. Let’s get it done.’ 
 
    ‘Where are the others?’ Archer asked, as Ethan set to work. 
 
    ‘Josh and Ledger headed out to liaise with CSU at the Doc Wyzyck crime scene and try to find a missing colleague of his,’ Shepherd said. ‘Alice is downstairs making some calls. We’re shifting focus for the moment from Isabel’s dad to her mom instead. And I’m putting it out that Vargas has volunteered to come back off bereavement and I’ve agreed. I need her on this.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll buy that; they all know she wouldn’t step away for anything,’ Marquez said. ‘I’ll go keep her updated. Whistle down if you get something.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m trying to get hold of James Dalton,’ Vargas said, on the phone with the US Marshals New York field office over in Manhattan. She was at her desk on the lower level of the CT Bureau, other members of the Bureau glancing over at her uncertainly, not sure how to deal with the woman still wearing her mourning dress from her daughter’s funeral, but apparently, now working.  
 
    Vargas noticed the looks and reminded herself that she was still meant to be grieving. A lot had happened since that service for Issy two hours ago. 
 
    ‘And you are?’ 
 
    ‘My name’s Alice Vargas. I used to be a US marshal before joining the NY-’  
 
    ‘Whoa, shit! Vargas? Dalton moved to the Midwest,’ the man replied, his previously disinterested tone undergoing a rapid change. ‘But we all know who you are. You kept our wit protection record intact that night in Harlem. You and your colleague in the NYPD are legends down here.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever you need, I’d be glad to help. My name’s Edelman. I took over from Jimmy after he left.’ 
 
    ‘I need someone who knew a mob boss and his wife who ran part of Midtown a few years back. Boss’s name was Gino Lombardi. Wife was Carla.’ 
 
    ‘A big player?’ 
 
    ‘Major. I know if there’s anyone out there, it might be hard to get the FBI to connect me to someone relocated through Wit-Sec, especially with the specificity of this. Why I figured I’d come to you guys first with my track record and all. It’s real important I talk to someone who knew his wife, not just him.’ 
 
    ‘What’s this concerning?’ 
 
    ‘A child witness from that case you mentioned.’ 
 
    ‘The girl that was killed on July 4th?’ 
 
    ‘That’s her. Gino Lombardi was her father, and we’re trying to track down who shot her. We know all about the dad. But I want more flesh to the background on her mom.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been involved in providing protection during relocation for people during that time, I’m sure. Let me go through our records.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘This girl…I heard you adopted her?’ 
 
    ‘I did.’ 
 
    ‘I’m real sorry what happened. I’ll do all I can to help.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ she said after a pause. ‘Call me back the moment you have something. I want to catch this asshole.’ 
 
    Before he finds her and kills her for real, she thought, replacing the receiver and turning to Marquez, who’d walked down from upstairs to join her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY  
 
    ‘Check it out, Sam. I found this,’ Ethan said upstairs. Archer and Shepherd moved over to look at the screen. It was a newspaper article, from the Houston ABC13 News website. ‘Not deaths but something weird. Connected with an amusement park in Texas.’  
 
    Search continues for more missing children at Kemah Boardwalk, the headline read.  
 
    ‘Up top,’ Shepherd ordered. The article appeared seconds later on the big screen. Archer stepped outside and whistled down to Marquez, waving her back up to re-join them.  
 
    ‘Number of kids disappeared from a theme park in Galveston, five years ago,’ Ethan said, as Marquez re-joined them a few moments later. ‘Last to vanish were a young brother and sister.’ 
 
    ‘Never found?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Never found.’ 
 
    ‘Play that video,’ Archer said, seeing one on the article.  
 
    ‘Potential tragedy struck one of the most popular sites in the region again on Sunday night, when six year old twins Luke and Missy Rafferty went missing from the parking lot at Kemah Boardwalk in Galveston, some thirty miles from downtown Houston.’ As a correspondent’s voice talked, images of a search at the boardwalk was shown, police cars and search dogs everywhere. ‘Residents of Dallas, the Rafferty family were leaving after a day of fun at the boardwalk when parents Ian and Nia stopped in a store to pick up some souvenirs. The children were each eating a hot dog and told to wait outside. When their parents came back outside, Luke and Missy were gone.’  
 
    The footage switched to an interview with the devastated mother, supported by the father with police also in the shot. The screen changed to four separate children’s faces in photos, all of them smiling.  
 
    ‘The twins are the third and fourth kids to go missing at the boardwalk in the past seven months, and the site has been shut down, with a full investigation underway,’ the correspondent continued, the photos of the Rafferty kids replaced by a police press conference. ‘The Galveston County Sherriff’s Office is liaising with State Police and other officials at this present time,’ a police chief said at a press conference, cameras clicking, a bank of microphones set up in front of him. ‘We can confirm that Kemah Boardwalk will be closed until further notice, until we can get to the bottom of what’s goin’ on here. We advise any parents of children in the area to not leave them unaccompanied until more details can be ascertained.’ 
 
    ‘Employees are undergoing questioning, locals being interviewed, and police have deployed divers to search the bay,’ the correspondent said in a voiceover, closing out her segment as the camera showed police officers, sheriffs and K9 sniffer dog units inspecting the site. The shot changed to the spilt food the two kids had been eating, left dropped on the ground, two half eaten hot dogs, one of them squashed from being stepped on. ‘Kemah Boardwalk was built to be a place of fun and enjoyment. But with two more children now having disappeared on a day out with their families, everyone in this area is left wondering whether something far more sinister is going on down here. Kaley Iococca, ABC13.’ The video ended, but Ethan left it on the screen.  
 
    ‘Was the case ever solved?’ Shepherd asked. Ethan ran some searches. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t look like it. But is this enough?’ he asked Shepherd. ‘Anything could have happened to these kids.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got the drawing worked up from Chalk’s description and a physical description,’ Archer said, glancing at Shepherd. ‘Could be totally unconnected. But can’t hurt to check it out, right?’  
 
    Shepherd looked back at the big screen, considering all the information they had. ‘Contact the Boardwalk and see if they have anyone on file who looks remotely like our sketch-up,’ he told Ethan. ‘Either who still works there, or has. And make sure they know his height. We’re only interested if they’re six foot six or taller.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I got someone for you, Detective,’ Edelman told Vargas, having called her back downstairs. In the wait for the US Marshal’s return call, Marquez had filled her in on what the cutler had told Archer and his current suspicions that the knife from the Chelsea theater attack had come from Texas. 
 
    ‘Who?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    ‘Her name’s Natalie Cortese. She was wifed up with one of Gino Lombardi’s senior guys, Lorenzo Cortese. He got sent down on a fifteen year bid before the East Hampton attack after getting busted on a wiretap. Luckiest thing that ever happened to him, as it turned out. Testified against some of their guys to sweeten his sentence; Natalie wanted protection for herself and her kids in case of retaliation, which was pretty much guaranteed. Marshals’ office worked with the Bureau and they agreed. Moved her out of New York to Cincinnati, but she wanted to come back when she heard the Lombardi family organisation had disintegrated.’ 
 
    ‘Wife of one of Gino’s capos?’ Vargas replied, her pulse quickening. ‘That’s perfect. Can we get her on the phone?’ 
 
    ‘You can see her in person. She’s still in the area. You at your headquarters in Queens?’ 
 
    ‘Right here.’ 
 
    ‘Stay there and I’ll come meet you. We can drive to her place together. She took some persuading, but agreed to meet us for an hour. It’s all you’re gonna get from her, so make the most of it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re from the NYPD and are looking to talk about the four missing-’ Ethan said. He cut off mid-sentence then looked at Shepherd, putting the phone receiver back down. ‘They hung up. Again.’ 
 
    ‘Three times in a row,’ Archer said, his arms folded as he stood by the table.  
 
    ‘We could send local PD round and get them to ask some questions for us,’ Marquez suggested. ‘Sweat the management out a bit.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have reason to come in too heavy yet,’ Shepherd said. ‘And after the press attention this place must’ve got when those kids disappeared, they’ll be lawyered up the wazoo. We gotta proceed carefully.’ 
 
    ‘This was five years ago, boss’ 
 
    ‘Case is still open, from what I can see. And no-one’s committed a crime in their offices that we know of. We can’t get the local PD to go in hot on a hunch.’ Beside him, Archer looked at the time. ‘What do you think?’ Shepherd asked him. ‘This is your theory. I can’t divert all our resources to chase it, but if you want, I can give you some time to look deeper. See if there are any insects crawling out from under the rock.’ 
 
    ‘It’s almost 2pm. There must be a flight to south Texas leaving before sundown from at least one of the three majors.’ He turned to Shepherd and Marquez. ‘I can get down there, drive to Kemah, and be back by tomorrow lunchtime. Walk right in and ask these people in person. They can’t hang up on me if I’m standing in front of them.’ 
 
    ‘They could just escort you off the premises.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll find someone to talk to,’ Archer said. ‘And spending time with Chalky has reminded me how to run my mouth.’ As he was talking, his phone had made a noise from his pocket and he took it out. 
 
    ‘Delta direct from LaGuardia, in eighty eight minutes,’ Ethan said, having searched flights for Archer the moment he’d raised it as an idea. 
 
    ‘Something come through?’ Shepherd asked Archer, seeing him reading the message and the expression on his face. 
 
    ‘The cutler said he made some calls and traced the knife to a store from a watermark under the grip. Wolf Paw Knife and Shear.’ 
 
    ‘Mom and pop store?’ Marquez asked. ‘Or an outlet?’ 
 
    ‘Originated in Big Spring, Texas,’ Archer read. ‘Big store in Midland, but there’s a smaller outlet somewhere else in the state.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    Archer searched it via the maps on his phone and turned the screen to show them.  
 
    ‘Thirty minutes in the car from Kemah Boardwalk,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Get to La Guardia ASAP,’ Shepherd told him, doing a complete 180, now sold on the theory. ‘We’ll get them to hold the flight if necessary until you board.’  
 
    ‘Just don’t call Kemah back,’ Archer replied, going to the door. ‘This needs to be a surprise. Don’t want them knowing I’m coming.’ 
 
    ‘They’d probably hang up anyway,’ Marquez said. 
 
      
 
    An ocean away at the Oxford hideout, Chalky was sitting in the kitchen of his and Issy’s Summertown rental apartment, the Glock from the ARU weapons locker on the table near his hand. The TV was on but the volume was low.  
 
    He looked through the open door at the girl sleeping on the bed, her chest rising and falling slowly. She’d crashed out once they got back from the centre of town, a combination of jet-lag and the considerable stress she’d been under for the past few days.  
 
    She was curled up, still in her clothes, the thin cuts on her arms and legs showing up starkly against her tan. If Archer hadn’t acted so fast, she’d have been impaled in her own bed. Chalky knew if he hadn’t been at the theater, she’d have taken an entire magazine from the tall man’s sub-machine gun. 
 
    And if she hadn’t turned her head at the Nassau carnival, that knife would have buried itself to the hilt in her face. 
 
    Tiny twists and turns of fate that had kept her alive; but only just. Chalky rose and went to the window, standing to one side as he peered out into the street through the side gap in the blinds.  
 
    The street was quiet, apart from the distant noise of people in a pub down the road. He’d paid upfront with his credit card for their rooms for the next two weeks, and had been pleased with his choice so far. The area felt safe.  
 
    He heard Issy stir, and a few moments later, she wandered out of her room, yawning, her new shorter blonde hair unkempt and sticking up. He smiled.  
 
    ‘What time is it?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘7pm.’ 
 
    ‘Feels later.’ 
 
    ‘Should feel earlier. It’s just turned afternoon for you back home.’  
 
    She took a seat at the kitchen table and he walked over to join her. They sat quietly as the TV began to play an old episode of The Simpsons, but neither paid any attention to it. A distant yell came from some kids playing on the street. 
 
    ‘I hear them at night sometimes,’ Isabel said suddenly.  
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘My family.’  
 
    Chalky didn’t answer for a moment, not sure how to respond. ‘From when they were alive?’ he asked, eventually. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘I hear the gunshots from where I was in the bathroom.’ She swallowed. ‘Their screams. Smashing glass. The sound the smoke alarm made when it went off. And what I saw through the gap in the open door.’  
 
    Pause. ‘I used to not sleep well either,’ he told her. ‘A few years ago, someone put a gun in my face and pulled the trigger. It misfired. It kept me up a lot of nights afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘Not anymore?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘I realised I was sick of being afraid.’ 
 
    She didn’t answer. He saw her look away, clearly wrestling inwardly with something. Archer had told him all about her past but even in their short time together, he’d come to appreciate that she was something unique. Smart and resilient, tough but kind. She was going to be a force to be reckoned with in a few years’ time. 
 
    Those honest brown eyes of hers, that had seen so much, looked up at him. ‘He didn’t take the bait, did he?’  
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘The tall man. I saw it on your face when you came back into the pub earlier.’ 
 
    Chalky hesitated, then realised there was no point in hiding the truth. They felt beyond that. ‘No, Is. He didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Did he hurt someone else?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know for sure.’ 
 
    ‘Then how do we know he didn’t take it?’ 
 
    Chalky saw his mistake and again, knew he had to be at least partially honest. But no way was he telling her everything. ‘He went after the doctor who helped us in the morgue,’ he told her.  
 
    ‘He’s dead, isn’t he?’ Her eyes glistened with a sheen of tears and she blinked. ‘Because of me.’ 
 
    ‘Not because of you. Because of him.’ 
 
    ‘The doctor knew we were leaving New York. He heard you speak. He knew you’re English. The man who killed him is gonna come here looking for us.’  
 
    ‘If he tries, I’ll stop him, sweetheart. He surprised us at the carnival, your apartment and the theater, and he still failed, all three times. This time I’m ready and waiting for him. And he doesn’t have a clue where we are.’ 
 
    She seemed to be reassured, but he saw the sadness on her face. Without another word, she turned and went back into her room, closing the door quietly. Chalky rose and went to the window, standing to one side.  
 
    He looked out onto the street in the quiet, upmarket Oxford neighbourhood again.  
 
    He knows she’s out there somewhere, and that we have her.  
 
    It was a question of whether Archer and his team could find the killer. 
 
    Before he found Issy.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY ONE 
 
    The door to the lower Manhattan bar on Walker Street was slammed back so hard, glass in the panelling cracked. A group of men from the Lombardi crime family sitting with bottles of beer and smoking cigarettes or cigars had been talking among themselves until they heard the noise, and all turned to see Carla Lombardi striding in.  
 
    ‘C, what the hell you doin?’ the capo of the group called over to her, Lorenzo Cortese, a man who oversaw much of their activities and held major status in the organisation. The busted door swung back on its hinges, but the mob boss’s wife didn’t acknowledge any of the men as she marched down the bar. None at the table would ever admit it to each other, but each and every one of Gino’s men were wary of Carla, all of them keeping out of her way if they could.  
 
    Especially when she got the look in her eyes that she had right now.  
 
    ‘Boss better run,’ the soldier beside Lorenzo muttered, a cugine, a younger man waiting to be made. ‘Looks like he’s in trouble.’ 
 
    ‘Go tell him.’ 
 
    ‘So she’s pissed at me next?’ 
 
    ‘He’ll be even more pissed you didn’t warn him. Go.’ 
 
    As the younger man peeled off and headed to the back, the waitress working the afternoon shift stopped, a drinks order on a tray supported by her hand. A few older men at a corner table watching the Yankees game and filling out old school baseball scorecards were the only other patrons. They too had turned to look at her.  
 
    The waitress eyed Carla warily as she approached, but said nothing. 
 
    ‘Gino ain’t here, Carla,’ Lorenzo called out. ‘He stepped ou-’ 
 
    Carla grabbed the waitress’ head and slammed her face first into the wooden bar, the tray and drinks smashing to the ground. The younger girl was stunned by the unexpected attack, and as Carla wrenched her head back up, both her hands gripping the girl’s hair, the men in the bar saw the waitress’ nose was broken, blood pouring out from both nostrils. 
 
    Carla dragged the girl down to the floor, onto the shattered glass and spilled booze, and started punching her repeatedly. ‘The hell you doin, you stupid goomah!’ Gino shouted, arriving from out back with the cugine who’d gone to warn him. ‘We need that girl!’ 
 
    Stopping the beating for a moment, Carla looked up at him like a feral animal and before any of the mobsters could move, she whipped a small .38 revolver from the back of her jeans. The men at the tables swore and dropped down as she aimed the gun at her husband, her dark hair framing her face like a wild mane, her rage enough to make even the toughest among them hesitate.  
 
    She bent down, grabbed the waitress’ hair and pulled her face up before pistol-whipping the girl over the head several times with the gun, blood spattering onto the side of the lacquered bar and floor.  
 
    The girl went still, lying on the broken pieces of glass and foaming beer suds, unconscious; Carla took time to kick her several times hard in her stomach and after a final punt, she rose, panting, looking at her husband.  
 
    ‘Just did you a favor, you cheating testa di cazzo. Now you won’t need to pay for an abortion.’  
 
    * 
 
    These days, Natalie Cortese looked more soccer mom than former Manhattan mob wife, but then again women with her background, now settled in areas like this, knew how to blend in. She was in her late forties or early fifties with thick dark wavy hair and was in decent shape, dressed in yoga pants and an athletic top, looking as if she’d just come from the gym.  
 
    But there was a wariness accompanying the measuring way she was looking at Vargas and Marquez which gave a clue to her past; as they faced the woman from across the living room in her Long Island home, the two NYPD detectives guessed the mobster’s wife would resurface very quickly if you got on the wrong side of her.  
 
    ‘That was Carla. Ferocious,’ Natalie told the two female detectives. They were in a residential neighbourhood on the North Shore called Manhasset, only ten miles from the park where Isabel had almost taken a knife to the face five nights previously. The US Marshals had done Natalie a big favor relocating the Cortese family to this area once they’d returned to New York from their original repositioning spot in Ohio. A few years back, the Wall Street Journal had voted Manhasset the best place to raise a family in the NY Metropolitan area. It felt safe, which was a complete contrast to the feel of the previous few days for Vargas and Marquez. 
 
    ‘Did Gino have the habit?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    ‘Cheating? Yeah, I think he played around, but that girl was the only one he got pregnant. Carla got a tip-off from one of the other waitresses at the bar.’ 
 
    ‘Why’d this other chick sell her out like that?’  
 
    ‘Gain favors, stop Gino’s side-piece from moving up in status, any reason. You have the kid of a mob boss, even if it’s illegitimate, you got power. Carla wasn’t gonna have that. She beat this girl mezza morta. Looked like she’d been in a wreck on the interstate when they got her to the hospital, and Carla got arrested after a doctor called the cops. But the foetus survived the beating, and Gino’s bastard was born half a year later. Lot of us thought Carla was gonna hire someone to whack the girl when she found out the waitress was gonna carry to term. Guess even she didn’t dare do that, knowing the cops would be straight on it.’  
 
    ‘The girl keep working at the bar?’ Marquez asked. 
 
    ‘She tried. Carla started coming down every night she was on shift with her friends and terrorised her. The waitress got scared and quit.’ Natalie held up the photo Vargas and Marquez had brought with them from the CT Bureau, the image where the mob wife was glaring off camera. ‘If I had to guess, that’s who Carla’s looking at in this.’ 
 
    ‘The waitress is dead now,’ Vargas said.  
 
    ‘Yeah, the boy Mike’s gone too, so I heard,’ Natalie replied. ‘Carla got what she wanted in the end. Didn’t do her any good though, did it?’ During the conversation, they could all hear the sound of Natalie’s three kids in the back yard throwing a ball around and chasing each other. Children born of mobsters who seemed to have come out the other side unscathed and without any repercussions. Unlike Issy. Vargas listened to it, longing to hear her daughter’s laughter sound as carefree as that again.  
 
    ‘Agent Edelman tells me you got a guy coming after you,’ Natalie said, glancing back at the Marshal who was sitting near the window, keeping an eye on the street and letting the women talk alone.  
 
    ‘Not us. He killed an eleven year old girl.’ 
 
    ‘So I heard. If that’s true, you aware how much danger you’re putting me and my kids in by coming here?’ 
 
    ‘We know that,’ Vargas said. 
 
    ‘So it don’t matter? This is my life and my kid’s safety. But it’s just another case for you.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s not,’ Vargas replied. ‘She was my daughter.’ 
 
    ‘No, she wasn’t, she was Carla’s,’ Natalie snapped. A silence fell as she exhaled and looked away, and they saw her get a grip on her temper. ‘I apologise. That’s outta line. Edelman told me what you’ve done for this girl. You earned the right. I wish I’d had a mother who gave that much of a shit about me.’ She looked back at Vargas, who saw the shuttered expression in her eyes had disappeared. ‘And you’ll have done a better job than Carla would’ve, anyway. That’s for sure.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been in Wit-Sec before,’ Vargas said. ‘Both as witness and protector. I know how it feels when someone wants you dead and will do anything to get to you. We’re not gonna let you and your kids get hurt. But we need to know more about Issy’s parents, to try and work out who wanted their daughter dead so bad they kept coming after her, even after the rest of her family were gone.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re gonna keep us safe? I’ve heard that before. No offense, chick, but you’re city police, with short memories. In the world me, Lorenzo and Issy’s parents came from, people never forget. Feuds get passed down through generations. After you’re dead and gone, guys will still be trying to find my sons and their kids if they think I ratted someone out. Dishing out punishment for things they had no part of.’ 
 
    ‘That was the story of my girl’s life.’ Vargas was choosing her words very carefully and beside her Marquez acknowledged the subconscious feeling-out process between the two women, a pair of protective mothers prowling around this conversation, circling each other, wondering if the other side could be trusted. Natalie seemed to be softening at moments, but then those shutters came down again. If this Carla theory was accurate, they really needed the insight this woman had.  
 
    At the window, Edelman suddenly rose to his feet to check something outside.  
 
    Vargas and Marquez tensed, but then he sat back down.  
 
    ‘He told me you got a divorce once he got busted and went into hiding to protect your children,’ Vargas said, returning her attention to Natalie. ‘So you understand. Someone hired a killer to get Issy. Whoever he is, he’s taken brutality to a whole new degree.’ 
 
    ‘How bad we talking?’  
 
    ‘He murdered a Chief ME in his home. Man was found with a dozen knives in him. He killed a butcher by impaling him on a meat hook. He almost buried a knife in my girl’s face and wasted three other decent men while trying to get to her. And he did get her on the boardwalk on July 4th. You’d want this guy off the street as much as we do. We need to find him.’ 
 
     Natalie picked up on Vargas’ unspoken meaning. Her choice of words had been a roll of the dice, especially to a woman who was wary to begin with, but Vargas had gambled on Natalie’s obvious concerns for her own kids. She gave Vargas and Marquez a long look, then rose from her seat and walked over to a mantelpiece. She reached for some water from a jug on a nearby table, but then changed her mind and opened a box resting on the mantelpiece in front of her, taking out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. She lit up and blew the smoke out slowly, watching it swirl and disappear into the air. She offered the pack to the detectives, who both declined. Edelman took one. 
 
    ‘I was sad when I’d heard Carla died,’ Natalie said, after giving the US Marshal a light. ‘Even though it kinda meant with them all gone, we could come back to New York. Guess it’s bad I felt like that, considering who and what she was.’ 
 
    ‘Were you friends?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    ‘Thought we were.’ She poured herself a glass of water from the jug and sat down opposite the two women again. ‘After Lorenzo ratted, I never saw her again.’ 
 
    ‘How long back did you know her?’ Marquez followed. 
 
    ‘Since we were twenty. We met at the gym in the city; used to do workout classes together. Step aerobics, Tae Bo, all the shit that was popular back then.’ Natalie’s eyes flicked outside, as a car sped past down the street. ‘She came from nothing. Her father worked at the Fulton fish market almost his whole life. It’s how she learned about the mob scene. Some of the crime families did business down there, but Carla said her dad didn’t bite the hook. Turned them down the times they asked if he wanted a job.’ 
 
    ‘Stood his ground.’ 
 
    ‘Carla hated him for it. She saw other families who’d taken the bait able to afford nice shit. Her family had struggled her whole life up to the point we met, and she had ambition like I never seen. Once she and Gino hooked up, I know she never spoke to her mother or father again. Cut them outta her life. She was ruthless like that. And if anyone ever mentioned her past, they got hurt, bad. One young kid cugine made some crude joke one night about her and fish at the club, trying to impress the more senior guys. Carla heard later what he said. He disappeared a few days after and I never saw him again. Like I told you. Ruthless.’  
 
    ‘Did she know who you were married to when you met?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    She nodded. ‘We weren’t husband and wife then, but other girls in the class knew we were together. But I think she decided I was the one who could help her out.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I was the closest one to Gino. He and I grew up a few blocks from each other, and Lorenzo was tight with him. But G ended up becoming head of the organisation and my POS husband ended up folding laundry upstate doing fifteen years without parole.’ She dragged on the cigarette. ‘Always knew I picked wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Gino’s dead,’ Marquez reminded her. ‘And your husband escaped being shot that day.’ 
 
    ‘Hell of a lifestyle G gave his family before he died, though.’ 
 
    ‘How’d Carla and Gino meet?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    ‘She saw him outside the bar one night and decided he was gonna be hers. Just hers.’ 
 
    ‘Her file said she was arrested multiple times for assaulting other women.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a reason why Carla was so territorial, and did what she did to girls like that waitress,’ Natalie replied, taking another long drag on the cigarette before drinking some water to clear her throat. ‘She didn’t want history repeating itself.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    ‘She stole Gino from another woman.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY TWO 
 
    ‘Need a ride, baby?’ the man in the car called out, keeping pace with Carla as she walked down a street in Little Italy, her high heels clicking out a staccato rhythm on the sidewalk. She ignored him but it was easy to see why she’d attracted his attention tonight, with her tight white dress, her long hair loose around her shoulders and her features enhanced with carefully applied makeup.  
 
    Her date at a restaurant and subsequent trip to a club nearby had been a disaster; the wannabe tough guy she’d let take her out had gotten into an altercation at the bar almost as soon as they’d arrived and it hadn’t gone well for him. He’d been punched once and knocked out cold before he could even buy Carla a drink; she’d turned and walked out on the spot, leaving him on the floor, ashamed and humiliated in equal measure. Being seen with losers wasn’t part of her life plan. 
 
    Now she had this new stalker asshole to deal with. ‘C’mon, jump in,’ the guy said, trailing her in his car. ‘I’ll give you a ride.’ 
 
    ‘Go take one yourself. Sure it’ll only take twenty seconds.’ 
 
    ‘Whoa, she got attitude!’ he laughed. ‘Where you goin?’ 
 
    ‘Where are the taxis in this goddamn city when you need one,’ she muttered, stopping at a street corner, chewing a stick of gum angrily. As she looked left and right, the man in the car behind her kept talking but she tuned out what he was saying, her attention caught by what she saw outside a club further down the street.  
 
    A group of men in white shirts, red jackets and black dress pants were crowded around another guy similarly dressed. The difference was this man’s shirt was untucked and he was wearing a goofy grin on his face, his legs like those of a cut puppet as two of his friends tried to keep him standing straight and another worked on putting a tie on him. Unlike her, wherever this guy had been tonight, he’d managed to get a drink. Or ten. 
 
    ‘…to him?’ another man was asking, dressed in a sharp suit, his black hair combed back. He had a couple of rings on his fingers, a stud in his right ear glinting in the streetlight and looked well put-together, like he was somebody. Carla heard most of their exchange from her position on the sidewalk. 
 
    ‘-through shit with his girl….’ 
 
    ‘-tonight is?’ the man asked the drunk guy, who was being held upright. ‘-mess it up?’ 
 
    ‘He won’t….can play drunk.’ 
 
    ‘He ain’t drunk, he’s halfway to Ireland!’  
 
    Behind the group, the back door to a bar opened and another man walked out.  
 
    With it, Carla’s world changed.  
 
    He was in a suit just as expensive as the man talking to the guys in the red jackets, but had no earrings and had shorter hair that a barber had taken good care of.  
 
    His sheer presence was what changed the situation, and then it was his action.  
 
    He grabbed the drunk man by the collar and slapped him in the face hard, proceeding to do it again with his back hand, whapwhap. He leaned in close, saying something to him quietly, and whatever it was had an immediate effect. When the drunk leaned back, the stupid smile had been replaced by placatory, nervous nodding. Once free, he finished fixing his tie, one of the others helping him; when it was in place, another gave him a bottle of water, the man drinking from it quickly, his eyes not leaving the newcomer in the suit. 
 
    The others took out musical instruments from a van parked on the sidewalk and carried them in through the back door as the drunk staggered in after them, carrying what looked like a saxophone case. The man who’d set him straight shared some quiet words with the guy with the earring, then they both followed the band back into the joint, the door closing behind them. 
 
    ‘…with me,’ Carla heard the driver of the car who’d been following her say, finally becoming aware of him again. He’d gotten out of his car while she’d been watching the band attempting to fix up their drunk sax player and she suddenly felt his hands touch her hips, the guy coming in close behind her.  
 
    She didn’t hesitate, stamping her stilettos on each foot in turn in quick succession, one for each foot, and he went from groping her to yowling in agony on the sidewalk as he fell, clutching both feet. She looked up at the name of the joint, then turned and walked over to the man’s car. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ he called, as she got in behind the wheel, the doorman to the club and other people queuing to get in seeing what had just happened and laughing as she stole his vehicle. 
 
    ‘Thanks for the ride,’ she shouted through the window as she drove off. 
 
      
 
    ‘You hang out in there, right?’ Carla asked Natalie two days later, the two women leaving a step aerobics class in lower Midtown. 
 
    She nodded. ‘Sure. Lorenzo works for the guy who owns it.’ 
 
    ‘I saw a man outside the place the other night. A member of the band was drunk. He came out and set the guy straight.’ 
 
    ‘What he look like?’ 
 
    ‘Clean cut. Black hair.’  
 
    Natalie laughed. ‘Most of them look like that.’ 
 
    ‘He was big, but not fat. He had a gold ring on his little finger-’ 
 
    Natalie smiled. ‘Sounds like Gino. When he talks, you listen.’ 
 
    ‘What’s his deal?’  
 
    ‘We grew up on the same block. He drove for the boys before he was a cugine. He’s capo now, same as my Lorenzo.’ She lowered her voice. ‘From what I’ve seen and heard, they’re taking looks at Gino as the future boss.’ 
 
    ‘He got a woman?’ 
 
    Natalie chuckled. ‘Had a feelin’ that’s where you were headed. He’s got plenty.’ 
 
    Carla gripped her arm. The aggression in the sudden movement surprised Natalie. ‘Forget the skanks at the club and side-piece whores. Does he have a woman?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, they’ve been together since I’ve known him,’ Natalie replied, extricating her arm carefully from Carla’s grip. ‘She had the same thought process you’re havin’. Some men you can just tell are made for bigger things. She’s been sticking her finger in his chest about putting a ring on it.’ 
 
    ‘What’s her deal?’ 
 
    ‘She’s Sicilian, from Ozone Park. Blonde, average height, good chest, OK ass.’ 
 
    ‘She tough?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t wanna get on her bad side. She’s with him for a reason. But she’s a smokeshow, no doubt.’ 
 
    ‘Her name?’ 
 
    ‘Bianca, but everyone calls her by her last name: Stefani.’ 
 
    Carla nodded and as Natalie glanced at her, she saw an expression on her face that would become very familiar in the future, when she became the most powerful woman in the crime family.  
 
    A cold focus.  
 
    She suddenly looked like a different person, and Natalie felt a glimmer of fear. 
 
    ‘We’ll see how tough she is.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘How’d Carla catch his attention?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    ‘Found out he had tickets for some jazz night at Radio City. She borrowed all the cash she could scrape together, got a seat two rows in front of Gino and Stefani and maxed out a credit card buying a designer dress. Carla pretended to bump into him in the lobby after he left to take a leak. You both’ll know, that’s often all it takes. She was a hottie and had a smokin’ figure. Knew how to use it too.’ 
 
    Natalie heard her kids shouting again from out back as they played and stubbed out the rest of her cigarette, waving her hand in the air to clear the smoke.  
 
    ‘She went back to her seat, and the way she told it, he barely watched a second of the rest of the show. Thought it best never to ask her how she knew that when he was sitting behind her. I was learning fast to choose my words real careful around her. As they were walking out, she slipped him her number. 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t give it up to him for a while either. Made him work his ass off for it. Some men that works for. Others just lose interest. But she played it right. Told him she wasn’t like other girls, and he believed her. And she was right. That bitch was cold-blooded like I never seen.’ 
 
    ‘How long till Stefani found out?’ Marquez asked. 
 
    ‘About five months.’ 
 
    ‘How’d that go down?’ 
 
    ‘How’d you think? And that was before Carla tried to have her killed.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY THREE 
 
    Delta’s direct flight to Houston from La Guardia left at 3:30pm on the nose; it was a four hour journey, but Archer gained one back due to the change in time-zone and was on the road in a rental Dodge Avenger within twenty five minutes of landing, his badge and pistol back on his hip after having the Sig and magazines stowed securely in the hold. The shield didn’t hold the weight it did in New York City for obvious reasons, but he was licenced to carry his sidearm anywhere in the United States.  
 
    The journey south from the airport to the boardwalk took almost two hours, past oil refinery after oil refinery. The highways were sometimes six lanes across, and Archer quickly learned trucks switched constantly, pulling back and forth without indicating, which kept him focused. There was only going to be one winner if he got hit by one of those things.  
 
    By the time he was getting close to Galveston, the night air was settling in. It was approaching 9pm, however in July he figured the boardwalk wouldn’t be closing for business until somewhere around midnight. As his thoughts wandered during the drive, he found himself feeling increasingly uncomfortable being so far from Issy right now, but he knew she was in safe hands with Chalky, thousands of miles away in England. He’d guard her, as promised. And his protection was allowing Archer to fully focus on the task at hand.  
 
    Catching whoever was going to such lengths to murder the child.  
 
    After he drove into the parking lot at Kemah, Archer pulled into a space and stepped out. A large section of the boardwalk was on the other side of a line of waterfront stores which offered tourist souvenirs, artwork, iced coffee and sweet treats, all of them now closed for the day even though other parts of the site were still open. A few people were ambling around, a slow trickle of them leaving for the day, many with red skin from being in the sun for too long.  
 
    Archer checked his phone for messages, and saw one had come through from Shepherd, telling him the body of the missing examiner’s assistant from Queens OCME had been found at the bottom of a trash dumpster a hundred yards from the hospital. Her throat had been cut, and she was still in scrubs, but her ID card was gone.  
 
    It almost certainly explained how Isabel’s attempted killer had gained access to the building and discovered the child’s body wasn’t in one of the lockers. 
 
    Another innocent victim. 
 
    After dwelling on that for a few moments, feeling his anger rise when he considered the man who he had little doubt had killed her, Archer looked around for the management’s office; instead, he saw a sign to an Irish pub and went up a flight of stairs, figuring he could ask whoever worked in there where to go. Kemah Boardwalk, Where The Fun Never Stops! a sign told him as he pushed open the door. 
 
    As he walked in, he enjoyed the wave of air-conditioning that hit him and headed straight for the bar. ‘S’up man,’ the bartender said, flicking a coaster over to the wood in front of the NYPD detective. He was a couple of years older than Archer or thereabouts, and seemed friendly. ‘What you drinking?’ 
 
    ‘Just some water, right now,’ he said. ‘I’m looking for a manager’s office for the boardwalk.’ 
 
    ‘You got an interview?’ 
 
    Archer shook his head and showed him the badge on his waistband. ‘I’m from New York City. We called earlier in the day, but whoever was in the office wasn’t very chatty. Figured I’d do the polite thing and come to talk face-to-face.’ 
 
    ‘What about?’ 
 
    ‘Questions concerning someone who I think might’ve worked here at some point.’ 
 
    The bartender weighed him up for a moment, but read the subtext and nodded. ‘I’ll call through,’ he said, going to the phone behind the bar; he passed on the message, as Archer drank the glass of water the barman had placed on the beermat.  
 
    Less than two minutes later, he saw another individual enter the pub. He was slightly older than the bartender, wearing a white shirt with short sleeves, a tie clipped in place and with a look on his face that showed Archer his surprise visit wasn’t a welcome one. 
 
    ‘That’s him,’ the bartender confirmed. Archer showed the manager his badge when he walked over, but the man didn’t offer a handshake.  
 
    ‘Mind if we talk alone?’ Archer asked.  
 
    ‘You should have told us you were planning a visit.’ 
 
    ‘We would have, but your office kept hanging up before we could inform you.’ Archer gave him a smile. ‘Now we can talk uninterrupted.’  
 
    He walked to one side with the man, and they stepped through a glass door to some outdoor seating. People were sitting a few benches away enjoying drinks and bar snacks, so Archer chose a spot at the edge of the balcony, away from everyone else.  
 
    ‘What do you want?’ the manager asked abruptly. 
 
    ‘Someone’s made several attempts to kill a child in New York in the few days. We think the person responsible might have worked here, or passed through some years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Makes you think that?’ 
 
    ‘You had that group of children go missing, five years ago, right?’ 
 
    ‘So? How can you possibly link that to this kid in New York City?’ the manager replied, avoiding answering the question directly. 
 
    ‘In one of these attempts, the guy threw a knife sold from a store with an outlet less than thirty miles from here. And he went after her at a carnival, where no-one reported seeing him, despite him throwing a knife. It’s making us think he’s got experience with fairgrounds or parks like these.’ 
 
    ‘We try not to make a habit of employing murderers, Detective,’ the manager replied snidely. He gestured behind him. ‘Built on the shores of Galveston Bay and Clear Lake, this is one of the best boardwalks in the country. We got restaurants, rides, midway games, a hotel and marina. No charge to walk in and no killers on our staff, neither now or in the past. That I can assure y’all.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not looking to ride one of the coasters, I’m trying to catch who might’ve killed those children. From what I understand, those cases were never solved.’ 
 
    ‘Correct.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you think happened to them?’ 
 
    ‘They must’ve fallen into the bay and were washed out into the Gulf. Extremely sad.’  
 
    ‘The report said they all disappeared in the parking lot. Kind of hard to tumble into the ocean from out there.’  
 
    The man looked at him coldly. ‘You wanna take this up, go talk to Kemah PD or the County Sherriff. We all moved on. Try one of our cocktails. Good day.’ 
 
    Archer watched him go. ‘Son of a bitch,’ he muttered quietly, going back inside and walking up to the bar. He looked at the bartender, who’d been watching them. 
 
    ‘Didn’t wanna talk, huh,’ the man asked. ‘He do something wrong?’ 
 
    Archer shook his head. ‘I’m trying to find this person I told you about. I read that some kids went missing here, five years ago or so; it’s a long shot, but I think there’s a chance the guy I’m after was involved. Or entirely responsible. I’m not sure.’ 
 
    The bartender stopped what he was doing, cleaning some glasses. The mention of the children seemed to have focused his attention. ‘What makes you think he worked here?’  
 
    ‘He’s got skills that have me suspecting he’s spent time in a carnival. He’s throwing knives sold in this area and putting away cans of Shiner in his spare time. And he’s tried three times to murder a child up in our city. No other kids in the last fifteen to twenty years have gone missing permanently from amusement parks in the entire State, aside from this place. Not that many from all over the country, in fact. Except for here.’ 
 
    The bartender gave Archer a long look, as another couple of customers sat at the bar. 
 
    ‘Meet me out on the boardwalk in twenty minutes,’ the man said to him quietly, checking to make sure the manager hadn’t doubled back and was listening or watching them. He pulled a paper map from a stack on the bar-top and circled an area with a pen before passing the map to Archer. ‘Near Landry’s. It’s a seafood joint by the water. I’ll take my break.’ 
 
    Archer felt a flicker of optimism as he folded and tucked away the map. ‘Got any decent drinks? I hear the cocktails are good.’ 
 
      
 
    Squeals came from a big drop ride down the wooden walkway, hair flying as the line of seats rocketed downwards, the machinery slowing just before the riders reached the concrete. More shrieks came from a wooden rollercoaster called The Boardwalk Bullet, bright lights from the park reflecting off the water in the bay, the Gulf of Mexico, the water dark and inky from oil. Drinking a booze-free concoction out of a plastic cup, Archer watched the people around him having fun.  
 
    For a moment, the screams reminded him of those from July 4th at Coney Island, the blood on Isabel’s chest, that second he’d looked at her limp body and thought that maybe she really had been shot, despite being fully aware of their plan. Vargas had given Issy their agreed signal before activating the squibs hidden under the girl’s shirt using the small trigger hidden in her bag. The whole scene had been so realistic.  
 
    Then finding out what a close-run thing it had been, the shooter already in position. 
 
    He felt cold for a moment, and drank more of the cocktail. If Vargas had delayed by a couple of seconds… 
 
    ‘Walk with me, man,’ the bartender said, arriving alongside Archer and rousing him from the unpleasant thoughts. ‘Heat’s keeping management indoors, but good to keep moving in case White Shirt decides to come lookin’ around. Don’t want him cuttin’ my hours because I talked to you. They told us all never to mention what happened to those kids without a lawyer present.’ As the two men headed on down the boardwalk, the bartender opened a Coke and sipped it, his eyes on Archer. ‘How close was it? This kid you were talking about?’ 
 
    ‘First time, a knife was slung at her head at a place like this. Sliced open her cheek and buried itself in the wall behind her. Second attempt, a load of blades clamped in her bed almost impaled her like a bear trap. Then he came for her when she was rehearsing a play at school with a sub-machine gun. Killed three men in the process, one of them by throwing a knife.’ 
 
    ‘Man, must be something in the water up there in New York. What this kid do?’ He frowned. ‘I saw on the news the other day that another got shot at Coney Island on July 4th.’ 
 
    Archer’s facial expression didn’t change. ‘Yeah, that was tragic too. Can you tell me what the story is around these children who went missing?’ 
 
    ‘Management don’t like talking about it, as you can tell. Think it’s still recent enough to keep people away and they’re desperate not to lose business. It was bad. Real bad. I’d just started working at the bar. Driving down from Pasadena for my shifts. First time it happened, a boy disappeared on a Wednesday night. Eight or nine years old, I think. People thought he mighta fell in the water and drowned, or someone took him. Police came in, searched, asked questions and all that shit, but couldn’t find him.  
 
    ‘Few months later, another kid went. Then a brother and sister too, and that’s when we realised something real bad was goin’ on. They went missing on a Sunday in the parking lot, just before they started the drive home. Sweet-looking kids, too. Rafferty twins; still remember their name.’ 
 
    ‘Police response?’  
 
    ‘We got shut down and county sheriffs took the place over to launch a big-ass investigation, but they didn’t find shit. Even the FBI showed up. Every employee was questioned, and the cops held press conferences on State TV asking anyone who was here that day to call in and speak to ‘em. Figured they had a serial killer on their hands hanging around here who preyed on children.’ 
 
    ‘But no bodies were ever found,’ Archer said. 
 
    The bartender nodded and drank from his Coke again. ‘White Shirt gave you the sell on the place, right? He can’t help himself, times I’ve heard him talk to out-of-towners.’ 
 
    ‘Always looking for business, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a starting point for most people. Easy to figure out the work, easy to get laid off from it, but it ain’t a bad place. After the last boy and girl vanished, Staties and the Feds cross-interviewed everyone who worked here, several times, and called in people who’d moved on to other places or who’d been fired. I was in an office with them for a couple hours, going through my actions on the days the twins vanished while they checked if I had alibis. They dragged sections of the bay, case the kids fell in.’ Archer looked at the inky water again as the man described it. ‘We dipped hard for a while, and the place almost folded. Lost a load of employees. I was thinking about moving on, but then things started pickin’ up again.’ 
 
    ‘I read the Raffety kids disappeared in the parking lot.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, just like the others. Parents stopped in a store out front to buy souvenirs. Kids were outside eating a hot dog or ice cream, somethin’ like that. When mom and dad came out with some keyrings and a new beach towel, the food was on the floor. And the two young bucks were gone.’ 
 
    ‘How about cameras?’ 
 
    ‘Whoever took the twins knew where they were. Police went through every frame of every camera after, but no sign of either kid. Why they always thought whoever took them worked here.’ 
 
    ‘What about vehicles?’  
 
    ‘They told us the police traced the plates of every car which drove out the gate and tracked down who was driving. Dead ends. Nothing conclusive.’ 
 
    ‘So how do four children vanish in broad daylight?’ 
 
    ‘You figure it out, y’all get a prize on the house,’ the bartender said, as he and Archer watched several college kids nearby launching baseballs at a stall. ‘That was the question everyone asked and no-one could answer.’ He looked away from the water, directly at Archer. ‘Have a photo of your guy? The one you think did this? I might remember him. Got a good memory for faces.’ 
 
    Archer took out his cell phone and did some scrolling. He held up his phone so the bartender could see. It was the composite sketch of what Chalky described, the only one who’d seen the man up close. He didn’t mention the man’s height for the moment. ‘Best I’ve got, for now.’ 
 
    The bartender peered closer. He took the phone, shielding the screen from the lowering sun.  
 
    ‘Shit, man. I remember a guy who kinda looked like that. He used to come in and drink at the bar.’  
 
    ‘You know his name? Or what he did?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t. It’d be on file, but management probably won’t let you go near any of them without a warrant or something.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone else still around who might know his name?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll give Cynthia a call. She’s been here ‘bout the same time as me. Think she and this guy were tight, or worked together at least. She helped run the midway games before they got her running the Bullet.’  
 
    ‘Is she still here?’ 
 
    ‘Already left for the day. I’ll call her and see if she’ll talk or come back. She don’t live too far away.’ He took out his cell, but then nodded at Archer’s own phone. ‘One thing I do remember is, that son of a bitch was tall,’ he said. ‘As in, could play for the Rockets tall.’ 
 
    At that, the optimism Archer had felt earlier flared into a full-on rush of adrenaline. ‘Everything you or your friend can remember about this guy. Anything. It’ll help.’  
 
    The bartender nodded, lifting his phone to his ear. He motioned to Archer to let him look at the sketch again. ‘We talked a couple times at the bar, when he was having a Shiner or Lone Star. I remember where he told me he was trained. He had the accent too.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Some fair in Louisiana. Said he was from New Orleans, originally.’ 
 
    ‘And he doesn’t work here anymore?’ 
 
    ‘No, man. Haven’t seen him in a few years.’ 
 
    ‘And no more kids have gone missing since,’ Archer said, looking around at the boardwalk theme park, more screams of joy coming from the rides near them. 
 
    The bartender didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY FOUR 
 
    ‘Nah, some trash-bag whore is trying to take my man,’ Bianca Stefani said on her cell phone, as she left the luxurious lower Manhattan apartment that she shared with Gino. Just as Natalie had told her new friend at the gym, Stefani was also a head-turner, young, blonde, with a tight figure and also, like Carla, extremely ambitious. She revelled in the kudos and envy dating one of the most powerful up-and-coming men in the mob scene in New York City created, and was prepared to do whatever it took to maintain her position. Gino had finally given her an engagement ring, just before this new woman showed up. 
 
    ‘Nothing new, Stef,’ her friend replied. ‘People know he’s going places.’ 
 
    ‘This one is serious, bitch,’ she answered, walking down the stairs to the exit.  
 
    ‘Who is she?’  
 
    ‘Some piece from Ozone Park. Father was a two-bit fisherman, I heard. Sort of skank who should be serving me drinks at the club. Not trying to trap my Gino.’ 
 
    ‘I heard about her. Also heard she’s cute. You’re gonna need to take care of it.’ 
 
    Stefani approached one of their three cars parked by the sidewalk, fumbling as she retrieved her keys from her purse, then hissed in irritation as they slipped through her fingers.  
 
    She bent to pick them up and that movement saved her life. 
 
    Two bullet-holes materialised in the side of the vehicle an inch above her head, the sound of the loud shots echoing off the nearby buildings. Shocked, Stefani spun round to see two men in ski-masks standing in the street, one of them holding a pistol aimed in her direction as the other covered the road. An approaching car was forced to screech to a halt to avoid hitting them; the masked figures turned but seeing it was only a terrified female driver and no threat, swung back.  
 
    However, Stefani used that brief moment to full advantage; she shoved her hand into her clutch purse, pulled out a .34 and as the main shooter turned back to finish her, she fired. The shot missed, but her attackers apparently hadn’t been expecting her to return fire and seeing they were now attracting attention, bolted for their car, one of them firing wildly a couple of times back at her as they ran. Stefani’s fourth bullet hit the cover-man in the leg and he fell. His friend came back for him but then Stefani hit the man who’d she already shot again, this time in the neck.  
 
    The uninjured man dragged him into the car as Stefani scrambled around hers for protection, hearing the tires of their ride screech as they took off.  
 
      
 
    ‘She killed Kev!’ one of the Devaneys said, his ski mask rolled up to reveal his panic-stricken face. Ten feet away, the body of his fellow shooter had been dragged out of the car and was lying slumped on the ground, the wound to his neck having caused him to bleed out in the car. ‘Cops’ll be all over us! They know who he’s connected with. Shit.’ 
 
    ‘How did you not hit her but she hit you?’ Carla snapped angrily, standing there with him, looking down at the body. 
 
    ‘She dropped her keys just when Kev fired. You never said she was carrying!’ 
 
    ‘She’s banging a capo from your biggest rival!’ Carla raged. ‘You didn’t think he might get her to carry protection?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, rubbers, not a pistol!’  
 
    Not wanting to waste any more oxygen on the idiot, she looked down at the dead mobster’s body. ‘You need to get rid of him. Make him disappear.’ 
 
    ‘He’s my friend. We go back a long way. Known him since we were kids.’ 
 
    ‘You wanna get pinched? Or hung out to dry when your bosses realised you fired up a gang war? Police don’t find him, you can’t be implicated.’ 
 
    ‘I still don’t like it. Kev’s too-’ 
 
    During their exchange, she’d picked up the dead man’s pistol, pretending to put it in her purse, but when the remaining Irishman turned back to look at his dead friend, Carla ended the conversation, and his concerns about Kevin’s burial permanently. She put the gun to the rear of his skull and blew his brains out.  
 
    After he dropped, it took her almost thirty seconds to settle. It was the first time she’d ever killed someone. 
 
    But then she coolly wiped down the gun and after thinking carefully, took out her cell phone and made a call.  
 
    * 
 
    ‘Two hours after she shot the guy, that car was being crushed and compacted inside a junkyard in Brooklyn with the two bodies stuffed inside,’ Vargas explained to Ledger, Shepherd and Josh, now back at the Bureau with Marquez on late night duty. The pair of female detectives had relayed exactly what Natalie had told them, referring to notes Marquez had made. The former mob wife hadn’t allowed herself to be recorded. ‘That incident triggered an escalation of violence between the two gangs for the next two years. Gino and the others thought the Devaneys were coming after their women. Spouses, families. That’s against the code.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t for Carla. How did Natalie know she was behind it?’ Shepherd asked. 
 
    ‘Her husband owned that junkyard.’ 
 
    ‘And how’d Carla get these Devaney boys to try to kill Gino’s partner?’ 
 
    ‘Gino had been giving her money for fancy clothes. She’d saved a load of it up and paid them a stack for the kill. Convinced both of them the hit would get them noticed by their crew.’ 
 
    ‘They were that dumb?’ Josh said. 
 
    ‘Beautiful women can get men to do a lot of stupid shit,’ Marquez replied. 
 
    ‘Did Stefani realise who’d put the moves on her?’ Shepherd asked. 
 
    Marquez nodded, looking back at her notes. ‘In the end. But listen to this.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I want this bitch killed,’ Stefani said to some of the Lombardi men inside the bar on Walker Street, the same bar where years later Carla would pistol whip and almost beat a waitress to death. The mobsters glanced at each other as she spoke, a card game they’d been playing briefly suspended after she’d walked in and interrupted it. ‘She lives in Bensonhurst, works out at a sports club in Midtown. I don’t care where you do it, or how you do it, but she’s gone by the end of the week.’ 
 
    None of the men spoke.  
 
    ‘Is it loud in here?’ she said. 
 
    ‘We don’t work for you, Stefani,’ Lorenzo told her. 
 
    ‘You work for my man.’ 
 
    ‘For him, yeah. And you ain’t married. Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘You know she hired those paddywhacks to try to kill me?’ 
 
    ‘You can’t prove that. They been coming after us for years.’ 
 
    ‘After you. Not your wives or girlfriends. Look at all the problems she’s caused already. You want this bitch around for good? She’s trouble.’ 
 
    A door near the back of the bar opened, and then Bianca Stefani saw a newcomer step into the room.  
 
    She immediately took a step back, but one of the men caught her.  
 
    His meaty hand gripped her arm tight, holding her in place.  
 
    Having heard every word of what Stefani had said, Carla had a pistol in her hand, the look in her eyes chilling. The last obstacle between her old life and her new one was standing in front of her, and had just been trying to orchestrate her murder.  
 
    As she fought to free herself, Stefani looked at Gino’s men and saw with a stab of fear that they all seemed unsurprised by Carla’s sudden arrival.  
 
    In that moment, she realised why they hadn’t been responsive to her orders. 
 
    ‘You lay a finger on me, he’ll kill you all,’ she said quietly. 
 
    ‘Hold her down,’ Carla ordered. 
 
    During what followed next, Stefani learned with a lot of pain that power and influence can change in a heartbeat when the right person planned a takeover. Guys who would have done what she asked without question only a month ago took firm hold of her arms and legs and dragged her onto a table, one going to the door and locking it as she screamed, another man covering her mouth before gagging her.  
 
    Carla put her pistol down while snatching a corkscrew off the bar. She pushed her way into the group of men, stepped astride Stefani and knelt with one knee each side of her torso.  
 
    Stefani screamed so loud she lost her voice, but the gag held the noise, even when the blood that followed soon soaked it and made it hard to breathe. Carla went at Stefani’s face methodically and with precision, like she was cutting up a box before needing to fit the pieces into the trash. Once she’d ripped deep gouges all over her rival’s cheeks, forehead, across her nose and along her chin, Carla stepped off her, Stefani’s face a torn-up mask of blood, the woman coughing and crying.  
 
    One of the men who’d been pinning her took off the gag, as Stefani moaned and fell off the table, landing on the floor. 
 
    ‘See if he finds you so pretty, now, puttana,’ Carla laughed. ‘See if anyone wants to look at your face again.’ 
 
    * 
 
    As Shepherd’s group of NYPD detectives learned more about Isabel’s mother’s past and the sheer savagery of the woman who’d carried the girl in her womb for nine months, the tall man who’d caused such chaos in New York City left a house in the Bay Village neighbourhood of Boston and was at Logan International Airport thirty minutes later. 
 
    His passport and ticket were valid, but even so, he was taken to one side for an extra check. The alert from New York about a wanted man possibly attempting to fly to the UK had reached the airport; the passenger’s height matched the alert, but after brief questioning he was allowed to continue his journey, his appearance very different from the description the NYPD had sent through.  
 
    Like Issy, he’d adjusted how he looked, knowing there’d be alerts out; he’d cut and dyed his hair, and was wearing green contact lenses, adding a pair of glasses, all of which made him look entirely different from the photofit currently being circulated. He’d used the alterations before to disguise himself on a job or to avoid detection afterwards. Airport police hadn’t thought to check his body for any recent injuries either, the cuts to his torso from his fall into the dumpster off the roof in south Brooklyn likely to need explanation if they’d seen them, but then he realised that the police didn’t know he’d been hurt that night. The Logan cops apologised for any inconvenience and let him go.  
 
    Before nightfall, he was in the air, heading east on the non-stop red-eye to London Heathrow Airport. He slept almost the entire way, untroubled by his recent actions, and needing the rest, knowing he had important work to do when he landed. 
 
    But he may not have slept so well if he’d known that back on US soil, having begun a conversation with a female employee at Kemah Boardwalk, a member of Matt Shepherd’s team had just learned his name. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY FIVE 
 
    ‘You sat back and let Carla cut up Stefani’s face?’ Josh asked, the next morning. 
 
    ‘She was the boss’s woman by then,’ a grey-haired but still physically imposing Lorenzo Cortese told him and Ledger. Natalie’s ex-husband and former capo for the family was sitting opposite the two men, wearing a set of prison overalls. ‘Less you wanted to be next on her list, you did what she said.’  
 
    Nineteen members of Gino and Carla’s family and other members of the organisation had been waxed that day in March several years ago, but being in the joint had saved Lorenzo’s life; a year before, he’d been recorded discussing several murders over the phone, and turned witness to reduce his sentence. Almost a year ago from the present day, he’d been moved up to Sing Sing Correctional Facility in the village of Ossining, thirty miles north of New York City. Josh and Ledger had made the trip, and right now, the chance of some favors from the NYPD had persuaded Cortese to open up. ‘Carved her face up like a Thanksgiving bird.’ 
 
    ‘Gino’s reaction?’ 
 
    ‘Found out that night when Stefani was in the ICU.’ 
 
    'Why did you help her?’ Ledger asked. ‘Thought lending a hand doing that to the boss’s fiancée would be the equivalent of suicide.’ 
 
    ‘They weren’t engaged no more. Gino told us he was planning to get rid of the bitch and replace her with Carla. And we were sick of Stefani’s shit. C was a wildcat, but she could move on once she got what she wanted. Stefani was just as bad but she never let things go, even if she won. Once you were in her sights, man, better get used to it. She’d come after you until the day you died.’ 
 
    ‘Still, he must’ve been pissed she took that sort of action. How come he didn’t take retribution on you boys?’  
 
    ‘Carla. She convinced him Stefani was talking to the FBI.’ 
 
    ‘Was she?’ 
 
    He snorted. ‘No chance. She liked being the queen too much.’ 
 
    ‘And he just believed it?’ 
 
    ‘Carla had that effect on people; she could make them do pretty much she wanted. I never seen anyone that good at manipulation. If she wanted something, it was already hers. And the boys loved her for that. She knew she needed them on her side, so she got real good at keeping them from getting punished by Gino if they screwed something up. But if they got something wrong, or pissed her off…different story.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to Stefani?’ Ledger asked. 
 
    He scratched his beard. ‘Once Carla convinced him about her FBI story, Gino put the word out. Guess she heard and was smart enough to disappear from town the day she was discharged from hospital. Me and some of the boys initially suspected she’d ended up with two in the back of her head somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Did she?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Gino would’ve told me.’ 
 
    ‘So you don’t think Stefani turned informant,’ Ledger said. ‘From what you just said, she doesn’t sound the type to let something like this go? Carla stole her status, her fiancé and her looks.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Didn’t think much more about it. I had more important shit to worry about than a bitchfight between two goomahs. When I got busted, I took the stand and brought down a load of the boys. It was that or never get outta here. Gino beat the rap and wanted my head on a spike.’ Lorenzo lifted part of his overalls to reveal several ugly scars on his torso. ‘Got transferred up here after I got a couple shanks put in me at my previous. Was in a secure wing, but guess one of the guards forgot to lock all the doors. Twice. So when I heard what happened to G and Carla in East Hampton, Christmas came early. Means I got a shot of staying in one piece when I get outta here.’ 
 
    ‘So there’s a real chance that Stefani could still be alive?’ Josh asked, focusing on their main concern. 
 
    ‘Sure. You just asked if she’d let things go with Carla. And I’ll tell ya, if she’s out there, that bitch will still hold a major grudge. Even if Carla’s dead. Those two hated each other like I never seen. And if someone sliced up my face like that, you bet your ass I’d want payback.’ 
 
    As Ledger continued to talk with the man, Josh took out his cell and stepped to one side, calling Shepherd. ‘Hey, boss. We’re sitting down with Cortese.’ 
 
    ‘Co-operating?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, we’re getting some good information here. You making any progress on the name Archer got?’ 
 
    ‘There’s hundreds of Gerald McGuinness’ across the country, but only one has employment at Kemah down on his tax returns.’ 
 
    ‘IRS able to help?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, and we’ve got a residence. The Kemah McGuinness started renting a house in Boston, four years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Any of our guys get up there?’ 
 
    ‘Vargas left as soon as we got the tip. Boston Special Operations just got a warrant signed by a judge.’ 
 
    ‘How’d you sell him?’ 
 
    ‘We told him what happened to Doc Wyzyck and that we think McGuinness was responsible.’ 
 
      
 
    As Shepherd had told Josh, according to the IRS’ tax records the tall man who’d been employed by Kemah Boardwalk as a ride jockey, Gerald McGuinness, was forty two years old, unmarried, born in New Orleans, Louisiana as far as anyone knew, and his last known address was in Bay Village, Boston. After he left Texas four years ago, he’d taken a job at Edaville Family Theme park in Carver, Massachusetts, but had quit after six months; however, his Boston address was still listed with the Inland Revenue Service. Since then, he hadn’t registered any income, which meant he’d either lived off savings for the last three and a half years, or had found another way to make a living which didn’t involve paying taxes.  
 
    The owner of the house the man rented had informed Shepherd that McGuinness was a great tenant. He paid for each year in advance like clockwork on January 1st, and was the only occupant of the two floor home. Rent wasn’t cheap, which meant he was bringing in good money somehow. 
 
    The street where he lived was in a northeast New England neighborhood. That July morning, a man in a Bruins t-shirt walking a dog passed a couple of kids on roller blades playing street hockey, the pair’s sticks cracking on the concrete as they exchanged the orange ball and tried to take it from each other, their hair under their helmets damp with sweat.  
 
    The kids didn’t pay any attention to the passing hockey fan, immersed in their own game. 
 
      
 
    ‘No sign of anyone in the residence, over,’ the man’s voice said over the radio, once he’d moved on down the block, completing the lap of reconnaissance. In a car at the end of the block, Vargas looked at McGuinness’ home, then at the children playing in the road.  
 
    The knowledge of who they were living in such close proximity to chilled her to the bone.  
 
    ‘How bad we talking?’ a lieutenant from Boston’s Special Operations Unit asked from the passenger seat. Vargas had gone directly to their precinct, after driving the four hours from Queens while Shepherd was going through the process of obtaining a warrant.  
 
    ‘He killed three guards at a high school in Chelsea on Tuesday,’ Vargas told him, wanting to avoid any reference to Issy for the moment. One verbal slip where she mentioned her in the present tense could lead to questions. ‘Shot one, put knives in the others.’ 
 
    ‘Stabbed them?’ 
 
    ‘One got his throat slashed. The other was hit in the throat with a blade he threw from fifty feet away. Went on to skewer a medical examiner to his living room wall with a set of kitchen blades too, the one my guys told you about. And killed another medical worker.’ 
 
    The lieutenant looked at her, then picked up his radio. ‘NYPD are saying the suspect likes throwing knives, so go careful and watch your sixes. Move.’  
 
    He put the device back, before opening his door. She got out of the car as officers from the task force suddenly appeared from either end of the street, materialising from where they’d been waiting for the order, walking down the sidewalk with helmets, weapons and tactical shields. Two of them peeled off and moved over to the children playing hockey, their rifles lowered as they took the wide-eyed kids and led them quickly away, while the rest of the team congregated front and back of the house. 
 
    Vargas watched as two carried forward a ram and the door was knocked back.  
 
    Working behind their lead bunker, the task force officers breached the house with no resistance, Vargas entering behind the team, the lieutenant who she’d been sitting in the car with just in front of her.  
 
    The place was empty save for a single chair in the sitting room, one small table and a TV. A phone was plugged into the wall. No pictures or photos adorned the walls; no comfortable furniture, no sense of home. A thorough sweep only took a few minutes. ‘Residence is clear,’ the team sergeant said, coming down the stairs and addressing his lieutenant, who turned to Vargas. ‘Nobody’s home.’ Frustrated, she glanced around the empty and unwelcoming space.  
 
    ‘He got employment status in the city?’ the lieutenant asked her. 
 
    ‘No. Man’s been off grid for over three years. Last place he worked was Edaville.’  
 
    The sergeant turned and ordered the nearest officer to shut the damaged front door. ‘We don’t need any onlookers. Separate and search. Be thorough. Tap the walls; look for anywhere he could hide something.’ 
 
    ‘And stay alert,’ Vargas told some of his officers, seeing how they were relaxing now the breach had been uneventful. ‘We don’t know when he was last here and he could show up any minute. This man’s capable of anything.’  
 
    ‘Heard that shit before,’ someone muttered dismissively.  
 
    ‘Yo, LT, come check this out,’ an officer shouted up from the basement. The lieutenant nodded to the sergeant and both men made their way down the stairs. Vargas followed as the team up top started the search as ordered. 
 
    ‘What you got?’ the lieutenant asked, as they walked into a large basement. 
 
    ‘Take a look.’  
 
    On their left was a thick corkboard with hundreds of dents in it, from what looked to Vargas to have been made by knives thrown at a series of circular rings painted on the surface. There were two worktables in the room, both with dark stains clearly visible on their surface. One was positioned against the opposite wall to the door, the other against the wall to the far right. Small windows were letting in some light but the glass was cloudy from dirt, which made things harder to see, especially after coming down from the much brighter light upstairs. 
 
    The officer who’d called them down signalled for them to join him. ‘This guy a chemist or something?’  he asked. 
 
    The lieutenant, sergeant and Vargas walked forward to see what he meant.  
 
    To their right, hidden from view from the door, were at least twenty bottles lined up on the shelves of a metal cabinet, all labelled. Vargas stepped over to check them out, and saw they were chemicals arranged neatly in alphabetical order. Her eyes ran over the names of each. 
 
    To her right, several cases of beer and boxes of liquor were gathered in the corner; Shiner Bock, Lonestar and Tito’s vodka seemed to be the drinks of choice. As the men checked out the rest of the space, Vargas’ attention was drawn to a large closet resting against the far wall. A padlock was sealing the doors shut. ‘Anyone on your team got bolt cutters?’ she asked the sergeant, who sent his officer upstairs, returning with a pair thirty seconds later. He used them to bite through the padlock, unthreading it through the loops. 
 
    ‘Careful,’ Vargas said, standing to the side. The other men did the same, as the officer eased open one of the panels. 
 
    Inside, on display racks screwed into the back wall, were several rows of knives, organised into different sets, all of them immaculately cleaned.  
 
      
 
    Upstairs, two officers were checking the master bedroom.  
 
    As they walked out, something in the corner of the ceiling caught the eye of one of them. He looked up and saw a small black object fixed to the top corner of the room. He immediately recognised it. 
 
    A sensor. 
 
    And the light on it turned from red, to green. 
 
      
 
    Downstairs, the heavy basement door suddenly swung shut. Vargas and the three task force members spun round as the door closed, staring at it as they heard a lock sliding into place.  
 
    A loud bam came from outside, and dust crept in under the door.  
 
    ‘The hell was that?’ the sergeant asked. They each lifted their weapons, as they looked around nervously, the officer going to the door; he tried the handle, using increasing amounts of force. 
 
    ‘It won’t open.’ 
 
    ‘Break it,’ the lieutenant told him. 
 
    ‘I’m trying. Won’t shift, sir.’ 
 
    ‘We’re locked in the basement,’ the lieutenant said into his radio. ‘Get it open from the…’ 
 
    At the instant the door had swung to and locked, Vargas had been on high alert, her eyes searching for what could be coming, knowing the man who’d been trying to kill Isabel wouldn’t just lock them in. He was more inventive than that, with a twisted streak she’d already experienced.  
 
    Above their heads, she became aware of a creaking and humming, and realised it was coming from the sprinkler system.  
 
    But there was no fire. 
 
    ‘Get to cover!’ she shouted, scrambling under the workbench closest to her. Seeing her move so fast, the sergeant instinctively did the same, diving under the other table, but the officer and team lieutenant didn’t.  
 
    The system suddenly turned on and liquid sprayed down into the room.  
 
    The officer, who was closest to the chemical rack, screamed as the liquid hit him, having been looking up at the ceiling where the noise was coming from when the fluid started to spray out. He dropped his weapon and stumbled around blindly, knocking some of the bottles off the shelves, his shrieks echoing around the small space, rubbing at his eyes frantically. The sergeant pushed out from under the table, and shielding his face with one arm, grabbed the guy and pulled him down under the worktable where he’d taken cover, holding into him as the man continued to yell.  
 
    Across the room, the lieutenant had also been caught in the toxic shower, his face, neck and hands burning, screaming as he rubbed his eyes but unintentionally making things worse. 
 
    ‘Get under here!’ she shouted, but he was in too much pain to listen as he stumbled around and clutched at his face, the liquid continuing to spray down.  
 
    Vargas saw puddles of the hissing liquid start to spread across the floor, smoke rising from them. 
 
    It looked like it was a kind of acid. 
 
    She loosened her cuff and covering her wrist and hand with her shirt, reached out and grabbed the man’s wrist as he stumbled past, pulling him under the table. 
 
    ‘Cover your mouth and nose, and stay still!’ she told him. ‘Your guys have to get that door open!’ she called to the sergeant.  
 
    ‘They aren’t responding!’ 
 
    ‘Get back from the basement! I’m about to fire!’ she shouted to anyone who might be on the other side, drawing her NYPD sidearm. She unloaded her pistol at the lock repeatedly, but it didn’t have any effect, the door made of thick wood, but the lock clearly heavy duty and not giving way. 
 
    With the lieutenant writhing beside her, completely incapacitated, she reached out again with her arm under her shirt and picked up the assault rifle he’d dropped. She blasted at the lock again with the entire magazine, but it stayed firmly closed, some kind of protective metal underneath the food. She shifted aim, looking at the windows. They were too small to climb through, but could provide some vital fresh air. After reloading, she fired several times at the panes, breaking them, the bullets hitting a concrete wall beyond. 
 
      
 
    At the Bureau, Marquez was immersed in Carla Lombardi’s case file while Ethan worked at his computer beside her. Shepherd had gone to get more coffee, and Ledger and Josh were on their way back from Sing Sing. She was just reading into the record of the woman’s arrests after she got married to Gino when her cell phone started to ring.  
 
    She didn’t look at who was calling when she answered the cell. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ she said, still with her eyes on the paperwork. 
 
      
 
    ‘Lis, we’re trapped in McGuinness’ basement! Call Boston PD for backup!’ 
 
    ‘What?’  
 
    ‘He’s got some kind of acid coming out of the sprinklers. And we can’t get the door to open.’ 
 
    ‘Your weapon?’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t work and I just tried with an assault rifle. It’s getting harder to breathe. He’s got a load of chemicals and vodka bottles down here; some of them just fell on the floor. I’m worried they could react to this shit at any moment.’ She coughed again, looking back at the rack near the sergeant and other officer, who was clutching at his eyes, moaning in pain.  
 
    ‘Can’t the rest of the team get that door open?’ 
 
    ‘Radio’s gone dead. They’re not answering!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You said there are more chemicals?’ Marquez asked hurriedly, quickly tapping a search into the computer as Ethan called Boston PD, having heard enough to know the Bay Village team was in trouble. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of acid do you think it is?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, sulfuric, I think? Smells like rotten eggs.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know what other chemicals are on the rack? Be exact.’ 
 
    Vargas listed off some of the names she’d seen. Marquez worked fast, conducting a rapid search on the internet; as she did, Shepherd walked back into the room, realising immediately something was wrong.  
 
    ‘From what I can see, I don’t think it’ll react with anything you just said and hurt you,’ she told her. ‘Unless…’ She read what was on the internet search quickly, remembering one of the names Vargas had just given her. ‘Did you say potassium permanganate?’ 
 
    ‘Potassium something. Shit, I don’t know. Let me check.’ 
 
      
 
    Inside the basement, acid still raining down from the sprinklers, smoke hissing up from the floor, Vargas looked over at the sergeant. ‘Can you move the table closer?’ she asked, pointing at the racks. He grabbed hold of his fellow officer who was still scrubbing at his face, moaning loudly, unable to see, and shuffled his work bench towards the rack of chemicals, then stood slowly, keeping the table over their heads. ‘Do you see something called potassium permanganate?’  
 
    ‘There’s tons of shit here,’ the sergeant called back. He rattled through the rack, looking at the shelves. ‘Permanganate?’ 
 
    ‘That’s it.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I see a bottle!’ 
 
    ‘I’m coming over.’ Vargas grabbed the lieutenant and shuffled forward until she reached the end of the table, then walked it over to the sergeant before he passed it to her. ‘Got some, Lis!’ 
 
    ‘Mix it with the sulfuric acid.’ 
 
    ‘Will that cause a reaction?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but reading this, it’ll be OK. Just do what I say. But keep the mixture in the bottle. Can you do that?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I think so.’ She opened the bottle and pulling her shirt over her head until only the tips of her fingers were exposed, quickly placed it on the floor before pulling her hand back, the bottle starting to catch the acid spraying down from the ceiling. She waited for almost a minute, then once again using the shirt as protection, pulled the bottle back under the table, carefully wiping acid off the bottle with her shirt before she touched it with her bare fingers.  
 
    ‘I can’t see shit, Sarge! It’s burning, man!’ the blinded officer said. Through the hazy smoke and acid rain, she saw the inside of the bottle start to turn black. 
 
    ‘It’s doing something. What now?’ 
 
    ‘Should be a black syrup.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it is.’ 
 
    ‘OK, good. Now smear it on the lock on the door.’ 
 
    She paused. The task was easier said than done. ‘I know you’re in pain, but we’re gonna lift the table and go to the door,’ Vargas told the lieutenant beside her. ‘Just hold onto the table over your head and keep up with me.’ 
 
    Together, they shuffled the table over to the closed door, then taking a pen from her pocket, she started to coat the lock with the black goo.  
 
    ‘Sarge, I’m on fire, man,’ the officer across the room cried, clutching his face. 
 
    ‘Hold on, we’ll get you out!’ 
 
    Vargas finished applying the gloop, then they moved the table back like a Roman tortoise, smoke rising from the workbench surface, their footwear smoking. 
 
    Vargas listened to Marquez’ next instruction. ‘Pass me that bottle of vodka!’ she told the sergeant. The man’s arm was caught by the acid as he snatched a bottle of Tito’s from its position against the wall beside several others. Grimacing in pain, he waited until Vargas had made her way back to him before he passed it over. 
 
    ‘Got it!’ 
 
    ‘Launch it at the goo. But stay well back; I don’t know how big the explosion’s gonna be. And you’ve got to hit it direct.’ 
 
    ‘I’m gonna throw this at the door and try to blast it open,’ she told the men in the room. ‘Get ready!’  
 
    In that moment, acid smoking up from the room around her, two policemen in agony and the sergeant with acid burning through the sleeve of his uniform, Vargas hoped her muscle memory would recall the games of softball she’d played at high school back in Reseda in California.  
 
    ‘Lift the table as high as you can,’ she instructed the lieutenant beside her, who did as she asked, his eyes scrunched up from pain. ‘Soon as I shout, drop it down and look away.’ 
 
    Cocking her arm, she knelt to give herself room and slung the bottle as hard as she could at the black goo on the door lock.  
 
    ‘Now!’ she shouted, as soon as it left her hand. 
 
    On contact, the alcohol hitting the black goo set off an explosive reaction that blew a quarter of the door away, a small fireball blasting out into the room. Turning her head back to look, Vargas saw what was left of the door was now hanging on its hinges; upon her order, they shuffled towards it tortoise-style, then one by one, escaped the acid-soaked room. As she stood by the injured lieutenant on the safety of the stairs, the sergeant led the other officer out and joined her. 
 
    The sergeant and Vargas helped the other two men up the stairs, relieved to be breathing clean air. As they stumbled into the main hallway, Vargas and the sergeant glanced around and saw why the team hadn’t responded to the radio calls for help.  
 
    The locking of the door downstairs hadn’t been the only booby-trap in the house.  
 
    A series of small shrapnel bombs had been triggered in the rooms, the devices exploding from inside the walls and catching the task force as they were responding to their panic transmission from the basement.  
 
    Vargas and the sergeant saw the team were all down, some of them moving but blood leaking out on the floor, nails and screws buried in the floors, the walls, the ceilings.  
 
    And the men. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY SIX 
 
    The jewel in the crown of carnival business in Louisiana was the State Fair in Shreveport, but it ran later in the year, so midway companies across the State picked up a lot of summer business in its absence, especially in towns outside the major cities where residents didn’t want to travel far but still wanted to take their kids out for a day of fun.  
 
    Just outside the city of Lafayette that night, a touring carnival was in town for a six day turn. In the middle of a row of stalls, a grizzled, wiry grey-haired man running the hoop and basketball stand put several dollars into a large jar which he kept out of sight. ‘You got it next time, mano. Next time.’ 
 
    ‘I wanna go on the rides,’ a college-aged girl wearing an LSU hat said, pulling at the arm of her boyfriend, who’d just flunked out for the sixth time aiming for a two-pointer. 
 
    ‘One more, babe,’ he said, twisting his arm free. The man running the stall could see a hint of anger in the movement. 
 
    ‘Just one more,’ the carny told the girl, repeating her boyfriend’s words. ‘C’mon sugar, let him win a prize for you. You deserve it.’ 
 
    ‘No, let’s go,’ the girl whined, dragging him away and breaking the spell. He’ll be back, the carny thought. He’s got the look. The guy’s departure meant there was a brief lull in challengers, so the carny lit a cigarette then rose from his seat, gathering up the basketballs and making sure they were fully inflated. Dusty was sixty four years old, with faded tattoos on his sinewy forearms and a smoke never far from the side of his mouth. His appearance was testament to the wear and tear of a nomadic lifestyle, but he seemed ageless, the sort of person who looked as if he could keep going indefinitely, subsisting on booze, smokes and junk food. 
 
    As he took another drag of his cigarette, he looked at the people walking around the midway and spotted a blond man checking out the stalls. He was older than the college kid, but had that same athletic look. ‘What’s up, handsome?’ Dusty called. ‘Wanna see if you could bring it to LeBron on the court?’ 
 
    Dusty saw the man glance his way. Got him. The stranger approached and as he drew closer, Dusty studied him in more detail. He was one of the best-looking people Dusty had ever seen and he found himself disliking the man for it. Guy who looks like that is used to having things easy. Being a winner. Use it against him. Hit his ego. He ain’t accustomed to losing. Dusty didn’t gamble anymore, having never had the knack for it, but if he still did he’d put a big sum down that this man had breezed through life, never appreciating how much harder it was for other folk. 
 
    And from Dusty’s life experience, attractive people always seemed to have money. 
 
    Dusty held up one of the basketballs temptingly, giving his practiced smile. ‘Two dollars, three shots. You land a deuce, you get a prize.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of prize?’ 
 
    ‘Stuffed toy for your lady. Or for you. I ain’t one to judge.’ 
 
    The man took the ball, his face not giving anything away. Now he was closer, Dusty noticed several scars on the man’s arms, white against the tanned skin. ‘Two shots in the basket. That’s it?’ 
 
    ‘That’s it.’ 
 
    The man pulled out a folded wad of money from his pocket, and Dusty felt his pulse quicken. If he kept his words smooth and played the guy right, he could get maybe thirty to forty out of this asshole.  
 
    ‘I’ll throw six,’ the stranger said, handing over four dollars. 
 
    ‘Good luck, chief,’ Dusty told him, standing back and waiting. 
 
    The guy didn’t know, but to shoot the required two out of three had odds of less than twenty per cent. Dusty had not only twisted the rim slightly, he’d bent it so it seemed wider at the front and had also over-inflated the balls. They fit through, but only just and then only if you got it exactly right. Rubes who were smarter than this guy often asked Dusty to put the ball through the net first, to prove it fit. He had a slightly smaller ball for that, and retrieved it if the shooter wanted it for a first throw, swapping it out for another as he schmoozed them. It was very rare that anyone noticed, and despite his age, Dusty was quick on his feet. Most people couldn’t throw for shit anyway. 
 
    The blond man threw the first ball, and as expected, it bounced off the rim. ‘Ooh, close,’ Dusty said. ‘You’ll get it on the next one.’ 
 
    The same result, though this one almost went in.  
 
    ‘You’re real close, Chief,’ Dusty said, taking the first two dollars. ‘I haven’t had someone get three all day. I think you’re the man.’ 
 
    ‘How long you been working the stall?’ the man asked, using the third as a free throw. It went the same way as the first one, hitting the rim and bouncing up before falling to the ground near Dusty’s feet. 
 
    ‘All my life, man,’ Dusty breezed, being deliberately vague. ‘All my life. Time for your next three. You got the heat?’ 
 
    The man took the ball from Dusty. He made as if to throw, but then stopped before releasing the ball. He walked over to the adjacent stall and picked up a dart. It was for a balloon attraction, where the challenge was to pop one to win a prize. The darts were blunted and the balloons underinflated; to win, you had to throw one of those things like a rocket. The guy running the stall was too busy chatting up a local girl wearing a tiny pair of Daisy Dukes to notice. 
 
    ‘Different game, Chief-’ Dusty said, but then watched the man take the dart and insert it into the valve for the basketball. Instantly, he heard a wheezing sound and saw the ball start to deflate slightly. ‘Hey, you can’t do that.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? You said shoot two out of three,’ the man said, smiling. ‘Ball goes in the net, I win.’ 
 
    He kept deflating for a bit longer, then put the dart down, looking at the tip then back at Dusty.  
 
    He threw the ball from where he was standing and scored a basket.  
 
    ‘I’ll take the same ball,’ he said, walking back. 
 
    ‘These weren’t the rules.’ 
 
    However, Dusty ended up passing him the ball as the man waited. He threw and this time it was nothing but net. It was only two dollars, but Dusty’s mood soured and his friendly mask slipped slightly. He wasn’t used to being suckered. Then he saw the guy lift the lower hem of his shirt to reveal a police badge.  
 
    Dusty’s smile completely disappeared. 
 
    ‘This ain’t illegal,’ he said sullenly, adopting his usual wary attitude whenever law-enforcement came sniffing around. He’d learned a long time ago that some of these guys were looking for a pay-off. However, as he spoke, his eyes locked onto the unfamiliar shield, seeing it wasn’t NOPD or Lafayette, some local cop looking to get paid off. After a moment, he recognised it as NYPD, the logo familiar from catching CSI on TV with Gary Sinise. ‘You’re a long way from home, pal. Don’t come round here looking for juice and spoiling people’s fun. Be cool.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care about what you’re up to.’ The man withdrew an A4 print-out from his pocket and after unfolding it, showed it to him. ‘You recognise this guy?’ 
 
    Dusty’s eyes moved to the photo, then glanced away. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Not recently. You might’ve worked with him as a kid.’ 
 
    ‘What’s his name?’ 
 
    ‘Gerry McGuinness.’ 
 
    Dusty took a closer look then licked his lips.  
 
    ‘You’re honest with me, you never see me again,’ the man said. ‘You lie or stay quiet, I’ll get the local police to bring you in for ripping people off.’ 
 
    ‘You spell his name with a G? Not a J?’ Dusty asked, trying to buy some time to think. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    Dusty shot the cop a sideways look, trying to work out if he could shake the guy off, but realised it was futile. He swore. ‘OK. Better pull up a chair.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Like at Kemah, lights flashed and pulsed in the dark as people squealed and screamed on the rides. Periodically, exhausted children were pushed by, slumped in strollers fast asleep or carried by their parents, several with rainbow colors smeared around their mouths from a popsicle or candy.  
 
    Although it was a place of fun, there was an underlying atmosphere Archer couldn’t quite put his finger on. Possibly it was the vivid memory of Coney Island on the 4th and seeing Issy sell getting shot fresh in his mind, or maybe just knowing McGuinness had worked here, which Cynthia, the bartender’s colleague from Kemah, had told him was where the man had trained years before.  
 
    We chatted over shifts and after work, she’d told Archer. Said he grew up in some family carnival that toured Louisiana. Did all kinda jobs for them. After some hard thinking, she remembered details that Archer wrote down like they were winning numbers for the lottery.  
 
    Bilodeau Family Show, she said.  
 
    That’s the company he worked for.  
 
    Archer looked around the glittering, sensory overload of the Bilodeau touring carnival, and imagined a knife materialising out of the crowd, thumping into the wood beside his head. Or into his throat, like the guard at the theater in Manhattan. A learned skill.  
 
    The carny from the basketball stand, who’d told Archer his name was Dusty, appeared from around the corner and took a seat beside the NYPD detective, dumping a drinks cooler on the grass. He took out several bottles of beer, Dixie printed on the label, which seemed to be the local brand; Archer had seen it advertised on billboards on his drive here from Houston. Dusty opened them both, passing one to Archer, who didn’t want to drink with how sharp he needed to be right now, but he took the beer anyway to keep the conversation greased.  
 
    As Dusty sparked a smoke, Archer recognised a US Navy insignia on the Zippo he used to light it. ‘I enlisted,’ he said, seeing Archer looking at the lighter. He tilted his grip and showed a tattoo on his forearm. ‘Feels like a long-ass time ago, now.’ He took a long drag. ‘Why’d you play the game? You lost a couple bucks.’ 
 
    ‘To sound you out. I could talk to local law enforcement about some of the stuff you’re doing here, but you help me, like I said, you’ll never see me again. That’s a guarantee.’ Archer drank his beer. ‘A woman who works at Kemah in Galveston gave me some information. Said Gerry McGuinness told her he was trained in this show. I’ve spent most of the day on the highway trying to track down which town you were in.’  
 
    ‘Why’d you pick me out to talk to?’ 
 
    Archer suddenly smiled. ‘You look like the oldest guy here.’ 
 
    ‘Son of a bitch,’ Dusty replied, but then grinned too. ‘Guess you ain’t lying. But listen, whatever this guy’s gotten into, I had no hand in it. I ain’t seen that kid in almost twenty years.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not here for you. Just tell me what you can about him.’ 
 
    Dusty took a pull from his beer. ‘When I got into this biz after I left the Navy, you started out at the bottom, like any job, ya know? Eighteen hour days. Feeding ponies and clearing their shit outta the stalls. Making sure concession stands have hot dogs, soda, treats. Bitchwork, but that’s how it goes. Learnin’ how the carnival runs and stays running.’ He dragged on the smoke, going back and forth between that and the beer. ‘We sleep in trailers or in tents. There ain’t no solitude livin’ like this, unless you pay out for a motel or something.’ 
 
    ‘What are the perks?’ 
 
    ‘Cash in hand work is always Uncle Sam friendly. We don’t have to shovel out for gas, utilities, insurance or pay rent. And it becomes a habit, stretching a dollar. Lot of us like the community too. There’s a reason we live on the road.’  
 
    Archer noticed two workers from the carousel were leaning against the back of the attraction, both of them smoking. He’d sensed them watching him but when he turned his head, they’d shifted their attention to eyeing up a couple of teenage girls walking past instead, the girls tossing their heads and pretending to ignore them.  
 
    ‘I’m guessing not everyone who signs up for this life does it just to see kids having fun,’ Archer replied, watching the men. 
 
    ‘Yeah. We get alky’s, junkies, ex-cons, washouts. Lot of them coming and going. People with other kinds of records. Getting a job in the nine-to-five world ain’t an option.’ 
 
    ‘Then I guess it can be dangerous?’ 
 
    ‘You bet.’ 
 
    ‘So where did Gerry come from?’ 
 
    Dusty finished his beer and opened the cooler, swapping it for a new one. ‘His momma was one of them washouts. Molly McGuinness. Local girl, addicted to all sorts of shit, couldn’t hold down a job anywhere. She started working here around the same time I did, and stuck around. This was years ago. We’re talking thirty, maybe forty back.’ 
 
    ‘What job did she have?’  
 
    ‘She was the target for our knife guy. He never put one in her, but half the men in Louisiana did, if you get me.’ 
 
    ‘Slept around?’ 
 
    ‘One of two habits she couldn’t shake,’ he said, tapping the crook of his arm. ‘Think she used to charge guys, and took that money to buy H. She got pregnant from one of them johns, and had a kid.’ He shook his head, drinking more beer. ‘Still let our blade guy throw knives at her when she had the boy in her belly. Act made a lot of money for those few months. Can’t imagine you’d get away with that these days. Health and safety, and all that shit.’ 
 
    ‘The kid was Gerry?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. His mom got some bad sugar one night after a show when he was ten or eleven years old, and that was the last time she ever tapped a vein. She OD’d and before the cops came askin’, Gerry begged us not to let them take him away to child services. We all kept quiet, and they never knew she had a kid here with her on tour. He stayed with us.’ 
 
    ‘No records of him being born?’ 
 
    ‘He came out of her behind a tent. No hospital, no birth certificate. Probably why you been having trouble finding him.’ He sucked in cigarette smoke, and took another sip of Dixie. ‘We had another kid workin’ for us, doing the bitchwork I told you about. He was a runaway, and a couple years older than Gerry. We figured two backyard boys for the price of one was a good deal, so Gerry started helping the other boy out. Apprenticed on acts and stalls, did the bitchwork. Gerry ended up in the knife show after his momma died. He and the other kid both stuck round until they was nineteen or twenty or somethin’. That was the last I remember of them before the accident.’ 
 
    ‘Accident?’ As he asked the question, Archer’s eyes tracked a line of cars on the rollercoaster nearby as it roared past, carrying with it a chorus of screams and shouts.  
 
    ‘Pins, wedges and r-keys hold those things together,’ Dusty said, following Archer’s gaze, both men watching the ride for a few more moments. ‘For a travellin’ show, we take the pieces off the trailer and assemble that shit on the ground. Place the center and build the track around it with sweeps connecting it all. Fix bull-plates-’ 
 
    ‘What are those?’ 
 
    ‘The platform the tubs sits on. They’re on wheels that roll along the track. We put the tubs on ‘em, then add the catwalk, front porch and exit. Takes seven or eight hours, total. All the pieces connect. Pins go in, then r-keys through the pins so they can’t slide out. Gets inspected, try a few test runs, then we’re ready to rock.’  
 
    Another drag on his smoke. The ride roared around again, bringing with it another passing wave of screams. 
 
    ‘We spent five or six hours every morning inspecting our big ride back then before use. Tested the system, and the cars did several runs without people. These days, if we get a mechanical fault or somethin’, we can shut the ride down immediately using the computer. Other safety measures like brake points and anti-rollback too. Got a catwalk so we can evacuate the ride easy if we need to get people off.’ 
 
    Like the bartender’s story of the missing kids at Kemah, this account was going somewhere unpleasant. ‘So it’s pretty safe,’ Archer said. 
 
    ‘Less than five people die a year on rollercoasters in the country. That year- ‘96, I think it was - we offered up a full share with sides.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘We were up nearer Shreveport, but were on concrete, not on grass. The computer system we were using then malfunctioned on the main ride when people were cresting the upside-down loop. Locked up there, and part of the track fell apart. Load of restraints broke and people spilled out. Eight people died. A woman got her left arm taken off at the elbow and bled out. An old guy was decapitated.’ 
 
    ‘Was McGuinness there?’ 
 
    ‘Gerry was helping run the water gun stand and saw all of it. The people who fell splatted onto the concrete thirty feet from him. Carnival shut down immediately and police came in real fast.’ 
 
    ‘No outside help?’ 
 
    ‘Theme parks and midway carnivals don’t get serious legislation, man. And it varies State to State. They brought in internal and external investigators, and found some safety pins missing. Blamed it on the manager and our guy who ran the computer, some dopehead called Heywood. Both got six years inside and they made us pull the ride. Eight dead, fifteen injured; this was before the Internet and everyone filming that shit on their phones, so we survived, but still struggled like crazy for years. Kinda like some of the people who saw what happened that day.’  
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘One of the ride jointys drank half a case of Dixie, took a wrong turn and drove into oncoming traffic on the freeway. This other backyard boy who worked with Gerry; Ruff. He’d been taking beans for a while- 
 
    ‘Beans?’ 
 
    ‘Amphetamine. Speed. Lot of that shit here. The kid started taking more, his way of dealing with what he saw, but we got worried with how wired he was all the time. Stayed at a hundred, hyper, panicky, that kinda shit. One day he took off for New Orleans and that was the last we saw of him. Part of me always wondered if he knew more about what happened than he ever said. We never thought it was Heywood.’ 
 
    ‘How’d it affect Gerry?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t. Not that we could see. Always was strange, even before his momma died. He had this weird stare, look right through you like you weren’t there; would freak you out. And he wouldn’t hear you unless you repeated what you said a couple more times, like his brain was focused somewhere else. Other guys thought he was slow, but I always had a feeling that kid was smarter than he let on. He bounced less than a year after Ruff. Never saw him again.’ Dusty looked at Archer. ‘What’s he been doing?’ 
 
    Archer considered what to reveal. ‘Killing kids. I think.’ 
 
    Dusty exhaled a long draw of smoke. ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘A group of children went missing at Kemah in Texas around five years back, when he was working there. The disappearances stopped once he left.’ 
 
    ‘Kid Gerry as a chester. Who’d have thunk it?’ 
 
    ‘Chester?’ 
 
    ‘Child molester.’ 
 
    ‘You get a lot of them?’ 
 
    ‘In the crowds, sure. We’re always watching people, looking for rubes. Amount of kids that come through the show attracts a few weirdos. We see anyone lookin’ troubling, we get some muscle to escort them out.’ 
 
    ‘Do you get many chesters working in the shows?’ 
 
    ‘I guess. Like anywhere. I read about CEOs and politicians getting caught for that shit too.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure he’s molesting them. At least I don’t think so. I think he’s just murdering them. He’s shown serious skill at throwing knives too.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll be him. He took over from his momma after she died and spent time working with our knife thrower. Boy acted as the target.’ 
 
    ‘At his age?’  
 
    ‘Told you ya had to earn your spot. But he did it different to his mom. Gerry’d do a headstand and our thrower would put a pair of blades in the target board. Gerry would split his legs to touch them, and our guy would send a load of other blades along the inside of his legs. Created a V.’ 
 
    ‘And made the men in the audience sweat.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘You could offer me six figures a show and you wouldn’t catch me doing that shit. Gerry learned to throw almost as good as our main guy. I thought he’d be a lock to take it over one day and make himself some good money, until people spilled outta that ride in Shreveport and he left.’ 
 
    ‘Is the thrower still here?’ 
 
    ‘Dwindel. Nah, gut cancer got him. He died ten years back. Show never hired anyone to take over the act.’ 
 
    ‘What other acts did Gerry work on?’ 
 
    ‘Most of them man. When he took over from his mom, he’d been with our fire breather for a year or so. Guy was a nutcase. Rumor was he was wanted in Jackson and Pensacola for arson. He used weird chemicals and shit for the act; make the flames different colours. Gerry stuck to him like glue.’ 
 
    ‘Different colours? How’d he do that?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t ask me. Guy was a washout chemist from somewhere in Alabama. He was always mixing and cooking up shit. Taught Gerry a lot.’ 
 
    ‘You any idea where Gerry went after he left here? There’s a gap between him working here and showing up in Texas.’ 
 
    Dusty shook his head. ‘Don’t know for sure.’  
 
    ‘Be great if you could ask around.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do that, long as you keep that basketball score between us. But I got a feeling where you should look. I told you before, after the accident, load of our crew members said they were gonna try and catch work in New Orleans. The other kid who did the bitchwork for us, Ruffalo, went with ‘em.’ 
 
    ‘Work? You mean carnival stuff, like Mardi Gras?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, the big leagues. Amusement parks.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY SEVEN 
 
    In Boston, Vargas was recuperating at a table inside a downtown hotel’s bar, and she had some surprise company. Archer’s sister Sarah was sitting opposite her, the D.C. law-firm partner having been in town for business. Vargas had a double pour of whiskey in a tumbler near her hand, listening on her cell phone, while Sarah sat opposite with a glass of wine, sipping it and waiting for Vargas to finish. The NYPD detective’s hand was wrapped in a bandage, with another around her tanned mid-forearm from where the acid had made contact.  
 
    Jazz piano music filtered through from the lobby as Vargas listened to the end of a report on the phone and ended the call. She took a sip of the whiskey then leaned back and looked at Sarah, who Vargas had told about the events of the morning before the call came through. ‘Last day of service for one of those officers.’ 
 
    ‘This year?’ Sarah asked. 
 
    ‘For good. He’s permanently blinded. The acid went straight into his eyes. The other’s gonna be out of action for a while, but at least he keeps his sight.’  
 
    Sarah looked shocked. ‘What about the rest of the police team?’ 
 
    ‘One’s dead, the rest of them all seriously injured. This man McGuinness had cut holes into the walls of each room and plastered back over them after hiding a shrapnel bomb inside. Apparently they were triggered when someone went into the master bedroom.’ 
 
    ‘How so? Automatic?’ 
 
    ‘There was a motion sensor on a timer in the bedroom where they found a couple of blades in a nightstand, and another in the basement hidden in the knife locker. The places he most cared about, I guess. Must’ve triggered a countdown when we jacked open the door. He guessed police would come calling at some point. Or he had a pathological hatred of break-ins.’ She drained her whiskey and signalled to a waitress nearby with her fingers that she’d like another single, who nodded and went to the bartender to get the order. Vargas wasn’t a heavy drinker, but after this week, she needed something to take the edge off. 
 
    ‘How did the acid not melt the sprinkler system?’ 
 
    ‘Specially-designed, poly-organic large holding tank. And the pipes were reinforced on the inside with plastic. Oh, this son of a bitch was prepared.’ 
 
    ‘But he went to all that trouble on the off-chance? Just in case an intruder went into his basement?’ 
 
    ‘This guy’s a first for all of us,’ Vargas replied quietly. ‘And we think he’s killed a lot of people. He knew there was a good chance police would knock his front door down at some point. Prepared his own brand of welcome.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s my brother right now?’ 
 
    ‘Louisiana. He’s trying to find out exactly who this man McGuinness is.’ 
 
    ‘Why there?’  
 
    ‘Couple reasons. He got a feeling our suspect worked in carnivals and spent time in south Texas. Bunch of kids went missing at the boardwalk in Galveston some years ago; only reported permanent disappearances at amusement sites in the southern US for the last twenty years and it was at the same time McGuinness was employed there. Trail’s taken him east to Louisiana.’ 
 
    Sarah sipped her glass of wine then leaned back in her wheelchair, looking at Vargas worriedly. ‘He’s getting mixed up with a man throwing knives into people’s throats, abducting children and trying to melt police teams with acid sprinkler systems? Jesus. That man.’ 
 
    ‘Issy is- was- his main target.’ She smiled wryly. ‘But you know your brother. He’s not gonna let little things like you just described hold him back.’ 
 
    The waitress brought over the refill of whiskey. Vargas thanked her, then looked at her ex-boyfriend’s sibling with interest. Although she’d been with Sam for over two years, she’d never met Sarah before. She was two years older than her brother and there was a strong family likeness, although Sarah’s features were softer, her eyes a less intense blue. She was also a wheelchair user, having lost the use of her legs when she was eighteen, but was now happily married with two children and a successful lawyer. She’d never allowed her disability to hold her back. 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry your girl was hit,’ Sarah said.  
 
    Vargas nodded but didn’t meet her gaze. ‘Thanks, but I can’t talk about it, right now. Let’s change the subject.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I apologise. Just wanted to say it.’  
 
    ‘Thank you for coming here to meet me. Sam said he heard you were doing a lot of work in the city recently. I figured I’d give you a call.’ Vargas glanced around. ‘Good recommendation for a place to stay. I also, kinda didn’t want to be alone right now,’ she admitted after a slight pause. 
 
    ‘Who could blame you. And I’m glad to finally meet you.’ She took another sip of wine.  
 
    ‘When’s the last time you two spoke?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    ‘Other than formalities? It’s been a while,’ Sarah said. ‘He thinks I hold a grudge.’ 
 
    Vargas looked at her. Do you, she thought. 
 
    ‘Do you?’ she found herself asking. Without the whiskey and stress of the day, she never would have spoken the words out loud. 
 
    ‘For a while, yes. But now? No. Things…things have been changing.’ 
 
    Vargas was confused, not sure what the other woman meant. Sarah didn’t seem the overly emotional type, but her voice had faltered. There was an underlying meaning in those words.  
 
    She looked at Vargas and smiled. ‘I’ll talk to him when this is over. But it’s good news.’ 
 
    ‘We’re onto this guy McGuinness,’ Vargas replied. ‘If we keep following his trail, we’ll catch up with him at some point. And then someone’s gonna have to confront him.’  
 
    She drank from her new glass of whiskey and felt the fire of it burn the back of her throat, reminiscent of the way the acid had burned her hand and arm. 
 
    They both had a pretty good idea who that person was likely to be. 
 
      
 
    In Oxford, Isabel was standing in the doorway of Chalky’s bedroom in the oversized Mets t-shirt Vargas had packed for her.  
 
    In a reversal of the other night, he was asleep and she was wide awake. 
 
    She was staring at the British policeman’s cell phone plugged into a charger beside his bed. In their time together, she’d watched him carefully each time he’d logged into the device, and had been able to decipher the passcode by observing his fingers as he dialled in the numbers several times throughout the day.  
 
    She crept into the room, lifted the cell phone quietly from beside his bed, and took it out into the kitchen, logging herself in. She went to his emails, and saw a fresh one from an account with an NYPD email address 
 
    As she scrolled through comments and reports, what caught her attention was a photo of the man who’d come to kill her. She couldn’t remember his face from the theater, not able to recall anything from that incident, but recognised him from the composite drawing from Chalky’s description, the file from somewhere called Kemah Boardwalk. 
 
    Apparently his name was Gerald McGuinness. She felt herself start to tremble. She looked back at Chalky lying in the bed, his breathing rhythmic, his handgun with the magazine beside it resting on the nightstand beside him. She’d snuck onto the news yesterday on his I-Pad when he’d passed it to her to play games, and had read all about the doctor’s death in Queens. The reports from the Queens Tribune and New York Post both said that the scene was one of the worst the two papers could recall covering, and they hadn’t printed the gruesome details as they were considered too graphic. She’d heard those two words used repeatedly during the trial of her family’s killers, and knew what they could mean. 
 
    Articles concerning the investigation into her ‘death’ at Coney Island were also still in both papers, readers having no idea about the connection between the two stories. In the quiet Summertown apartment, she could hear again the echoes of the screams on the boardwalk an ocean away as she went down, focusing hard on slowing her breathing, telling herself not to move a muscle. Drop like you’re a puppet and someone turned off the power in your brain, Vargas had told her. Don’t throw yourself backwards like in the movies. Isabel didn’t need to be reminded; she knew how bodies reacted when they were shot. She’d seen it happen to most of the people she’d loved. 
 
    She also saw images of tributes being placed on the midway for her, mourners who never knew her but who still felt the need to acknowledge the death of an eleven year old girl.  
 
    All staged.  
 
    Her friends would think she was dead. If they kept doing the play, someone else would take over her part. Don’t be selfish. Think about all these other people. She was putting Chalky in danger, and Archer, and Vargas. All over again. The man coming after her had almost hurt the kids at school, and had killed three of the guards. Three men who weren’t alive anymore, because of her. Same as the nice marshals from that Harlem ambush in the past and the woman who’d helped them that afternoon.  
 
    Ever since that day at the villa, death had followed her like a creeping fog, enveloping people who came into contact with her. She heard Britney’s voice from the cafeteria, the last thing she remembered before the theater attack. Maybe you should just kill yourself and get it over with. A comment that had secretly stung so much it had felt like someone had jabbed a knife in her heart and twisted it.  
 
    Perhaps because she knew it was true; if she was dead, it would stop people around her getting hurt. 
 
    She looked at the photo of the man on Chalky’s cell phone again, then at the police officer sleeping in the bed. Archer’s best friend. If she was gone, none of these people would be in danger. They’d done so much for her already. 
 
    Maybe it was time she did something for them. 
 
    Chalky stirred and she held her breath, but he didn’t wake up. Her eyes shifted to the pistol on the nightstand, and silent tears welled up in them as she made her decision.  
 
    To protect Archer and Vargas.  
 
    I love you guys, she thought. 
 
      
 
    In Boston, Vargas entered her hotel room and closed the door. Her arm was hurting from the splashes of acid but the two glasses of booze were helping to numb it. If anything, she was on her way to being slightly drunk, the first release in the constant pressure of the past few days and the concern for her adopted daughter, which was a never-ending, constant worry.  
 
    Her cell buzzed with a text message, and she saw it was Boston PD, wanting to talk to her first thing in the morning about McGuinness. They might have been disparaging about her suspicions before the warrant was granted and the breach-and-entry began, but now almost their entire Special Operations team had been put in either the hospital or the morgue, they were 100% supportive, saying they’d do anything they could to help catch him.  
 
    Sleep it off, then give them everything apart from her escape to England, she thought. They don’t need to know she’s still alive.  
 
    She slumped down onto the floor with her back resting against the bed and looked at her cell.  
 
    Still alive was the last message received, Issy cheekily responding to Vargas when she’d first arrived at the carnival on Long Island, a running joke between them. 
 
    Vargas tapped in a message and pressed Send. 
 
      
 
    In Oxford, Isabel heard her cell phone ping in her room. 
 
    She glanced at Chalky again, but saw it hadn’t woken him.  
 
    She hesitated for a moment, then padded through to the bedroom and picked up her phone, seeing a message from Vargas.  
 
    Call me when you wake up xx, it said. Issy looked at the phone, not sure what to do. She pressed a key and called her back immediately.  
 
    ‘Hello?’ she said quietly. 
 
    ‘Hey honey,’ Vargas said. 
 
    ‘Hi Mom.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t sleep?’ 
 
    Issy swallowed. ‘How did you know?’ 
 
    ‘Because I can’t sleep.’ Pause. ‘I love you so much it hurts, you know.’ 
 
    ‘I love you too.’ 
 
    ‘I found out where the tall man lives today. We went to his house. He wasn’t there, but we know who he is now. We’re gonna find him. Police in Boston are helping us out too.’ 
 
    ‘Do they know I’m alive?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. I won’t tell them until we get the tall man. We’ve been through worse than this. We can get through anything together. You know that too, right?’ 
 
    Isabel’s lower lip quivered. ‘OK,’ she squeaked. 
 
    ‘I’ll call you again tomorrow. Send my love to Chalky.’ 
 
    ‘I will.’ 
 
    ‘I love you, kiddo. Remember that.’ 
 
    ‘I will. I love you too.’ 
 
    Isabel stared at the phone once the call was ended, then looked back at Chalky’s room next door and the gun in her hand.  
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, Chalky woke up with a start. He was disorientated for a second, but then saw his Glock on the nightstand and remembered where he was.  
 
    He sat up and pushed himself off the bed, picking up the pistol and walking out of the room. After the attack in the theater, everywhere he went, so did the handgun. 
 
    The kitchen was as they’d left it the previous night; he looked through the open door and saw Isabel in her bed, her eyes closed. He watched her for a few moments, satisfied all was well, then went back into his room and collapsed onto the bed, unsure what had woken him. 
 
    He glanced down to double check his phone was still plugged in, as a sudden thought occurred to him; didn’t you leave the Glock unloaded? But he was only half-awake and moments later, drifted off to sleep again.  
 
    Beside him, the cell’s light came on, saying it was fully charged again.  
 
    The time-lock hadn’t kicked in yet and McGuinness’ file photo from Kemah illuminated the room. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY EIGHT 
 
    ‘Leonardo, you just brightened my morning,’ a woman with dreadlocks held back by a headscarf said, standing behind the counter in a New Orleans coffee spot. ‘What’s it gonna be today?’ 
 
    ‘Better get one of them teas,’ an African American cop in his early fifties said, taking out his wallet. ‘Doc said I been drinking too much caffeine.’ 
 
    ‘Take your pick.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go English Breakfast. The others kinda taste like air freshener.’ 
 
    ‘Black tea’s packed with caffeine. You know that, right?’ 
 
    ‘Still better than coffee, I guess.’ 
 
    She laughed, turned and pulled a cup from an upside down stack. On his side of the counter, Detective Leo Bellefonte of the New Orleans Police Department’s Homicide Division took a shrink-wrapped cranberry muffin from the counter and placed it in front of him as part of his order. Torturing yourself, he thought, taking a deep breath as the smell of freshly ground coffee beans assaulted his senses. Prior to this recent shift to tea, he’d been drinking enough joe to break out into cold sweats and feel his heart beating like one of the drills workmen used in the road to crack up concrete.  
 
    As the dreadlocked woman poured water into the cup for him, Bellefonte’s eyes wandered over the elaborate stencil artwork on the wall behind her. The drawings depicted people dressed as skeletons, wearing top-hats with skulls perched on top of canes, some of them jiving, others posing. The dancing dead. He enjoyed the style of this place, which was why he was a regular, happy to support the local business. The artwork theme continued on the capped cup the barista placed by the checkout register. He paid and thanked her, then went to the milk and sugar stand, glancing from force of habit at the other customers.  
 
    Some of them were focused on their laptops or smartphones, not registering anyone or anything around them. A handsome but tired-looking blond guy with a cup near his hand had his cell charging as he looked at his screen, the device plugged into the outlet at the wall beside him. While Bellefonte tipped some sugar into his drink he also noticed two younger men of college student age, slumped over a table nearby. He smiled; they had gold and black beads around their necks, their faces were pale and their eyes were half-closed, both clearly suffering from a late night on the town. Whatever they’d been drinking last night definitely hadn’t been tea or coffee. Bellefonte filled two cups of water for the kids, walked over and placed them on the table. They both looked up, seeing his NOPD badge and gun on his waistband as he did, and one of them gave a weak ‘Thanks, bro,’ as the other rested his head on his forearms. 
 
     The police detective collected his drink then went over to an empty table and checked his watch, wondering when his morning appointment was gonna show up. ‘Got here half an hour ago,’ a voice said, from over his left shoulder, as if he’d read his mind. Bellefonte turned to see the blond man who’d been charging his phone standing there; the stranger lifted the hem of his shirt to reveal an NYPD badge on his belt.  
 
    ‘You weren’t what I was expecting,’ Bellefonte said.  
 
    The man smiled. ‘And what was that?’ 
 
    ‘Just not you. Take a seat.’ 
 
    ‘Saw your detective shield and guessed you were who they sent.’ the blond man replied, joining him at the table. ‘I’m Sam Archer. Heard the lady behind the counter call you Leo.’ 
 
    They shook hands. ‘Bellefonte. Go with either. You drive through the night?’ 
 
    ‘Most of it.’ Archer looked at the two hungover youngsters and smiled. ‘Looks like a good time.’ 
 
    ‘Too many Hurricanes,’ Bellefonte said, unwrapping then taking a bite of his cranberry muffin. ‘People don’t come down to New Orleans to sleep.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for coming to meet me.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t thank me yet, brother. They didn’t tell me much. I don’t know if I can help and you’re pulling me away from stacked-up casework. I hope you got something worth my time.’ 
 
    ‘Your Division overstretched?’ 
 
    ‘Three quarters of our cases are going unsolved, and the city’s murder rate is spiralling. Undermanned and underpaid. All that kinda good stuff.’ He shrugged. ‘But that’s life, right? You get used to being forgotten, down here.’ 
 
    ‘You from New Orleans?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Been here my whole life. Only time I ever left for longer than two weeks was during the storm.’ 
 
    ‘I’m looking for someone,’ Archer said, getting straight to it. ‘I think he could work at an amusement park here.’ 
 
    ‘Some ride jockey? You asked to meet me for that?’ 
 
    ‘A man this guy used to work with has committed eight homicides in the past week,’ Archer said, electing to add Issy to that list until he could trust Bellefonte further. ‘One of them was my friend’s kid.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We’ve been working through the night,’ Shepherd told Vargas over the speakerphone at the CT Bureau. Marquez, Josh and Ledger had just reconvened there, after snatching a few hours’ sleep in separate shifts; Hendricks and Ethan had also re-joined them. ‘Did you meet with Boston PD yet?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, just left,’ Vargas told them. ‘Their entire Department want a chunk of McGuinness now after what he did to Special Ops. Press got wind of the attack.’ 
 
    ‘What’s their Department’s response?’ Shepherd asked.  
 
    ‘He killed a cop and blinded another, so they’re moving heaven and earth. They put out an APB, tracing every step he made in the city and interviewing anyone who might have come into contact with him, but the guy seemed like he kept to himself. What the neighbors said, anyway. They’ve had no real luck so far.’ 
 
    ‘Media?’ Hendricks asked. 
 
    ‘Boston PD are keeping details from them until we can make progress in tracking McGuinness down. But they’ll push, so we gotta make start making headway. How’s Archer doing?’ 
 
    ‘He just arrived in New Orleans,’ Josh replied. ‘We called ahead and set up a meeting with a homicide detective. An old-time carny outside Lafayette told Archer someone who worked with McGuinness at the Bilodeau touring show went to NOLA looking for a job at an amusement park. If the guy’s still there, Archer thinks he’ll be able to provide more info than the people at Kemah or Bilodeau. This man and McGuinness grew up together as teenagers in the carnival, so the carny said.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the latest with you guys?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been going deeper into the Carla Lombardi-Bianca Stefani feud,’ Shepherd told her. ‘Lorenzo Cortese offered up some more information, after we talked Natalie into allowing some potential visitation rights so he could see his kids. Said he heard about some woman with a scarred-up face being involved in a mob outfit from the Baltimore/DC area. Doesn’t know for sure if it’s Stefani, but a woman with facial disfigurement like that ain’t exactly common. Neither is mafioso activity in the capital region.’ 
 
    ‘Worth us going down to check?’ 
 
    ‘Worth you going, I think. I like the lead. Cortese didn’t have a reason to lie that I can see. He’s desperate to see his kids. If this was bullshit, he knows those visits won’t happen.’ 
 
    ‘I’m on it.’ 
 
    ‘Should she be so involved, Shep?’ Hendricks asked, once the call ended. ‘She saw the scene at Doctor Wyzyck’s place. Got burned with that acid shit. And Isabel is the target.’ 
 
    ‘Good luck keeping her off it,’ Marquez replied, picking up Carla Lombardi’s file and starting to read it again. 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re in City Park,’ Bellefonte told Archer as they walked into New Orleans’ Carousel Gardens, the gate staff letting them through after seeing their badges. ‘Only major ride park inside the city center itself.’  
 
    Including Coney Island, this was the fourth touring carnival or amusement park Archer had been to in the last week and he was getting a feel for the places. Carousel Gardens didn’t possess the grandeur of a larger site, but it had its own particular charm. It was also jammed like flies on sticky paper in the heat of the Louisiana summer, and Archer wiped sweat off his forehead with the sleeve of his shirt, keeping his sunglasses on to protect his eyes from the sun as he walked into the Gardens with Bellefonte.  
 
    ‘The main attraction,’ Bellefonte said, nodding at the queues for a rollercoaster called The Heatwave. It was sizeable, with the carts going up a long incline before dropping down and gathering speed, culminating in an upside down loop that would no doubt empty the pockets of the unwary. ‘New ride. Ladybug was the only coaster here before, but they brought this one in from some park in Baton Rouge.’ 
 
    They’d asked the guard at the gate who let them in to call for a member of management to talk to and Archer spotted a man coming directly towards them. ‘Who’re ya after, Detectives?’ the manager asked, after shaking their hands. 
 
    ‘Guy called Jackson Ruffalo,’ Archer said. ‘We think he came here from a family-run carnival across the State some years ago. Would’ve been a teenager or in his early twenties at the time. We want to talk to him about someone he used to work with.’ 
 
    ‘Ruff? Yeah, he helps run The Heatwave. This way.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Gerry McGuinness?’ Jax Ruffalo asked five minutes later, inside the control room for the new ride. They were between breaks, people already filing in for the next one. The booth was undergoing some kind of repair, several strips of wood stacked in the corner, but Ruffalo was the only person in there when the two cops walked in. ‘Ruff’ as the manager had called him, was freckled with red hair and pale skin. He appeared older than Archer had expected, in his forties, and looked shifty, his eyes not holding his or Bellefonte’s gaze. Dusty had warned him the night before that carnies never lost their wariness around law enforcement, and in addition, Archer knew this guy had a history of taking amphetamines, which probably didn’t help. ‘Where’d you say I worked with this guy?’ 
 
    ‘For the Bilodeau Family touring show,’ Archer said. ‘Guy I spoke to said you and this man McGuinness did a lot of the gruntwork when you were both adolescents. Spent a few years doing it together, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘I never worked with no guy called Gerry. Who told you this?’ 
 
    ‘Chap called Dusty who’s still employed there.’ Archer made sure he made eye contact with the man. ‘He seemed pretty sure.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I remember Dusty. When he wasn’t paying for hookers, he used to spend his time chasing beer with cigarettes and the cigarettes with moonshine. Surprised he’s still alive.’ 
 
    ‘So you did work with him?’ Bellefonte said. 
 
    ‘Sure. But I don’t remember no Gerry.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you don’t remember Gerry,’ Archer said, not liking the man and wanting to provoke him slightly. Get him to slip up.  
 
    ‘That’s what I just said.’ 
 
    ‘Sort of.’ 
 
    An awkward silence followed. ‘I got a job to do here,’ Ruffalo said abruptly. ‘Ain’t got time for dumbass word games.’ 
 
    ‘Last thing’ Archer said. ‘We heard there was an accident at the Bilodeau Show, outside Shreveport, all the way back in ‘96. A coaster was missing some pins. Bunch of people died. You remember that?’ 
 
    The man didn’t reply and just looked away. Archer and Bellefonte both understood he was done talking. They turned and left. 
 
    ‘He’s not gonna open up without persuasion,’ Bellefonte said, walking away from the booth for the coaster, out of earshot from Ruffalo. ‘Or without a lawyer present. Your carny said Ruff worked with your suspect when he was a kid. Ruffalo says he don’t remember him. Stalemate.’  
 
    Archer nodded, looking back at the ride as the manager approached once again; he hadn’t gone far. ‘Get what you need?’ the man asked. 
 
    ‘Can we take a look at his employee file?’ Archer asked, not answering the question. 
 
    ‘To what end?’ 
 
    ‘Can we just see it?’ 
 
    The manager hesitated, then nodded. ‘Come with me.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll stay out here,’ Bellefonte said. ‘Might go have another word with our boy.’ 
 
      
 
    Inside the control room, Ruffalo had been watching the two cops walk away and started to breathe easier again until he saw the black one coming back.  
 
    He’d always dreaded that the day of the accident, and the truth behind what had really happened would come back to haunt him.  
 
    That time had come.  
 
    He looked at The Heatwave, which was full now, the safety gates closed, ready to do a round of the tracks. He’d installed a contingency plan on the ride years ago, just in case he’d ever needed a distraction, one he’d hoped he’d never have to use. Ironically, or tragically depending on how you looked at it, the contingency was based around the same trick he and a long-ago colleague at Bilodeau had pulled that day in 96, where things had gone so wrong and those people had died. 
 
    He knew his job would be over the moment he typed in those commands, and the cops would be after him. But at least this way he stood a chance.  
 
    If he was going to get away, he needed the police to be focusing on something else. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    TWENTY NINE 
 
    ‘You and me need to-’ Bellefonte started as he walked into the booth, but Ruffalo had been ready for him and smashed the detective over the side of the head with a piece of 2x4 a carpenter had left leaning against the wall.  
 
    It wasn’t a hard enough blow to kill the man but had enough force behind it to put him down, and Ruffalo hit him again for insurance after Bellefonte dropped to the floor. A couple of young girls eating some cotton candy saw the first strike as they passed the door on their way to the next ride, and one of them screamed at the follow-up, dropping her food.  
 
    As Bellefonte was lying stunned on the floor, Ruffalo saw the cop with the British accent react to the scream and swing round. The guy looked a good fifteen years younger and about fifty pounds lighter than the one on the floor; he was gonna be trouble.  
 
    Ruffalo went to the computer and tapped away, his fingers flying over the keyboard as he entered that contingency code.  
 
    Once it was in, he locked the system with his password, then bolted out of the rear door. 
 
      
 
    Before Archer could reach the hut, he saw The Heatwave move off, a fresh wave of people on the ride. When he made it to the door, he found Bellefonte struggling to sit up, but there was no sign of Ruffalo, who’d fled out the back.  
 
    As he knelt to make sure the NOPD detective was OK, the manager joined them in the hut and looked around. ‘The hell’s he gone? He can’t abandon his position like this when the ride’s running. When I-’ 
 
    He cut off abruptly, staring at the screen that controlled the ride. 
 
    ‘What?’ Archer said. 
 
    ‘That looks wrong,’ the manager said, stepping up close to the ride computer. Archer rose and stood beside him; he watched as the manager pressed some keys, but the screen didn’t respond. ‘I should be able to override any command,’ the manager said, sounding worried.  
 
    Archer looked back out at the ride outside, which was climbing the incline slowly ready to drop down on the corkscrews and the loop-the-loop. ‘What’s he done?’  
 
    ‘I think he’s activated the emergency brakes. But I can’t get in to check for sure.’ 
 
    ‘The ride’s still moving.’ 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ the man said, a note of panic creeping into his voice. ‘For when it hits the loop.’  
 
    Archer looked up at The Heatwave as the implication of what the manager had said hit him. The computer system malfunctioned on that main ride when people were cresting the upside-down loop. Locked up there, and part of the track fell apart, Dusty had told him at the carnival last night.  
 
    Load of restraints broke and people fell out. 
 
    Eight people died. 
 
    ‘Can you shut it off?’ 
 
    ‘We need him to do-’ the manager replied, but he was already talking to empty space. With Dusty’s vivid description of the tragedy years before in his mind, and knowing time probably wasn’t on their side, Archer sprinted out of the booth. He vaulted the fence then threw himself to the ground, the ride whistling over him as maintenance crew members started shouting, ordering him to get out from the restricted area. 
 
    Archer didn’t need to be on the ride to feel a huge surge of adrenaline, which helped power his legs as he raced up the catwalk running alongside the ride, seeing the cart rattling its way around the blocks of the track. It hit the loop, and rushed through, but he remembered from watching the ride with Bellefonte that the carts did two laps of the track per ride. 
 
    He had a feeling whatever was coming, would happen on the second go-around on the loop.  
 
    As the rollercoaster rushed on around the tracks, due to come past Archer in twenty seconds or so, he continued up the catwalk then stopped when something below caught his eye. ‘Untie that thing and try to get it over here!’ he shouted down to the gathered workers, pointing at a bouncy castle fifty yards away at a separate attraction. 
 
    The manager saw where he was pointing. ‘It’ll deflate if we disconnect it!’ 
 
    ‘It’s better than nothing!’ Archer shouted back, as the ride thundered towards the loop. The manager called for several nearby workers to join him and they ran over to the inflatable, shouting at some children to get off it as the men started untethering it. 
 
    Then, what Archer had feared happened.  
 
    Just like years ago in 1996 at the Bilodeau show, as the ride hit the loop for the last time, the brakes started to screech and the ride slowed.  
 
    It ground to a halt and stopped, almost completely upside down.  
 
    Bystanders and friends and family of the people on the ride quickly realised there was something very wrong. From his position on the catwalk, Archer saw the terrified people suspended staring down at the ground below, locked in place as they started to shout for help.  
 
    The screams of joy on the ride quickly turned into shouts of fear as they realised this wasn’t part of the experience. 
 
      
 
    The manager and his men were in the process of dragging the bouncy castle across the ground, having secured the rope attachments on the inflatable to a park buggy, yelling at people to get out of their way. Moments later, the driver of the buggy carefully positioned it under the upside-down ride, while the other men tethered it in place as best they could. It had started to deflate as soon as it had been disconnected from the blowers, but there was still plenty of air left inside. 
 
    Carousel Gardens had purchased The Heatwave for a winning price, but that was for a reason. Despite being sufficient to pass the stringent safety checks, the materials were aging, the safety features coming to the end of their life, most of the seat restraints having seen far better days. Their only concession had been to install new safety bars, the Gardens not wanting to get sued if anything happened. 
 
    But Ruffalo’s diversion didn’t end with the brakes. He’d set the automatic release for the bars to open. 
 
    And like in 1996, that was exactly what happened with it frozen at the top of the loop.  
 
    Screaming, people plummeted towards the ground, but thanks to Archer’s quick thinking, landed on the half-inflated castle, instead of the ground, the inflatable still having enough air left inside to save their lives.  
 
    Then Archer realised with horror that the rear seats weren’t over the castle. He jumped from the adjacent catwalk onto the upside down ride, a hundred feet in the air. A teenage boy was shouting for help, clinging onto his restraint, his arms hooked around it. Archer could see what was about to happen and anchored himself with one arm to the ride. 
 
    Just as the boy slipped, Archer grabbed his arm when he started to fall, the teenager ending up swinging in mid-air, screaming. Archer could see the team below dragging the terrified people off the bouncy castle, desperately trying to clear it and drag it over but Archer knew he wasn’t going to be able to hold on long enough, as the teenager threw himself around in panic and started to slip.  
 
    Despite their best efforts, he saw it was taking too long to manoeuvre the rapidly deflating inflatable castle. 
 
    Then the rollercoaster started to move, just as he lost his grip on the boy.  
 
    As the teenager fell, Archer turned, and using the car for resistance, jumped for the catwalk. He made it, falling as his foot was hit by one of the passing cars, but he rolled to the side and watched the rollercoaster pick up speed as it started to drop. 
 
    ‘Get out of the way!’ he shouted to the people below. Seeing what was about to happen, everyone scattered, the ride roaring down towards them and hitting the top of the bouncy castle which was now lying over the track, ripping it apart.  
 
      
 
    Across the Gardens, Ruffalo had been forced to double back to avoid police officers who were running into the site, but looping around, he ran out of City Park.  
 
    He was just about to cross a road when he was hit over the head with the same piece of wood that had dropped Bellefonte in the control hut.  
 
    Panting, the NOPD detective dropped the 2x4, pulled his gun and cuffs, and flipped the man over, handcuffing his wrists. ‘I already had a headache today, asshole,’ he said, hauling him up and dragging him back into the park. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY 
 
    Seventeen year old Jax Ruffalo felt cold as he stopped by a creek outside the Bilodeau family fair, still wearing the dirty jeans, t-shirt and sneakers he’d been in all day, all week in fact. In the distance behind him, the blue and red lights on cop cars and ambulances lit up the dark field. The teenage boy withdrew a pack of smokes and sparked a cigarette with a shaking hand, inhaling deeply.  
 
    Out of the darkness, he saw a figure approach. ‘What’d you tell them?’ the other boy asked harshly as he walked up, his tall gangly figure towering over Ruff’s much slighter one. 
 
    ‘Nothing. I thought it was just gonna stop,’ Ruffalo said. ‘Like some of their wallets might fall out. That’s all.’ 
 
    His fingers trembled as he dragged on the cigarette. 
 
    ‘I didn’t think them people was gonna spill out as well. We killed them, Ger. How’d they fall anyway? The tracks were secure.’ 
 
    The other boy had been reaching into his pocket, but hearing the tone of his friend’s voice, his head came up and Ruff found himself looking into those strange, vacant eyes.  
 
    ‘I won’t say nothing,’ Ruff said nervously. ‘I swear.’ 
 
    Gerry pulled his hand out of his pocket, holding some missing safety pins. 
 
    ‘You took ‘em?’ Ruff asked. 
 
    ‘Made the loop collapse when they hit it,’ Gerry said, smiling.  
 
    ‘You said when we messed with the computer, it was just gonna stall. You never said nothing about the restraints releasing.’  
 
    McGuinness didn’t reply. Ruff stared at him, the reality of what they’d just done hitting him, as his fellow carnival worker knelt and started digging a hole with his hands.  
 
    ‘They’re gonna blame it on Heywood,’ Ruffalo continued. ‘He don’t know what we did.’  
 
    ‘So let ‘em.’ McGuinness stopped burying the pins, and raised his head, the look in his eyes chilling Ruffalo even further. This person was different from the one he’d worked with at the show for the last few years. Ruffalo had never seen this side to him, and he felt a wave of fear. ‘You gonna say shit?’  
 
    ‘I won’t, man. I swear.’ He dragged on the smoke again, and before he could stop himself, another question came out of his mouth. ‘Why’d you do it?’ 
 
    McGuinness glanced up at him with those empty dark eyes again.   
 
    ‘Why not?’ he replied, the grin reappearing on his face as he started covering over the pins in the dirt. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘You two caused that incident?’ Archer asked, at Carousel Gardens, over two decades later. Ruffalo was now in cuffs slumped in a chair inside the manager’s office; standing beside Archer, Bellefonte looked thoroughly pissed off as he gingerly rubbed the side of his head where a nice bump was forming. 
 
    ‘Way he sold it to me, we’d lock them at the top of the loop. Score some cash from spilled wallets maybe. Break up the boredom of working that shit, day in, day out. It was meant to be a dumb joke.’ 
 
    ‘Eight people died.’ 
 
    ‘The joke didn’t end up being funny. Not to me anyways.’ 
 
    ‘You’re selling it as all his idea,’ Bellefonte said. ‘So what’s with the shit you just pulled here? Minus the missing pins, it was almost exactly the same stunt.’ 
 
    The scowl on Ruffalo’s face deepened. ‘Before he kicked my ass out the house, my dad told me somethin’. A saying. Came from Ben Franklin, he said. Three people can keep a secret if two of ‘em are dead. Same goes for two people, I guess. Only me and him know what really happened with that coaster. When you showed up asking about Gerry, I figured you were gonna work it out. And that’s one step away from him comin’ to find me. I needed time to split.’ He paused. ‘And I knew how to mess with the ride. We had practice.’ 
 
    ‘When did you last see him?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Shit…must be coming up to twenty years.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re still scared?’ 
 
    ‘You would be too if you knew the guy. I thought I did, until I saw how he handled that accident. He tricked me into helping him.’ He sighed. ‘So I set up the same kind of safety bar release, just in case people like you came asking and I needed a chance to take off. I’m already going south once I die. What’s a few more bodies hitting the floor?’ 
 
    ‘You’re claiming pulling those pins back in ’96 was meant to be a prank,’ Bellefonte said. ‘But it wasn’t just that for McGuinness?’ 
 
    Ruffalo paused. ‘Collecting loose change or fallen wallets was a bullshit excuse to get me to help him out. I was a jointy on the ride back then, and showed him where the safety pins were when he asked. He had spatters of blood on him from where those people hit the concrete near where he was standing. He weren’t that close to where it happened by accident. He played me into helping him kill them.’ 
 
    ‘You spent a lot of time working there with him, according to Dusty,’ Archer said. ‘Paint us a picture of this guy. Who are we looking for?’ 
 
    ‘He grew up in the show and learned a lot of tricks. One of his best was how to play people. Con them. He worked with almost every attraction, so picked up a lot of skills.’ 
 
    ‘How’d he take his mom’s death?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t think he cared; always said she was a whore. Her kicking it got him a better spot in the show too. He never knew who his dad was. Don’t think she ever did, neither.’ 
 
    He paused. 
 
    ‘Gerry weren’t a good person. When he helped out on stalls, he’d push shit too far and get into arguments with rubes. He wanted to fight ‘em, which was why he was moved around a lot on different attractions. And he was one mean son of a bitch.’ 
 
    ‘To you?’ 
 
    ‘To anyone weaker than him. He used to attack smaller kids in the fairs, make them give him money, or just do somethin’ else to hurt ‘em. When we were fourteen or fifteen, one of the horses was found dead in its stall during a tour. Someone had gone at it with a knife. Cut its eyes out. Slashed it up and almost sawed its head off. Our trainer was real upset, he loved them animals, and we all got questioned. I thought it was probably Gerry but didn’t say shit. Didn’t want to risk him doin’ that to me.  
 
    ‘He used to carry a knife around with him, one our knife thrower Dwindel gave him, and that day, I saw it had dried blood on it when he opened it to cut an apple.’ He paused. ‘Some people are just broken, you know? They don’t come out right. He was like that. There was somethin’ real wrong with him.’ 
 
    ‘Dusty said his mother was still doing heroin when she was pregnant,’ Archer said quietly. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Maybe it were that, pickled his brain or something. I never met anyone like him before, or since. And don’t want to, man.’ 
 
    ‘So you came here after you got 86’ed from the Bilodeau show,’ Bellefonte said. ‘Your old buddy ever show up?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, he came here about seventeen, eighteen years ago, looking for work. Almost shit myself. Thought he’d come to keep me quiet. But I’d never talked to anyone about what we did; he knew that. There was nothin’ for him here so he moved on. Last I heard, he took a job at Six Flags before the storm. Never saw him again after that. Thank Christ.’ 
 
    ‘Six Flags NOLA?’ Bellefonte asked. 
 
    ‘No, Six Flags Wisconsin, dumbass. What do you think?’ 
 
    Bellefonte opened the door and spoke to two officers waiting outside. ‘Take this asshole to booking. We’re done here.’  
 
    ‘What did Gerry do?’ Ruffalo asked, as they hoisted him up.  
 
    ‘Let’s just say he’s upped his game,’ Archer said, stepping aside as Ruffalo was escorted away.  
 
    Behind them, The Heatwave had been shut down and the rest of the park was closed off for the time being. The people who’d fallen from the ride were being loaded into ambulances to be thoroughly checked out at the nearest hospital; the boy who Archer had tried to save had landed right on the edge of the castle, bouncing off onto the ground, breaking an arm, a leg and some ribs in the process. But thanks to the NYPD detective, he was still alive.  
 
    The torn, tattered bouncy castle which had saved them all was lying at the base of the loop of the ride, the thick PVC now completely deflated and spread out over the tracks. News crews were being kept at the gates, but were rolling footage already, unwittingly providing more media coverage to the Isabel Vargas case.  
 
    ‘Miracle no-one was killed,’ Bellefonte said, staring over at the rollercoaster. ‘I’ve worked with police from all over the country over the years. You win the award for the most interesting so far, brother.’  
 
    ‘How’s the head?’  
 
    ‘Scratch tea, I could use a beer,’ he said, rubbing the bump again. 
 
    Archer smiled. ‘So Gerry lit out for Six Flags NOLA,’ he said, getting back to their main focus. ‘That park must be outside the city centre? You said these Gardens was the only place with rides inside the limits.’ 
 
    Bellefonte nodded. ‘Six Flags is an official corporation. Wouldn’t his employment have been on his tax records that your people found?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he used another name, or got paid cash in hand. I don’t know. He kept below the radar. Can we get over there and talk to someone at the park?’  
 
    ‘Be kinda tricky, right now.’ 
 
    ‘Why? Ruffalo just gave us another link in the chain.’ 
 
    Bellefonte withdrew his car keys. ‘Come with me. You’ll see what I mean.’ 
 
      
 
    Further north in the country, as Archer and Bellefonte got into the NOPD detective’s car and Jax Ruffalo was being hauled off to custody after his last ever day of employment at Carousel Gardens, at a baseball park in Baltimore a young boy swung a bat and a softball cracked off the metal.  
 
    ‘YEAH VINNY!’ his mother called from the bleachers, as other parents cheered, the little boy taking off for first base. ‘Run!’ He made it to 2nd before the other team collected the ball and got it to the baseman. The woman rose and cheered, clapping loudly before looking around for her husband, who was down behind the bleachers with his finger in his ear.  
 
    ‘Where is she?’ Vincent Castelione Senior asked, ignoring the game as he talked on his cell. 
 
    ‘I followed her to Boston and down to D.C., Vin,’ one of his guys replied. ‘She just checked into a hotel.’ 
 
    ‘What’s she doing?’ 
 
    ‘Doing what cops do, I guess. Being nosy. Stefani left a trail behind when she left New York all those years ago. This chick’s not only police, she’s the kid’s mother. Adopted her after her parents died.’ 
 
    ‘She was at McGuinness’ house in Boston?’ 
 
    ‘I think so. Our boy took out most of the SWAT team but that bitch got out of there somehow.’ 
 
    ‘Which hotel is she at?’ 
 
    ‘Marriott. Don’t know which room. Want me to stay on her?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Don’t lose her. She gets too close, we’ll push back or set our guy on her once he’s dealt with the kid.’  
 
    He ended the call and walked back up the bleachers. When he sat down, his wife punched him in the arm. ‘Earth to douchebag. That’s your son out there. He just hit a double and you missed it.’ 
 
    ‘Good job, Vin,’ he called belatedly. 
 
    ‘What’s goin’ on with you?’ she asked, sitting down as another child walked out to home-base, a large bat resting awkwardly over his shoulder.  
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Is it work?’ 
 
    ‘What have I told you asking me about that shit?’ Vincent Senior ignored her, watching the batter miss the first ball thrown to him. The ages of the kids down there ranged from nine to twelve, Little League which they played all summer.  
 
    His eyes shifted to his son on 2nd base. Vincent had spoken with his usual confident attitude on the call, and would never have admitted it to the other guys, but the current situation with the hunt for Isabel Vargas was giving him sleepless nights.  
 
    His son was his only child, after many years of trying. As he watched him, a picture flashed into his head of his boy lying dead on the grass, bullet-holes in his chest and forehead, blood seeping out onto the grass and turning it crimson.  
 
    Or a knife going thump as it smacked into his forehead, blade first.  
 
    His wife had no idea about the order to kill the Lombardi kid, but it hadn’t been sitting right with her mobster husband from the moment the hit had been ordered. He’d done a lot of bad shit in his time, but none of it had involved children; for him, when that order came out, a line had been crossed. He knew how it could escalate. 
 
    ‘I gotta take off,’ he said, after another minute, his guy’s call from D.C. making it impossible to concentrate on the game. 
 
    ‘You’re not going anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘You like not having to work for a living? You know the deal.’ 
 
    ‘How are we supposed to get home, Vincent, if you’re taking the car?’ 
 
    ‘Hey Phil,’ he called to another parent, who turned round to look at him. ‘You do me a solid and drop my wife and kid off at home? I gotta take care of something.’ 
 
    ‘Sure thing, Vin.’ 
 
    ‘Problem solved.’ 
 
    His wife shook her head. ‘You’re sleeping on the couch tonight, asshole. When he sees you’ve left the game, Junior’s gonna be upset.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll live,’ the boy’s father replied, walking down the bleacher and stepping down onto the grass, heading towards where their car was parked.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY ONE 
 
    Just over a thousand miles to the south, Bellefonte parked his car in the Six Flags New Orleans lot. He and Archer sat there for a moment, looking at the site ahead of them, before opening their doors and stepping out.  
 
    ‘Welcome to what happens when a hurricane hits an amusement park,’ the NOLA police detective said. Archer had wondered why the man had been so cryptic back at Carousel Gardens when he’d said it’d be difficult to talk to people working here.  
 
    Now he saw exactly why. 
 
    Hurricane Katrina had decimated the park, and it was clear there’d been no attempt to rebuild, the place abandoned and left to the elements. Archer glanced up at the main park entrance sign showing the Six Flags insignia and logo. CLOSED FO R STORM was printed underneath in blocky black lettering on a white background, similar to an old movie theater advertising what was showing on the screens inside, but with an extra gap in the lettering of the middle word. It looked as if it had been put up there in a hurry. 
 
    ‘How was it levelled so badly?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Drainage pumps failed during the storm,’ Bellefonte said, starting to walk towards the entrance, Archer going with him. One other car was parked in the lot, occupied by a security guard who got out to intercept them, but as he approached, Bellefonte showed him his badge. The man stepped forward to check it, nodded and without a word, walked back and returned to his air-conditioned vehicle, picking up his newspaper and resuming where he’d left off. ‘We’re in a low-lying section of NOLA East,’ Bellefonte continued. ‘Meant this whole area was under six or seven feet of floodwater after the storm. That shit’s corrosive, brackish, full of bacteria. Dined out on the park like a free lunch.’ 
 
    ‘Was the place submerged?’ Archer asked. His footsteps trod down weeds that had sprouted through the cracks and spread across the concrete, nature reclaiming the deserted space. 
 
    Bellefonte nodded. ‘For an entire month. Eighty per cent of the park buildings were totalled. All the flat rides too. Only large ride to escape a load of damage was Batman, which was over there.’ He pointed to the left side of the park. ‘Six Flags headquarters sent a team to pull it out and company salvaged whatever else they could. Ride parts, lights, security cameras.’ 
 
    ‘You know a lot about it.’ 
 
    ‘My kids loved coming here. And I read the papers.’ He looked at the scene and sighed. ‘You’re looking at $32 million worth of damage.’  
 
    Archer didn’t reply. The two men walked into the park, through open empty turnstiles that once would have seen lines of people eager and ready for a day of fun ahead. Just inside the entrance, there were several low buildings with balconies either side, built in a style to mimic those in New Orleans itself. Due to their desolate surroundings and battered appearance however, they bore more of a resemblance to a deserted Wild West saloon town now rather than the French Quarter.  
 
    Birds sang in the distance, a couple of crows cawing, as Archer stopped, taking it all in. The glass in the windows of the buildings inside the park was either completely gone, or all that was left were jagged fragments set in the frames. Slats of wood had been ripped away, blown off or torn from structures and were now scattered around the buildings and on the paths. He and Bellefonte’s feet crunched on the pieces of debris as they continued onwards.  
 
    ‘How far are we from the city?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘French Quarter is eighteen miles away.’ 
 
    ‘Ruffalo called this place Jazzland at one point.’ 
 
    ‘Previous owners. Six Flags took it over a couple years before Katrina. It’s still under their ownership. They’ve been trying to offload this place for years ever since. Bad timing, huh?’ 
 
    As they walked deeper into the site, a place where McGuinness had ended up working according to his old pal Ruffalo, Archer saw a lot of the walls were tagged with scrappy, ugly graffiti. Badly-sprayed sad faces, profanity; crude comments and questions. Dusty, faded soft toys, cuddly bears or cartoon fish, lay scattered on the ground alongside the occasional piece of plastic cutlery or teacups. Littered among them were empty bottles of vodka and old, used syringes, a lot of them cracked.  
 
    Someone had spray-painted an outline of a person on the ground, in imitation of a crime scene.  
 
    Archer wasn’t sure it was a joke. 
 
      
 
    ‘So Lorenzo Cortese thinks Bianca Stefani relocated to somewhere in the D.C./Baltimore area,’ Vargas said, sitting inside the lobby of a Marriott hotel in the capital city. She’d checked herself in and was now on a call to her guys back at the Bureau.  
 
    ‘What he told us,’ Josh said. ‘Swore he wasn’t lying.’ 
 
    ‘I’m gonna try to make an appointment with Metro,’ she said. ‘See if she’s known to the capital region, or has a record.’ 
 
    ‘I searched the National Crime database but she hasn’t been arrested since she lived in New York,’ Ethan said. ‘Wherever she’s been, she’s done a good job of laying low.’  
 
    But she’s been able to order hits on eleven year old children, from wherever that might be, Vargas thought. ‘I could give the FBI a shot.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll want something in exchange,’ Shepherd said. ‘If they play ball, at all. There’s only so much we can tell them.’ 
 
    She understood what he meant. If this turned out to be a manhunt for an inter-State murderer, the FBI could pull rank and whip the case away from the NYPD, meaning Issy’s fate would be in other, anonymous hands. They’d also discover the fact the girl’s death had been faked, and the more people in the know meant an increased risk of the secret becoming common knowledge. Vargas didn’t trust anyone else with this and neither did Shepherd. Their next moves had to be very carefully thought through. 
 
    ‘Any update from…the other side?’ she asked, avoiding mentioning a certain city. 
 
    ‘Chalky called this morning,’ Shepherd said. ‘He and the girl are fine. She’s spending most of the day watching Wimbledon on TV. Has taken a shine to the food too, apparently.’ 
 
    Vargas smiled. ‘Anything with fries, she’s happy. I’ll call you back in a few.’ Hanging up, she rose and stretched out her back. Seven hours in the car had become almost eight with the Beltway traffic. She rose and started dialling Metro PD, considering how to best phrase what she was going to ask. Intercity police co-operation was rarely straightforward; the Boston task force’s cynicism regarding her requests before the acid attack had been pretty standard. 
 
    Then a voice stopped her. ‘Yo. Detective.’ 
 
    She turned and saw a large, black-haired man wearing a Baltimore Orioles baseball jersey standing behind her. Immediately, she tensed; no-one knew she was here other than her team, and the attacks both on her and Issy had left her extremely edgy.  
 
    She took a quick step back, her hand moving to her holster, the move unnoticed by the other people in the lobby; the man snapped forward and caught her wrist.  
 
    ‘Relax,’ he said. ‘Relax. I’m not here to hurt you.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ she asked, his hand gripping her arm. 
 
    ‘There somewhere we can talk? In private?’ 
 
    ‘Think I’m stupid? You got something to say to me, say it here.’  
 
    He hesitated, then released her gun hand. He pointed to a chair, then looked back at her. She moved over to it and sat slowly, her hand remaining close to her hip. She watched him carefully as he checked around, registering how uncomfortable he was in the public space. She didn’t care. 
 
    ‘I know your kid is still alive,’ he said, taking a seat opposite her. ‘And I know the man who’s trying to kill her.’ 
 
      
 
    Inside Six Flags New Orleans, pieces of an old animal skull were scattered on one of the concrete paths, the long teeth grinning like a haunted house smile, the eye sockets long empty. As Archer and Bellefonte passed an old storage hut, they could see a heap of old mannequins through a gap where a door used to be, dumped inside on their sides and stained from rainwater.  
 
    Where do theme parks go when they die? someone had sprayed onto a wall outside the hut in untidy lettering, other messages tagged on other walls Archer and Bellefonte passed.  
 
    Nothing left to do but watch it burn, one said. Don’t look for me, I’m still here!! stated another. 
 
    Archer’s eyes lingered on another basic tag. It ends too soon, the graffiti message said. 
 
    ‘Stay clear of the water,’ Bellefonte warned, unnecessary advice as Archer was already taking care to give the pond to his left a wide berth, which seemed to be an inlet from a larger lake beyond. Branches of trees jutted out of it, some of them coiled and twisted around the struts and tracks of rides like the snakes that were no doubt lurking in the water somewhere.  
 
    ‘We’re on the east side, right?’ Archer asked, as Bellefonte nodded. Over what was left of a haunted house exhibit to their right, a sneering jester wearing a mask and holding strings of beads loomed over them. Like the animal skull on the path behind, half his plastic face had been cracked open from what looked like impact trauma. Jocco’s Mardi Gras Ma- a sign below him said, the rest of it missing. 
 
    ‘What’s the security deal here?’ Archer asked, looking back in the direction of the parking lot where they’d left the lone rent-a-cop in his car. 
 
    ‘Private company hired by Six Flags, I think, but our Department sends people over too. Whoever’s on duty is supposed to patrol twenty four hours a day, but it’s a hundred forty acre site. Pretty easy for people to sneak in.’  
 
    ‘Who the hell would want to sneak in here?’ 
 
    ‘You’d be surprised. Thrill-seekers, social media bloggers taking videos looking for hits. Junkies searching for somewhere to take shelter and shoot up. Sometimes movie studios use it, with permission. Think one of the Jurassic Park movies filmed scenes in the parking lot.’ 
 
    ‘Crime?’ 
 
    ‘Torched stolen cars, couple of dumped bodies out front in the lot. Reports of armed robbery and beatings. Gangs come out here time-to-time and jump trespassers to take anything of value they got on ‘em.’ He gave the grip of his pistol a knock with his knuckle. ‘I wouldn’t come in here without packing. This place stopped being fun a long time ago.’ 
 
    ‘You got that right,’ Archer replied quietly, stopping and looking around, the general aura of the site getting to him. A park like this was built for happiness, for noise.  
 
    Without it and in the state it was in, Archer had never been anywhere that had felt so desolate.  
 
    ‘And Gerry McGuinness worked here at some point,’ he said. Bellefonte glanced over at his New York City counterpart as Archer looked at the derelict amusement park around them. 
 
    ‘We just gotta figure out when and where.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Tell me what I missed,’ Bianca Stefani had said the day she finally returned to Baltimore after years of absence. She tilted back in her chair and drank the Macallan in her glass, freshly showered, appetite satisfied after finishing the Burger King Vincent had brought her for the car ride from the port. ‘Things you couldn’t say over the phone.’ 
 
    ‘Ravens won a Superbowl,’ one of the younger members of the group said, a kid called Roberto. ‘Donald Trump got elected President-’ 
 
    ‘I read the news, kid. Someone else talk,’ she interrupted, the youngster’s voice fading away. ‘What I miss?’ 
 
    ‘We been stackin’ up territory, like you ordered,’ Marco said, one of her long-time men, knowing what she meant by the question. ‘Greeks pushed back for the docks but we fought them off. Bought another bar with our profits; looking to step up involvement in the casinos again. PD are leaving us alone with payoffs. Got a couple detectives in our pocket.’ 
 
    ‘Who found you out there?’ Vincent asked Stefani. ‘In Iceland? You were hidden pretty good.’ 
 
    ‘Pair of guinea assholes from the old country, I think. Someone must’ve tipped them off.’ 
 
    ‘You’re safe now. No-one from Italy is gonna hit you in Baltimore, Stef. This is our land, not theirs. And no-one knows you’re back yet.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s keep it that way, long as possible.’ She drank half the whisky in the glass. ‘D.C.?’ 
 
    ‘Trump’s got the FBI like sharks in shallow water there, so we been staying clear. But we’ve been doing business with guys in New York. In Midtown. That channel opened up to us again. Polonksy’s been earning good dollar trading guns for us up there.’ 
 
    She frowned. ‘Midtown? Gino Lombardi let that happen?’ she said, putting another ice cube in her glass from the small bowl in front of her. ‘His wife ain’t gonna do me no favors. Bitch hates me.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Marco said. ‘She’s dead. So’s he.’ 
 
    She’d picked the bottle of Macallan to refill her glass but stopped midway. She placed it back down slowly and looked at him. ‘What did you just say?’ 
 
    ‘He and his entire family. They’re dead.’ Vincent clicked his fingers for one of the younger guys to refill her glass but Stefani reached forward and grabbed his arm. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘They’re all dead?’ she reiterated, after Marco had told her about the day at the villa in East Hampton. 
 
    ‘Nineteen of them. Gone in one hit job.’ 
 
    ‘We had nothing to do with it?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    She turned to Vincent. ‘You and me been talkin’ on the phone almost every month for four years as my only point of contact with you guys. And you never thought to mention it?’  
 
    ‘Assumed you already knew,’ he lied. ‘It hit the news here pretty hard.’ 
 
    And I didn’t want you to know there was a survivor, he thought, knowing what his boss would’ve ordered if she discovered a child had come through the attack alive. Even back then, he’d never been on board with the idea of killing kids.  
 
    ‘He’s dead.’ Stefani paused. ‘Him and his bitch wife are dead.’ She started laughing and clapped several times. Her laughter soon became hysterical, some of the men looking confused while others looked uncomfortable, not knowing how to react. The tension in the room meant the best they could manage were some forced smiles. 
 
    ‘There’s one left,’ a voice suddenly said from the back.  
 
    Beside Stefani’s desk, Vincent closed his eyes.  
 
    Stefani’s laughter faded. Her scarred face turned towards the young soldier who’d made the comment. It was the same cugine who’d told her about the new president and the Superbowl. It seemed he hadn’t given up trying to impress her. 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘A kid. Their youngest-’ 
 
    ‘Speak up!’ 
 
    ‘Their youngest daughter. She survived.’ 
 
    ‘She still in New York?’ 
 
    ‘Last we heard, she took the stand against the men who killed her family and got adopted by some cop who works there,’ Vincent filled in, taking over and shooting a look at the young cugine that told him they were gonna talk privately after this. 
 
    ‘How old is this brat?’ Stefani asked. 
 
    ‘Ten or eleven now, I think,’ Vincent said quietly, after a pause. He knew his dead boss’s wife and the direction this was going. 
 
     ‘So they’re not all dead, are they?’ She stared at him. ‘Why didn’t you tell me that just now, Vincent?’  
 
    ‘Because I didn’t think an eleven year old kid would be of interest to you, boss.’ 
 
    She looked at him for a moment longer, then turned to the others. ‘You wanted to know what your new orders are gonna be?’ she said to the men in the room. ‘If there were gonna be any changes to our focus? Here’s all you need to care about right now. Forget about expanding bars, casinos, DC., all that shit. I want that kid in a coffin first.’ 
 
    ‘You need us here,’ Vincent said. ‘We can’t go to New York. If the wrong people find out you’re back, you’ll be totally unprotec-’ 
 
    ‘So find someone to do it. In fact, that’d be better. Keeps us removed. Pay them whatever they ask. We got the cash.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think this might be a little…’ 
 
    ‘A little what?’ Stefani’s eyes glittered, and Vincent knew he had to choose his next words carefully. The other men looked at him too as the tension in the room rose; he was very aware where their loyalty lay and it wasn’t with him. Stefani’s dead husband had done a lot for these guys. 
 
    ‘…extreme. She’s only a kid, Stef.’ 
 
    ‘But she’s got Carla Lombardi’s blood running through her. That’s enough for me. And she won’t be a kid forever.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not gonna end up in the game. She got adopted by an NYPD cop, for Christ’s sake. She’s never gonna be a concern.’ 
 
    ‘When me and Rossi ran, I was thinking we’d end up on a beach in Mexico or some outta the way resort town in Florida,’ Stefani said, the words laced with venom. ‘Not that I’d be spending most of the next four years being forced to move from place to place, and end up freezing my ass off in some godawful country, mourning my husband.’ 
 
    Mourning Rossi, my ass, Vincent thought. Only person you ever cared about was yourself. 
 
    ‘…and constantly on the move in case some son of a bitch found me,’ she continued. ‘That girl’s bitch mother and her dead husband are one of two reasons I went through all that shit.’ She pointed to her scarred face. ‘And why I ended up looking like a freak from a carnival. I don’t just want the Lombardis dead; I want every trace of them wiped out. Gone. Forever.’  
 
    ‘Alright,’ Vincent said. ‘We get-’ 
 
    ‘Don’t ever interrupt me,’ she said. A deathly silence was the only response.  
 
    ‘You want me to do it?’ the young soldier who’d spoken asked. ‘I can do it.’ 
 
    ‘You shaving yet?’ He’d become chirpier at the success of his remark, but her question immediately shut him up. She turned to the older men. ‘Last thing we need is it coming back to us. And you’re right, I need you here right now watching my back. Hire someone, like I told you.’ She refilled her glass, then shifted her head to look up at Vincent coldly. ‘You got til the end of next month to make sure she’s dead, Vin. I’ll give you until then.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m gonna slap the head off that stupid kid Roberto next time I get him alone,’ Vincent told Marco, later that night. The pair were in the basement of Vinnie’s luxurious home, his wife and son upstairs watching TV. Despite the fact the place had been swept for bugs just a few hours ago, the men still had music playing in the background, just in case. ‘She didn’t need to know that girl was still alive.’ 
 
    ‘Who cares?’ Marco told him. ‘What Stef wants, she gets. And whaddya think would’ve happened if she found out later the girl had survived and that we knew? Why you so pissed about it anyway?’ 
 
    ‘You comfortable with putting moves on an eleven year old?’ 
 
    ‘You questioning the boss?’ 
 
    ‘You ain’t got kids. This girl’s the same age as Junior upstairs, Marc. She’s no threat to us.’ 
 
    ‘Stef wants her dead, we make it happen. Ain’t like the Lombardis are gonna come after us, is it?’ Marco added with a laugh. 
 
    ‘You gonna do it?’ 
 
    ‘I gotta stay here and keep her protected. Like she said, we’ll just hire some asshole. We don’t need to be there. When it’s done, it’s done, like closing out an old part of Stef’s life.’ He slapped his fellow mobster’s shoulder. ‘Within a month, you’ll have forgot it ever happened.’ 
 
    Vincent still didn’t like it, but long years of experience had taught him to hide what he was thinking. ‘So who we gonna find to do it? Lot of people I can think of won’t waste a child that age.’ 
 
    ‘I know someone we can use,’ Marco said. ‘Let me make some calls.’ He took out a burner phone. ‘From what I was told about his guy, this sort of shit is his specialty.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY TWO 
 
    ‘Marco said he’d heard about a case here in D.C. Some FBI agent was leading a task force going after a bunch of Italians trying to establish a grip in the city,’ Vincent said to Vargas. Although he’d asked again to take the conversation to a less public area out of sight and earshot, she’d refused, no intention of leaving the lobby with this guy. He glanced around uneasily, before continuing, what he’d told her so far already getting her attention. ‘Capital region’s never really had a presence of men like me-’ 
 
    ‘Criminals. Yes it has. You’re not special.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, made guys. D.C. ain’t ever had a big Italian-American community. When they showed up back in the day, immigrants went to places like New York, Philly, Chicago, Boston. Their neighborhoods always provided fresh recruits. Still do. But here, FBI crush any attempts to establish syndicates here before they gain traction. Then some Italians showed up fresh from the old country here a few years back, and they were different. They succeeded for while, because of this guy Marco’s cousin brought in.’ 
 
    ‘Who was he?’ 
 
    ‘I’m gettin’ to that. This stranger was hired to whack the leading FBI organised crime agent’s kid. The Italians then threatened the lives of the other kids in this guy’s team if the agent didn’t ensure the heat on them cooled off. The gang ended up getting squashed eventually, but the FBI guy’s kid dying bought them a couple more good years.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t this gang kill the kid themselves?’ 
 
    ‘Murdering a Fed’s child? You really need me to answer that?’ 
 
    ‘But the man they hired didn’t care?’ 
 
    ‘No, he didn’t. Marco’s cousin was in this crew, and told him all about this guy they paid to do the job. Man had no problem killing anyone for a price and was available for hire. Good at it, too. And I mean, anyone.’ 
 
    ‘What was his story?’  
 
     ‘No-one really knew. He’d been doing it for a few years in the North-east area, Marco said. Showed up out of nowhere and built a reputation, fast. Threw a couple of eighteen month old twins off a bridge in Providence, when a union guy wouldn’t pay up what he owed. Tied up a hired shooter who killed a made guy in Philly and stuffed him in a brick oven, after the guy watched his two sons die in there first.’  
 
    ‘Anything involving knives?’ Vargas asked quietly, after a pause. 
 
    ‘Yeah, he killed a State witness by fixing a load of blades and springs in her hotel room bed. When she lay down on it, thing folded in half and speared her face to her knees. Put down some others by poisoning them with chemicals; a guy’s wife and sister had their stomachs burned out after they ingested some acid mix that he made them drink at gunpoint.’ He checked they weren’t being overheard. ‘Doesn’t go for the straightforward kill. But he seemed to get his rocks off most by hurting kids, so I heard. And that son of a bitch wasn’t afraid of anyone. Not someone you’d want on your trail.’ 
 
    Vargas swallowed, picturing Issy and the images that came to mind with the methods of execution this man had just described.  
 
    But she kept her face expressionless. ‘What was his rate?’ 
 
    ‘You mean, success? Total, so I heard.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, how much did he cost?’ 
 
    ‘Hundred grand up front. He completes the job, he gets another six figures.’ 
 
    ‘You know the name of this FBI agent who lost his son?’ 
 
    ‘Marco might get curious if I ask. He knows I’m not on board with this shit. Can’t you check with your people?’ 
 
    ‘FBI aren’t hugely co-operative with us, at the best of times.’ 
 
    ‘That’s your problem, lady. Only told you this because killing kids don’t sit right with me. But he’s out there right now, looking for your kid. So it might be a real good idea to figure out how to get the Bureau talkin’ to you.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Who is she?’ McGuinness asked, sitting on a park bench in Boston. Marco had contacted the man through his cousin and arranged a meeting, but as they watched kids playing soccer in the park ahead, he was on edge. He’d met some real bad people in his time but none of them had unsettled him quite like this individual; he was trying to work out exactly why.  
 
    The guy was tall and spoke quietly, with a Southern accent. He was eating a pack of M&Ms slowly as they talked; Marco’s cousin had told him about some of the things this man had done, so watching a person he knew was capable of those acts casually eating the candy was strangely unsettling. The dark energy emanating from him was almost palpable as his eyes watched the kids ahead dispassionately, no flicker of emotion evident on his face as he studied each child in turn.  
 
    ‘She’s the last member of a crime family in New York,’ Marco said, glancing around to make sure there was no-one close by. 
 
    ‘Stop doing that.’ The man spoke without even turning his head. 
 
    ‘Her parents pissed a lotta people off before they died,’ Marco told him, looking at the man instead of the park. ‘My employer’s one of them. She wants the girl gotten rid of.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone tried before?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. They failed.’ 
 
    ‘Recently?’ 
 
    ‘Few years ago. The kid had protection that kept her alive.’ 
 
    One of the girls in the game ran up and thumped the soccer ball hard with her boot, two of the watching parents cheering encouragement as it went into the air.  
 
    The tall man’s eyes ignored the ball, following her instead.  
 
    ‘She’s been under Fed protection before and we think they’re still keeping an eye on her,’ Marco said. ‘Lives with a police detective now, we heard. Some chick in the NYPD Counter Terrorist Bureau. Hammer’s gonna drop once she’s gone. Whoever we hire needs to be prepared for that shit.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘Three hundred and fifty thousand. Almost double your rate.’ 
 
    ‘She’s worth that much to your client?’ 
 
    ‘Dead in a box, yeah. This kid’s mother and my boss have a history.’ 
 
    ‘How quick does she want it done?’ 
 
    ‘Soon as possible.’ 
 
    ‘No. I meant, how quick does she want the child to die?’ 
 
    Marco paused. ‘We’ll leave that up to you.’ 
 
    ‘Leave the file there,’ he said, tapping the space on the bench between them, not taking his eyes off the soccer game ahead. He tossed the last two M&Ms, catching both in his mouth effortlessly, then rolled up the empty wrapper into a tight ball and threw it into a trash can, dead center.  
 
    ‘You’ll call to confirm if you’re interested?’ 
 
    The man didn’t respond, and Marco got the message the conversation was over. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘The former leading FBI agent’s name is Benjamin Tamaloa,’ Vargas told Vincent in the lobby of the hotel, ten minutes after the Baltimore mobster had finished explaining how Marco hired the hitman. She’d called Shepherd and asked him to get Ethan to check the details of the FBI agent’s child’s murder. ‘Still lives in D.C., about thirty minutes away. I’m gonna go get some clarification. If what he tells me matches up, I’ll believe your story.’ 
 
    ‘You still don’t trust me?’ 
 
    ‘You arranged to have my child killed, asshole. What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I just gave you all this because I can see where this is going,’ Vincent told her, the tension between them flaring again. ‘Your kid gets wiped out, then someone hits back the same way and that becomes the new normal. I got my son to think about. But if my people discover I ratted them out, me and my family are gonna be next on the tall man’s shit-list. Don’t get my kid killed to save yours. Appreciate the risk I’m taking and respect what I just told you. I didn’t have to do this.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t need to unleash this monster on an eleven year old girl either. Seven people are dead already because of him.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t my call, lady. You got plenty to run with. But I want something too, before I give you more.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Get the FBI involved in witness protection for me and my family. You do that, I’ll provide the lowdown on Stef and where she’s been for the last four years. About some unsolved homicides too. Certain couple foreign countries in Europe might be awful interested in what I have to tell you.’ 
 
    ‘Wit-Sec? She’s got you that worried?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve never met the lady. And I’m done with her bullshit.’ He looked at his watch, then looked around. ‘I’m going back to Baltimore. You go talk to this former agent who’ll back up what I told you. Then call the Bureau to start setting up protection and contact me. Take down my number.’ 
 
    The friction between them had eased off slightly during the latter part of the conversation. She took out her phone and tapped it in. ‘How’d you know I was here in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘One of my guys followed you from New York to Boston, and back down here. Relax, he’s gone,’ he said, seeing a flush of anger return to her face. ‘Sent him home.’ 
 
    ‘Baltimore’s got an Italian-American community but never had a big mob scene,’ Vargas said, saving his number. ‘So if your neighborhood-fresh-recruit theory is right, apart from you, where’s the big mafia presence there?’ 
 
    ‘Guy said once, there are too many potential rats in Baltimore for the mob to trust anyone.’  
 
    Vincent put his sunglasses on and nodded.  
 
    ‘Guess he was right,’ he added, as he turned and left. 
 
      
 
    While Vargas was talking to the mobster, further south in the New Orleans area Archer and Bellefonte had scaled the catwalk at Six Flags on one of the large remaining coasters and were studying the landscape.  
 
    The sky looked as if someone had painted a watercolor of blue and purple, with flashes of orange, above the horizon. The wind rustled through the reeds and trees beneath them in the park, the sound of distant doors and shutters bumping or tapping against their frames in the breeze. Traffic moved along a highway in the distance, lights flashing on and off periodically on cell towers beyond them. Archer hadn’t wanted to leave the place yet; something about it was unnerving, yet he felt compelled to stay; it was as if he could sense McGuinness’ presence here from long ago somehow. His Kemah employment file said he’d started working in Galveston in summer of 2007; assuming he’d stayed at Six Flags until Katrina in August 2005, there was an almost two year gap in the former carny’s life. 
 
    ‘How’s this one still standing?’ Archer asked, quietly rapping his knuckles on the wooden hand support for the walkway on the coaster.  
 
    ‘The Mega Zeph, it’s called. Steel inner frame, wooden exterior. Built to survive hurricanes.’ 
 
    Archer stared out at the landscape again and the townships between where they were and the city centre. A long way from Queens and Manhattan. ‘What kind of area is New Orleans East?’  
 
    ‘Low-income, dangerous. Second highest homicide rate in the area behind Algiers. Part o’ the reason why Six Flags didn’t bother rebuild, I guess. This place was one of their least profitable parks before the hurricane.’ 
 
    The two men went quiet again, looking at New Orleans ahead.  
 
    ‘How much did you lose in the storm?’ Archer asked.  
 
    ‘A lot. Some of that shit you can’t replace, you know?’ His eyes studied the city in the distance. He sighed, quietly. ‘Lot of people lost more than that, though. You said your cop partner’s from down here?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘I used to dream about leaving this place. But I’ll never do that now. I don’t want to. Louisiana’s made me who I am, good and bad. Only took that bitch Katrina for me to realise that.’  
 
    ‘Before Ruffalo told us the accident at the Bilodeau show in ’96 was intentional, I almost felt bad for McGuinness,’ Archer said. ‘Seeing what he’d gone through at that age, like my colleague’s daughter. Bad parents, no choices. Mother using heroin regularly when she was pregnant with him.’ 
 
    ‘Tough break.’ 
 
    ‘So I thought. But knowing now that he planned that accident? Took pleasure in it? It wasn’t a teenage prank gone wrong. McGuinness always intended for those people to die.’ He leaned his forearms on the guard rail lining the walkway. ‘Like those four kids who went missing at Kemah after he started working there. I’m sure he was responsible. I know it in my gut.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we missed him here by almost fifteen years,’ Bellefonte said, glancing around them at the abandoned park, the two men casting dark shapes against the skyline. 
 
    ‘Can we get access to employee records for this place?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. They’ll be on the city files somewhere. You don’t want a break or something?’ 
 
    Archer gave him a smile. ‘I didn’t come here to sleep,’ he said, and started walking back down the old catwalk towards the ground, Bellefonte following. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY THREE 
 
    Vargas had driven across the capital to Alexandria, calling former FBI agent Tamaloa’s home address on the way. She’d asked if they could meet for thirty minutes or so, saying she was police from New York and wanted to pick his brains about a former case; she found the man working a mower on his front lawn in the warm July late afternoon, a strimmer resting on the grass near the hedge. American flags were still pinned on lawns or hanging from porches after the July 4th celebrations, the lines of mailboxes and neatly cut grass showing this was an upscale neighborhood.  
 
    After she pulled up, Tamaloa turned off the mower as she exited the car and walked down the path in the centre of the garden towards him. He lacked some of the bulk usual in a man with his Polynesian heritage, but then, his family tragedy may have played a part in that if what the mobster from Baltimore had told her was true. Grief had a way of whittling a person down. ‘Detective Vargas?’ 
 
    She nodded, shaking his hand.  
 
    ‘You got here fast.’ 
 
    ‘Dealing with a ticking clock on this case.’ 
 
    ‘What’s it concerning?’ 
 
    ‘Organised crime.’ She considered how to phrase the next part as sensitively as she could. ‘The Portella gang. They showed up in D.C. a few years ago-’ 
 
    Tamaloa’s attitude changed, and the sunglasses went back in place. ‘This talk is over, lady. Goodbye.’ 
 
    ‘The man who killed your son is trying to kill my daughter,’ Vargas said desperately, as he walked away. She realised she’d given away that detail of her still being alive, in her desperation to get him to talk. Hopefully he didn’t press. 
 
    He stopped at the mower, his hand closing into a fist as it rested against the handle.  
 
    He knocked it a few times gently then turned and looked back at her. ‘Did you just say you know who killed my boy?’ 
 
    ‘I think so. And we’re doing all we can to catch him before he does it again.’ 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, they’d re-located to a local bar a few blocks away at the former FBI man’s request, saying he needed a drink and something to eat: if Vargas wanted to talk, they had to do it while he did both. It was still early, so the place wasn’t crowded and they could talk without being overheard. Tamaloa ordered a Sam Adams and Cubano sandwich, Vargas settling for a glass of OJ and some peanuts from a bowl at the bar. The constant threat to Isabel had been killing her appetite. ‘First beer I’ve had for three months,’ Tamaloa told her. ‘All your fault.’ 
 
    ‘If this is too diffic-’ 
 
    ‘Nah, I’m OK. If someone learns something from what happened to my son, that’ll accomplish something at least.’ His first sip of the beer turned into a three second pull, and he used the sleeve of his shirt to wipe sweat from his forehead. ‘Know how when a person dies, everyone talks about what a good, kind person they were?’ he told her. 
 
    Vargas recalled Issy’s funeral. ‘Sure.’  
 
    ‘Yeah, well my son wasn’t a good kid. He was once, and maybe he coulda been again one day, but in the years before he died, Michael was an asshole.’  
 
    ‘How so?’  
 
    ‘He wasn’t always bad. But he was always an average kid. Never shone at anything. Two people have a child and somehow hope they’re gonna throw the ball like Tom Brady or play the piano like Mozart. Some people have better genes than others, I guess.  
 
    ‘He tried hard at things when he was young, but nothing ever worked out. I think he began to figure what’s the point? Busted him smoking some of my cigarettes when he was eleven. He and his friends got suspended for drinking booze in the toilets at school a year later; got picked up for shoplifting and stealing bikes. Nothing major but it was becoming a pattern. I saw him sliding, but none of the discipline worked.’ He looked at her. ‘You ever get bullied?’ 
 
    ‘Think almost everyone has been, at some point.’ 
 
    ‘Not anymore though, right.’ 
 
    ‘No. Not anymore.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Michael turned into one of the bullies. I never wanted to hurt him, but comes a point, talking doesn’t work anymore, ya know? I was pulling eighteen or twenty hour days at the Bureau, then coming home to find him being disrespectful to his mom. But one day he hit her. Culture I come from, that’s where you step in. I’m not proud of what I did, now he’s gone. But you don’t treat your mom like that. I gave him a beating. He left that night and that’s the last time he ever slept in our home. 
 
    ‘Back then, I was running a squad dealing with organised crime and we had a new target. These Italians you talked about, the Portella gang. They’d shown up from the old country and were doing some bad shit near the Navy yard, setting up gambling rings, threatening businesses if they didn’t pay tribute, shit like that.  
 
    ‘But then they started killing people. Anyone who challenged them. They got into it with a gang from across the Anacostia, and strung up some of their guys out of windows in project housing by their feet after they’d shot them in the head. Public warning. I was in the middle of trying to smash them back to Europe while Michael started causing more trouble. He and his girl found an old abandoned place in the bad parts of the lower Wards and they were squatting there, I think. She was shooting up heroin. He started too.’ He swallowed and drank more beer. ‘According to his autopsy.’ 
 
    ‘How did he die?’ 
 
    ‘His girl gave us the lowdown, after police found her. She said they were outside the city on the way to some ditch spot they used to hang out at when some guy waved them down with what looked like a broken-down truck. They were out in the middle of nowhere. She told us they stopped to help, but that’s bullshit. She admitted that later under questioning. Said Michael decided to rob the guy. Easy mark, he thought. 
 
    ‘Anyway, this asshole stun-gunned her and when she woke up, she was tied up in the trunk of his car. She heard Michael screaming. Managed to bite and wriggle out of her binds, popped the trunk from the inside and ran for her life. Passing car picked her up. Crime scene team found Michael buried out there in the woods a couple days later.’ He swallowed. ‘Whoever killed him stabbed out both his eyes and cut off his balls, before they sawed off his hands and head. He must’ve been alive for a while before the end. I try not to think about that part.’ 
 
    ‘The girl. What happened to her?’  
 
    ‘She lives with her grandma now, out in West Virginia. Don’t bother going over there trying to get something outta her. Grandma told me she don’t speak much and never goes outside.’ 
 
    He finished the beer and the bartender came over with his food. Tamaloa ignored it. 
 
    ‘Day after the report was out they found a body, my cell goes and a voice on the other end says if I don’t drop the case against the Portella boys, my daughter’s next, and then it’d be the children of my team. No brain required for that decision.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t report the call?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘I lost one kid. I wasn’t about to lose another. Came up with some bullshit reason and shut down the case. Buried some evidence we had, and the squad ended up working new targets once I was gone. I resigned six months later and the Italians got what they deserved a couple years after. Ended up in a shootout with a gang from the projects who wanted payback for what they did to their friends. Most of them died. Those who lived went to prison.’ 
 
    He glanced over and fixed her with pain-filled eyes.  
 
    ‘No-one’s ever caught the man who took my son’s life. Now you’re telling me you know who he is?’ 
 
    ‘Before I give you any information, did Mike’s girlfriend describe him to police? Physically, I mean? His build.’ 
 
    ‘Only thing she said was that he was real tall. And that she heard him laughing when Mike was screaming.’ 
 
      
 
    In Oxford, Chalky and Isabel had been shopping in the city’s Covered Market, an historic indoor space with many unique, family-run businesses. Having stopped for lunch, Issy was munching her way through a sausage roll and watching a TV showing an early round game at Wimbledon. One of the men’s top seeds was gliding around the court against a valiant but severely out-matched lower ranked player. A case of the inevitable.  
 
    In front of her, Chalky was eating a sandwich, constantly aware of the people around them, his Glock ready to hand as always but hidden out of sight. ‘Vargas told me people dump on the Brits for their food, but I love it,’ Isabel said. 
 
    ‘Archer ever cook for you when you lived with him?’ 
 
    She paused. ‘He ordered pizza.’ 
 
    As Chalky’s smile widened to a grin, he heard his phone ringing and answered. ‘Hey ma,’ he said, seeing his mother’s name on the screen. She lived in London, still in the same house he’d grown up in; across the table, he saw Issy smile and pretend to clutch her heart. How sweet, the gesture said. He tossed a small piece of bread crust at her. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘Where are you, Daniel? I just called you at home.’ 
 
     ‘I’m out at the moment, but I’m around,’ he said. ‘Just taking a few days off. Using up some leave I never used.’  
 
    ‘I’d love to see you. Tell me where you are.’ 
 
    ‘Next week, maybe. I’ll be in touch after the weekend, Mum. I’m with friends right now, I need to go. Everything OK?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Speak soon.’ 
 
      
 
    Inside her home in London, having done her utmost to hide any trembling in her voice, Chalky’s mother hung up, looking at Gerry McGuinness standing over her. 
 
    A wickedly sharp knife in his hand was resting against the side of her neck, the sharp steel on her carotid artery pressing so hard that she was afraid to swallow in case the movement punctured it.  
 
    She was so scared, the seat below her darkened as her bladder betrayed her. 
 
    McGuinness stared at her for a few moments. Then he pointed at the computer in front of her.  
 
    ‘You said you’re his next of kin.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘So log into his bank account,’ he ordered. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure-’ 
 
    ‘I’ll put every sharp knife in that kitchen in your body. Every place I can think of. Y’all won’t be the first person I’ve done that to this week. Stop wasting my time. Move.’  
 
    She went to the computer and sat down, shaking so hard she could barely type. Despite it being strictly against the rules, she knew her son’s details; Chalky occasionally needed her to do some banking on his behalf when he was going to be out of contact for any length of time on an operation. Right now, she thanked God he’d told her, but even so, it took her the last attempt before she was logged out before she was successfully able to access the account, her fingers tapping the wrong keys in her terror. 
 
    Keeping the knife to her neck, McGuinness leaned in and looked at the recent transactions for the debit card. He pushed her out of the way and scrolled through the rest of the statement, finding what he was looking for.  
 
    Receipts from card payments at cafes, bus stops and food stores, a lot of them with the tag of the specific location. 
 
    Summertown.  
 
    Oxford. 
 
    He smiled and rose from the chair, grabbing Chalky’s mother by the hair and dragging her out of the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY FOUR 
 
    ‘Anything?’ Archer asked Bellefonte, who shook his head. The pair had reconvened in a public records file facility at a municipal building not far from downtown, Bellefonte having gained them access. The slightly jaded NOLA cop whom Archer had first met this morning seemed to have been reenergised. He’d called in a junior detective called Ruiz to help them in their search for Gerry McGuinness’ Six Flags file, which they knew may not even exist. But Archer was well aware Ruffalo wanted them to catch his old Bilodeau Show worker, removing a future threat for him, so didn’t see an obvious reason why he would have lied.  
 
    Fans and air conditioning were humming away, keeping the place cool, while the three men thumbed through page after page of employee records from the defunct amusement park. They’d been informed by the clerk who’d let them in that the files had never been digitally scanned and stored, which meant a laborious manual search through a room full of boxes of paperwork concerning every person who’d ever worked at Six Flags; what made it worse, in the rush to store the records safely before the hurricane hit, the files had been dumped haphazardly in a storeroom, which meant none of them were in any sort of order. 
 
    ‘Millions of dollars of investment and they couldn’t dump all this shit on a computer?’ Ruiz grumbled. 
 
    ‘Everything was on paper back then, kid,’ Bellefonte replied. ‘Enjoy it. This is like old-style police work. Paying respect to your elders.’ 
 
    ‘This was the early 2000s, not the 1970s.’ 
 
    ‘Any idea how many workers we could have here? Archer asked as he thumbed through sheaves of paper, looking at faces and names.  
 
    ‘Over 20,000? And that ain’t including Jazzland employees before Six Flags came in. Those files are next door.’ 
 
    ‘That many?’ Archer replied, looking at the stacks of boxes. ‘Six Flags were only there for a couple of years.’ 
 
    ‘Cotton candy doesn’t spin itself,’ Bellefonte told him. ‘Ride operators, performers, paramedics, parking attendants. Ticket punchers, cashiers, servers, cleaners, security guards. Finding your man could take us days. If he’s even here.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have that much time,’ Archer said, thinking of Dr Wyzyck. He threw another file onto his read list. ‘Can you find a map of the park online?’ he asked Bellefonte, needing a brief mental break from looking through the stacks of paper. His own phone was plugged in and charging across the room. ‘Curious to see what it used to be like.’ 
 
    Bellefonte took out his cell and after a quick Internet search, found what Archer had asked for. He passed over the smartphone; Archer looked at the map, and was able to apply exact locations to what was left of the partly-destroyed, overgrown remains of the place he and Bellefonte had wandered around earlier.  
 
    ‘How it should look, today,’ he muttered. ‘Sad.’ 
 
    ‘Very. You ever go out there, Johnny?’ Bellefonte asked Ruiz. 
 
    He nodded. ‘When I was a kid. Went a few times. That place kicked ass. Hot as shit in summer, though. No-one thought to build in any shade cover.’ 
 
    Archer studied the layout, seeing where they’d walked earlier on the south and east sides. ‘There was a midway?’ he asked, his eyes locking onto a section of the park just below Lake Pontchartrain, connecting the east and west sections of the park. It reminded him of Dusty, and the tricks he’d pulled with the basketballs and hoop. 
 
    ‘Games and Arcade section,’ Bellefonte said, tracing over the map with his finger. ‘Boxed in by the Big Easy wheel to the right, Pontchartrain Flyer on the left. Thinking your guy could have run a stall?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure. With his skills and experience growing up in the carnival, I guess he could’ve worked anywhere on site. The old-timer I spoke to at Bilodeau and Ruffalo both said the teenage McGuinness apprenticed all over the show, on loads of different acts and attractions.’ 
 
    The park was centred around the circular inlet of water from the Pontchartrain which Archer had taken care to avoid earlier. The map showed the name in red of different sections of the site, and his eyes shifted to the west side of the park.  
 
    ‘Six Flags had a contract with DC Comics,’ Bellefonte said, pointing to rides with names like Lex Luthor’s Invertron, Catwoman’s Whip and Batman: The Ride. Archer remembered the NOPD detective telling him the latter had been removed, but he knew the others were still there, alongside several more. Bright and spotless on the map, coated with rust and bearing the scars of neglect in reality. Below the DC section was Cajun Country, where one of the water rides was located, along with another attraction called The Versailles House of Mirrors, and then immediately to the east was the main entrance, that faux French Quarter street with saloon-style buildings on each side and graffiti tagged on the walls. It ends too soon. 
 
    ‘The kids would be drawn to the Looney Tunes section, right?’ Archer said, his eyes shifting to the south-east of the park and lingering there.  
 
    ‘Sure. The younger ones, anyway. Go see Bugs Bunny and his friends.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s focus on that and the beach section,’ he said. ‘This guy would want to be near kids.’ 
 
    ‘How you so sure?’ Ruiz asked. 
 
    Archer remembered his brief trip to Kemah; the four children who’d gone missing there. Children who’d never been found. ‘A gut feeling.’ 
 
    ‘Not a good one, I guess,’ Bellefonte muttered, getting back to work. 
 
      
 
    In Oxford, Chalky had taken Isabel back to their rented accommodation. They’d walked around the shops for another hour or so after his mother had called, but Issy noticed he’d been in a strange mood ever since. 
 
    ‘What are you thinking about?’ she asked him as they walked in. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ he said, giving her a quick smile. ‘Want to see if there’s a movie on TV? I can make us some dessert.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to Archer’s sister?’ she suddenly asked as he headed to the fridge. 
 
    He’d just opened the door and turned to look at her. The unexpected question had caught him by surprise. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I know she’s in a wheelchair and she wasn’t born that way. I found photos when me and Vargas lived with Archer, from when he and his sister were younger. I asked, but Vargas would never tell me.’  
 
    ‘So why are you asking me?’ 
 
    ‘You’re his best friend.’ 
 
    Chalky sighed. ‘Not sure it’s my place to talk about it, kiddo.’ 
 
    ‘I can keep a secret.’ 
 
    He looked at her for a moment. ‘She fell down some stairs when they were both younger. It damaged her spinal cord.’ 
 
    ‘Was Sam involved somehow?’ 
 
    ‘It was an accident.’  
 
    ‘So why was Vargas weird about it?’ 
 
    Chalky hesitated again. ‘He and Sarah were having an argument. He doesn’t like people in his personal space, so he pushed her back. He didn’t realise she was standing so close to the stairs.’ He paused. ‘That’s all I want to say, OK? Want more information, ask them.’ 
 
    She nodded then walked into her room, easing the door closed, the conversation seeming to have put her in a downer. Closing his eyes for a second, hoping he’d been right to share that information and part of him wishing he hadn’t, Chalky turned his attention to what had been bothering him most of the day and evening.  
 
    His mother called him sometimes, worrying about her son and the risks that his job in the ARU exposed him to, but something about that conversation earlier was playing on his mind. He knew her voice better than any other, and had picked up something wasn’t right.  
 
    She’d sounded strained. 
 
    He tried calling her back, but no-one answered. Then he remembered tonight was her book club night, so decided she was probably there. He sent her a quick text message, asking if all was OK, then picked up his Glock and took up his position to the side of the window, looking out onto the street, still feeling unsettled.  
 
    McGuinness has no idea who you are. Unbidden, an image of the tall man with the yellow teeth and wolfish grin torturing the Jewish ME at his home in Queens came to mind; the former carny demanding information on what they’d done with Issy as he slung knives from across the room and buried them in the innocent man’s flesh. 
 
    Doc Wyzyck couldn’t have told him anything. He didn’t even know my name. 
 
    Did he? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY FIVE 
 
    ‘Let’s take a break, y’all,’ Bellefonte told Archer inside the NOLA downtown municipal offices, tossing another unrelated file into a box before leaning back in his chair and stretching.  
 
    ‘Have at it,’ Archer said. ‘I can’t right now.’ 
 
    ‘Johnny boy here will keep going through the stacks, right kid?’ he said, giving Ruiz a wink. ‘That’s what he’s paid for.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Detective. He might be talking sense though, man,’ Ruiz said to Archer. ‘When’s the last time you took a break from this thing?’ 
 
    Archer glanced up from the latest file he’d opened, and decided to be honest. ‘Haven’t since it started.’  
 
    ‘You’re not gonna be able to find this guy if you’re walking on dead feet, brother. You’ll miss details. Could be the ones you need.’ Bellefonte got to his feet. ‘I agree. Quick break for something to eat. I’m buying.’ He smiled. ‘Show some Southern hospitality. It’s what we’re famous for.’ 
 
      
 
    They relocated to a sandwich place a couple of blocks away, ending up in what Bellefonte told him was the French Quarter. Although he’d heard a lot about this city, and remembered studying A Streetcar Named Desire in English class when he was a teenager, Archer had never visited Josh’s home turf, and only now he had the time, started to fully appreciate its unique flavour. It was the first real chance he’d had to take in his surroundings rather than think about hunting down Gerry McGuinness since he’d arrived this morning.  
 
    On their drives to and from Six Flags earlier, he’d noticed moss trees hanging over the roads in the city, hunched over with long draping arms, some of the branches low enough to touch the concrete sidewalks. The city was dirty and hot, with cracked roads, but somehow that didn’t seem to matter; something interesting seemed to be seen or heard on every street corner. Murals daubed on walls, the sound of busking musicians filling the air, creativity woven into the fabric of the place. It definitely possessed a certain vibrancy he’d never experienced before. 
 
    But with the reason he was here, he was also finding the constant sighting of voodoo masks, skeletons and dolls disconcerting; everywhere he looked, there they were, from store windows to murals on street walls. He’d also noticed them on the walls and décor of the coffee joint this morning where he’d met Bellefonte. Right now, he didn’t need reminders about the finality of death; especially after the close call at Carousel Gardens earlier in the day. 
 
    The sandwich spot specialised in local favourites, and Bellefonte had just devoured a seafood Po’boy, eating fast then tossing the rolled-up wrapper into the small tray it had been served on. Archer had barely started on his food, taking the opportunity to unwind for ten minutes or so before he needed to crank his focus back up again; his sandwich was something called a muffuletta which Bellefonte had recommended. Cold cuts, cheese and bread soaked in oil; the first bite was as good as Bellefonte had promised. ‘I know this time-out was for me,’ Archer said. ‘But you look tired too, my friend.’ 
 
    Bellefonte nodded. ‘I feel tired. Wasn’t lying earlier when I told you Homicide’s stretched. Division’s got me on call almost twenty four hours a day. We’re in the top three for city homicide rates in the country right now, and I’m one of just nineteen detectives in the rotation. Three of us work cold cases, which is why I can be spared to help you out. But the Department’s so understaffed, they pull us into manning traffic barricades during Mardi Gras and Saints games during off-duty time. No disrespect to the kids coming out the academy, but I’m a homicide detective, not street feet anymore. Paid my dues a long time ago.’  
 
    ‘How long you been a cop?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Twenty one years, in September. Wasn’t planning on it being that long, either.’ He drank some water from one of two cups he’d just filled from a jug near the counter, Archer with the other one in front of him. ‘Katrina’s fault, again. That bitch.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘My brother used to work as a miner for Morton salt, but was sick of it. He and I got to talking, and we decided to pool our money to buy a couple houses in the Garden district, place we met this morning, just off Magazine Street. Was gonna quit being police in ’06 and help renovate with him. Once the houses were fixed up, we were planning to start renting them out, build a portfolio, that kind of thing.’  
 
    Archer guessed what was coming next. ‘Did you lose them in the storm?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Less than six months after we bought ‘em. Totalled. Woulda cost twice as much to rebuild, insurance wouldn’t pay and we didn’t have the cashola to do it ourselves. There went my plan and my retirement. Brother went back to mining and I stayed in the Department. Ended up in CID; wouldn’t be so bad if we had more manpower and funding. But right now? Not many guys my age want nineteen hour shifts, six days a week.’ He finished his water and leaned back in his chair, watching Archer who was almost done with his sandwich. ‘How’d your detective partner in New York make out in the storm? You said he was from here.’  
 
    Archer thought for a moment. ‘I don’t know. He’s never really talked about it. But he’s had a rough ride.’ 
 
    ‘I can relate.’ He paused. ‘If your boy McGuinness killed people here at some point, that’s FBI territory. We might be losing this case.’ 
 
    ‘No proof yet, though. But everywhere he goes, bad things to seem happen.’ Archer finished his muffuletta and used some of his water to rinse away the oil on his hands, the residue going onto the empty grease-paper the sandwich had come wrapped in. He drank what was left in the cup, the salt in the food making him thirsty. ‘If he did, maybe I can help you knock CID’s homicide case clearance rate back up a bit.’ 
 
    Bellefonte nodded and took their tray. ‘That was part one of dinner. Part two’s in a bottle next door.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t kick back and get buzzed, Leo. That son of a bitch is out there right now. We need to find him.’ 
 
    ‘Ruiz can take the weight. He’s keen to impress and he’ll be going through those files fast. We need a break. You look wiped out.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s get back, and the three of us can do it even faster. Once we catch this asshole, I’ll buy the drinks.’ 
 
    ‘You always like this?’ Bellefonte replied with a smile, realising he wasn’t going to win. ‘OK, but I’m picking up a sixer on the way. Old men like me make the most of our overtime.’ 
 
    Archer smiled, rising from his chair. ‘Deal.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘OK, you got me convinced,’ Vargas told Vincent Castelione from the Baltimore Italian mob, having just called him as she drove back into in the centre of D.C. from Alexandria, stuck in gridlocked traffic. ‘McGuinness has been working as a killer-for-hire.’ 
 
    ‘Now get me protection.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll work on it. You have my word. Who out of your crew is talking with him?’ 
 
    ‘Marco’s been the point of contact. Why?’ 
 
    ‘We get hold of McGuinness’ cell number, we can try to trace it and find out where he is.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try to get it outta him.’ 
 
    ‘Do it fast. When’s the last time Marco heard from the guy?’ 
 
    ‘The night he found your girl’s body wasn’t in the morgue.’ 
 
      
 
    As he waited for Bellefonte outside a drug store, standing on the street in the French Quarter, Archer saw the night’s revellers were out in force, beads around their necks and drinks in their hands. He remembered Josh telling him once the city was one of the few in the United States where you could walk around in public drinking alcohol, as long as it was in a plastic cup. Archer recalled those two youngsters in the Garden District café this morning nursing headaches and smiled, wondering if they were back out on the town tonight. He had a feeling they would be. At that age, you recovered fast. 
 
    ‘How do the locals and tourists get along here?’ Archer asked Bellefonte, who emerged from the CVS with a six pack of Dixie Voodoo in a plastic bag and a bag of tortilla chips in case Ruiz needed sustenance.  
 
    ‘Could be better, could be worse,’ Bellefonte said, the two men starting to walk back to the municipal building. ‘They spend a lotta money, help our economy. Bourbon Street by itself generates millions of bucks a year for the businesses.’ He side-stepped to avoid a noisy group of women tottering towards them, dressed as if they were on a bachelorette party. ‘Get a few assholes, but most of ‘em mean well.’ 
 
    Archer noticed what looked like several locals watching a group of inebriated college kids stumbling out of a bar. A scene he recognised as having the potential to turn threatening. He also saw there was an increased police presence now night had fallen. ‘How often do people get rolled?’ 
 
    ‘Every weekend. This place has got its magic, or used to, but it sure as shit ain’t safe. Specially if you’re twenty one years old, drunk off your ass and trying to find your hostel.’ 
 
    ‘Get homicides with out-of-towners?’ 
 
    ‘Occasionally. Lotta injuries get sent the hospital’s way.’ 
 
    Archer watched a girl around Isabel’s age, holding tight onto her father’s hand as he whistled for a taxi, having just walked out of a dinner spot. But then beside him, Bellefonte suddenly stumbled, losing his balance.  
 
    Archer caught him as he knocked into a trash can, which raised some cheers from a bunch of passing male partygoers. ‘You alright?’ Archer asked, gripping his arm. ‘You didn’t even start on the beers yet,’ he joked. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he replied, blinking repeatedly. ‘Just gimme a second.’ 
 
    Archer noticed he looked a little out of it. ‘You had a headache since Ruffalo hit you with the wood?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had a headache all day.’ He shook his head. ‘Man, something don’t feel right. I’m dizzy as hell.’ 
 
    ‘You drink enough water? It’s been hot.’ 
 
    Bellefonte smiled, but then scrunched his eyes up and opened them again, looking at Archer and trying to focus. ‘Guess I could use a bit more.’ He passed Archer the bag, looking at a bar behind him. ‘Don’t go anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Sure you’re good?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Just hang out here for a couple minutes.’ Bellefonte turned and walked unsteadily inside. 
 
      
 
    ‘I got the number off Marco,’ Vincent said, calling Vargas back. ‘Told him I wanted a direct line to that asshole in case Stef needed it from me. He seemed to buy it.’ 
 
    ‘Text it to my phone.’ 
 
    ‘No way lady. No records. Write it down.’ 
 
    She had barely moved in the standstill of traffic on the bridge, and it gave her a chance to quickly rummage around in her bag, finding a pen at the bottom. ‘OK, give it to me,’ she said. He did and she wrote it down on the back of a piece of card that had come with the rental.  
 
    ‘I waited at your hotel. I’m gonna drive back to Baltimore, but start working on that protection.’ 
 
    ‘I told you, I’m on it.’ She hung up and stared at the sequence of digits.  
 
    McGuinness’ contact cell. As people around her sounded their horns and they made slow progress getting into D.C., she immediately called Shepherd at the Bureau instead.  
 
    The NYPD needed to locate McGuinness, and fast.  
 
    She couldn’t shake the feeling that for some reason, time was running out. 
 
      
 
    Outside the bar in New Orleans, Bellefonte still hadn’t come back onto the street and Archer was starting to feel strange too. 
 
    There was fatigue, there was dizziness and then there was this.  
 
    Like almost anyone who’d ever drunk alcohol, Archer had gotten loose and buzzed before and spent the following day when he’d overcorrected, nursing a hangover. He knew what drinking too much felt like.  
 
    But this wasn’t it, and he hadn’t had a drop of booze today anyway. No alcohol since he’d shared a beer with the carny called Dusty last night, outside Lafayette. 
 
    He blinked, shaking his head to try and clear it, and looked back down the street, which was swimming, the lights bleeding in his vision, the music sounding slightly strange. Distorted.  
 
    As he tried to focus, he thought he saw two people he recognised from somewhere, walking towards him. 
 
    Somewhere recent.  
 
    Knowing there was something wrong, instinct telling him to get off the street where he was more vulnerable, he turned and went into the bar where the NOPD detective had gone minutes ago. Stumbling as he tried to keep his balance, he went towards the men’s room.  
 
    He pushed open the door and found Bellefonte in a stall, retching into the bowl. 
 
    ‘I think someon-’ 
 
    Before he could finish, Archer was grabbed from behind and thrown shoulder first into a No Access door to his left, which flew open as he cannoned into it, dropping the six pack he was carrying to the floor. He went through the door hard, and as he went down, saw the two figures from the street coming in after him.  
 
    As he got back to his feet, Archer was grabbed and had his arms pulled behind him by one man, as the other now in front of him produced a knife. Archer instantly drove the man clamping his arms backwards into the wall, then using the guy as leverage, pushed the other away with his legs. The man holding the blade fell back but recovered quickly and came at Archer again, but this time the NYPD detective was ready, his boot connecting with the man’s jaw, sending the knife flying out of his attacker’s grip as the guy’s head whiplashed back. 
 
    Seeing him go down, Archer whacked his own head back a few times into the jaw of whoever was trapping his arms, but it didn’t free them. Working on autopilot, he stepped to the right, allowing his left leg to come around behind his assailant’s right. Using that as a bridge, he scooped up the legs of the guy holding him, twisting, and dropped him to the floor hard, breaking the grip and knocking all the wind out of the slighter man. As Archer rose, but before he could pull his Sig Sauer, the other guy who’d been holding the knife got back to his feet before driving him backwards through the door and over a table, smashing glasses and bottles, people who’d been sitting there moments before jumping back out of the way.  
 
    Half-winded, and still suffering from blurred vision, Archer focused enough to see the guy retrieve the knife, but as he turned towards Archer, ready to use it, the NYPD detective regained his balance long enough to follow through with another hard punt to the jaw, sending the guy crashing back to the floor. This time he hit his head on a table as he went down and slumped in a heap, unconscious. 
 
    The other man was getting back up again, but Archer had now had enough time to draw his Sig. As soon as the gun appeared, most of the customers started piling through the door, running out onto the street. 
 
    Despite his swimming vision, Archer had placed the faces of his assailants. Last he’d seen them, the pair had been looking his way before leering at passing teenage girls, the two men leaning against the back of a trailer outside Lafayette last night, smoking cigarettes.  
 
    Two workers from the Bilodeau Family Show. 
 
    The one still conscious tried to get to his feet but Archer stepped forward, turned him over and restrained him, a knee in his back just as officers from the street outside rushed into the luminescent back section of the bar, alerted by the sudden appearance of the bar’s customers in the street to trouble. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY SIX 
 
    Half an hour later, Archer felt his stomach revolt again, and bent in the alleyway behind the bar, retching into a bag-lined trash can. Bellefonte had recovered sooner than his NYPD counterpart, having been affected first and walked down to join him, waiting as Archer heaved again and the muffuletta he’d had for dinner re-joined the world. 
 
    ‘Money…well spent,’ Archer said, between deep breaths. ‘What did they sneak us?’ 
 
    ‘Angel dust. PCP. Think they figured it would jack you up long enough for them to kill you.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well they’re not the first to try.’ Archer threw up again, then took a drink the detective offered, but saw it was a beer from the six pack Bellefonte had bought. He turned and gave him a look. 
 
    ‘All I could find,’ Bellefonte told him. Archer opened the beer, swilled out his mouth, then spat out the fluid into the bag. 
 
    ‘They must’ve got us at the sandwich place,’ Archer said. ‘But how? I didn’t see them in there and I’d have recognised them.’ 
 
    ‘I got distracted when I poured those two waters,’ Bellefonte replied. ‘Went back to the counter to get our order and remember someone else was standing by the water stand. You had your back to it so you wouldn’t have seen them. Must’ve been when they did it. You wanna talk to them?’  
 
    Archer nodded. ‘Definitely.’  
 
    A police officer was standing over the two Bilodeau Show carny workers, who were arguing with each other as they sat on the edge of the sidewalk, their feet on the street. The pair were both scrawny, one with a rat tail mullet, the other with eyes set deep in the dark hollows above his cheeks, his hair shaved short on the sides but worn longer on top. They were in the same clothes Archer had seen them in at the fair the previous night, the one Archer had kicked in the face wearing a Metallica t-shirt with the sleeves cut off, the other in a vest.  
 
    Bellefonte cautioned them then stepped back and let Archer take over. ‘How’d you find me down here?’ he asked, still feeling nauseous and slightly dizzy. 
 
    Neither carny spoke, both of them looking up at him sullenly. The cop standing over them answered instead. ‘One of ’em said he saw you talking with some basketball stall worker last night, at their show. Noticed you looking at them. Picked up when you flashed a badge and figured you were looking to bust people at the show. These two had the inspired idea of following you.’  
 
    Archer frowned. ‘That’s eight hours in the car.’ 
 
    ‘Members of the show drove here early last night. Bilodeau Show’s due to be in Lacombe for six days, starting tomorrow. These boys peeled off and either one or the other’s been watching you most of the day. Garden District, Carousel Gardens. Metallica here saw you drive out to Six Flags and said he pulled off the highway and waited down a side road until he saw you leave again. Decided when you stepped out tonight to try and shut you up.’ 
 
    ‘Why? What did you think I was gonna bust you for?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Selling dust and H,’ Mullet said, after the cop nudged him. ‘We saw you lookin’ at us and talkin’ with Dusty. We both got priors. We go inside, we ain’t never gettin’ out.’ 
 
    ‘So your inspired idea was to try to kill a police detective?’ 
 
    ‘Never said we was gonna kill ya. Warn ya to back off. Stop ya messin.’ 
 
    ‘That why you pulled a knife?’ 
 
    ‘Shit escalated. Weren’t expecting you to fight back like that.’ 
 
    ‘And it didn’t occur to you that if I wanted to bust you, I’d have done it there and then at the carnival?’ 
 
    The two men looked at each other, but said nothing. 
 
    ‘So which one of you is the brains?’ Bellefonte asked. 
 
    ‘Rat-piece of shit,’ Metallica T-shirt snarled at his friend, who swore back at him. ‘Learn how to take a punch.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll show you that shit, once they take these cuffs off.’  
 
    ‘I didn’t come to the show looking for you two. I’m after someone else,’ Archer said, his head feeling like a small child was in there hitting a saucepan with a spoon. ‘How long have you worked for Bilodeau?’ 
 
    ‘We tell you, what’s in it for us?’ Metallica T-shirt asked. 
 
    ‘Give me any worthwhile information on my guy, I could help PD here take it easy on you. Maybe even get you released without charge. You can go back to leering at teenage girls and fixing bumper cars. Sure they’ll be missing you two strapping, hard workers out at Lacombe.’ 
 
    They glanced at each other. ‘I’ve been there twenty year,’ Mullet said. ‘On and off, though. Kyle here’s been there shorter.’ 
 
    ‘Why on and off?’ the officer standing beside them asked. 
 
    ‘I told ya, dumbass, I got a record. It ain’t good. Been inside.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t say,’ Bellefonte said. 
 
    ‘Who’s this guy y’after?’ 
 
    ‘Name’s Gerry McGuinness,’ Archer said, watching them closely. ‘He was born and grew up in your show, so your friend Dusty told me. We think he took a job at Six Flags here before Katrina, but I’m trying to confirm that’s true.’ 
 
    ‘I remember him,’ Metallica T-shirt said. ‘Yeah, he took a job at SF. You let us go and I’ll tell ya more.’ 
 
    ‘What did he look like?’ Archer asked, immediately suspicious. 
 
    ‘Like any of us, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Short though, right?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. We used to joke he might not reach the height to make it on some of the rides.’ 
 
    Archer glanced at Bellefonte and both men turned away. ‘What?’ the officer beside them asked. 
 
    ‘They’re full of shit,’ Archer said. ‘Our man stands six foot seven, at least.’ 
 
    ‘He worked with Dwindel, our knife guy,’ Mullet said quickly. Archer and Bellefonte turned and looked back down at him.  
 
    ‘Doing what?’ Archer asked, testing him. 
 
    ‘He was target for him. Heard his momma did years back too, but she overdosed on brown sugar. She was using that shit when she was pregnant. People always said it jacked the kid up. Made him strange in the head. Sick, kinda.’ 
 
    Archer nodded to Bellefonte, who turned to the officer. ‘Take Hetfield here to processing,’ he said, nodding at Metallica T-shirt as he was hauled up and led away swearing and cussing at them all.  
 
    ‘How’d you know this guy went to Six Flags?’ Archer asked Mullet. ‘You look too young to remember him.’ 
 
    ‘My brother told me he saw him in the park. Remembered him from Bilodeau. Bro’s way older than me. Worked carnivals since ‘95, got me the job on the tour. Told me about the guy, and the knife shit his momma did before she OD’d. One of the most popular acts in the show. But Justin told me this kid was real strange. Warned me to keep outta his way if I ever came over there.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it?’ Bellefonte said. ‘Your brother saw him there once?’ 
 
    ‘He worked there too, asshole. He was a stunt performer when he was at Bilodeau. Rode dirt bikes around loops and shit. He got an offer from Six Flags when they took over the park and took it, said the money was good. They stole a few of our guys. Justin did a show for the kids every day in the comic book area. He was playing Batman, least, he was until the storm hit. Bet your ass he wished he’d stayed with us on tour.’ 
 
    ‘Is he still in New Orleans?’ Archer asked. 
 
    Mullet nodded. He twisted to show his cuffs. ‘Put the dust and assault on Kyle, and I’ll tell you where my brother works. Should be here in the city, right now.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Don’t cause trouble for me, man,’ Mullet’s sibling said wearily forty minutes later, removing his bandanna and wiping his forehead with his forearm. ‘Please. I need this job. I don’t use anymore.’ 
 
    He’d taken off his apron and was sitting to one side in a Cajun restaurant in the Garden District part of the city, back where Archer and Bellefonte had first met that morning. A woman running the register was counting the takings as another guy took out the trash and cleaned up before closing. The detectives had caught the guy before he left, and so far, Mullet’s story lined up. A call from Bellefonte to his Division during the journey confirmed the man worked where Mullet had said he did and had previous employment at Six Flags as a stunt bike rider.  
 
    ‘He’s got priors for heroin possession,’ Bellefonte’s colleague at Division told him. ‘Four years. Served it over at Angola.’  
 
    ‘Time inside a cell seems to be a family requirement,’ Archer had said as they arrived. 
 
    ‘We’re not here to bust you for anything,’ Bellefonte told the former rider turned cook. The man shared a resemblance to his brother but was larger and much older, dark shadows under his eyes and a good fifty pounds overweight. Definitely not using the needle anymore, Archer thought, looking at the man. People on heroin didn’t carry weight like this guy. ‘We think you can help us with something.’ 
 
    ‘Your arrest report and brother said you worked at Six Flags,’ Archer said. 
 
    ‘My brother? You spoke to Stevie?’  
 
    Both detectives nodded.  
 
    ‘He being good?’ 
 
    ‘More or less,’ Archer said. ‘But you worked at the park?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I lived there too.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘After it was closed down. I had nowhere else to go. Lost my job and all my stuff back at my apartment in the hurricane. Water got some of it, looters and the girl I was seeing at the time took the rest.’  
 
    ‘You started using while you were working at the park?’ Bellefonte asked. 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Few months after.’ 
 
    ‘Your job required talent. Sure you could’ve been rehired elsewhere?’ 
 
    ‘The storm, man. Never felt so low; got depressed bad, and I needed something. Bikes gimme a rush, but sticking a needle in my vein felt almost as good. Back then, at least. Friend from Bilodeau got me to try, just once.  
 
    ‘Once I started, I couldn’t stop. After the floods drained, I knew out at SF I could shoot up without cops nudging around. Figured it’d be abandoned out there and I was right. Water was still up in some places, but it had gone down on my side, the west.’ 
 
    ‘How long did you live at the park?’ Archer asked.  
 
    ‘Year and some change.’ 
 
    ‘A year?’  
 
    ‘I wasn’t the only one. Some of us had nowhere else to go.’ 
 
    ‘You could survive out there, even in winter?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Don’t get that cold down here,’ the cook said. ‘Not like up north.’ 
 
    ‘What about food?’ 
 
    ‘The park had enough stores of canned food to feed an army. Tons of sweet shit. Know what peaches and syrup tastes like after you got H running through you?’ He shook his head. ‘Course you don’t. You two are smart.’ The former stunt bike rider looked at the two men, his suspicion returning. ‘If you ain’t here to bust me, what’s the deal? I haven’t used since I went inside. I’m clean, pay my taxes. Stayin’ out of trouble.’ 
 
    ‘Do you remember this man?’ Archer said, unfolding the photo of McGuinness from Kemah’s employment records.  
 
    The moment he saw it, the former bike rider’s body language changed. Warily, he looked up from the photo at Archer, then at Bellefonte. ‘Yeah, he was at Bilodeau, back in the day. I saw him at Six Flags when I was there, too.’ 
 
    ‘Working?’ Archer asked. 
 
    The man nodded. ‘Yeah, but he was livin’ there too, after the storm.’ 
 
    ‘Shooting up?’ 
 
    ‘No, man,’ the guy said, looking at them both. ‘Knife guy was doing somethin’ else.’  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY SEVEN 
 
    Hurricane Katrina had led to mass evacuations all over the State, with many Louisiana residents from danger-zone areas leaving for places further inland away from the storm. A considerable number never came back; others, like the then-Sergeant Leo Bellefonte, had returned to find their homes flooded or almost completely destroyed, many of the locations looted, which only added to the distress. 
 
    For the homeless or drug-addicted who were used to day-to-day hardship, the aftermath of the storm provided an unexpected opportunity for scavenging. And for those who’d quickly realised it had been abandoned, the Six Flags park just outside East New Orleans was an untapped goldmine. The site was huge, full of sellable items and at least to start with, was completely deserted. There were stores packed with non-perishable items such as cans of food and now the water had receded, the site offered many warm places to sleep. Police showed up occasionally to do rounds, but they were easy enough to avoid and never stuck around too long.  
 
    Inside the Jocco’s Mardi Gras Madness attraction, one which years later Sam Archer would stand in front of and see the cracked face of a jester leering down at him, two heroin addicts were working at pulling metal off some of the tracks from the ride inside. One of them, Laroy, was a former mechanic before he’d become hooked on the needle and was now using tools he’d stolen to take apart pieces of the track.  
 
    ‘Why am I carrying this shit?’ his friend, Chace, asked, straining under the weight of the metal. 
 
    ‘I’m pulling it up, whiteboy. Go take it outside.’ 
 
    ‘How am I gonna get this to the truck?’ 
 
    ‘Take time-outs. And keep a lookout for five-oh.’ 
 
    Chace left, struggling to carry the heavy metal in his arms, stumbling as he made his way out of the abandoned attraction. He tripped and swore, not being able to see clearly in the fading light, but managed to keep his balance. As he got closer to the exit, he spotted a shopping cart lying on its side; relieved, he put down his heavy load, righted the cart then dumped the stolen metal inside. This was gonna make transporting it to their ride outside a helluva lot easier. 
 
    Now alone, Laroy picked up his flashlight and checked out the tracks disappearing into the darkness of the ride, seeing nothing but dollar signs. Scrap went from anywhere from thirty cents a pound for aluminium to a couple bucks for Bare Brite copper. It was chump change for some, but for guys like Laroy and Chace, it could land them a score, as well as buying food and cans of Dixie for a while. Laroy could stretch a twenty for two weeks, and if he could get a good price for this shit, they could get themselves hooked up with some decent brown sugar for a couple months even.  
 
    He had his own supply right now, and Chace had had no part in raising the funds which had paid for it, so he wasn’t planning to share. In the dark, the flashlight in his mouth, Laroy quickly tied off, filled a needle and shot up, and then realised he’d scored big.  
 
    The H slowed everything down, that orgasmic rush of pleasure flowing in his veins like he’d died and was in heaven, nothing but ecstasy. The flashlight dropped out of his mouth, rolling down his body and came to a rest on the ground beside him.  
 
    He slumped over to one side, chewing his lip slowly, and passed out.  
 
      
 
    Sometime later, he came to, woken by something hitting and tinkling down the tracks.  
 
    The flashlight was still on, but the light was dimmed, almost dead. Laroy picked it up and directed the fading beam where the noise had come from, fumbling around him until he found the socket wrench he knew was there.  
 
    The flipside of the euphoric pleasure from a full needle was the feeling he had now, an overwhelming sinking low, the misery that would only bounce when he could get his hands on more heroin. But where the hell was Chace? He should’ve been back by now. Not knowing what had caused the noise he’d just heard, but suddenly very sure that he didn’t want to be in here by himself, Laroy scooped up the remaining scraps of metal and went out the same way his idiot friend had gone.  
 
    He made it back outside into the failing dusk. His eyes immediately darted around, looking for any sign of guards or NOPD, listening for the giveaway sounds of jingling keys or boots on the ground.  
 
    He heard nothing but the rustling wind. He turned and saw the jester Jocco grinning down at him from above the entrance to the exhibit. With a heroin comedown, to Laroy the face looked menacing. They’d come here in an old flatbed truck Chace had lifted from his uncle, but with sense returning post-shoot up, he found himself worrying that his partner-in-crime had driven back to the city without him. Laroy didn’t want to spend all night out here in the park. He wasn’t a man given too much imagination but even so, this place gave him the creeps. 
 
    Laroy hurried away from the attraction, looking for Chace, not wanting to call out and alert any guards. But as he walked towards where they’d left their vehicle, he came across Chace’s scrap metal. 
 
    It was scattered everywhere on the weed-ridden path ahead.  
 
    A shopping cart he’d clearly dumped it in to get it to the truck was tipped over onto its side.  
 
    But there was no sign of Chace. His dumb ass musta got picked up, Laroy thought, looking around; he decided to go and load up the truck before getting outta here. In his world, it was every man for himself. He righted the old cart and started loading it. But glancing back over his shoulder, checking around him carefully for any sign of police or wandering guards, he thought he saw movement in the distance.  
 
    He stopped what he was doing, squinting into the lowering sun to see if it was Chace, his eyes stinging as he suffered his heroin comedown.  
 
    The Mega Zeph ride was directly ahead, an intricate coaster with no loops but undulating ups, downs and humps, going up high into the sky. It was supported by a network of struts, which meant Laroy could see through them.  
 
    What caught his attention was something on the lower section of the ride, that he knew hadn’t been there before.  
 
    Laroy lowered his scrap and walked closer, curious to see what it was. As he drew closer, he went cold. His breathing became ragged and his stomach turned to liquid. 
 
    It was Chace. He had a gag tied around his mouth, but it wasn’t his mouth that Laroy was looking at.  
 
    His friend had two thick knives driven through his palms, securing him to the wooden struts of the ride. 
 
    Chace’s pain-filled eyes looked past Laroy, who spun round to find himself looking up at a lanky man, spinning a knife with a finger ring at the end of the hilt.  
 
    Before Laroy could react, an uppercut punch connected under his jaw, snapping his head back and shutting off the remaining daylight. 
 
      
 
    Across the park, the former Bilodeau Family Show worker who’d entertained thousands of people on his bike as Batman for the DC exhibit hadn’t been as lucky lately as Laroy in scoring heroin, but he’d take that any time over what he saw happening by the Zeph.  
 
    He was coming back from some food stores, as many canned goods as he could carry crammed in plastic bags, when he rounded the corner in time to see the punch. The junkies and lowlifes hanging out here kept out of each other’s way, but he’d seen Laroy and Chace occasionally and knew who they were. The ex-bike rider dropped one of the bags in shock, spilling cans to the concrete, as he saw the tall figure grab the collar of the unconscious Laroy and start dragging him, while Chace writhed in agony, pinned to the ride. 
 
    The rider then realised the man might look this way, and started frantically picking up the cans he’d dropped, not wanting to show any sign he’d been here. Gathering them up, he ran into an empty stall. Through the slim gap between two broken slats of what used to be the gift shop, the stunt rider saw the man stop dragging the unconscious junkie for a moment and look around, a sixth sense seeming to warn him he was being watched. 
 
    In those few seconds, the bike rider got a good look at the tall man’s face.  
 
    ‘You?’ he whispered, recognising him as one of the backyard boys from Bilodeau.  
 
    Then the guy continued to pull the junkie he’d just hit into one of the buildings and they disappeared from sight. 
 
    * 
 
    The former rider tapped the piece of paper Archer had brought from Kemah. ‘It was him. No doubt. Got a good look at his face, and remembered him from Bilodeau. Hard to forget with how tall that son of a bitch was, even as a teenager. 
 
    ‘Back then, I always stayed on the DC side and slept in the Gotham exhibit. Used to go to the food stores over on the east to get supplies, but that was all. Never tried to collect scrap or take pieces off the other rides.’ He wiped sweat off his neck. ‘I used to hear shit, too. At night.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of things?’ Bellefonte asked quietly. 
 
    ‘Screams, from somewhere. Always thought it was bad H or my mind playing tricks when I was unable to score. Then I saw those two guys, one of them pinned to the ride by what looked like knives or something. Don’t know what happened to the other one, but it weren’t gonna be anythin’ good. Realised then, them screams might not have been in my imagination. I hustled my ass outta there that night. Got arrested a couple weeks later trying to buy and got clean in the joint. But I never went back to the Six Flags. Never want to either, man.’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever tell police what you saw?’ Archer replied. 
 
    ‘So they could try to pin any missing persons on me? Forget it. I was already sent down for hard time. Didn’t need to give ‘em any extra reasons for a life sentence or pushing for a death penalty if they think I killed those guys.’ He tapped the photo with his finger. ‘But this son of a bitch; I remember him being real weird at Bilodeau. Was having a beer with another guy from the tour who got a job at Six Flags working the Flyer. He knew your boy better than me. Said he asked McGuinness how he got a job at the park; we all knew he didn’t have no birth certificate, no school education. Turns out he paid some fraud thief in Slidell to get him a fake certificate, social security, all that shit, so he could work places.’ 
 
    ‘Know what name he was using at the park?’ Archer asked. ‘He used McGuinness in Texas, but there’s no record of SFNO employment on that same man’s tax records.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t help you, I’m afraid. Avoided him any time I saw him, and never got close enough to see his nametag. But I ain’t surprised you’re looking for him.’ 
 
    ‘Have any murders been reported out there?’ Archer asked Bellefonte. 
 
    ‘Nothing like what he just described,’ Bellefonte said. ‘Few bodies have been dumped in the parking lot by gangs. But no-one killed inside, as far as we know.’ 
 
    ‘There are still hundreds of people unaccounted for after Katrina,’ the former stunt rider said. ‘Hundreds. That ain’t including the homeless or the forgotten. Someone with prospects wouldn’t be living in a flooded-out, rusted Six Flags. If these kinda people went missing, no-one would report it, so you don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘For missing, read killed, you mean,’ Archer asked. The man nodded. ‘You stayed mostly on the DC Comics side, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. The west.’ 
 
    Archer pulled up a map of the amusement park on his phone. ‘Do you know where exactly you saw this guy dragging the junkie?’ he asked, showing the former stunt biker rider the screen. 
 
    ‘Yeah, around here, I think,’ the man said.  
 
    His finger was pointing at the Looney Tunes area, the southeast section. 
 
    ‘Where the young kids hung out with their parents,’ he added, unknowingly echoing what Archer had said earlier when they were searching for the man’s employee record. ‘Might be wrong, but pretty sure I saw him working around there when the park was open too.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY EIGHT 
 
    ‘This couldn’t wait til morning?’ a guard on night duty asked Bellefonte, as the NOPD homicide detective showed him his badge. Archer shut the passenger door, the two men having returned to Six Flags within an hour of meeting the bike rider. The guard on duty tonight had walked across the parking lot towards them with his hand on the grip of his pistol. Like his colleague earlier in the day, he was private security, not NOPD. 
 
    ‘If it could, we wouldn’t be here,’ Bellefonte replied sharply. ‘Take your hand off your weapon.’ 
 
    ‘Just doing my job,’ he said sullenly, letting go of the grip. ‘What you looking for?’ 
 
    ‘Info we need to follow up on,’ Bellefonte told the man. The guard watched as the NOPD detective and Archer went to the back of their car, clearly still curious about what had brought a pair of cops out to the park at this time of night. Bellefonte opened the trunk and took out two flashlights he’d collected from his Division earlier. They clicked them on then off, testing them, the beams lighting up police vests also in the trunk. Archer looked at Bellefonte.  
 
    ‘Might be an idea to vest up,’ he said. ‘We come across anyone in there, they might not roll out the red carpet.’ 
 
    Bellefonte nodded, taking the two he had stowed inside and passed one to his NYPD colleague. Once they were strapped up, Archer pulled his Sig and checked the chamber, Bellefonte doing the same before the two men looked at the dark abandoned amusement park, a relic of a happier place and time.  
 
    They walked towards the entrance as the guard continued to watch them curiously, having returned to his car across the lot. Bellefonte’s cell went off just as the two men moved inside, and he answered quietly as Archer took point, the two men walking through the faux French Quarter then taking the overgrown path to the right, retracing their steps towards the east section where they’d been earlier in the day. 
 
    ‘Ruiz is burning through the employee records focusing on the young kids’ section,’ Bellefonte told Archer, ending the call. ‘Still hasn’t found McGuinness, though.’ 
 
    ‘OK. This is where we’re at, right?’ Archer said, looking at a zoomed-in map of the park on his cell phone as Bellefonte looked over his shoulder. They were facing New Orleans East with their back to the water inlet from the Pontchartrain which the park had been built around. ‘Looney Tunes to the right,’ Archer said, looking in that direction, where old abandoned rides cast shadows in the moonlight. He glanced beyond them, and saw a derelict ice cream store, restrooms and a kids’ theater which was blocking off the view of the main entrance.  
 
    In Looney Tunes, a small coaster called the Road Runner Express was directly ahead of Archer and Bellefonte, positioned twenty yards in front of what had once been Pepe Le Pew and the Swings de Paris. The seats had been removed, rust setting in, the chains for the swings hanging down forlornly, never to be used again. Some occasionally brushed against each other and tinkled in the warm night breeze.  
 
    Beyond the old chains was a small Ferris wheel and another cart ride named after the Tasmanian Devil. ‘I’ll head over there and scope it out,’ Bellefonte said, nodding to his right. ‘Gimme your cell number, just in case. Realised I ain’t got it.’ 
 
    Archer texted it over, relieved to see the phone had a good signal; after Bellefonte drop-called him so the NYPD detective had his number in return, Archer walked off to the left, heading up the east side of the park as Bellefonte went south to look around Looney Tunes, where the bike rider said he’d seen McGuinness in the months after the storm.  
 
    What are you hoping to find? Archer thought. McGuinness was here thirteen or fourteen years ago, if what Bruce Wayne said was true.  
 
    But if he killed people in the park, he had to dispose of the bodies somewhere. Even someone as warped as this man clearly was, wouldn’t want decomposing corpses taking up his space. Archer thought of those dancing black and white voodoo figures painted on the wall of the coffee shop where he’d first met Bellefonte this morning. Skeletons. He guessed there could be quite a few here if they only knew where to look. 
 
    But right now, he was trying to gain a sense of where McGuinness had lived while he was here. The north-east section of the park had been called Mardi Gras. To Archer’s right was a coaster with a crescendo loop, like The Heatwave at Carousel Gardens. Archer looked at the high outline of this ride, called The Jester, and remembered climbing onto the upside down cart in City Park earlier in the day and feeling the brakes give way. He then retraced his footsteps from his earlier visit that afternoon, but this time had the map to hand and information from the stunt bike rider.  
 
    He stopped on the weed-ridden path with a water ride to his left, the Spillway Splashout, but his eyes were concentrating on his right. His pal Jocco was grinning down at him above the Mardi Gras Madness attraction, the entrance to the ride under his cracked smile black and empty. Archer pulled his Sig Sauer and moved forward, holding the pistol in one hand and his flashlight at shoulder height with the other. He directed the beam into the ride, then hearing a sound, swept it around him in a wide arc. He had no intention of being jumped by some hopped-up junkie thinking NOPD was here to arrest them. 
 
    Nothing. He looked to his left and fifty yards down the path, saw the outline of the wooden coaster The Mega Zeph, the ride where a man had been pinned to the wooden struts according to the bike rider. He briefly holstered his Sig and taking out his phone again, scrolled with his thumb, checking out the map. Looking back, he saw the DC Comics section was on the other side of the park.  
 
    A sound came from inside Jocco’s. Pushing his phone back into his pocket, Archer pulled his handgun again in one smooth movement and shone the light in another wide arc.  
 
    Moments later, he saw a raccoon wriggle out of the entrance and scurry away out of sight.  
 
    As he lowered his weapon, Archer’s phone buzzed and after checking it, saw a message from Bellefonte. 
 
    Inside kid’s theater come quick. 
 
    As he headed towards the Looney Tunes section again, he was running through various scenarios. Bellefonte with a gun to his head, someone forcing him to text to lure his fellow cop in maybe; with what the stunt rider had told them vivid in his mind, he approached the theater quickly but cautiously. 
 
    ‘Took your time,’ a voice said from behind him. Archer jolted and snapped around. Bellefonte smiled and clicked his flashlight on under his own face, lighting himself up. ‘You’re jumpy, brother.’ 
 
    Archer put his weapon back down. ‘Could’ve shot you, idiot. What is it?’ 
 
    Bellefonte’s lowered the flashlight. ‘Come take a look at this.’  
 
    He led the way into the back of the theater. The space reminded Archer of the school in Chelsea, only this place was decayed and forgotten, dust everywhere. The floorboards creaked as Bellefonte went up onto the stage, and Archer watched as he knelt beside a trapdoor.  
 
    He twisted a flattened metal O handle and pulled it up, the hinges not making a sound.  
 
    Bellefonte glanced back at Archer as he lifted the door back and forth. ‘Everything else in this park has gone brown from rust or is falling apart. But someone’s oiled these hinges so they move silent.’ 
 
    ‘You gone down there?’  
 
    ‘I was waiting for you.’ 
 
    Archer smiled. ‘Appreciated. After you.’ 
 
    ‘This is your case, my friend.’ 
 
    ‘This is your city. And your find.’ 
 
    Bellefonte muttered some words under his breath and shone the flashlight down under the stage. An angled wooden step ladder was positioned underneath. Bellefonte laid his flashlight on the stage facing the rear wall, eased himself through the narrow space and started to climb down, before collecting his flashlight again. Archer glanced back at the theater entrance, in case their arrival had attracted attention from anyone lurking around the park. But there was no sign of anybody. 
 
    ‘What do you see?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Not much.’ 
 
    As Archer bent to look into the dark space, something in the beam of Bellefonte’s flashlight caught his eye.  
 
    A silver thread had been carefully taped across the bottom of the ladder.  
 
    Archer quickly shone his own light down. ‘The hell you doing?’ Bellefonte asked, shielding his face.  
 
    ‘Stop. Give me your hand-’ Archer said urgently, but as he spoke, Bellefonte’s right foot moved down to that last wooden rung. 
 
    And the thread snapped.  
 
    Archer was already lunging forward and dropping his flashlight, grabbed the detective’s arm with both hands and hauled him upwards by throwing himself back. Bellefonte made it out just before a door swung down towards the ladder, having been fixed unseen to the ceiling below by rope. ‘Jesus!’ he yelled, as the weighted door smashed into the rungs, missing his feet by less than an inch.  
 
    Archer picked up his flashlight and shone it down into the hole.  
 
    Scores of blades were sticking out of the door, similar to the kind of trap GIs encountered in Vietnam, knives now buried in the wooden ladder. 
 
     ‘Batman wasn’t lying,’ Archer said, catching his breath. ‘McGuinness was here.’ 
 
      
 
    The area under the trapdoor was accessible from passageways running either side of the stage, and five careful minutes later, cautiously checking every step they took for more traps or tripwires, the two detectives were standing in a musty space, looking at the aftermath of what they guessed must be McGuinness’ handiwork.  
 
    About twenty long heavy-duty knives were jutting through the flimsy door, with two bags of stones and small rocks attached to its base to provide the impetus it had needed to swing forward. A crude contraption but enough to have killed Bellefonte, or cause him serious injury if Archer hadn’t moved so fast. Or anyone else caught unawares by the trap.  
 
    ‘Looks like he made some trips to catering or a hardware store,’ Archer said quietly, looking at the blades. 
 
    ‘You said he did something like this in New York?’ Bellefonte asked. 
 
    ‘Sort of. Turned a bed into a giant Venus flytrap. Seems to be his calling card.’ 
 
    ‘Owe you one, pal,’ Bellefonte said, patting him on the shoulder.  
 
    ‘Let’s just tread carefully from now on.’ Using his flashlight to guide him, Archer took a slow step to the right, then checking ahead, took another; Bellefonte was right behind him, placing his feet where Archer’s had been, the pair taking as much care as if they were walking across a minefield, looking for threads or more potential traps. They reached some changing rooms, and shining his light around, Archer saw the space was clean and squared away, unlike anywhere else in the park.  
 
    ‘You think this is where he mighta brought people?’ Bellefonte muttered. 
 
    ‘Could be. He definitely didn’t want anyone to stumble across it. Explains those knives under the trapdoor.’ 
 
    ‘Must’ve taken time and effort to set that up.’  
 
    ‘It’s how this guy likes to do things.’ 
 
    ‘If he baited that trapdoor, could be he’s planning on coming back,’ Bellefonte replied. 
 
    Archer didn’t answer. As he trained his flashlight into every corner of the room, an idea occurred to him. ‘Gimme two minutes,’ he said. ‘Wait here.’ Without giving Bellefonte a chance to reply, Archer disappeared, leaving the NOPD detective looking nervously around him. 
 
    A minute later, Archer was back upstairs looking at the old lights still directed onto the stage. The bulbs were long dead, but that didn’t trouble him; the gel sheets that covered them were what he was after. He tried to think of a way to get up there, but then after looking around, found some flattened, tattered boxes sitting haphazardly on shelves in the wings.  
 
    Searching through them, he found what he wanted deep in the third box, and took out two sheets of gel sheeting. One blue, one purple. He went back down to join Bellefonte, who frowned when he saw the sheeting. ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Making a blacklight,’ Archer said. He ripped off two pieces of the blue and purple sheets, then pulled them over the end of his flashlight. He clicked the beam back on, and shone it around the room. 
 
    The light revealed pools of white stains all over the floor.  
 
    ‘Holy shit,’ Bellefonte said.  
 
    ‘Blood won’t show up unless this place gets sprayed with luminol,’ Archer said. He looked at the stains on the floor. ‘But gives us an idea. I think those are bodily fluids though. If it was floodwater, the entire room would be one big stain.’  
 
    ‘Puddles of it like that, and it’s not blood? What is it?’  
 
    ‘I think it’s urine.’ He shone the beam around the floor of the changing rooms. ‘If it’s from a human, whoever was brought down here either used it repeatedly as a bathroom.’ He paused. ‘Or pissed themselves from fear.’  
 
    ‘I wanna call in back-up,’ Bellefonte said. ‘Get a forensics team out here, and close off the site for analysis. You and the bike rider got me convince-’ 
 
    Before he could finish the sentence, his phone started ringing and he took it out. ‘Ruiz,’ he told Archer, answering on speaker.  
 
    ‘Yo, think I found your boy! He was using a fake name: Gerald Dwindel.’ 
 
    ‘Working in the kid’s section?’ Archer asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah, in Looney Tunes! He helped run the theater. His photo’s the same guy as in the file from Kemah Boardwalk.’ 
 
      
 
    Thousands of miles to the east, it was already morning in Oxford, July 9th, and Chalky was sitting in a café in Summertown with Isabel, a copy of The Crucible in his hands, their breakfast in front of them.  
 
    ‘Oh Elizabeth, your justice would freeze beer,’ he read, the lines of the male lead, John Proctor. ‘How do you go to Salem when I forbid it? Do you mock me? I’ll whip you if you dare to leave this house again.’ 
 
    ‘I am sick, I am sick, Mister Proctor,’ Isabel replied, Chalky tracking her lines with his finger. ‘My insides are all shuddery. I am all over the proceedings all day, sir.’ 
 
    ‘In the proceedings,’ he corrected. ‘Close. I remember Pete didn’t like you guys changing up words though.’ 
 
    She muttered a rude word under her breath and took a quick bite of food. ‘I always get that one wrong.’  
 
    ‘Let’s try it again.’ 
 
    She nodded, but then he saw her expression change and she put her fork down, reaching into her pocket. ‘You OK?’ 
 
    ‘Forgot my pill. Must be jet lag,’ she added with a smile. She pushed a tablet from the foil and washed it down with a sip of orange juice. Chalky took the tablets and looked at the box. Archer and Vargas had told him about the epilepsy, but it was still something that concerned him, particularly as it had almost led to her death at the theater. She’d been diligent about taking the medication though, since they’d been together; the incident in Chelsea seemed to have taught her a lesson. 
 
    ‘Gimme your hand,’ he said. She did and he took a pen out of his pocket, scribbling Take Tablet on first the back of her hand, then his. ‘Now we won’t forget. No excuses.’ 
 
    ‘Unless I shower.’ 
 
    ‘You can lick yourself clean.’ 
 
    She giggled and pulled a face. As she ate more of her breakfast, Chalky stood up to get himself a coffee at the counter. When the woman took his cup and went to the machine, Chalky glanced back at Isabel, who was almost finished, eating and drinking quite happily.  
 
    Then he looked beyond her through the window.  
 
    A passing double-decker bus had stopped at a red light, but its low windows allowed Chalky to see through the vehicle to the other side of the street, where there was another café with shops either side. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ the woman at the counter behind him said. Chalky had bent down slightly lower to improve his line of sight. ‘Sir?’ 
 
    Someone was sitting at a table against the window of the coffee shop opposite looking in their direction. 
 
    Chalky immediately recognised him. 
 
    But unlike last time, the man wasn’t grinning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    THIRTY NINE 
 
    Without saying a word, Chalky left the counter and took Isabel’s hand, swiping up the copy of The Crucible and folding the book over before stuffing it in his pocket.  
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ Issy asked, having been about to take a bite from a Danish but dropping it onto her plate instead. 
 
    ‘We’re leaving.’ 
 
    ‘Now?’ 
 
    ‘Right now.’  
 
    She saw the look on his face and didn’t say another word, getting off her chair and going with him.  
 
      
 
    The bus was still stopped in front of the coffee shop as it took on more passengers, and across the street, McGuinness took a shallow sip of coffee. He had a canvas bag bought from a local supermarket beside him, concealing certain items he’d been busy all night working on.  
 
    The Jewish doctor had given up everything he knew, before McGuinness killed him; the girl had run to England, with someone called Daniel White, the doctor having seen the man’s passport over the female detective Vargas’ shoulder when they were at the medical facility in Queens. While at Logan airport in Boston, McGuinness had checked out the man’s name on social media, with no success, but guessed that if the guy was a cop, he probably wouldn’t have those accounts for security reasons.  
 
    However, he’d eventually found the man’s mother, the stupid bitch having used a photo from the previous Christmas as a profile picture. In it, he’d immediately recognised the man as the one from the theater who’d protected the child.  
 
    He’d then found her address in the UK’s 192 directory, which provided all he needed to know. 
 
    After leaving the policeman’s mother’s home in London, he’d arrived in Oxford the previous evening, and had immediately started preparing for what he had planned in the morning. Once he’d completed the task, he’d used the cop’s mom’s car to drive into the countryside; with the UK’s strict gun laws, he’d known acquiring a firearm in such a short space of time wouldn’t be easy, but he guessed there were places outside the city he could target. It had taken a couple of hours, but he’d finally found what he wanted in a remote farm. 
 
    Once they’d accessed Daniel White’s bank details, his mother had also been persuaded to come up with the right password for her son’s Airbnb rental account. As a consequence, McGuinness now knew exactly where the cop was staying, and had already checked the place out. It hadn’t taken him long to locate the ARU cop and kid in the coffee shop close by, and had intended to keep them in sight until they were back in the apartment, where he could kill them without any witnesses. What he had planned was going to waste the cop, kill the girl and keep people occupied while he made a quick escape back to the States. 
 
    He already knew from the Chelsea theater that the police officer was a problem, so a quick death was the best option, despite his usual desire to cause as much suffering as possible. He’d learned the error of playing games with this girl. 
 
    But when the bus pulled away, he saw the man and kid were now longer at their table.  
 
      
 
    ‘Is he here?’ Isabel asked anxiously as she crossed the street with Chalky, unsettled by his sudden urgency. They’d spent so much time together lately, she’d learned to read him pretty well. ‘Did you see him?’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ As he took out his phone with his free hand, he checked behind them, before cutting down a side road towards their rental. He called Cobb’s direct line at the ARU, and his boss answered almost immediately. 
 
    ‘Chalk?’ 
 
    ‘I’m on the street of our rental, boss.’ Chalky looked over his shoulder again. ‘The man from New York. He’s here.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, he found us somehow.’ 
 
    ‘How? No-one outside our immediate circle knows where you are.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but we need back-up, immediately.’  
 
    ‘I’ll inform Oxford police and send Fox and Porter your way right now.’ Chalky heard a brief whistle and the sound of knocking on glass in the background, his boss no doubt signalling to the men from inside his office. ‘They can be there in under ninety minutes. Oxford police will be with you in less than ten. Is the girl safe?’ 
 
    ‘She’s with me.’ 
 
    ‘Go to ground, then let us know where you are.’ 
 
      
 
    At the coffee spot opposite from where Chalky and Isabel had been enjoying breakfast, a waitress who’d been chatting to a colleague walked through the gaps between some customers and headed to a table with an order.  
 
    She looked around, sure this was where the customer had been sitting.  
 
    But the man had left. 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re out of here in sixty seconds, kiddo,’ Chalky said, as Isabel started packing her things quickly inside their rental apartment. ‘Get the absolute essentials.’ As she did, he swept up their passports and cash, and shoved them in the small leather document bag Vargas had given him, where she’d kept the girl’s set of alternative ID. He stuffed the play script in there too, along with his I-Pad. 
 
    Listening closely, Chalky heard the heavy main door below close, as someone entered. 
 
    He stopped what he was doing, listening. Then, zipping up the document bag, he looped it over his shoulder and pulled his Glock, keeping Isabel back as they both edged away from the door.  
 
    Outside, they heard the sound of children playing in the street, an early morning game of kicking a ball around. Like the kids in the US, they were also on summer holiday. 
 
    A stair inside the building creaked.  
 
    Isabel was breathing heavily, while Chalky centred the sights of his pistol on where the door would open.  
 
    She glanced up at him anxiously.  
 
    They both heard the sound of a floorboard creak right outside their room.  
 
    Chalky tightened his grip on the handgun. He wanted to empty the magazine and end McGuinness right now, but couldn’t fire blind. Other people lived here too, and he wasn’t prepared to risk shooting an innocent person. He couldn’t be one hundred percent sure it was McGuinness outside the door. 
 
    But he didn’t have long to wait to find out. 
 
    The hinges on the top section of the door suddenly disintegrated in a bloom of splinters, gun oil and noise, the hinges at the bottom following a second later in another blast. As the door was kicked back and Isabel’s scream was lost in the echo of the blasts, Chalky fired his Glock several times at the doorway, but his angle wasn’t as good as he would have liked.  
 
    However, instead of receiving a shotgun blast in return as he expected, an empty ice-cream container was slid into the room, a short fuse attached to a cell phone taped to the side. 
 
    With training and experience combined, Chalky immediately recognised it for what it was. 
 
    He dragged Isabel back into the bathroom and threw her into the bathtub, kicking the door shut behind him.  
 
    The container exploded just as the door swung to, spraying fire in all directions, and as the door was thrown back, Chalky saw a white, jelly-like substance stuck all over the apartment, burning, the fire-alarm sounding loudly, its light flashing. While Isabel covered her head in the tub, Chalky kept his Glock on the door before looking at the bathroom window to their left. He stepped back, pulled her out of the bath and pushed her over towards the window.  
 
    ‘Go!’ he said, covering the door, but rather than move, she screamed as a figure rolled into the room. Chalky fired but just missed as the man took cover behind the kitchen counter. Chalky un-looped the passport bag and passed it to the girl along with his cell phone before pushing her towards the window. ‘Go! Now!’ He then crept forward, trying to get a better angle.  
 
    Standing on the toilet, Isabel got the lock undone with shaking fingers and pushed up the bathroom window. Just as Chalky glanced at the window to make sure Issy had escaped, a knife was launched right at him, the throw blisteringly fast. The blade buried itself in his shoulder, and he shouted in pain, falling back towards the tub, his hand not obeying him as he dropped his pistol.  
 
    McGuinness glanced around the counter and saw Chalky going for the Glock with his other hand. The ARU officer pulled it back at the last second, as another knife was thrown and thudded into the floorboards, grazing the grip of the gun. It would have nailed his palm to the floor if he hadn’t moved it in time. 
 
    Knife in his shoulder, Chalky looked over at the man. His hair was cut shorter and was a different colour, his chin and jaw dark from stubble, but what gave him away was his height. On his feet, nothing could disguise that. 
 
    The former carny started to reload a double barrelled shotgun in his hands, walking Chalky down. ‘Run, kid!’ the ARU cop shouted at the now empty window. McGuinness instinctively turned towards it, and in that second, Chalky rose and drove himself into him, knocking him backwards. The tall man rolled, just avoiding some of the burning white goo stuck to the floor, but quickly rose and lifted the shotgun. Chalky was already moving to his Glock before diving to his right just as McGuinness blasted off another shell then cut into the room Issy had been using as a bedroom. 
 
    Chalky took cover in the bathroom. Desperate to get to Issy outside, he knew he’d be losing strength quickly with the knife in his shoulder and that engaging in a shootout wasn’t the best option, particularly as he had no idea what other weapons this guy had up his sleeve. He fired a couple of times again regardless, trying to keep the man pinned down or hit him through the wall, then turned and after a brief struggle, doing his best not to drive the knife even further into his shoulder, worked his way out of the bathroom window. 
 
    Outside was a sloping roof leading down to the drop into the front garden. He slid down the tiles and jumped, landing so hard it knocked all the wind out of him, shouting in pain as the knife jarred and shook, pain starting to radiate out of his chest and cloud his thinking.  
 
    He looked around but there was no sign of Issy. With the explosion and sound of weapons being fired, Oxford police would be showing up any minute, so his aim was to pin McGuinness down until help arrived. He was just taking cover behind a parked car when another shotgun blast erupted from the bathroom window he’d just left, pellets ricocheting around him, some burying themselves in his leg. 
 
      
 
    Up top, McGuinness was out of shells for the shotgun, but saw the officer below go down from the blast. He dropped the weapon, turned and ran for the door, the apartment burning behind him, the fire alarm going. 
 
    Knowing cops would be arriving any second, he re-emerged onto the street, and caught sight of a blonde girl running for the corner. He sprinted after her, but as he drew closer, realised it wasn’t Isabel Vargas but one of the children who’d been kicking a soccer ball around less than a minute ago instead. 
 
    ‘Move, kid!’ a voice shouted, and McGuinness turned to see the police officer who’d been protecting the girl and who’d given him so much trouble at the theater in New York, Daniel White. The man was back on his feet, bleeding from the knife embedded in his arm, raising his Glock but not able to shoot with the child in the line of fire. 
 
      
 
    ‘Everything matches up,’ Ruiz told Bellefonte and Archer over speakerphone. The two men were walking back towards the dark parking lot at Six Flags, totally unaware of the drama unfolding in Oxford. ‘Gerald Dwindel. He started working at the park in 2002. Contract was terminated after the storm, along with everyone else’s. Six foot seven, two hundred and ten pounds, junior stage manager at the kid’s theater.’ 
 
    ‘Dwindel was the name of the knife-thrower who used to work with McGuinness and his mother,’ Archer said. ‘Explains where he got the alias from.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he was the father.’ 
 
    ‘Possibly. But I’ll bet even his mother didn’t know.’  
 
    As they talked, Archer heard his own cell start to ring. ‘Chalk?’ he said, seeing the number and answering. ‘Good news, mate. We’ve fou-’ 
 
    ‘He’s here!’ Isabel replied. 
 
    ‘Issy? What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘He’s here, Archer! The tall man came here. He’s chasing me. He just attacked our place in Summertown!’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Chalky?’ 
 
    ‘He stayed to fight him!’ she replied between breaths. ‘He told me to run!’ 
 
    ‘Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m on the main street in Summertown. Chalky’s hurt. I saw him with a knife in his shoulder.’ He heard her start crying. ‘I don’t know what to do!’ 
 
    ‘Listen to me,’ Archer said quickly, Bellefonte hushing Ruiz as he picked up on Archer’s urgency in his instant change of tone. ‘Do you have any money on you? 
 
    ‘Yeah, Chalky gave the bag to me. I’ve got his phone, our passports, cash… his credit card and I-Pad.’ 
 
    Archer thought fast. He’s found them there, how? They’ve been compromised.  
 
    How could he stop McGuinness getting to her?  
 
    Could he trust anyone else to protect her? Not until they knew how he’d found them. 
 
    Those pools of urine in the room under the theater. The door with the knives jutting out of it. 
 
    Wyzyck pinned to the wall in his own living room.  
 
    ‘Get a cab and go straight to the train station, then get on a train to London,’ he told her quickly. ‘It’ll take about an hour. Can you do that?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Then what?’ 
 
    ‘When you’re on the train, you’ll have internet. You need to go to the British Airways or American Airlines site and book a plane ticket with Chalky’s credit card. Use your phone or I-Pad. OK?’ 
 
    ‘To New York?’ 
 
    ‘No. New Orleans.’ 
 
    ‘Why not home?’ 
 
    ‘Because I’m here in Louisiana. I’ll be waiting for you. You can’t go back to New York, not yet. He’ll assume that’s where you’d go, and there might be other people waiting too. Get here and I can keep you safe.’ 
 
    ‘What about Chalky? I can’t leave him.’ 
 
    ‘Chalky can look after himself. You need to get as far away from there as fast as you can.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get stopped at the airport. I’m too young.’ 
 
    ‘Your passport says Olivia is fifteen and you can fly unaccompanied on American or British Airways at that age. Just keep the cover story. You can do this. Hurry, now, and keep watching your back!’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY 
 
    When they’d been trapped in the building in Harlem a few years ago, less than a month after her family had been killed, Isabel had had Vargas, Archer and other good people protecting her. Now, she was in a foreign country and someone was trying to kill her again, but this time, she was all alone and in her overwrought state of mind, felt as if the guy pursuing her had some sort of superpower. He always seemed to know where she was, even though this time they’d gone to so much trouble to hide her thousands of miles from home. 
 
    If the police pick me up, they don’t know what he’s like, he thought. He’ll still find a way to get to me. I need to get to Archer. She’d spotted a passing taxi in Summertown as she ran down the street, and to her relief, it stopped for her when she flagged it down.  
 
    Ten minutes later, she got out at the train station and looked around fearfully, but couldn’t see any sign of the tall man. Then she thought about Chalky and almost started to cry from fear and worry, wondering how badly he was hurt. She’d seen him make it out through the window as she reached the end of the street and saw the knife in his shoulder; she was ashamed that she’d then done as he told her and ran, hearing gunshots behind her. Maybe I shoulda stayed.  
 
    But she knew he’d have been furious with her if she had. He’d risked his life to give her a chance to get away, and she couldn’t let him down now. She moved towards the station, praying a train to London would leave as soon as possible. As she walked quickly, she looked at Chalky’s cell which she’d been holding and recalled seeing a movie where they tracked the lead character using the GPS. Maybe his police friends would track her down. 
 
    But what if McGuinness got to her first? 
 
    You wanted more independence, girl, she reminded herself nervously. 
 
    Now you’ve got it. 
 
      
 
    In Summertown, McGuinness had taken cover from the ARU cop firing the pistol, and using the protection of several parked cars, got close enough to cock his arm and throw another knife. Chalky saw it coming and ducked as he felt it whisper through his hair, but the blood loss from the blade in his shoulder and the shotgun pellets to the leg finally caught up with him as even adrenaline couldn’t keep him going, and the world slipped into black. 
 
    McGuinness caught sight of him collapsing, but before he could finish him off, a police car screeched to a halt on the street. An officer got out of his car and immediately drew a deployable prong taser, the red dot going onto McGuinness’ chest. ‘Taser, taser! Put your hands up!’ the officer shouted.  
 
    ‘Officer, I’m trying to help that man!’ McGuinness said in his best English accent, pointing down the street. It was a voice he’d used at Bilodeau for a bullshit Punch and Judy show he’d been made to do for a while, punishment for stealing money from one of the midway stalls. He slipped right back into it like that show had been yesterday. ‘Someone fired a gun and ran off that way!’ 
 
    ‘Keep them up!’ the officer ordered, walking forward.  
 
    ‘I’m telling you, they’re getting away!’  
 
    The officer called it into his radio as he approached McGuinness. He glanced down the street at Chalky, who was slumped behind a car, now lying completely still. 
 
    It was a fatal mistake. 
 
      
 
    Issy entered the station and to her relief, saw the lines for ticket machines weren’t long. She joined one, looking up at the Departures board after glancing back behind her again quickly. She saw a train to London Paddington was leaving in six minutes, only stopping at two places called Reading and Slough. There seemed to be a lot of services heading to the London capital, so she intended to catch the first one if she could buy a ticket in time. Leaving Oxford would further isolate her, but she needed to get out of here, if only because Archer and Chalky had told her to.  
 
    She swallowed back tears, knowing that neither of them or Vargas were going to magically reappear and rescue her again.  
 
    This time, it was down to her. 
 
    Her turn came and she pressed the keys carefully, reading the instructions on the screen but faltering when it came to payment. She withdrew Chalky’s credit card, and recalled the four digit pin he’d made her memorise, just in case. She’d thought he was being typically old and fussy at the time, but didn’t now.  
 
    She carefully tapped in the sequence. To her relief, the machine accepted it, spitting out a ticket and receipt. 
 
    But then she had an idea. She slipped the London ticket into her pocket before heading towards one of the manned ticket booths. 
 
      
 
    ‘Explosion reported and gunshots fired on Lonsdale Road in Summertown,’ the Oxford police dispatcher repeated, two cars with firearms officers roaring down the main parade towards the upmarket area of the city. A minute later, they screeched to a halt and snapped out, shouting for a gathering crowd to get out of the way, each officer with a Heckler and Koch rifle jammed in his shoulder.  
 
    They saw two bodies on the ground. A pair of officers drew closer as four of their colleagues covered them in well-rehearsed moves. One of the bodies was a colleague, who’d been stabbed in the neck and had bled out over the road. The lead armed officer dropped to administer first aid, shocked at the sight of such a violent death in this usually quiet and peaceful area of the city, but he quickly realised his fellow PC was dead.  
 
    The other man laid out on the concrete was slumped between two parked cars, with a Glock pistol clutched in his hand, a knife in his shoulder with another lying on the road behind him. Two officers approached him with rifles up while their colleagues shouted ‘Get back!’ to members of the public who were gathering to see what had happened.  
 
    The police were too busy to notice that behind them on the main road, a tall man stepped onto a bus, the vehicle pulling away from its stop moments later. 
 
      
 
    ‘The girl wasn’t killed on July 4th, was she?’ Bellefonte said to Archer in the Six Flags New Orleans parking lot. ‘You faked it.’ 
 
    The NYPD detective nodded worriedly, scrolling for Vargas’ number.  
 
    ‘How’d you pull that off?’ 
 
    ‘Squibs from Kaufman Studios, better acting then we could have hoped for and TV cameras taking the bait. But he was on a rooftop with a rifle and almost got her for real. She was transported out in a body-bag; made citywide news.’ 
 
    ‘It made national. I saw that shit on TV.’ 
 
    ‘She got out of the city that night on a fake passport,’ Archer told him. ‘She’s been hiding in the UK with a friend of mine guarding her.’ 
 
    ‘Can you call your people and get them to intercept her in London?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t trust anyone but myself and my team on this, anymore. Someone let slip where she was. My best friend almost just got killed because of it.’ 
 
    ‘Who knows she’s still alive?’ 
 
    ‘My immediate teammates and some of my old unit in London. We hoped McGuinness would think another hit had been ordered on her. But he didn’t take the bait.’ 
 
    Bellefonte cursed. ‘Hard to con a carny. He’ll know all the tricks. And he’s found her?’ 
 
    Archer nodded and called Vargas, picturing Isabel all alone in a foreign country, McGuinness stalking her, and Chalky badly injured. 
 
    She wasn’t picking up and he swore in frustration as he tried again. 
 
      
 
    Police were now swarming all over Summertown in force, blocking off the streets, two helicopters flying overhead to provide aerial visual support. More firearms officers had arrived, and witnesses were being questioned.  
 
    ‘How’s the guy who got stabbed in the shoulder?’ an armed officer asked quickly, as the street was closed off. ‘Any ID on him?’ 
 
    ‘No, and he’s in and out of consciousness,’ his colleague replied. ‘Saying he’s a cop from London and something about a little girl he was protecting. A neighbour said she saw a tall man kill the PC who’d drawn the taser. Threw a knife at him and hit the guy right in the throat. Told us he took off towards the main road.’ 
 
    ‘We sent out an alert to the taxi companies,’ another officer said, joining his colleagues. ‘A driver came back saying he took a kid from just down the road to the train station by herself, twenty minutes ago. We also got confirmation from the ARU in London that a guy matching the description of the man with the knife in his shoulder is one of theirs.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She bought a ticket for Nottingham,’ the woman at the desk told two police officers less than two minutes later, another searching the crowds, the closest officers to the station once the alert had been radioed through. 
 
    ‘When does it leave?’  
 
    ‘Left five minutes ago.’ 
 
    ‘Stop the train at the next station and instruct the driver to keep the doors locked. Cameras?’ 
 
    ‘They’re all operational.’ 
 
      
 
    Why would she go to Nottingham, McGuinness thought, having gotten off the bus in the city centre after taking it to get out of Summertown, and now listening in on the radio he’d lifted from the police officer he’d killed.  
 
    He took out his cell phone and checked the current departures from the station on the National Rail website. His eyes scanned them.  
 
    A double bluff? 
 
    She’s eleven, so not likely.  
 
    But she’s smart. And she’ll have been coached on pulling tricks; just like she did on the boardwalk at Coney Island. 
 
    The police would be expecting her to show up in Nottingham. They’re looking the wrong way, he decided as he put the phone away and looked around for a taxi, wanting to get to the station as soon as possible.  
 
    He was pretty sure he knew where the girl was running.  
 
    And who she was running to. 
 
    ‘I’m gonna find you first,’ he muttered, a black cab pulling up for him before he opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY ONE 
 
    ‘How did he locate her?’ Vargas asked Archer in a panic, as she left the FBI main office in D.C. The Bureau was interested in co-operating with providing protection for Vincent Castelione and his family, similar to what had been set up for Natalie Cortese in New York with the Marshals’ cooperation, but wanted some guarantees first in case he was wasting their time. They’d been after Bianca Stefani for years, not giving up even after they discovered her mob boss husband had been killed in Europe four years ago. She’d been calling the shots from somewhere for the Baltimore mob, but there’d been no sighting of her in almost half a decade and her file had been buried under more paperwork. Until now. 
 
    After finally making it through the late night D.C. traffic, Vargas had been in a hastily convened meeting with several agents for over two hours, and had come out to find eleven missed calls on her cell. It was almost dawn, and she was exhausted, having been up all night, but the case couldn’t sleep and that meant neither could she. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Someone leaked it, which means I don’t want to let anyone know where she’s running to. But I just checked departures from Heathrow and there’s a BA flight to New Orleans at 3:40pm. If she doesn’t get lost or panic, I think she can make it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m coming down there right now,’ she said, getting into her car and starting the engine. D.C.’s roads were much emptier than when she’d arrived here earlier and it meant she made quick progress towards her hotel, where she could gather her few belongings and check out for the airport. ‘My poor girl, Sam. She’s so young. And she’s all on her own over there.’ 
 
    ‘She’ll make it,’ he said. ‘She can do this. You know how smart she is’ 
 
    Once the call ended, she went straight to Vincent’s number. It rang through, and she swore.  
 
    ‘Pick up, asshole,’ she said to herself, trying him again as she got closer to her hotel. ‘Call your man off.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No sign of her on the Nottingham train,’ Porter told Fox, who was driving down the motorway from London to Oxford with their lights flashing, clearing three figures on the speedometer. ‘They stopped it at the next station and each carriage was cleared. Rail personnel and police who boarded searched everywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Could she have jumped out when they got to the station?’ 
 
    ‘Highly unlikely. They had officers all over the platform looking for her. They’re confident she couldn’t have slipped through without them seeing her.’ 
 
    ‘I helped Oxford police locate Chalky’s phone,’ the lead analyst from the ARU called Nikki told them over the car’s intercom. ‘It was tossed in a rubbish bin not far from the station.’ 
 
    ‘Bright kid. She knew we could trace it. But why would she throw it?’ 
 
    ‘Because now she doesn’t trust anyone,’ Fox said, the speedometer going north of 100mph. ‘She knows someone gave away where they were so she won’t be taking any chances.’ 
 
    ‘Who has the phone? Can we get into it?’ 
 
    ‘They’re speaking to Chalky. He’s at the hospital.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s passcode locked,’ an officer at the hospital said to Chalky, who was being tended to by two doctors, having regained consciousness with an IV already jabbed into his arm. ‘Can you give us your password?’ 
 
    ’55..88..33,’ he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    The officer repeated the numbers into his radio. 
 
    They waited.  
 
    ‘Home screen,’ a voice of his colleague replied. ‘No apps opened, or emails. She made one call to a number in America. Sam Mobile.’ 
 
    ‘You couldn’t find her…on the trains?’ Chalky asked. 
 
    ‘No. No trace of her. She’s disappeared.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Having bought the Nottingham ticket at the station as a ruse, Issy had hidden herself in a crowd of people on the platform until the train arrived two minutes later. She got off at London Paddington an hour and ten minutes later, the train slightly delayed, her baseball cap pulled low over her head with the leather bag slung over her shoulder.  
 
    She’d logged onto the train’s Wi-Fi on Chalky’s I-Pad to try and book a flight, but was dismayed to see all the American Airlines departures to New Orleans involved a change at another US airport. She didn’t feel confident enough to do that; all she wanted to do was get to Archer as soon and as simply as possible. Trying not to cry, she searched the British Airways flight schedule, and to her intense relief found one direct flight to NOLA, leaving from Terminal 5 in just under five hours at 3:40pm. She tried to book it, but the Wi-Fi on the train kept cutting out and the order wouldn’t process, even after several attempts. Her anxiety increased again, and she knew she had to find somewhere with better internet the moment she got to London.  
 
    If the plane was full before she could book a seat, she had a serious problem. McGuinness would find her somehow. He always did. 
 
    She waited for her turn to feed her train ticket into the machine to exit the platform and looked around the busy station in bewilderment, wondering where to go next. To her relief, she spotted an information desk in the middle of the concourse; she walked over and asked the guy behind the counter where the train to the airport left from.  
 
    He pointed towards the platform for the Heathrow Express and she turned, then froze in absolute terror. 
 
    Although he hadn’t seen her, McGuinness was just coming through a ticket barrier from another platform.  
 
    He must’ve been on the train right behind hers, and his had been on time.  
 
      
 
    Not realising how close he was to his target, McGuinness had just arrived from Oxford and was looking at the departing flights board from Heathrow that Paddington put on display to assist people going to the airport.  
 
    He glanced around the train station, but saw no sign of the kid. He knew he wouldn’t be so lucky that she would just walk into view. If she was even in London in the first place. She might never have left Oxford, in which case he’d have to go back, despite knowing his description was probably already doing the rounds. She’d pay for that. 
 
    His cell rang, and he saw it was an international call; the people from Baltimore who’d hired him. He’d changed SIM cards to a back-up after being told by the man Marco that the previous number had been compromised and that the police now had it. McGuinness had sent them the new number once the old SIM had been destroyed. 
 
    ‘We’re seeing action on BBC World news,’ Marco told him. ‘Is she dead?’ 
 
    ‘I think her handler is,’ McGuinness answered. 
 
    ‘But she isn’t?’  
 
    ‘She got away. But I’m feeling she’s gonna try to come back to the States.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’  
 
    ‘She’s got no-one else to go to here. Her instinct will be to go home, somewhere familiar. Those two cops in New York, the man and woman, protected her before. She’ll run to them.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll put people on Kennedy and Newark. I’m offering you up good cash to get this done and you keep failing. We end up doing it ourselves, I’m not paying you shit.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t fail. I’ll get her. What’s the story with that pair in New York? Where are they?’ 
 
    ‘My guys haven’t seen the blond guy for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘And the kid’s mother?’ 
 
      
 
    At the D.C. hotel, Vargas walked across the empty lobby quickly, the staffer on night-duty at the reception desk nodding to her as she passed, and she pushed the button for the elevator, taking it to the 2nd floor. When she reached the room, she buzzed herself in and entered, letting it close behind her, wanting to gather her stuff then leave for the airport immediately to get down to New Orleans. 
 
    But a moment after she walked in, she saw her TV was on, set to BBC World, the volume so low she hadn’t heard it from the corridor.  
 
    The screen was showing a helicopter feed of the shooting in Oxford, but that wasn’t what had caught Vargas’ attention. 
 
    She was staring instead at the woman sitting in the corner of the room.  
 
    She was somewhere in her late forties with deep scars all over her face and was leaning back in a chair near the window.  
 
    ‘Where the hell have you been?’ the stranger asked.  
 
    Recognising who she was immediately from the damage on her face, Vargas’ hand snapped to the holster on her hip, but a larger palm caught her wrist and she felt a gun pushed into the back of her neck. 
 
    ‘Vincent tells me you and he have been having some conversations,’ Bianca Stefani said from her seat. ‘I mean, he did after one of my boys followed him here and saw him with you.’ 
 
    Vargas stared at Carla Lombardi’s mortal enemy, the aftermath from the most recent attempt to kill the dead woman’s youngest daughter playing out on the TV.  
 
    ‘You’ve kept us up all night, bitch,’ Stefani told Vargas, rising from the chair. ‘And you got no idea how much I dislike waiting for things I want.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY TWO 
 
    Knowing she daren’t risk taking the Heathrow Express now in case McGuinness spotted her, Issy realised she needed to find an alternative way to get to the airport. Heart racing, she followed the signs for the London Underground and ran down the stairs onto the busy concourse. She found a large map on a wall but was dismayed to find it looked completely different from the much more familiar layout back in New York City, an intricate web of different colored lines and station names she didn’t recognise.  
 
    She glanced nervously around her, checking all the time for the man pursuing her, but couldn’t see any sign of him; she then turned with her back to the wall beside the map and looked at the crowds of people passing by. Quickly, she checked the money Chalky had given her, then came to a decision. She knew she had to book her ticket and find a way to alter her appearance, guessing her description would’ve have been circulated to police all over Oxfordshire and possibly here in London too. She couldn’t risk being stopped at the airport. And the subway here was too confusing. A car would be so much easier. 
 
    Pulling her England rugby cap low, she made her way cautiously back up the stairs, ready to run like hell if she saw McGuinness, but she couldn’t see him in the crowds.  
 
    Remembering that night on Long Island, when the knife had grazed her cheek as she turned at the last second, she turned right at the top of the steps and following the signs, walked swiftly in the direction of the taxi ranks, feeling so exposed it took every ounce of willpower not to start running, waiting any second for a knife from somewhere to slam into her neck or face.  
 
    But she made it outside, and less than three minutes later, she was sitting in a black cab being taken to a shopping mall the driver had recommended. She’d rather have gone straight to Heathrow, but knew she had to do this first. 
 
    Once they’d pulled up outside the Westfield shopping mall ten minutes later and she’d paid the fare, she walked inside and after quick look around, found what she wanted; a drug store called Boots. She’d been in one before in Oxford with Chalky, the English equivalent of CVS or Duane Reade. She bought what she was looking for, then locked herself in the disabled toilet of the mall, praying that no-one would disturb her.  
 
    With the door secured, she placed a small bottle of shampoo on the shelf and then opened a packet of brown hair dye. After studying the instructions, she put on the little plastic gloves that came with the product before carefully mixing the liquids and then slathering it all over her hair. Once she was satisfied she’d covered it all, she checked the clock on her phone to start timing.  
 
    While the dye did its thing, she took a brown eyeliner and pale pink lipstick out of the Boots bag. Vargas didn’t let her wear makeup yet, but Issy had seen it in the store and decided it would help make her look older. She’d seen Vargas apply it, as well as watching online tutorials about using the products, so knew what to do. After she’d run the eyeliner above and under her eyelashes carefully, she looked at her reflection. It seemed OK; then she applied the lipstick, which she thought tasted horrible and felt odd on her lips. She’d put on too much, so rubbed it off and started again, but more carefully this time.  
 
    Once finished, she studied herself in the mirror, pleased with what she’d achieved, deciding that overall, the makeup made her look closer to fifteen than almost twelve. Her natural skill with the products also meant she didn’t look like a kid playing dress-up.  
 
    Then, with nothing else to do, she checked her phone, and waited. Although it was single occupancy, she felt horribly vulnerable being stuck in the small toilet; the sense of being trapped and isolated was overwhelming, with nothing to do but check her watch. Every second was another opportunity for McGuinness to be waiting for her the moment she opened that door, ready to cut her throat or shoot her in the head. He seemed to be almost psychic in knowing where she was.  
 
    The seconds crawled by, but then she remembered she still hadn’t bought her ticket so used the remaining time to purchase one to New Orleans using Chalky’s card, the mall’s Wi-Fi much stronger than that on the train. To her great relief, it processed, and the time was 1:09pm, the flight now leaving in two and a half hours. 
 
    When the time for her hair was up, she used the washbasin to start rinsing out the dye. The emergency bag beside her was one Chalky had put together, and inside was a change of clothes, a different baseball cap and sunglasses. They’d played around with some different looks, which she’d enjoyed, and although none of the outcomes would survive a determined check, they were enough to avoid a passing glance, or so they’d both hoped. The attack in Oxford would’ve made the news, and she didn’t know how long the trick play of her going to Nottingham would last.  
 
    After she was satisfied she’d washed all the dye out, she used paper towels and then the hand dryer to dry her hair, which now it was shorter didn’t take long. Still slightly damp, she combed it out and when she studied herself again in the mirror, turning her head from side to side, she saw the dye had worked, her hair now darker again which she hoped made her less recognisable.  
 
    On her left hand, she saw Take Tablet still scrawled there, Chalky having written it this morning in the café before McGuinness appeared and left her running for her life. She felt sick again and closed her eyes, a wave of fear and worry for Chalky washing over her, wishing he was here with her. Then she thought of Vargas and Archer, so far away, and several tears did spill down her cheeks. 
 
    You can do this. Wiping her eyes, she flushed to pretend she’d been using the facilities for normal activities just in case someone was outside, stuffed her old ball cap in the trash, then put the new one on and exited the toilet. She went through the store towards the exit, hurrying past a person in a wheelchair and a line of people waiting for the restroom, all of whom gave her accusatory looks as she left.  
 
    She stopped near the exit, people flowing past her as they came and went, looking for signs of the police or the tall man, but saw neither. Then her eyes went back to a clothing store, and with it she suddenly realised something: she had no luggage. She’d used Chalky’s card in Oxford to withdraw the most he’d told her a machine would allow on his account, £300, but she still had £240 left. Enough for what she needed.  
 
    Five minutes later, she walked out of the store with a new bag, two sets of jeans, shorts and t-shirts inside, the tags cut off at her request by the salesperson who’d rung up her order, the clothes paid for in cash. Showing up to Heathrow with no hand baggage or a suitcase was a potential pitfall she needed to avoid. She exited the mall, her eyes under the red Liverpool FC hat on her head searching nervously for McGuinness, and stood waiting for another black cab to pass with its light on. The driver who’d dropped her here had told her where to wait and that she’d find one before too long. He was right; one pulled up moments later.  
 
    ‘Where you going to, love?’ the driver asked, a big burly man who had the same build as her uncle when he was alive. However, unlike her uncle, this man had a kind face. 
 
    ‘Heathrow, please. Terminal…Five.’ 
 
    ‘You all alone?’ he asked uncertainly, looking past her. 
 
    ‘I’m flying out to meet my dad,’ she said, smiling with as much confidence as she could muster, and the man grinned. 
 
    ‘Alright, we’ll get you there quickly,’ he said, his suspicions dissolving. A street camera on a post nearby captured the girl getting into the vehicle, but no-one in the Met was monitoring that feed. 
 
    Yet. 
 
      
 
    ‘Who tried?’ the young Baltimore mob cugine called Roberto asked, as Vargas was escorted downstairs to their car in the basement of the D.C hotel. They’d taken the precaution of using one of the stairwells to avoid being seen by the public. She had a gun jammed against the middle of her back, and was very sure the man holding it wouldn’t hesitate to pull the trigger. ‘I knew the brat was alive, but I never heard the backstory.’ 
 
    ‘Some crew from Florida,’ Marco replied, continuing some conversation they seemed to have been having before she walked into her hotel room. ‘Hired people from New York, then went in to finish it themselves when NYC couldn’t get the job done. Happened in some dump tenement block in Harlem.’  
 
    ‘Tooled up?’  
 
    ‘With an arsenal.’ He jabbed Vargas with the pistol shoved into her back. ‘Ain’t that right? You were there.’ 
 
    ‘And this kid made it out?’ Roberto asked. 
 
    ‘Against the odds. She had protection. This bitch was one of them.’ 
 
    Walking in front of them, Stefani’s eyes glittered. ‘Call McGuinness. Tell him to track down the kid but hold back on wasting her until I say so.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Killing her quickly ain’t enough. She’s Carla’s, so I got a plan for her. I didn’t know she had a new family.’  
 
    She turned and looked back at Vargas as they reached the basement.  
 
    ‘Let’s see how bad she wants you to survive.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Where are you going today, young lady?’ a female check-in agent at Heathrow’s Terminal 5 asked Isabel, the eleven year old girl standing as tall as she could manage in front of the desk. She’d tried to get a self-service machine to print off her boarding pass, but to her concern the screen had told her to go to a desk to complete check-in. She guessed it was for extra scrutiny because of her age. 
 
    ‘New Orleans,’ Issy told her, wearing her cap back to front so the woman could see her face.  
 
    As the check-in agent took her passport, she glanced down at the girl, giving her the same look that the taxi driver who’d brought her here had earlier. ‘Travelling all alone?’  
 
    ‘Mom’s in New York,’ Issy said, trying to recapture that innocent enthusiasm that had convinced the cabbie. I’m so happy to be going there, I couldn’t possibly be lying to you. ‘I’m meeting my dad in New Orleans. They’re divorced,’ she added as an afterthought, hoping the additional detail would add weight to her lie. 
 
    The BA agent swept the false American passport through the scanner connected to her computer, looking at the screen and tapping some keys. ‘Why were you in the UK?’ 
 
    ‘Camp.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Oxford,’ she said smoothly, before inwardly wincing, realising she’d just tied herself to a city where there’d been a shooting and a lot of police activity in the past few hours. ‘Summer high school program,’ she added, remembering reading one of the brochures inside the pub when Chalky was on his phone. 
 
    ‘Cutting it short?’ 
 
    ‘Visiting my dad for a few days. It’s his birthday tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Your ticket’s one way. Did your dad mean to book a return? Surely you’ve got to get back to camp?’ 
 
    ‘We’re not sure how long I’m staying,’ she said, keeping her smile in place but kicking herself again. 
 
    ‘What happened to your cheek?’ the agent asked as she continued tapping keys on her computer. Her eyes came up and lingered on the stitched-up cut. 
 
    ‘Accident with a kitchen knife,’ Issy replied smoothly, knowing the closer to the truth the better. 
 
    ‘You don’t mind me saying, you seem a little young for fifteen.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, ma’am. Something every girl my age likes to hear.’ 
 
    The woman stared down at the girl uncertainly, her instincts telling her something wasn’t quite right. She studied the young girl’s body language carefully, checking to see if she looked away or seemed otherwise uneasy. But Issy maintained eye contact and smiled back guilelessly. Naturally, the gate agent wasn’t aware she was working at a disadvantage, with absolutely no idea of the things the young girl in front of her had already seen and experienced in her short life. Other children might have been intimidated and overwhelmed by this situation but Isabel Lombardi, now Vargas, wasn’t, displaying an inner strength she’d inherited from both her parents. 
 
    That confidence sealed the deal. The check-in agent printed off her boarding pass, scribbled the gate number on it, then handed the ticket over. However, as Isabel took it, she noticed the woman held onto it for a second, her eyes studying the child.  
 
    ‘You’re all set, Olivia. Have a good flight.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ she said, giving her a beaming smile. ‘Sure I will.’ 
 
    She left the desk, feeling the woman’s eyes stay on her. If they took her in, it wouldn’t be the worst thing, but they wouldn’t understand who they were dealing with in McGuinness. They’d think she was just a kid exaggerating, but Issy had seen what he could do first-hand and knew how dangerous the guy hunting her was. 
 
     She walked behind the agents’ desks and went towards the security section, then risked the quickest of glances back at the woman who’d checked her in. She was now talking to a family of five, laden with bags and hats sporting the Union Jack, maybe passengers on the New Orleans flight too.  
 
    The agent didn’t turn to look back at her.  
 
    So far, so good. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY THREE 
 
    Half an hour later, hundreds of passengers for the afternoon British Airways flights had passed through the check-in section of Departures and like Issy, headed on for the security inspections. A few individuals were appearing late as always, most often a businessman travelling light or people who’d been caught in traffic, but the bulk of the crowds had thinned. 
 
    Now things had quietened down in her area, the female BA gate agent who’d checked Isabel in was sitting behind her kiosk, no passengers currently waiting for her. She looked distracted. Someone spoke to her, but she didn’t respond.  
 
    ‘Earth to Mary,’ her fellow agent called Jason said, rising off his swivel seat and walking over, stretching. ‘I’m going to Costa. You want a cuppa?’ 
 
    She shook her head, not really listening. 
 
    ‘What’s the matter? Look like you’ve seen a ghost,’ he joked. 
 
    She frowned, then looked at him. ‘Had a teenage girl check in for the New Orleans flight,’ she said. 
 
    ‘And?’  
 
    ‘Something wasn’t right.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘She was alone. Her passport checked out. Said she was fifteen. I’ve got a fifteen year old niece, and this girl looked way younger to me.’ 
 
    ‘People age differently. I’m thirty four and still can’t grow a beard.’ 
 
    ‘Jace, I’m serious. I think I might’ve checked in a kid who wasn’t who she said she was.’ 
 
    ‘How, if her passport was legit? Did you see an adult anywhere close by who looked like they could be with her?’ 
 
    ‘No, I checked for that.’ 
 
    ‘What was her story? Did you ask?’ 
 
    ‘Said she was in Oxford for summer camp, but was leaving to meet her dad in New Orleans for a few days for his birthday. She didn’t have any hold luggage to check-in. Just a carry on, which looked light. Her ticket was one way. And she had a nasty cut on her cheek.’ 
 
    ‘Was she American?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘She say which camp she was at in Oxford?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t think so. Just said it was a school camp.’ 
 
    Jason looked at the board. ‘Flight takes off in just over an hour. If it’s really burning you up, you could always try to find out which camps are taking place in Oxford at the moment, then give them a call to check out her story. You remember her name?’ 
 
    ‘Olivia Garraty,’ Mary said, without hesitation.  
 
      
 
    ‘We offer students the chance to see what it’s like to study at a top university in the UK,’ a man from the camp told Mary over the phone, ten minutes later. It was the only one in the city that matched what the girl had described. ‘They study a subject of their choice and we put on workshops prepping them for their UCAS applications.’ 
 
    ‘We just had a girl called Olivia Garraty passing through the airport saying she’s attending your programme. American girl.’ 
 
    ‘Let me see,’ he said. ‘I’ve got an Olivia Underwood, but she’s from Canada. No Olivia Garraty.’ 
 
    ‘How old are your typical attendees?’ 
 
    ‘Sixteen to nineteen.’ 
 
    ‘No fifteen year old kids?’ 
 
    ‘No, they’d be too young.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ She turned to Jason after ending the call. ‘Girl was lying. I knew it.’ 
 
    ‘Is that grounds to take her off for questioning?’ 
 
    ‘Why not? There’s something going on here.’  
 
    ‘You better be sure. We stop her boarding and her dad kicks up a fuss, you know how much the airline loves bad publicity.’ 
 
    ‘I want to talk to her again,’ she said. ‘What she told me was bullshit.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t matter where that brat runs now we’ve got you,’ Bianca Stefani said to Vargas, inside a black SUV as they navigated the streets leading out of D.C. Vargas saw they were following signs heading in the direction of Baltimore. ‘You’re gonna get that kid on the phone and get her to go where we tell her.’  
 
    As they’d walked her out through the basement of the hotel, Vargas noticed that the tires on her car had been slashed as they marched her to their ride. Even if she’d tried to escape, she couldn’t have gone far. And right now she was boxed in. A man was either side of her, both of them holding automatic weapons, and she’d already seen they were packed for war in this thing, spare magazines fully loaded and several grenades with the rings taped down hidden low in a box under the front passenger seat, easy for someone in the back to grab in an emergency. Vargas’ gun was now in the younger man’s possession, the one who’d been asking his friend about that evening in Harlem when Issy had first come under threat and she and Archer had almost died to keep her alive.  
 
    She saw two passing Metro squad cars as they drove through the nation’s capital, but the occupants didn’t even glance at them. However, early morning traffic was backed up, making progress slow. As they came to a standstill, Vargas saw a Metro officer on a bike stop beside them; the man was wearing sunglasses and his head turned as he checked out the traffic around him, including the SUV. 
 
    ‘Make one sound,’ Stefani warned Vargas, turning to look at her as the man to the NYPD detective’s left pulled a knife from a sheath on his belt and pushed the blade against Vargas side, settling between two ribs but not piercing the skin. Trying to ignore the pressure, Vargas saw how bad the scarring on Stefani’s face was, the result of Isabel’s mother carving her up with the corkscrew all those years ago. She’d done one hell of a job; Natalie Cortese had been telling the truth.  
 
    ‘Is he dead?’ Vargas asked, as traffic moved forward again, the cop moving out of sight. 
 
    ‘Who? 
 
    ‘Vincent.’  
 
    ‘You care?’ 
 
    Vargas shrugged.  
 
    ‘He’s still breathing, but not for much longer. And he was one of my boys who found Count Dracula to waste Carla’s kid. Don’t be too quick to give him a halo.’ 
 
    I’m being taken for bargaining, Vargas thought. To flush Issy out. 
 
    You let them get you out of the city, you’re good as dead. 
 
      
 
    Through security in Heathrow Terminal 5, Isabel had followed the signs for the transit which delivered her to her departure gate and was now lingering in a carefully selected vantage point in a Duty Free store, doing her best to look as if she was with the various passing adults as they browsed through the merchandise on sale. She knew a kid her age travelling on her own could attract attention, even though she’d gone through the checks. 
 
    A double-backed plasma TV screen by the gate was set to the BBC News channel, visible to people on seats on both sides. As she looked at it, she saw a Breaking item was covering the shooting in Oxford, and she felt her heart skip several beats. Archer had told her people weren’t allowed to carry guns here like back home, so she guessed incidents involving them would attract a lot of media coverage.  
 
    To her dismay, the banner told her an officer had been killed. Chalky? she wondered, trying to hide the anxiety on her face, her mouth suddenly going dry. Some people were watching the screen as they reclined in seats, but most seemed disinterested or focused on other things, eating snacks before their planes took off, using cell phones or working on laptops. None of them even glanced at her.  
 
    Of course they’re not gonna link that with you.  
 
    Everyone thinks you’re dead. 
 
    Except Chalky, and his team here. And McGuinness. She knew they’d all be looking for her, especially Chalky. If he’s still alive, she thought, remembering the last time she’d seen him, with that knife in his shoulder. If he wasn’t dead, he was still hurt bad. It’s my fault, again, she thought, swallowing back tears, doing her best to maintain a neutral expression. Although she had less than forty minutes until her flight, she knew she was going to be stuck on that plane for another ten hours with nowhere to run.  
 
    What if they realised where I am and police are waiting for me on the other side? she thought. 
 
    Would that be so bad? Archer and Alice can come get you. 
 
    Before McGuinness? A shiver of fear prickled over her skin. Near her, a woman brushed past, looking at the Duty Free selection with a Louis Vuitton bag hooked over her right arm. Isabel noticed another woman patrolling the aisles of a nearby shop glance at her and she pretended to be examining a display containing bars of fancy chocolate, just as she heard them announce that boarding on the flight was about to start for people travelling with children followed by priority passengers. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t see her,’ Mary said fifteen minutes later, Jason beside her, the pair having just arrived at the specific departure gate and standing twenty feet or so from the waiting area, checking the seats. They both recognised plenty of people they’d checked in, but not the girl. 
 
    ‘What did she look like?’ 
 
    ‘Brownish hair, brown eyes. In a grey t-shirt and white skirt with-’  
 
    Jason was looking around the Terminal and didn’t notice Mary’s voice trail off. As she’d been speaking, her attention had been caught by the news bulletin on one of the televisions mounted in the gate area, on BBC World.  
 
    Hunt continues for July 4th child murderer in New York City. The bulletin had been showing footage from the shooting that had hit the news a few days ago, where some young girl had been shot on the boardwalk at Coney Island in Brooklyn. The footage cut to a correspondent at the scene, where flowers and photos were laid out in tribute on the wooden boardwalk where the girl had been killed.  
 
    But what had caught Mary’s attention was the photo of the child which had just come up on the screen; a girl wearing a baseball cap and smiling. She was sitting beside two people who’d been cropped out, just the edges of their arms visible.  
 
    Her face was very, very familiar. 
 
    ‘It can’t be…’ 
 
    ‘Mary, Duty Free,’ Jason interrupted. ‘Near the chocolates.’ 
 
    She turned and looked over at the confectionary section, instantly recognising the clothing the child was wearing.  
 
    The girl was looking directly back at the pair and she locked eyes with Mary. As the two gate agents started to walk towards her, Mary saw the girl shake her head quickly, a pleading expression on her face.  
 
    She put a finger to her lips, then put her hands together in a praying gesture before pointing at a TV screen near her. 
 
    Then she pointed to herself and made a throat-slit gesture. 
 
    I’m dead. 
 
    Or I could well be if you make a fuss. 
 
      
 
    ‘How’s it feel to set up the death of an eleven year old?’ Vargas asked the men around her, sitting in the SUV headed for Baltimore. ‘All your guns and bicep curls, yet you’re gonna let a child get murdered by this hag up front?’ 
 
    None of them replied.  
 
    ‘You boys got any kids yourselves?’ she continued.  
 
    ‘Shut your mouth or we’ll roll this car over you,’ the driver said. 
 
    ‘So brave, huh?’ Her eyes settled on the mobster to her left, who had tattoos on both arms. He was the one who had the knife, now back in its sheath on his belt. ‘Look at you. Such a badass with all your ink.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t push it, whore,’ Bianca snapped at her. ‘You keep running your mouth, we’ll close it for good.’  
 
    ‘Yeah? Well, a whore does whatever a john wants, long as he pays her. Turning tricks.’ Vargas turned to the men beside her. ‘Kinda makes you boys the pussy for hire, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    It worked. ‘One more word,’ the driver snarled, turning his head to glare at her. 
 
    ‘Watch the road!’ Vargas screamed. 
 
      
 
    Outside the gate, Mary stopped and caught Jason’s arm.  
 
    ‘Let’s go have a chat with her,’ he said, puzzled. ‘What are you doing?’  
 
    Mary turned, seeing the New Orleans flight was now boarding the economy passengers. ‘Leave her be,’ she said quietly, after a moment. 
 
    ‘You just see what she did? The throat sli-’ 
 
    He went to keep going but she kept hold of him, pulling him back. ‘Jace, I changed my mind. Leave her.’ 
 
      
 
    Inside the SUV, as Vargas screamed her warning, the driver snapped his head back towards the road and instinctively slammed his foot on the brake, throwing everyone in the car forward and giving her the one chance she was going to get.  
 
    Because she was the only passenger prepared, she’d jammed her legs up on the centre console, so wasn’t sent forward like everyone else, the men in the backseat not wearing seatbelts. As the tattooed large man beside her lurched forward, Vargas’ hands snapped to his belt and whipped out the knife. She brought it down with both hands on his thigh, burying it into the meat of the muscle. He screamed in pain and she elbowed him hard in the face, but as the younger man on her right went to grab her, she was already moving and pulled a grenade from the box under the seat.  
 
    The young man hit her in the face, dazing her, before jamming his gun under her chin.  
 
    It was then he saw the pin of the grenade land on the centre console, a strip of tape still stuck to it.  
 
    Stefani, the man holding her and the driver stared at it as the tattooed mobster writhed and yelled in pain, the knife in his leg.  
 
    With the metal ring thrown onto the console, the live grenade was now held firmly in her hand. 
 
      
 
    Isabel saw the British Airways pair looking at her, the gate behind them having thinned out with last calls for boarding, and knew this had to be it. 
 
    She emerged from the Duty Free store and started walking towards the gate. The two check-in agents were staring at her as she approached. She knew the woman had recognised her as she’d looked at the news report. 
 
    She and the man remained where they were, the woman lightly touching the guy’s arm, their eyes not leaving Isabel as she passed. 
 
    Holding her breath, Issy walked to the gate and handed over her boarding pass and passport. 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t touch her!’ Stefani screamed at her men, looking at the grenade, Vargas sitting in the middle of the back seat with a gun muzzle jabbed under her chin.  
 
    ‘My leg!’ the other one yelled. ‘You bitch!’ 
 
    ‘Let me out!’ Vargas ordered, her nose bleeding from where she’d been hit.  
 
    ‘You drop that thing, we’ll make it out the ride before you do,’ Stefani said, looking at her smugly. But before Stefani could react, Vargas suddenly grabbed her by the collar and jammed her grenade hand inside the back of the woman’s shirt.  
 
    ‘Try running now.’ 
 
    The mob widow with the scarred face didn’t move, or give the order. Vargas looked at the other armed men, sitting beside and in front of her.  
 
    ‘You grab me, I let go of this thing and we all go up. I’m gonna die anyway, so it’ll be a joy to take you with me. You can catch up with Carla in person,’ she hissed at Stefani.  
 
    No-one moved. 
 
    ‘Eject the magazines from your weapons.’ 
 
    ‘Screw yourself,’ the driver said. 
 
    ‘Do it,’ Stefani ordered. Reluctantly, after a few moments, the men did as they were told. Behind them, a queue was building, several drivers sounding their horns, wondering why the SUV ahead was holding them up. 
 
    ‘Toss them out the windows,’ Vargas told the mobsters inside. 
 
    They did. 
 
    ‘Now strip the guns and do the same.’ They hesitated, then did as ordered. The men stripped their guns into basic parts, then threw them out of the window too. 
 
    ‘You two, get out.’ 
 
    The uninjured younger man in the back got out quickly, the one with the knife in his leg taking a little longer, muttering four letter words as he did so. 
 
    ‘You too, driver.’ 
 
    Once the three men were out of the car, Vargas climbed forward over the centre console, sliding in behind the wheel. 
 
    ‘Close the doors,’ she called, which they did. Keeping one hand on the grenade, Vargas put the transmission back into Drive and started moving forward, using her left hand on the wheel, her right in the back of Stefani’s shirt holding the frag grenade.  
 
      
 
    At Heathrow, Isabel’s heart was almost in her mouth. The gate agent looked at her as she checked her passport, then beyond her at Mary and Jason, who were standing twenty metres back, the last few people waiting to board not noticing the moment of silent communication. The gate agent had noticed the check-in agents turning up, which was unusual. 
 
    Mary gave her a thumbs up and nodded. 
 
    ‘Have a safe flight,’ the agent told Isabel, giving her back her boarding pass. 
 
    Flashing a brief smile of gratitude to the woman who’d checked her in, Issy moved down the jet bridge towards the plane. Watching her go, Jason glanced at Mary. 
 
    ‘What the hell was that all about?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve survived worse than you,’ Vargas told Stefani as she drove; she’d taken a right and was now heading back towards the centre of the city. She’d caught a green light, but checked her rear view mirror, worried about the men she was sure would be trying to follow. ‘So has my girl.’ 
 
    ‘No you haven’t. You faced a group of meatheads,’ Stefani hissed, dismissively. ‘They tried to blast you out with firepower. No subtlety. No direction.’  
 
    She turned her head to look at Vargas, careful to avoid any big movements, and up close, the NYPD detective saw how deep the gashes on her face went. Carla must have half-ripped parts of her face to shreds.  
 
    ‘Look at what you’ve had to do, just so your kid could survive six days against my boy,’ Stefani told her. ‘He’s gonna bag her in the end. You know that as well as I do.’ 
 
    ‘Call him off.’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t if I tried. Carla’s kid has got him hooked.’ She laughed. ‘Shame that whore isn’t still around to see what I’m gonna do to her.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be in pris-’ Vargas said, forced to slow as she approached a red light. It was then, Stefani slammed her hand back against the seat, trapping Vargas’ hand and twisted to loosen her grip.  
 
    The grenade slipped and leaning forward, Stefani lifted up the back of her shirt so it dropped out. 
 
    And tumbled onto the seat behind her. 
 
      
 
    Inside Heathrow’s Terminal 3, but on the pre-security check side, McGuinness looked around, then checked the flight board. Dallas Ft Worth, New York, Baltimore, Chicago, New Orleans were the US destinations displayed, all leaving over the next few hours. He was convinced the girl was going to try to leave the UK, and the credit card statement he’d seen on the cop’s bank account, showed they’d flown to England on American Airlines, which he’d found out operated out of Terminal 3. 
 
     He knew if any more bookings were made today, they wouldn’t show up on the account until tomorrow. As he contemplated his next course of action, while scanning the board, he decided New York was her most likely destination. 
 
    Unknown to him, on the airfield but at a different terminal, Isabel’s plane was taxiing ready for take-off.  
 
    Five minutes later, the Boeing jet roared down the runway, then lifted into the sky, heading for Louisiana ten hours flight time away. 
 
      
 
    In D.C., the grenade went off. Stefani was out of the ride already, but Vargas had reacted almost as fast and leapt out of the car, slamming her door behind her. She was already running, which saved her life.  
 
    The car contained the full force of the blast but as it went up, all the windows blew out as the fuel tank ignited. Stefani had been sprinting away from the vehicle but she was still close enough for the blast to knock her to the ground; dazed, she slowly lifted her head, her ears ringing. She looked around, and caught a glimpse of the cop bitch getting to her feet then taking off in the opposite direction, disappearing down a side street.  
 
    Stefani shook her head, trying to clear it as the car burned, and pulled out her cell as more vehicles started to back up behind the flaming wreck, people watching from the sidewalk and filming what was happening on their phones. ‘I’m on Tingey and New Jersey Avenue SE,’ she told Marco, their driver Vargas had just forced out of the car, as she turned away from the bystanders filming. ‘Get your asses here, now!’ 
 
    Less than two minutes later, she saw him, Roberto and her injured man pull up in a cab. Marco was driving and there was no sign of the cab driver. ‘She took off that way,’ Stefani told them, pointing as they helped her into the cab. ‘Find her!’ 
 
    They left her parked up in the taxi along with the injured man and started searching the immediate area, assuming the cop couldn’t have gone far after escaping the explosion, while the car continued to burn in the street, blocking all the traffic. However, they reappeared a minute or so later, shaking their heads. 
 
    ‘She’s gone, boss,’ Marco said. ‘And you got a call.’ 
 
    ‘We gotta split before Metro show up,’ she snapped angrily. She snatched Marco’s phone as he got behind the wheel and drove them off down the street. ‘What?’ she barked into the cell. 
 
    ‘I think the Lombardi kid is coming back to the US,’ McGuinness said quietly. 
 
    ‘I saw the shitshow you created in Oxford. You still haven’t got this done?’ 
 
    ‘She’s had good protection. She’ll have more when she gets back. To draw the little bitch out, we’re gonna need leverage.’ 
 
    ‘We just had some,’ Stefani replied. 
 
    ‘Y’all don’t understand,’ McGuinness told her. ‘The situation has changed.’  
 
    ‘Tell me about it,’ Stefani said, as she looked back over her shoulder. No sign of the female detective who seemed to have disappeared into thin air, the burning wreckage of the SUV with the Maryland plates blocking the road.  
 
      
 
    Standing in front of a departures board at Heathrow, speaking low into his cell, McGuinness was checking for the next quickest flight to the US, knowing he had to get out of the UK immediately before they connected him to the events in Oxford.  
 
    ‘Here’s what y’all need to do,’ he told her. ‘And it’s gotta happen soon as possible, or we start right back from the beginning. We have to get some counter-weight before this kid lands in the U.S.’ 
 
    ‘I told you, idiot, we just had some!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah? But you don’t now. So go get some more.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY FOUR 
 
    ‘Styrofoam soaked in petrol was in that ice-cream carton,’ the lead analyst back at the ARU, Nikki, said, relaying the information from a crime-scene specialist in Oxford almost two hours later. Fox and Porter were listening over their car’s system; the two men had been back on the road for forty five minutes, speeding down the motorway returning to London. Chalky had already been blue-lighted in an ambulance ahead of them. He’d undergone emergency surgery at the John Radcliffe hospital in Oxford, but doctors had agreed shortly afterwards he was well enough to transport to the capital, Cobb wanting him under protection in a hospital close by. ‘Home-made and lethal. It makes napalm. How close was it?’ 
 
    ‘Set the whole apartment on fire,’ Porter said. ‘We found a sawn-off shotgun too. Any farmers or someone in the rural community around Oxfordshire reporting break-ins?’ 
 
    ‘An old boy from outside Cowley reported someone broke into his house and his gun cabinet last night. A prized double-barrelled with a box of shells was missing.’ 
 
    ‘We alerted the airports?’ Porter asked. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said, as Fox raced along the M40 towards London. ‘We got some info out of Chalky, before they put him under. She’s travelling under an assumed name, Olivia Garraty. Related to that, there’s someone at Heathrow who wants to speak to us. Cobb wants you two there now.’ 
 
    As the two men acknowledged the order, across the Atlantic Ocean various people from both sides of the hunt to either kill or protect Isabel Vargas were heading towards what was starting to feel like a final showdown. 
 
    Although one individual was totally unaware she was about to become involved. 
 
      
 
    In Washington D.C., Archer’s sister Sarah had been at work since 7am, but despite the fact it was approaching lunchtime, she hadn’t achieved much.  
 
    Thoughts of her brother, Vargas and the little girl hadn’t strayed far from her mind since she’d met Alice in the hotel in Boston two nights ago. She hadn’t seen Sam for a year and a half, not since he’d last visited D.C. He’d told them at the time he was in town for his niece’s birthday, when in fact he was in the nation’s capital for a totally different reason. The events that followed had almost got Sarah, her husband and her two children killed; she and Sam hadn’t been in touch much since, Sarah still finding it hard to forgive him. They’d always had a combustible relationship and his actions that day hadn’t helped. 
 
    All those emotions were swirling around inside her, making it hard to concentrate just when she needed to focus; she usually had the ability to lock onto something and tune everything else out, useful in her profession, so she was focused on doing exactly that while staring down at her feet in her wheelchair when the buzzer from reception rang.  
 
    She glanced at the time then pushed the button, quickly banishing a brief pulse of annoyance. 
 
    ‘Who is it, Kell?’ she asked. 
 
    Her assistant didn’t answer. Sarah frowned, then heard a knock knock on the door. 
 
    ‘Come in.’ 
 
    It was pushed back and two men walked into the room, leaving the door open. ‘Where’s my assistant?’ Sarah asked, puzzled.  
 
    ‘Must be taking a leak,’ the older one of the two said, looking around the room, and at Sarah in the wheelchair. ‘Didn’t see anyone.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘We’re looking for representation,’ the younger man replied. ‘You came highly recommended.’ 
 
    Before she could reply, behind the men, Sarah’s eyes were drawn to something on the floor, behind Kelly’s desk. 
 
    A blonde head of hair. 
 
      
 
    In Louisiana, neither Archer or Bellefonte had managed to get much sleep before the sun rose. They’d got back from Six Flags around dawn, and Archer had crashed for a couple of hours at a hotel just outside the French Quarter where they’d planned to meet this morning.  
 
    As he left the hotel elevator and headed into the lobby, weighed down with concern for Issy’s safety and with no idea of her current whereabouts, Archer was rapidly scrolling through the messages that had come in while he was asleep, from his NYPD team and the ARU, and was about to start replying when he saw his sister’s name flash up on the phone’s screen.  
 
    He looked at it in surprise. They didn’t speak much, and right now her timing couldn’t be worse. He contemplated ignoring it and calling her back later, but knowing they hadn’t communicated in some time, changed his mind.  
 
    He answered. ‘Hi sis. What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘You tell any of your friends in New York or London about what I’m about to say, I’ll slit this bitch’s throat,’ a male voice replied. 
 
      
 
    Ten miles from where she’d escaped out of Stefani’s SUV, having got a ride in a passing cab, Vargas had just bought a pay-as-you-go cell phone and charger before plugging it in at a coffee shop in Fort Lincoln, a neighborhood in the northeast of Washington D.C. She’d wanted to call her NYPD guys immediately, but the phone needed at least thirty minutes of juice, so she’d ducked into the coffee shop, keeping a sharp eye out for Stefani or any of her men while waiting for it to get enough power for her to make the call.  
 
    She was aware her slightly dishevelled appearance was attracting the occasional glance from people sitting near her, all of them looking far more rested and put-together than she did. But going back to the hotel wasn’t an option, not without back-up, and with the phone’s power now up to 9% she decided to call Archer first. His was one of the few numbers she knew by memory and as she dialled his cell, her heart lifted slightly. She had a lot to tell him. 
 
    ‘Sam, Stefani and her boys found me,’ she said straight away once he answered. ‘They know who we are.’ 
 
    ‘Are you OK?’ he asked, sounding strained. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I got away. But I’m gonna call Shep-’ 
 
    ‘Don’t do that. You can’t call him, Lisa, Josh or anyone else. Not even police in D.C.  Or take any of their calls.’ 
 
    ‘What? Why?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘They must’ve have got Sarah at her office,’ Archer said, after telling Vargas about the call he’d just received from the capital. How Stefani’s group were now holding his sister hostage and that the only reason he’d answered Alice’s call was because he hadn’t recognised the number and thought it could have been the kidnappers. 
 
    ‘Sounds like the same people from Baltimore, from what you’re telling me. When I escaped, I guess they went for her instead. Means they know who we both are. They must’ve checked us out before they made any attempt on Issy.’ 
 
    ‘Like we said earlier, you need to get down here to New Orleans. Can you leave soon?’ 
 
    ‘What about Sarah? We need to get help for her, Sam. I’m close. I can start on it right now.’ 
 
    She heard him swear, realising what a terrible situation he was in now and clearly trying to make the right decision. ‘There’s nothing we can do about that until we get Issy back. If she made that BA flight, she’ll be here before the sun goes down. I haven’t heard from her, which I’m hoping means she’s in the air. I’ve got some help, but I need you here as well. She’s gonna need you too. At some point, these people will turn up. We need to be with her when they do, and ready for whatever they throw at us.’ 
 
    ‘They took my gun and my badge. I’m unarmed.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll cover that here. Can you leave from Reagan?’ 
 
    ‘They might be expecting that. Wait there.’ She checked with her phone, the battery now at 6%. ‘There’s one from Baltimore in under two hours,’ she said, already pulling her charger out of the wall and running outside, hailing an approaching taxi.  
 
    ‘You got money?’ 
 
    ‘No cash, but I’ve got my cards, they didn’t take those.’ 
 
    ‘Are you OK?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m fine. I’ll tell you what happened when I see you. But we just joined the hit list. Stefani didn’t realise how much Issy meant to us.’ 
 
    ‘Just get here and you can help us protect her. I’ll be waiting for her at the airport, but we can’t say a word to Shep and the others. Same with the FBI, D.C. Metro or anyone in London if they call. Or they’ll kill Sarah.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be with you as soon as possible.’ She shut the door and told the man she’d give him a hefty tip if he took her to Baltimore’s airport fifty minutes away. He deliberated for a few moments, but then to her relief he nodded and the cab pulled away. ‘Do you think McGuinness knows where she went?’ she asked Archer, just before her phone was about to die. 
 
    ‘If he doesn’t, it’s probably only a matter of time before he finds out.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY FIVE 
 
    The only person Bianca Stefani had ever loved was herself. She’d tolerated her husband throughout their fourteen year marriage; although she’d never admit it to anyone but herself, Rossi Fusella was a downgrade from Gino Lombardi, but he was a Made guy in a city where she didn’t have a history, so not dealing from a position of strength, she took what she could get. She also knew she was lucky to have any man with power want to marry her, the way she looked after what Carla Lombardi had done to her. 
 
    When Carla had carved up her face and Stefani had gotten out of hospital, her scars still healing, she’d fled south to Maryland from New York after being warned by one of her few remaining friends still loyal to her, that there was talk she was selling Gino’s men out to the FBI. It was all lies, and she knew exactly who was behind them, but it meant she’d been forced to run, knowing Gino would kill her rather than let his organisation be at risk.  
 
    Full of anger, hate and determined to wreak vengeance on the woman who’d stolen everything from her, she’d ended up in Baltimore, having a cousin there who she knew would take her in. During her recovery, her face healing as much as it was ever going to from Carla’s attack, she spent her time learning who the players were in her new city. Once she felt ready to face the world again, she’d immediately targeted Rossi when he was a young capo, a member of an Italian family with ties to Europe, one of the only organised crime groups in the city. 
 
    She did to him what Carla had done to Gino, but with a hell of a lot more make-up, never letting him see her without it and deploying all her old tricks to charm him. Fortunately for her, he was attracted to tough, confident women, not bimbo model types, and although her face wasn’t once what it was, she still had a great body.  
 
    That, combined with her skills of manipulation, soon got a ring on her finger, which was all she’d wanted.  
 
    Once they were married, it wasn’t long before she had the power, influence and security she’d yearned for, ever since she’d been supplanted by Carla. Stefani had chosen well; her man was more faithful than Gino, and had progressed rapidly until he’d ended up running the whole show on the Baltimore docks as well as in other parts of the city. But for her, their marriage was purely an arrangement, which had worked well for her until the afternoon four years ago when they’d had to leave town immediately or face prison. Or death. 
 
    That day, Stefani watched unconcerned as her husband lost his temper, inside the office of a bar/club the group had owned at the time. ‘I almost lost two men from this bullshit!’ Rossi raged at her. ‘You don’t use my guys to go pick fights with people from New York, Bianca!’ 
 
    ‘Did I marry a pussy?’ 
 
    ‘No, you married a guy who ain’t in this position by accident!’ He threw money into a bag from a safe. ‘I like a low profile. The last thing we need is the Lombardi New Yorkers on our asses. You gotta forget about that bitch over there, otherwise it’s gonna get us all killed.’ 
 
    ‘You know what she did to me,’ she said, pointing at her face. ‘You telling me you don’t understand why I want to get her back?’ 
 
    ‘They’re not just gonna stand there and let you take pot-shots at them. Let it go, Stef. That’s an order.’  
 
    There was a sharp knock on the office door, then without waiting for Rossi to answer, it opened and Marco walked in with Vincent. ‘What?’ Rossi snapped. 
 
    ‘Problem. When we were getting Sonny outta Manhattan, we pulled open his shirt to check the gunshot wounds. He was wearing some kind of wire, boss.’ 
 
    Rossi paused packing money into the bag.  
 
    ‘Sonny?’ he said. ‘He has access everywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Before we finished him off, we got outta him that PD here are trying to build a case with the Feds. They’re making progress. Forget leaving for a week or something until New York cools off. We gotta get you two outta here, right now.’ 
 
    The husband and wife both looked at each other. ‘Still pissed that I ordered those moves?’ Stefani said. ‘You’d have no idea Sonny was a rat if it wasn’t for me.’ 
 
    He ignored her and finished packing money into the bag while issuing instructions to his two men.  
 
    They’d left the city later that night, going through the docks and taking a ship to Port Canaveral, Orlando. Both Stefani and her husband had counterfeit driving licences and Italian passports, which gave them unhindered access out of Florida. They’d flown to Europe on the false documentation, the scars on Bianca’s face well disguised. She’d had so much practice, she could look like a different person if she had the right make-up to hand.  
 
    It was a useful skill to have. 
 
      
 
    ‘Think you could stay here?’ Rossi asked Stefani two months later, the pair of them walking down a street in Limone, Italy, sunshine dappling the ripples on Lake Garda in front of them. It was quiet and a long way from Baltimore, but an ideal place to keep a low profile for the time being. 
 
    ‘No. We’re nobodies in this town.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the appeal, Bianca.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a nobody. That’s why I married you. Power and money protect you. They keep you alive.’ 
 
    ‘I’m still calling the shots from here. And we’re still breathing. That’s what matters to me.’ 
 
    They stopped at a café they came to for breakfast occasionally; speaking in Italian, Rossi gave the waitress their order. Stefani, meanwhile, was watching the street around them. They’d left to escape both the FBI and the Lombardi family’s retribution, but Stefani knew Gino’s crew still had connections in this country, and word would have spread around the East Coast back in the US that the head of the prominent Italian Baltimore family had disappeared overnight. The fact that no leadership had replaced him meant they were hiding out somewhere.  
 
    And it was common knowledge that like Gino, Rossi had associates in Italy both through family and his criminal organisation. She didn’t know who to trust.  
 
    And it made her uneasy. 
 
    Stefani waited until the waitress brought their drinks and a couple sitting near them had left before asking more questions. ‘What’s the latest from home?’ 
 
    ‘Feds showed their hand and brought the boys in for questioning when they realised we skipped town. Couple of them are facing time, but Marco and Vin gave me their word no-one’s let on where we are. I’m only talking to Vinnie on the phone. He’s the smartest out of all of ‘em, and knows how to avoid a trace.’ He drank his coffee. ‘I still can’t believe Sonny sold us out. Knew that son of a bitch since he was fifteen.’ 
 
    ‘His corpse?’ 
 
    ‘It’ll never be found.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t feel safe at all here, Rossi. I feel exposed. It’s only a matter of time.’ 
 
    ‘No-one knows where we are. You act nervous, you’ll draw attention.’ 
 
    ‘People figured we’re tourists, but we’ve been in this place for over eight weeks now. We got American accents. Locals talk. I want us to move on.’ 
 
    ‘I like it here.’ 
 
    ‘Villages and towns like this have networks. You know that. They run on gossip. Strangers stand out.’ 
 
    ‘Will you cut that shit and relax? You worry too much.’ He sipped his espresso, watching the morning activity in the Square, then reached into his wallet and withdrew a wad of banknotes. ‘This’ll help. Go shopping.’ 
 
    She took the money. ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘A grand.’ 
 
    ‘How about two?’ 
 
    ‘You want the fillings out my teeth too, Bianca? Christ.’ She just looked at him and he reached into his pocket, counting out another thousand Euros.  
 
    ‘What you gonna do?’ Stefani told him, taking the money. ‘Wait for me here?’ 
 
    ‘I’m meeting someone from the old family in Malcesine,’ he said. ‘See if we can get more permanent protection until we can get back to the States.’ 
 
    ‘A goonsquad? That’s really gonna help us keep a low profile?’ 
 
    ‘Just a couple guys paid to make sure if we get found, it ain’t a problem.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Get that murdering psychopath back on the phone,’ Stefani ordered four years later, walking into their real estate office now they’d returned to Baltimore, more of her guys waiting inside for the group who’d gone to D.C. ‘And don’t bleed on my floor,’ she told the man who’d received the knife in the thigh courtesy of Vargas.  
 
    After the grenade had totalled their ride, she’d sent Marco and Roberto in their stolen cab to pick up the NYPD cop’s sister, while she’d been dropped off away from their burning car and waited to be picked up by another two of her guys driving from Baltimore. She’d had to hang out with the man who’d been stabbed in the leg, which had put her in a foul mood; he was a new guy who hadn’t been around before she and Rossi took their unscheduled four year vacation to Europe, and so far, he hadn’t done anything to impress her. He’d let that bitch cop stab him and get her hands on a grenade; Stefani had almost shot the idiot in the car on the way back after they’d finally been picked up, if only to shut him up.  
 
    ‘I’ve been trying, boss,’ one of her men told her, a soldier. ‘He’s gone quiet.’ 
 
    ‘News from across the pond hasn’t,’ another said, watching the latest BBC World updates on cable, part of which was still covering the aftermath of the Oxford shootout. ‘More attention on this thing.’ 
 
    ‘How hard can it be to kill her?’ Stefani screamed at them. ‘She’s eleven, for Christ’s sake!’ 
 
    ‘He’ll get her,’ the first man said. ‘If he tracked the girl there, he can find her again. And Marco said they got the cop’s sister,’ he added. ‘The one McGuinness told you about. She’s on her way here. She’ll come in useful.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not the prize,’ Stefani snapped, the men around her seeing a hint of derangement in her eyes. ‘The Lombardi brat is.’  
 
    * 
 
    That day on Lake Garda, Stefani stepped out of a cab a few hours after her husband had left to go see the contacts from the old family and walked into their rented villa, carrying some shopping bags. It was a good thing Rossi had given her the extra grand. She’d spent all but a hundred Euros. 
 
    He still wasn’t back. She took a bottle of sparkling water from the refrigerator, taking a sip as she sat down on their living room couch, worn out from the heat, shopping and constant underlying stress.  
 
    She turned on the TV and looked for American news channels, to see what was going on back home.  
 
    On the way she clicked through the local station then quickly clicked back.  
 
    The footage was coming live from a square in Malcesine, a small village on the opposite side of the lake. Tenting had been set up, the square taped off, but she saw a white sheet covering something on the ground.  
 
    Before he left, she remembered her husband mentioning he was meeting his contact there. She went to her temporary cell and started calling him. No-one answered for a moment, but then someone did.  
 
    ‘Ciao,’ an unfamiliar voice said. ‘Chi e questo?’  
 
    She didn’t reply and hung up.  
 
    That uneasy sensation she’d had earlier suddenly blossomed into full-on panic. 
 
    They found us. 
 
      
 
    Down the street, a car pulled up and three men got out, dressed in jeans and polo-shirts. They walked towards the house, each drawing a pistol once they were out of sight of the road. 
 
    They broke the glass on the door, undid the lock and entered, conducting a quick but thorough search.  
 
    They found shopping bags on the bed, but no presence of the woman. 
 
    One of them looked over the balcony as the others ran back out onto the street. 
 
      
 
    From past experience, Stefani and her husband had known how to make a swift exit. She’d watched the men pull up from the shadows of a side street, waited until they were out of sight, then moved rapidly down the sidewalk, having left almost everything behind.  
 
    She passed a hotel with a large coach outside, the driver helping people load their bags into the side of the vehicle, tourists smiling and thanking him before climbing on board. By the time the coach left, the three men who’d come to the villa to kill Stefani were on the street outside, their pistols now hidden under their loose shirts as they searched for the woman. 
 
    They didn’t spot her sitting on the bus, hidden among the tourists as the large vehicle drove out of the small Italian town.  
 
    Which until only this morning, her husband had thought was safe. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘The girl said she was attending a summer camp in Oxford,’ Mary from British Airways told Porter, who was sitting with her in an office inside Heathrow Terminal 5. She’d finished her shift for the day, but had stayed behind with her colleague Jason to talk to the ARU sergeant and fellow officer Fox, who’d just left to investigate some evidence relating to their case that had just been reported elsewhere in the Terminal. ‘I thought something was strange. She acted older, yet looked so young. So even though her passport and ticket were valid, Jason and I went through to the Gates to find her. Then I saw the TV screens with her face on them.’ 
 
    ‘Did you find her at the Gate?’ Porter asked.  
 
    ‘She was loitering in Duty Free. She put her finger to her lips and put her hands together like this.’ She motioned what Isabel had done. ‘Then did the throat slit gesture. I got what she meant. You’d have to be an idiot not to with the look on her face. She clearly felt she was in danger.’ 
 
    ‘She is. But I’m surprised you didn’t approach her.’ 
 
    ‘Probably should have. But there was something about the way she looked at me. Guess I shouldn’t have let her go. That’s why I talked to airport police after the flight left, and they contacted you.’ 
 
    ‘If the person chasing her made it here before us, you might have saved her life by letting her board that plane. As long as he wasn’t on the flight too.’ 
 
    As Porter finished speaking, Fox walked in, holding a see-through bag with latex-gloved hands. ‘Cameras picked up the girl dumping something in the rubbish outside the building,’ he said, pointing across the Terminal. ‘They went through it and found this.’  
 
    He opened the bag, took out the passport before flipping it open and Porter saw a familiar face and name. ‘Chalky’s passport.’  
 
    ‘And his credit card. Issy must have realised taking them through security could prompt questioning if they found them. She got here from Oxford, wrong-footed police, booked a flight, dyed her hair, changed her clothes and dumped this, all in the space of a few hours. And with our guy hunting her.’ 
 
    ‘And she’s eleven years old,’ Porter said.  
 
    ‘She’s eleven?’ Mary asked, incredulous. 
 
    ‘Who is she?’ the other BA employee, Jason, asked. 
 
    ‘We can’t share that, I’m afraid,’ Porter told him, before looking at Mary. ‘So that’s where she went? New Orleans.’ 
 
    ‘She told me her father was there,’ she said, still in shock at the girl’s age and how effectively she’d been duped. ‘She was meeting up with him for his birthday.’ 
 
    ‘Her father’s dead. But I’m pretty sure I know who she’s running to.’ He turned to Fox. ‘The NYPD told me Archer was down there, last they spoke to him.’ 
 
    ‘He still isn’t answering any messages?’ 
 
    ‘Not a peep.’ 
 
    Instead of replying, Fox suddenly gripped his colleague’s arm.  
 
    ‘What?’ Porter asked. 
 
    ‘When Chalk arrived from New York, how did they get to Oxford?’ 
 
    ‘Train.’ 
 
    ‘He booked tickets himself?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so.’  
 
    ‘The fare would show up on his statement,’ he said, holding up Chalky’s credit card in the evidence bag. ‘I’ve been trying to work out how the hell McGuinness found him and Issy. If he got into the account, he could find out where they were.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, he could. But how could he access Chalky’s bank details?’ 
 
    ‘Someone else who had his log in number and password.’  
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    The two men looked at each other.  
 
    They both realised there was only one person that was likely to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY SIX 
 
    Verona Villafranca had been the nearest airport for Stefani, but she figured the men who’d killed her husband would almost certainly have people all over it, so she’d taken a bus over the border instead. Rossi’s death hadn’t made the news in the United States yet, which meant the Italian public still didn’t know who he was; a hit on an American mafioso in a picturesque Lake Garda village would create a feeding frenzy once the media networks picked it up. 
 
    ‘They got him,’ Stefani told Vincent from a payphone, a few days later, keeping her eyes on the street as she talked. ‘Shot him in the street like a dog.’ 
 
    ‘Who the hell was he meeting?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno. Said he was looking for some protection for us. That worked out well.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t wanna to say, right now,’ she replied, looking at the street signs outside the payphone booth in Vienna, Austria.  
 
    ‘So what do we do?’ 
 
    ‘Find out who he was at that table with. I don’t care who they are, what their lineage is, if they’re mobbed up or an old-time family. We do it harder and better than these old-timer pussies. They gotta learn who they messed with.’ 
 
    ‘I’m on it, boss.’  
 
    As she put the receiver down, that last word lingered in her mind, not lost on her how he’d addressed her. She gave a small, satisfied smile. But she knew it would be premature to start thinking of herself in those terms yet. It had occurred to her that the attack on her husband could very well have been the result of a coup; her own boys back in Baltimore, staging a rebellion and getting their boss picked off when he was vulnerable, but her gut feeling told her it wasn’t them. They were killers and thieves, but they’d always been loyal to her and Rossi. They also knew what she was capable of if crossed, which was at least as bad as anything Carla Lombardi could come up with and possibly worse. However, she intended to keep her location a secret for now, until she was sure they were on her side.  
 
    She didn’t have to wait long. Vinnie, Marco and the others soon discovered that Rossi’s murderers were associates of an old family distantly connected to the Lombardis, who’d informed Gino and Carla as soon as they’d received the request from Rossi Fusella for protection. On Stefani’s orders, Vincent sent Marco and the others to even out the score. She was told that three men had met her husband that day in Malcesine and less than a week later, the one who’d pulled the trigger was drowned in a bath of boiling water, the man who’d set up the meet was garrotted with wire, and the last was shot, but only after giving them all the information they wanted. 
 
    Now, she looked up as Marco walked back into her office. ‘McGuinness made contact.’ 
 
    ‘Where is he?’ 
 
    ‘In the air. He used Wi-Fi to send a message from a flight back to the US. Said he can’t talk until he’s landed Stateside and he’s right. Airlines might monitor communications sent from the planes.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s he landing?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t say, but he wanted the cell number for the brother of the bitch in the wheelchair. Got Paulie to take it from her phone and we sent it over to him.’ 
 
    ‘The NYPD guy better answer, then,’ Stefani said, her thoughts returning again to her recent past. After Rossi’s death was finally picked up by American news outlets, realising she’d survived the hit, the FBI had doubled down in their pursuit, using Interpol to help search for her, that kind of heat preventing her from heading home. She’d zigzagged across Europe, with no intention of repeating the major mistake her late husband had made, by sticking around one place too long. His error. Not hers. And he’d paid a high price for it. 
 
    Scandinavia had been her main hiding place for most of her four year absence. Organised crime in Sweden and Denmark didn’t have the grip it had in American cities, being run instead by outlaw motorcycle clubs, prison gangs, or crews formed of immigrants from Turkey, Africa, Albania or Iraq. She steered well clear of them and kept a low profile, giving them no opportunity to find out who she was, knowing how much she’d be worth if they discovered her identity.  
 
    But the Italian arm of the Lombardi crime family was a different matter. Bianca’s immediate retaliation for her husband’s execution hadn’t gone down well. Some of Gino’s old country associates almost got her in Stockholm; she’d noticed them just in time when she’d been walking back to her accommodation not far from the main train station. They almost succeeded again months later in Copenhagen, where she’d been renting a place in the Frederiksberg section of the city.  
 
    Back home, her guys were holding their own in Baltimore, and she was still calling the shots via Vincent, who for safety reasons was the only one she was using as a point of contact on the phone. She’d expected a power grab by now, with a challenge to her leadership, and was puzzled it hadn’t happened.  
 
    But her instincts were right. She didn’t have long to wait. 
 
      
 
    ‘When were you last here?’ an ARU officer called Deakins asked Chalky’s mother’s cleaner, outside the injured officer’s mother’s home. The woman had pulled up just as they’d knocked on the door for a second time; Porter and Fox were still at Heathrow, so Port had sent Deakins and another officer nicknamed Shifty to check on Chalky’s next of kin.  
 
    ‘Two days ago.’ 
 
    ‘Was she here?’ 
 
    ‘No, and I don’t have a key; that’s why I’ve called by again. I’m worried about her. She’s always here to let me in. I rang a couple of times, then left. Assumed she must’ve forgotten and gone out.’ 
 
    ‘She ever done that before.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Deakins felt a surge of concern. Moments later, he and Shifty breached the house and separated, quickly checking the property. There was no sign of the woman.  
 
    Finally, Deakins opened a door under the stairs leading down to the cellar and flicked on the light. 
 
    That’s where he found Chalky’s mother, sprawled in a heap at the bottom in a pool of blood. 
 
      
 
    ‘I triple checked for any tail,’ Stefani’s soldier called Seppi assured her a year before her return to Baltimore, the pair in a coffee shop inside a shopping mall in central Copenhagen.  
 
    ‘Why’d you fly to meet me in person?’ 
 
    ‘Vincent’s been talking with other families. He’s been hinting at making a move.’ 
 
    ‘That piece of shit. I wondered how long this would last. My husband brought him up from nothing.’ 
 
    ‘He’s been asking why we’re still taking orders from you.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll find out when I get back.’  
 
    ‘What do you want us to do?’ 
 
    ‘Get rid of him.’ 
 
    Seppi’s eyes glistened, a gleam of triumph which Stefani didn’t miss. ‘You got it.’ He left his old boss’s wife at the table, stopped off to buy some cigarettes, then walked swiftly back to his hotel to pack, his flight to the States leaving later in the day.  
 
    When he entered his room, like Vargas a year later, he became aware a second too late that he wasn’t alone.  
 
    Before he could react, he was clubbed over the back of the head, and when he came to a few minutes later, he was being bound and gagged.  
 
    ‘Trying to get me to order the death of one of my most loyal guys so you can take his place?’ Stefani’s voice said above him, before she walked over to the door. Looking up, he saw Marco standing over him. ‘You’ll get a headache using all that brain power.’ 
 
    That was the only time her leadership had been tested, her men remaining loyal, especially when they heard from Marco what she’d done to Seppi. His remains had been buried in a field an hour out of the city, but Stefani, knowing her location had been compromised, decided once again that it was time to move. Before the end of the week, her apartment was empty and she was on her way to the bleak, remote volcanic island situated between North America and mainland Europe. She hoped here at least, she’d be harder to track down. 
 
    Renting a cabin, she’d camped out in Iceland for the next twelve months undisturbed, until those two assholes had come for her that day out in the wilderness, when she’d been driving back from the local town after her weekly food run. More men from the Lombardi’s connections in Italy, retaliation for the three she’d had killed after they’d murdered her husband. The never-ending cycle of revenge. Only God knew how they’d found her; she suspected it was sheer bad luck on her part. She’d lived in Reykjavik for a few months before moving out to the cabin, but the place was always busy with tourists, and her sliced up face made her memorable. Maybe someone had recognised her. Organised crime from all over Europe had networks and ties in Iceland, a gateway stopover to Canada and the northeast of the US which was why she’d moved to such a remote cabin out in the wilderness, hoping to avoid ever being recognised. Seemed it hadn’t worked. 
 
    Once she’d killed the two men, she’d decided the time had come to risk returning to America, figuring enough years had passed for the FBI to have dropped her off their priority list and for them to have moved on to fresh targets. Vincent had also paid off a currently active FBI agent detailed at the Baltimore field office to ensure Stefani’s file stayed near the bottom of the metaphorical pile; her marriage to her dead husband was on official record, so there was nothing they could do about that, but she’d never been arrested or even brought in for questioning since she’d lived in New York. She was too cunning for that. She’d been forgotten about, and wanted to keep it that way. 
 
    She’d spent those last few months in Europe thinking about the strategy and business moves she intended to have her boys focus on once she got back to Baltimore, wanting a deeper push into the gambling and casino scene, but then she’d learned of the Lombardi clan’s death and the survival of the one remaining member. Carla’s daughter. She hadn’t forgotten that Vincent hadn’t told her about the assassinations; ever since that conversation, she’d had one of the boys keep an eye on him. That had proved to be wise. 
 
    ‘I want that carny asshole on the phone the minute he lands,’ she told Marco, standing in front of her men who were waiting to receive orders. He’d filled Vincent’s shoes as her go-to capo, and unlike that rat, wasn’t someone she needed to worry would talk to the cops. ‘Even if he finds her, he doesn’t kill her. He’s had his chance and messed around enough on this. I wanna know where this kid ran to.’ 
 
    ‘We getting involved?’ the cugine Roberto asked. 
 
    ‘You bet your ass. What I should have done from the beginning. You need something done right, handle it yourself.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY SEVEN 
 
    ‘What does he look like?’ the BA check-in agent called Mary asked Fox and Porter, all of them still inside Terminal 5. Their objective had shifted from Isabel, to discovering if the tall man who was apparently trying to kill her had also left for the States through Heathrow, which they knew was more likely if he was on her trail. However, Gatwick and Stansted, the other major airports in London, were being checked too. In the meantime, Porter was still waiting for a call from Deakins with an update on what was happening at Chalky’s mother’s house.  
 
    ‘Chalk’s description from his encounter with him in New York said McGuinness was unusually tall,’ Porter said, looking at the wanted man’s Kemah Boardwalk file photo, which the NYPD had sent over; he, Fox, Mary and Jason had all examined it to see who they were looking for. ‘Six foot seven, or eight. He may be using an alias, but not that it matters. With that height, we should be able to spot him pretty fast.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not seeing anyone matching that description going through on the New Orleans flight,’ Fox said, having already checked the manifest. He was now looking at CCTV footage from the gate with Mary’s colleague, Jason.  
 
    ‘It’s a stretch he’d guess that’s exactly where she ran to,’ Porter said. ‘Not a lot of people know Arch is down there, right?’ 
 
    Fox nodded. ‘True, but we needed to make sure he hadn’t been following Issy and made it onto that plane. He’d kill her in her seat.’  
 
    ‘Let’s check New York flights now,’ Porter replied. ‘More obvious for him to think she went back there.’ 
 
    ‘How are you sure he was even here at the airport?’ Jason asked. 
 
    ‘We’re not. But firstly, it’s logical he’d want to get out of the UK as fast as possible after what happened in Oxford. And second, he’ll still be after the girl. After what he’s done so far? He won’t just quit.’ 
 
    ‘He’d definitely want to get out ASAP,’ Fox added. ‘He killed a police officer and did his best to murder another. No reason for him to stick around, especially with the girl on the run.’  
 
    Porter nodded, looking as the first of many passengers from the New York flights that had left the airport today appeared on the screen in the stored manifest records; hundreds to check, having departed from several separate Terminals. ‘So where is he?’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘This is jacked up, Gerry,’ the Kemah Boardwalk ride employee called Cynthia told McGuinness almost five years earlier, folding her arms. ‘What’s happening to these kids?’  
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ he replied quietly. ‘But somethin’ real wrong’s going on here.’ 
 
    They were with a group of employees gathered outside the walk near the parking lot, all of them called out from their posts as the end of a working Sunday approached. More continued to join them as they watched Galveston police officers in the parking lot checking under cars, other badged officials talking to people who’d come down to the boardwalk for an afternoon in the sun.  
 
    ‘What’s the deal?’ Gerry asked, as their manager joined them, the collar and armpits on his shirt damp from sweat.  
 
    ‘State Police will be here in the morning. Local PD are handling it until then. We’re shut down until further notice.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone checking the water?’ a waitress from the Irish pub asked. 
 
    ‘Coastguard are out there, but that shit’s so dirty, if the kids went under and got caught in a drift, they might never find them.’ Beyond him, they could see the PD sergeant with the missing Rafferty twins’ parents, the mother sitting on a chair. Her face was swollen from crying, her husband beside her, both of them looking shell-shocked.  
 
    ‘Go home,’ the manager said. ‘But stay near your phones in case police want to call y’all in. And do what the officers tell you at the gate. They’re searching vehicles.’ 
 
    The employees dispersed and started to drift away. Cynthia glanced at the mother again then looked away, uncomfortable to see such raw grief and despair. 
 
    ‘Gimme a ride?’ she asked Gerry. He hesitated, then nodded. 
 
    ‘Sure.’ She walked with him to his truck, climbed in and they drove to the gate, joining a queue to get out. PD were searching vehicles as they left, and Gerry pulled up when it was his turn.  
 
    The officer checked the rear bed, then the back seats, then waved them through, already focusing on the next vehicle. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘No sign of him,’ Mary said, as Fox rubbed his face wearily. They’d gone through all the New York and Newark, New Jersey flights, and had received no sightings from the other two major London airports either. Police everywhere from Oxford to Nottingham had his name and photo, but no-one had reported a sighting of the cop killer anywhere. 
 
    ‘He could’ve flown out from Birmingham or Manchester,’ Porter said. ‘But I made some calls. No-one’s reported seeing him. How can a guy that tall just disappear?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he took another airline,’ Mary suggested. ‘We’ve been focusing on British and American. They’re not the only handlers making the journey to the US, don’t forget.'  
 
    ‘What’s Archer saying?’ Fox asked Porter.  
 
    ‘Nothing,’ the ARU sergeant replied with frustration. ‘He’s gone quiet for some reason.’ The ARU sergeant never swore, but this situation was testing that resolve. ‘I can’t raise him. I called Shepherd who told me the last they heard, he was leaving some old amusement park in New Orleans. They can’t get a response out of him either.’ 
 
    ‘So what next?’ Fox asked. 
 
    As Porter turned to Mary, he heard a message ding on his phone. He took it out as he spoke to the airline employee. ‘Scratch checking just New York. Let’s go through all the US bound flights. And each airline this time.’ 
 
    ‘Any preference who we start with?’ 
 
    Porter didn’t reply, looking at his phone. ‘Speak of the devil.’ 
 
    ‘Arch?’ Fox asked. 
 
    Porter nodded, turning the phone so Fox could see. ‘Group message with Shepherd in New York too.’ 
 
    Let the girl through NOLA airport. Police must not stop her. 
 
    Will explain shortly. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I’m gonna go to the boardwalk tomorrow anyway,’ Gerry said, as they pulled up outside Cynthia’s home within the Greater Houston area, in Pasadena. ‘This investigation’s the most interesting thing that’s happened down here that I can remember.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting’s not the right word, man.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you’re right.’ He put his hand on his chest. ‘Consider me guilty. Want me to pick ya’ll up anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Call me in the a.m. and we’ll see if they’ve opened it,’ she said, stepping out. ‘Shitty day, bro.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’  
 
    She closed her door, but then seemed to remember something and tapped on the window. He lowered it down. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Almost forgot. Happy birthday. Know it’s late but…’ She passed over a neatly wrapped box, which he took. ‘Open it,’ she said, after he paused. 
 
    He undid the paper with his nail, then revealed the gift. 
 
    ‘Picked it up from a place near Kemah,’ she said, as he took out the knife, admiring the craftmanship. ‘Know you like them. Happy birthday, bro.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ He tossed the gift onto the seat beside him, not catching the look of disappointment on her face. Or not caring.  
 
    ‘See you tomorrow?’ she said, doing her best to hide her hurt. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ He pulled away and drove off.  
 
    Gerry lived forty minutes away in Almeda, the ride tonight taking an extra ten with heavier than usual traffic. He switched on the radio halfway through his journey and heard the disappearance of the two children come up on the news. When he got home, a basic two bedroom home in a neighborhood not renowned for petty crime but still a victim of it from time to time, he parked up out of sight around the back and stepped out. He walked up to his front door, but saw the lock was splintered.  
 
    The mask of placid indifference he’d perfected over the years was instantly replaced by something totally opposite; the knife Cynthia had given him was open and in his hand a few seconds later, as he eased the door open. 
 
    No-one was lying in wait, but his place had been ransacked. He panicked, wondering if it was the cops, but saw the few valuables he had were gone. ‘Son of a bitch,’ he muttered, looking at the mess all around him but too bushed from the day to clean it up. He had no intention of calling the cops either. But feeling his anger rise, he drank half a bottle of Gatorade from the fridge, then made himself dinner and watched a couple episodes of Seinfeld on his crappy old TV, which the thieves had done him the service of leaving after smashing part of the screen. However, it still worked.  
 
    Once he felt more rested, he rose to walk into his bathroom and retrieved a bottle from the cabinet behind the mirror. He also took a syringe, but then changed his mind and went back outside. 
 
    He checked around for anyone watching, then went to the rear of his truck, opened the gate to the rear bed and jerked up the tire well. 
 
    Being trapped inside a vehicle in 90+ degree heat for almost six hours had killed the boy. His sister however was still alive, and he saw her eyes slowly open and look at him, her hands bound, her mouth gagged.  
 
    He stood over her, tossing the knife Cynthia had given him up and down in the air, catching it with practiced ease each time. 
 
    He gave the same grin Chalky would see some years later in the Chelsea theater. 
 
    Happy birthday. 
 
    * 
 
    As he sat on the plane, McGuinness found himself thinking of those killings and of the other children he’d abducted from Kemah and murdered down in Texas, the thoughts keeping his mood buoyant and helping counter his building frustration over his failure so far to snare Isabel Vargas. No movie was showing on his screen, just the flight path tracker, showing he was almost over North America.  
 
    He’d flown out of Heathrow on the Dwindel passport, the same counterfeit document he’d been set up with from a contact in Slidell when he’d taken work at Six Flags all those years ago. The main reason Porter and Fox hadn’t been able to track him down was partly due to him taking a less popular airline but also because he’d found a way to disguise his height.  
 
    He’d hobbled up to the Finnair desk and told the check-in agent that he’d fallen getting off the Heathrow Express and wrenched his knee; as a consequence, he’d received special assistance, an airline rep providing a wheelchair and helping him through security. He’d requested a chair be waiting for him when he landed in Dallas too, the place he’d decided to fly to, having been the quickest flight out with the advantage of not having the eyeballs on it that New York JFK or Newark Liberty were likely to have. He’d been patted down and wanded by a security agent at Heathrow, but there’d been no issues. Being in the chair until he hobbled on board, bending to disguise his height, meant no-one had picked up on how tall he was. 
 
    His head freshly shaved, stubble growing on his chin and cheeks, and his green contact lenses meant he looked vastly different from any photograph the cops may have unearthed of him by now, and definitely different from the artist’s sketch he’d seen of himself on TV. 
 
    He was still a few hours from landing, but the thrill of the chase that this current kid was providing was a totally unique situation. It was both invigorating and troubling. He’d never had this difficulty closing out a job before; children didn’t elude him, they were easy prey, but somehow this girl was still alive.  
 
    A message from Baltimore accessed from the plane’s Wi-Fi told him they’d succeeded in picking up the sister of one of the kid’s mother’s colleague’s, the blond guy who’d been hugging Alice Vargas at Coney Island on July 4th when they’d tried to fake her death. They’d fooled everyone, him too at first, but not after he’d checked out the morgue. 
 
    When he’d landed and was out of the airport, McGuinness was gonna use that leverage to get the man to tell him exactly where the child was, and he was going to make that kid suffer like no other for the trouble she’d put him through. 
 
    The flight attendants were coming down the aisle with the food and drinks trolley, but he leaned back in his seat, closed his eyes and ignored them, that smile returning to his face as he remembered what he’d gone on to do to that Rafferty girl.  
 
    It was a Disney movie compared to what he had in store for Isabel Vargas. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY EIGHT 
 
    The day rolled on. Planes landed in the US, staff at certain airports were instructed to keep a lookout for unusually tall men matching the description the NYPD and Fox and Porter had provided from witness statements. Oxfordshire police dealt with the death of an officer, as a feature on the gun battle from the Summertown street made it as the first headline on the BBC national news. But while searches at major airports in the UK continued for Gerald McGuinness, neither Archer or Vargas were answering any texts or calls, which was becoming a rising cause for concern back at the CT Bureau in New York. 
 
    At just after 7:30pm New Orleans time, past midnight for her UK time-adjusted body clock, a tired, emotionally-battered Isabel concentrated on keeping up a regular pace walking through the Arrivals Hall along with everyone else, not wanting to draw any attention to herself, the lowering sun through the exit doors bathing the space in a shade of gold.  
 
    She was managing well until she saw Archer standing slightly apart from the other people who were waiting for friends and family to arrive. 
 
    Intense relief flooded through her, and abandoning her effort to blend in, Issy sprinted forward, her sneakers squeaking on the polished floor at Louis Armstrong International. Archer dropped down and she flung her arms around his neck, the red Liverpool FC cap she was wearing back-to-front knocked off.  
 
    ‘You OK, kiddo?’ he asked quietly, as he hugged her back, and she nodded, clinging on tight and not letting go of him. ‘Did he follow you?’ Archer added, quickly scanning the crowd around them as he held onto her.  
 
    ‘Haven’t seen him since I got off at Paddington after I left Oxford,’ she whispered.  
 
    ‘He was there too?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. But I didn’t see him at the airport or on the plane.’ 
 
    ‘No sign of him,’ Bellefonte confirmed, arriving beside Archer but not taking his eyes off the people coming through the exit doors into the hall. Archer rose, keeping his arm around Issy, and did a 360 as he checked around the Terminal for any sign of McGuinness. He was also keeping an eye on airport police; he knew his ex-colleagues in the ARU would probably have tracked Isabel’s departure from Heathrow by now, which was why he’d broken his self-imposed silence and sent the text to Porter and Shepherd, asking them to make sure the girl wasn’t held at immigration when she’d arrived. As expected, he’d received a barrage of texts and calls in return but had continued to ignore them all, his sister’s safety his priority. But the child had been let through. His colleagues had done what he’d requested.   
 
    He’d also felt just as relieved as Issy when he’d seen her walking through the exit doors, her hair now a dark brown instead the blonde she’d apparently left the Queens morgue with on the night of July 4th. Somehow, despite her age and the pressure she’d been under, she’d made it out here safely and didn’t seem to have been tailed. ‘Have you found out why he’s doing this?’ Isabel asked, looking up at Archer as he continued to scan everyone coming through into Arrivals. 
 
    ‘Alice and the others are working on it,’ he said, picking up her cap and putting it back on her head. ‘We think it’s people from Baltimore. A woman who had a feud with your mother…your old mother.’ 
 
    ‘Carla?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Let’s get you out of here. We’ve got a car out front.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you down here?’ she asked, walking with him and looking up at Bellefonte curiously. ‘Why aren’t you in New York?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you in the vehicle. But this is Leo, from the police down here. He’d been helping me out.’ 
 
    ‘Hi. Can we get something to eat? I’m so hungry.’ 
 
    ‘Good to see that hasn’t changed,’ he told her with a smile. ‘We’ve got to stick around for a bit, kiddo. Vargas lands in forty minutes. We’ll get you something from inside the Terminal though.’ 
 
    ‘I’m on it,’ Bellefonte said, peeling off.  
 
    Isabel looked up at Archer, her eyes having immediately brightened when she’d heard her adoptive mother’s name. ‘Vargas is coming here?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. To be with you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘He’s in your city area somewhere,’ Shepherd said into the speakerphone in the NYPD Bureau conference room, Ledger, Marquez, Hendricks and Ethan all gathered in there with him. The group had gone from being totally immersed in the case to feeling increasingly disconnected with the lack of communication from their detectives in the field over the last sixteen hours or so. ‘Archer was working with one of your guys.’ 
 
    ‘Leo Bellefonte,’ a fellow detective from New Orleans PD’s Homicide Division said. ‘He’s one of our most experienced guys; always near his cell much as he grumbles about it. No reason we can come up with why he’s not picking up, unless somethin’ bad’s gone down. Your guy stay in contact usually?’ 
 
    ‘Almost all the time. And when he hasn’t, there’s been trouble,’ Shepherd replied. ‘Anything unusual gone down since Archer arrived?’  
 
    ‘Couple things, now you mention it. There was an incident at Carousel Gardens yesterday, but ya’ll heard about that, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we were informed.’ 
 
    ‘The employee who messed with the ride computer and hit Bellefonte with the 2x4 is in holding. But there was somethin’ else; an arrest went down last night in the French Quarter. Your guys were jumped by a pair of carnies from a touring fair. Bellefonte filed paperwork this morning, charging one of them.’ They heard a rustle of paper as he flipped through the report. ‘Says they thought your guy was looking to bust them, so they followed him from Lafayette and jumped him in a bar. Put PCP in his drink and tried to stab him after it’d kicked in.’ 
 
    ‘They recovering?’ Marquez asked. 
 
    ‘He and Detective Bellefonte were fine.’ 
 
    ‘No, I mean the two carnies.’ 
 
    They heard the lieutenant laugh. ‘How’d you know? Yeah, they took a beating. Report says your guy was responsible. But Leo coming in to file this is the last anyone’s seen or heard of ‘em today. He’s got a junior detective of ours working with him, Johnny Ruiz, but he’s not answering his cell either.’ 
 
    ‘So where the hell are they?’ Ledger said. ‘What’s happening here?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll keep on trying to raise ‘em.’ 
 
    ‘So will we,’ Shepherd replied, ending the call. 
 
    ‘It ain’t likely something’s happened to Archer and Alice as well as Bellefonte and the other detective, Ruiz,’ Marquez said, breaking the ensuing silence. ‘Our two aren’t exactly easy to get one over on.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Shepherd said, rising from his chair. ‘But I get worried when those two go dark.’  
 
    ‘So does the Department’s insurance handler,’ Ethan added. ‘It usually costs them money.’ 
 
    ‘So why have they gone silent?’  
 
    ‘The ARU guys from London called again, Shep,’ Josh said, walking back into the room. ‘Chalky’s recovering but his mom’s in a bad way.’ 
 
    ‘Alive?’  
 
    He nodded. ‘They found her in her basement, unconscious at the bottom of the stairs. Looks like McGuinness stabbed her and threw her down there and left, thinking she was dead. The ARU guys thought she was a goner at first too.’ 
 
    ‘She pulled through all that?’ Marquez asked. 
 
    ‘Broken arm and hip, and severe blood loss. She’d been down there for two days. Docs say she’s lucky to have survived; another hour or so and she wouldn’t have. With what we’ve learned about McGuinness, I’d say he was probably in a hurry or he’d have finished her off. Sounds crazy, but that spill down the stairs is the luckiest thing that ever happened to her.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus,’ Marquez whispered.  
 
    ‘Vargas?’ Shepherd asked. 
 
    ‘No worker at her hotel in D.C. has seen her since she walked through the lobby just before dawn,’ Josh replied. ‘The camera on her floor was blocked off by several helium balloons. Same as in the parking lot.’ 
 
    ‘Abducted?’ Marquez asked. 
 
    ‘The tires on her rental car are slashed,’ Josh replied, as Marquez swore, looking worried. ‘Any more from Archer?’  
 
    ‘Just that text, hours ago, telling us to let Issy through Louis Armstrong airport,’ Shepherd said. 
 
    ‘She’s running to him.’ 
 
    ‘So why isn’t he answering us?’ Ledger asked. 
 
    ‘To protect her? I dunno. He’ll have a good reason.’ 
 
    ‘This doesn’t make any sense,’ Marquez said. ‘He needs our help. He’ll pick the girl up from the airport too, so we could get NOPD or airport security to locate him. Find out what the deal is.’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t cut us off like this if he didn’t have a real good reason,’ Shepherd said. ‘I trust him. We do what he seems to want and hold back. For now.’ 
 
    Troubled and still not satisfied, Marquez looked at the case files she had spread out all over the table, then turned and left the room. She went down the stairs, across the building and ended up at the analyst pool, catching one of the analysts, Tamrah.  
 
    ‘Yo, T, got a moment?’ 
 
    ‘What’s up?  
 
    ‘We have everyone in the Bureau’s next of kin contact details on file, right?’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’ 
 
    ‘Do me a favor? Get Sam Archer’s sister on the line, or her husband.’ 
 
    ‘Is he OK?’ 
 
    ‘I expect so. But they’re his only family here.’ And Sarah lives in D.C., which is where and when we lost contact with Alice, she thought, watching Tamrah bring up the relevant files.  
 
    McGuinness used a member of Chalky’s family to track him down and find out where Issy was.  
 
    It had just occurred to Marquez that the same thing might’ve happened to Sam. 
 
      
 
    At Louis Armstrong airport, Archer was just opening the back door for Isabel to climb into the car when his cell phone rang. He looked at the screen, but then saw it was a withheld number.  
 
    Any of his people would call from their own cells or unshielded numbers, which they’d been doing all day and which he’d been ignoring.  
 
    He thought of Sarah and that call this morning, threatening her life if he talked to anyone. He answered. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I know she ran to you,’ a voice said.  
 
    Archer looked at Isabel inside the car, who was staring back at him, trying to read his face. He watched her initial excitement and relief at being reunited fade, becoming replaced by anxiety as her eyes studied him. She didn’t miss a trick. He gave her a one second gesture with his finger, pointing at the call, then stepped away from the car.  
 
    Bellefonte was walking back down towards them with a bag of potato chips and a sandwich for the girl, but increased his pace when he saw Archer mouthing it’s him. The NOLA detective gave the food to Issy, then reached into his pocket and withdrew his own cell phone. He found the recorder application, and stepping away from the vehicle, out of the girl’s earshot, held it up beside Archer’s phone which was now on speaker. 
 
     ‘You know who this is?’ 
 
    ‘I do,’ Archer replied, talking slowly. He’d become accustomed to the Louisiana accent since coming here and spending time with Bellefonte. ‘I’ve been wanting to talk to you.’ 
 
    ‘Bet you have,’ McGuinness replied. 
 
    ‘I went down to Kemah Boardwalk in Galveston a few days ago. Apparently some kids went missing there, some years back. No-one knows what happened to them.’ 
 
    Pause. ‘How tragic.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. As tragic as an incident that took place with a touring family carnival that runs all over Louisiana. Bunch of people fell out of a ride onto concrete, back in 1996. An accident, everyone thought. But not according to a guy who used to work with the show when he was a teenager. He told us all about you and the missing safety pins. Said you two used to be really good pals, before he got suspicious that you were thinking about killing him too.’ 
 
    No response. Archer thought McGuinness had hung up for a moment, but glanced down and saw the call was still connected. 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘We know you live in Boston. We know you have basically an entire lab’s worth of chemicals in your basement, and put acid in the sprinkler system in case of unwelcome guests. We know you killed seven people in New York, blinded an officer on Boston’s Special Operations team, murdered another and crippled the rest of their task force with nails and shrapnel you packed in the walls with explosives.’  
 
    ‘Shouldn’t go where they’re not invited. I don’t like break-ins.’ 
 
    ‘So what about those kids at Kemah? And why does Isabel Vargas have to die?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not her real name.’ 
 
    ‘It is now.’ 
 
    ‘I got paid to get rid of her. I don’t leave things unfinished.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t get a dime for those children in Texas.’ 
 
    A laugh came down the phone. ‘Pays to keep your hand in.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll find you. Know that.’  
 
    ‘I’m planning on it. We meet tonight. You give me the girl, your sister lives. You don’t, my employer’s men will take turns raping her before killing her. They seem the type to enjoy that shit. I’ll call you back in ten when y’all had a chance to fully imagine them options.’ He laughed. ‘Not like she can run away, is it.’ 
 
    During the call, Vargas had emerged from the Terminal, eliciting a squeal of excitement from inside the car, and Isabel had leapt out, running over to hug her adoptive mother with as much force as she had with Archer.  
 
    However, when Vargas looked over at Archer, her smile faded, seeing him holding the phone with Bellefonte’s cell recording the conversation beside it. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sarah’s not answering her phone,’ Archer’s brother-in-law Jack Hardy told Marquez worriedly. ‘I called her office and the same deal.’ 
 
    ‘And she’s there today? Not in court or meeting a client?’ 
 
    ‘Her assistant Kelly is always there, even if Sarah isn’t. Nothing from either of them.’ 
 
    ‘We need to get Metro on it,’ Josh said, once she’d passed on what Jack had said. He’d come down from upstairs and joined her just in time to hear the call. 
 
    ‘I’ll get them to check out her office,’ Tamrah said.  
 
    ‘OK.’ Marquez ended the call, and looked at Josh.  
 
    ‘Archer’s sister?’ he asked. 
 
    She nodded. ‘Got a feeling they won’t find her in D.C., right now.’ 
 
    ‘So where is she?’  
 
    ‘If I had to guess, I’d say she’s been taken to Baltimore.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FORTY NINE 
 
    ‘So what do we do?’ Bellefonte asked, as soon as he, Vargas and Archer had played the recording back. The three of them were standing away from the car, the doors closed. Issy was inside eating her food, the three adults not wanting her to hear the recording or their conversation.  
 
    ‘Before we decide on a plan, what happened to you?’ Archer asked Vargas. She told them quickly about Vincent’s story, how she’d been apprehended, her escape through the streets of D.C. and what Bianca Stefani had planned, describing their face-to-face encounter and short journey in the car. After she was done, Archer and Bellefonte reciprocated, telling her about Six Flags, McGuinness’ employment there and the time he’d spent in the ruins of the park, post-Katrina with the evidence they’d found of his activities.  
 
    ‘So should we get Isabel into protective custody?’ Bellefonte suggested.  
 
    ‘If we get police involved, they’ll kill my sister. These people aren’t playing around.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been in our Department for over twenty years,’ Bellefonte told them. ‘I know who we can trust.’ 
 
    ‘That helps us, not her.’ Archer thought about it, then looked at them both. ‘If we don’t hand Issy over, which clearly we’re not gonna do, Sarah dies. We also don’t know who’s keeping tabs on us right now. We took every possible step to convince the world Issy had been shot. We smuggled her out of the country, and then kept her new location in a foreign country a mystery, a secret known by very few. Yet McGuinness still managed to find out somehow and track her down.’ 
 
    ‘Thought that was because of the ME?’ Bellefonte said. 
 
    ‘He knew she was alive, but not exactly where she was.’ 
 
    ‘He just won’t quit,’ Vargas said. ‘The bitch from Baltimore won’t either. She’s as crazy as he is.’  
 
    ‘And more innocent people are going to die if they get in their way.’  
 
    ‘So what do we do?’ Bellefonte asked again. 
 
    ‘We can make a stand,’ Archer replied, after a pause. ‘Draw them out. Let them think they’re winning. Then smash them before they realise what’s happening.’ He thought for a moment. ‘If we can eliminate McGuinness, as well as Stefani with her guys if they show up, and have Metro or Baltimore PD on stand-by to rescue Sarah once we locate her, she could survive.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a lot of ifs,’ Bellefonte said.  
 
    ‘And it all depends on us dropping them before Stefani can give the order to her guys, once they realise they’re under attack,’ Vargas replied. 
 
    ‘Any better ideas, I’m listening. But we can’t keep running and running. It’ll never end.’ 
 
    Pause.  
 
    ‘Where are you planning to do this?’ Bellefonte asked. ‘In the city? Just the three of us? Like you said, we don’t hit them fast, your sister will get murdered.’ 
 
    ‘Somewhere we’ll hold the tactical advantage, where we can draw them out. And people not involved in this won’t be at risk.’ 
 
    It took a moment, but then the NOPD detective caught Archer’s drift. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bad idea.’ 
 
    ‘We plan it out carefully, it can work,’ Archer said. ‘In fact, I think it’s the perfect place.’  
 
    ‘McGuinness worked there before Katrina, and lived there after. He’ll know the park inside-out. That’s his backyard, Sam. Not ours.’  
 
    ‘That’s exactly what he’ll think. We can use that against him. He’ll get cocky.’ 
 
    ‘You think?’ 
 
    ‘He’ll make mistakes. Everyone does, especially when they’re overconfident. And it’s isolated. Out there, no risk of anyone innocent getting in the way.’ He looked at Bellefonte. ‘Alice is dead on. They’re never gonna stop. We have to end this now, for good. Or one of them will succeed.’ 
 
    Vargas was nodding in agreement. ‘Stefani told me she’d never quit hiring men like McGuinness to come after Issy, until one of them got her. You shoulda seen the hate on this bitch’s face. She’s crazy.’ 
 
    ‘We tell McGuinness to meet us at Six Flags, good chance he lets her know too,’ Bellefonte said. ‘And if she shows up, she ain’t gonna come alone. Or unarmed. Far from it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m expecting. So we plan for that.’ Archer glanced at Vargas. ‘We’ve done something like this before.’ 
 
    Bellefonte exhaled slowly as he looked at his two NYPD counterparts, noting the strain on their faces but also their determination. He could see they were both tired, but at the same time, recognised they were going to see this through. With or without him. 
 
    ‘You really think just the three of us could beat them?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Archer said, looking at Vargas. ‘We plan smart? I think we could. But what’s the alternative? Issy hunted for the rest of what could end up being a very short life?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got another big problem, if we get into it with them at the park,’ Vargas added. 
 
    ‘Resident security,’ Archer said, as she nodded. They’d told her about the rotations who kept an eye on Six Flags to prevent unauthorised walk-ins.  
 
    ‘They see us or the gang from Baltimore, they’ll be straight on the radio or dialling 911,’ she said. ‘If Stefani’s crew get one whisper that NOPD are getting involved…’ 
 
    ‘Are we sure Stefani or McGuinness will hear radio chatter?’ Bellefonte said. ‘From down here?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not running that risk,’ Archer said. ‘It’s not hard to cut into a police radio scanner if you have the right gear. And if they spot back-up showing up at the park, they’ll know we started yapping.’ 
 
    ‘If we do this, I’ll deal with the guards,’ Bellefonte said, seeing the pair weren’t going to be swayed. ‘Tell them there’s an operation going on and I’m taking over for the night.’ 
 
    ‘And if they try to call your division for confirmation?’ Vargas asked. 
 
    ‘I’ll secure them and take their weapons. We’re gonna need all the firepower we can get, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be in seriously deep shit.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had enough of wearing a badge, anyway,’ he said. ‘Might as well go out with a bang, right?’ He looked at the other two, his flash of levity fading. ‘So, assuming we make it through, what happens after to your sister?’  
 
    ‘We call Shep and the others, and try to locate her as fast as we can,’ Archer said. ‘Inform Metro in D.C. and police in Baltimore.’  
 
    ‘Sure you don’t want to brief him before? Get Metro and Baltimore PD to start scoping it out?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t take that risk. All it’d take would be a mistake by any one of them and she’s dead.’ He sighed. ‘Police there should have a good idea where these guys hang out if they’ve taken her there. Somehow, we try to get her back before whoever’s holding her realises we took out Stefani and McGuinness.’ 
 
    ‘I love your confidence. That’s one narrow timeframe, my man.’ 
 
    ‘Story of my life.’ 
 
    There was a pause. ‘I’m done running,’ Vargas said quietly. Archer nodded, having continued throughout the conversation to monitor the passengers exiting the airport through the Terminal doors, a stone’s throw from the three cops and Issy, who was still sitting patiently in the car, far more relaxed now Archer and Vargas were close by.  
 
    ‘So am I.’ He looked at her, then at Bellefonte. ‘Let’s take them on.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Is the girl with you?’ McGuinness asked, once Archer had called him back. He was talking with him inside the car on speaker, Vargas having taken Issy out for the moment to ‘stretch their legs’ and catch up after their respective flights. 
 
    ‘No. But I know where she is.’ 
 
    ‘You lie to me, you’ll regret that shit. One of my employer’s men told me all about the family photos your bitch sister had in her office. Ya’ll seem to know some of the things I like doing to kids.’  
 
    Not letting himself be goaded, Archer looked at Bellefonte. ‘We’ve been tracking your movements over the years.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know shit.’ Pause. ‘Apart from Kemah. You got lucky there.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a load of knives sticking out of a door under an amusement park theatre telling me otherwise. And someone who told me he can ID you pinning an innocent guy to a ride. Just like you tried in New York, right? Shame for you she turned her head.’ 
 
    Archer and Bellefonte glanced at each other again as the phone went silent. 
 
    ‘Six Flags,’ Archer continued, glancing at the time. ‘Six hours. Come by yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I’m the one givin’ orders.’ 
 
    ‘Not this time. I’ll be there. So will the girl.’ 
 
    ‘You expect me to believe you’re just gonna hand the kid over when I get there?’ 
 
    ‘She’s Vargas’ daughter, not mine. And your employers have my sister. Unlike Isabel Lombardi, she’s my blood.’ 
 
    Archer waited for a response. After a few moments of silence, there was a click. 
 
    ‘He’ll know we’re planning something,’ Bellefonte said. 
 
    ‘Maybe, but he’ll be there. And this time, we’ve got a brief advantage. He might believe what I just said about my sister and Issy, because that’s exactly how he’d think.’ Archer glanced around. ‘He’s not here already, or he’d be watching Arrivals and know Issy is with us.’ 
 
    Bellefonte looked at his watch. ‘So we’ve got a few hours. At most.’  
 
    ‘I heard a flight departure announcement over a tannoy in the background. Sounded like he’s in an airport somewhere.’ Archer’s eyes remained on the NOPD detective. ‘You still don’t like it.’ 
 
    ‘You heard what the stunt rider said. McGuinness worked in that park and lived there after Katrina. You’ve been out there twice, one of those times in the dark. Your colleague has never been. I ain’t familiar with the place as much as I need to be, but he’ll know it inside-out. That’s a huge advantage for him.’ 
 
    ‘Then we need to adjust the odds,’ Archer said. He whistled and waved to Vargas, who took the hint to get back inside the car with Isabel. 
 
    ‘Are we leaving?’ Issy asked. 
 
    ‘We’re going into the city, sweetheart. We’ll tell you the plan on the way.’ Archer glanced at Bellefonte. ‘Can you get us to a Walmart somewhere? We need ammo, and to mix up something more explosive than a bullet from a gun. Bait some traps of our own.’ 
 
    ‘I can do better than that.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean? 
 
    Bellefonte opened the driver’s door. ‘You’ll see.’ 
 
      
 
    Inside their real estate office in Baltimore, Marco’s cell rang. Stefani’s eyes snapped over to him as he answered, the other men in the room quietening down to listen.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he replied, then listened. ‘What time?’ 
 
    They all waited.  
 
    ‘McGuinness,’ he told Stefani when the call ended. ‘Said the kid’s in New Orleans with her cop mom and the brother of the wheelchair lawyer.’ 
 
    ‘We know where?’ Stefani asked. 
 
    ‘They told him to meet them tonight at the old abandoned Six Flags down there. Looks like the leverage worked. They’re gonna hand her over.’ 
 
    She rose from her seat immediately. ‘Then why are we still here? We’re going to the airport.’ 
 
      
 
    At Dallas Ft Worth International, McGuinness stared at his cell after making the call to his employer’s muscle in Baltimore. Still determined to bag the girl himself, he’d considered the use Stefani’s gang could play in this and whether he was even going to tell them where the meet had been set up, the money no longer the driving force, but then he’d decided they could provide a valuable distraction and keep the cops occupied, who he had no doubt were prepping an ambush. He knew the Brit cop from New York wouldn’t just hand over the kid and the woman definitely wouldn’t. If they were there together, McGuinness was sure he could stalk them down, knowing the place as he did and get them to reveal where the child was. He had a talent of pulling information out of people.  
 
    He felt a rush of anticipation; they’d brought the fight to his backyard, which was a cataclysmic mistake.  
 
    But something inside him sounded a small voice of caution.  
 
    That cop on the phone had known about Kemah. The theater at Six Flags. The ‘accident’ with Ruffalo at Bilodeau back in 1996.  
 
    Far more than he should have known. 
 
    The lanky carny-turned-serial-killer checked the short haul flights and saw one for Louis Armstrong, an hour and twenty minute journey which would get him there before 11pm. Taking apart his phone then breaking it into pieces, he wiped them down then hid the fragments under some discarded newspapers in the trash before walking towards the ticket machine, having ditched the wheelchair.  
 
    He wasn’t concerned about his lack of weapons. All he’d need would be knives.  
 
    And he had a couple of special sets still hidden at the park that the New York cops wouldn’t know about. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
     FIFTY 
 
    ‘Did she get out?’ Chalky asked from his hospital bed in London, lying back on the pillows, the time now past midnight after a dramatic day. He’d been operated on in Oxford to repair the damage to his shoulder caused by the knife and to remove the shotgun pellets from his thigh, but had then been released into the care of a hospital in the capital, the doctors only letting him out of the John Radcliffe on the understanding he would remain under medical supervision for at least twenty four hours, despite him declaring he was ready to get back to base. Once he’d understood he wouldn’t be transferred unless he agreed, Chalky gave in.  
 
    ‘Yeah, she did,’ Fox told him, standing beside the bed. Cobb had agreed one of them remain on duty with Chalky until they’d located his attacker. ‘She made it onto a plane to New Orleans.’ 
 
    ‘Did we have anyone pick her up? At the other side?’ 
 
    ‘Archer sent Port a text which indicated he’d be there,’ Fox said. ‘She’ll be with him now we hope. Plane landed almost two hours ago. Resourceful kid.’  
 
    ‘You have no idea.’ He frowned, and looked up at Fox. ‘You said, we hope. Haven’t you heard?’ 
 
    ‘Not a peep.’  
 
    ‘Something must be wrong, then.’ He started to struggle to sit up. 
 
    ‘You need to rest, mate,’ Fox said, putting his hand on Chalky’s uninjured shoulder. ‘They’re an ocean away. And there’s nothing more you can do. You’ve done your bit.’ 
 
    Chalky sagged back onto his pillows and as he looked at his hands, an IV connected into a vein on the left, saw Take Tablet scribbled there. He remembered writing it this morning in the café, sitting with Issy, who was now on another continent, that psychopath still searching for her. ‘Do they know yet how the carny…found us?’ he asked on an exhale, leaning back as he closed his eyes.  
 
    Thankfully, before Fox had to answer, Chalky had drifted off to sleep. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I feel like the kid in Home Alone,’ Vargas told Bellefonte, an hour and a half later at Six Flags, as they prepared to confront the man who’d been responsible for so much misery and death, and who was now intent on killing her adopted daughter. They were placing a small carton full of a bulk compound explosive at the support joists of the Big Easy Ferris wheel, near the inlet from Lake Pontchartrain.  
 
    On their way to Six Flags, Bellefonte had taken them to a giant Walmart, Issy staying in the car with Vargas who used the time to try and memorise the layout of the park at Archer’s request, using a map Bellefonte had saved onto his phone. Once the two men had walked the aisles and bought the necessary supplies, the group had stopped at some offices for what looked like a construction company; Bellefonte had emerged after almost five minutes carrying two white sealed bags with an orange hazard label printed front and centre in one hand, other items in a black bag slung across his shoulder. 
 
    ‘What are in those?’ Issy had asked as he got back into the car. 
 
    ‘Fireworks,’ he replied, with a brief smile. 
 
    As expected, two guards were in the front parking lot when they’d arrived, one of them recognising Archer and Bellefonte from his duty the night before. Bellefonte took the men inside the park on some made-up excuse to inspect something that he said had been worrying him since the previous evening, while Archer and Vargas used the opportunity to sneak their supplies through the gate, Issy staying close to them.  
 
    Having sent the guards off on a wild goose chase, knowing he didn’t need to deal with them yet with time still on their side, Bellefonte had re-joined the two NYPD detectives a few minutes later, saying he was going to take responsibility for planting what was in the white bag. Ammonium nitrate, or ANFO, according to what was printed on the outside. As she knelt beside him, Vargas studied the pellets inside warily, well aware of their capability and power.  
 
    ‘What’s in the other bag?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Blasting caps. Oklahoma City bomber used this stuff,’ Bellefonte said, pouring pellets into an empty Tupperware container. ‘Mishandle it, we’ll be meeting him real soon to swap notes.’ He eased back from it carefully. ‘Seen enough building foundations blasted post-Katrina to know how much to use and where to place it.’ 
 
    ‘How do you have access to this stuff?’ 
 
    ‘My brother’s worked in mining for years and demolitions since the storm. Those were his offices that we stopped at.’ He smiled. ‘I’ve got a key.’ 
 
     She looked at the plastic bags from Walmart beside them; they mostly contained ammunition, Bellefonte having collected a semi-automatic rifle and some empty magazines from his home in the Garden District on the way over. As well as water and some slow-release energy bars, Archer had also picked up face-paint so they could camouflage themselves. The forecast was for a full moon. 
 
    Vargas looked at the assembled supplies; the weight of what they were doing and the consequences if it went wrong hit her. ‘McGuinness has run circles around us,’ she said, looking around at the bleak, desolate place. ‘And we’re in his lair.’ 
 
    ‘I think Archer’s right in that we can use that against him. He won’t be expecting what we got planned.’ He glanced around the empty park, free of potential casualties save for the three of them and Issy. ‘Least I hope not. And you’ve managed to keep that girl alive, despite all his efforts. He didn’t bag her yet. Don’t forget that.’  
 
    He carefully placed the small tub of ANFO close to a lower joist for the wheel, a cell phone strapped to the outside. He looked at the screen and saw there were two bars of signal. Enough.  
 
    ‘Long as we stay on the Batman side of the park, we should be OK,’ Bellefonte said. ‘McGuinness worked in Looney Tunes. From what the stunt rider was saying, that was where he gravitated back to when he was living here after Katrina. That’s the part of the site he knows best.’ 
 
    Looking over at The Mega Zeph coaster almost a hundred yards away, Vargas could make out two figures on top, Archer and Isabel, the former having already set traps on the other side of the park. They’d sketched out the rough details of their plan to the girl in the car, but now as agreed, Archer would be giving her the specifics while trying to keep her calm. They’d originally planned to hole her up in a hotel in the city with Bellefonte’s colleague Ruiz standing guard, but she’d become almost hysterical at the thought of being parted from them, all the pent-up fear and worry from last few days released in one major meltdown. The result was they’d unwillingly agreed she could come with them, on the strict understanding she obeyed them to the letter.  
 
    Her being here made Vargas especially nervous, and she felt that weight of worry again. Having a child, especially her child, on an operation like this went against every instinct. She took out Bellefonte’s back-up sidearm which he’d loaned her, since Stefani’s men had taken her NYPD-issue pistol, and unloaded the magazine to count the bullets. As she did so, Bellefonte’s cell rang.  
 
    ‘It’s Ruiz,’ he told her, as he pressed the green button. ‘Johnny boy, talk to me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m at the Terminal, Detective. No sign of your man, but I just saw a load of other people roll out through the United exits. You’ll be interested in some of them.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s the crew from Baltimore, from the pics you showed me. One woman and a load of tatted-up big mofos. I counted ten. Sent you a shot.’  
 
    Bellefonte checked the phone; he clicked onto an image, twisted the phone and showed Vargas the screen.  
 
    ‘That’s her,’ she said. ‘Shit, she’s already here.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll need to pick up weapons from somewhere,’ Bellefonte told her. ‘But McGuinness must’ve told them where we are.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t see him,’ Ruiz said, hearing his comment to Vargas. 
 
    ‘If they’re on their way, you can bet your ass he will be too.’ 
 
    ‘Want me to get over there and help you? Or call in back-up? Just say the word.’ 
 
    ‘Stay on the airport. We need to know the moment McGuinness shows up. Wait for my call, then we’re gonna need back-up here, fast. But we can’t spook ‘em yet. Nothing until I give the word or the woman dies.’ 
 
    ‘Got it. I’ll make it happen. Just let me know, when the time comes.’ 
 
    ’10-4.’ Bellefonte ended the call. Finishing counting her ammo, Vargas felt her heart skip a beat from anxiety as she glanced up to where Issy was sitting with Archer. Beside her, Bellefonte finished his preparations at the base of the wheel a few moments later. 
 
    ‘Better start getting ready,’ he said, and she nodded, reloading her handgun. As he gathered up the leftover plastic bags, she unscrewed the lid of a small metal flat canister and started to smear camo paint across her face.  
 
      
 
    ‘Finished,’ Isabel said, on top of the Mega Zeph. Archer took his phone, activating the camera then pressed the reverse lens option so he could see himself. When Issy had learned of Archer’s plans for engaging the mobsters, and discovered he and Vargas were buying face paint to camouflage themselves, she’d had another idea and he’d let her try it out, knowing it would keep her distracted.  
 
    However, she’d done one hell of a job. He peered closer.  
 
    ‘They taught you this at the theater?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I taught myself.’ 
 
    ‘It’s perfect.’ 
 
    ‘Better than smearing a load of black across your face. It’s scary.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what we want. Might take people by surprise,’ he said, thinking about how he could use what she’d done to his advantage. He put his phone away as Issy leaned against him; he could feel her body trembling slightly. The weight of responsibility for her and what lay ahead were at the forefront of his mind, as the minutes ticked by.  
 
    This was his idea; if it all went wrong and Issy or Sarah died, it was on him. No-one else.  
 
    So handle it. 
 
    Behind them on the tracks, he could visualise the ghosts of the thousands of rides from years gone by rushing past. All those men, women, and children, screaming, laughing. He then thought about the souls of the people who McGuinness had killed, not just here but elsewhere in Louisiana, Texas, Oxford and New York, and maybe other places he didn’t know about. Some of them had died right here in the park, one for certain pinned to this very ride below them, another dragged off to meet what was certain to have been a horrific fate.  
 
    And then there was Gino and Carla Lombardi. A mob husband and wife, dead now for several years but their actions still haunting their daughter.  
 
    He felt Issy’s trembling increase slightly beside him.  
 
    ‘They’re coming here to kill us,’ she said. ‘And all we can do is sit here and wait.’ 
 
    ‘We’re ready,’ he told her. ‘You’re ready. We can do this. Finish this, for good.’ 
 
    Her chin shook. ‘I just want to be normal.’  
 
    ‘You will be after tonight, kiddo.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve seen McGuinness. What he does…what he did to Chalky. I don’t want him to hurt you too.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t. I can beat him, Is. We can, together. But you’ve got to stay where we told you. No bright ideas like your morning trip onto the subway before we knew what this was. OK?’ 
 
    She looked up at him and nodded, but he saw fear and doubt on her face. He’d never admit it, but it unsettled him, and he wasn’t feeling as confident as he sounded. He was well aware how dangerous these people were. ‘He’s so smart. He always seems to know where I am.’ 
 
    ‘I’m smarter. Even though my grades when I was your age never showed it.’ She managed a tiny smile, then looked away again. They heard footsteps coming up the gantry behind them and turned to see Vargas climbing towards them, any white on her clothing covered, her face, legs and arms flecked with dark camo paint.  
 
    Isabel rose as her adoptive mother bent down and held the girl in a hug as she looked at Archer. What Issy had done to his face took her by surprise. 
 
    ‘Might come in handy,’ he told her. 
 
    ‘You did that?’ she asked Isabel, who nodded. 
 
    ‘Told you I was learning things from the internet. Not just watching crap.’ 
 
    Vargas smiled briefly, then looked at Archer. ‘Ruiz called from the airport. He’s keeping a lookout for McGuinness but saw someone else we were expecting.’ 
 
    ‘Stefani?’ 
 
    ‘And some of her men.’ 
 
    He felt his adrenaline rise. ‘They’ll have to tool up, which’ll buy us time,’ he said, as Vargas nodded. ‘I thought McGuinness might have wanted this party all to himself.’ 
 
    ‘Probably not his call. But you can bet he’ll have a plan to use it to his advantage.’ She held Isabel tight. ‘Even though Stefani will plan to finish this herself.’ 
 
    Together, the three of them looked at the nightlights of New Orleans in the distance; the cell tower lights in the foreground flashing, the city beyond descending into another night of revelry, the beams of headlights heading along the far-away highway.  
 
    ‘Time for you to go hide, kiddo,’ Vargas told Isabel. The girl gave Archer a final hug, taking care not to smear the paint on his face, and kissed his cheek.  
 
    ‘Is?’ he said, as she started to walk away. 
 
    She turned. 
 
    ‘After tonight, no-one is going to come after you ever again. I promise.’ 
 
    Her face brightened slightly for an instant, but then she turned again and left, Vargas glancing back at her colleague and ex-partner before following.  
 
    Archer rose but remained where he was on the walkway, looking around at the surrounding landscape. He’d anticipated the possibility of the Baltimoreans coming down here too.  
 
    But knowing Stefani and her men were now on their way, the night immediately took on a different feel.  
 
    This was going to be one hell of a fight. 
 
    These people had given him, Vargas and Bellefonte no other choice. Sarah’s life was on the line, as well as theirs. Just let us be able to save her and Issy, he thought, sending up a prayer to whoever might be listening.  
 
    Then he turned and set to work baiting a trap. 
 
      
 
    ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa!’ Bellefonte said, in the parking lot out front. He saw two NOPD officers outside their car, one with his radio receiver in his hand. It seemed private security and city police had done a shift change. ‘The hell you doing?’ 
 
    ‘One of the guards on duty earlier took a leak before he left for the night and reported seeing you bringing bags of goddamn ANFO into the park?’ an officer asked. 
 
    ‘I need you to listen to me-’ 
 
    ‘We can’t let you do whatever you’re doing without authority. What are you up to?’  
 
    ‘I’m the authority,’ Bellefonte said, but even as he spoke, saw the guy reach for his radio. With a rasp of metal on leather, Bellefonte pulled his weapon, and for the first time ever, aimed it at someone who wasn’t a criminal. ‘Put that down.’ 
 
    ‘Are you serious?’ 
 
    ‘Does this look like a joke? Don’t do that!’ he said to the other, who was reaching for his own weapon. 
 
    The man tossed the radio handle onto the seat of the car. ‘You’re going to jail, asshole.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re gonna survive to put me there, because of this,’ he said. ‘Pistols on the concrete, fellas. Let’s go.’ Once they did as he said, he stepped forward and kicked the weapons out of reach across the weed-covered concrete lot. ‘Turn around and show me your wrists.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIFTY ONE 
 
    The criminal gang headed up by Stefani held a lot of territory inside the Port of Baltimore, which was how they’d managed to smuggle her through the docks back into the United States with relative ease. Not all her men had travelled with her to New Orleans though, and four who’d remained behind were at the Port tonight. 
 
    One of them was the man who’d been stabbed in the leg by Vargas. Loaded up with painkillers, heavily bandaged and in a foul mood due to the constant throbbing pain in his thigh, he was drinking whiskey while wearing an earpiece to monitor radio chatter from Baltimore’s police scanner. Cutting into the cop frequency was something they’d done for years. The Orioles game was on in the background, which was also occupying his attention.  
 
    Sarah had been brought to the Port several hours earlier after being bundled into a car and driven up from D.C.; she’d been left in the same room as the guy on the radio. Two others were with her; one was a man who’d clearly been given a serious beating, his hands duct-taped behind his back. He was lying on the shipping office floor, wearing a baseball jersey matching the ones the players on TV were wearing, and although someone had given him a real kicking, she could see he was still conscious, dried blood caked around his nostrils and having leaked out of the side of his mouth. Another man was sitting above him on a chair, and every time he got up for something, gave the guy on the floor another punch or stamp to the ribs. 
 
    Sarah felt sick with fear. Her own hands had been bound in front of her, but her captors hadn’t bothered with her feet. Her wheelchair hadn’t made the journey, and she’d been dragged out of the car, her slack feet sliding along the ground as they hauled her into the office. The men weren’t telling her anything, and she’d initially wondered if this was connected to a case she’d taken.  
 
    But then she’d heard them talking in the car on the drive here, and recalled what Vargas had told her when they’d shared a drink in that Boston hotel two nights ago.  
 
    It was all to do with that child, Isabel. It seemed the little girl was still alive. 
 
    But what could they want with me? Sarah thought. She’d never even met the girl and wasn’t related to her. 
 
    The man with his thigh strapped up rose awkwardly to fill his glass, not taking his eyes off the Orioles game, then put the earpiece back in once he had more whiskey in the tumbler; the other man was keeping a casual eye on Sarah and the man on the floor, clearly not considering either of them a threat, a black pistol held loosely in his left hand. Watching him warily, Sarah noticed he was staring at her legs. He was wearing a grey t-shirt tucked into black dress pants, jet black hair combed backwards, a gold chain around his neck and a cigarette held between his forefinger and thumb, blowing out smoke as he studied the lower half of her body with malicious curiosity.  
 
    He stepped forward. ‘You freaks always make me curious. Can you feel that?’ he asked, nudging her foot with his shoe. 
 
    She looked up at him, not answering. He grinned, taking a drag on his cigarette, then pushed the lit end of it down on her foot. 
 
    ‘How about that?’ 
 
    The smoke made a hissing sound as it burned the skin. 
 
    ‘Cut that shit…Paulie,’ the beaten man on the floor suddenly said. 
 
    The smoker rose and punted him in the gut again, folding the bound man in half.  
 
      
 
    At Six Flags, Archer had finished what he was doing up top on the Zeph and joined Vargas behind a low wall on the west side, who’d just got there after making sure Issy was safely hidden away. The two NYPD detectives double-checked their weapons and back-up ammunition while listening out for the noise of any arrivals. Night-time also heralded the sound of the local wildlife who’d found their voice, among them the clicking of cicadas and the occasional hoot from an owl somewhere nearby.  
 
    The sound of someone approaching fast came from their right; Vargas snapped her pistol up, but then lowered it as she recognised who it was. Bellefonte dropped down beside them, panting, his rifle slung over his shoulder on a strap.  
 
    ‘Security outside switched up with city PD for the night shift,’ he said quietly. ‘Win or lose, I’m probably gonna be out of a badge by morning.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ Vargas asked, as Archer maintained a lookout. 
 
    ‘Pulled my gun, cuffed and gagged them. Hid their car on the west side of the lot, behind the trees and weeds. Best I could do without leaving and coming back. They were cussing me out big time before the gags. But better they spend a few hours uncomfortable than fall into Stefani’s or McGuinness’ hands.’ 
 
    ‘Hide where we agreed and stay ready,’ Archer told him. ‘We don’t deviate from what we planned. Stick and move, try to use the explosives to hit them hard if they get within range. Don’t try to take them all on yourself, Leo. I know this is your town, but this is our fight. Don’t want you getting hurt through this.’ Archer paused. ‘And if all goes to hell, meet where we agreed in the Looney Tunes section. Final meeting spot. OK?’ 
 
    They both nodded. ‘Where’s the girl?’ 
 
    ‘Hiding where we told her. She’s safe.’ He paused. ‘We die, she knows to call Ruiz and stay where she is until he gets here.’ 
 
    Bellefonte nodded. ‘They’ve come after this girl enough. Let’s hit them back.’ 
 
    ‘Good luck,’ Vargas said. 
 
    ‘You too.’ Bellefonte took off, running towards the other side of the park, leaving Archer and Vargas alone. Wind rustled through the weeds and reeds out in the swamp, noises of the wildlife surrounding them accompanied by the occasional horn from the highway a few miles away.  
 
    ‘You ready?’ he asked her quietly. 
 
    ‘I think so.’ She exhaled. ‘If this is what it takes for her to live a normal life, finally, then let’s do it. We’ll have a lot to answer for. But I’m so done with this.’ 
 
    ‘Me too.’ 
 
    They shared a look, both silently acknowledging they might not survive this, but knowing they had no alternative. Two people who’d been through so much together.  
 
    Each leaving a lot of things unsaid.  
 
    Archer went to speak, but then a firework they’d bought from Walmart earlier suddenly shot up into the sky from the direction of the parking lot, ending any thoughts other than those involving their current situation.  
 
    Both of them looked up as it burst overhead, its shimmering light reflected in the dilated pupils of their eyes, the sparks drifting out then fading as they fell back to earth. 
 
    ‘Park’s open again,’ Archer said to Vargas quietly, before taking off. 
 
    ‘So let’s give a good welcome,’ she muttered, heading the other way. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Carla, phone.’ 
 
    Unknowingly in the last thirty minutes of her life, Carla Lombardi turned away from entertaining guests at the East Hampton villa and walked through to the hallway, her expensive cream-colored dress falling in soft folds around her slim frame, over ten thousand dollars of jewellery on her fingers, wrists and around her neck.  
 
    ‘Who is it?’ she asked her brother-in-law, who’d walked down from the main hallway to get her. 
 
    ‘Didn’t say. Woman said she wants to speak to you.’  
 
    She moved through the villa to the phone near the front door and picked up the receiver. ‘This is Carla.’ 
 
    ‘Woof woof.’ 
 
    Carla’s face turned to granite and she gripped the phone slightly tighter. ‘That the best you can do?’ 
 
    Stefani laughed. ‘Need to teach your dogs how to run faster.’ 
 
    ‘How’d you know we were here?’ 
 
    ‘I never forgot today’s his birthday, and that we always spent it out there. Called to wish him the best. And ask how you’re all dealing with losing your pet.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t lay a finger on me or my family, so you get your boys to kill our dog. You’re pathetic.’ Carla turned to look down the end of the corridor. ‘Gino’s in the next room. You wanna speak to him too?’ 
 
    ‘He’s half the man I need.’ 
 
    ‘He’s everything you couldn’t keep,’ Carla snapped back, watching as her husband talked to someone just out of her vision, a cigar sticking out of the side of his mouth, a gold chain around his neck. ‘I’m one of the most powerful women in Manhattan, and you’re pulling tricks like sending deadbeats to shoot our pet mutt. Maybe you should think about turning proper tricks instead? Sure plenty of johns would love ten minutes with a freakshow.’ 
 
    ‘I’m gonna get you one day, bitch. You and your whole family. Believe it.’ 
 
    Carla laughed and put the phone down, then turned and walked back into the main section of the villa, where everyone was gathered for her husband’s birthday.  
 
    ‘Mom, I don’t feel so good,’ Isabel said, as Carla passed her in the hallway. The girl looked pale and was holding her stomach. 
 
    ‘Stop whining,’ she snapped, the call having irritated her even though she’d never admit it. ‘I’m not in the mood.’  
 
    ‘I think I ate something bad.’ 
 
    ‘So go puke it up and come back,’ she snapped. ‘I don’t need this shit right now. Today isn’t about you.’ 
 
    Isabel wandered off towards the downstairs bathroom, as Carla went back to her guests. Everyone was so busy talking, no-one except a few kids playing on the beach had noticed a lone boat heading towards their section of the shore.  
 
    The small group on board were waving.  
 
    Two of the kids on the sand waved back. 
 
    Thinking about that phone call, Carla continued with helping prepare the meal, placing out some baked ziti, olives and salad, doing her best not to let that bitch Stefani get to her. She’d never forgotten about her former rival, knowing she would always be a problem, and after Stefani’s last attempt a few years ago to kill her and two of her children, had used all her husband’s resources to try and track her down to end it for good.  
 
    But wherever she was, Scarface was doing a decent job of keeping a low profile. Carla knew she’d married into some made group in Baltimore, and she and her husband had gone on the run to Europe after the botched drive-by shooting on Carla and her two eldest kids. Targeting her offspring was a giant no-no, and guessing they’d run to Italy, Gino had put the word out to the Italian arm of the Lombardi crime family.  
 
    They hadn’t had long to wait. A connected family who knew of their feud informed Gino that his ex-fiancée’s husband had asked their group for protection, while hiding out in a quiet Italian town on Lake Garda. Gino immediately requested they be dealt with. They’d killed Stefani’s husband, but had missed her, and in retaliation, some of her boys had offed the three men who’d made her a widow. She’d been hunted across Europe, but to Carla’s frustration, to this day, her mortal enemy had never been found. 
 
    A seagull called from outside, pulling her attention back to her guests; she focused on her company as the clock on the wall drifted forward another minute, going to 2:05pm. Her husband was looking at her from across the room and she smiled at him, indicating all was OK.  
 
    The members of the Lombardi crime family all started to assemble to eat their lunch, the boat out on the water coming closer and closer to shore.  
 
    By the time the clock reached 2:10pm, bullet holes, shell casings and spatters of blood were everywhere inside the house. 
 
    And every person at the party apart from Isabel was dead. 
 
      
 
    Despite Stefani and her men using fake identification to board the planes, bringing any firearms to Louisiana through the airport was an impossibility if they wanted to keep a low profile. It also seemed TSA had called ahead anyway, despite their false IDs, the look of the group sufficient to flag up suspicion, and it took the three SUVs almost thirty minutes to lose a tail from Louis Armstrong International, finally managing to ditch them in the projects around the Ninth Ward.  
 
    But mob families had connections all over the country, and one of Stefani’s men had already spoken to a fixer who’d arranged a meet. Around the back of an abandoned gas station, the man with him opened his trunk to reveal a cache of weapons, including a row of Galil assault rifles, and after money exchanged hands, the Baltimore crew were on their way towards the park in East New Orleans, armed with enough firepower to start a revolution in Africa somewhere. 
 
    Arriving in the main parking lot, the men in each car checked then reloaded their weapons before stepping out of their SUV.  
 
    ‘Who let off that firework?’ one of the men said, the group seeing it head up into the sky as they arrived.  
 
    ‘Tripwire,’ Marco said. ‘Thread for it must’ve been pulled across the road.’ 
 
    Climbing out, Bianca Stefani slammed her door and looked at the abandoned amusement park, the firework having burnt out, the site quiet again. 
 
    ‘The hell is this shit?’ she muttered, studying the dark, looming spectre of the Six Flags. Her eyes searched the lot, then checked the skies for any police choppers holding back in the distance, waiting to move in with their night sun to illuminate the park. But all seemed quiet. 
 
    ‘Looks like the Yankees did what they were told,’ Marco said. 
 
    ‘Think they’re here?’ another man asked. 
 
    ‘The firework was them. And if they’re not, the cop’s sister dies. They know that.’ 
 
    NO TRESPASSING, a sign to their left said, red lettering daubed on a white sign. VIOLATERS WILL BE PROSECUTED. 
 
    ‘Don’t go in from the front,’ Stefani told them. ‘Too obvious. But find the kid and bring her to me. We don’t have our hands on her in thirty minutes, get on the phone to Paulie and tell him to shoot the lawyer in the head.’ 
 
    As her men dispersed and started looking for another way into the park, Stefani’s mind went back to that day when Carla had first tried to have her killed.  
 
    That woman had taken her man, her life in New York and subjected her to a lifetime of shame, looking like a sideshow attraction at a place like this.  
 
    I always told you I’d get you back, she thought quietly.  
 
    Pull up a chair from down there and watch, bitch. 
 
    As she moved off with her two remaining men protecting her, none of them knew an additional player had also just arrived.  
 
     And was watching them from the shadows as they walked towards the park. 
 
    * 
 
    In 2005, two weeks before Katrina and with two scoops balanced precariously in an ice cream cone, a seven year old girl licked at the lump of strawberry on top then looked around and realised she couldn’t see her brother or her babysitter.  
 
    The park was busy, people everywhere, but they’d been standing there only ten seconds ago. She’d come this way to see an animal being led past on a rope, ‘a llama’ the woman leading it had said to some other kids who wanted to step forward to pet it. She started running over towards where they’d last been, but then tripped over her untied laces and fell hard, the unforgiving concrete scraping her bare knees, her ice cream spilling in front of her as the cone cracked.  
 
    The shock and pain startled her, and when the grazes started to sting, she felt tears well in her eyes. 
 
    ‘Are you OK, princess?’ a voice asked, a figure kneeling down beside her. The girl looked up and saw a man in park clothing beside her. The tag on his shirt said his name was Gerry. ‘That was a nasty spill.’ 
 
    ‘My leg,’ she said, starting to cry quietly. ‘It hurts.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that looks painful. I’ve got a first aid kid over in the parking lot. Come with me and we’ll get you fixed up. Don’t want it to get infected.’ 
 
    He had a nice voice, and although she knew not to talk to strangers, his uniform told her he worked at the park. He’d already taken her hand to help her up.  
 
    His grip was firm. 
 
    She looked at him uncertainly. ‘My mom told me I shouldn’t-’ 
 
    ‘You think she’d want to see you bleeding?’ Gerry asked, his smile remaining on his face although his eyes were on the injury. ‘Or your leg becoming all rotten? It might have to be cut off if we don’t treat it.’ Now he was standing, she could see how tall he was; she felt as if she was looking up and up almost forever. The sun was behind him, darkening his face.  
 
    The girl tried to get her hand free, but his grip tightened.  
 
    ‘C’mon. Let’s go get you fixed up. I can get you another ice cream for free. I’ve got special privileges. And you seem like a special girl.’  
 
    She hesitated. She knew she shouldn’t talk to him, but he did work at the park and he was trying to help her; she didn’t want her leg to be cut off either. He was nice, too. And her knee and elbow were hurting bad. She didn’t want her babysitter to see she was in pain. If she did, she might take her home and the girl would hate to miss the fun. They’d only just got here. 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, come with me.’ He grinned, his smile parting to show his teeth. Even with the glare of the sun behind him, the girl noticed they were yellow. ‘It’ll take thirty secon-’ 
 
    ‘Cass!’ a voice called, and the girl saw her babysitter appear, looking worried. ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘I fell ov-’ 
 
    ‘She took a spill,’ Gerry interrupted, still holding her hand. ‘I was just going to help her get cleaned up.’ 
 
    ‘I can do that,’ the young woman said, taking the girl’s other hand. For a second, the child felt the man hang on, but a few moments later she was free and walked off with the babysitter. ‘What did I tell you? Stay beside…’ 
 
    Their voices were lost in the noise of screams coming from a ride nearby, as McGuinness watched them disappear into the crowd. He could still feel the girl’s sweat on his hand, and saw a few blotches of blood on the ground from where she’d fallen, her ice cream cone cracked, the scoops melting fast in the hot sun.  
 
    ‘Gerry?’ a voice called, and he turned, seeing his pencil-necked boss at the theater waving him back impatiently. Pretending to cough, McGuinness licked his palm then went back towards the theater for another bullshit show for the brats.  
 
    I dunno know how much longer I can hold out, he thought, walking back and giving his boss a smile. 
 
    He didn’t mean working at the park. 
 
      
 
    Years later, darkness was cloaking Six Flags New Orleans, as McGuinness stood near the spot where he’d almost succeeded in abducting the girl that day. Tonight he’d stolen inside the park after going under the fence on the east side, which still had a gap underneath, same as the day he’d left.  
 
    The hurricane had destroyed most people’s lives down here, but had saved his. That girl who dropped the ice cream was the closest he’d come while employed at the park to giving in to those overpowering impulses, urges that had become stronger and stronger as the months passed but which he’d fought to resist, to avoid the risk of getting arrested. He knew he’d been lucky so far in other places, but that the good fortune wouldn’t hold forever.  
 
    Back then, he hadn’t killed anyone since the ride accident in Bilodeau, knowing he’d be caught if he kept going the way he had been, but his bloodlust had been at breaking point when Katrina had hit. It came from that same strange voice in his head, that compulsion to inflict pain that he’d always had, ever since his childhood in the carnival watching his mother have knives thrown at her and then catching glimpses of her doing other things once the show was over in exchange for money to score heroin.  
 
    Then after Katrina hit, he’d stopped resisting and succumbed to who he really was.  
 
    His only family member, his mother Molly, had never loved him; she’d recognised his true nature from the get-go and it had horrified her. She’d told her son once when she was high how much she’d shot up while she was pregnant.  
 
    The sugar made you the way you are. Wrong in the head.  
 
    Woulda aborted you instant, if Dwindel didn’t need me on the boards. Said we’d make more money with me knocked up. 
 
    McGuinness didn’t agree. He was his own person; and he was happiest when he was hurting people. He’d got his revenge on his mother for saying that he was sick, when he’d replaced the last packet of heroin Molly would ever score with a hotshot he’d bought from a dealer himself, some cheap heroin mixed with sodium cyanide. He’d been standing in the tent when she’d injected and with pleasure, watched her start convulsing and die. A week later, he had her spot in the knife show.  
 
    He’d managed to spend two years on and off living here in the abandoned park, giving in to his urges, with little risk of being caught. Then city-planners and insurance companies had started to show up and he’d decided it was time to go. He’d left Louisiana, ending up in Galveston where he’d been hired at Kemah, but his time murdering people in the ruins of Six Flags meant he’d started down a path he couldn’t turn back from. He’d been unable to resist killing while in Texas.  
 
    So children, his favorite victims, had started vanishing from the boardwalk area. 
 
    Once Kemah got too hot with State Police attention and he got fired for negligence, he picked a random spot far away on the map, which happened to be Boston, and after working at another theme park there, found it paid a hell of a lot better hiring himself out to do what he enjoyed most. The mob scene in that part of the country meant there were always people who wanted others killed, and McGuinness was fearless, offering his services to some very dangerous groups, not caring who the targets were. His reputation was built fast, and he learned to have fun and get creative with it, using all the talents he’d learned in the carnival to torture, maim and kill, often drawing the deaths out for his own pleasure and creating fear, all serving to build an unparalleled reputation.  
 
    But tonight, he was back home. He knew most of Six Flags NO as well if not better than the architects who’d designed it. He’d heard and seen the firework go off, and with a smile, knew it spelt the arrival of the Baltimoreans. Already serving their purpose as a distraction for him to finish this.  
 
    Chase this strangely elusive child down, and kill her, once and for all. 
 
    He cut a shadow into the kid’s theater, and went to a floorboard, which he cranked up quietly in the darkness. He felt around inside, and his pulse quickened when he felt two boxes of unique knives in there. The first were sliding blades he’d carried since he left Bilodeau, a treasured set that he’d stolen from Dwindel, the original thrower. Holding three in each hand, they allowed him to use the no-reload technique, slinging all six knives in less than three seconds, like firing a semi-automatic gun. 
 
    The second box contained a carefully-selected set he’d bought himself, and which he’d used to torture most of the junkies here with, the blades twelve inches long and eight ounces in weight, with a finger ring on the end of each to aid with drawing and control. The stainless steel edges were still razor sharp. He’d cleaned the blades before he’d left all those years ago, but hadn’t taken them with him, wanting to move on and leave this place where it belonged, in the past. He was glad he had. 
 
    With the two sets of blades back in his hands, he stayed where he was for the moment. The cops from New York were smart, he admitted to himself. And they’d been here for hours, knowing he was coming. They’d have something planned. The girl’s escape from his clutches in Oxford had impressed him, same as the fact she’d survived the knife throw, the flytrap and even the attack in Chelsea. 
 
    But now, she was in his theater. He fastened the two sheaths for the second set of knives onto his belt, four blades into each, then held the sliding set in each palm.  
 
    As he heard movement outside, he stepped back into the shadows.  
 
    He waited for a few minutes, then hearing nothing more, he stole out and began to move.  
 
    For one final night, Gerry McGuinness was back on the boards. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIFTY TWO 
 
    Stefani and two of her men were approaching from the east side of the park, having slid under the fence, the moonlight providing enough light for them to see their way. One of the pair with her, Marco, was talking on his cell.  
 
    ‘Yo, we’re at Six Flags,’ he said quietly, keeping the phone pressed against his cheek to minimise any possible screen glare, a Galil assault rifle in his other hand. ‘If they stood McGuinness up and the kid isn’t here, kill the woman. Head’s up in thirty.’ He glanced at Stefani, who nodded in confirmation. ‘Anything coming through on the radio?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ the man called Paulie replied, from the docks in Baltimore. ‘Your Yankee detectives are staying quiet. Right now, anyway. McGuinness show yet?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t seen him.’  
 
    The three of them were surrounded by swampland, and could hear some strange noises coming from the bayou around them, serving as a warning not to get too close. As Marco ended the call and put his cell away, Stefani gripped her pistol tight. Having got this close to eradicating the last of Carla’s family, she had no intention of getting dragged off by a stupid alligator. She noticed her two guys were watching the swamps nervously too, and she moved between them, using the pair as protection.  
 
    They were walking deeper into the park itself when Marco stopped and caught her arm.  
 
    ‘Check it out,’ he whispered, looking to their right. ‘Up top.’ 
 
    Stefani stared up at a large undulating coaster looming out of the darkness to their right, and saw the outline of a huddled figure on the upper walkway, a black silhouette in the moonlight.  
 
    The figure wasn’t big enough to be an adult.  
 
    There was a pause. Then, not saying a word, Stefani shoved her pistol into the back of her waistband and took the Galil from the other mobster next to her. She sighted the outline, and without hesitation, drilled it with her second and third shots, the reports echoing around the park.  
 
    The figure tumbled backwards and fell to the ground out of sight. 
 
    ‘Was that her?’ the guy she’d taken the rifle from said.  
 
    ‘Why would she be up there?’ Marco asked, continuing to track the space around them with his own weapon. 
 
    ‘Maybe they left her there for us to find.’ He laughed quietly. ‘Didn’t wanna hang around.’ 
 
    ‘That was too easy, but we check it,’ Stefani snapped, shoving the gun back into his grip, suspecting a trap. But maybe the boys were right; they’d staked the kid out for McGuinness and left. She’d have done it in their position. 
 
    The three of them moved forward slowly, the men checking around them continuously as they headed over to where the figure had fallen, assault weapons at the ready. When they reached the huge frame of the wooden coaster, the group circled around the back and saw the figure had landed in the bog and weeds, the swamp now only ten or fifteen feet away.  
 
    The trio edged forward carefully, their footsteps squelching through the edge of the swamp.  
 
    They kept their weapons up, but the shape wasn’t moving. 
 
      
 
    Bellefonte had heard the gunshots, and slowly lifted his head just above the line of one of the water rides, the Spillway Splashout, which was almost directly in front of the Zeph.  
 
    In the moonlight, he saw the three figures moving around the back of the coaster, towards where the body had fallen. He, Archer and Vargas had suspected people might come in from that side, where there was a gap in the fence.  
 
    He took out his cell phone, covering the light, and ducking back down, selected a number he’d saved as a contact less than two hours ago. 
 
    ‘Step on up,’ he whispered, calling it. 
 
      
 
    Stefani and her guys reached the figure who’d been standing on top of the ride.  
 
    It was an old mannequin of a child lying on its back, the blank painted face staring to the side with lifeless eyes.  
 
    But Stefani wasn’t looking at its face, she was staring at its chest.  
 
    The center had been opened and duct taped back up again. 
 
    At the moment Bellefonte’s cell phone connected to the burner phone attached to the blasting cap of the ANFO inside, Stefani realised the play. She grabbed one of her guys and ducking behind him, used the man to shield herself from the resulting explosion. The doll had been packed with some pellets of ammonium nitrate and loose shards of plate china from across the park, and the blast spread out in a 360 direction.  
 
    Thrown backwards and landing in the boggy water with a loud splash, Stefani felt the liquid go into her nose, ears and mouth and just managed to wriggle her way out from under the man before his weight pinned her down and drowned her. Coughing and spluttering, she retrieved the weapon he’d been carrying and the spare mags in his pants pocket then crawled towards the grass, her legs and arms burning like fire.  
 
    The man she’d used as a shield hadn’t been so lucky. He turned his head slowly to look at her. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ he croaked, trying to lift his hand, what was left of his face a mask of red. ‘Hel-’  
 
    Spitting out blood, she staggered back to her feet, lifted the rifle and put him out of his misery. Her other guy, Marco, had been knocked further back into the swamp and wasn’t moving. She left him as gator food. 
 
      
 
    ‘Archer, I changed my mind!’ Isabel called out from the top of the Ferris wheel, the Big Easy. ‘Let me down!’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t she answering?’ one of the remaining Baltimore Italians whispered below the ride, looking at the man with him who was trying to call their boss. They’d heard gunshots, an explosion, then another gunshot, echoing out into the bayou from across the park. ‘The kid’s right here!’ 
 
    He shook his head and gave up trying to get an answer, looking up at the Ferris wheel cabins instead. The calls for help had changed into some quiet but distinct sobbing and crying, coming from an upper cabin of the wheel.  
 
    The two men looked around, unsure what to do without Stefani’s instructions.  
 
    ‘Think it’s a trap?’ the man who’d tried to call the boss asked. 
 
    In reply, the other man took aim, and started giving each separate cabin hanging on the wheel rounds from the assault rifle he was cradling, reloading quickly halfway through, the gunfire echoing out into the night. The other man turned to cover his fellow mobster’s back with a pump action shotgun, just in case the cops who were protecting the kid had set this up.  
 
    Once his friend stopped firing, they listened as the sound of the shots faded. The voice had stopped crying out. 
 
    ‘Gotta check it,’ the other holding the twelve gauge whispered. ‘Boss said she wanted her head in her hands. Just the head.’ 
 
    ‘So get up there.’ 
 
    ‘Why me, asshole?’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    The one who’d been covering him swore, then swapped weapons, the rifle having a strap which he could sling over his shoulder. He walked forward and tested the integrity of the old ride.  
 
    He jumped, catching hold of one of the metal spokes, and pulled himself up before shimmying along the Ferris wheel, and looked into the first of the cabins. 
 
      
 
    As planned, Bellefonte had come down from the Splashout and was on his way relocating to another spot when he became aware of a figure standing in the shadows to his left.  
 
    Something glinted in the stranger’s hands.  
 
    The instant after that thought registered, Bellefonte was dropping as two knives hissed through the air just above his head. A follow up two seconds later buried itself in the back of his shoulder as he turned to run, and he shouted in pain, another hitting him in the hamstring.  
 
    Twisting around, Bellefonte stayed on one knee to avoid pressing the knife further in as he hit the floor and started firing at McGuinness, who had cut for cover behind an attraction the moment the fourth knife had left his hand. 
 
    He’s here, Bellefonte thought, in searing pain from the knives jutting out of his rear deltoid and leg as he scrambled to find cover.  
 
    But how’s he throwing so fast? 
 
      
 
    The man climbing up the Big Easy heard the shots in the distance but ignored them, as he checked each of the cabins.  
 
    He got to one near the top, and once again held out his cell phone, having already activated the flashlight. He shone it in. 
 
    ‘See her?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he said, looking into the empty, dusty cabin, tiny little holes in the base now from where he’d shot it up from the ground. Keeping the flashlight activated, he put the cell in his pocket and hauled himself up to the next cabin, then looked in, not seeing what he’d hoped to find, the body of an eleven year old girl.  
 
    The ride creaked and groaned as he climbed, the rusty cabins swinging slightly as he rattled the spokes of the ride with his movements.  
 
    The realisation that she was highly unlikely to be hiding in the Ferris wheel in the first place was starting to dawn on him. And why would she break her cover by crying out? Feeling increasingly uneasy, especially being so high up, the mobster was about to abandon the search and start making his way down, but then the knowledge of how Stef would react if she discovered he hadn’t checked all the cabins stopped him. He clambered up to the next cabin, and shone the light in. No kid. He moved on to the next, but then stopped. 
 
    ‘What do you see? She there?’ 
 
     He saw the shot-up pieces of a small voice recorder.  
 
     He stared at the fragments, then twisted to look back down at his friend. 
 
      
 
    Seeing him on top of the ride from her hiding place nearby, Vargas repeated Bellefonte’s action when watching the Zeph. She called a cell phone, which moments later detonated the ANFO pellets and blasting cap at the base of the wheel. 
 
    It knocked the man on the ground back and killed him instantly, but the explosives had also been placed so the Ferris wheel dropped towards the swamp; it collapsed like a felled tree. The guy on top who’d emptied the rifle rounds into the cabins screamed as he went down with the giant wheel, tipped off just before it hit the water. It meant some of the frame landed on top of him, pinning him underneath.  
 
      
 
    Once again, the noise of the explosions echoed around the park, but quickly faded to be replaced by the usual night-time sounds. Roberto, the keen new recruit from Stefani’s crew who’d told her about Isabel that first day she’d returned to Baltimore, had been patrolling near the front entrance of the site, with orders to make sure the people from New York didn’t try to smuggle the kid out.  
 
    If the little shit is even here, he’d thought, just before he’d heard that first blast behind The Mega Zeph.  
 
    He’d checked about him nervously but had remained where he was, not wanting to find out what the consequences of disobeying his boss would be; he was able to hazard a guess. However, when he heard the second blast, followed by an anguished scream, he decided she’d want him to check it out, so left his post and walked deeper into the park to investigate.  
 
    He had a pistol in his hands, his boots scrunching on debris as he walked.  
 
    Then he saw movement to his right. He swung in that direction, weapon up, to see a black guy with greying hair limping towards the open mouth of an exhibit, the letters NOPD clearly printed on a bulletproof vest he was wearing. In the split-second before he opened fire, the cugine saw the guy was holding his arm, and seemed to be injured, his left leg jacked-up too.  
 
    The cop saw him at the last second, and tumbled sideways into the exhibit as the young Baltimore gangster blasted at him, fragments of wood from the structure flying everywhere, splintering the stained, dirty mouth of the large jester laughing above their heads, his mouth so wide it looked like he was screaming. 
 
    The cugine thought he’d hit him, but couldn’t be sure. He continued to fire until the pistol went dry, then ran to the side of a nearby building for cover and pulled the magazine before inserting a new one. 
 
    But just as he slotted it home, he heard a sound directly above his head. 
 
      
 
    When Bellefonte moved positions, Archer had been concealed on the roof covering him as planned, ready to drop any of the Baltimoreans or McGuinness if they appeared, unaware until he saw the NOPD detective that he’d been injured.  
 
    He was about to whistle at him, but then saw the gangster appear and open fire. Once he’d made sure Bellefonte had got to cover, he saw an opportunity to knock this mobster off quietly while not giving his location away. The sound of gunfire being returned would act as a magnet to McGuinness or any of this guy’s friends. 
 
    He quietly swung his legs over the edge of the roof as the younger man below reloaded, then jumped, his Timberland boots landing on the stranger’s head. He hadn’t been trying to kill the guy, just incapacitate him, but the mobster had heard a noise and was just starting to look up when Archer landed on him, his neck breaking instantly under the sudden pressure.  
 
    On his haunches, Archer checked for a pulse, but found none; he hadn’t expected to, seeing the angle of the man’s head. So far, so good; he didn’t relish the violence, but it was either kill or be killed tonight, and that was another one down. The three police detectives on site had baited traps all over the park, and he knew from the location of the explosions that Vargas and Bellefonte had triggered a couple of them. The mob crew weren’t here for negotiation, so neither were the NYPD and NOPD cops. They were prepared to face the consequences of their actions later, just so long as they kept Issy and Sarah alive.  
 
    But Archer wasn’t thinking about that right now; he was focused on McGuinness. He now knew the former carny was here, having seen Bellefonte with the knives in his shoulder and hamstring. Archer guessed what the child killer’s play was, to let the Baltimore mobsters make all the noise and attract the cops’ attention while he stalked the site and searched for Issy or tried to blindside Archer and Vargas.  
 
    Not wasting any more time on the dead man at his feet, Archer looked towards the derelict building next door, Jocco’s Mardi Gras Madness, and gave a low whistle. A few seconds later, Bellefonte appeared out of the darkness. He gave the OK circle sign with his thumb and forefinger, as Archer looked at the knife jutting from the back of his shoulder. 
 
    ‘Seems they didn’t show up to bargain,’ Bellefonte muttered, as Archer drew closer.  
 
    ‘We need to get you to…’ Archer started to say, but then suddenly pushed the New Orleans homicide detective sideways and threw himself down, a split-second before two more blades glittered in the moonlight just above them. They both clanged into a metal ladder behind the two men, and Archer threw himself to the side just as another knife from McGuinness slashed through the air; this time he was a fraction too late and this one made contact, slicing open his calf, causing a searing flash of pain.  
 
    Archer rolled into the shadows and fired at the mass-murdering former carny twice with his Sig, who had already taken cover. Bellefonte was scrambling for the darkness of Jocco’s again, when Archer saw movement to his left. Archer fired but the knife was already in the air, and a blade hit Bellefonte square in the chest, knocking him out of sight into the dark exhibit.  
 
    Archer repositioned and using the wall of the building as cover, crept down on where McGuinness had been. 
 
    But he wasn’t there, the man having melted away into the darkness again. 
 
    As he looked around, trying to work out where McGuinness could have gone, the NYPD detective heard the sound of someone approaching, their feet crunching on the debris on the paths. He knew it was highly unlikely to be the carny, which meant Stefani had brought more men with her than they’d anticipated.  
 
    He leaned back in the shadows and waited, his calf throbbing, anxiety rising.  
 
    What was really worrying him now was McGuinness’ whereabouts. 
 
    He was now in the park with Issy, who wasn’t hiding too far away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIFTY THREE 
 
    The eleven year old girl was on the west side of the Six Flags site, inside a small car on the Joker’s Jukebox ride of the DC Comics area, a section away from where Archer, Vargas and Bellefonte had laid the ANFO traps and where they thought she’d be safest. 
 
    In the same way she’d curled up in the laundry basket that day when her family had been killed, she hugged her knees as she heard the occasional gunshots and explosions followed by screams. Suddenly she wished she hadn’t stayed with Vargas and Archer, that she’d done what they’d asked and stayed holed up in a hotel somewhere. 
 
    They’ll protect you, she reminded herself, trying to curl up tighter into a ball.  
 
    They always have. 
 
    Then something unexpected happened. Issy had disassembled her cell phone when she’d fled the UK, but couldn’t bring herself to ditch it along with Chalky’s. She’d only just got it and found herself unable to just dump it in the trash. Vargas knew she still had it but what she didn’t know was that Issy had put it back together a few hours ago to play a game. 
 
    Suddenly, the phone started ringing. Issy jumped and to her horror, realised she’d forgotten to turn it to silent. ‘No, no, no,’ she whispered, fighting to get it out of her pocket, the noise seeming to carry across half the park. This wasn’t part of the plan. She wrestled it out and killed the attempted call with shaking hands.  
 
    But she knew it was too late. 
 
    She panicked then started as the cell phone rang again. Issy dropped the device and slid out of the ride, her cap falling off her head. Leaving it behind too, she saw a mock Gotham City Hall forty yards away towards the main entrance and ran quietly towards it for the protection it offered. 
 
    But away from hers, and now out in the open.  
 
      
 
    Stefani was also on the east side of the park. She’d lifted the girl’s cell number from Vargas’ phone when they picked her up in D.C., and had called it on a whim, but then became aware of a faint ringtone to her right. 
 
    She hobbled towards it, her leg injured from the ANFO explosion at the Mega Zeph, but slowed as she got close in case it was another trap. She tried calling again, following the ringtone to inside a carriage on some twisting ride. 
 
    This one wasn’t baited with explosives, or it would have gone up by now. Blinking blood out of her eyes, Stefani wiped it away and smiled, seeing a red ball cap lying on the weed-entwined concrete.  
 
    Carla’s girl had just been here. 
 
      
 
    Across the park, Archer was racing to where Isabel was located, ignoring the pain in his calf, when he became aware of a tall figure in his peripheral vision. Knowing McGuinness was out there, Archer had deliberately kept to the shadows but threw himself down just before another knife buried itself into a wooden wall behind him, passing through the air where his exposed throat would have been a second ago. It was only a matter of time before one of those blades struck home, and caused much worse damage than the slice across his calf.  
 
    Archer rolled and fired his Sig, but McGuinness was as fast as his knife-throwing arm, and moving like quicksilver, had already ducked out of sight. The sound of Archer’s gunfire had attracted the attention of two of the Baltimoreans, who appeared around the corner of the building. They didn’t see Archer in the shadows but spotted McGuinness moving instead; thinking he was one of their targets, they mistakenly started firing on him and Archer saw the man stagger before ducking out of sight. It looked as if one of them had clipped him.  
 
    As the two men walked down on where McGuinness had been standing, Archer used the moment to cut around the back of the worn, weathered Jocco Mardi Gras exhibit, intending to return to the roof and get a better angle top shot. He shoved the Sig into its holster and scrambled up the ladder to the roof, but as he rolled over the edge, the pistol slid out and tumbled to the ground below.  
 
    Cursing, he was about to go back down for it, but then heard the sound of running feet and only just rolled back in time as bullets pinged off the top of the ladder.  
 
    Ten seconds later, a mobster’s head appeared slowly above the level of the roof. He looked around but with the moonlight doing a good job of illuminating the space around him, saw there was no sign of the man he’d just shot at.  
 
    Maybe he’d hit him and he’d fallen off the roof?  
 
    Cautiously, he eased himself all the way onto the flat roof, weapon up, then started to search. 
 
      
 
    Archer heard the guy pass by him, then silently swung himself back up onto the roof, having hung from the edge moments before the guy appeared, his camo-paint smeared hands not easily visible in the moonlight.  
 
    He ignored the pain from his sliced-up calf as he stalked towards the mobster, the guy having almost reached the jester, the cartoonish, cracked face figure lurching over the edge of the roof.  
 
    Archer was almost on him when suddenly sensing someone behind him, the man swung around; before he could fire, the NYPD detective tackled the mobster with a double leg takedown, knocking the man’s pistol from his hands. They rolled near the edge of the building, beside the jester’s leering face, where the mobster got a brief advantage, his hands crushing Archer’s throat as he pinned him down with his weight.  
 
    Feeling the pressure of blood rising in his head, Archer caught sight of two Mardi Gras metal bead chains hanging from the jester’s hands. He reached out, and wrenching them towards him, quickly threw the beads around the mobster’s neck.  
 
    Before the guy realised what he was doing, Archer quickly wrapped them round again and twisted hard. The pressure around his throat immediately slacked off as the big guy reared up, clawing at his neck; Archer used his knee to bump the man’s weight forward over him and then pushed him hard over his shoulder.  
 
    The large mobster shouted as he was sent tumbling off the roof. He stopped falling with his feet six feet off the ground, the beads snapping tight; his hands had been jammed in the beads trying to relieve the pressure, which had prevented his neck being broken, but that probably would have been his better option. He thrashed and gargled, his feet slapping and pedalling trying to get a purchase on something, but there was nothing. Eventually, his weight ended up killing him as he slowly choked to death.  
 
    Archer didn’t waste any more time on the guy, scanning the park from his vantage point above as the mobster below sagged then stopped moving, swaying slowly in the warm night air. While he was trying to decide his next move, he heard a scream from across the park, and instantly recognised it from nightmares Isabel had had when he’d lived with her.  
 
    Archer raced across the roof and went rapidly down the ladder, before retrieving his Sig.  
 
    However, he was too focused on getting to Isabel to sense the man lying in wait behind him. 
 
      
 
    Stefani heard several more gunshots from across the park, but paid them no heed. 
 
    She’d found Isabel. The child had been running towards the faux Main Street Square of the park when the mob queen spotted her and unloaded with her assault rifle, the muzzle flash providing a violent blast of fire and light as the shots echoed around the dark space.  
 
    The patchy moonlight and Stefani’s messed-up equilibrium from being so close when the mannequin doll exploded meant her aim was wild, but it was close enough to cause the girl to scream and fall, before scrambling into an exhibit beside her. Adjacent to the DC Comics section, and before the faux French Quarter, bracketing the entrance, was one last attraction: The Versailles House of Mirrors.  
 
    The House seemed to encapsulate the failed venture of the entire park. Already difficult for children to navigate, the maze inside had received its own special treatment from Katrina, all the mirrors inside now stained, some destroyed, a few cracked. Issy’s reflection shimmered and split as she ran inside the attraction.  
 
    Stefani stopped just inside the entrance, reloading the magazine for the Galil with the last one she had, sending the working parts forward to chamber a round. She also activated the flashlight attached to the underside, and walked forward slowly, her body merging and melding in the stained mirrors.  
 
    She found a slightly even section just before a concave one, and stopped, enough moonlight coming in from outside combined with the flashlight on her rifle, to allow her to see her reflection.  
 
    The blast from the mannequin had added new injuries to the ones inflicted by the brat’s mother, which were now clearly revealed after the boggy swamp water had washed away the concealer and make-up she always wore.  
 
    A stark reminder of Carla Lombardi.  
 
    Looking at her reflection enraged her even more and she stalked deeper into the space. 
 
    Hunting the daughter of the woman who’d destroyed her life. 
 
      
 
    Cutting out of the shadows, Vargas ran to the ride where Issy had been told to hide, the Jukebox, and checked inside. 
 
    ‘Issy,’ she whispered. ‘Issy!’ 
 
    The girl’s cell phone, her most prized possession, was resting on the seat, but there was no sign of the child.  
 
    Her heart starting to beat faster from panic, Vargas looked around and saw her Liverpool ball cap lying in the weeds too. Like Archer, she’d also heard the scream but there was no sign of the girl.  
 
    Had Stefani got her? 
 
      
 
    Issy had her back to a corner of the mirrors, where it seemed that all the reflections were contained in this section. She could only just see herself from the moonlight filtering in, but even so, the reflections made her feel dizzy.  
 
    She closed her eyes, praying another epileptic fit wouldn’t be triggered by any flashes of light, which were harsh as they pinged off the dirty glass. She’d taken her pill in Oxford this morning, but that was almost twenty four hours ago, and she knew their protection wore off.  
 
    She heard the sound of movement inside the house, and froze, covering her mouth, knowing she mustn’t make any noise.  
 
    But then her head snapped to the mirror on her right, which suddenly turned bright from a flashlight. 
 
    Bianca Stefani was staring right at her. 
 
    Issy’s screams were lost in the shots, which sent shards of the mirror walls flying, distorting her reflection into thousands of smaller ones, bent and twisted, all mirroring the abject terror on her face. But her survival instinct kicked in, the instinct that had got her to this night. Stefani had thought she had the girl, which was when she’d fired, but the reflections were deceptive.  
 
    She obliterated five of the walls, putting bullets into the forehead of the reflection of the girl every time she saw her, but despite being shattered by the impact, enough of the mirrors were left for her to see her an even more distorted reflection, a grotesque parody of her former self, her bare, disfigured face everywhere she looked. She screamed in rage. It felt as if Carla was there taunting her, the woman right there with her, even now.  
 
    But the reflection of the kid had gone. Frustrated, she started to move faster, bumping into the walls as she cut back and forth, searching, knowing it could only be a matter of time before she found Carla’s spawn.  
 
      
 
    Ahead of her, Issy cut left and right, desperately searching for the exit, but when she found it, she stopped dead and gasped in horror. 
 
    McGuinness was out there in the street. He hadn’t seen her yet but she was trapped.  
 
    Whichever way she went, there was someone who wanted to kill her.  
 
    She ran back into the House, whimpering in fear, then going to her right, stumbled upon another member of Stefani’s gang. However, this man was no threat, and never would be again; his boss’s wild gunfire had punched through the walls of the maze and the guy had been accidentally hit in the chest, now lying slumped on his side in a pool of blood. With a chill, she realised he’d been creeping in from the other side, and if Stefani hadn’t hit him, Issy would have run straight into the man as she tried to get away. 
 
    Instead, she looked down at the pistol in his open palm. Vargas’ orders that she’d drummed into her, about never touching guns, echoed in her mind.  
 
    The sound of the bullets that day her family had been destroyed, those images she was never able to un-see, watching the devastation guns could cause to human bodies through a crack in the bathroom door, and seeing it again during that night in the building in Harlem. 
 
    You have to survive, she told herself. For them. Vargas would understand. 
 
    She picked up the handgun, in time to see a reflection of someone behind her and spun. 
 
      
 
    Stefani rounded the corner and found herself facing the child, who was holding a pistol. 
 
    She stared at the youngest child of her nemesis, not even registering the dead body of her guy behind the girl. 
 
    For one brief moment, it wasn’t Isabel Lombardi looking back at her, but Carla. 
 
    The girl hadn’t raised the gun yet.  
 
    Neither had Stefani. 
 
    They kept staring at each other, jagged reflections around them, one wide-eyed and so young she’d never even held a pistol, never mind fired a bullet. The other with a face torn apart by the girl’s mother years before and with now even more damage from the ANFO explosion tonight, blood running down her neck and onto her chest from fresh injuries, a woman who’d lost count of the number of people she’d killed or had killed. 
 
    Issy brought the gun up, at the same time Stefani did hers, but the mob queen fired first. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Issy hadn’t expected her to pull the trigger so fast, and braced herself to die; it took a couple of seconds to realise an empty magazine had saved her life.  
 
    Stefani’s face twisted as she dropped the gun to the ground, looking at the girl. 
 
    ‘So do it,’ she said quietly. 
 
    Issy’s fingers tightened. She was breathing so fast, it almost felt she was hyperventilating. Moonlight pinged off the glass, and she thought she could smell almonds, her trigger for a fit. 
 
    But she didn’t drop to the ground.  
 
    The gun did instead. 
 
    She couldn’t do it. She stood looking in terror at the woman ahead; smiling in triumph, Stefani pulled a shard of broken mirror from the wall. She lunged forward and grabbed Issy by the hair, who’d tried in vain to run.  
 
    ‘Not your mother’s daughter,’ she hissed, jamming the glass against the girl’s throat to cut it from ear to ear. 
 
    ‘No she’s not, you bitch,’ Vargas said, appearing behind the woman in the exit, her reflection on the wall behind Issy. Stefani spun as Issy dropped and Vargas fired twice with her handgun, hitting the woman in the chest with both shots.  
 
    The bullets cutting through her, Stefani dropped to her knees, looking at Vargas in surprise, then slumped over. The NYPD detective lowered her gun, looking at Issy who’d crawled around the corner and was peeking back around it, about to come out. 
 
    But her daughter’s eyes widened, and Vargas saw a reflection of someone appear behind her, too late for her to turn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIFTY FOUR 
 
    Inside Jocco’s, Bellefonte was on the floor but still alive, the last knife from McGuinness having hit him in the vest. But the fall backwards had pushed the other blades further into his shoulder and hamstring, and his arm had stopped working. Despite the pain, he didn’t want to remove them, knowing that could mean he’d bleed to death.  
 
    I ain’t dying in this place, he thought angrily. Not tonight. He’d heard more gunshots and screams, and knew he and the NYPD team were in trouble. ‘Code three, kid,’ he told Ruiz, on the radio. ‘At least one officer down. Ignore previous instruction. We gotta take the risk.’ 
 
    ‘Copy that! Hold on!’ 
 
    Bellefonte tried to haul himself up, wanting to get to Looney Tunes, where Archer had laid out a final ‘Alamo-style’ plan if they were in trouble against the Baltimoreans or McGuinness.  
 
    He knew they’d need his help, but he felt dizzy and slumped back down. 
 
    ‘Why’d I stop drinking…caffeine,’ he muttered, trying again to haul himself back to his feet.  
 
      
 
    Having done battle with Archer and Bellefonte, and being winged by one of Stefani’s moronic team, McGuinness had retrieved some of the knives he’d thrown earlier, pain pulsating in his shoulder from the gunshot wound. He was stalking past some of the buildings in the faux French Quarter in a black rage, his determination to find the girl now at fever pitch, when he heard a noise behind him. 
 
    He spun, ready to throw, but then saw the man who’d hired him, Marco, dragging Isabel’s adoptive mother out of a building into the street, a gun to her head. 
 
    ‘Where’s your boss?’ McGuinness asked. 
 
    ‘This bitch killed her,’ Marco said, bleeding heavily from the first blast by the Mega Zeph but not as badly injured as Stefani had assumed. Vargas struggled and he cuffed her over the head with his pistol hard. ‘Call for the kid,’ he told her, pulling her back up by her hair as a thin stream of blood started to trickle down her neck. 
 
    ‘She’s got company,’ McGuinness said, scanning the park around them for any sight of the blond cop, the one he’d spoken to on the phone. ‘Keep your eyes-’ 
 
    Then a figure appeared to their right, from the Looney Tunes section. Holding tight to Vargas, Marco shifted his aim that way, as McGuinness turned but they saw it was one of the Baltimore mobsters, not the cop. 
 
    ‘Yo, Marc, come see this,’ he called, waving the men over.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘We got him good. Just come see it.’ 
 
    Marco dragged Vargas with him, McGuinness following, and when they reached the clearing, both men heard her gasp.  
 
    The group saw a body suspended upside down from the carousel chains, the corpse limp, his arms hanging down lifelessly.  
 
    McGuinness stopped and stared at the unexpected sight. 
 
    It was the cop he’d seen on the news that day when the girl’s fake death had been orchestrated at Coney Island. The blond man, who McGuinness had talked to on the phone earlier in the day, and who he’d almost skewered with one of his knives ten minutes before.  
 
    The guy had several bullet-holes in his head, his eyes open and vacant as he hung from the chain, his body rotating slightly in the breeze.  
 
    McGuinness stared at the dead cop. ‘Who got him?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Must’ve been one of the boys,’ the big tattooed man said, moving forward and nudging Archer with his assault rifle. He laughed. ‘Strung him up, Wyatt Earp style.’ 
 
    ‘Shout for the kid,’ Marco said, switching his attention to Vargas, pushing his gun tighter against her head. ‘Last time I ask.’ 
 
    ‘She don’t need to,’ McGuinness said, Marco and the other mobster swinging around to see what he was looking at. 
 
    Forty feet away, Issy had just appeared on the side of the ramp tracks for a wooden ride, The Road Runner Express, her eyes as wide as saucers as she saw the scene in front of her. She’d been following them silently, but was now looking beyond McGuinness and staring at Archer.  
 
    ‘No,’ she whimpered.  
 
    Marco moved his gun away from Vargas’ head towards the child, but McGuinness stepped forward to push the barrel back down. 
 
    ‘Mine,’ he said quietly. 
 
    Then grinning as widely as he had at the theater in Chelsea, McGuinness took a pistol from the belt of the goon beside him, then began stalking towards her, knife in one hand and gun in the other, sliding each way to block her as she looked at ways to get past him. 
 
    ‘Please don’t,’ she begged, her voice shaking from terror, not taking her eyes off the man as she backed up. ‘Please. I never did anything to you.’ 
 
    ‘You thought you could run from me forever?’ he asked, throwing the knife in his hand up and catching it again with practiced ease. 
 
    She kept going backwards, now stepping onto the tracks of the low ride.  
 
    ‘And you and your friends thought you could trick me here? In my place?’ 
 
      
 
    During the conflict between the NYPD and the Baltimore Italian mob outfit, both sides had pulled the unexpected in their quest to either kill or protect the girl.  
 
    The surprise knife throw at Nassau. The Venus flytrap hidden in her bed. The fake death at Coney Island on July 4th, and McGuinness’ arrival in Oxford to finish the job. 
 
    Due to either luck, intelligence or twists of fate, none of the tricks and traps had worked.  
 
    Up until now. 
 
    Bellefonte had told Archer you could never con a carny; Archer had gambled his life on the fact you could. Ever since the NOPD detective had made that comment, a piece of Archer had known to beat this man, they were going to have to outsmart him. After he’d dealt with the mobster lying in wait for him below Jocco’s, rolling the moment he sensed the man and shooting him before the guy could get a shot off himself, Archer realised if they ended up chasing each other around the park all night, sooner or later McGuinness was going to get one or all of them. Archer knew he wasn’t going to defeat him without something extra. 
 
    He’d come to a rapid decision, then quickly headed for the kids’ section where the former carny had worked before torturing and killing so many innocent people. This was the place Archer knew the man’s confidence would be the highest and therefore where he’d be more likely to gravitate to. He needed to catch the man off-guard and get close enough to disable or kill him. No more chasing him through the shadows. 
 
    He’d jumped up and looped the chain around his feet, then fired a couple of shots before stowing his pistol in the back of his waistband and hanging down limply, pretending to be dead.  
 
    It was possibly the biggest risk he’d ever taken, and that was saying a lot, but he had to lure the killer in and catch him completely off guard if they were going to have any hope of getting him. 
 
    But that roll of the dice had worked, partially because Issy had appeared, something that wasn’t part of the plan.  
 
    Her arrival had distracted everyone. 
 
    As the two mobsters, Vargas and the carny killer watched the girl back away, Alice moved her head slightly and her eyes flicked Archer’s way, the man holding her too focused on the confrontation with Issy and McGuinness playing out in front of him to notice. She’d seen Archer with the face-paint applied earlier, but although knowing it wasn’t real, she wasn’t sure if this was a trick or he really was dead.  
 
    Moments later, she got her answer. 
 
    Behind them all Archer tensed his abdominal muscles and slowly, silently, raised himself up.  
 
    The two bullet-hole make-up and fake blood on his face, painted on by Issy when they were on top of the Zeph, was so realistic it had fooled them all. 
 
    The big man just in front of him heard the chains tinkle and started to look around, but Archer was ready and broke his neck with one violent wrench. As the mobster fell, Archer was already pulling his Sig Sauer hidden in the back of his own waistband. Marco turned, taking his gun from Vargas’ temple to switch aim, realising it was a trick, but she slid down instantly in his grip and Archer dropped him with one shot to the head.  
 
    As Issy froze in shock, realising Archer was still alive, McGuinness swung round to face the carousel. 
 
    And realised too late he’d been conned.  
 
    ‘Issy, down!’ Vargas screamed, the girl standing in the line of fire beyond the man trying to kill her and the man trying to protect her. 
 
    The girl did as she was told and leapt off the ride to the ground as Archer fired three times and hit the murdering carny in the chest, drilling him backwards. He fell, then tried to rise again, his hand slowly going towards the last two knives at his belt.  
 
    But then a final shot from Vargas, using Marco’s pistol, hit him in the head. 
 
    The ex-carny turned killer-for-hire splayed back on the tracks, his lifeless eyes staring up at the dark sky. With Marco’s blood on her neck and side of her head, Vargas stayed where she was for a few more moments, then ran over to Issy. Not sure if there were more mobsters out there, Archer curled up and quickly released himself, dropping to the floor of the carousel.  
 
    Vargas ran forward and helped Isabel away from the tracks, stepping carefully around McGuinness’ body, then moved back towards Archer, who was studying the area around them carefully. 
 
    ‘What the hell were you thinking?’ she asked, hitting him in the shoulder. ‘You scared the shit out of me. And you’re hurt.’ 
 
    ‘It’s fake,’ he said with a smile. ‘It’s fake.’ 
 
    ‘Not your face, idiot, I know that. I mean, that,’ she said, and Archer looked down, seeing the blood on his calf from the knife wound.  
 
    ‘I’ll live,’ he told her. ‘Did we get them all?’ 
 
    As they were talking, both became aware of the familiar sound of approaching helicopters in the distance, as well as sirens from the highway, apparently speeding towards the abandoned Six Flags site.  
 
    ‘Who made the call?’ Archer asked worriedly, looking up at the choppers and thinking of Sarah. ‘Leo?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t seen him,’ she replied, but as she spoke, Archer looked beyond her to see Bellefonte stagger into view from the Mardi Gras section, then collapse onto the path. He ran over to the man, constantly checking around them, but there was no sign of any more of Stefani’s men. ‘I contacted Ruiz,’ Bellefonte said weakly, as Archer helped him up. ‘Thought we were losing it.’ He looked at the knife in his leg. ‘The…carny?’ 
 
    ‘He’s dead.’ 
 
    Bellefonte sighed and shook his head. ‘Like I said…you win the award for most interesting visitor, brother.’ 
 
    Archer smiled briefly, just before the choppers’ spotlights lit them up and Vargas waved her arm, cruisers pulling into the lot followed by the sound of doors opening and closing. But Sam pulled out his cell phone and called Shepherd, picturing his sister and the danger he was sure she was still in. The night was far from over. 
 
      
 
    In fact, unknown to him it was, thanks to the persistence of Marquez and Josh back in New York City. Around the time that McGuinness was shot in the head, one of Stefani’s remaining men at the docks in Baltimore heard the sound of another beating taking place from inside the main office and spat, hoping they were making Vincent suffer. He deserved everything he was going to get. He looked over at their other man acting as another lookout further down the port. 
 
    When he checked back twenty seconds or so later, the man was gone. 
 
     He frowned and flicked away his smoke, but before he could make another move, he was caught in a chokehold and dragged backwards into the darkness.  
 
    After the injuries to the team in Boston, Baltimore QRT, their version of SWAT, were taking the NYPD’s warnings very seriously. And they relished any opportunity to put moves on organised crime in the city. 
 
    The rear window to the main office disintegrated from the small place charge put there, and before Stefani’s two men could react, they were both shot as they lifted their weapons to fire. Beside them on the floor in the office, Vincent and Sarah both curled up and closed their eyes as the front door was breached and the task force entered, securing the location.  
 
    ‘The woman’s here,’ one of them called back to the door. ‘She’s safe.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FIFTY FIVE 
 
    Once the New Orleans Police Department took over Six Flags and were fully briefed by Archer, Vargas and Bellefonte, they’d brought in cadaver dogs and then carried out excavations all over the site. With the inter-State nature of the man’s crimes, the FBI had taken over the official investigation, and with the CT Bureau’s help, were able to track McGuinness’ path since he’d left the touring Bilodeau Family Show as a late teenager, almost twenty years before.  
 
    Fourteen skeletons were found at Six Flags, and the bones of four children were found in the excavated basement of the house McGuinness had rented in Almeda, Houston. DNA tests revealed they were the kids who’d gone missing from Kemah Boardwalk. At Six Flags, other missing persons were also ID’d using DNA testing but several sets of bones remained unidentified; the police said it was likely they were homeless people and junkies who’d lost contact with their families years before, so were impossible to trace. All of whom had made the mistake of going out to that park after the hurricane, when McGuinness had been lurking in the shadows waiting for victims. 
 
    Nine of Stefani’s men and the woman herself had died at the park, but knowing how the mob worked, the FBI had followed through with Vincent Castelione’s promised relocation. Feuds were passed on through generations and memories were long, as Natalie Cortese had told Vargas and Marquez earlier in the week. In return, once he’d recovered from his severe beating by Stefani’s men, Vincent had come up with a full testimony. He confirmed that Bianca Stefani and her husband Rossi Fusella of the Baltimore Italian mob had disappeared from Maryland four years previously when both federal heat on them was cranking up and Stefani had tried to not only have Carla but also two of her children killed. The Feds were told about Stefani’s erratic progress across Europe, including where to find two bodies in a lake in Iceland and another outside Copenhagen, followed by her return to Baltimore in May and subsequent relentless pursuit of Isabel Vargas. Vincent also told them he’d been the one who’d revealed her location in Iceland to the old mob family in Italy who were hunting for her. He’d wanted her gone, intending to take over the lead role for himself.  
 
    Half of that wish had ended up coming true. He and his family were gone from Baltimore by the start of the following week.  
 
    ‘For someone who was kidnapped at gunpoint, you seem to be taking this pretty well,’ Sarah’s partner in their D.C. law firm said, looking at his colleague as she sat in her wheelchair behind her desk. The desk out front was vacant right now, their secretary Kelly recovering from being hit over the head by the Baltimore gangsters when they’d shown up to kidnap her boss. 
 
    ‘You learn to, when you’re related to my brother,’ she said with half a sigh. ‘But this time it wasn’t about him.’ 
 
    ‘The girl?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. She’s safe. Thank God.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to the gang in Baltimore?’ 
 
    ‘Dead or disappeared. Sam told me their leader wanted all traces of the little girl and her family wiped off the map. All she ending up doing was destroy her own organisation and get herself killed.’ 
 
    ‘How’s the girl doing?’ Sarah’s legal partner asked. 
 
    ‘Fine, I think. She’s back in New York City.’ 
 
    ‘They’re not relocating her? She must’ve been through a hell of a lot.’ 
 
    ‘No. They think she’s safe now. No need to hide anymore.’ 
 
    Her colleague nodded. ‘Good.’ With that, he left the office, but Sarah didn’t immediately go back to her work. 
 
    She lifted her skirt slightly and stared at the mark the cigarette burn had left when the Baltimore mob guy had stubbed it out on her leg.  
 
    Just as she’d been doing the day they’d come here for her, she stared at her feet. 
 
    Did I imagine it? she told herself.  
 
    She reached forward and removed her high heel, looking at her pantyhose-covered foot. Sitting back, she stared at her big toe, concentrating. She sent a command via the synapses in her brain and body. 
 
    Something happened.  
 
    She stared at it, then focused and tried again. And succeeded again.  
 
    She covered her mouth, tears brimming in her eyes. She hadn’t imagined the sensation from the cigarette. 
 
    And she’d just found she could move her toe. 
 
      
 
    On the west side in Manhattan later that night, Isabel was backstage, Vargas standing alongside her. Issy was in costume as Mary Warren, Vargas in jeans and a blue vest top, her badge and gun on her hip, sunglasses resting on top of her head. There was also some neat bandaging around her forearm and hand from the acid burns she’d sustained at the house in Boston, but other than that, she looked as she always did.  
 
    Outside, she heard the murmuring from the audience die away as people began to settle, the play about to start. 
 
    ‘I’m nervous,’ Isabel said, looking at her with wide eyes. 
 
    ‘You’ve got nothing to be afraid of. You know your lines. We’ve gone over them fifty times. Everyone wants you to do well, kiddo.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but what if I screw up?’ 
 
    ‘You won’t.’ Vargas held Issy by the shoulders and looked at her. ‘Are you sick of being scared?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘So am I. There’s nothing to be afraid of out there anymore.’ Vargas gave her a quick kiss and hug, then left through a side door to go out front. In the doorway, she stopped and turned back. ‘We love you.’ 
 
    ‘I love you too.’ 
 
    Once Vargas was gone, Issy went up to the left side of the stage, easing the door shut behind her, some of her castmates looked at her as she joined them. Britney, the girl who’d been so mean to her in the cafeteria the day McGuinness had followed her here, gave her a smile, and Issy returned it. 
 
    When she’d shown up again in New York, as expected the initial reaction from some had been anger when it was clear they’d been duped, but then reports of what she’d been through and who had been coming after her started to circulate, and the ill-feeling dissipated. Soon after she’d arrived back, Shepherd had asked the parents of the kids in the theater program and her grade at high school to attend a meeting at a conference center, and there he’d explained why Isabel’s death had been faked.  
 
    Sanitised information had been given to the kids, and very soon, any remaining animosity had evaporated, particularly when Shepherd had also confirmed that any threats against the girl were at an end, for good. No retractions had been made in national news outlets either, who were now running with fresh stories. The New York Times had intended to skewer the Department again once they’d learned Issy’s so-called death was a hoax, but after the senior editor met with NYPD leadership, a deal had been struck and the story never went to print.  
 
    As far as Isabel was concerned, she’d been more concerned about losing her part in the play than facing any recriminations at her sudden reappearance. Her intense relief when the girl who’d been her understudy had been happy to step back and let Isabel retain her role had caused the NYPD team a lot of amusement. ‘Least she’s got her priorities straight,’ Vargas had noted to Archer. The performance was going ahead tonight, preceded by a minute’s silence in respect for the three men who’d died there, killed by a former carnival worker from Louisiana whose death had been a huge relief for many and not just law enforcement. The stage and curtain had been repaired, and with the events of that day now becoming a story of overcoming adversity, there wasn’t an empty seat in the house. Some people were there out of sheer curiosity, keen to see the daughter of a dead mobster who’d survived all these attempts on her life. However, despite Shepherd’s assurances, a handful of parents had withdrawn their children from the program, not wanting their kids associating with Isabel Vargas.  
 
    No-one understood that better than Issy herself. 
 
    In the wings, seeing no sign of the bullet-holes on the stage which had been repaired, she felt her heart racing. Her time was approaching. 
 
    Forty seconds later, she heard her cue and stepped out, feeling the lights on her. Ahead in the auditorium was nothing but darkness, and she felt hundreds of sets of eyes looking at her.  
 
    Watching her. 
 
    ‘Oh Jesus,’ the actress playing Mercy said, but Isabel froze. The theater was silent. 
 
    Are you sick of being scared? 
 
    As she looked out into that darkness, she saw corridors in high-rises. 
 
    Men with automatic weapons, hunting her.  
 
    A former carnival worker turned serial killer, holding a knife, throwing it at her head. 
 
    That scarred enemy of her birth mother, who’d hated her so much she could never let it go, aiming a rifle at her and pulling the trigger. 
 
    But they were all gone. Beaten by people who were sitting out there, watching her. Watching out for her. 
 
    Who loved her. 
 
    For the first time since her family had died, she looked out into the darkness and didn’t fear it. ‘What’ll we do,’ she said loudly, from her diaphragm as Pete had showed her. ‘The whole village is out.’ 
 
      
 
    Watching the girl say her lines with confidence after that brief hesitation, Archer smiled from where he was sitting at the back of the auditorium. Chalky was sitting beside him, having arrived from London the day before. He claimed he was owed a holiday and luckily for him, Cobb had agreed, only this time Chalky told Archer he hoped he got to the end of it without being shot at or stabbed. Archer had also texted Bellefonte just before the show, who’d promised he’d be in New York City tomorrow night for the next performance, strapped up and recovering from the knife wounds McGuinness had inflicted on him. His first vacation in years. Once the full facts of what had occurred at the park had come to light, NOPD had let Bellefonte keep his badge, and to Archer’s amusement, he’d told him he still wasn’t sure if he was relieved or sorry about that. The group still had questions to answer, but the situation they’d found themselves in and the girl’s survival carried a lot more weight than damaged rides or a toppled Ferris wheel.  
 
    A door at the back of the theater eased shut silently, and Vargas slid into the seat beside Archer. He glanced at her, and saw her eyes were welling up as she watched Issy on stage, saying her lines loudly and with confidence. The same reaction as at the girl’s mock funeral, but this time tears of relief. 
 
    Noticing him looking at her, her eyes met his, and moments later, their hands touched and fingers interlocked, as Archer gave her a smile.  
 
    With Chalky beside them, the pair watched Isabel own her part on the stage. The ghosts of Gino and Carla Lombardi, and the haunting effect their crimes had inflicted on their youngest child, were gone from her life forever. Her father’s enemies as well as her mother’s, no longer a threat to her.  
 
    The events she’d endured and overcome over the past few years proved that her parents didn’t decide who she was; she’d made that choice for herself. Her past was intertwined with theirs, inevitably.  
 
    But her present was hers, alone. And so was her future, with everything it might hold.  
 
    Whatever that was, she was finally ready to find out. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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