
  [image: Cover]


  THE HIGHWAYMAN


  By Matt Manochio


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  A Gordian Knot Thriller


  Gordian Knot is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Digital Edition Copyright © 2017 Matt Manochio


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  Matt Manochio lives in New Jersey with his son.He worked as a newspaper reporter for 12 years, and the highlight of his journalistic career was meeting AC/DC and interviewing vocalist Brian Johnson forUSA Today.


  Book List


  Sentinels


  The Dark Servant


  The Highwayman


  Twelfth Krampus Night


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit us online


  Check out our blog and


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  Join our group at Goodreads


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  Dedication


  Don D’Auria, my first editor anywhere, pickedThe Highwaymanfor publication. My current publisher and editor, David Niall Wilson and David Dodd (who designs great covers!), respectively, madeThe Highwaymana reality. I'm grateful for all three men’s faith in me, and dedicate this book to them.


  THE HIGHWAYMAN


  


  Table of Contents


  Chapter One



  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  Chapter Eighteen


  Chapter Nineteen


  Chapter Twenty


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  Chapter Thirty


  Chapter Thirty-One


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  Chapter Forty


  Chapter Forty-One


  Other books


  Chapter One


  Sunday, April 1, 2007


  Albert Alton packed his duffel bag with chloroform, rope, handcuffs, duct tape, condoms, and a change of clothes. He had a date.


  Nicotine and adrenaline fueled him as his Excel puttered across the George Washington Bridge into New Jersey to meet her.


  He had fed Amber Leo, otherwise known by her screen name “1slim stunner amber leo”, a litany of falsehoods the previous day after contacting her in an online chat room.


  He’d never married, didn’t teach high school. He didn’t live in Pennsylvania. He lied without compunction to an impressionable and ripe fourteen-year-old girl.


  Alton had spent his last fifteen years shelving books at the New York Public Library, and raping teenage girls when they lacked subservience.


  Alton drove west on Route 80 thinking common thoughts for men like him.


  What if it’s a sting? There’s always that chance.


  Unfazed by turning forty with little to show for it, he’d accepted his bottom rung on life’s ladder and how others viewed his spindly build and scratched-up bald head.


  “I’d sooner sleep with Gollum,” a girl who couldn’t be bought once told him.


  He seldom found fourteen- or fifteen-year-old prostitutes to his liking, so he roamed the limitless plane of cyberspace under his nom de plume, “aleea6869”.


  The slim stunner lived in Byram, a small town an hour west of New York City, and she instructed Alton to drive to the Sussex Branch Trail, a woodsy twenty-mile path extending through Kittatinny Valley State Park.


  She’d bicycle to the park’s entrance, and if things went well Alton could take her back to her parents’ home with her bike in his car’s trunk. He moved on the slim stunner within a day—quick turnaround, especially for him. He normally massaged his conquests for weeks, sometimes months, to get information, learning where they lived and schooled. He’d spy on them at both places before liaisons.


  Alton’s impulse for sex pushed him to make the trip. It’s hard to visualize what a year without sex looks like, but that needling image constantly flashed before his beady eyes when the loneliness came.


  They emailed each other’s phone numbers. Alton called but the slim stunner never answered, nor did she call his latest disposable cell phone. Had Alton known her home address he would’ve left in the morning and scoped out her neighborhood, looking for signs of life in her house. Also on his radar: big men entering and exiting surrounding residences, or RVs, moving vans or box trucks parked near the home—possible makeshift police command centers. Try as he might, he couldn’t find Amber Leo in the White Pages or on Google.


  Alton left the highway at six o’clock and followed Route 206 north to Waterloo Road, which led to a gravel parking area. He exited his car and saw what Amber had earlier described: a wide dirt trail extending miles. To the left, a forest. To the right, a brook flowing through more woods that emptied into a marsh not far downstream. A canopy of oak and maple treetops spread a natural archway over the trail.


  “How beautiful,” Alton, more focused on lighting another Marlboro Red, said after a dismissive glance.


  Alton took two old Pennsylvania license plates he kept in his car, applied double-sided tape on their backs, and pressed them on top of his Excel’s New York tags. One more lie to sustain the illusion.


  The lot held four other vehicles: three cars with bike racks; the fourth, a black SUV.


  Nerves had suppressed his appetite, but going the whole day without food finally caught up with him, so he interrupted the procession of cigarettes with lunch: a salami sandwich, chips, a can of Pepsi, and an apple for his stroll along the dirt path.


  He passed the chained car gate by the trailhead. Two cyclists, a young couple side by side wearing sunglasses and helmets, rode toward him. He bit his apple and spotted a water moccasin slithering from the brook’s bank into the dark water. The stream’s pleasant rushing blended with the occasional bird chirp. He walked a few hundred feet, watching for the swamp Amber described.


  Alton arrived where the stream opened into a bog. He scanned the water and reeds for wildlife.


  This ain’t no sting, he thought. No way in hell cops would risk the safety of innocent bikers and joggers. I could pull a gun and start firing.


  He had no gun, only a box cutter he’d never used.


  A young female jogger with a red ponytail passed him.


  Not the slim stunner. She’d emailed him a picture the previous night.


  Cute face, hazel eyes, long brown hair, he thought. Like a young Alyssa Milano. Amber wrote Alton that she would wear blue jeans, a green shirt and red sneakers.


  Alton wore a red cap, brown pants and a white long-sleeved shirt. Both knew what to look for.


  He tossed the apple core into the swamp like a skipping stone and headed back toward the start of the trail, picking up his pace. He lost sight of the red-headed jogger.


  Butterflies flitted around Alton’s stomach as 7:30 neared. He jogged to Amber’s suggested meeting spot—a rock formation off the trail next to the brook, not far from the parking lot. He sat on a big stone and could see his Excel a hundred feet away, empty spaces all around it, trees obscuring everything else. A Toyota driven by the red-haired woman left the lot at 7:25. Any time now he expected to meet the slim stunner.


  You better go willingly, bitch, he thought. Take me to your home. If you’re up for sex, then no problem. Everyone wins. But don’t make me use what’s in my bag of tricks. I can and I will.


  If the slim stunner said she didn’t want him going home with her, he’d say no problem and escort her to his Excel.


  “I have a present for you,” he’d say. “It’s in the car. I’ll be back in a sec.”


  He’d grab the chloroform and attack, providing they were alone.


  He’d rip off the phony Pennsylvania plates, and away they’d go to the seedy motel he’d scouted.


  Should someone still be in the parking lot, he’d stall Amber until it emptied. Or keep his distance by car and follow her home. The slim stunner said her parents had left town. He’d look for cars in the driveway and any possible signs of parents. He’d never been wrong when this scenario presented itself in the past. He’d knock. She’d answer. He’d push in the door and have her.


  Once he finished, he’d force her into the bathtub to bathe off what remained of him, unzip the duffel bag, tie her to something immovable, gag her, and assail her with the usual death threats to keep her quiet.


  “I know where you live, and I can find you whenever I want,” he’d say. “Keep your fucking mouth shut.”


  Alton’s victims took him seriously. None of them blabbed, ever. He always wore condoms. Police had never stopped him for anything, and they didn’t have his fingerprints on file.


  Blood rushed to his waist. He wanted to hold her down, make her fight. He liked resistance and muted screams through duct-taped mouths.


  Alton ambled the short distance to the parking lot, hoping he’d intercept the slim stunner. He slowed his gait. His watch read 7:30. No slim stunner, only his Excel and the black SUV on the opposite end of the lot.


  He cautiously approached the bigger vehicle. A rising full moon illuminated the SUV’s spotless gray interior. Alton craned his neck and surveyed the landscape for the driver. Nothing. He trudged back toward the brook and took his stone seat.


  Alton nervously tilted forward and backward, his hands stuffed in his pants pockets, as warm spring air dissipated into a night chill.


  Five minutes passed, then ten. Alton felt like he should go when his watch read 7:45. He envisioned himself on top of her. Maybe she’d shed a tear the way his first girl did. His erection pressed against his leg.


  Alton’s cell phone rang in his pants pocket, startling him. He recognized the slim stunner’s number.


  “Hello, Amber? You coming?”


  Static greeted him instead of a female voice. He heard “a few minutes” through the crackling din. Then the line died.


  Soothing voice, a bit on the husky side, though, he thought. No fourteen-year-old girl could smoke that many cigarettes and sound that way. This ain’t right.


  He felt alone in the woods.


  The anticipation and fantasies started to diminish.


  Dammit, eight o’clock. Leave the bitch. Find her later. Punish her.


  The phone, still in Alton’s hand, rang again. He stood, took a few breaths and answered.


  “Amber, where the hell are you? It’s cold out here. No offense, but you better have a damned good reason why you’re making me freeze my ass off.”


  “Slim stunner’s not here,” a man said from behind him.


  Alton whirled around to hear a gun’s suppressed pop. The bullet punctured Alton’s forehead just above the brim of his cap, expelling part of his brain into the brook. He grunted, stumbled backward, tripping over the outcropping, and fell along the stream’s bank.


  A man dressed in black emerged from the woods opposite the brook, lowering a silenced Beretta 92 in his right hand. He snapped shut the cell phone held in his left hand, walked to Alton’s body, steadied himself on his left leg and used his right foot to push the corpse into the stream.


  Alton rested like a collapsed marionette, his face and chest submerged in water, his arms and legs oddly splayed and propped on jagged rocks.


  Broken twigs and branches prevented his red cap from flowing downstream. Cold water purled through the hat’s bullet holes, carrying away a wet cigarette butt.


  The killer bent over, pointed the Beretta above the exit wound on Alton’s skull and fired three more muffled shots. The .40-caliber shell casings ejected into darkness.


  He adjusted his New York Yankees cap and strode to his waiting SUV. The Ford Explorer began its westbound journey along Route 80, the interstate highway leading directly to San Francisco and many towns in between.


  Chapter Two


  Monday, April 2


  FBI Special Agent Patti Moreland barely tasted her ice cream as she sat in a rented Nissan Sentra outside the Cold Stone Creamery on North Halstead in Chicago. She followed her partner’s lead, eating an occasional plastic spoonful of chocolate chip mint while watching the crowd outside. A child pornographer walked among them. She and Special Agent Nick Redmond expected to have him in custody in less than five minutes.


  Redmond ignored his protégé of less than a week. He sat in the driver’s seat licking a coffee ice cream cone. They waited for rsandberg23fan, who believed he’d be taking a teenage boy out for ice cream before heading to nearby Wrigley Field for the Cubs home-opener against the Milwaukee Brewers at 1:20, and for sex after the game.


  “What if he doesn’t show?” Moreland asked Redmond, mostly to break the silence.


  “This guy will.” He stared at the people filing in and out of the ice cream shop. “Trust me. When we interview him he’ll say something like ‘I knew it was a setup,’ or some bullshit. It’s hardwired into their sick skulls that they shouldn’t make the trip but they always do.”


  Moreland, the newest member of the bureau’s Cyber Crimes division, wanted to make a lasting impression. She’d worked hard to join the Innocent Images Task Force in Calverton, Maryland, and didn’t want to get bounced back to the Baltimore field office to investigate organized crime.


  “How long did you chat with this guy?” Moreland asked.


  “Didn’t you read the report? That’s what it’s there for.”


  “Bits and pieces of it. I’ve been kind of busy lately, you know? Leaving Baltimore, moving into a new apartment—”


  “Really? In addition to whatever the hell else you were doing, did you happen to bury your partner, too, and comfort his wife and kids?”


  “That’s not what I—”


  “I know. I know. Look, that was—”


  “Uncalled for,” Moreland said, taken aback. “I’m sorry. I forgot.” She waited a few moments before asking “How long were you with him?”


  “Some other time.” He waved her off. “Look, I didn’t mean to snap at you, and in the annals of brilliant ways to start a working relationship, that was—”


  “Uncalled for.”


  “Completely. I’m sorry. And to answer your question, I’ve been chatting up this creep for about a month. And he’s the real thing. His laptop has tons of child porn.”


  Doug Zahn—rsandberg23fan—had stumped authorities. The FBI knew him by his screen name but couldn’t trace him back to his computer. Redmond theorized Zahn pilfered air cards registered to other people to conduct the dirty business of trafficking evil into and out of his laptop.


  “He’s got thousands of shots. He sent me enough pictures to try to convince me to take similar ones and send them back to him. He even sent me a video clip of him jerking off—pardon me, I mean, masturbating.”


  “Don’t worry about it, asshole. I’ve got a sailor’s mouth.” Moreland looked at him, suppressing laughter.


  He grinned. “Good to know. Anyway, we couldn’t see his face—which I would’ve preferred. What we got was him from the waist down.”


  “Now that’s sick. How old does he think you are?”


  “Damn right it’s sick, but it’s all too common. He thinks I’m a thirteen-year-old boy named Josh. And you haven’t worked here long enough to come close to seeing sick. Not yet.”


  “He’s probably encrypted everything.”


  “We can break it, and if we can’t, we’ll get him to tell us his password by cutting a few months off his sentence for each customer or seller he gives up. Some of them have got to be international. Interpol’s waiting to hear from us once we get some names.”


  “I hate the idea of this guy having any leverage to keep his prison time down.” She finished her ice cream and bagged the empty cup. “I can break any encryption. Give me a crack at his computer once we get it.”


  “How about we get him first? I asked to meet at a McDonald’s outside of the city but he wouldn’t bite, and it makes sense. It’s a freaking zoo out here today.”


  “Of course it is. Opening day for anything brings fans out in droves,” Moreland said. “How will you know it’s him?”


  “He said he’ll wear a black sweat suit and a black Metallica cap with the band’s logo and name in white. That should stand out enough.”


  Moreland fidgeted with the back of her pink Cubs baseball cap, adjusting her long brunette ponytail.


  “What’s wrong, it doesn’t fit?”


  “It’s fine,” she said. “I really hate the color pink. Too girly. I don’t even like baseball. I’d rather be tailgating outside of a Redskins game. At least there’s room to throw a football.”


  Nothing indicated Redmond and Moreland were FBI agents. He wore blue sweatpants and a white Cubs jersey with blue pinstripes and a few fresh coffee ice cream stains. His somewhat slovenly appearance belied the fit forty-two-year-old physique of a man who ran five miles a day, until recently.


  Redmond and Moreland looked like a typical married couple devoted to their Cubbies.


  “Worried?” Moreland asked.


  “Always. You have to be. Too many things can go wrong. He could be armed. We have to get him quick. The second he walks into the store—boom!—we grab him. We’ve also got four undercover agents waiting for him in there.” Redmond eyed another fan in a Cubs jersey—Special Agent Mark Mirabella—licking an ice cream cone while sitting on a bench off to the side of the store. Redmond and Mirabella caught each other’s eye and nodded. “We’re covered,” Redmond said.


  A tall white man with a neatly trimmed black goatee emerged from a mob of Cubs fans and walked toward the parlor. He wore a black vinyl sweat suit popularized by gangsters. Redmond’s blood pressure rose upon seeing the Metallica cap.


  “Get ready,” he told Moreland.


  Zahn hesitated to go inside and surveyed his surroundings. The agents couldn’t tell if Zahn was looking in their direction because he wore black Ray-Ban sunglasses.


  “Go in the damn store.” Redmond, the special agent in charge of the operation, would cue the three undercover agents outside of the store to rush Zahn in case he didn’t enter. Redmond waited.


  “He knows.” Moreland said. “Jesus, signal.”


  “He doesn’t know shit. He’s nervous. You’re an expert on your first sting all of a sudden? Trust me, he’ll go in.”


  Zahn slouched back against the brick wall next to the entrance.


  The agents inside the shop saw him through the window but tried not to convey suspicion. They waited.


  Zahn looked straight ahead, his gaze darted in all directions, finally stopping on two people in the Sentra who spoke to each other in slight asides. They appeared to be looking back at Zahn.


  “Nick, he made us,” Moreland said. “I hate to say I told you so but—”


  “Then why isn’t he getting the hell out of here? Okay. Plan B. Move slow, like we’re going inside and we’ll get him by the door. Follow me. We’re going to get some more ice cream. It’ll be over in a second.”


  “Just signal,” she said through gritted teeth. “Why are you risking this?”


  Redmond ignored her and left the car, pretending not to notice Zahn. Moreland followed ten feet behind Redmond, who headed directly to the store’s entrance.


  “How could you forget the goddamned tickets?!” Redmond startled her.


  “It was your birthday present, idiot,” Moreland ad-libbed. “I told you to put them in your wallet the second I gave them to you.”


  Redmond didn’t use radios for fear that an unexpected crackle would blow things. Earpieces were dead giveaways. He glanced at Special Agent Mark Mirabella and gave a quick nod, indicating the man was rsandberg23fan. Mirabella rose from his bench.


  Zahn pushed himself away from the brick wall and walked forward. Redmond came straight at him from the left, Mirabella from the right.


  Zahn threw a right-hand haymaker at Mirabella, landing it square on the agent’s jaw. Zahn pivoted and pounded his right fist on Redmond’s left eye, launching him backward onto Moreland, toppling the two agents to the ground.


  Then he ran. Moreland got up and gave chase. Zahn fled up North Halstead, past the Sentra, turned left onto Addison and tossed off his Metallica cap. He couldn’t outrun a contingent of lawmen who could easily identify him, but he could hide from them in a crowd of Cubs fans queueing outside nearby Wrigley Field.


  Redmond scrambled to join the pursuit, trailing Moreland by fifty feet. Zahn put distance between himself and Moreland, roughly ninety feet behind.


  Redmond focused on both Moreland and Zahn, who sprinted toward a pack of Cubs fans lingering outside the park. Zahn unzipped his thin black jacket and let it fall to the ground, revealing a blue Cubs shirt. He pulled a Cubs cap he’d folded into his waistband and flipped it onto his head. Moreland and Redmond still had him lined up, but the five-pound bulletproof vests underneath their clothing weighed them down.


  What’s next? Moreland thought. Breakaway pants?


  Zahn slowed his pace enough to grip his black pants and yanked them off the way a magician snaps a tablecloth from underneath a pyramid of drinking glasses. His blue running shorts put up less wind resistance. He moved faster.


  “Shit!” Moreland screamed without realizing it. She knew she was running out of options. The FBI still might find Zahn depending on how the crowd dispersed, but she didn’t want to risk it. She didn’t think back to her FBI training. She thought about what her mother had told her: “If someone bad wants to harm you in a crowded place, call for help.”


  “Stop him!” Moreland yelled to anyone ahead of her. “Stop that man!”


  Hundreds of people in the immediate area heard Moreland, including the local FOX affiliate recording fan footage outside Wrigley Field for the evening sports report.


  Mass confusion almost ensued, but two University of Wisconsin linebackers, based on their girth and attire, heeded Moreland’s call. The two big men stepped in front of Zahn, bracing themselves for impact. Zahn couldn’t avoid them. His thin frame crumpled into the football players like a crash-test car hitting a wall.


  The boys absorbed the blow and bounced Zahn off them onto the ground. His skull thudded onto the pavement.


  Moreland arrived a few seconds later and found Zahn writhing and holding his head in his hands. Redmond followed and crouched on Zahn’s back to keep him from moving while Moreland cuffed him.


  “What he do?” one of the players asked Moreland.


  “Sorry, I can’t tell you, but you guys deserve a walk-on with the Packers,” Moreland said, allowing herself to relax and catch her breath.


  “He kill somebody?” the other player asked.


  Moreland slowly stood up to meet the boys face to face, and sighed deeply.


  “We think he hurt kids, lots of kids, in awful ways. That’s all I can say, boys, sorry.”


  The two players said nothing. Normally the college kids would ogle and grin at Moreland’s athletic, twenty-nine-year-old figure. They understood this wasn’t the time.


  “What the hell happened out there today, Nick?” Chicago Field Office Chief Warren Braden asked Redmond and Moreland in his office at the FBI’s West Roosevelt Road headquarters.


  “He got by me. He was slick.” Redmond sat hunched in front of Braden’s oak desk, preparing himself for a tongue-lashing.


  Moreland felt useless sitting next to him. Braden circled them the way an angry school principal hovers around two misbehaving students.


  “Why didn’t you signal that other agent earlier? Mirabella said he was looking at you the entire time you were inside your car and said you didn’t give the okay until you got out. Too late, Nick.”


  “I’m better than this, I know, sir.” Redmond sounded as if Zahn had actually escaped.


  “You should’ve moved in quicker. Why the hesitation? Christ, my ninety-year-old daddy in Alabama could’ve reacted faster out there than you did—and he can’t walk! It was obvious Zahn made you! I know that happens. But how did he get by the rest of the agents? They were all over the place.”


  “I was worried he might’ve pulled a gun. I don’t know.”


  “I’ve never heard of getting one of these creeps in custody with the help of Tweedledee and Tweedledum from America’s Cheese Land, or whatever the hell they call it,” Braden said. “They don’t teach you that at Quantico. You were lucky those boys had the balls to do that. I’m not saying that Zahn would’ve gotten away for good, but he might’ve. And then what? The first chance he got he would’ve tossed his computer into Lake Michigan or gone underground.”


  “Maybe I need a break from this, sir. I haven’t been home in what seems like a month. Danny’s in the ground. I’m not trying to make excuses—”


  “But you are,” Braden interrupted. “Look, Nick, I’m sorry about your partner, and I’m not questioning your commitment to the job. But you’re not one to let someone like that skinny pervert almost outrun us and make the bureau look inept on national TV. There were television cameras all around that goddamned stadium for the baseball game. Do you have any idea how much bullshit I’m going to catch from the director? ‘Warren, should we stop accepting recruits from police departments and start scouting Division One schools?’ I don’t mind seeing FBI arrests making the evening news, but on fucking ESPN? And you can forget about anything close to doing undercover work. You could be in the same situation a week from now and whichever freak walks in to meet a kid might recognize you, and then what? You’re made. It’s the same damned scenario. I know you get bored in that office in Maryland, but that’s where you’re best suited.”


  Redmond took the admonishment.


  “Sir, we might not have looked that good today, and I take the blame for him making us, I was clumsy,” Moreland blurted. “I probably was talking too much or made eye contact with the guy and looked away. I’m not sure. But we did get him. And we’ll get others because of him. It wasn’t pretty. And I don’t mind answering the press about why we gang-tackled a guy in front of a few thousand people about an hour before the first pitch. I can’t undo it. But that’s what happened. There’s no changing it.”


  She quieted down as quickly as she exploded with the rapid-fire mea culpa. Braden stared at Moreland, not expecting the outburst, but she impressed him nonetheless.


  “You’re right,” he said, circling behind his desk to take a seat. “Zahn’s in jail. Ain’t no doubt.”


  Braden knew Redmond excelled at tracking these child molesters, building rapports with them, and snaring them. It would be colossally stupid to alienate him. Braden didn’t want Redmond burning bridges on the way back to Maryland.


  “Moreland, was it?” Braden asked her.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “This really wasn’t the initiation we had planned for you.”


  “I know, sir.”


  “Good job, though, going after him like that, taking the plunge. You think you would’ve gotten him had it not been for the two boys from Lake Wobegon?”


  “That’s Minnesota, not Wisconsin, sir. And, yes, I could’ve caught him but didn’t want to risk it.”


  “Hell, you’re not one to be condescended to, that’s for sure. As for you, Nick, take a break. I don’t mind. You’ve earned it. I know you’ve got enough time. Finish up whatever it is you have to do around here and go back to Maryland. You haven’t seemed like yourself since you flew out here. I want you back more focused. There might not be football players around the next time.”


  Redmond and Moreland left headquarters late in the afternoon as cool air from the lake swept over the city.


  “That wasn’t too bad,” Moreland said. “Braden could’ve gone after you a lot harder than he did.”


  “We’re old pals. I met Warren twenty years ago when I was a beat cop here. I wanted to join the FBI and pretty much walked into headquarters and asked to speak to the guy in charge. It helped that I was wearing my uniform. That got his attention. I try to come out here whenever Innocent Images has something going on. It gives me a chance to catch up with him. Although I didn’t think it would turn out like it did today.”


  “You can’t expect these pervs to give up without a fight,” Moreland said as they walked to the Sentra parked blocks away. “They know what they’re in for when they get to prison. It could’ve been prettier, I’ll admit, but I don’t think it was a bad job.”


  “It wasn’t. But it does make us look second-rate. We could end up losing out on catching a lot of these guys because of it. We’ve pleaded with the networks to blur the bastard’s face if he winds up in any of their frames.”


  “So how do we do this? Tomorrow, I mean.”


  “Our new jogging partner will go before a judge for a bail hearing. He’s probably already lawyered up. But I think we’ll have a sit-down with him, let them know what we got and get working toward a deal. His lawyer will insist on that. But that’s for the prosecutors to handle. I want you sitting by me to get a feel for how this type of questioning goes down. I’ll even let you have a whack at him. You deserve it.”


  “Gee, thanks, Dad. I didn’t just fall off the turnip truck—I have interviewed suspects before, you know. And you got me here, why?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You got me here from Baltimore,” Moreland said. “I heard you specifically requested a new agent to work with you. I’m sure there were plenty of veterans who wanted this job.”


  “Are you upset about it?”


  “No. I want this. I mean, I thought I’d get the job later in my career, you know? But I’m not complaining.”


  “Then count yourself lucky. You don’t have any enemies that will try to hunt you down.”


  “Hell, I’ve got at least one, starting today.”


  “Zahn? He’ll die in a prison infirmary or get shanked. Don’t worry about him. Even the minimum-security prisoners hate pedophiles.”


  “So you’re worried someone who’s a veteran might have a target on his back and draw more attention to you?”


  “His name was Daniel Pence. My partner, Daniel Pence.”


  Moreland realized he wanted to change the subject.


  “Someone shot him?” They arrived at Redmond’s car.


  “Someone did. Right in his own home. Come on, I’ll bring you back to your hotel.”


  “Thanks, but I’ve got an aunt living out here,” she said. “It’s not necessary. It’s a quick El ride to her home.”


  “Walk with me then. You want to know about Danny, don’t you?”


  “Only if you want to talk about it.”


  “Not especially. But you should know who you’re replacing. Maybe it’ll help me clear my head. Emoting. I think that’s what my wife calls it.”


  They ambled a few blocks to a sidewalk kiosk where Redmond bought cold cans of Coca-Cola for the both of them.


  “How long were you two partners?” Moreland said.


  “From the beginning, really, ever since Innocent Images came online thirteen years ago. We were field agents in Baltimore in the early Nineties when the locals asked us to help canvass a Brentwood neighborhood where a ten-year-old boy went missing. Danny and I, fortunately or unfortunately, however you want to look at it, talked to two men who lived five houses down from the kid. The neighbors we interviewed before them all said something or other about being weirded out by them because they spent too much time paying attention to children in the area, buying them ice cream or presents. It was odd. Anyway, they had nothing to do with the missing boy’s disappearance. Zero. But we found a teenager who lived a few streets away who said they both molested him and videotaped it. We dug enough to find out they had molested kids, dozens of them, from all over the state, Virginia and Washington, D.C., for years.”


  “And they were posting it online?”


  “They were probably two of the first guys to do it. Not many people were using the Internet yet, but that didn’t stop them from operating chat rooms and bulletin boards to meet with kids and swap smut with other perverts. We arrested them, found their website and that led us to finding some of their buddies. Whenever someone creates a new technology, you can count on some sick scumbag to corrupt it for sex and dirty money. We knew we had a trend on our hands and had to get with the times before it multiplied.”


  “You had to know then there was no way you could stay ahead of them,” she said.


  “We were realistic. I’d like to think there are more FBI agents in this country than perverts, but that isn’t the case. I’m convinced that for every one we catch, ten more pop up. It’s like when we bomb those al Qaeda terrorists in the Middle East. Anyway, that’s how Danny and I got started doing what we do. Or did.”


  “He was murdered in his home?”


  “We found him in his bed. Five shots to his head and chest. Handgun. Close range. We’re pretty sure he was sleeping so he probably didn’t even feel it. I can’t tell you how glad I am that his wife and twins were out touring colleges, or they’d be dead, too.”


  “Jesus.”


  “He wanted so badly to see his two boys graduate high school. He thought maybe one of them would go to his alma mater, UCLA. My daughter’s only a couple of years behind them. She still can’t get over him being gone. We were always at one another’s house barbequing. Having pool parties. That kind of thing. Now he’s gone.”


  “Anybody? Any suspects?”


  “I wish. There was a power outage that night, so his burglar alarm was useless. We found an open kitchen window overlooking the deck, so that was probably the entry point, although even that’s not clear. There’s nothing much beyond that. Not one strand of hair or a finger print. Only the .40-caliber bullets we pulled out of him. We found his empty wallet, and saw that a few valuables from around the house were missing. But I don’t think it was a burglary. I think, and so does the bureau, it’s got to be one of his past arrests, make that our past arrests. It makes the most sense. We haven’t found anyone. We’re still looking, though.”


  “I’m so sorry, Nick.”


  Redmond didn’t respond. They walked in silence five more minutes back to the street where Redmond parked his car.


  “You sure you don’t need a ride? It’s free.”


  “The train will do fine,” she said. “Are you going to be all right?”


  “I want to go to sleep, actually. I really need it.”


  “Then it helps that you’re drinking a caffeinated beverage.”


  Redmond looked down at his near-empty Coke can.


  “It doesn’t affect me. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  “Thanks for the soda, and I am sorry if I caused any screw-up today.”


  “You didn’t do anything wrong, Patti. You didn’t need to blame yourself in front of Braden. You were the one who knew he was onto us in the first place. I should’ve listened to you. By the way, I also think you would’ve run him down. Be safe.”


  “I will.”


  Redmond got in the car and started it, forgetting about Moreland until she rapped her knuckles on the rear windshield to get his attention. He opened the door and stood up.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “The little boy. The ten-year-old kid who vanished in Maryland. Whatever happened to him?” She didn’t expect the five seconds of silence that followed.


  “We never found him.”


  Chapter Three


  Monday, April 2


  Nick Redmond keyed into his hotel room in Chicago as Dr. Harris Pearls prepared to meet a young friend on the campus of Bloomsburg University in East Central Pennsylvania.


  Pearls, a sociology professor, folded his pudgy fingers together and laid them on his paunch as he nestled into his comfy office chair inside the McCormick Center for Human Services to read an email from Don Klisters.


  “be there after 4. shouldnt take long to take bus in from pottsville. gotta be back 2night b4 midnight. moms working late shift at good samaritan and will be back at 130.”


  Pearls moved to Bloomsburg twenty years ago and bought a Victorian house on Central Road, where he lived, alone. The few gay bars that catered to his needs sat far outside of town. Pearls aged as the club scene grew younger. Good men eluded him.


  The professorial community warmly received him into its circle. Pearls’ homosexuality didn’t matter to them. Pearls, private by nature, kept his personal life to himself when he interacted with students.


  “Harris, you in there?” professor Janice Welk asked through his closed door.


  “Coming.” He opened it to greet his colleague.


  “Grading papers?” asked Welk, his closest friend in the department.


  “It’s spring break. I’m allowed to slack off a little, too, aren’t I? I see you’ve got your arms full.”


  Welk clutched to her chest an uneven, heavy stack of term papers with their corners jutting in all directions.


  “No rest for the wicked, or weary. How does that go?”


  “It depends. And you’re neither,” he said.


  “Are you going anywhere? Barbados?”


  “How about just puttering around Bloomsburg? I’ll be going home soon.”


  “Hmm, might you have a date?” Welk asked. Pearls confided in Welk, and nobody else, his failures with men.


  “I suppose you might say that.”


  “That’s great! Suppose you tell me his name?”


  “It’s, well, it’s sort of a blind date deal, and if it goes well you’ll be the first to get the scoop. Cross my heart.”


  “I better. Just have fun. Be yourself, all that blather,” she said while sauntering down the hall to leave the building.


  “I’ll try, Janice. Have a good break.”


  Pearls shut the door. He wanted to gab, but he couldn’t tell his dear friend about meeting a boy who was fifteen, a year younger than Pennsylvania’s age of consent. Pearls last dated a conman posing as a bohemian artist. He lured the professor into bed after a few months to gain his trust, stole Pearls’ credit card numbers, bought thousands of dollars’ worth of electronics and disappeared.


  Don Klisters told the professor he would turn sixteen in May, a month away.


  “I gotta warn ya,” Pearls chatted days previously online, “I find u a cutie & would love 2 go down on u.”


  Ordinarily, Pearls would never type such juvenile things, but online chatting allowed the facade of the gentle professor to slip away to
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