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Chapter 1 



Peridot 






 	

 	“You"re
gonna die, bitch!” 


 	
Oh, yeah. He’s definitely
pissed. Cutler flashed him
another smile which she knew would irritate the snot out of him, but
that would be to her advantage. 


 	The
creature was breathing heavily, clearly showing his growing
exhaustion as he circled his opponent. Not too many days ago the
blood-covered figure used to be a man by the name of Henson Del Toro.
Had been, until the jewel invaded his body and took it over. Since
then the man had gone on a killing rampage, taking out four innocent
victims as well as his aged mother and father. 


 	“Come
on, bitch,” the jewel hissed, curling his fingers at her. 


 	“Let's
end this right here and now.” Spittle dotted his lips and chin.
He was weakening, but he was far from being finished. At least he
thought so. 


 	Cutler
grinned again. “If you caught me, what would you do with me?”
As if she already didn't know. 


 	“You
don't frighten me, lapie!” 


 	“Oh,
yeah, like I'm gonna let a pissy little peridot like you go off and
take out some other frail old woman who doesn't have the energy to
lift herself out of bed, much less fight off someone like you!”
Cutler taunted. “What's the matter, jewel? No balls to take on
the big girls?” 


 	Before
the jewel could growl an answer, she feinted to the left, then rolled
to the right, missing the overhand swing meant for 	her neck and
throat. Smoothly getting back onto her feet, Cutler grabbed his
balancing arm with both hands and gave it a vicious jerk. The bone
slipped out of the joint with a pleasant popping sound. 


 	The
jewel screamed in rage and pain. He reached around with his other
hand where Cutler neatly caught it by the wrist. Placing one foot at
his waist, she pulled as she fell backwards, rolling easily onto her
buttocks, then to her back, neatly executing the roll while bringing
the jewel with her. The impetus surprised the creature, and it didn't
struggle as both of her booted feet planted themselves in the middle
of his abdomen. 


 	The
jewel went up and over as slick as any practiced fall on the WWF. As
he landed on his back with a satisfying woof!,
Cutler swiftly turned over and straddled him. The two thin blades she
pulled from the inner pockets of her blue jean vest were plunged into
the man's palms, pinning them to the decking. It was all over except
for the fat lady singing. 


 	“Any
final words, hard ass?” she sweetly asked, leaning over him.
Normally if she had the jewel in this position, the creature would
either struggle, vainly trying to release itself, or let go with a
torrent of profanity that would sear the paint off the walls. She
should have remembered her own advice: every kill is different. 


 	The
last thing she expected was for the man to lunge upward and grab a
mouthful of her blouse. Jerking his head back and up, the silk tore
with a soft scream. Cutler clutched the remnants and gasped at its
audacity. That did it. Now she
was pissed! “Hey, I paid
good money for this blouse!” she yelled. 


 	Taking
the man's head between her hands, she viciously twisted it. The spine
snapped, but it didn't mean the jewel was dead. It wouldn't die until
she had eaten every bit of it. 


 	No
longer attached to the spine, the head came off of the body with a
snap of muscle and skin, stretching until the fragile connections
finally let go. Blood spewed everywhere, pulsing in thin, crimson
arcs as the heart refused to give up. The once white deck chairs now
looked like Andy Warhol had thrown a can of paint at them. Rich
scarlet ran down the legs like red sweat. 


 	A
lot of it splattered on her, but Cutler was used to it. In fact she
sometimes reveled in the splatter. The more blood coming out of a
defeated jewel, the quicker the creature would emerge from its host,
and the easier it would be for her to devour. 


 	Already
the greenish jewel was struggling out of its human 	glove. Cutler
calmly watched the semi-precious as it began to emerge like a
butterfly from a chrysalis, except that this butterfly was as caustic
and dangerous as it was beautiful to behold. In the late evening
sunlight its almost emerald-cast body glistened. 


 	She
waited for another handful of seconds, admiring its sleek elegance
and its nearly pure evergreen color. Unlike some peridots she had
faced in the past, this one had given her her money's worth. A very
worthy adversary, this one. She wouldn't soon forget it. 


 	The
head was tossed to the side where it ended up by the gas grill.
Cutler grabbed the emerging jewel and bent over it. Already her teeth
had hardened, prepared for the feast. “Say goodnight, Gracie,”
she murmured, and bit into the crystalline creature. 


 	The
peridot shrieked, renting the pure March air. No matter. They were
more than thirty miles from civilization, and heavens knew how far
from the nearest cabin. The jewel would never know how well he had
accommodated Cutler by choosing to flee to his host's weekend retreat
in the Colorado mountains. 


 	Obviously
the creature had believed he could escape from her by hiding out at
his well-hidden vacation home. Instead, it had been the perfect place
for Cutler to take her time with the man without the fear of
discovery. 


 	The
jewel fought her, to no avail. Cutler continued to gorge on the
creature, crunching through its solid membrane skull that was so
green it would make Erin proud. She devoured the head first,
following it with the faux arms and shoulders. True jewels didn't
have discernible body parts. They assumed their host's features once
they invaded, so that when they emerged, they resembled a molded,
semisolid version of the man or woman. 


 	By
the time she got to its waist, the jewel had stopped squirming. She
continued to eat, not stopping to chew or savor the rich,
blood-smeared gem. She couldn't. Some lapidaries developed a taste
for their job. It was rumored that those who did were among the
better cutters. The elite. If that was true, Cutler was happy to
remain one of minor achievers. Maybe Bar would give her a few less
missions because of it. 


 	Bite.
Crunch. Swallow. Sometimes she had to chew, but only if the piece was
too big to swallow. 


	She
worked as quickly as she could, dragging the now-dead jewel the rest
of the way out of its human skin. It slid out, making wet, sucking
noises as it emerged. Waist. Hips. Buttocks. Now both legs. The
remains of the creature roiled in her stomach in a toxic soup. She
would have to get away from the scene of the crime as soon as
possible and to some place safe where she could vomit. 


 	Shakily,
Cutler got to her feet and stumbled from the deck overlooking a
panoramic view of Pike"s Peak. She went through the house, not
minding if she left behind a trail of bloody footprints or any
handprints. When the scene was finally discovered, the cops wouldn't
find anything to lead them to her. Technically, to the world, Cutler
Glass did not exist. 


 	She
made it to the front door then out to the driveway. Del Toro's slick
little foreign import sat on the dirt turnaround, and she held the
keys in her hands. 


 	As
she slid under the wheel, Cutler caught a glimpse of herself in the
rearview mirror. She looked tired and disheveled. So what else was
new? She deliberately kept her dark hair short. It was easier to
manage, and it was one less thing for jewels to grab on to during a
struggle. Her eyes were blue, but there was nothing impressive about
their color. Her features were ordinary and average. And smeared with
gore. A fleck of green glistened above the left side of her lip. She
licked it away as she gunned the engine. 


 	Her
gorge was beginning to rise. She had to find a secluded spot, and
soon. It wouldn't be good business practice to upchuck on the
victim's expensive leather upholstery. 


 	She
raced the little car over the mountain road. The two-lane asphalt was
narrow and deserted, just the way she liked it. She'd left the top
down, not a wise decision, she knew, considering her present state.
Still, she loved the way the cold wind ran its fingers over her scalp
and through her hair. She swiped the back of her hand across her
mouth, smearing coagulating blood. Another glance in the mirror told
her she'd only made herself look worse. 	

	She
kept her speed down, not because she was worried about being pulled
over by a patrol officer. Worse. She was afraid of hitting a deer or
moose or, God forbid, a bear emerging silently and unexpectedly from
the woods which bordered the blacktop. Especially at this time of the
day when the spring sun remained a couple of hours longer in the
evening sky. 


 	Cutler
caught sight of the logging road up ahead. Her watch told her the
loggers would have left for home by now, which would be perfect. The
sour burning in her gut was close to exploding. 


 	She
slowed down and eased the car onto the dirt lane, and followed it
through strands of birch and pine until she reached the wide
enclosure where two long flatbeds were being loaded. 


 	Stopping
the car, she hurried into the nearest grove of trees and fell to her
knees. She retched once, twice, until bright little grass-green
pebbles of the partially-digested jewel flew out of her mouth. Again
she vomited, and her stomach sent up more shards of the peridot she'd
eaten, spilling onto the thin layer of leaves and pine needles. 


 	Over
and over Cutler vomited, until the ground was covered with miniature
pieces of the gemstone. When the last of it had been regurgitated,
she sat back on her heels, hawked, spat, and wiped her mouth again
with the back of her hand. Tomorrow when the loggers came back to
work they would find the abandoned car. A quick trace would lead the
authorities to the Del Toro residence and the man's body. They would
also find his last victim's remains, as well. Cutler made sure of it.



 	By
that time she would be several hundred miles away, untraceable and
untrackable. God, what she wouldn't give for a cold beer right now to
get that thing's putrid taste out of her mouth. 


 	Cutler
pulled the ziplock bag from her jacket pocket, opened it, selected
one of the bigger pieces of the peridot and dropped it in the baggie,
wiping her fingers on her jeans. That done, she stuffed the whole
thing into her hip pocket. 


 	She
already felt better with the toxic jewel out of her system. Glancing
down at the ground, she could see the remains were starting to turn
brown. They would eventually turn black before dissolving into the
moist dirt. By morning there would be no trace left. 


 	Heavens
knew how far it was to the next town. Didn't matter, though. Cutler
liked to walk. It gave her a chance to cleanse herself both
physically and mentally. 


 	It
was getting chillier. The clouds were gray and low, threatening snow.
The air smelled of pine and ozone, making Cutler smile as she took
another deep sniff. 


 	She
looked back down at her shredded top. She didn't like wearing bras.
They tended to impede her movements whenever she fought a jewel. And
right now it was very evident she wasn't wearing anything beneath the
blood-drenched aquamarine top—or what was left of it. 


 	“Damn
it. That was my favorite blouse, too. Oh, well.” She shrugged.
The sooner she found a small stream or water supply, the sooner she
could clean up. Until then she would need to keep off the beaten
track and away from inquisitive eyes. Her duffel was waiting for her
at the cheap motel. She planned to grab it and the next flight to
Houston. 



 	Despite her ruined shirt,
it had been a good day. “Good job, girlfriend,” she
mumbled to herself as she ambled over the uneven road back to the
blacktop. “Another psychotic murderer is out of the picture.”





Chapter 2 



Fellowes 






“Is
that Fellowes? Tell him to get in here!” 


Rather
than wait to be ordered into the captain's office, David Fellowes
dropped the folder on his desk and went to join the rest of the small
crowd. The discussion was already in full force by the time he found
a corner behind a file cabinet where he could park. 


“...same
MO. There were signs of a struggle, but from the amount of damage
done, this has to be the work of more than one assailant.” 


“When
did Colorado contact us?” 


“Two
hours ago. The FBI alerted every jurisdiction with a similar case the
moment they were able to verify authenticity.” 


“Fuck.
That makes, what? Six cases?” 


“In
the last six years, but there's no telling how many victims haven't
been discovered. Or may never be discovered.” 


“Yeah.
Like Green River, if you're looking for one example.” 


The
desk sergeant dropped in to hand the captain another folder. At the
same time the computer on his desk dinged, signaling a high priority
email. Without waiting to be told, Ron Penni took the captain's seat
to check it. 


“Okay,
okay. This is from Donay. Looks like we may have an identical killing
in Falstaff.” 


“Arizona?”
Borcher asked, incredulous. “Boy, that bastard is upping the
ante!” 


“Maybe
not. Are you ready for this?” Penni shot everyone a major shit
eating grin. “Coroner placed the TOD at around six that evening
their time.” 


Captain
looked as if someone had shoved one of those thick files up his ass.
“That's impossible!” 


“Then
there has to be two of them!” Trelayne exclaimed. 


“Or
a syndicate. It's too damn coincidental that every one of these
attacks has the same exact fucking MO.” 


Captain
frowned irritably. “Two murders at nearly the exact same time
can't be coincidental. Sounds more to me like a hired hit. Conroy, I
need you to check sources. See if there's any connection whatsoever
between these victims. Anything!” 


David
shook his head. Sometimes trying to follow the conversation was a lot
like being on a roller coaster and trying to see what all the
amusement park had to offer from that vantage point. The best one
could do would be to hold on and hope everything came together at the
end of the ride. 


Brad
Butcher finally emerged from the crowd gathered around the doorway.
Butcher was in charge of forensics, and the look on his face was a
mixture of annoyance and elation. David's ears perked up to hear what
the man had to say. 


“Whatcha
got?” Captain demanded without the formality of a hello. “Got
me a name yet?” 


“Not
yet. Sorry. But we've come across something that hasn't been noted
before with the other cases.” 


“What?”



“Damndest
thing,” the rail-thin man replied. He opened the folder in his
hands and held it out to the captain. “The crime scene unit
found some very unique crystallization near the body. I've run
samples through everything I have, but the results have my entire lab
in a quandary.” 


Captain
frowned and waited for the man to continue, as did the rest of the
room. 


“The
crystals are minute particles resembling gemstones. To be precise,
peridot.” 


“Peridot?”
Whinsky piped up. “My wife wears a peridot ring. It' her
birthstone. Not really expensive.” 


Butcher
nodded. “Yeah. My daughter has one in her necklace that my wife
and I gave her last year.” 


“So
what's the significance? Maybe the vic was wearing one of the stones,
and somehow it got crushed during the murder.” 


“Not
quite,” Butcher said. “The reason I came over is because
there's something unnatural about the chemical makeup of that
crystal. It has a carbon base.” 


“So?
What of it? Aren't gems like that? Don't they all have a carbon
base?” 


“Not
peridot. Magnesium, silicon, and iron, yes. That's what threw up the
red flag. What's more, that carbon base has the same molecular
structure as DNA.” 


The
entire office went dead silent. Penni had to vacate the chair to let
the captain sit down. 


“What
are you trying to tell us?” 


“I'm
not trying to tell you anything,” Butcher said, shaking his
head. “I can only tell you what I can prove, and you know that.
To be on the safe side, though, I sent those fragments up to the
state lab for further analysis.” 


“But
if you had to make an educated guess,” Captain probed. 


Butcher
blew out an explosive breath. “Educated, hell. My first thought
was that maybe I was seeing some blood or other tissue mixed in with
the sample. I scanned a fresh sample myself, just to be positive
Connor hadn't fucked up the lab results.” He shook his head
again. “I got the same read-outs. Those crystal samples have
human DNA in them. Not in with
them, but combined at the cellular level.
As if the rock and human tissue had somehow been formatted together
in utero, and damn it, I can't figure out how. We should know in a
couple of days if the DNA matches our vic.” 


Penni
spoke up. “Was that all the CSU found? How about prints?”



“Lots
of prints, but they're too smeared and broken to get even a partial
lift.” 


“Did
the killer wear gloves?” 


“No,”
Butcher shook his head. “We simply can't get anything credible
enough to check through AFIS. We got footprints. They're off a pair
of size six boots.” 


The
captain, as well as the rest of the men around the room, dropped his
jaw. “Women's boots? Then our unsub is female?” 


“Can't
back it with any evidence,” Butcher admitted ruefully.
“Besides, how could a woman that small tackle a guy the size of
Del Toro? She would have to have superhuman strength to do what was
done to him. Either that, or at least she had to have an accomplice.”
He sighed again. “The evidence, what little we have, supports
neither. My guess is that a female either witnessed the murder or
came across it after the fact and fled the scene. Other than that, we
have squat.” 


“That's
it? We have just the crystal particles, some unusable fingerprints
and footprints, and nothing else? There's no other viable evidence at
the scene?” 


“Nothing.
I've had two separate teams go over that place. They all got squat.”



Fran
Tillotson crossed her ankles where she was leaning back against the
wall and spoke up. “You'd think with all the blood splatter
that some of it would have shown up when the perp left the cabin.”



David's
eyes were automatically drawn to the photos of the crime scenes
tacked on the far wall. He still didn't have any idea why he'd been
called in to this meeting. He worked strictly undercover, mostly with
the DEA. But he kept his mouth shut and his eyes and ears open.
Sooner or later the captain's motives would become clear. 


Butcher
continued. “Oh, we have lots of blood evidence. It's all the
vic's. What we don't have is any clue as to who committed the act.
The deck where Del Toro was found was hanging out over a deep gully.
There was no ladder or any other way the perp could have left the
scene other than to go back through the cabin and exit out the front
door, which he did. There's blood smears and droppings all over the
floors and doorknobs, but not one clear fingerprint.” 


The
computer dinged again. This time the captain opened the email. A look
of surprise crossed his face. “Just got the report on the
second body they found at the cabin. It's been there some time.
Stanton in Pueblo says cause of death was due to multiple stab wounds
in the victim's chest and neck.” He looked up. “That's
not the same MO as the Del Toro murder.” Back to the screen.
“What's more, the lab found evidence of skin cells under the
victim's fingernails and semen samples on the body. DNA won't be
ready for another week, but Pueblo is positive the second vic was
killed by Del Toro himself.” 


“Son
of a bitch!” 


“So
Del Toro could have been a revenge killing?” 


It
was all speculation, this throwing back and forth of information, but
the captain was a big believer in getting everyone's point of view on
a situation. Too often someone's off-the-cuff remark led to a break
in a previously dead-end case. Either that, or a fresh perspective on
a crime that was growing colder by the minute. 


“Revenge,
maybe.” Tillotson shrugged. “Do we have an ID on the
other vic?” 


“No.
The boy's a juvenile. Unless he has prints somewhere because of a
petty crime, there's no way we can ID him until someone comes forth.
FBI has already sent out a sketch to the media. And missing persons
will call us if they get a hit.” Leaning back in his leather
chair, the captain stretched his arms over his head. David heard
tendons crack like bubble gum. 


“Okay.
Forensics has Del Toro's car. The coroner has the bodies. We have two
unsolved cases, one of which fits the pattern in a string of unsolved
murders spanning at least two decades and four states. That means the
FBI is going to get involved, and pronto. But until they get here,
Tillotson, I want you and Breeve to take the second vic. Miguel, you
grab whoever you can and work with the lab on whatever they find in
that car. Also, get over to that place where that lumbering company
found it abandoned. Penni, you and Borcher stick with the Del Toro
side. See what the man was up to. Find out why he was targeted. Do
whatever it takes. Oh, and, Butcher, get me whatever you can about
peridot. Bring in a gemologist or whatever you call someone who
specializes in that sort of thing. I want to see our department break
this fucking case wide open. Now get out of here and go earn your
paychecks. Fellowes, stay.” 


David
paused with one foot off the floor. Amused and intrigued, he turned
back around and waited until everyone had left. The captain gave a
nod toward the door. David closed it. 


“I
have a special assignment for you.” 


“Figured.”



“I
think it ties in with the case we were just discussing.” 


“Figured.”



Giving
a snort, the captain reached inside his desk drawer and pulled out a
folder, which he handed over. “Jonas Poll. Ever hear of him?”



David
dragged a name magnet through his memory but nothing stuck. 


“How
about Fleabags?” 


“Yeah,
I know about Fleabags. You're talking about the chain of gyms, right?
There's probably two hundred or so Fleabags all over the country.”



“What
do you know about 'Fleabag' dePollo?” 


“He's
the man who started up the chain,” David countered. “But,
geez, the man's been out of boxing for years. He'd be, uhh, in his
late fifties, wouldn't he?” 


“Sixty-one,”
the captain informed him, massaging the back of his neck with one
hand. “Jonas Poll used that name when he won the welterweight
title right before he retired twenty-eight years ago.” 


Ignoring
the look of surprise on the detective's face, the captain continued.
“I got a phone call early this morning from the commissioner.
Poll lives out in Templar. He's asking for police protection, so I
want you to go out there and work undercover as one of his
bodyguards.” 


“One
of his bodyguards?” David frowned. “And this ties into
the Del Toro case how?” 


“Del
Toro was a silent partner in the Fleabags franchise. Poll seems to
think the man was targeted by one of their competitors they ran out
of business, and he's willing to testify if it comes down to the
nitty gritty. In the meantime he wants police protection, and the
Commish seems to think the Del Toro case might be linked to him as
well.” Motioning toward the folder, the captain added, “I
need a man on the inside anyway. You going undercover will kill two
birds with one stone. I'll have someone I trust running an
investigation from the inside, and Poll gets his police protection.
Any questions?” 


“Yeah.
Does this assignment come with a free membership to the gym?”
David gave the man one of his trademark grins. 



The captain answered with
one of his trademark exclamations. “Get the fuck outta my
office and don't show your face again until you've solved this case!”





Chapter 3 



Diamond 






Flight
231 landed at Houston Hobby only twenty-one minutes late. Nothing to
complain about from Cutler's point of view, although the guy sitting
next to her had bitched the entire flight. Just once she wished she
could have punched out his lights so she could have some peace and
quiet. Faking sleep hadn't helped. The man was determined to air his
gripes. And if she wasn't available, there was always the poor sap
across the aisle, or whoever was sitting in the seat in front of him.
After an hour she'd given up and tried to drown him out by listening
to the in-flight music on her headphones. 


Grabbing
her duffel from the overhead bin, Cutler made her way down the jetway
and into the airport. The first place she headed for was the pay
phone. 


“Bar,”
the emotionless voice answered. 


“Cutler
Glass.” 


“One
moment please.” 


She
started counting. It took five seconds. “Cutler?” 


“Could
someone come get me? I don't want to mess with a cab.” 


“Fifteen
minutes.” And that was the end of the conversation. 


A
bright red SUV picked her up in front of short-term parking. The Bar
logo was on the passenger door, which tipped her off it was her ride.
The woman behind the wheel was unfamiliar, but that didn't bother
Cutler. There were a lot of people working for Bar she didn't know,
either by face or by name. In the beginning it had been difficult for
her to understand that she just couldn't walk up and say hello to
these people and expect a friendly reply. Or any reply, for that
matter. Forget the friendly, too. 


The
squatty, unassuming building was located not far from the airport. A
deliberate location, given what Cutler and those of her ilk did for a
living. The woman pulled around to the back parking lot and parked.
She allowed Cutler to go ahead of her inside. 


Just
inside the outer doors were another set of glass panel doors.
Dropping her duffel, Cutler assumed the stance, legs slightly apart
and arms away from her sides. The door scanned her before giving a
little ding dong to let her know she could pass on through. The woman
driver stayed behind to be scanned while Cutler entered the interior
of the building. 


To
untrained eyes the place could pass for any regular office. The upper
echelon had the window offices which ringed the building. The rest
had cubicles in the center. Most of “the rest” were
nameless people busy at their computers. Clipped to their headphones
and built-in mics, they were linked directly to spotters out in the
field, more nameless people whose jobs were to search for jewels. 


Cutler
often wondered who funded Bar. More often than that, she wondered how
Bar came into being. Who was
the first person to recognize a jewel? Who was the first lapie? There
were many times when she'd come close to asking, then shied away.
Maybe it was one of those things she was better off not knowing. If
Bar felt it was important for her to know, the woman would have told
her. “Or posted it in some fucking memo,” Cutler muttered
to herself. 


She
flung her duffel onto a barren desk in one of the empty cubicles and
went straight to the office at the far end of the room. There were
only two offices bearing double glass doors. Bar was behind the one
bearing the logo. Cutler entered without knocking. 


She'd
been working for the company how long now? Eleven years? And in all
that time the room's appearance had never changed. Not the
modernistic glass and chrome furniture, not its placement in the
room, not the thick plum carpeting or the pale lavender paint on the
walls. Not even the Matisse painting hanging on the wall opposite
Bar's chair where she could view it anytime she wished. Cutler had
done a little research and found out the painting was an original.
The discovery didn't surprise her. 


Bar
was leaning over her little fridge in the corner. When she heard the
door open, she straightened up with a smile and an apple. “Care
for a snack? I have fresh fruit today.” 


“Yeah.
Got any peaches? I've been craving peach cobbler lately.” 


Bar
tossed her a peach before going back behind her little glass desk and
taking her seat. For a couple of minutes both women chewed on their
fruit in silence. It was Bar who finally broke the quiet. 


“How
was your flight?” 


“Cramped.
As usual.” 


“Tired?”



Cutler
shot her a disgruntled look. “Worn out.” 


“We've
been keeping track of the police reports from that area. That was a
well-done job, Cut.” 


Cutler
answered with a shrug of her shoulders. The peach was damn good, as
she'd expected. The company got their produce from the finest groves
in the Texas hill country. 


“Any
problems?” 


“Other
than my blouse, which he shredded, no problems.” 


Bar
nodded. The overhead lights shimmered on her lustrous black hair like
a shampoo commercial. Cutler envied the woman's devastating looks. 


“I'll
have Lydia cut you an extra paycheck. The Galleria is having a great
sale right now.” 


The
woman was stalling, and it always irritated Cutler whenever she did
because it always meant bad news. 


“Look,
Cut—” 


“Fuck,
Bar! I just got back!” Cutler's feet hit the floor and she
stood, angrily staring at the woman calmly glaring back at her. Damn
it, her gut had been warning her that they were going to send her
right back on another assignment, but she'd kept telling herself they
wouldn't. She'd been looking forward to the short amount of downtime
that was required after each kill. Now she could feel that hope
dribbling away. 


“I
know you just made a kill, but this is critical,” Bar began
again in a softer tone of voice. 


“Everything
is critical, according to you.” 


“This
is a big assignment.” 


“I
need my vacation time!” 


“I
know that, and you deserve it, but—” 


“But
nothing!” Throwing her peach pit into the trash can beside the
little glass desk, Cutler wiped her hands on her jeans and paced the
room. “I've had five missions in the past six months, Bar. Each
time you've promised me downtime and then you reneged. I'm tired!
Don't you get it? I need to get away somewhere and just veg for a
week! Or two.” 


“I'll
pay you triple your salary on this one,” Bar offered. 


“Fuck
the money! What am I gonna spend it on? Vitamins?” 


“And
fourteen full days off, uninterrupted, when you're done.” 


Cutler
froze in place. “Uninterrupted?” No call-ins? No tails?
Just disappear off the face of the earth for two full weeks? A frown
dropped down over her face. “How can I believe you after you've
screwed me over these past five times?” Waving at the doors,
she added, “What's to stop me from walking out of here and
taking my two weeks starting right now?” 


Bar
dropped her apple core into the trash can, then pulled a tissue from
the box on the corner of her desk to wipe her fingers with dainty,
ladylike movements. “Let's go put up your trophy,” she
said, getting to her feet. 


Shit.
More delaying tactics. This
had to be a big one like she said or Bar wouldn't be doing this. She
kept her sullen expression tied to her face and followed the woman
out of the office. 


They
wove their way past the cluster of cubicles to the other side of the
room where an enormous bank vault lay open. The guard posted at the
door gave them a nod as they passed by. 


They
continued to walk down the aisle, passing several smaller arteries
branching off from the main one. They were nearly to the end of the
room when Bar took a sharp left and carefully stepped over the raised
threshold. Cutler remembered in time to duck under the low opening. 


Like
a regular bank vault containing myriad safety deposit boxes, the
trophies were kept under similar lock and key. Each lapie had his own
personal minivault. Cutler glanced around the narrow space. But
instead of facing walled rows of square doors, each lidless box was
made from a single piece of hand-blown glass. 


Bar
reached up and pulled down one of the small four-by-four empty
containers, and turned to Cutler, who produced the baggie with the
piece of peridot. She examined the rock Cutler dropped into her hand.
“It's exquisite. A very rare dark green color.” She
looked up at Cutler. “He gave you a bit of trouble, didn't he?”



Cutler's
answer was a shrug of the shoulders. 


Sighing
loudly, Bar laid the formless gem in the box, then slid it back into
place where the bottom of the one above it formed the lid to seal the
one below. “Your collection is impressive, Cut.” 


Cutler
had to give her credit there. There was little in the world she could
claim as her own and be proud of it. The collection of gemstones was
as beautiful as it was vast. 


“Two
hundred and twenty-eight,” she whispered in the soundproof
chamber. It was a nice, whole number to her. Two hundred and
twenty-eight. 


Standing
underneath the row of ceiling lights, which lit up the gems like a
universe of rainbow-colored stars, she could also dwell on the fact
that these remnants were all that were left of two hundred and
twenty-eight people she had killed. People who had gone totally
psycho and viciously murdered at least three times that number. A few
of them, twenty times or more. 


Sometimes
Cutler wanted to ask if any of the other lapies had as many kills to
their credit, but policy was not to ask anything. Not even for
people's names. The only other person working for the company whom
she knew besides Bar was Christine. Christine had been her mentor.
The woman who had taught her how to survive and how to fight the
jewels. More importantly, Christine had given her the strength to do
what she had no choice but to do. The older, experienced cutter had
infused her with the emotional as well as mental strength to go out
there and do the ugly, bloody jobs day after week after month after
year. And why she had to forget about ever having a normal life. 


“We've
spotted a diamond.” 


The
calm voice shattered her introspection. What the boss said worried
her even more. 


“I
have to send you, Cut,” Bar continued, ignoring the rising look
of fear Cutler knew she couldn't hide from her eyes. “There are
only a handful of people who have the ability to eat a diamond,
especially one like this. You're one of those few.” 


“Send
one of the others, then.” Her voice sounded unusually hollow
and empty, but she knew why. Diamonds were the worst, the strongest
and the most difficult to overcome. Diamonds were known to kill
lapies. 


“I
can't. They're all out on missions.” 


Bar's
dark, nearly black eyes pleaded silently up at her. 


“This
diamond has to be eliminated now while it's still fresh in its host.
It's in stage two, Cut. It's still awakening.” 


“What
kind is it?” 


“We
don't know yet,” Bar admitted. “But it has a family. And
it's wealthy.” 


Which
meant it could be reclusive. Nodding, Cutler tried to swallow but
found her throat had gone dust dry. “All right. Give me the
details. Who and where?” 



“Where
is back in Colorado where you just were,” Bar said to her. “The
who is a man by the name of Jonas Poll.” 



Chapter
4 



Assignment 



David
pulled up to the front gate where he was met by a computer monitor on
a pole. Pressing the request entry button, a guard instantly came on
the screen. 


“Name.”



“Detective
David Fellowes.” 


The
guy didn't even check his sheet. “Proceed.” 


The
simple fifteen-foot wrought iron gate buzzed and proceeded to swing
back. David drove up the gravel driveway and parked behind a
Volkswagen. The Poll Estate was located seven miles off the nearest
highway. It was a rambling multilevel structure designed by one of
those nouveau stylists cum architect. It would also be a nightmare to
keep secured. 


The
man who answered the door gave him the once-over, noting the fact
that the undercover cop hadn't quite dressed the way he thought one
should. David inwardly grinned at the raised eyebrow. Okay, so he
hadn't gone with the torn jeans and ratty t-shirt. Neither did he
sport any tattoos or do anything outlandish with his hair. Anyone off
the street would have given him one look in his polo shirt and khaki
pants, and written him off as a business-successful twenty-something
in dress casual. 


“You
the cop?” the guy asked, just to double-check. 


David
flashed him his wallet, and the guy grunted in reply, motioning for
him to follow. 


The
house's interior was modernistic in design, as well, which didn't
surprise David. Already he could see possible problems with the
layout. The odd angles would make for some terrific hiding places
where a possible contract killer could sit in wait for his victim.
And the multipaned windows and glasslike walls would reflect anyone's
shadow as crazily as a carnival funhouse. The floors were tiled,
lacking carpets or rugs. If any killer got inside the place, it would
be next to impossible to track him. 


Jonas
Poll was seated in his office and talking on the phone when they
entered. A young child played with his toy trucks on the rug in front
of the man's desk. David took a quick glance around the inner
sanctum, noting the heavy curtains over the French doors. Bet
they’re not locked, either. 


“Yeah,
I got it. Yeah. Okay, I'll get back to you on that tomorrow.
Awright.” He hung up and waved away David's escort. The moment
the door clicked shut, he pointed toward a leather chair a few feet
away. “Pull up a seat and take a load off. You're my new
bodyguard, right?” 


The
man didn't offer to shake David's hand, and David wasn't about to
take the initiative. He also remained standing. “Detective
David Fellowes.” 


“No
offense, but I was hoping for someone a little older.” 


“I'm
not a rookie, if that's what you're implying,” David said in a
harder voice, knowing he had one of those perpetually
youthful-looking faces. It served him well when he went undercover at
a high school or college. “They didn't give me a gold badge
just because I remembered to wipe my feet at the front door.”
He noticed how Poll swept over his frame and physique, obviously
liking what he saw. 


“What
makes you better than the others?” Poll asked. He was rocking
back and forth in his cushy chair, with his elbow resting on a plush
arm and his chin propped in one hand. 


The
boy on the carpet made his way on hands and knees over to the wall
behind Poll's desk and was making the truck climb the curtains. The
child made vroom vroom
sounds as he played. 


“I
learned to say please and thank you,” David quietly replied,
keeping one eye on the boy. 


Poll
noticed his split attention. “That's my grandson. Jigger, say
hello to David.” 


“H'lo.”
Uninterested, the boy resumed his play. 


“Jigs,
I think Miss Pru is making peanut brittle. If she is, go get some and
bring me back a piece, would you?” 


David
noticed the man spoke gently to the boy, yet there was something very
odd about Poll. Something was already raising the hairs on his head,
and it was a feeling the detective trusted. Cops relied heavily on
their sixth sense to pull their asses out of a fire before it became
an inferno. 


“I
can see you've pumped some iron,” the man stated after the boy
had run off. 


Dead
wrong. The closest David had
come to a gym was when he had to pass the obstacle course at the
Police Academy every year. No, give credit for his build to good
genes and three older brothers who pounded the hell out of the
driveway and anyone in their way when playing one-on-one hoops. 


“Captain
Chessley said you'd fill me in on the details,” David
responded, not answering the man's remark. 


Poll
nodded, obviously pissed at David's refusal to be intimidated. “Sit
down,” he ordered this time. “I don't like having to look
up.” 


David
grabbed the chair and brought it closer to the desk. Poll launched
into his story before he was seated. 


“When
I was younger I used to do the circuit as a welterweight. I'm
assuming you're already aware of that even though you're probably too
young to remember it personally. Anyway, it was after I fought Too
Lean McLean and won the title that the doctors diagnosed me with
cirrhosis of the liver. I pulled out of competition to fight that
battle. Got a transplant a year later, but by that time my wife had
convinced me to find another way to make a living, so I called in a
favor with Cardy.” 


David
pulled a small spiral notebook from his back pocket and began to take
notes. “Cardy with a y?” 


“Britt
Cardy. Yeah, with a y. He's the brother to my manager at the time.”



“What's
your manager's name?” 


“Trent
Cardy, but he's dead now. Had a stroke five years ago.” 


“What
do you mean, you called in a favor?” David asked. 


“Britt
was married but he liked playing the field. Especially the girls who
would come to my room after a fight. Several times his wife walked in
on us when we were entertaining, you could say.” Poll grinned.
“Britt convinced her the girls were all for me, when in fact he
was scooping up his handful, too. He told me that if I ever needed a
favor in return, to give him a ring. So I did. He's the one who
gathered up his friends, and they're the ones who fronted me the
money to start up Fleabags.” 


“Can
I have a list of these people?” 


“I
thought you'd ask for it.” 


Poll
handed him the only sheet of paper that had been sitting on top of
his otherwise spotless desk. David gave it a cursory glance, noting
Del Toro's name before folding it and tucking it inside the spiral. 


“What
makes you think you're the main target, Mr. Poll?” 


Poll
shrugged. “Rumors, mostly. Random phone calls telling me to
watch my back. That sort of thing.” 


“Have
you thought about getting a trace put on your phone?” 


“Done
it already. No luck. That's why I've hired bodyguards. When I found
out Butch was murdered, that's when I called for police protection.”



“So
you think that whoever is out to get you is working his way through
the list of people who originally backed your initial venture?”



“I'm
not one hundred percent certain,” Poll admitted. “It's
all a guess, but that's what I think, yeah.” 


“And
who do you think is behind all this?” 


Again
the man shrugged. For an ex-welterweight and transplant survivor just
over the six decade mark, he was in remarkably good health. The brown
hair was tinged with gray around the temples, and the face was nearly
seamless. David didn't know whether to credit the man's plastic
surgeon or his excellent physique. 


“If
I had a name, I'd give it to you,” said Poll. “Since
Fleabags took off, I've seen at least a dozen smaller gyms and one
major franchise file for bankruptcy. My list of enemies could be as
long as my arm, and I have quite a reach, Detective.” 


The
office door swung open as the grandson reentered the room with his
hands full of paper towels. “Miss Pru said she didn't have
enough peanuts to make brittle, so she made sugar cookies instead.
Here's yours.” The child laid the wrapped cookies on Poll's
desk and left. 


David
watched Poll's response to the boy. The little alarms in his head
were starting to go off again, although he couldn't figure out why.
But there was something about the gleam in Poll's eyes that just
didn't jive with David's expectations of a grandfather. 


Once
the boy was gone, he resumed his questioning. “Do you think
there's the possibility that whoever took out Del Toro was a one-shot
deal, and Del Toro was the intended victim all along? You know, it's
very likely that the killer had set his cross-hairs on him, rather
than peripherally using him to get to you.” 


“Yeah,
I thought about
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