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      When a routine ransom drop goes horribly wrong, FBI agent Ishmael Soul wakes to find himself locked in an underground bunker with only one chance for survival.

      Shackled, tortured, and starved, the great sleuth must enlist the help of his fellow captive, a boy with extraordinary powers that Soul can’t begin to fathom.

      Dr. Soul has spent his life studying gifted psychics called thinks. But how do you connect with a sweet, innocent think who cannot look another person in the eye?

      As the deadline for death creeps closer, can Soul work his magic in time to save both their lives?

      Ear of God is the second in the spellbinding Mesmerist thriller series, known for psychic phenomena, page-turning suspense, and heart-pounding action.
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      I watched the FBI agent walk down the fifty-yard line of the football field on a crisp day in November. Dangling from his right hand was a blue-and-red Nike duffle bag containing a quarter of a million dollars.

      I was sitting in the passenger seat of an Oldsmobile across State Highway 17, tucked into a strip mall whose anchor store appeared to be a sewing machine repair shop. The man on my left, sitting behind the wheel, was an agent with old-man eyebrows named Russell Clay. His conversation waffled between discussing the current operation and the hilarious jackanapes of his three-year-old granddaughter.

      On that occasion I was just a city cop acting as an unofficial consultant. I’d known Russell for less than forty-eight hours. He struck me as honorable but clueless. He had no idea how his choice of conversation was stoking the already frazzled nerves of our backseat passenger—the aunt and legal guardian of the kidnapped boy.

      I focused my binoculars on the scene before me. The football field was located in a dinky town in upstate New York. The municipality may have been small, but the town fathers had their priorities straight. You could not have asked for a more beautiful setting to play the most red-blooded of American sports. The park was nicely manicured, the turf still green though daily temperatures in that neck of the woods had started dropping nights into the thirties. Two sets of aluminum bleachers rose at the far end of the field against a line of trees whose foliage had reached peak days ago and was fluttering to the ground at the merest whisper of wind.

      Behind the trees rose the first glimpse of the Catskills I’d seen in years. I’d known the region well as a boy, but the man I was now had shunted aside sweet memories to focus almost exclusively on painful ones.

      It had been one of those years when everything felt like it was going to shit. Unemployment was high, inflation was high, and everyone hated politics. Only days ago We the People had voted the peanut farmer out of the nation’s highest office and replaced him with an actor. We had no idea what we had signed up for, but we knew things would be different. Maybe that’s why the sight of those mountains rising over a park where families came together put me in a hopeful mood. It was close to eight on a bright, sunny morning after a week of ceaseless rain, and I was certain everything would turn out okay.

      I watched groundskeepers rake leaves over by the field house. I watched cars shoot past on Highway 17. I watched a guy mend a fence in front of one of the baseball dugouts. I watched and waited.

      On the dashboard, the radio crackled with the voices of other agents stationed in the vicinity. Russell barked at them all one by one, hung up the mic, and went back to staring through the windshield.

      “Does anyone see my boy?” said the woman in the back. “Does anyone see Remmie?”

      “No, ma’am,” Russell answered. “But we wouldn’t. Not yet. Like I said, it might be several hours before they release him.”

      She bit her lip and considered his words. She was a handsome woman in her thirties. Hispanic. Thick, dark hair. A little heavyset. (Not unlike yours truly.) Sunglasses to hide her red eyes. A crisp white pantsuit with a blue-and-white Hermes scarf at her neck.

      “Hours?” she asked. Her voice drifted off, absently, “Oh. Right. Hours.”

      Between the mountains on the far side, and the trees and bleachers on this side, was the Beaverkill, a storied tributary of the lordly Delaware where over-equipped dry-fly fisherman had matched wits with a specific pea-brained species since the days of the Headless Horseman. From where I sat in the Olds, I could barely see the water, but I didn’t have to. The waterway would be studded with giant boulders that moved for nothing but glaciers. There would be swift eddies carrying brown clumps of swirling foam, and fleeting ripples that hinted of skittish trout sipping flies from beneath the surface. For miles along the river’s forty-four-mile length, its incessant babbles and purls would cradle your soul more surely than the waters of baptism.

      I guess you could say that I didn’t think of the river that morning because I carried it with me. I knew it well enough to forget it, and that would be my mistake.

      The man carrying the duffle bag across the field was my friend, my colleague, my tutor in all things unholy and weird, who bore the unlikely moniker of Ishmael Soul. He was taller than six feet, lean, hard, and brown. By choice he kept that genius head of his completely hairless, the first voluntarily bald man I’d ever known who was not facing an indictment. As I watched him stride away in tan cargo trousers and a leather jacket, I could not help noticing how much the top of his head looked like a bullet.

      We are sending firepower into their midst, I thought. They better watch out.

      But that was a foolish sentiment. We wanted no violence today. We had to play it by the book. The kidnappers had had the boy eight days, yet the ransom demand had come only forty-eight hours ago. Which is late in the game if you’re a professional, but how many of them ever were? The logistics were also curious. They’d snatched the boy from the front of his private school on the Upper East Side, but later specified a drop location two hours and a hundred twenty miles north of Manhattan, in the middle of nowhere.

      “Gentlemen,” I heard Soul’s voice say. “You read me?”

      I grabbed the mic. “I’m here. Go ahead.”

      “We have a problem, Fisher.”

      I was watching him through the windshield. He had reached the end of the fifty-yard line and was standing in the gap between the two bleachers. Just him, the bag, and God’s green earth.

      “What’s the trouble, kid?” Russell said. I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing at a guy who thought Soul fit the description of a kid.

      “They said in the trashcan,” Soul said. “You see a trashcan over here? Fisher, you see one?”

      Without looking in our direction, he moved to the right. He was correct. The gap between the bleachers was completely empty.

      “There’s a trashcan way to his left,” Russell told me. “It’s right next to the sidewalk that leads to the tennis courts. Tell him to look.”

      “They didn’t say that,” Soul said.

      “Tell him don’t overthink it,” Russell said.

      In the backseat, I heard the woman’s sharp intake of breath. “What’s wrong?”

      I held up a hand, signaling her to shush. I needed to focus. And I needed her to stay calm. Three adults sitting in a car for any length of time was strange enough. I didn’t want to call any more attention to our location than necessary.

      “Russell, they were very specific,” Soul said.

      “He’s right,” I said.

      “Trashcan in the middle of the goddamn bleachers,” Soul continued. “If there’s not one where they said there would be, we need to reconsider.”

      The woman leaned forward and rested her hands and face on the seat between Russell and me. “It sounds bad. Is something wrong?”

      Russell struggled momentarily to shift his paunch around the steering wheel and face the middle of the dashboard. He motioned for me to hand him the mic. “See? We should have sent one of my guys. Woo-woo’s going to screw this up.”

      Woo-woo was his nickname for Soul, probably because Soul was the only special agent in the Manhattan office still in charge of unusual cases.

      “They specifically asked for Dr. Soul,” the woman said. Her head and shoulders rose until she was leaning over the seat, yelling into the receiver. “You have to give them the money! If they don’t get the money, they’ll hurt Remmie!”

      “Lady, please,” Russell said. “Fisher, gimme the damned mic!”

      Soul’s voice crackled. “I suggest aborting.”

      “Gimme that,” Russell said, reaching.

      The boy’s aunt got to the mic first. Her fingers fumbled with the lever. The cord stretched between me and Russell. “You can’t do this, Dr. Soul,” I heard her shriek. “This is our only chance! They will hurt him. They will hurt my baby boy.”

      Commotion now in the car. Grandpa struggling to get his fat ass into a position where he could most easily deal with the distraught woman. His hands flailing. Her free hand swatting him away. Me urging them to shut the hell up so we could hear—

      “Something’s off,” I heard Soul say. “What the—!”

      His mic squealed. I looked. He was on the field, struggling with four men. They were dressed in jeans or slacks, work boots, and slick black windbreakers. Soul elbowed one, but the others pinned his arms to his side and knocked him off balance.

      I cracked the door of the car. I heard Russell, “Lady, give me the goddamn mic! All agents! All agents!”

      By then I was dodging a honking Chrysler Polara as I ran across Highway 17. I didn’t bother withdrawing my weapon. I had at least fifty-three and a third yards ahead of me.

      I ran like a beast, sucking air that chilled my nostrils and throat. I could see agents running now from every corner of the field. The dugout guy. The leaf rakers. The guy on the John Deere mowing the soccer field. All of us converging on the spot where four white guys in bland haircuts were taking on the monster man with the outdated Fu Manchu mustache.

      I couldn’t see Soul’s face anymore. They’d clapped a black bag over his head.

      Okay, I thought, they’re pros.

      Where the hell were they taking him? Where could they possibly go? We had them surrounded. The only way to the highway was the direction I’d come—

      And yet, even as I was thinking this, my gut had comprehended the logic and was trying to beat it into my dumbass brain.

      Think, idiot! How did they get to him in the first place?

      Soul’s feet kicked, then went limp. The first two men disappeared behind the bleachers. Then the next two, bearing Soul’s legs between them.

      I opened my mouth and screamed across the field to the agents. “The river!”

      They were closer than I was, all of them with weapons drawn. I knew they would not be so stupid as to shoot. Their long training counted for something there.

      What the hell was the kidnappers’ plan? Who snatches the guy dropping the ransom? What was the point of that?

      I sailed across the lawn, legs pumping. My peacoat was so thick I knew I should have ditched it. But I didn’t have time now. I came up on the bleachers so fast and so close that I nicked my hip on one of the seats. I pushed past the pain, shot through the gap, and crashed through the brush on the other side.

      That’s where I met the other agents. All of us half-sliding, half-falling down the riverbank. It was all in vain, and I knew it as soon as I heard the outboard motor roar to life and the puff of black smoke that tainted the autumn air with the stink of gasoline and motor oil.

      I clattered downhill, sinking into mud at the water’s edge. I broke my momentum slamming into a massive rock. The five of us stood watching as two inflatable pontoon boats—one bearing my friend—shot up the river and disappeared.
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      When I walked into the lab that morning, Ishmael Soul was crouched in a darkened room staring at a one-way mirror. Since the time of our last case, he had somehow landed himself a gig as a visiting professor with privileges in the experimental psych department at Columbia. Considering that the last person we’d known in that department had been brained to death in her office, I wasn’t sure this was much of a bump up on the prestige scale.

      But there was Soul, sitting behind his desk, eyes glued to the mirror, his malodorous toes poking out of a pair of sandals he’d been wearing since the sixties.

      “What did you need to talk—”

      “Shush, white boy. Sit. Maybe you’ll learn something.”

      I sat. The brighter room on the other side of the glass looked like a kindergarten. Kid-sized table and chairs. A blackboard. Some artwork that looked as if it had been done by a finger-painting child. A smattering of interlocking plastic toys.

      A young woman in her twenties was sitting in a child-sized chair, peering over the shoulder of a small boy. The woman was pretty. (I always notice.) She looked Asian. Nice hair. Smooth skin. I took her for a grad student.

      “What are we drawing now?” she was saying to the boy. “Hmm? Can you tell me what it is you’re drawing?”

      I couldn’t have told you the boy’s age for the life of me. I don’t have kids, and the ones I see in my line of work are generally so traumatized that age takes a backseat to whatever else is going on. I pegged him at anywhere between five and eight years old. Short-sleeved T-shirt. A thick mop of curly, dark brown hair. Light brown skin. He was hunched over the table, furiously using a crayon to draw—strike that—carve something into a sheet of construction paper.

      “Remmie?” the grad student said. “Do you hear me? What are we drawing today?”

      Without looking up, the kid responded: “Does Helen have siblings?”

      “Me?” the woman said, pointing to her herself in an exaggerated gesture that was completely lost on the boy. In fact, his shoulders were leaning away from her, as if he were trying to extricate himself from her orbit. “Why, yes, I do. I have a brother and a sister.”

      “But how many siblings do you have?”

      “I just told you, honey. A brother and a sister.”

      The boy didn’t look up. His face was hidden by that mop of hair. “But … how many?” The last two words came as a whine. He dropped the crayon and clenched his right hand into a fist.

      “Honey,” the grad student said, “honey, don’t get upset.” She lay a hand on the boy’s right shoulder. He yelped and edged his chair away.

      “How … maaaaaannnnnnny?” he said, dragging the word out for three syllables.

      Soul spoke into a microphone mounted to his desk in front. “Helen,” he said, his voice low. “I told you: no touching. That’s just gonna set him off. Little dude likes his space.”

      The woman tapped her right ear and nodded. “Right. Sorry.”

      “You’re cool. Also, remember. Avoid words like honey and dear. You’re not here to demonstrate affection. Stick to his name. Remigio. Remmie for short.”

      She nodded again.

      The kid was now locked in some kind of rhythmic trance. He shook his head up and down over his paper. “How many? How many? How many?”

      “Give him the number, Helen. Don’t make him wait for it, or we’re gonna have a seriously stressed-out little dude on our hands.”

      “Two,” she said quickly. “Two siblings. One brother, one sister.”

      The boy fell silent. He tilted his head up for the first time. He was just a round-faced little boy with a button nose. His smile was so sly and subtle that it might not have been there at all. Rather than look at Helen directly, he watched her out of the corner of his eyes. He reached for a green crayon and started drawing again. “Pamela had three siblings. Three. Two brothers, one sister.”

      Soul switched off the mic, and chuckled. “Cat loves his numbers. I’ll give him that.” He swung his feet off the desk. “Todhunter, what’s shaking?”

      I dug in my blazer for a piece of Beemans. I popped it into my mouth and waited for the sweet, medicinal jolt of wintergreen. “Is that the kid? Seems … nice enough. What’s the problem?”

      “We’ll get to that.”

      I’d never seen Soul look so indecisive. He twitched around in his chair before dropping his voice an octave and leaning forward. “His mother—uh, aunt brought him in a few weeks ago, asking for me specifically. Still won’t give me an answer as to how she found me. If you’re underground, entrenched in the world of thinks, that’s one thing. But this gal? She’s straight-up Wall Street. Says the kid’s been acting out and she wants to get to the bottom of it.”

      “What’s acting out?”

      “You’re so cute sometimes, Todhunter.”

      “I live in the real world. I’m not steeped in the bullshit planet of … whatever-this-is.”

      He snorted. “In my world, acting out is code for losing your shit, behaving badly, causing problems. The root cause is anything from poor nutrition to years-long systematic abuse. The child does not display the signs of the latter, thank God.”

      “What’s he been doing?”

      “He talks to bugs. Babbles to himself all the time. Draws disturbing images. Has trouble connecting with people, as you’ve seen.”

      As he spoke, I felt my body go cold. My mind wandered. I was ten years old again, living in Rockaway with my parents and a strange little brother no one could ever understand. A boy with unusual talents and interests that so frightened my father that the big man spent decades trying to erase Johnny’s personality. Make him normal. You could say my father succeeded. In the end, Johnny took it upon himself to erase himself completely from the face of the earth.

      “Mama’s a cagey chick,” Soul was saying. “Skittish. So I ran her through the system. Constancia aka Connie Crespo, age thirty-two. Resident of the Upper West Side and Lawrenceville, New Jersey.”

      “Wait. Two residences?”

      “Oh, so you do listen. Formerly of Lyndhurst, New Jersey. No hits. No record. Just stand-up civilian stuff. Her family’s another story. The father is out of prison. The brother’s still inside. Mother’s alive, divorced, active in some local Brazilian church groups and charities. Adoption papers date to 1978.”

      “The kid’s adopted? Shouldn’t that explain a boatload of acting … acting …”

      “Acting out. Not necessarily. Crespo adopted the boy when her sister, a very troubled single mom, died in 1978. Cancer. The boy’s father’s been out of the picture for years. Aunt Connie steps up, takes the kid in. She’s unmarried. At that point, Connie’s a secretary at one of the downtown firms, income $7,800 a year. Want to guess what she paid in taxes last year?”

      “How much?”

      “You don’t want to guess?”

      “Are we playing games or is there a point to this?”

      “Her 1979 tax liability, paid April 15 of this year, was $97,389.”

      “Wow.”

      “Now she’s an analyst at the same investment bank. This was her dream, by the way. She got a degree in finance, worked her way up. Not easy for a working-class Latina to do these days.”

      “So what’s your point? Adoption is good for the soul—and the pocketbook?”

      “She works for a firm called Mottram Slidak Caxton. MSC Financial. Does that ring a bell?”

      It did. It just took me a while to remember why it did. “Yeah wait,” I said. “Out in Queens …”

      “That’s right,” Soul interrupted. “The 102nd is working the case. Three weeks ago they found a body on a brownfield off the Van Wyck. Pamela Fay. Age twenty-two. Beaten, cut, stabbed, shot. The wounds appeared to have been sustained over time. Someone wanted something out of the poor woman and they kept hurting her until she gave it up.”

      “The torture case. I remember. Everyone assumed it was a kidnapping but no one ever heard from the abductor. He kept her for a while, then killed her and dumped her. Fay worked with this kid’s aunt?”

      “Worked for her is more accurate. Fay had a degree in social work from a community college in Connecticut. Was taking a year off, trying to figure some stuff out. She worked at Crespo’s firm for a few months, doing some minor clerical work. That’s how the two women met. Crespo made Fay a better offer. Fay apparently thought nannying was a better way to save up money for grad school. Pamela ran errands for Crespo. Watched the boy when Mom wasn’t around. The kid bonded with Fay. Formed a connection. And what do we know about thinks, Fisher? Those bonds mean everything to them because they feel so alone half the time.”

      I don’t know the science the way Soul does, but if the last year had taught me anything, it was that people with strange gifts—people called thinks if you wanted to be kind, quinks if you didn’t—lived among us. I didn’t know if they were born or bred; Soul probably had some guesses on that score. Me, I’d never known such people existed, even though I’d grown up sharing bunk beds with one.

      “What else do you know about Fay?” I asked.

      Soul smiled. “She had three siblings. Two brothers, one sister.”

      “Comedian,” I said.

      “Like I say, the little cat likes his numbers.”

      He laid a manila folder down on the desk and slowly flipped it open. He lifted a crayon drawing out of it and slid it across the table to me.

      The first thing I saw were the numbers. They crawled up the edges of the page and morphed into a series of disturbing images. I saw a stick figure lying on what looked like a giant letter L, tilted at a fifty- or sixty-degree angle from the floor. Judging from the way the yellow hair curled off the screaming figure’s head, I surmised that it was supposed to be a woman.

      In the second drawing, a tall man with gray hair emerged from a cloud of sixes, nines, and threes, waving what looked like a menacing black spiral in the air.

      In the third, the woman on the giant L wept giant bulbous tears. Her right hand bled profusely. Blue tears. A red bleeding hand with only three fingers.

      Soul tapped the last image. “Neither the feds nor the NYPD released the details of how Fay was mutilated. She was missing the pinkie and ring finger of her right hand. Her stab wounds were consistent with a corkscrew.”

      I looked at the child on the other side of the mirror.

      “Who’s this?” Helen was saying as she tapped the boy’s latest drawing. “Can you tell me who this is, Remmie?”

      Again the child spoke without looking directly at the young woman. “That’s Pamela. She’s my friend. The bad men hurt her. She went to heaven, just like Mama. God’s taking care of them.”

      That’s how it started. Beyond the walls of Soul’s lab, it was another fall day in the year 1980. Central Park was a riot of color. The air in Manhattan was just starting to get crisp and lovely again after a miserable, muggy summer. But right now, sitting in that little room with Soul, I felt my entire body go hot. Sweat covered me from head to toe.

      “Holy geez,” I said. “He’s a freaking quink.”
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      Three of Russell’s agents stayed at the scene. The rest of us hunkered down in our meager rooms at the Dry-Fly Motel, waiting for an evidence collection team to pore over the site of the failed drop. Beyond circulating Soul’s description to local law enforcement agencies, Russell was showing some resistance to broadcasting his team’s failure more widely. At least, just yet. There was talk of moving the entire operation to a field office in Binghamton, but no one seemed to know if that was wise. We had no idea where they had taken Soul and the boy.

      “What kind of kidnapper kidnaps the person making the drop?” Russell said as a slice of tomato slipped out of his sandwich and hit the dark orange carpet. “Makes no sense.”

      In the adjoining room, I could hear the boy’s aunt running water. Running it like she was testing the buoyancy of an ark in the bathtub.

      “It wasn’t just anyone,” I said. “It was Soul.”

      He regarded me uneasily. The kindly Grandpa eyes flashed like coals. “I forget. You’re Woo-woo’s friend. You tell me why he’s so special, huh? We’re supposed to think they wanted him for a reason?”

      One of the other agents, Brown, I think his name was—younger, freakishly pale skin, and still dressed like a groundskeeper in thick canvas slacks and green plaid shirt—spoke into his tuna. “Sir, that actually kind of makes sense. They wanted him and the money. No other explanation.”

      “We should have known,” said Kelly, roast beef, who had spent the morning mending dugout fencing. “We should have anticipated the river.”

      Russell slapped his sandwich onto the desk near the TV, scattering diced lettuce. “The goddamn river’s not navigable!”

      “Oh no?” I said, crumpling my waxed paper. “Tell that to them. They’re in Canada by now. It’s been raining a week. The water’s up, and they knew it. That’s why they picked this spot. Wake up, already. It’s clear as a bell.”

      Russell started in on me, but I wasn’t going to have it. I got off the bed and went to the bathroom in the room we were sharing to toss my sandwich wrappings and wash the oil-vinegar-oregano topping off my hands. The little john was fitted with a window. Through it I could see a tiny creek meandering through the woods behind the motel. The faucet sputtered as it started, and I caught the methane whiff of well water as I reached for soap.

      My ears caught the sound of a sharp burst of air. I assumed it was the faucet. But some weird feeling compelled me to peek into the motel room.

      That’s when the second bullet crashed through the front window of our motel room and caught Russell in the neck. His can of Tab soda dropped, and next thing I knew he was on the floor, gurgling like a fountain.

      Bullets pocked the exterior of the motel room, sending shards of glass and fragments of wood flying. The rubber-backed curtains whipped in the breeze. The fake oil paintings of shimmering rivers dropped from the walls. The TV shattered and sent a stink like popped flash cubes into the air.

      Kelly and Brown ducked behind the huge air conditioner and fired their pistols through the window. I dropped and crawled around the twin bed closest to the bathroom and dragged Russell back to the door that we shared with the adjoining room. The melamine bureau offered momentary shelter.

      He had both hands clapped to his neck. His eyes rolled in their sockets. His lungs gasped. Shock was already setting in. I’d seen wounds like that before. There was nothing I could do but add my hands to his own slick ones.

      The old man trembled.

      “I’m sorry, Agent,” I said.

      A flicker of a smile crossed his face. A bullet pinged through the metal lamp sconce mounted to the wall about five feet above us. I shrank down and held him tighter.

      His lips fought to speak. “Get … the … girl.”

      Girl? I thought. Oh yeah—he thinks everyone younger than him is an infant. “In a sec,” I said.

      He forced his head to make one painful jerk, directing me with his chin. “No … now … the girl.”

      I glanced once at the other two feds. Kelly held his bleeding arm tight against his chest, like that would take care of everything. Brown waved me on. “Do it, Fisher! Get her out of here!”

      The fire was machine gun-heavy—rapid, assured, as if they had all the time in the world to cut the motel to pieces.

      I did as they said: left their chief bleeding on the carpet, snatched up Russell’s shotgun, and crawled with it through the communal door. In the room next door, the woman was crouched down behind the bed closest to the bathroom and farthest from the front door. She had all her possessions arranged around her in front of the nightstand. A huge leather purse. A black duffle bag. A small suitcase of black nylon. Kneeling behind the bed, she was methodically packing everything into the suitcase.

      “The hell are you doing? We’re getting out of here.”

      I gestured toward the bathroom. The window above the short side of the bathtub was the room’s only way to vent steam—and our way out.

      “I knew this would happen,” she shouted over the gunfire, shaking her head at me. “I knew they wouldn’t let this go. Finding me was always in the cards. Always.”

      “Forget about your shit, lady! Let’s go.”

      She crawled after me into the bathroom, but damned if she didn’t drag all three bags after her. The bath smelled of lavender soap. The grout around the tiles was black. Everything that surrounded me—the towel racks, the sink, the toilet, the calcium-caked faucet and tub spout—must have cost its owners about three bucks. The window was still foggy from what I assumed was her recent shower. I stepped into the wet bathtub and cranked the window open.

      I did a quick check outside. The back of the motel was clear as far as I could see. Nothing but weeds, a yard of trees turning brown in the autumn cold, and a Dumpster that smelled like it had missed its last pickup.

      I gestured for her to go first. Instead, she tossed the black duffle out the window.

      “You are not doing this, lady!”

      “Oh, shush, mister!” she said.

      She was the most mulish thing I’d ever seen in a pantsuit. It was the suitcase first, then her and her big leather purse. She lifted one foot onto the slippery bathtub rim and presented me with her other. I boosted her out. The way I was feeling, I would have happily pitched her into the weeds and down the embankment to the creek, but lately I’d been trying to control my anger.

      The pocket of my blazer caught on a J-hook for the venetian blinds as I was coming out the window. I hung off balance for a second and then fell forward. My shotgun swung wide.

      “Watch it!” she yelled.

      “Quiet!” I hissed.

      She watched me drop onto the gravel, which stunk of whatever was leaking from the Dumpster. Detergent-scented air blew out of a vent in the cinder block from the laundry room next door.

      “I need you to shut up right now,” I said. “Do you hear me?”

      “You could have shot me!” she said.

      “I swear, I will shoot you if you don’t listen. Do you see what’s going on here? Russell’s a dead man. Kelly and Brown are fighting for their lives. We go to the end of this building, cross to the strip mall next door, and call the cops.”

      “No,” she said. “We need to leave before the cops get here. Or they’ll never let us do what needs to be done.”

      “Don’t fight me on this. Move.”

      “No,” she said in that bullheaded way of hers. “Bad plan. Stupid plan.”

      I’d been around her two days and hadn’t really listened much to the sound of her voice. She had the clipped accent of one who had grown up speaking two languages equally angrily.

      But now her eyes widened. She pointed over my shoulder. I turned, weapon raised. A guy was just coming around the corner with a submachine gun held high. White guy. Black hair cut short. Cheeks so red and plump he could have been been a department store Santa. Too bad his hair was black. He was dressed in boots, jeans, and a black windbreaker. Probably one of the guys we’d seen at the river. While he was busy looking to his right, I moved us behind the Dumpster and held my finger to my lips. For once, she shushed.

      All I did was listen. Trained my ears on the sound of Black Santa’s footfalls on gravel. When that sound reached their loudest pitch, I swept around and cracked him in the mouth with the stock of my shotgun. He staggered back, raising his weapon across his chest to recover his balance. Bad way to use a weapon like that. I smacked him again in the face and wrenched the gun out of his paws as he dropped. He grunted and tried to sweep my legs with his. I threw my back against the Dumpster and hit his forehead with the stock of my shotgun. As he dropped, I flung his weapon across the creek, where it disappeared among the trees and brush.

      When I turned around, the lady was gone, luggage and all.

      

      The motel consisted of two low-slung buildings arranged in the shape of an L. I came slowly through the alley at the corner of the L. An elderly man wearing nothing but a bath towel peered at me through the curtains of his room. His terrified face disappeared as soon as I showed.

      I stepped around a bank of soda and candy machines and crouched behind the wall of the building that started the short end of the L. I heard screaming in one of the units. Nothing from the motel office. Across the state highway was the diner where we’d gotten our meals for the last two nights. I saw cars parked in both lots, ours and theirs, but not a single person. There’s always that moment when people stop, freeze, and gawk. Then fear takes over and everyone runs. We were well beyond that point.

      In the motel parking lot were two more men with submachine guns. They had stopped firing. One had stepped forward, creeping up to the door of our unit. Just listening. The second man covered him, but stayed outside.

      There wasn’t a peep from the other side of the door. And then, three shots. A revolver this time. Clear, distinct, and spaced apart. Pop, pop, pop. My throat tightened. I could taste the vinegar of that sandwich I’d just eaten.

      I had a bad feeling about this. Kelly, Brown, Russell.

      A caramel-colored Chevy station wagon with fake wood panels pulled into the lot. A man in aviator sunglasses got out of the passenger side of the vehicle. He was holding an open briefcase in front of him, chest-height. His eyes peered carefully at whatever was inside the case. He looked up, quartering the lot and staring for a long minute at the rows of cars. He grimaced. Traffic whizzed by on Highway 17. After a bit, he placed the briefcase on his car seat in precisely the same position he had been holding it. I couldn’t see the driver or any other passengers in the vehicle.

      Mr. Briefcase took off his glasses. Hardcore, pinched eyes. Slicked-back hair. Square jaw. Black windbreaker of a nicer cut than the others were wearing.

      “Hey,” he said to the man closest to the motel room door. “Where’s Charles?”

      The other man jerked a finger at the door. “Finishing up.”

      “Get in the car,” Mr. Briefcase said.

      “He said to wait.”

      “What did I say, William?” Briefcase said. He pointed at the other guy. “You too.”

      Both of them slunk off and got into the back seat of the Chevy.

      Mr. Briefcase waited. Checked his watch.

      The door of the motel room opened, and surprise of all surprises, out came Black Santa. He must have crawled through the rear window. His face was redder now, thanks to me.

      “Where’s your weapon, Charles?” Briefcase said.

      Black Santa brandished a Colt.

      “Your other weapon,” Briefcase said.

      “I dunno. Lost it.”

      “Lost it?” said Mr. Briefcase, his voice rising. “Lost it!”

      “Some guy…out back. He clipped me.”

      Mr. Briefcase removed a semiautomatic pistol from his hip. “I can help you out there.”

      He held out his weapon and fired twice.

      Black Santa hit the pavement. I couldn’t see him well because he had dropped behind some cars. I heard the scrabble of metal on the pavement as he tried to get his pistol up. Mr. Briefcase kicked it away.

      “The hell are you doing?” Black Santa sputtered. “You said to clean it up. They’re dead. All dead.”

      “Where’s the money, Charles?”

      “Eddie has it!”

      “Is there more?”

      “More? What are you talking about? They delivered what we asked for.”

      “The woman’s rich. Rich people always have more.” Briefcase paused. “Is the woman inside?” I could hear the impatience in his voice.

      “What woman? Please … this isn’t …”

      Mr. Briefcase fired again. He made a round-’em-up gesture with his finger and bent to retrieve the dead man’s weapon. The driver hopped out of the Chevy and came to collect Black Santa. Dragged him around the Chevy, dropped the tailgate, and barked to one of the others to help him heave Black Santa into the back like a side of beef.

      Mr. Briefcase stepped inside the motel room.

      A massive crick was building in my spine from the crouch I was in. But I didn’t dare move. I could try to take him when he came out, but there was the other guy, Bodymover, to contend with. I could go for him first, then Briefcase. But I couldn’t take on them and the other two in the car.

      I was trapped. If Briefcase decided to do a sweep of the building, I was screwed, unless I could convince the geezer in the room behind me to let me in. The other option was to retrace my steps back up the alley, turn right, and stick to my original plan—go to the strip mall next door and call for backup. But someone had to have phoned the police by now. Hadn’t they?

      My agonizing evaporated when Mr. Briefcase came out. He went swiftly to the car and got back in, gently lifting his precious briefcase and setting it back on his lap. “She’s got to be around somewhere,” I heard him say. And then the car door shut and the station wagon disappeared up Highway 17.

      I was just stepping around the two puddles of blood and about to enter our motel room when a sand-colored Plymouth Duster chugged up behind me. I whirled, raising the shotgun.

      The car was Soul’s, or rather, a DEA seizure that Soul always gravitated to in the impound lot. We’d driven up in it together from the city.

      The boy’s aunt cranked down the window. “Get in,” she said, raising her sunglasses to nest in her thick black hair.

      “You’ve been here the whole time?”

      “Yeah. Hiding in the lot next door. You see the kind of men we’re dealing with?”

      From somewhere south came the sound of sirens.

      “Park it,” I told her. “We can wait for the cops here.”

      I removed my shield from my belt and got ready to display it. I lowered the shotgun to my side, pointed at the asphalt.

      “You saw what they did to the FBI. You really want to wait around to until they waste the local cops? Get it in your head, dum-dum. We’re alone, you and me. You know kidnappings are never about getting the victims back alive, right? That’s the truth. Their priorities are different from ours. I want my boy. You want your friend. These cops, all they wanna do is catch the bad guys.”

      “Bullshit, lady!”

      “I know how to find them. I have a way. I’ve done it before.”

      “If you know where they are, just tell me!”

      “Dr. Soul said you understood thinks. If that’s true, I need you. You’re the only one I can trust. And if you don’t get in this car right now, the people we love are dead.”

      It went against everything I stood for to flee a murder scene. By rights I never should have come upstate in the first place. I belonged in the city, doing my task force thing, minding my business. But I’d made the foolish decision to accompany Soul. Now he was gone. Three good men were dead in as little as ten minutes. Guilt hovered on the edges of my brain. And this crazy woman in expensive sunglasses was invoking the secret world of thinks, and saying she knew exactly how we could save the day.

      I got in.
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