
  A Michigan native and Newcastle United football fan, Scott Sigler now lives in San Francisco with his wife and their two dogs.


  


  Sigler's debut thriller EarthCore was the world's first podcast-only novel, picking up 10,000 subscribers. His next podcast novel, ANCESTOR, saw 700,000 episodes downloaded by fans, and satellite network Sirius Satellite made it their first serialised audiobook.


  


  To date, Scott's fans have downloaded over 3 million files of his fiction and his first two printed novels INFECTED and CONTAGIOUS were published in the UK in 2008 and 2009, followed by a revised and even more terrifying edition of his thriller ANCESTOR in 2010.


  All in the Family


  The San Francisco Hall of Justice takes up two full city blocks. The long, featureless, seven-story gray building located at 850 Bryant Street houses most divisions of the San Francisco Police Department — Gang Task Force, Homicide, Narcotic/Vice, Fraud, Operations and, of course, Administration. SWAT and Missing Persons have offices elsewhere in the city, but by and large most cop-related things that don’t involve a local precinct happen at the Hall.


  Bryan set his weapons and keys on the conveyor belt, then walked through the metal detector. He recognized the old uniform on the other side. Recognized the face, anyway — Bryan was shit with names.


  “Clauser,” the white-hair said with a nod.


  Bryan nodded back, then collected his gear. Pookie came through next.


  “Chang,” the cop said.


  “Lawrence,” Pookie said. “How’s that artificial hip treating you?”


  “They think the screws on the ball part are coming loose,” the man said. “Feels like someone is scraping a knife in my hip every time I take a step.”


  “Terrible,” Pookie said, shaking his head in sympathy. “You suing?”


  “Naw,” Lawrence said. “I just want it fixed.”


  Pookie gave the man’s shoulder a squeeze. “Good man. You change your mind, holla at your boy. I know some great lawyers. Oh, and happy anniversary. Tell Margaret I said congrats on number . . . is it twenty-three?”


  Lawrence’s hard face split in a smile, which lasted only a few seconds until he turned to glare the next person through.


  Bryan and Pookie headed for the elevators.


  “We gotta get you on Jeopardy,” Bryan said. “How the hell do you remember this crap?”


  Pookie pushed the up button, then shrugged. “Not all of us are as antisocial as you, my black-clad little buddy.”


  •••


  Teddy Ablamowicz had been one of the city’s financial golden boys. A heavy contributor to the San Francisco Opera, the ballet, GLBT charities and just about anything involving a park, Ablamowicz had been a well-known philanthropist, a mover and a shaker.


  He had also been a money launderer. His murder — and the simultaneous disappearance of his wife — created reverberations throughout the organized crime community.


  Bryan and Pookie walked into the conference room for the morning status meeting. Their fellow task-force members were already there. Because money laundering was a financial crime, the task force included Christopher Kearney from the Economic Crimes Unit. Kearney was okay except for that fact that he dressed in sweater vests like some Ivy League grad, and he insisted on being called Christopher. So, of course, everyone called him Chris.


  A case of this magnitude also necessitated participation from the district attorney’s office, hence the presence of Assistant DA Jennifer Wills. No charges had been filed as of yet — the task force didn’t even have a suspect — so Wills was just there to keep tabs on the case. She mostly stayed quiet, only piping up if a planned action might get a perp off the hook somewhere down the road.


  Since it was a murder investigation, Homicide took lead. Inspectors Stephen Koening and Steve “Ball-Puller” Boyd — also known as the Brothers Steve — ran the fieldwork. Koening was as cool as cool got, a stand-up guy by all accounts. Ball-Puller Boyd, on the other hand, seemed to be oblivious to the fact that he was quite repulsive: the sweaty, porn-stached, self-touching man had little concept of personal space.


  Assistant Chief Sean Robertson ran the show. He was second in command for the entire SFPD. Bryan liked him. Robertson made people walk a fine line, but he was fair and didn’t let the power go to his head. Everyone knew Robertson was being groomed as the future chief. Zou was in her late fifties. Another six years, maybe, and the whole department would probably be Robertson’s.


  Bryan had seen all these faces before. Today, however, he noted a new one — a guy in a three-piece talking to Robertson. Bryan nudged Pookie.


  “Pooks, check out the suit. Fed?”


  Pookie looked, nodded. “Yeah, but no way he’s a gunslinger. Guy looks like he farts tax code. Excuse me for a moment, Bri-Bri, Daddy has to see about getting himself a date.”


  Pookie put on his best smile and closed in on Wills, the room’s lone female. She was taking advantage of the premeeting lull to go over a legal pad full of notes.


  “Jen-Jen,” Pookie said. “Stylish, as always. That outfit new?”


  She didn’t bother looking up. “I’m not your type, Chang. But good eye — it is new.”


  “Of course it is. I could never forget seeing something that fetching. The shoes really set it off. And what do you mean you’re not my type?”


  Jennifer looked up, brushed her blond hair out of her face, then held up her left hand and wiggled her fingers. “No ring. Word on the streets is you only like the married ladies.”


  Pookie leaned back, put a hand on his chest. “Assistant DA Wills, I am hurt and offended by your insinuation that I contribute to infidelity.”


  She again bent to her legal pad. Pookie walked back to Bryan.


  “Smooth,” Bryan said.


  “Sexual tension,” Pookie said. “Vital to any good cop drama.” He tapped his forehead. “It all goes in the vault to someday be played out in my brilliant scripts.”


  Steve Boyd walked up to Bryan and Pookie. He had a cup of coffee in his left hand. His right hand scratched at his balls. Where Polyester Rich’s upper-lip scraggle looked like it belonged on the face of a 1950s movie villain, Boyd’s walrus mustache was so thick you could barely see his mouth move when he talked.


  “Clauser, Chang,” Boyd said. The man tilted his head toward the suit. “Word is the nerd brought us a lead on the hitter.”


  Pookie sighed. “The hitter? Ball-Puller, you been watching the AMC gangster movie marathon again?”


  “Never miss it,” he said. “I hope he’s got something. We’ve been shaking down all of Ablamowicz’s clients, haven’t come up with jack shit.”


  Robertson clapped three times to get everyone’s attention. “Let’s get started,” he said. Robertson’s thick brown hair had recently started to go gray at the temples, a color that matched his glasses. He always looked half rumpled: neither sloppy nor neat. His blue tie and bluer button-down shirt didn’t quite hide a growing gut. That’s what a desk job would do to you.


  “Let’s make it quick and get you back on the streets,” he said. “I want to introduce Agent Tony Tryon, FBI.”


  The three-piece-suit man smiled. “Good morning. I’m here because I’ve spent the last five years watching Frank Lanza.”


  Ball-Puller Boyd started laughing. “Lanza? As in, the Mafia Lanzas of the Long-Ago Time?”


  The FBI agent nodded.


  Chris Kearney crossed his arms over his sweater-vest-covered chest and glared at the FBI agent. Bryan wondered if Kearney doubted the man or was just jealous of the tailored suit.


  “The mob hasn’t been here since Jimmy the Hat died,” Kearney said. “The Tongs and the Russians pushed them out.”


  Jennifer clacked her pen against the table, tap-tap-tap. “Wait a minute — did you say the hat? His mob nickname was the hat? Not exactly frightening, is it?”


  Tryon smiled at her. She smiled back. Bryan noticed Pookie scowl at the FBI agent.


  “James Lanza frightened people just fine,” Tryon said. “He ran the La Cosa Nostra in San Francisco for almost forty years. His dad, Francesco, founded the whole thing back in Prohibition.”


  Tryon picked up a folder off the table and walked to a corkboard at the end of the room. He pulled out black-and-white photos and started pinning them to the board. Pictures of four men went up in a row, with a single face on top. The face in that photo showed a man in his early forties, short black hair parted on the left side. Even in the still shot, Bryan thought the man looked smug and condescending.


  Tryon tapped that top picture. “Francesco Joseph Lanza, known as Frank. Son of Jimmy the Hat, grandson of the first Francesco. For years, we’ve known Frank has been asking for permission to take back San Francisco. Looks like he got it. We think he’s been here for six months, maybe more.”


  “Bullshit,” said Ball-Puller Boyd. “We’d have heard he was in town.”


  Tryon shook his head. “Like his father, Frank doesn’t draw attention to himself. He’s probably not here for the clam chowder, if you know what I’m saying.”


  The FBI agent smiled at the other cops, as if waiting for them to laugh at his joke. No one did. His smile faded. He shrugged. “Anyway, Frank Lanza has been here for about six months. He brought a few guys out with him.” Tryon tapped the faces below Lanza as he called out the names. “The big fella


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Aggie James, Duckies and Bunnies


  Aggie James pulled the dirty sleeping bag tighter around his body. Even the two cardboard boxes underneath him couldn’t keep away the ground’s chill. He’d wedged himself behind a dumpster that blocked at least some of the light wind, but San Francisco’s night mist permeated his clothes, saturated every breath he drew into his lungs, even soaked into the sleeping bag he’d been so lucky to find. The sleeping bag was red, with duckies and bunnies on it. He’d found it draped over a trashcan not too far from here.


  He felt the cold, the dampness, but those were distant, just faint echoes of something that might concern him. Weather didn’t matter, because he had scored. Scored big. And it was good shit, too — he’d felt the horse kick in before he’d even pulled the syringe out of his arm.


  This was his favorite sleeping spot, in the back doorway of some old furniture store on Fern Street, just off Van Ness. They called it a street, but it was an alley. No one really bothered him here.


  A numbing warmth spread all over his body, even down to his toenails, man, even down to his toenails. So it was cold out, so what? Aggie was warm in the way he needed to be warm.


  He heard a light thump, then a heavier rattle, like something had landed on the dumpster.


  “Pierre, you retard, try to be quiet.”


  “You sthut up.”


  The first voice sounded raspy, like sandpaper on rough wood. The second rang deep. Deep and slow. The sounds echoed through Aggie’s head. He hoped these guys would just pass on by. Sleep was coming whether he wanted it or not. Damn, but this was some good shit.


  “This him?” The sandpaper voice.


  “Uh-huh,” said a third voice. This one sounded high-pitched. “We gotta clean him up, but for sure he’s a won’t-be.”


  The sound of someone sniffing, and that sound was close. When Aggie heard it, he felt a cool trickle of air across his cheek. Was someone smelling him?


  Aggie tried to open his eyes. They cracked, just a little. He saw a blurry image of a kid’s head, maybe a teenager?


  The teenager smiled.


  Aggie’s eyes slid shut, returning him to the delicious darkness. Had he dropped a tab? Maybe he had after he shot up, then forgot about it. Had to be something — horse had never made him hallucinate before. Well, maybe a little, but not like that. Had to be acid. Only acid could have made him see that teenager with big black eyes, skin as purple as grape juice, and a smiling mouth full of big fucking shark teeth.


  Just say no to hallucinations, thank you very much.


  “I been watching him,” said the high-pitched voice.


  “He looks sthick,” said the deep voice. Something about that voice, something wet and slurry. It reminded Aggie of Sylvester, the cat from Looney Toons, the way he’d spit and slobber while working out suffering succotash. The guy sounded like he had a tongue that just didn’t know its place.


  “He’s not sick,” said high-pitch.


  “He looks sthick. Thly, you think he’s sthick?”


  “I dunno,” said the sandpaper voice.


  High-pitch sounded offended. “He’s not sick. He’s just stoned. We can clean him up.”


  “He better not be sick,” said sandpaper voice. “The last one you picked must have had the flu. I shit chocolate milk for a week.”


  “I said I was sorry about that,” said high-pitch.


  Sandpaper voice sighed. “Whatever. Pierre, pick him up. We need to get back.”


  Aggie felt strong arms slide under him, lift him effortlessly.


  “I’m staying out tonight,” said high-pitch. “We have lots of time before dawn. I got to do my thing.”


  The sandpaper voice again. “Chomper, you need to come back with us.”


  “No. The visions. I . . . I can sense him.”


  “Yeah, so can we,” said sandpaper. “I told you not to talk about it. You want Firstborn to beat you again?”


  “No. I don’t want that again. But those assholes hurt him, I can feel it.”


  Him. Whoever it was, he sounded important.


  “I have someone watching over him,” sandpaper said. “You stay away, or you could bring the monster down on him.”


  A pause. Aggie felt like he weighed all of five pounds. Maybe even five negative pounds, because you don’t weigh anything if you float.


  “I’ll stay away,” high-pitch said. “But I’m not going home. Not yet.”


  “Just don’t draw attention,” said the sandpaper voice. “And stay away from the king. Hillary said he’s not ready yet. You get us caught, Firstborn will kill us. Pierre, let’s go, we’re due back.”


  “Okay, Sthly.”


  Aggie felt like he was falling, only for a second, then he went up. So fast, herky-jerky, pop . . . pop . . . pop . . . like someone taking the stairs three at a time, yet the arms holding him felt gentle, like the guy carrying him was being careful — much like you would be careful carrying a dozen eggs you just bought from the store.


  Aggie struggled to open his eyes again. He was on a rooftop. He could see Van Ness far below, his attention drawn to a green Starbucks sign. Not that a Starbucks sign was much of a landmark; those things were everywhere.


  Then, the world lurched under him. Up, then down, then up, then down.


  Despite the motion, the horse — that goddamn fine horse — finally caught up with him. Aggie James let himself slide into the warmth and the darkness, into the one place where the memories didn’t haunt him.


  Alex Panos Gets Gone


  A half-block east of the ruined van, two teenage boys stood at the corner of Geary and Larkin, their heads peeking around just enough to watch the scene — four police cars, an ambulance and cops all over the place. One of the boys was much bigger than the other. The smaller one wore a black sweatshirt, hood pulled up over his head. His name was Issac Moses.


  The other boy wore a crimson jacket with gold sleeves and a gold BC on the chest. His name was Alex Panos, and he wanted to know just what the hell was going on.


  “Holy shit,” Issac said. “Alex, that cop, I thought he was gonna shoot Jay.”


  Alex nodded. “I recognize those pigs. The one in black is Bryan Clauser. The fat one is Pookie something or other. They were at my house.”


  “At your house? Holy shit, man, holy shit. What are we gonna do?”


  Alex didn’t know. He glanced at his friend’s plain black sweatshirt. Issac thought someone wanted to kill anyone wearing BoyCo colors, so he didn’t wear them. Alex had called Issac a pussy for that, but after seeing what happened to Jay, maybe it was a good idea to lose the Boston College gear after all.


  “Alex, man, I’m scared,” Issac said. “Maybe we should go to the cops.”


  “Dumb shit, those are cops.”


  “Yeah, but you said they were in your house, and they didn’t try anything, right? And that cop in black, he didn’t actually shoot Jay. Besides, both cops were on the ground — they didn’t set Jay on fire and throw him off the fucking roof of his own building, right?”


  Alex looked back down the street. One of the cops that had visited his apartment, the one that dressed all in black, was in the back of the ambulance. A paramedic was working on his face. The other one, the fat chink, he was also around somewhere but Alex didn’t see him.


  Jay was still on the van roof. It didn’t look like he was moving. A second paramedic was up there with him, but he didn’t seem to be in much of a hurry.


  “I think Jay’s dead,” Alex said.


  Issac’s face wrinkled, his blue eyes narrowed and started to tear up. “Dead? Jay? Holy shit, man!”


  “Be quiet,” Alex said. “I gotta think.”


  Issac was right about one thing: the cop hadn’t actually shot Jay. But maybe that was only because Jay was already dying from the fall. If Alex and Issac had been just a couple of minutes earlier, would they be dead as well? What really mattered was that those two cops had come to Jay’s place at three in the morning, and now Jay was dead.


  Issac tugged at Alex’s sleeve.


  “Alex, come on,” Issac said. “Let’s go to the cops. Other cops, I mean. We’re in a lot of fucking trouble.”


  Alex shook his head. “No way. Whatever cop we talk with, those two are going to know, and then they’ll come for us. Cops stick with cops — they don’t give a shit about the law or justice or whatever. We have to find a place to hide for a while. That, and we have to find guns.”


  Alex ducked back behind the building, out of sight of the cops swarming around Geary Street. He started walking north on Larkin, then stopped, reached back, grabbed Issac and dragged him away from the corner.


  Aftermath


  A news helicopter hovered overhead. A uniformed cop waved Pookie’s shit-brown Buick between two black-and-whites that blocked off Pacific Street. Outside this improvised perimeter, a mostly Chinese crowd gathered, staying as far away as they could from the scowling cops while still being able to see the action in front of the house.


  Inside the perimeter, more police cars — marked and unmarked — were already parked, their lights flashing.


  An ambulance sat silently. Its lights were off. The paramedics just stood there.


  Cops were everywhere, and they all knew they were too late.


  Bryan sensed the tone: angry, somber, vengeful. Bobby Pigeon was dead. Every cop here, Bryan included, wanted to find the bastard responsible and make him pay.


  Pookie parked. Bryan got out. He and Pookie ducked under yellow police tape and approached the house.


  Only minutes earlier, most likely, the area had been a flurry of activity bordering on chaos. When the call for officer down had gone out, every cop within twenty blocks had stormed in. Stephen Koening and Ball-Puller Boyd had been the first homicide cops to arrive. They were running the scene.


  Bryan and Pookie started up the seven concrete steps. Atop the steps, there were three doors side by side; the one on the left hung open. Ball-Puller Boyd was standing in the doorway, phone pressed to ear. He saw them coming, then quickly finished his call and put the phone in his pocket.


  “Clauser, Chang,” he said. “Koening and I got this one. He’s inside with the CSI guys. What’s your role here?”


  “We had the Oscar Woody case,” Pookie said. “I’m guessing Sharrow will put us back on it again, considering. Verde was here because the Deprovdechuk kid might be involved. We’ll stay out of your way while you look for Birdman’s killer, and we’ll feed you whatever we find.”


  Boyd nodded. “Works for me until we hear different from Sharrow. The kid’s room is the last one on the left. Okay, here’s what we’ve got so far. Birdman’s sidearm is unaccounted for. Verde said Birdman got off two rounds, and we found two forty-caliber shell casings. We found one bullet in the wall. It went through the perp and into a picture frame. No trace of the other bullet — I hope it’s still in the fucker.”


  Bryan hoped so, too. It would be fitting if Bobby managed to kill his own killer.


  “How about a description?” Bryan said. “Verde get a good look?”


  Ball-Puller stroked his walrus mustache. “Yeah. Six feet plus, long black beard, big gut, white wife-beater, jeans, boots. Might be carrying a hatchet, and/or Birdman’s Sig Sauer. We’ve got a BOLO out on that description, plus one for the Deprovdechuk kid. Looks like the kid strangled his mother with a belt sometime yesterday. His picture is already all over the news. We’ll get him.”


  Pookie nodded. “How’s Verde?”


  “Alive and uninjured,” Boyd said. “Other than that, not good.”


  Rich Verde had failed to protect his partner. Right now, he’d be feeling guilty and worthless, like any cop would feel in the same situation.


  Boyd reached into his pocket for his phone. “If you guys want to take a look, make it fast. Robertson is on the way, I don’t want the house full of feet and fingers when he gets here.”


  He stepped aside and started dialing. Bryan and Pookie walked in.


  Bryan smelled death. Faint and growing, but he knew it was a human corpse.


  Far down the hallway, just past an open door, Bobby “Birdman” Pigeon lay facedown in a wall-to-wall puddle of his own blood. Even from fifteen feet away, Bryan could see the bloody wound that split his body from the right side of his neck down just past his sternum.


  If Zou hadn’t taken him and Pookie off the case, would Birdman still be alive? Or might that have been Pookie lying there instead?


  Bryan looked left, into the living room. There, Jimmy Hung and Stephen Koening were looking over a woman who’d been dead at least twenty-four hours. She was the source of the corpse smell.


  “Rex did that,” Pookie said. “I guess I was wrong when I thought he wasn’t a threat.”


  Bryan nodded. “I guess so.”


  He sniffed again. That smell of death, sure, but there was something else in this house . . .


  “Come on,” Pookie said, “let’s check out Rex’s room.”


  They walked down the hall, being careful about where they stepped. This many people in the house was a problem. Feet and hands threatened to destroy evidence, to accidentally trample on some key bit of information that could lead to the perp. But at the same time, everyone knew the hard facts — murders are usually solved with speed and logic, not with weeks of evidence analysis. If a killer isn’t caught in the first forty-eight hours, odds are he won’t be caught at all. They needed as much information as they could get as fast as they could get it.


  Bryan saw blood on the hallway wall, spattering the white paint and some of the picture frames. The picture frame with the most blood had cracks radiating away from a hole just left of center.


  That new smell grew stronger.


  To get to Rex’s room, he had to step over Birdman’s body. Bryan reached out with a big step to avoid walking in the puddle of blood. Once on the other side, he started to turn into the open bedroom but stopped in the doorway. The door — handle ripped off, wood white and splintered where the latch used to be — had a drawing thumbtacked to it.


  The blue-lined notebook paper had been torn out of a spiral binder. A line of frayed holes ran down the left-hand side. On that paper, a symbol:


  


  It was the same drawing Bryan had sketched after waking up from his hunting dreams. The same drawing found painted in the blood of Oscar Woody, and of Jay Parlar.


  Scrawled beneath the drawing were the words I dream of a better day.


  “Pooks,” he said, his voice barely a whisper.


  Pookie was at his side, talking quietly. “I see it. Keep cool, man. Look at the rest of the room.”


  Rumpled red blankets lay twirled up on a twin mattress. A small, beat-up wooden desk sat next to the bed. Sammy Berzon was under the desk, using a pen to poke through a small garbage can. A little TV sat in the far corner, a video-game console on the floor in front of it along with one controller. The room’s lone window looked out on a narrow alley filled with square plastic garbage cans. A dirty brick wall on the alley’s far side was barely more than an arm’s reach away. A three-drawer vertical dresser and a tiny closet were the room’s only other features. Bryan saw two books on the dresser, the tell-tale strip of white on the bottom of the spine showing they came from a library: On a Pale Horse and The Book of Three.


  And then, Bryan noticed the walls.


  Walls covered with drawings.


  Drawings of guns, of people shooting each other, stabbing each other. Drawings of chain saws, axes, knives and medieval weapons, of torture devices and burning bodies. Most drawings showed a teenage boy with big brown eyes and kinky, dry brown hair. Every drawing showed this boy with rippling muscles and confident movements, using every weapon imaginable to kill Alex Panos, Jay Parlar, Oscar Woody or Issac Moses. Bryan saw Pookie staring at a drawing of an older man, his legs being broken by the snarling teenage boy.


  “Holy shit,” Pookie said. “That’s a dead-ringer for Father Paul Maloney.”


  Bryan took them all in, the drawings of pain, the drawings of death.


  His eyes fell on one, and he could not look away. It was a man with a snake-face, the same thing Bryan had seen in his dreams. The drawing stared back at him from the wall, as if it wanted to come alive and talk. Narrow yellow eyes seemed to laugh at him.


  Beneath the face was one word, written in a superhero-style typeface: Sly.


  “Bryan, you okay?”


  Pookie’s voice sounded distant. Bryan’s breath finally slid out in a long huff. He breathed in through his nose — that new scent flooded him. So much stronger in here, in the room where Rex had slept and played and drawn. The smell made Bryan relaxed and excited all at the same time; it made him want to do something, but he didn’t know what that something was.


  A hand patting his back. “Bri-Bri, you okay?” Pookie leaned in and whispered: “Is it the drawings?”


  Bryan nodded toward the snake-face. “You asked if a sketch artist could draw what I saw in my dream? Well, there you go.”


  Pookie looked at the drawing of Sly.


  “That’s messed up,” Pookie said. “There’s a lot of messed up going on around here today.”


  Sammy Berzon finally stood up. He dropped a crumbled piece of tissue into a clear evidence bag. “You guys see Birdman’s wound?”


  Bryan and Pookie nodded.


  “It’s terrible,” Sammy said. “Poor Bobbie, eh? You know how strong a guy would have to be to put a hatchet through the clavicle and three ribs?”


  “Damn strong,” Pookie said. “Probably as strong as you’d have to be to rip someone’s arm off.”


  Sammy thought, then nodded. “You guys thinking this is the same perp who took out Oscar Woody? He’d have to be like a pro football player or a bodybuilder or something.”


  Pookie pointed to the many drawings of the brown-haired muscle boy. “That kid looks like a bodybuilder.”


  “That kid, sure” — Sammy picked up a framed photo off the dresser and handed it over — “but not this kid.”


  Bryan looked at the photo. It was clearly the muscle-boy sketched in the drawings, only much skinnier, much smaller, and much dorkier. Something about that face . . . familiar? Bryan hadn’t dreamed of this kid. Or had he? He found himself waiting for some kind of reaction to the photo, but the image did nothing.


  The picture doesn’t affect you, but what if he was here and you SMELLED him?


  “We have to find this kid,” Bryan said. “He’s our man.”


  Pookie took the picture and studied it. “Our boy, anyway. Sammy, the gunshot blood in the hall might tell us if Oscar’s killer was the one who got shot, right?”


  Sammy nodded.


  “Cool,” Pookie said. “We also need some DNA from this Rex kid. He had run-ins with Woody and the BoyCo gang.”


  “Kid lived here, DNA is all over the house,” Sammy said. He held up the bag. “But I got you covered with this.”


  Pookie leaned in, squinted. “What’s that? Snot rag?”


  “Better,” Sammy said. “Jizz. Still wet, even.”


  Pookie leaned back. “That’s nasty, Sammy. Nasty.”


  Sammy shrugged. “If it’s from Rex, it’s what you wanted, eh? Listen, I’ll get it to Robin, but how about you guys clear out? I’ve got work to do.”


  Bryan and Pookie walked out into the hall and carefully stepped over the body once again. Seconds later they were out of the house, heading for Pookie’s car.


  Bryan couldn’t quit thinking about that smell. At a level he didn’t understand, he now knew his dream-hate, his lust for hunting those boys, it all came from Rex Deprovdechuk — a boy that Bryan had never met, never even known existed until just a few hours ago. What had the scrawny thirteen-year-old done to bring about the deaths of Oscar Woody and Jay Parlar? Was he sending out thoughts or something? Was he telepathic? That was completely impossible, and yet there was no question that Bryan Clauser was somehow bonded to this boy.


  They got into the Buick. Pookie had just started the car when a man leaned into the open driver’s-side window.


  “Shut it off,” said Sean Robertson.


  Pookie turned off the engine, then sat back so Robertson could see both him and Bryan. Robertson pushed his glasses higher up his nose. “What the fuck are you guys doing here?”


  “Our jobs,” Pookie said. “Officer down, we responded.”


  “It’s Verde’s case,” Robertson said. “You were told to stay out of it.”


  Bryan suddenly wanted to smack those glasses right off his face. A cop had been hacked to death, yet Robertson was going to keep playing this game?


  “Birdman is dead,” Bryan said. “Verde’s a mess. You gotta put us back on it.”


  “I gotta? No, Clauser, what I gotta do is kick your asses out of here.”


  This was madness. What the hell was wrong with Robertson and Zou?


  “Assistant Chief, listen to us,” Pookie said. “Rex Deprovdechuck had the same symbol in his room that was found at the Woody and Parlar murders. This is all connected. You can’t just ignore this.”


  Robertson nodded slowly. He seemed like he was trying to balance understanding against authority. “We’re not ignoring anything. There’s a BOLO out for Rex. The entire force is looking for him. We’ll get him.”


  Bryan leaned over in his seat to get closer to Robertson. “There’s a BOLO out on Alex Panos and Issac Moses. Has the entire force tracked down those kids yet?”


  Robertson’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Not yet, but that’s not your concern. You’re both fresh out of warnings. I see you anywhere near this case — and that includes anything involving symbols, Oscar Woody, Jay Parlar, Bobby Pigeon, Rich Verde, Rex Deprovdechuk or this house — and I’ll suspend you on the spot. Now get lost.”


  Robertson stood and walked toward the house.


  Bryan tried to control his anger. Robertson was part of it — whatever it was. And this bizarre cover-up seemed to extend to protecting cop killers.


  “Pooks, get us out of here.”


  “Where to?”


  Bryan shrugged.


  “I could go for a beer,” Pookie said. “The Bigfoot?”


  Leave it to Pookie to find just the thing. They’d been shut out of every angle involving this case — a beer sounded good.


  “The Bigfoot,” Bryan said.


  Pookie started the Buick and drove away from the scene.


  Alder Jessup


  For the first time in his career, Bryan hoped things would go bad. He hoped this Alder Jessup would start some shit, or maybe just turn tail and run. That would give Bryan an excuse to take him down. Someone had to pay, and if Jessup wanted to find out how bad Bryan could hurt someone, well, Bryan would be happy to oblige.


  He and Pookie sat in the parked Buick, looking out at Alder Jessup’s residence — 1969 California Street. The place stood out like a road whore at a convent. The wall-to-wall line of houses on that street all wore colorful paint — white, yellows, pastels and terra-cotta brick. Nineteen sixty-nine, on the other hand, was gray — completely devoid of color. It looked like a haunted English mansion taken from some soggy countryside estate and jammed into the neighborhood like a fat man dropping his big ass onto an already packed bus bench.


  Half of an English mansion, that was. Just the left half. The right side of the house rose to a peak that just stopped. Below that peak was a half-arch that once might have been intended as an entryway for servants or horses. Where the mirror half of the gray mansion should have been sat a modern three-story brick apartment building trimmed in white.


  “Peppy,” Pookie said. “Martha Stewart doesn’t use dungeon-gray enough for my taste.”


  “Looks expensive,” Bryan said. “What do you think it’s worth, two million?”


  Pookie laughed. “You don’t get out much, buddy. This thing is fifteen mil if it’s a penny. And it’s not a penny, in case you suck at the multiple choice. Black Mister Burns said Alder Jessup has lived here for at least sixty years. That’s all we have for now.”


  Sixty years? Well, maybe Bryan would have to cool his jets. No matter how churned-up he felt inside, it wouldn’t be cool to beat the shit out of a senior citizen.


  “It’s enough to get started,” he said. “Ready?”


  Pookie scooped up his stack of manila folders. “Yep, let’s go.”


  They slid out of the Buick and crossed the five lanes of California Street. Four concrete steps led to an archway door that looked like it belonged in a church. An intentionally rusted gate made of crossed diagonal half-inch iron bars blocked the archway. Behind the gate, more stairs, at the top of which sat a fancier door into the house proper.


  The gate looked like a high-security rig, although you could reach right through the diagonal spaces between the rusted bars. In the middle of the gate was a small, cast-iron image of Sagittarius — the half-horse, half-man archer.


  Pookie gripped the iron bars and gave the gate a shake. “It would take a tank to get through this.”


  There was a buzzer to the right of the door. Bryan pressed it.


  Moments later, the interior door at the top of the internal stairs opened. The man that descended was not what Bryan expected to see greeting them at a multimillion-dollar Pacific Heights mansion. The man stopped behind the gate. He looked at Pookie, he looked at Bryan, then he sneered.


  “Who the fuck are you two ass-clowns?”


  He was in his early twenties, five-eight, about a buck-fifty. He wore a black KILLSWITCH ENGAGE concert T-shirt. A black belt with a silver skull buckle held up heavy black jeans. Black combat boots completed the ensemble. His short sleeves showed off intricate tattoos running up both arms. Silver bracelets decorated both wrists: some thin loops, some thick bands with detailed engravings. A dozen small, silver earrings pierced each ear. He also had a silver loop in each eyebrow, one through his lower lip, and a thick one dangling from his septum. His pitch-black, sculpted hair hung down over his left eye.


  “San Francisco Police,” Pookie said. “I’m Inspector Chang. This is Inspector Clauser. We’d like to talk to Alder Jessup.”


  “About what?”


  “About a murder.”


  The tattooed man sneered. “Got a warrant, bitch?”


  Bryan instantly disliked this kind of person, the type that hated cops for the intolerable sin of enforcing the law. Best to let Pookie handle this, or Bryan knew he’d want to rub the guy’s face against the concrete sidewalk.


  “We don’t have a warrant,” Pookie said. “But if we have to go get one, someone is going in the back of a marked car, in cuffs, in front of the whole neighborhood.”


  “You think I care if any of the zombies around here see me in a cop car?”


  “Are you Alder Jessup?”


  “No,” the tattooed man said. “I’m his grandson, Adam.”


  Pookie rolled his neck, like he was trying to loosen a deep kink. “Adam, no offense, but you look like the kind of guy who’s familiar with the back of a squad car. Am I right?”


  Adam nodded.


  “I’m guessing Grandpa Alder isn’t. Am I right about that one, too?”


  Adam stared hatefully, then nodded again.


  “Fine,” Pookie said. “Now, unless you want me to come back here and haul Grampy Alder off in cuffs, stop busting our balls and let us come in.”


  Adam thought it over for a second, then he opened the metal gate. He led Pookie and Bryan up the steps, through an ornate oak door and into a foyer.


  “Wait right here,” Adam said. “I’ll go get Grampa.”


  Bryan watched Adam bound up a beautiful staircase, the railing of which was so lacquered and polished it could pass for wood-toned glass. The man’s piercings clinked as he ran.


  The foyer’s furniture, paintings and sculptures looked expensive. Bryan felt like he was standing in a museum wing. Everything, from the art to the marble floor to even the intricate wood trim on a velvet couch, exhibited some kind of archery theme: bows, arrows, arrowheads, archers.


  Moments later, Adam Jessup helped his grandfather down the stairs. Alder wore an immaculate brown three-piece suit. He walked with a long wooden cane topped by a silver wolf’s head. Most of his hair was long gone, leaving a mottled scalp and a ring of fine white around his temples.


  “Inspectors,” Alder said in a light, airy voice. “You need to speak with me?”


  Pookie introduced himself and Bryan again, then got to it. “We’re looking for information on an arrowhead that you may have made.”


  Bryan watched the Jessups carefully. Alder showed no reaction, but Adam’s eyes dilated a little — he was nervous.


  Pookie opened a manila folder and handed over a printout showing Bryan’s cell-phone picture of the arrowhead. Alder took the printout. Adam’s eyes went wide.


  The old man squinted, then reached into his breast pocket and pulled out silver-rimmed glasses. He put them on gently and looked again. “No, I’m afraid I don’t recognize this.”


  Alder was a cool customer. Bryan knew his kind well, the kind that could lie with confidence and ease. His grandson, however, didn’t have that skill.


  “But you do make arrows,” Bryan said. “And bows, and all kinds of custom archery stuff.”


  Alder smiled. “You’ve been looking into us. How flattering. We do make custom weaponry. Or rather, Adam here does.” Alder looked at his grandson and beamed with pride. “My hands and eyes aren’t what they used to be. Adam has the talent, though. His father, alas, does not. My son can barely do the dishes without chipping the china . . . bad hands, you see. Twitchy. Certain skills can skip a generation.”


  “I know what you mean,” Pookie said. “My father is a whiz at Mad Libs, but my vocabulary is a bit thin to say the least. A tragedy for me, but perhaps my future children will have the gift.”


  Alder sighed. “One can only hope, Inspector Chang.”


  Bryan, impatient, pointed to the printout. “You’re sure you guys didn’t make this?”


  “I would certainly know if we did,” Alder said.


  Pookie’s cell phone buzzed. He pulled it out, looked at a text. Bryan peeked at the screen — the text came from Black Mr. Burns.


  Bryan couldn’t wait for Pookie’s slow-play anymore. He wanted to shake these guys up. “Mister Jessup, is that the same story you told Amy Zou twenty-nine years ago? And what do you know about Marie’s Children?”


  Pookie looked up from his phone with an expression on his face that said what the hell are you doing?


  Alder took two cane-supported steps forward to stand face-to-face with Bryan.


  “Young man,” Alder said quietly, “whatever you think you know about Marie’s Children, you don’t want to know more. Just leave it alone.”


  Everything about the old man screamed wisdom and patience. He was the kind of person you listened to, even if you’d just met him. Too bad Bryan didn’t give a rat’s ass about listening to anyone.


  “I won’t leave it alone,” Bryan said. “And if you’re tied up in it, you’re going to find that out the hard way.”


  Alder seemed to sag, just a bit. He leaned heavily on his cane. Adam caught the old man, stopped him from falling.


  “Leave,” Adam said. “Don’t come back without a warrant.”


  Bryan wanted to punch them both. “The old guy gets tired bit? Give me a break.”


  “Bryan,” Pookie said, “we should go.”


  “But he—”


  “We’ve overstayed our welcome, Bryan,” Pookie said. “Let’s go.”


  Bryan ground his teeth. He took one more look at the Jessups, then turned and walked out the door.


  •••


  He needed to hit someone, and his partner was about one snide comment away from the nomination. Bryan slid into the Buick and slammed the door.


  “Hey,” Pookie said as he got in. “Easy on the merchandise.”


  “Nice fucking job having my back in there. You know those guys made that arrowhead, right?”


  Pookie started the car. “Yeah, I know. But there’s more to detective work than yelling at an old man.”


  “Yeah? Like what?”


  “Like that house,” Pookie said. “Black Mister Burns ran the property records. The Jessups don’t own it.”


  “Who does?”


  “An esteemed gentleman by the name of Jebediah Erickson. In fact, that house has been in the Erickson family for a hundred and fifty years. So has one other house in town, a house very close to here.”


  Why was Pookie chasing property records when the Jessups clearly had answers? “So someone else owns the house . . . why would that make you want to leave when they were about to give up the goods?”


  “Because Mister Burns found something else about Jebediah Erickson,” Pookie said. “Thirty-six years ago, Jeb won a gold medal at the Pan Am Games. Take a guess in what sport?”


  Bryan’s anger started to fade. “Archery?”


  Pookie smiled and nodded.


  “Wait a minute,” Bryan said. “Thirty-six years ago? So even if the guy was in his mid-twenties when he won, he’s at least sixty. Probably not a guy who can do the things you saw.”


  “Probably not. But we have a gold-medal archer who owns the house of a man who makes custom arrowheads. Think that merits a visit?”


  It sure as hell did. “Where is Erickson’s place again?”


  “Five blocks away,” Pookie said. “Let’s go see if he’s home.”


  Aggie Gets a Roommate


  Aggie James didn’t want to wake up, but a part of his mind pulled at him, tried to drag him out of a dream where a little girl’s lips pecked feather-light on his cheek, and her arms wrapped around his neck.


  He didn’t want to wake, but wake he did.


  He sniffed. He rubbed at his face. The real bitch about getting sober? You start to remember things.


  Aggie James hadn’t always been a strung-out, homeless bum. Once upon a time, in fact, he’d owned a little counterculture Internet café. He’d attracted a certain antiestablishment clientele. All kinds of people wandered in, but after seeing the giant FUCK STARBUCKS mural painted on the wall behind the coffee counter, the visitors either smiled and stayed or frowned and left.


  He’d run the place with his wife and his teenage daughter, right up until the robbery.


  The robbers shot Aggie first. Shot him twice, in fact, once in the leg and once in the chest. He remembered dropping to his ass, back propped up by the counter. His blood ran everywhere. He couldn’t move, couldn’t lift a finger, but he stayed conscious long enough to see them put a bullet in his wife’s head. He stayed conscious long enough to see his daughter run for the door, to see her shot in the back before she could reach it. He stayed conscious long enough to see her crawling across the floor, bloody hands reaching for him, begging for her daddy to help her, to please help her, please!


  Aggie James even stayed conscious long enough to see the gun pointed at his daughter’s face, and just long enough to hear her last scream stop abruptly when the gunman pulled the trigger. Only then had he passed out.


  The cops told him the robbers probably thought he was dead, and that passing out had probably saved his life.


  His life.


  What a joke.


  Fucking memories. He couldn’t shake them, not until he’d done heroin for about a month straight. That made you forget everything. Almost.


  He’d lost all that mattered to him. Nothing would fill that inescapable dullness in his heart. Not that he’d tried very hard to fill it, of course. With no reason to go on — and not enough guts to kill himself — he’d chosen a slow route to the grave. A painful route. It’s what he had coming, after all . . . if a man can’t protect his family, does he deserve to live? Aggie had thought not.


  That was before the white dungeon.


  This horrific place reminded Aggie that life — no matter how crappy it might be — was far better than the alternative. A day and a half ago, as near as he could tell, Hillary had given him hope. If there was even a chance to get out of this, to live, Aggie would do anything she asked.


  He finally blinked away the sleep to see that a new man had been chained to the wall on his left, where the Mexican woman had once been. Not a man — a boy, really, but a goddamn big boy. The kid’s face looked like swollen hamburger: split lip, broken teeth, blood all over his mouth and a seriously fucked-up nose. He was spitting up blood and making low moaning noises, noises that had the cadence of speech but were not words.


  The boy opened his mouth to moan louder, and Aggie saw why the sounds had no meaning — someone had cut out his tongue.


  To his right, Aggie heard other noises he didn’t understand, but that was only because he didn’t speak Chinese. The Chinaman was on his knees, tear-streaked eyes shut tight, body rocking back and forth as he prayed to someone or something.


  Aggie James couldn’t help the Chinaman, and he couldn’t help the tongueless boy. He could only help himself, and only if Hillary gave him a chance.


  He lay back down and closed his eyes. Maybe he would dream of his daughter again.


  Alex


  The metallic sound rattled through the white room. Aggie and the Chinaman ran to the wall, put their backs to it, pressed their collars to the flanges as the chains started to rattle and draw tight.


  The boy with no tongue was lying flat on his back.


  “Get up, boy! Get to the wall or that chain’s gonna yank you!”


  The boy’s eyes opened. He looked at Aggie with an empty stare. Aggie had seen that look on the streets many times — the look of someone who’s given up.


  The chain snapped taut, yanking the boy by his neck. That got his attention. His eyes scrunched tight with pain as hands flew to the collar. He slid along on his back, spitting up fresh blood. The chain pulled the boy up the wall until his collar clanged against the flange. He coughed and stared out, wide-eyed and confused.


  The white gate opened.


  Seven white-robed masked men came in: Wolfman, Darth Vader, Tiger-Face, Frankenstein, Dracula, Jason Voorhees and was that the green Power Ranger? Seven of them — and this time, two dragging sticks.


  Aggie’s breath lodged in his lungs, stayed there like a rock that kept him from inhaling or exhaling.


  Who had the masked men come for this time?


  Wolfman, Tiger-Face and Frankenstein headed straight for the Chinaman, who screamed in terror. The other four moved to the big boy — he screeched a mewling, sad sound that tried and failed to form words.


  Aggie’s body sagged in relief. A guilty feeling of knowing joy at someone else’s demise once again overwhelmed him, filled him with bottomless self-hate, but there was nothing he could do to help either of them.


  The white-robed men closed in on the boy. He kicked out, or tried to, but he slipped and fell, yanking the collar hard against his neck and chin. Before he could get his feet under him, the monster masks were on him, black-gloved hands reaching in, grabbing, hitting, pulling, holding.


  The Chinaman tried to fight, but he wasn’t like that scrappy Mexican. The masked men easily overpowered him. Frankenstein reached in with his stick and hooked the Chinaman’s collar. He screamed and cried as they dragged him out of the cell.


  Aggie looked back at the boy. Darth Vader hooked the boy’s collar. The robed men wasted no time pulling him toward the door. The boy kicked, he screamed gutteral sounds. Splatters and streams of blood bubbled out with each desperate breath, the red marking his path along the white floor.


  They took him out of the white cell.


  But this time, the door didn’t close.


  Aggie stared, waiting, wondering.


  Hillary walked through. No cart this time. No sandwiches. She walked right up to Aggie. She leaned in close. He forced himself not to flinch away, not that there was anywhere he could go. She was his only hope.


  She sniffed him. She smiled, showing her missing teeth.


  “You are better.”


  Aggie shook his head so violently it rattled the chain in his flange. If he was better, they would take him away like the others.


  “I’m still real sick! I need my medicine.”


  Hillary laughed, a light sound that anywhere else in the world would have sounded delightful. “You understand,” she said. “You are smarter than most of those we bring down here.”


  Aggie kept shaking his head.


  She reached out a wrinkled hand and grabbed his jaw, holding him still. He started to talk, but she put a finger on his lips.


  “Shhhh,” she said. “Now I show you what happens if you don’t help me. Now we go and see Mommy.”


  Aggie’s Price


  Aggie James was alone in the white dungeon. If he’d been a religious man, he would have prayed, but he knew there was no God. God wouldn’t have let his wife and daughter be murdered right in front of him. God wouldn’t have allowed these monsters to exist. And if God did exist and allowed these things to happen, Aggie sure as fuck wasn’t going to worship him.


  So while he didn’t pray, he most certainly hoped that he could get out of this horrible place.


  The white jail cell door slowly screeched open. Hillary entered, alone, carrying a heavy knit bag and a familiar-looking, familiar-smelling blanket. But there was a new scent . . . faint, just a tiny sensation in his nose. It smelled beautiful.


  Hillary walked up to him. She held the bag out by its handles, offering it to him. “Are you ready to help me?”


  “If you’ll let me out of here, hell yes.” Aggie took the knit bag and opened it. Inside . . . a baby?


  A sleeping baby boy with deep black skin, far blacker than Aggie’s, the skin of a child from lower Africa. He was swaddled in a blanket marked with crudely drawn symbols. One symbol looked like a triangle with an eye in the middle, another seemed to be a circle with a jagged lightning bolt through it.


  “You take this boy,” Hillary said. “I thought the king would make things right, but he is going to do dangerous things. And Firstborn, I think he will try to kill the king. If he succeeds, then he will come for me. I have to act while I still can, get one more baby out.”


  She stopped talking. She just stared at the child, as if she forgot that Aggie was even there.


  “Uh, Hillary?”


  Her eyes snapped up. She blinked, seemed to come back to the moment. “I am going to hide you and the baby somewhere.”


  “Somewhere up on the surface?”


  “No,” she said. “A special hiding place. You will stay there with the boy until I come to take you above.”


  Aggie nodded violently even though he didn’t really understand. “Yes, I’ll do whatever you ask.”


  She smiled a smile of power. “Of course you will.” She unfolded the smelly blanket and draped it around Aggie. “You wear this and be quiet, just like you did yesterday.”


  He nodded. He really had no idea if he’d last seen her yesterday, the day before or just a few hours ago.


  She finished adjusting the blanket, tugging and twisting in her motherly way. “Good,” she said. “Now hold him close. Very close.”


  Aggie pulled the baby-filled bag to his chest. Whatever this kid was, it was evil. Aggie would play along, say whatever he had to say, do whatever he had to do until he got out of here. Then he could toss the baby into the bay for all he cared about it.


  He smelled that beautiful smell again. It was the baby . . . the smell came from the baby.


  “Time to leave,” Hillary said. “Follow me.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “You know the place,” she said. “We are going back to the arena.”


  Aggie Gets Out!


  Aggie James wasn’t sure how long he’d been following Hillary.


  She had led him out of the bassinet room and back into the dark arena maze. Many twists and turns later, she’d started up a narrow set of rough steps cut into the wall. Carrying the baby, Aggie had moved so carefully, keeping his left shoulder against the wall as he made sure his right foot didn’t slip off the uneven edges.


  Those steps rose forty feet to the spectator ledge. She had led him into a narrow tunnel at the back of the ledge, just a few feet away from the last step. Aggie had turned for a last look down below before going in. The ship was off to his right, back end buried in the cavern wall, front end pointing across the oblong cavern. There had been activity on the ship’s deck — Hillary’s people preparing for some kind of an event, maybe?


  They’d been following the tunnel for fifteen minutes, maybe thirty, he wasn’t sure. This time, at least, she had a battery-powered Coleman lantern to light the way. She seemed to know the location of every rock, every turn, every jagged outcropping of rusted metal or moldy wood. He knew this because those things caught him, poked him, snagged him while she avoided them all with a subtle turn, a simple twist.


  He cradled the knit bag in his right arm. Inside, the baby boy slept. Aggie felt the child’s faint warmth through the fabric. The boy weighed almost nothing. Aggie could carry him forever if he had to.


  Finally, Hillary stopped and turned.


  “Move carefully here,” she said. “Step only where I step.”


  She set the lantern down and stepped aside so Aggie could see a small stone forest; fifteen or so piles of stacked rocks rose from floor to ceiling. No, not piles, columns. The columns supported big slabs of concrete, chunks of old brick wall and blackened squares of timber. This strange ceiling ran the final fifteen feet of tunnel, right up to where it dead-ended at a giant, dirty sheet of plywood. It didn’t take a genius to see the plan — make any column fall and the whole kit-and-caboodle would collapse, filling the tunnel with tons of dirt and rock.


  Hillary gestured to the ceiling. “You understand?”


  Aggie nodded.


  She slid around the first column. Aggie watched her. She looked like an old lady, but didn’t move like one. Her agility and balance complemented the ridiculous strength Aggie already knew she possessed.


  With each step, she wiggled her shoe in the dirt, leaving a clear footprint to show the safe path.


  She slid around the second column, then waved him on.


  Holding the baby-filled bag to his chest, Aggie followed in Hillary’s footsteps. He took his time. She didn’t seem to mind.


  As he passed the third column, he felt something . . . some kind of trembling beneath his feet. An earthquake? The rumbling increased. With it came an echoing, grinding roar. How could there be an earthquake now, when he’d almost made it out? Aggie held the baby close, looked up, and waited for death.


  The rumbling subsided. The roar faded away.


  Hillary was laughing silently, again waving him on.


  Two minutes later, they’d passed all the columns save for one. The final column was less than two feet from the piece of plywood. Hillary grabbed the plywood by a pair of metal handles screwed into it, then slowly slid it aside, revealing a hole perhaps three feet wide. The hole led into a deep blackness.


  Aggie felt the tender kiss of something he hadn’t known for days . . . a breeze. Fresh air. Well, not fresh, it smelled of metal and grease, but it was far fresher than the still air he’d breathed since he woke up in the white dungeon. He again felt the rumbling — something big, something mechanical, something getting closer.


  Hillary held up a hand, palm out. The gesture said stay there, don’t move. Aggie waited. She turned off the Coleman, leaving a blackness that made the walls close in.


  The sound grew louder. The tunnel rumbled. Suddenly there was a flash of light, the roar of metal wheels on metal tracks.


  A Muni train.


  He was in the San Francisco subway.


  Aggie tried to calm his breathing. He couldn’t allow himself to believe this was it, that he was really getting out.


  The Muni train passed, its roar a fading echo.


  Hillary turned the lantern back on. The columns hadn’t collapsed. “Now you go,” she said. “Do you remember what I told you?”


  Aggie nodded. She was giving him life. He would honor his promise to her. No way he was going to wind up as a groom. No way.


  He turned to hand her the baby so he could duck out of the hole, then paused. A sudden, all-powerful twang of anxiety ripped through him: What if Hillary took the baby and ran?


  She waited.


  “I’m going to set the baby down,” he said. “Can you step back?”


  She smiled, nodded, then backed away. Aggie gently rested the bag on the ground, then stepped through the small hole and out of the death-trap tunnel. He stood on a narrow ledge that ran perpendicular to the tracks. He bent, reached back, and was again holding the boy.


  Aggie clutched the bag tightly; the anxiety faded away.


  Far down the tunnel to his right, he saw the light of a station.


  Hillary worked the plywood shut behind him. Aggie’s eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness. The hole he had crawled from was gone — all he could see were the hexagonal tiles of the subway’s walls. The plywood was a tile-covered plug that perfectly fit the hole, sliding home as sure as a puzzle piece. If he hadn’t just come through there, he would have never known it existed.


  But that didn’t matter anymore.


  He had survived.


  Aggie kept his right hand on the tile wall as he walked. He didn’t know which rail was the “third rail,” the one that might electrocute him and the boy. It was probably the one in the middle, but he wasn’t taking any chances.


  He drew closer to the opening into the station. The tracks led out of the tunnel’s darkness and alongside the station platform. He saw a few people up on that platform — the trains were still running, so it wasn’t early in the morning.


  Aggie carefully stepped off the ledge and over the tracks, moving to the platform side of the tunnel. He slid along with his back to the wall. He felt a hint of a rumble — another train was coming. He had to move fast. The people on the platform would see him, but he didn’t have a choice.


  He was still draped in the stinking blanket. That’s how he would get past those people, by just looking, acting and smelling like the homeless bums who wandered down to the Muni stations all the time.


  He reached the end of the tunnel. The platform came up to his chest. He lifted the knit purse containing the boy and gently set it on the platform’s warning stripe of yellow. Aggie crawled up. People turned to look, saw what he was, then immediately turned away. Aggie picked up the bag. He held the baby with one arm, and with the other pulled the blanket around them both. His heart hammered in his chest.


  So close so close . . .


  Aggie saw the brown sign in the white ceiling, the white letters that spelled out CIVIC CENTER. He looked at the digital sign that told of the next train and saw that it was 11:15 P.M.


  He forced himself to walk — not run — toward the escalator that led to the surface. Homeless people didn’t run. All he had to do was keep up the illusion and everyone would ignore him. Illusion? How odd to think of it that way. Wasn’t he a homeless person after all?


  No.


  Not anymore.


  Aggie had done his time in the gutter. He’d lost years mourning, feeling sorry for himself, feeling sorry for his losses. He’d given up and tuned out. That time was over.


  He was alive. His wife and daughter were gone. Nothing could bring them back. He should have died down in the tunnels, in the white room, but he had a second chance and he wasn’t going to screw it up. He had a responsibility now, a responsibility to protect the child he held in his arms. He had sworn to find this child a home.


  Why don’t I just raise the kid?


  He realized that hidden thought had been lurking at the edge of his mind ever since he looked in the bag and saw the tiny baby. You were a parent once. A good parent. That robbery wasn’t your fault, there was nothing you could do.


  A second chance . . . a second chance to get things right.


  Aggie felt full of hope, full of a sudden and overpowering love for life. He moved toward the escalator that would lead him to the surface.


  And then, the baby cried.


  Not a soft cry, not a muffled I just woke up cry, but rather a full-blown I am not at ALL happy cry. Loud. Piercing. The dozen or so people on the platform who had gone out of their way to not look at him now turned to stare.


  The baby screamed again.


  The kid was probably hungry. This was just a baby being a baby, but Aggie knew what it looked like — a shabby, smelly bum with a screaming child hidden somewhere beneath a filthy blanket.


  Aggie saw hands reach into pockets and purses, then come out holding cell phones.


  He turned back to the escalator.


  A woman stepped toward him. “Stop!”


  Aggie took off, his newish boots thumping out a staccato drumbeat on the escalator’s metal steps. He heard and felt similar pounding behind him — the heavy steps of men.


  The first escalator took him up to the station’s main floor. One more escalator and he’d be out on the streets. There were more people up here, heading home from bars or from late nights at work.


  “Get out of my way!” Aggie ran, carrying the baby-bag in both arms. His legs felt weak. He was already exhausted.


  “Stop him!” the men behind him screamed. Most of the people in front of him quickly got out of the way, but one man, a kid of no more than twenty, stepped in front of him.


  Aggie slowed, then tried to cut left.


  His foot landed on his blanket — the blanket slid across the polished floor, and his foot flew out from under him. In the split second it took him to reach the ground, his only thought was to protect the baby.


  The back of Aggie’s head cracked against the marble, and everything went black.
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