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      Drawing dead: A situation in which a player has absolutely no chance of winning a hand. This means that even if the remaining cards to be dealt are theoretically the best possible for that player's hand, they still will not beat the opponent's hand. This often occurs when the opponent already holds a hand that is unbeatably superior, rendering any draw futile.

      
        
        From Blinds to Bets: Poker Basics for Beginners by Thomas Koenigsfeld
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      Lizzy Ballard glanced around the casino’s parking garage from her vantage point in the SUV’s passenger seat. On this June midafternoon, there was only a scattering of cars, and no people were visible.

      She opened the glove compartment and removed a small case, unzipping it to reveal a glass vial and syringe.

      She rolled up the sleeve of her T-shirt. She no longer bothered with the dress, high heels, and makeup she had worn to the casinos back in Phoenix. Experience had shown that her fake ID was bullet-proof enough to pass even a careful inspection by casino staffers. Especially in her more casual clothes, they might suspect she was closer to her actual age of seventeen than the ID’s claim of twenty-one, but no one had challenged her on it.

      They did sometimes comment on the fact that she had a different haircut: not the sun-bleached gold tipped with bright red as it had been back in Arizona, but a mousy blond pixie.

      She had decided she should let her look be guided by her usual mantra: avoid notice.

      She filled the syringe and injected herself in the bicep.

      It would take her no more than a few minutes to reach the poker table. The juice, as she referred to the drug, might not have taken full effect by then, but if not, she’d bide her time until it kicked in. She didn’t feel like hanging out in the parking garage. She was conditioned to assess every environment for danger, and she couldn’t help but consider every car that stood between her and the casino entrance to be a potential hiding place for an attacker. Of course, she was armed with her own special defense, but soon the juice would deprive her of that defense. Maybe she should go back to her previous practice of injecting herself in the casino restroom.

      She returned the syringe and vial to the case and put the case in the glove compartment, then climbed out of the SUV. As she crossed the garage, she could tell that the juice was starting to take effect—the tick tick of a cooling car engine like nails tapping on granite, a sequin sparkling like a diamond against the dirty concrete floor. This heightened sensory perception was as annoying as ever, but at least it confirmed that Owen had complied with her instruction not to tinker with the concentration of the steroid-based drug.

      She found her godfather, Owen McNally, standing outside the door to the casino.

      “I thought you were going to go to the bar,” she said.

      “Thought I’d wait for you here.” He opened the door for her and followed her into the casino’s cavernous central atrium. “I figured you were just giving me an excuse not to stay in the car with you while—” He shuddered. “—you know.”

      She laughed as they stepped onto the escalator. “How did you ever get through medical school?”

      He laughed with her. “It wasn’t easy ... although the professors did what they could to save me from giving injections. Or,” he shuddered again, “drawing blood. No one wants to deal with someone fainting in a class, especially if they weigh three hundred pounds.”

      Owen, as best he could, had also adopted Lizzy’s goals of flying under the radar appearance-wise, although at six-four, there was only so much he could do. He had shaved off his wispy beard and mustache, and his usually untidy hair was now cut short. The biggest change, however, was his weight. The rigors of the past year—a drug-induced heart attack and a stab wound to the thigh—had slimmed him down, his weight now closer to two hundred than three hundred pounds. His step was firmer, his complexion rosier, his expression more cheerful. He was looking good. If he turned heads now, Lizzy thought it was for the right reasons.

      They passed the second floor, Lizzy grimacing at the sensory assault of the beeps, buzzes, jingles, and flashes from the slot machines, and continued to the poker lounge on the third floor.

      As was usual at this time of day, the casino was sparsely populated. Most of the chairs, upholstered in orange faux leather, were empty. There were more patrons at the bar than at the tables, but their conversation was desultory.

      “Want me to come to the table with you?” Owen asked.

      “No, you can wait at the bar.” She gestured to the folded copy of NeuroFrontiers: Advances in Human Potential he carried under his arm. “A little light reading, I see,” she said with a smile.

      He opened the magazine and riffled through the pages. “They have an article on ‘Neural Adaptations in the Auditory Cortex of Superhuman Hearing: A Case Study.’ Thought it might give me some ideas for reducing some of the side effects.”

      “Don’t mess with the formulation too much. I don’t mind putting up with the noise as long as the juice does what it’s supposed to do.”

      After all, she wouldn’t be spending her afternoon at a casino if it wasn’t to earn some money by reading her fellow poker players’ thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      Lizzy placed her cards face-down on the green felt of the poker table. “Fold.” The juice was performing its work but knowing what cards the other players held didn’t help her if the hand she was dealt had no chance of winning. Drawing dead, as her fellow players would say.

      The hand ended, the winning player pulled in the pot, and the dealer dealt the next hand.

      Lizzy was following her usual strategy of folding losing hands to minimize her losses. During this game, one of the players—the dealer had called him Stan—was harder to read than the others, so she had lost some money to him. She consoled herself that it was smart to make sure that not all her hands were either a fold or a winner.

      She checked her cards, scanned her fellow player’s thoughts, and folded again.

      She wondered idly about the cause of her difficulty in reading Stan’s thoughts. It might be because he had some natural mental barriers up, as was the case with some people. Or it might be her own distraction based on his topic of conversation.

      “Shelby will be going to Europe in a couple of weeks with her mom, her aunt, and her cousin,” Stan said, “then she’ll be starting at Kutztown in the fall.”

      Stop your bragging, thought another player, a man in his fifties wearing an Eagles jersey.

      Shaking his head, Stan continued. “Man, I wish I had been able to go to Europe when I was a teenager.” He tossed in some poker chips and laughed. “For that matter, I wish I had been able to go to college, although I didn’t think that at the time.” He grinned. “But Daddy’s got to bring home the bacon to pay for the trip and tuition, so don’t be too hard on me, guys.” He winked at Lizzy. “And gal.”

      Hitting on a girl not much older than his daughter. Scumbag, thought Eagles.

      “How about you, sweetheart?” Stan asked Lizzy. “You in college?”

      Earlier, when another player had asked Lizzy that question, she had told him she was a student at William Penn University, where Owen taught neurobiology. However, when the questioner turned out to be an alum and began quizzing her about her favorite classes and professors, she quickly realized the downside of mentioning a local school. She had also learned not to say that she hadn’t gone to college at all, because people inevitably tried to convince her to give it a try. She scanned the other players’ thoughts to see if anyone was thinking about their own alma mater but got nothing.

      “I went to a little college in Arizona for a semester,” she said, “but I didn’t like it.”

      Should have stayed out there, thought another player, a man in his thirties wearing a Flyers jersey. Maybe Arizona players don’t mind girls who fold every goddamn hand.

      “What brought you to Philly?” asked Stan.

      Lizzy suppressed a sigh. Evidently any answer she gave was an opening to an unwelcome conversation. “Family.” At least she wouldn’t fall into the trap of giving him any details that would form the basis for another question.

      He nodded sagely. “Family’s the best reason to come home.”

      You haven’t met my family, thought Flyers.

      Suddenly, she felt tears prick her eyes. In a way, she had come back East to family. In addition to being her godfather, Owen had been her father’s best friend in college. Owen’s younger brother Andy was like a considerably older brother. And Ruby DiMano, Owen’s majordomo, was like the world’s most badass grandmother. But they could never fill the aching space of her dead mother and father.

      Stan looked stricken. “Sorry, honey, I didn’t mean to bring up a sore subject.”

      You wouldn’t have hurt the girl’s feelings if you just kept your mouth shut, thought Eagles.

      She sensed Owen’s presence at her shoulder. “How’s it going …” She heard him mentally adding his nickname for her: … Pumpkin?

      “I think I’m ready to call it quits.” She had won almost no money—and she wouldn’t be spending time in the stupid casino if it wasn’t to earn money—but she suspected that her upset wouldn’t help her ability to sense the other players’ thoughts.

      About goddamned time, thought Flyers.

      Poor little thing, thought Eagles. Wonder if the big guy’s her dad.

      As the dealer closed her out of the game—If one of them was leaving, wish it wasn’t her … she’s a lot easier on the eyes than these old farts—she drew a deep breath, trying to hold the tears at bay.

      After cashing in her chips, she and Owen headed for the parking garage.

      “What happened, Pumpkin?” Owen asked when they had climbed into his SUV.

      Lizzy knew that, regarding the death of her mother, Owen felt grief but not guilt. But she also knew that he held himself partially to blame for the death of her father, and she didn’t want to remind him of that by mentioning Stan’s comment about coming home to family.

      “One of the players was talking about how his daughter was traveling in Europe this summer and then was going to college in the fall.” She paused. “I wish I could do that.”

      Owen patted her shoulder. “I know, Pumpkin. I don’t think it’s a foregone conclusion that you can’t—we just haven’t found the right way to approach it yet. We’ll keep thinking.”

      She marshaled a smile. “I know we will.”

      He started up the SUV, and they exited the garage and headed north on I-95.

      Lizzy turned her gaze out the window. The sun was periodically disappearing behind scudding clouds, and it was cool for June. As they passed the airport and the Navy Yard, she thought about the three things she needed in order to engage in the activities most seventeen-year-olds took for granted, like traveling and going to school.

      She needed to earn more money than she was likely to get playing poker.

      To do that, she needed a real job, and that would require an identity backed up by data like a social security number.

      And she needed a way to guarantee that the people she encountered wouldn’t become victims of “the squeeze,” as she called her ability to cause strokes in others when frightened or angry … as angry as she had been as a sickly and feverish seven-year-old when her mother, already somewhat incapacitated by the effect of the many small strokes little Lizzy had inflicted, had refused her daughter the beagle puppy she so desperately wanted. It was the last argument Charlotte Ballard had with her daughter. Lizzy still sometimes woke in the middle of the night, her teeth clenched, her body slicked with sweat, her hand frantically patting the covers, just as it had patted the hand of her dying mother.

      Owen interrupted her gloomy reverie. “Stop somewhere for a late lunch?”

      She summoned a laugh. “We already had lunch.”

      He smiled, happy that he had made her laugh. “An early dinner, then.”

      “It would be a pretty early dinner. And I think Ruby is making spaghetti for dinner.”

      “Ah, good! I love her sauce.” He adopted a grumpy expression that looked out of place on his usually cheerful face. “Although I’d like it more if she let me have more than one serving.”

      “I’ll try to sneak you some extra spaghetti when she isn’t looking.”

      “That’s my girl.”

      Lizzy turned toward the window again, hoping Owen didn’t notice her smile fade as she thought how unlikely it seemed that she’d ever be able to live the life Stan’s daughter was enjoying.

      She wished she could talk it over with her mentor, Philip Castillo ... but she hadn’t seen Philip for two weeks.
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      Philip leaned against a wall of the room that served as Billy Chapel’s command center. The walls were black lacquer, and despite—or maybe because of—the fact that they reflected the light from the mid-century modern chandelier suspended from the vaulted ceiling, even in the middle of day, it felt like midnight in the room.

      The window Philip stood next to looked out on a sweep of green lawn leading down to a pool and pool house and the thick woods that lay beyond them. He had never seen anyone in the pool, and the only people he had seen outside were the men who patrolled the property. Another contingent patrolled inside, beefy men with bulges under their jackets where a shoulder holster would lie, wandering the halls or lounging by the front door.

      He could catch a glimpse of the roof of another house over the trees, and based on its location, he calculated Chapel’s property to be at least a dozen acres. He knew from the signs he had seen during the drive from the compound that they were close to Baltimore. A house this big on a property this large must have cost a fortune … but Chapel had plenty of income from his off-the-books operation. Philip wondered what Chapel’s well-heeled neighbors must think of living next door to the crime kingpin of Baltimore.

      He had seen the outside of the house only once, when he arrived here from the compound two weeks earlier with Chapel and his men. He had not been allowed outside since then, and of course he didn’t have a phone. He was still in the probationary period as an ostensible member of Chapel’s entourage, living in a dorm-like room on the top floor. For clothing, Philip had been issued what was practically a uniform: a down-market version of Chapel’s own outfits of subtly-colored leather jackets, tight T-shirts, designer black jeans, and highly polished boots. Most of the men wore their hair crew-cut short, as Chapel did, but at least no one had demanded that Philip cut his longish black hair, although one of the men had asked with an unpleasant laugh if Philip wanted a couple of feathers to stick in it.

      Chapel sat behind a massive desk. Everything in the house was massively proportioned—a good match with its owner. Chapel reminded Philip of the mesas of his native Arizona—a column of granite-like hardness.

      The top of the desk was as black as the walls and empty except for a mobile phone. Chapel leaned forward and tapped Replay on the voice memo app.

      Louise Mortensen’s voice came from the speaker.

      “He’s not aware of your presence. I need some information from him. I’ll ask questions, and you’ll relay to me what you can gather about his answers. Don’t say anything unless it’s to convey what he’s thinking. In the course of our conversation, I may mention the work we did at Vivantem, but he won’t remember any of what we discuss. Your friend Philip could confirm that for you.”

      Next came Lizzy Ballard’s whispered response. “I’m sure Philip could tell me all sorts of things … if I could talk to him.”

      Chapel stabbed the audio off and sat back. “Your friend Philip.”

      Philip was silent.

      “Thought you didn’t know her.”

      “I ran into her at the compound. I believed her when she said she was Viklund’s niece.”

      “So how come you pretended you didn’t know her when she came to my suite?”

      “She’s underage. I didn’t want any hassle.”

      “You and her hooked up?”

      Philip shrugged.

      Chapel wagged a finger at Philip. “Bad boy, Phil.”

      Hooking up with the seventeen-year-old Lizzy was not even a consideration for Philip, but there was no harm in Chapel believing it. “Hey, she was game. But that didn’t mean Viklund—who I thought was her uncle—would have liked it.”

      “Viklund was dead.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “You sure? You didn’t have anything to do with ol’ Uncle Theo ending up in a freezer?”

      “No.”

      “You think Mortensen did?”

      “That’s my guess.”

      “And what was Mortensen doing at the compound?”

      “Research for Viklund.”

      Billy gestured toward the phone on his desk. “That research?”

      “That’s my guess.”

      “You don’t have anything better than guesses?”

      Philip shrugged. “Mortensen and I weren’t pals.”

      “Were Mortensen and Viklund pals?”

      “My understanding was that she went to the compound on her own but became Viklund’s prisoner.”

      “And why did she go in the first place?”

      “Thought it was a better alternative than whatever the Pennsylvania Attorney General had in mind for her.”

      Chapel stared at him for a few long seconds, then stood and ambled over to the window where Philip stood. “It looked to me like Ballard didn’t plan to get onboard that helicopter when everyone was leaving the compound like rats from a sinking ship. She looked like she was just trying to get Andrew McNally in. What do you suppose that was all about?”

      He shrugged again. “No seats left.”

      “If I were in her shoes—unarmed and a bunch of guys shooting at me—you can be damn sure I’d find a way to get on the chopper, even if it meant tossing McNally out.”

      “Lucky for McNally it was Ballard there and not you.”

      Billy ignored Philip’s comment. “You told me at the helipad that McNally was the valuable one. That’s the only reason I stopped the boys from firing at the chopper.”

      They had been through this so many times before. Now all Philip could do was continue repeating the story he had given Billy the first time he had been asked the question, even if 20/20 hindsight suggested a better one. “I thought he was. Mortensen mentioned to me that McNally was a medical doctor and that he was staying in the lab. I assumed he was helping her out with whatever she was doing.”

      Chapel rubbed his chin. “Mortensen’s muscle, Lucas, had a gun on McNally when I ran into them in the lab. Doesn’t sound like how you treat an ally.”

      “Sounds like even you don’t believe an ally needs to be willing to be useful.”

      Chapel snorted out a laugh. “True enough.” He returned to the desk, slipped off his jacket—today’s was fern green—and hung it over the back of the chair. He sat down, leaned back, and laced his fingers behind his head, elbows splayed. The sleeve of his T-shirt hiked up, revealing a piece of gauze taped over his bicep—his souvenir of the gun battle that had raged at the compound’s helipad two weeks earlier.

      If only the bullet had been a foot closer to center mass, thought Philip.

      “Your buddy Liz appears to be a mind-reader,” said Chapel.

      “Or at least pretending to be.”

      “She’d have to be a pretty smart cookie to know all that medical jargon—and if she’s pretending, she’s fooling Mortensen.” Chapel gestured to the phone on the desk. “It sounds like this guy Ballard is talking to is drugged.”

      “It does.” Philip assumed that Edmund Rinnert, the man whose thoughts Lizzy had been conveying to Mortensen in the recording, had been given a dose of Rohypnol, but he wasn’t about to share with Billy that his assumption was based on personal experience.

      “You still claim you didn’t know about this mind-reading thing.”

      “I’m still claiming that.”

      “You didn’t sense that your underage girlfriend had an idea about what it was you liked, beyond any instructions you might have been giving her?”

      “Jesus, Billy,” muttered Philip.

      Chapel laughed, then his expression darkened. “I don’t appreciate being lied to.”

      “I don’t appreciate being forced to take a job I didn’t ask for.”

      Chapel shrugged. “Better than the alternative. If Theo Viklund hadn’t thought you were worth a little trouble, you’d be at the bottom of the Patapsco right now, missing a few key body parts.” He arched an eyebrow. “Pre-mortem.”

      “Sounds unpleasant.”

      Chapel spun the phone on the desktop. “Unpleasant. Yeah, you could say that.” He pushed himself to his feet and crossed to the window again. He thrust his hands in his pockets and looked out. “You know, I’ve got plenty of guys that would be happy to slit a guy’s throat or put a bullet in someone’s head, just like you did. But they’re bigmouths, show-offs.” He looked back at Philip. “That—and the fact that Viklund, who didn’t vouch for many men, vouched for you—is why I’m willing to keep you around. He cocked an eyebrow at Philip. “Despite the fact that you’ve been holding back on me—at least about knowing the girl.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “The Sedona cops still want you for the Hanrick killing.”

      “I don’t imagine they’ll think to look for me in Baltimore. And I don’t see you turning snitch.”

      “I’m not necessarily above having one of my boys place an anonymous tip to the cops, if it suits me. But as far as I’m concerned, it’s a case of good riddance—Hanrick sounds like a bastard.”

      “He was.”

      “Killed a buddy of yours in prison?”

      “Yes.”

      Chapel waited for more. When Philip was silent, he continued. “I appreciate a man who’s willing to avenge a buddy’s death.”

      After a beat, Philip replied. “The man Hanrick had killed was more than a buddy—he was like a father to me. The fact that I was willing to kill Hanrick to avenge that man’s death doesn’t mean I’m going to be the right guy for murdering people because they piss you off.”

      “Doesn’t mean you’re not—or couldn’t be, with the right incentive.”

      Philip gazed back at him, stone-faced.

      Chapel waved a hand. “Philosophical discussions bore me. If I need you to do something for me, I’ll find a way to get you to do it.” Without waiting for an answer, he strolled back to the desk and looked down at the phone. “Don’t suppose you can make heads or tails of what Mortensen gets Rinnert to talk about—or think about—in the rest of that recording. Electrophysiology? Neural interface augmentation? Diagnostic elucidation?”

      “Not a clue.”

      Chapel laughed. “You know, Phil, that I can believe. I think I’m going to need to bring in some specialized help on this one.”

      Philip raised an eyebrow. “You know someone who’s an expert in electrophysiology and neural interface augmentation?”

      Chapel waved a hand. “Close enough. That whole conversation is about using electricity to make people be able to cause strokes or read minds. What we need is someone with electrical expertise.” He dropped into the desk chair. “But the person I really want to talk to is Mortensen. Lucas told us she went to Philly to pick up her fake ID and that she’s going by Louise Gerard now. We need to find her … and find out what she knows.”

      “Like you found out from Lucas?”

      Chapel grinned. “Pretty much.”

      “And then what?”

      “Might have to think of something a little more inventive for Doctor Louise Mortensen than a bullet in the back of the head.” He raised his arms in a stretch. “And unlike Lucas, the good doctor is likely to lose a couple of body parts before she ends up in her final resting place.”

      “Pre-mortem?”

      Chapel dropped his arms and slapped his stomach with a sound like slapping a length of board. “You know it. And also unlike with Lucas, where you got to do the honors, I’m going to take care of that bit of work myself.”
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      Louise Mortensen sat at a window table, a shaft of late afternoon sun glinting off her untouched glass of Sauvignon Blanc. The restaurant, across the street from the Philadelphia Center City high rise that housed the Vivantem fertility clinic, was almost empty, giving her server the bandwidth to be a little oversolicitous. She noticed with a twinge of irritation that he was approaching her table, no doubt to ask again if he could bring her something other than the glass of wine. She waved him off. She’d leave him a tip sufficient to compensate him for the time she was spending there.

      She turned back to the window, her eyes on the high-rise entrance.

      She wondered where Lucas and Maja—the late Theo Viklund’s head of security and his housekeeper—were now. No doubt back in Sweden, which, Louise hoped, was too far away for Billy Chapel to bother pursuing them. She herself would have appreciated having an ocean between herself and Chapel.

      However, Philadelphia was where Louise had asked Lucas to send the documents supporting her new identity as Louise Gerard, and it was to Philadelphia she had come to retrieve them. Lucas hadn’t made it easy, dropping her off unceremoniously at an airport not far from the compound, almost literally with just the clothes on her back. She had orchestrated a ride to a pawn shop, pawned her wedding ring, and purchased an Amtrak ticket to Philadelphia’s 30th Street Station and then a SEPTA ticket to the Main Line stop closest to the post office where the documents awaited her.

      Now she not only had her identity documents in hand but had used them to tap into the offshore accounts where she had transferred her portion of Theo Viklund’s millions.

      She had also had her hair dyed back to its natural auburn, although the stylist hadn’t bothered resurrecting the threads of silver that had run through it before Louise had dyed it a drab brown in preparation for her escape from the Viklund compound.

      Now she could leave Philadelphia if she wanted to. But against the disadvantage of its proximity to Billy Chapel’s base in Baltimore, it had the advantage of being the part of the world she knew best. She had decided that familiarity with her environment was more important than distance from Chapel, and she had settled into a suite in a boutique hotel in Wayne.

      What she really needed, though, was a laboratory, and she was there to find out if her Vivantem lab might be an option.

      Twenty-five minutes after the time she had requested, a florist’s truck pulled up in front of the high rise. The driver got out, carefully lifted a large vase of flowers out of the back and disappeared into the building. One minute ticked by, then two. Louise’s phone rang.

      “Hello?” she answered.

      “Hey, Ms. Gerard, I’m trying to deliver the flowers you ordered this morning, but the guy at the security desk says that the Vivantem offices are closed down. No one’s there—haven’t been there for a couple of months.”

      “If there’s no one in the Vivantem offices, perhaps you could deliver them to the Vivantem lab.”

      “Hold on, let me check.” There was some indistinct conversation, then the man was back. “Lab is closed, too. In fact, the guy says there’s some kind of investigation into the company. The whole facility’s been sealed—no one allowed in without an escort from the attorney general’s office.”

      “My, what a surprise.” It was far from a surprise, but disappointing, nonetheless. “Well, feel free to leave the flowers at the security desk—perhaps the guard can enjoy them.”

      “Sure thing, Ms. Gerard.”

      She ended the call. She had known it was unlikely that the lab was still operational, and even more unlikely that she’d be able to find a way to get in, but she had needed to know for sure.

      She wondered if the Pennsylvania Attorney General had discovered any documentation of the experiments she had conducted on some of the women who had come to Vivantem for fertility treatments. She was fairly certain she had removed any incriminating documents before the investigation began. And, she thought with a scowl, most of her documents were now in the hands of Lucas, who wouldn’t even know what to make of them. At least she had retained the records related to Elizabeth Ballard, which she had smuggled out of Theo Viklund’s compound on a flash drive taped to her ankle.

      But even if she had the records Lucas had taken, it probably wouldn’t make much difference to her current situation. What she needed was not simply to initiate a pregnancy in an unsuspecting test subject that might result in a baby with extraordinary abilities, as she had in the case of Ballard’s mother. She couldn’t afford the decades it would take for such babies to grow into useful allies.

      She had always pursued her goals with the support of others: her late husband, Gerard Bonnay; her late enforcer, George Millard; the no doubt Sweden-bound Lucas and Maja. And with Billy Chapel no doubt on her trail, she needed useful allies now.

      What she needed was the ability to create those abilities in otherwise normal adults.

      At one time, Louise had thought that electricity might be the key to her goal, but she had eventually accepted that she herself didn’t have the expertise needed to pursue that approach.

      No, Louise’s expertise was better applied to a pharmaceutical approach. But she needed a lab.

      And with the Vivantem lab unavailable, there was only one other facility she knew of that would meet her needs.

      She raised her finger, and the server was at her table in a moment. “May I bring you⁠—”

      “Just the check,” she said. “There’s somewhere I need to be.”
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      As Owen turned the SUV off 95 toward Andy McNally’s Center City apartment, Lizzy got out her phone to check her online alerts for any updates about the three people whose activities she was most interested in and whose activities she knew the least about: Billy Chapel, Louise Mortensen, and Philip Castillo.

      There was no lack of information about Chapel. Authorities knew he controlled drugs, prostitution, and gambling in Baltimore, but arrests and prosecution had been repeatedly derailed by informers and witnesses changing their stories ... or dying.

      There was nothing new about Louise Mortensen. The Pennsylvania Attorney General’s office was still investigating her Vivantem fertility clinic and still wanted to question her about the fire that had burned down her Pocopson home. Louise had fallen off any official radar when she fled Pocopson to take refuge in Theo Viklund’s Western Maryland compound, and she had not reappeared after her escape from the compound.

      And the Sedona police still wanted to question Philip about the deaths in Oak Creek Canyon of three of his fellow former inmates of the Williams Correctional Facility. Lizzy thought back to the last time she had seen Philip. He had been standing next to Chapel, who, seconds before, had been firing at the helicopter carrying her and Andy. The fist Philip had raised as the aircraft rose from the helipad—an echo of the fist bump that was their usual goodbye gesture—had been enough to convince Lizzy that he hadn’t changed sides. But she also knew that her other allies—Owen, Andy, and Ruby DiMano—weren’t as convinced as she was.

      Dragging her thoughts out of this depressing groove, she recalled the first time she had seen Philip. She had gone to his “psychic counseling” office in Sedona, hoping she might come away with some insight that would help her control the ability she called the squeeze. The name of his business was meant to appeal to the tourists, but although Philip wasn’t psychic in any usual sense of the word, he had shown an innate understanding of the terrible situation her ability had put her in and of the grinding guilt she felt about the deaths of her parents. And in the course of their relationship, he had come to her rescue so many times. She had to do what she could to come to his rescue.

      Baltimore, as Billy’s base of operations, seemed like the most likely place to go looking for Philip. But so far, Owen, Andy, and Ruby had talked her out of it, arguing that her appearance there might prove more dangerous to Philip than helpful if Billy caught her snooping around.

      She and Owen reached Andy’s apartment building, and Owen maneuvered the SUV into a space in the underground parking garage. Lizzy was grateful he was at the wheel since she found the concrete pillars on either side of the space intimidating. She also as a rule didn’t drive for some time after taking the juice, despite the relatively mild side effects of Owen’s formulations. He had reduced the concentration until it began interfering with Lizzy’s mind-reading ability, at which point she insisted he increase it again. She knew he was unhappy with the idea of her taking any concentration of the steroid-based drug.

      They took the elevator up one floor, then crossed the elegantly appointed lobby toward the elevators that provided access to the apartments.

      “Doctor McNally,” said the security guard at the desk. “Miss.”

      “Hey, Sherman,” said Lizzy.

      “Good afternoon, Sherman,” said Owen. “How’s your little boy doing?”

      “Lots better, thanks. The cortisone cream you recommended really seems to be helping. My wife and I appreciate your help.”

      “Not at all. Glad to hear the little guy is feeling better.”

      Owen and Lizzy stepped into the elevator, and Owen pushed the button for the top floor.

      “What happened to Sherman’s little boy?” asked Lizzy.

      “Eczema. Quite common in young children.”

      She smiled. “You’ve been chatting with Sherman?”

      Owen shrugged. “Not much else to do.”

      It was true—they were all going a little stir-crazy. “Sherman must wonder what’s going on in Andy’s apartment these days, with all the extra people staying there.”

      Owen laughed. “I’m sure we’re in violation of some condition of his lease, but I imagine Sherman doesn’t care as long as we’re not causing trouble for other tenants.”

      “And as long as you’re helping him out with his little boy.”

      “Never thought of it that way, but I guess it can’t hurt.”

      The elevator doors dinged open, and they followed a short hallway to Andy’s apartment. They entered, and Lizzy heard voices coming from the kitchen.

      “I could have gotten it myself—I just went to look for a step stool.” Ruby, remonstrating.

      “I don’t have a step stool—I can reach everything in my apartment.” Andy, irritated.

      They found Ruby and Andy standing next to an open cabinet door: Ruby’s fists on her hips; Andy, nearly a foot taller, holding a can of tomato sauce. The other hand, its middle fingers splinted, was pressed to his side.

      “What’s up?” asked Owen.

      “Nothing’s up,” said Andy.

      Ruby crossed her arms. “The younger Doctor McNally overexerted himself getting the tomato sauce off the top shelf.”

      “If I can’t get a damned can of tomato sauce off the damned shelf …” Andy’s voice trailed off, evidently uncertain how to complete the sentence. “Anyhow,” he handed the can to Ruby with exaggerated gallantry, “there’s your sauce.”

      Ruby took the can. “Thank you,” she said frostily.

      “Are you okay?” Owen asked Andy.

      Andy pulled out one of the stools from the kitchen island and sat, trying to disguise a wince. “I’m fine.”

      “Did you⁠—?”

      “I said I’m fine.”

      An uneasy silence fell over the kitchen.

      After a few moments, Andy pushed himself to his feet. “I’m going to lie down for a few minutes.”

      He left the kitchen, and his steps receded down the hall to the bedroom. Lizzy, Owen, and Ruby had at least prevailed on Andy to sleep in his own bed rather than ceding it to one of them. A moment later, the bedroom door closed—a little more firmly than was necessary.

      “I shouldn’t have let him get the can down for me,” Ruby muttered. “I knew it might pull at the stitches.”

      It had been two weeks since Andy and Lizzy had escaped from the compound, but a Band-Aid still covered the cut over one of his eyes, and both eyes were still surrounded by a yellowish tinge, a reminder of his broken nose. The wince was probably from the gunshot wound in his side … or maybe from the two fingers that Lucas’s men had dislocated as a warning to Lizzy.

      But his physical condition was less worrying than his mental state. Lizzy had spoken to Andy on the phone just before Lucas’s men kidnapped him and took him to the compound, and he had been his normal, cheerful, teasing self. When he regained consciousness after the operation to repair the wound in his side, he had been sullen and short-tempered, snapping at even the prettiest nurses and doctors.

      When he had been discharged and returned home—the close quarters in his apartment not improving his mood—he had been the most adamant objector to Lizzy’s proposal that she go to Baltimore to look for Philip.

      “He’s the reason we’re in this boat,” Andy had said.

      “Actually, Andy, I’m the reason we’re in this boat.” Lizzy resisted adding that Philip was the person who had arranged to get Andy to the helipad and was probably the reason Chapel had ordered his men to stop firing at the helicopter that had flown her and Andy to safety.

      Andy and Philip’s relationship had always been strained. Andy hadn’t approved of Lizzy sharing living quarters with Philip back in Sedona—this despite the fact that Philip’s girlfriend, Olivia, was a frequent visitor to the apartment—and Philip had resented Andy’s lack of trust. More significantly, it had been a request from Philip that had led to Lizzy being kidnapped by Tobe Hanrick, and that had ended in the deadly showdown in Oak Creek Canyon.

      “If he was thinking about how his disappearance was worrying you,” Andy grumbled, “he would have found a way to get in touch with you by now.”

      That was the thought that kept Lizzy awake at night: the gnawing dread that Philip hadn’t gotten in touch with her because he was dead … or worse.

      And, scraping at the corners of her mind, the corrosive fear that perhaps she was being naive about Philip’s true allegiance.

      Lizzy turned to Ruby and Owen. “I know Andy’s not fine,” she whispered, her voice tight with emotion, “but do you think he’s okay?”

      Owen sighed. “He just needs some time.” Then added, almost to himself, “At least I hope that’s all he needs.”

      They were silent for a few moments, then Ruby roused herself. “Well, dinner isn’t going to make itself.” She got a can opener out of a drawer, snapped it onto the can of sauce, and began twisting the handle with what seemed like unnecessary vigor.

      Owen opened the fridge and removed a beer. “Want anything, Pumpkin?”

      “Maybe some iced tea,” she said.

      When Owen had poured her a glass, Lizzy briefly thought of settling down in her sleeping quarters—an air mattress in the living room, next to where Ruby slept on the couch—then decided she’d hang out on the condo’s balcony until the mood lightened.

      Four people in the condo really wasn’t practical, and she had allowed her three apartment-mates to believe that she was staying there because of the possible impact on Philip of her doing anything else. In fact, her primary reason for staying as long as she had was that she felt a responsibility to do what she could to keep Owen, Andy, and Ruby safe. After all, she was equipped with a weapon—the squeeze—that they didn’t have.

      However, despite Andy’s mood, he was in much better physical shape now than when he had first come home from the hospital, and although Owen wasn’t a natural bodyguard, Lizzy knew from personal experience that Ruby was.

      Lizzy couldn’t just keep hanging around Philly hoping that Philip would get in touch. She needed to go looking for him. Baltimore was the most likely place for him to have ended up, assuming he had left the compound. She’d go there and see what she could find out.

      And maybe on the way she’d make a side trip to Bethesda, where Philip’s girlfriend Olivia was on temporary assignment with the Bureau of Indian Affairs, and see how she was doing.

      She got out her phone and dialed Olivia’s cell phone number. The call went to voicemail, so she tried Olivia’s work number at a D.C.-area office of the BIA.

      That call rang to a recorded message: “The person you are calling is no longer available at this number.”

      No longer available? Olivia had barely started her job at the BIA—where could she be?

      Her heart pounding, Lizzy redialed Olivia’s cell number—still no answer—and continued redialing it every couple of minutes.

      Olivia picked up on the fourth try.

      “What’s up?” asked Olivia, her voice hovering between irritation and concern. “Are you okay?”

      Lizzy could hear what sounded like restaurant noise in the background. “I’m okay. Are you okay? I called your office, and the message said it wasn’t your number anymore.”

      “Yeah, I’m not working there anymore. But you called me four times in the last ten minutes. You’re saying nothing’s wrong at your end?”

      Lizzy laughed sheepishly. “Sorry, I sort of panicked when I heard the message. I was just calling to tell you that I’m going to Baltimore to look for Philip, and I thought I might swing by Bethesda—maybe we could grab lunch.”

      “You don’t need to come to Baltimore,” said Olivia. “I’m here.” Then she called out, voice aimed away from the phone, “One minute—I’ll be right there!”

      “You’re in Baltimore?” asked Lizzy, surprised. “How long have you been there?”

      “About a week. I decided I couldn’t just stay in Bethesda waiting for some message from Philip.”

      Lizzy felt a pang of guilt—wasn’t waiting for some message from Philip exactly what she had been doing? “What have you been doing in Baltimore?”

      Olivia’s voice aimed away from the phone again. “Just one more minute!”

      Lizzy heard footsteps on a wood floor, then background noise that suggested Olivia had stepped outside.

      “I drove by Billy Chapel’s house in Owings Mills a couple of times,” said Olivia. “Or, to be more precise, I drove by the property. I looked it up online … the lot is almost sixteen acres. You can’t even see the house from the road. A wall runs along the road, and there’s a gate at the driveway. There’s always someone at the gate—someone dressed like a gardener, but I suspect it’s one of Chapel’s goons. There are cameras at the gate, and I think I saw a couple of cameras along the wall as well, so I don’t want to drive by it too often. And it wouldn’t do any good anyway—there’s nothing to see. Unless Chapel assigns Philip as gate guard.” She tried for a laugh, but it was clear her heart wasn’t in it. She cleared her throat, then continued. “Billy also spends a lot of time at the restaurant he owns in Baltimore—it’s called Charm City Diner—and at least it’s less guarded and more visible.” Olivia paused, then continued, “I figured I couldn’t just hang around watching who came in and out of the restaurant, so I got a job at a coffee shop across the street. That’s where I am now.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Barista. Server.”

      “You got a job waiting tables? What about the BIA job?”

      “I left it. I figured if I was working that job during the day and spending only a couple of hours in Baltimore in the evenings, it was that much less likely that I’d see Philip.”

      Olivia had been working at the Bureau of Indian Affairs providing legal support for her fellow Native Americans back in her home state of Arizona. She had said more than once that she felt she had done more good in her short time at the BIA than she had in years back home. “Olivia, that’s awful—I know you loved that job.”

      “I did feel bad leaving them short-handed,” Olivia said. Then, with another apparent attempt to lighten the mood, she added, “I waited tables in law school, so at least I’m getting to tap into some past experience.”

      “I can’t believe you’ve been doing this all on your own! I can help⁠—”

      “It’s really not necessary. I don’t think you coming here is going to make much difference.”

      Lizzy heard a voice in the background—the speaker must have popped their head out the door—“Olivia, there’s a line at the counter.”

      “Lizzy, I’ve really got to go,” said Olivia. “But the chances that Philip is going to be out and about are almost nil, and we don’t need more than one person wasting their time—” Her voice caught, and she cleared her throat. “Also, it wouldn’t do Philip any good if Chapel saw you and recognized you from the compound.”

      “I got my hair cut. I can wear glasses. I can stay out of sight. Plus, if I was there, you could go back to your job.”

      “That’s not an option. It was a temporary assignment. It didn’t come with vacation time or leave. And I can’t just go back to Arizona without knowing what happened to Philip … and helping him out if I can.”

      “Well, I can’t stay in Philadelphia for the same reason. I’m coming to Baltimore, and we can decide how I can be most helpful.”

      Olivia sighed. “Okay, fine. We can talk about a plan when you get here.”
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      It was late morning, and Philip lay on his bed, boots off, ankles crossed, fingers interlaced behind his head. His choice was lying on his bed or sitting on it, since the room had no chairs. He shared the room with Donny, the man he had watched beat Lucas, Theo Viklund’s head of security, almost to death. Philip assumed the room was not Donny’s regular quarters, and that Donny had been put there to keep an eye on him.

      When they had first arrived in the room, the only furniture other than the two twin beds was a single dresser.

      “You take the bottom drawer, Tonto,” Donny said.

      Philip couldn’t have cared less which drawer he took to store the two changes of clothes he had been issued, but if the dynamics among the men who worked for Chapel were anything like the dynamics of men serving time in prison, he couldn’t let that stand. He hoped that the prison rule also applied that whatever happened outside the view of the guards was the business of the inmates, not the warden—the warden in this case being Billy Chapel.

      “Like hell,” Philip said. “Take the bottom drawer yourself, Donny.”

      That exchange has resulted in a bruised jaw for Philip and a bloody nose for Donny. It might have escalated further if Billy’s lieutenant, Tony, hadn’t arrived and told them to knock it the fuck off.

      It was the most fun Philip had had since being escorted into Billy Chapel’s suite back at the compound.

      It was the only fun he had had.

      Tony made them carry the dresser down to the basement and told them to store their clothes under their beds. With not only no dresser but no phone, no books, no music, no TV—not even a view, because the one window was painted shut and the glass was frosted—Philip passed the time lying on the bed and sorting through his options.

      There were always members of Billy’s posse around, indoors and out. Having seen what had happened to Lucas, he knew that any escape attempt resulting in him being brought back alive would be worse than him being killed. But even if Philip could figure out how to get away, Billy could take his revenge elsewhere. Billy had encountered Andy McNally at the compound, and as a physician and surgeon, McNally must have an extensive professional presence online. It couldn’t be that hard to find out where he lived, and from that find Owen McNally and even Ruby DiMano. Maybe even Lizzy.

      No, escape wasn’t feasible—at least not without a better plan to protect Lizzy and her allies.

      It would be easier to strategize if he had any idea what Billy intended to do with him. He’d love to know if Billy’s claim that he was keeping Philip around based on a glowing recommendation from Billy’s late business partner, Theo Viklund, was
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