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				CHAPTER 1

			

			WHEN ELLIE BATISTA turned the patrol car onto Montclair, a quiet street in Los Angeles’s Brentwood neighborhood, she spotted a big Secret Service–looking dude in slick mirrored sunglasses and a black suit ushering a boy dressed up in prep school clothing to a Chevy Suburban with tinted windows parked at the top of the driveway of a spacious, contemporary ranch house. The guy holding open the SUV’s back door was bigger and taller than his partner, but the thing Ellie noticed right away was how both men were looking around like a sniper was lurking somewhere nearby, in this neighborhood where the greatest danger was living next to someone who hadn’t paid their parking tickets.

			Ellie was close enough now to see the anxiety on the kid’s face. She hit the lights but not the siren. Her partner looked up from his smartphone, saw her shooting up the driveway, and rolled his eyes.

			“No,” Danny said. “No, we are not doing this again.”

			“Relax, Pops. I’ll take care of everything.”

			Ellie parked at an angle so the SUV couldn’t escape—at least down the driveway. She couldn’t see the driver—the SUV’s windows were tinted, almost black—but if there was someone behind the wheel, he might decide to make a break for it, tear across the lawn.

			Danny sighed as he unsnapped the holster of his sidearm. “You’re doing all the paperwork—and you’re picking up lunch.”

			“Where?”

			“Jimmy J’s taco truck.”

			“The place where you got food poisoning?”

			“I think it was a stomach bug.”

			“Still,” she said.

			“That’s the deal. What’s it going to be?”

			“Your funeral,” she said, opening the door.

			At five feet eight, Ellie was tall for a woman. The guy holding open the SUV’s back door stood six feet six and weighed probably close to three bills. He looked, Ellie thought, like vanilla pudding poured into a cheap suit. He had a tiny pug nose and small hands for a man so large, but there was no doubt in her mind that he could swat her away like a fly.

			The driver had rolled down the windows. He knew the drill, and he rested his hands on top of the steering wheel.

			“IDs and permits,” Ellie said.

			Vanilla Pudding sighed. “We’ve been stopped three times by you people just this past week alone. You’re seriously screwing with our, you know, productivity.”

			Ellie looked to the driver. “Sir, please cut the engine and step outside.” Then, to the group: “Put your hands on top of the car roof so I can see ’em.”

			As Danny frisked them, taking their licenses, gun permits, and handguns, Ellie studied the boy from behind her sunglasses. He looked to be eleven, maybe even as old as thirteen, and had a sweaty pie-shaped face and stringy blond hair, and there were dark circles under his eyes. He kept swallowing nervously and his eyes skittered across the ground in front of him as if it contained hidden land mines.

			Carrier, Ellie thought. Had to be, given all the security. If this kid had the gene, he was worth big money. The rule of thumb in the blood world was the younger the carrier, the more potent their blood, the more he or she was worth. Blood didn’t discriminate. Boy or girl, black or white, mentally challenged or potential Mensa candidate, a single child could be worth several million dollars over the course of his or her life—unless the kid was drained and dumped, the blood sold for quick cash. That seemed to be the norm these days, at least here in California, with everyone looking to make a quick buck.

			“What’s your name?” Ellie asked the boy.

			“Christopher.”

			“Christopher what?”

			“Christopher Palmer.”

			“Nice to meet you. Do you know these men?”

			The boy nodded. He wore dark gray pants with loafers and a navy blue suit jacket with a school crest on the lapel, over a white shirt with a red tie. Prep school kid, lots of money.

			“I need to hear you say it,” she said.

			“I know them.”

			“Are you in danger?”

			“From what?”

			“From anything. Are you a carrier?”

			Vanilla Pudding, standing with his hands splayed on top of the SUV’s roof, turned his head and spoke over his shoulder. “Don’t answer that, Christopher.” Then, to Ellie: “Look, kid’s already late for school, and we’ve got to get him there before noon. He’s got a big test today he can’t miss.”

			“I’m not through with my questions.”

			“All due respect, Officer, what you’re doing, LAPD—it’s harassment.”

			“So, if I’m hearing you correctly, sir, you don’t want to cooperate.”

			“How about you take our licenses and gun permits, our weapons, do the background checks, whatever, while you follow us to his school? We drop him off, and then we can play question and answer for as long as you want. I’ll give you the numbers for his parents, too. You can call them along the way, make sure everything’s copacetic.”

			“Give me the numbers.”

			The parents’ names were Cynthia and Francis Palmer. After she wrote down the numbers, she showed them to the boy. “Are these your parents’ phone numbers?”

			“Yes,” he replied. “Can I sit in the car, please? It’s really hot out.”

			Ellie opened the back door for him. Then she looked at Vanilla Pudding and said, “Lead the way.”

			Danny took over driving duty so she could work the laptop installed in the car. As she checked the licenses and permits, she thought about the steroid-laced goons playing rent-a-cop and wondered if someone, maybe even a group of people, was watching the boy right now, shadowing his movements and working on a plan to abduct him. She doubted anything would happen on the way to school, but something might go down at the school. Last month, a group of masked men armed with assault rifles stormed their way into a fancy private high school in Van Nuys to abduct a pair of teenagers who carried the blood gene. The gunmen were killed, along with two students and six school employees. There was a lot of talk in the state about teachers arming themselves.

			The bodyguards checked out. Their gun permits all checked out. Ellie called the numbers Vanilla Pudding, whose name was Trevor Daley, had given her. She got the boy’s mother on the phone, but the woman refused to answer any questions until Ellie gave her own personal information.

			Ellie didn’t blame her. Families of carriers had to worry about people posing as police and federal agents. You couldn’t trust anyone these days. Anyone.

			When the boy’s mother called back fifteen minutes later, she seemed more relaxed. Ellie asked the woman a series of personal questions, comparing her answers with the information listed on the computer screen. Everything seemed to be in order.

			St. Devon’s Academy looked more like a maximum-security prison facility than a private school. Its sleek modern buildings sat behind tall concrete walls that had barbed wire installed along the tops. Almost all schools these days had fences or walls, but this was the first one she’d seen that had its own guard tower. Seeing a guy armed with a high-powered rifle and a scope looming above a bunch of little kids kicking around a soccer ball or just hanging out, acting like this was all normal, made her heart sink.

			When it came to carriers, the police were subject to the same checks as ordinary citizens. Ellie and Danny had to wait several minutes while two men armed with assault rifles checked and rechecked their IDs. Forms were signed, fingerprints scanned, and after the gate was unlocked, Danny pulled up against the curb of what appeared to be the main building. Another pair of armed men guarded the door. Others were stationed at various checkpoints and roamed the perimeter and parking lot.

			Vanilla Pudding pulled up behind them. Ellie got out and again asked the boy if he felt safe. He assured her that he did, and off he went to the front door to submit his hand to the portable fingerprint scanner one of the guards was holding.

			“You happy with your job?” Vanilla Pudding asked.

			“Is anyone?”

			Vanilla Pudding smiled. He had tiny, baby teeth. “Reason I’m asking is, my company has a lot of clients who are young girls. They’d feel more comfortable in the presence of a woman.” He reached into his coat and came back with a business card. “If you want to make some real money, with real health benefits, call me.”

			Ellie thanked him, handed him back his documentation and weapons, and headed back to the patrol car.

			“Your stop-and-frisk routine back at the house,” Danny said as they drove away. “You mind telling me what that was about?”

			Ellie shrugged. “We saw something, so we stopped.”

			“We?”

			“The kid looked scared shitless, so I decided to check it out.”

			Danny’s gaze cut to her; he wanted, she knew, to call bullshit. And he’d have been right, of course.

			Ellie had been a patrolwoman for a little over a year, but her real goal—her future—lay in the LAPD’s newly formed Blood Crimes Unit. Admittance was extremely competitive—only the best and brightest. She considered herself reasonably intelligent, knew she was a hard worker, and, for the most part, had good people skills. What she had going against her was lack of investigative experience—and BCU looked for two years minimum, even for lowly data analyst positions.

			The way she figured it, the more information she could collect on the blood world during her stop-and-frisk routines, as Danny called them, the more knowledge she would accumulate, and the more attractive she’d look when she reapplied to the BCU.

			There was another, more personal reason she didn’t want to get into it with Danny—with anyone.

			Ellie was about to change the subject when Danny, thankfully, did it for her. “You ever wonder what it’s like?” he asked.

			“Being a carrier?”

			“Getting an infusion.”

			Ellie shrugged. “Don’t really see the point.”

			“You can say that ’cause you’re young and good-looking. How old are you, again? Twenty-four?”

			“Twenty-six, which is a whole two decades younger than you, Gramps.”

			“Yeah, wait until you hit middle age. Your body starts changing without your permission. Everything begins to wrinkle and sag, and everything hurts. It’s depressing as hell.” Danny sighed. “You do know this is one massive government conspiracy, right?”

			Ellie drew a slow, deep breath through her nose as she shifted in her seat.

			“No,” he said. “No, don’t give me that look. I’m not some conspiracy nut. Carrier blood is a real thing. It’s a fact. It’s got that circulating protein there, that enzyme called eNAMPT that makes cells produce these unbelievable amounts of energy, which is why carriers look like they don’t age, why they seem to be able to fight off disease. I mean, that’s a legitimate medical thing, right?”

			Ellie sighed. “Yes.”

			“Okay, and we also know a full-body transfusion of carrier blood alone doesn’t erase wrinkles and burn belly fat and increase muscle tone and all that other wonderful stuff—which is why, back in the day, scientists and biohackers started experimenting with carrier blood mixed with other medications. They found one that worked, that chemo pill that’s now off the market because it’s supposedly carcinogenic, Vira-something.”

			“Viramab.”

			Danny snapped his fingers. “That’s the one. So, all these megawealthy one-percenter types start flocking to these holistic centers that are springing up like warts all over the East and West coasts, and they’re paying mucho dinero to get these carrier transfusions mixed with Viramab, and, voilà, the shit actually works.”

			Everything Danny had said so far was 100 percent true. Now here comes the crazy curveball.

			“This goes on for about a year,” Danny said, “and then suddenly the government shuts everything down because people getting these transfusions allegedly die from them.”

			“Allegedly?” Ellie chuckled, saw that he was dead serious. “Danny, people actually died. They were on the front pages of major news sites. Their immune systems eventually broke down—”

			“That’s what the government wants you to believe.”

			“You’re saying that all those well-known actors and actresses and titans of industry and rich folks from all over the world who died from these blood transfusions were targeted by the CIA or some such bullshit? Please don’t tell me you believe that.”

			“I’m talking about the Illuminati.”

			“Okay, we’re done here.”

			“You read that article last week in the Times, the one about Senator Baker from Ohio? Guy was showing early signs of dementia, right? People were urging him to retire. Now the dementia’s gone—”

			“According to an anonymous source,” Ellie said. “There’s no direct proof—”

			“Oh, please. Pull up the side-by-side pictures. There’s no doubt he’s using carrier blood. And that’s my point. Wealthy people, people in power—you know they’re getting carrier blood from someone who has perfected the recipe. Could be an underground supplier, could be big pharma. Who knows? Point I’m trying to make here is that the law and rules of society only apply to common folk like you and me. The wealthy and the elite—these are the people who can get their hands on this stuff. These are the people who will continue to live and reproduce, and in time they’ll create a new world order.”

			Danny had a point. Not about the whole new-world-order bullshit, but the fact that the privileged and the elite had access to things that regular people didn’t. She wasn’t naïve about the way the life worked, especially when it came to crime—the one person with the best political connections and the best lawyer, sadly, had the chips stacked in their favor. But when it came to carrier blood and whatever chemical cocktail worked—if there actually was one—so much was still unknown because the whole process had all been driven underground, made illegal. Younger carriers had blood that was “fresher” and, it was believed, more powerful and longer lasting—which was why kids were being abducted in record numbers not only in California but across the country, imprisoned and forced to live out their lives like golden geese.

			At least that was the operating theory. No one had ever found or seen one of these mythical “blood farms,” as they had been dubbed by the media, so no one knew for sure if they existed. The blood world in LA consisted of two main factions: Armenian Power X was a cartel that, on the surface, seemed more organized than the second faction, the Mexicans, who seemed to favor draining and dumping carriers.

			“The blood I’d want to try,” Danny said, “is Pandora.”

			You and everyone else, Ellie thought.

			“Bye-bye, wrinkles and belly; hello, smoother and tighter skin, thicker hair, more muscle tone, and less body fat. But wait—there’s more! Order now, and we’ll throw in, free of charge, the most intense orgasms you will ever experience in your entire life.”

			“If Pandora actually exists,” Ellie said.

			“Blood Unit believes it does.”

			“But there’s no proof. No sample has ever been found, and no one has ever been caught using it. For all we know, we could be chasing a unicorn.”

			“There you go with we again.” Danny rolled his head to her and cracked a grin. “That’s what all this stop-and-frisk shit is all about, isn’t it? You’re doing a little R & D, hoping to find something, something big, so you can try to secure a spot on that unit.”

			Ellie smiled. “Look at you, playing detective. How cute.”

			“It’ll never happen.”

			“You becoming a detective?”

			“You working on the Blood Unit.”

			Ellie’s throat clenched. “That’s a real shitty thing to say.”

			“I’m just giving you the lay of the land. It’s not about how good or talented you are; it’s who you know and who you blow. You don’t strike me as the type who—”

			“Danny, look out!”

			The patrol car’s forward-collision warning system sounded. The vehicle automatically decelerated, Ellie’s attention locked on a black Labrador retriever that had darted into the road and, instead of running away, stopped and looked at them, its tail wagging.

			Danny swerved to the right. The Lab didn’t move, and Ellie let out a small cry when she heard and felt the front-left corner of the fender hit the dog, the yelp it let out freezing her heart.

			Ellie was already out of the car before it came to a stop. She got down on one knee beside the dog and Danny remained behind the wheel, blinking in shock, Ellie knowing he was thinking about his Bernese mountain dog, Mickey. The dog had been the most loving thing during the final months of his marriage—his anchor, he had admitted to her more than once.

			“Danny!”

			He threw open the door, his gut brushing against the steering wheel as he got out. The dog lay on its side, shaking and panting, its eyes closed against the bright sun. Danny looked like he was going to pass out.

			“Didn’t break any bones, as far as I can tell, and I don’t see any cuts,” Ellie told him. The Lab flapped its tail in agreement, then stopped when Ellie started rubbing its soft pink belly. “Probably just whacked Sasha here with the fender.”

			Danny let loose the caged breath he’d been holding. “Sasha?”

			“Dog’s name, according to the tag on his collar.”

			The dog had several tags. Ellie was focused on the one shaped like a red fire hydrant. SASHA was etched on the front, along with a phone number and an address right here in Brentwood.

			Ellie held the tag along its side. “Take a look at this,” she said, and flipped the tag over so Danny could see the words someone had written in black marker, beneath a bloody fingerprint:

			
				Help Us.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

			

			ELLIE BAGGED THE dog collar just in case this turned into something—and it had to be something; it was too bizarre not to be something. Afterward she placed the dog in the backseat, Sasha wagging her tail, the memory of being hit already forgotten. Ellie slid into the passenger seat, got on the horn to dispatch, and worked the laptop while Danny drove to the address printed on the dog tag.

			One twenty-three Bleeker was a lot like the typical Mediterranean-style houses popular in affluent Los Angeles neighborhoods: a low-pitched red-tile roof with stucco siding and arched windows and wrought iron balconies. There was a fountain in the front, and the grounds were meticulously maintained—no doubt thanks to the abundant and cheap migrant labor.

			A driveway wrapped around the front of the house. By the time they had pulled in and parked, Ellie had some background info on the home’s current owners. She showed Danny the license pictures on the laptop’s screen.

			Louis Vargas was fifty-nine and wore every second of it on his face: dark circles under his eyes; jowly, wrinkled, and saggy skin. Sophia Vargas was fifteen years his junior but could have passed easily for late thirties: perfect complexion, black hair, and lovely dark eyes. No criminal record, either one of them. No traffic tickets or violations or citations. No children. No report of a missing dog.

			Danny left the engine running. Before he got out, he cranked the AC up to its highest setting, since the dog would be staying in the back for the time being. Ellie slipped on her sunglasses, a pair of Ray-Ban Caravans, and followed Danny to the front door, a big ornate slab carved from oak. He rang the doorbell.

			No one answered the door. He tried the doorbell again, and got the same response. Danny was about to knock when they heard splashing coming from somewhere out back.

			“Let’s go check it out,” Danny said, and Ellie nodded.

			They discussed the approach as they moved back down the steps. Ellie walked around the left side of the house, Danny around the right.

			The fence was a custom job, made of redwood boards with a matching inset gate, the shrubbery incorporated into the fence. In the spaces between the boards, Ellie could see into the backyard. The surface of the swimming pool was still rippling from the person who had been in it: a tanned beanpole of a kid who couldn’t have been any older than sixteen. He had that surfer thing going on, and part of his long blond hair was tied up in a goofy man bun.

			He sat on the corner of a chaise longue, hunched forward, texting on his phone. Ellie didn’t see anyone else in the yard. She opened the gate and walked across the cobblestones, underneath a roofed area off the back of the house. Floor-to-ceiling windows looked onto a good part of the downstairs—what real estate agents called “open concept.” In the adjoining kitchen, a big cooler, its lid open, sat on top of a dining table. She didn’t see anyone inside the house, and she gave the all-clear signal to Danny, who was moving with his hand resting on the butt of the nine tucked in his hip holster, on the other side of the yard, twenty or so feet away from the kid.

			Then the kid looked up.

			Saw Ellie, but not Danny.

			Seeing one cop was enough. His body froze but his head swung across the pool, to the chaise longue sitting on the other side of the yard. The chaise was propped into a sitting position and faced the fence. Ellie couldn’t see who was sitting on it, just a woman’s tanned and slender arm hanging limply over the side, blood dripping from the fingers.

			Ellie pulled out her sidearm, about to make the approach when Danny waved her back. “Stay with the kid,” he said. “And keep an eye out.”

			Then, to the boy: “You. Keep your ass parked right where it is.”

			Danny lumbered across the area around the pool and stepped cautiously on the grass, eyes scanning the backyard. Ellie took up a vantage point near the corner of the pool; it offered her the best view of the kid, the inside of the house, and Danny.

			“Mrs. Vargas?” Danny called out.

			The woman didn’t answer. Didn’t move, either, Ellie noticed. Her gaze cut sideways, back to the house. The living room and adjoining kitchen were still empty—as far as she could tell. She thought about the two words written on the dog tag—Help Us—and wondered who was inside the house. Wondered if she was being watched.

			Danny moved across the lawn, taking bigger steps. Ellie thought she saw the woman’s arm twitch.

			“Mrs. Vargas?” Danny called again. “LAPD.”

			Still no answer, and that set something off in Ellie—an uneasiness that made her move into the backyard so she could get a better look at the woman lying on the chaise longue.

			Ellie had seen a lot of messed-up shit during her short time as a patrolwoman. What she was witnessing right now immediately shot to the number one slot: Sophia Vargas—and it was her, no question, the woman an identical match with her driver’s license photo—wearing a pair of earbuds, her eyes closed and her mouth open and her right hand, buried underneath the tight fabric of her black bikini bottom, moving up and down, up and down, like she was trying to coax a genie out of its bottle.

			When Danny’s shadow passed over the woman’s face, she opened her eyes. She saw the blue uniform and swallowed—not in embarrassment but in pleasure.

			“Wait,” she said to him. “I’m almost there.”

			Ellie watched, thunderstruck. She could see the still-fresh IV puncture wound in the crook of her arm, the wound bleeding, she was sure, from a recent transfusion.

			“Ma’am,” Danny said, “I need you to stop masturbating.”

			Sophia Vargas ignored him. She kept going, moving her finger even faster, trying to climax, not stopping or slowing down even when Danny leaned forward and yanked out her earbuds. Ellie had been told one of the side effects of blooding, at least in the initial hours after a transfusion, was a heightened sex drive, but she had never seen anything like this before.

			Sophia Vargas arched her back. Her limbs stiffened and she cried out in pleasure.

			Danny’s face was as red as an apple. He had to clear his throat before he could speak. “What happened to your arm?”

			The woman didn’t respond. She relaxed back against the chaise longue, trying to catch her breath.

			Again Ellie glanced at the house—all clear downstairs, from what she could see—and then she looked back at the kid, who was sitting with his forearms on his knees and acting like what was unfolding here in the backyard was no big deal. Like he couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about. He was way too young to administer a transfusion all by himself, but had he assisted someone? Was that person, maybe even group of people, hunkered down inside the house at this very moment?

			Ellie had never heard of blooding being performed in someone’s home, but then again, this was Los Angeles, where if you were rich enough and willing to pay the price you could get anything you wanted, anytime.

			“What happened to your arm, Mrs. Vargas?” Danny asked again.

			“I gave blood,” the woman replied between breaths. “This morning.”

			“Where?”

			She licked her lips. Smiled. “One of those Red Cross mobile things.”

			Bullshit, Ellie wanted to say. And why was Danny bothering with the whole Q & A dance? He had more than enough probable cause to arrest the woman on suspicion of receiving carrier blood.

			The sliding back door slammed open. Ellie turned, saw a shirtless guy step out. He was tall and jacked with muscle, his chest and arms exploding with all kinds of shitty, colorful tattoos, like a box of crayons had vomited on him. The largest and oddest one was on his left shoulder: a gingerbread man with a bloody knife clamped between its sharklike teeth. He was a redhead—skin so pale it didn’t tan, freckles, and blondish red hair that had been shaved into a military-type crew cut.

			Despite his intimidating build, Ellie didn’t feel threatened; his hands were empty, and she didn’t see a weapon in his shorts pockets. He was smiling, too, but there was absolutely nothing pleasant about it.

			“Something wrong, Officers?” Gingerbread Man asked, his tone casual and relaxed, like he was receiving guests at a party. He didn’t wait for an answer, didn’t even give their presence a second thought; he walked away from them, to his right, heading toward a custom-made barbecue island.

			Ellie was scanning the island surfaces, looking for a weapon, when Danny said, “Sir, I’m ordering you to stop right where you are and—”

			Gingerbread Man lurched forward, had his hand on the grill handle when the kid, who had been staring sullenly at his feet the whole time, reached into the canvas bag beside him.

			“Stop! Hands in the air!” Ellie shouted, just as the kid came out with an Uzi, the submachine gun looking way too big in his small hand.

			“Down!” Ellie screamed, locked in the Weaver stance, like she’d been trained. Only this wasn’t a training exercise; this was real and this was happening and her career and life were hanging on whatever she did next. “Put the gun down now!”

			But the kid wasn’t listening, and Gingerbread Man had flipped open the wide hood of the grill, revealing the AR-15 lying underneath. Two targets, both armed, spread across the area, a civilian and her partner in the middle. No good options.

			She fired a warning shot at the kid, the round going high above his head.

			“Drop it!” she screamed. “Don’t make me—”

			But the words fell on deaf ears. The kid had the gun up and the safety off.

			Ellie dropped to the ground, behind a waist-high wall made of blue-gray stone. The first rounds ricocheted off the stone and then more rounds cut across the grass behind her. She was trapped and she knew she had to deal with this; it was happening; it was full-on; she was in a gunfight, her first. She had to put both the kid and Gingerbread Man down. That was her only option. She said a quick prayer, begging God to keep her safe, and when she came up with her weapon, the backyard erupting in a hailstorm of bullets, she saw several rounds tearing into Danny’s chest.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 3

			

			SEBASTIAN NEVER MET with his blood clients. Keeping his identity secret was paramount for his continued success, and besides, he had people for that. Still, he wouldn’t have minded saying a quick hello to the beautiful Italian woman in treatment room number 3, an actress he remembered fondly from his teenage years. Her name was Isabella Flores, and she had starred in a string of critically panned but monstrously successful action movies in which she played a demon hunter named Mistress Knight, who, with an old-fashioned .357 Magnum loaded with special bullets crafted by Lucifer himself, ran around at night collecting souls that had somehow managed to escape from hell. She had starred in the first nine films before committing the one cardinal sin Hollywood could never forgive, under any circumstances: she had gotten old.

			Her real age, Sebastian had learned, was sixty-two, although her Wikipedia profile had it listed as fifty—and she could easily pass for fifty, maybe even for late forties. Based on what he could see, she didn’t appear to have had cosmetic work done, which didn’t come as much of a surprise. She filled out the black V-neck hospital smock and matching pants quite nicely, still had the thick black hair, perfect jawline, full lips, and fiery green eyes that had made her People magazine’s Most Beautiful Whatever for several years running, even when she turned forty-two. Well, fifty-four, in all honesty.

			Sebastian stood on the other side of the one-way mirror, drinking his coffee and watching her pace across the room, this woman who had played the starring role in many of his teenage masturbatory fantasies. He didn’t normally hang around this long, evaluating his clients; he didn’t have time for that, had a number of other places he was actively needed. The reason he was watching her had more to do with the fact that she reminded him of a woman he had dated a long time ago and still remembered fondly. Perhaps too fondly, he thought. Ava Martinez. She had been the great love of his life.

			Still was, really.

			His business partner, and the owner of the dermatology and laser center, Dr. Maya Dawson, entered the hidden chamber off her private office. Her expression was stern—always was, reminding him of the Catholic nuns from his youth, dour-faced, humorless women. She didn’t dress like one, though—nuns didn’t favor Armani business wear—and what he enjoyed about this petite middle-aged woman with brown eyes and a maternal-looking bob hairstyle was the sense of comfort and serenity she radiated, Maya the kind of person who could solve all your problems. Nothing ever seemed to rattle her.

			But something had rattled her this morning. He could see it in her face, the way she folded her hands behind her back and straightened, as if bracing for an argument.

			“Good,” she said. “You’re still here.”

			Sebastian always showed up on transfusion days. His clients paid a ridiculous premium for his product and he wanted to make sure everything ran smoothly. It was more out of habit now than necessity. He rarely encountered a problem, because he ran a tight operation but also because he chose his people well.

			“Why isn’t she sedated?” Sebastian asked, nodding to Isabella Flores.

			“She is,” Dawson replied wearily. “That’s her, sedated.”

			That took Sebastian by surprise. When clients were picked up at their homes, before dawn, they were given anesthetic injections. Once they were out, they were loaded into a van and transported here, where they would be brought out of sedation and given breakfast before the transfusion, which took the better part of the day. They’d spend the night, the staff monitoring for any side effects, and once Dawson pronounced them good to go, they would be sedated again, loaded back into the van, and driven home, where they would wake up in their own beds, having no idea where they’d been. Phones and other electronic devices were left at home, and the clients were given special clothing to wear on the morning of their transfusion, Sebastian always concerned about an undercover cop or Fed posing as a client, wearing a hidden camera, microphone, or tracking device inside a belt or a button, the sole of a shoe. It had happened to his main competitors, the Armenians, too many times.

			Right now Isabella Flores should have been acting like the other two clients: mellow or half-asleep and lounging in the surgical chair, mindlessly watching TV or listening to music as they waited for their transfusion to begin. Instead, she was frantic, pacing rapidly back and forth.

			Dawson said, “She’s refusing the transfusion until she speaks to the man in charge—the one who runs the whole operation. The gangster, not the doctor.”

			“The gangster?”

			“Her words.”

			“Why?”

			“Because she’s an actress and she’s crazy?” Dawson sighed as she took off her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “How would you like to handle this?”

			“I’ll talk to her.”

			Dawson blinked in surprise. “You never talk to the clients.”

			“This is her first time getting a transfusion. It’s probably just nerves.”

			“Or maybe she’s just another miserable narcissist who thinks the world revolves around her.”

			“There’s that.”

			Dawson shook her head. “Enjoy.”

			The click of Maya’s heels faded behind him as Sebastian took a seat in front of the console. Facing him was one-way glass looking into Isabella Flores’s room. It took him a moment to find the switch for the microphone. He didn’t worry about disguising his voice; the mike already did that.

			“Good morning, Miss Flores.”

			Isabella Flores started at his voice. She looked up at the ceiling speaker directly above her.

			“Can you hear me okay?” Sebastian asked. “Do I need to turn up the volume?”

			The woman stepped directly in front of the one-way and straightened and squared her shoulders, looking like she was about to climb inside a boxing ring and knock someone out with one punch. Sebastian caught a whiff of fear behind her pose—the fear of being a onetime insanely popular item now kicked to the discount aisle, reduced for quick clearance.

			“Tell me what’s troubling you,” Sebastian said.

			“Are you the person in charge?”

			“What’s the problem, Miss Flores?”

			“How dare you lock me inside here like a prisoner? Do you know who I am? How much I paid?” She glared at the one-way mirror—at him—demanding an answer.

			Sebastian had to shut down her attitude right now. He picked up the small microphone and leaned back in his chair, grinning. “I’ve got this recurring dream,” he told her. “It always starts out with me sitting at the head of this really fancy banquet table, right? All the food and booze I could possibly want, and there are—”

			“I don’t give a shit about your dream. What I want is—”

			“What you want, Miss Flores, is immaterial. What I want is all that matters, and what I want is for you to stop acting like a spoiled brat and to show some manners. A woman such as yourself should know better.” Sebastian paused, pleased when he saw some fight go out of her eyes—not a lot, just some. “Now, I was in the middle of telling you a story. An important story. May I continue?”

			She didn’t answer—although she clearly wanted to, her nostrils flaring, Sebastian watching as she swallowed her words. Sebastian continued.

			“Okay, so, the dream. Like I said, the banquet table is full of food and booze, and there are, I dunno, a dozen or more chairs around me, and they’re full of dead people. I’m not talking Hollywood dead, with makeup and good lighting; I’m talking real-life dead. Rotting flesh and missing limbs and eyes—everything. I don’t recognize a single one of these people, or any of the ones standing behind them, because their faces are, well, you know, gone. But I’ve got an idea of who some of them are because of the clothes they’re wearing. Can’t remember their names or why I killed them, yet most times I remember what they were wearing when they died. Does that make me crazy?”

			Isabella Flores didn’t answer. His story, which was 100 percent true, had taken a bite out of her self-absorption. He had her full attention. “The other crazy thing about the dream?” he said. “Flies and maggots everywhere. On the bodies, the food. I know it reeks to holy hell in there, but I can’t smell anything because it’s a dream. Have you?”

			“Have I what?”

			“Smelled a dead body?”

			She swallowed, indignant. “Why would you ask me such a horrible question?”

			“I’ve been around a lot of dead bodies, and it’s the single worst odor on the planet—the kind that hits you in the stomach like a fist. The only thing you want to do is to run from it, find a place to throw up. But in the dream? I just keep on eating like it’s no big deal.”

			Sebastian chuckled. “But that’s not the crazy part. That happens when I wake up. Every single time I do? I’m hungry. Not ‘Let’s go downstairs and grab a glass of milk’ hungry. I’m talking about eating-the-entire-contents-of-the-refrigerator hungry. Crazy, right?”

			Her eyes cut sideways, to the door.

			“Oh no,” he said. “No, no, no. This isn’t some shitty movie where you’re going to escape. No one’s coming to rescue you. This is real—this is happening—so I need you to focus, and answer my question.”

			“What question?”

			“About the dream. What do you think it means?”

			“I’m not a psychiatrist.”

			“You seem like a smart woman. Surely you have some insight.”

			“I don’t know,” she said, but this time her tone was softer, less hostile. She was ready to play ball.

			“But you’re smart enough to understand that being rude to me, my staff, acting ungrateful—such behavior isn’t exactly in your best interest. You’re here as my guest. If I were so inclined, I could let you starve to death, or if I were feeling more generous, I could simply make you disappear. Sure, there would be an investigation, but the fact of the matter is, nothing would come of it, because nobody knows where you are. You see my point?”

			Her lower lip trembled. “Yes.”

			“Anything else you’d like to say?”

			She nodded, chastened. “I’m sorry for my behavior.”

			“We’ll chalk it up to pre-transfusion jitters. This is your first one, correct?”

			“It is. How do I know I’m really getting Pandora and not some . . . imitation or substitute?”

			“Is that what’s making you nervous, Miss Flores?”

			“That and a few other questions I have.”

			Sebastian decided to indulge her. He had plenty of time until his next appointment, in Pacific Palisades, where he’d be showing a house. His real job—his cover—was in real estate.

			“How about you take a seat and I’ll answer every single question you have until you’re completely satisfied? How does that sound?”

			“Thank you. I appreciate it.”

			“Of course.”

			She sat on the side of the surgical chair, looking a bit cowed, and gripped the edge with both hands. Her arms trembled a bit and her knuckles were white.

			“Now, you asked about Pandora—specifically, how do you know whether or not you’re getting the real thing?” Sebastian said. “Great question—and one that we get asked a lot. The answer is, you don’t know. There is no FDA seal of approval or anything along those lines, for reasons I don’t have to explain to you.”

			“So I’ll just have to take your word for it.”

			“Yes.”

			“The medications you mix into your carrier blood—”

			“All perfectly legal, all perfectly safe.”

			“What are they?”

			Wouldn’t you like to know? Sebastian thought with a grin. People would have been surprised to discover that his winning formula consisted of a generic diabetes drug and a generic used to prevent organ rejection. Well, those and one special ingredient. Sebastian had the medications smuggled into the US from Canada and other countries so he wouldn’t raise suspicion with any of the federal watchdogs and agencies here in the US.

			“It’s my right to know what’s going into my body,” she said.

			“Think of me as Coca-Cola. I can’t give away my secret recipe.”

			“That’s not an answer.”

			“True, but it’s the only one you’re getting. I assure you the medications are safe, with few to no side effects.”

			His answer, he saw, did little to mollify her.

			“You don’t have to go ahead with this,” Sebastian said. “If you’d like to change—which is certainly your right—I will refund your money. But the rule is, once you say no, that’s it. You don’t get an invite back. And you waited a long, long time to get to this point.”

			“Almost two years,” she said, a bit indignant. Her attitude didn’t surprise him. A lot of powerful and famous women believed they should shoot up to the front of the line instead of waiting with the common folk.

			“Would you like to leave, Miss Flores? If so, please tell me now so I can make the proper arrangements.”

			“And the side effects?”

			“This wasn’t explained to you?”

			“It was. I just . . . I’d like to hear it again, one more time. If you don’t mind.”

			“Not at all. The transfusion will take more or less four hours. During that time, you will most likely experience intense hot flashes, possibly even chills—like a bad flu. Your vitals will be monitored, of course, and someone will be here to assist you the entire time. By the end of the day, you’ll feel tired. Worn-out. You’ll stay here tonight, as my guest, and tomorrow you’ll be examined and, as long as you don’t have any medical issues, released.”

			“What about blood moles?”

			“Not a single one of my clients has ever developed them, so you can put that out of your mind,” Sebastian said. It was true. Blood moles—tiny red sores that developed all over the body, in hivelike clusters, usually on the face and chest and inside the mouth, sinuses, and anus—had been the telltale sign of a major and deadly autoimmune disorder caused by a chemotherapy drug that was now off the market. Those early blood seekers who had wanted to look beautiful and extend their lives and thwart disease had their blood platelet counts drop so low, they were at risk of hemorrhaging. These people had to undergo, ironically, chemotherapy—massive “shock and awe” rounds to try to escape death.

			Most didn’t.

			Sebastian took a sip of his coffee. “What you will experience over the next few days is what many clients refer to as a rebirth. Your senses will feel as though they were, say, rebooted. Colors will seem particularly intense, as will tastes. You’ll be very sensitive to sounds and touch. Are you married?”

			“God no.”

			“Seeing anyone? Involved in a serious relationship? I ask because a good majority of my clients report heightened and sometimes intense sexual arousal during the first month. Nothing to be alarmed about, but we tell clients so they can inform their partner or partners. Clients who are single—we urge them not to put themselves in situations for the first month or so where they may engage in, say, sexual conduct that they may later regret.

			“Now,” Sebastian said, “the physical benefits—the tightening of skin and firmer muscle tone, thicker hair and more energy. Those will be noticeable in about fifteen days. Your sleep will improve, too. Of course, a lot of this depends on your lifestyle choices—exercise, diet, what have you. You smoke?”

			“No.”

			“Great. Booze?”

			“A glass of wine every now and then.”

			“Nothing wrong with that. We urge our clients to live healthy and active lives in order to gain the maximum benefits of Pandora. If you do that—and judging by how well you take care of yourself, I don’t see that as being a problem—then you can get your next treatment in, say, five or six months. If you start smoking or pounding back bottles of wine, if you develop some disease, then we urge clients to get quarterly transfusions.”

			“And if I decide not to get another transfusion?”

			“You will go through withdrawal. It will feel like the world’s worst flu. Not life-threatening, mind you, but extremely unpleasant. Do you have any other questions?”

			“The blood I’m getting . . .”

			“It’s the best on the market,” he said. “That’s why we have such a long waiting list. We harvest the blood on the morning of a transfusion so it’s fresh. No chemicals or preservatives.”

			“I want to know about the—you know, the donors.”

			“What would you like to know?”

			“You treat them well?”

			Sebastian had assumed her anxiety had to do with fear of dying or her fear of aging gracefully into a woman who was no longer admired for her radiant youth, beauty, and sexuality. Or, as Maya had suggested, maybe she was simply a narcissist. Sebastian didn’t peg her as the type to have a crisis of conscience.

			“The person giving you this blood,” he said, “did so willingly. Hand to God.”

			“But you treat them well?”

			“No,” he said. “I treat them very well.”

			She looked down at the floor, embarrassed.

			“I want to keep living my life,” she said.

			Sebastian sensed she had more to say. She did.

			“I have the most amazing life. I’m going to be taking a tour of Egypt next month—I’m dying to see the pyramids—and then I’m heading to France, where, God willing, I’ll meet a much younger man who will enjoy the company of a much older but hopefully still vibrant woman.”

			“He’ll be a lucky man, Ms. Flores.”

			“I’m completely shallow. That’s the only benefit of getting older—knowing who and what you really are. I miss being young and pretty because I’m deeply shallow, and I love young and pretty things.” Her gaze drifted back up to him, and she seemed incredibly vulnerable. “Does that make me an awful person?”

			“No,” he said. “Makes you human.”

			

			*   *   *

			Ava was still very much on his mind later that morning, for reasons he didn’t completely understand. He hadn’t seen her in a good ten or twelve years, and here he was showing a beachfront home in Pacific Palisades to a bony, blue-eyed blonde named Celine Marcus and thinking about Ava’s home, a modern architectural marvel of stone and glass that sat on half an acre in Hollywood Hills West, high above Sunset Boulevard. He wondered if she still lived there.

			When he had been released from prison, he would often drive through her neighborhood—first at night and then, when he felt braver, during the day. He eventually found places where he could safely spy on her using binoculars, watching her for long periods of time while she was inside her house or out in her backyard, gardening or enjoying the pool. Sometimes he would follow her as she ran errands, often with her daughter in tow. He never approached her, because what was the point? She had gotten married and had a kid while he was in prison. She had moved on without him.

			It had gone on for almost five years, his spying, this constant craving to punish himself for something that had been stolen from him—which, he would later learn, explained why he had turned from a heavy drinker into a full-blown alcoholic. Frank, his friend since childhood, stepped in, got him into a ninety-day detox and into AA. Frank knew about his obsession with Ava, and Sebastian eventually confessed it to the man who became his AA sponsor, and they both told him he was engaging in alcoholic behavior even though he was no longer drinking, that the only way to move forward was to stop moving backward, and that meant putting his past to rest—his prison sentence, the life taken from him, everything. It meant putting Ava behind him.

			And he did.

			Or at least he thought he had. So why was he thinking about her now? Why was he thinking back to the last time he’d seen her—not in person but through a pair of binoculars, something he had admitted to no one, including Frank, because he had known it would make him sound like a major-league pervert even though he had never watched her get undressed. That would be wrong. Watching was never about sex. Watching her was about—

			“I love the way the natural light fills the room,” Celine Marcus said, her voice echoing in the cool, cavernous space. The current owners had been forced to unload all the furniture in the house in a fire sale. “So beautiful and peaceful.”

			“Absolutely.”

			Celine turned to the picture windows overlooking the backyard, with its pool and private spa, the thick lawn and the covered patio with its ample alfresco dining space. Sebastian turned his thoughts back to the last night he’d seen Ava. He had watched her getting ready for bed, coming out of her bathroom, her hair still damp from the shower. She wore a pair of gray boy shorts and a matching tank top, her Colombian skin dark with a summer tan, her curves still there but firm with muscle. She slid into the king-sized bed she shared with her husband—the bed empty a lot, he saw, her husband, some sort of hedge fund douchebag, out entertaining clients most nights—and Sebastian thought, I should be lying there next to her. He would have had that life with her if the judge hadn’t sent him off to prison for beating someone to death—even though it was self-defense and an accident.

			“The architecture,” Celine said, “is beautiful.”

			Ava had visited him every Saturday the first two months and then stopped when she got into a bad car accident that broke her leg and injured her spine. Prison didn’t allow him access to a phone, unless he was contacting his lawyer, and he couldn’t use email, but it did allow good, ol’-fashioned snail mail, and she wrote to him—long letters at first, then, by the end of his fourth month, short and vague notes featuring highlights from her life, the sort of thing you wrote to a long-distance aunt or cousin out of obligation. Five months into his life sentence the letters had reduced to a trickle, and then they stopped. No more visits, either.

			His mother visited him, though, every Saturday, until the bone cancer progressed. Frank brought his mother up every Saturday. Frank continued to visit him when his mother no longer could. Frank was the one who had told him that Ava had moved in with another man. Told her she had gotten married. Was pregnant.

			His phone vibrated once; he’d received a text.

			It was from Frank. Two words: Call ASAP.

			“Excuse me for a moment, Mrs. Marcus.”

			Sebastian went outside, through the front door. He could hear waves lapping in the distance as he made the call. Frank picked up immediately.

			“What’s up?” Sebastian asked.

			“Not what. Who. Your stepson.”

			Sebastian bristled. He hated it when Frank—hell, when anyone—used that word. Paul wasn’t his stepson—not in any legal way, Paul simply being a part of the package when Trixie moved in . . . Christ, twenty-two years ago? Had it been that long? It had, he realized; Paul had been two, still in diapers. They had never married, he and Trixie—had just lived together until the day she died. It was coming up on a year now, her death, Trixie marooning him with her now twenty-four-year-old son, Paul, full of ugly tattoos and misplaced anger and confidence.

			“How bad is it?”

			“When I get through telling you,” Frank said, “you’ll want to order his headstone.”

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 4

			

			ELLIE TOLD THE paramedic she thought she was going to throw up.

			“Not a problem,” he said. His name was Brad and he was somewhere around her age, she guessed, in his early to mid-twenties, and had a boyish, almost angelic face. He smiled, all perfect white teeth, when he handed her a good-sized barf bag. “Nausea is a perfectly normal side effect from the adrenaline dump you just suffered.”

			As was crying, she supposed. Ellie didn’t tell him how badly she wanted him to leave the back of the ambulance and lock the door so she could break down, get it all out of her system.

			She wouldn’t cry—couldn’t cry. A woman caught boo-hooing on the job, even if the reason was that she had seen her partner get wasted, was immediately branded as weak and unreliable. Always remember to grieve on your own time, a prominent female detective had once warned her. If you cry, show any emotion of any kind, the boys will never look at you the same way again. They’ll automatically think you don’t have what it takes for when the shit really hits the fan.

			So far, she’d kept it together throughout the whole ordeal that followed the shooting. In a strong, clear voice she took her supervisor through how it all went down.

			Her voice didn’t break once, and it hadn’t broken when she’d had to give her official statement to the pair of investigators from the “shooting squad.” She didn’t balk when they bagged her firearm and placed it into evidence, or when they demanded she give a blood sample for toxicology testing, to see if she had been under the influence of alcohol or drugs when she fired the weapon.

			Now, though? Now she felt like she was coming apart at the seams.

			Brad checked her blood pressure again. “Still a little low, but not too bad,” he said. “Again, that’s normal, given what you’ve gone through.”

			The back door suddenly swung open, letting in a blast of hot air and jarring noises—crackling police radios and voices shouting over one another. She also heard the sound of a helicopter, maybe more than one, hovering somewhere overhead.

			A patrolman she didn’t recognize motioned for her to come out. “Commissioner’s here, wants to see you,” he said.

			“Before you go,” Brad said to her, “your blood pressure and heart rate may decide to suddenly drop, so the second you feel light-headed? Sit down immediately, because there’s a good chance you’re going to faint.”

			Ellie thanked him and got out, surprised to see how much the area had changed during the two hours she’d spent sequestered inside the ambulance—dozens of cruisers, their lights flashing, and people, mostly reporters, she guessed, crowded behind blockades; news copters hovering in the sky, taking aerial footage of the backyard and the chaos in the surrounding streets. A patrolman was stationed at the front doors, his sole job to write down the name of every single person who entered the home. She spotted two more patrolmen, holding clipboards, standing near the gates along the fence. It was overkill, yes, but it was always better to control the chaos as much as possible—and have plenty of paperwork to prove to a jury that no one had slacked off on maintaining the integrity of the crime scene.

			As a general rule, police commissioners stayed away from crime scenes and focused on the really important work, like paperwork and politics and making sure they looked good in front of the cameras. They were more administrators than cops, and wherever they traveled the media wasn’t too far behind.

			But there were exceptions, like the killing of a police officer, or if the crime had a high-profile element to it that needed to be thoroughly understood so it could be spun properly for the public. What happened here in Brentwood had both elements: a cop killed during the commission of a blood crime in one of the safest, most expensive neighborhoods in Los Angeles—a definite first. Of course the man was here.

			It was easy to spot Kelly, a mountain of a man who stood six six. He paced along the grass near the side of the house where Danny had entered the backyard. As Ellie drew closer, she saw Kelly had a phone mashed against his ear. He wore a tan suit with a stylish tie and a pair of rimless eyeglasses with lenses that magnified his intense blue eyes.

			She didn’t know the man personally—had never met him—but she had heard he was frank and tough, with zero tolerance for bullshit. When he was deputy chief, he was given the nickname “the Pied Piper” for his ability to ferret out crooked cops.

			Kelly told the person on the other line he had to go and hung up.

			“Walk me through what happened,” he said. Then he paused, as if reconsidering his words, and looked her over briefly. “Are you up to it?”

			“I’m up to it.”

			“Good.”

			The way he said it, Ellie got the feeling she had passed some sort of test. “Have we made any progress here, sir?”

			“We’ve got an APB out on the vehicle and the shooter, copters in the air searching, but so far, nothing.”

			She led Kelly through the backyard dappled with afternoon sunlight, and explained everything that had happened. Everywhere she looked she saw glass fragments and spent shell casings and blood—and three dead bodies.

			“The boy over there? He’s a stickman,” Ellie said. “That’s what they call themselves, the kids they use to find out if people are carriers.”

			Why did I say that? Of course he knows what a stickman is. Kelly flashed her a look that told her as much. Dammit, Batista, get your shit together.

			“What makes you think he’s a stickman?” Kelly asked.

			“May I show you?”

			The commissioner scratched the corner of his mouth with his thumb. “Go ahead,” he said.

			Ellie moved to the chaise longue where the skinny teenager with the man bun had sat earlier. His body and what was left of his head were now concealed inside a forensic tent to prevent news copters and any reporters and bystanders from viewing the carnage.

			She reached into her pants pocket for a pair of latex gloves, used her other hand to wave down one of the forensic techs working the backyard. She wanted this documented and on the record, just in case. Better to cover your ass than to have your ass handed to you in court.

			“The canvas bag,” she said to the male tech. “Has it been photographed?”

			The man checked his tablet. “It has,” he said.

			“What about the contents inside?”

			“Just pictures of what we can see. We haven’t searched through it yet.”

			Ellie turned to Kelly and said, “Sir, with your permission, I’d like to reach into the bag.”

			Kelly nodded, then told the tech to document the process—including video. The tech held up his tablet and then recorded Ellie as she carefully dipped a gloved hand inside the bag, with its neatly folded towel and change of clothes and a couple of paperback books, as well as a clear bag holding processed and ready-to-eat food like meal-replacement bars and nuts.

			When she stood, she had, pinched between her fingers, what at first glance looked like the kind of small flashlight people tossed into a glove compartment or a cabinet underneath a kitchen sink. Only the black metal tube she was holding didn’t have a bulb, and it was small enough to conceal in your palm.

			“Do you recognize this, sir?”

			Kelly shook his head. The tech didn’t answer, either, too busy recording.

			“This was originally developed for diabetics to get blood glucose levels,” Ellie said. “The army had it modified so blood types could be determined on the battlefield, in order to speed along the process of an emergency transfusion. You press the button on the end here with your thumb and a very fine needle ejects and pierces the skin so fast that most people don’t even realize they’ve been pricked. It only takes a few seconds to get a result. It flashes on the small LED screen right here on the side.”

			Kelly was looking at her with avid interest—and some skepticism, too, she thought.

			“Word on the street,” Ellie said, “is that these devices have been modified to identify the proteins in carrier blood—within seconds, from what I’ve heard.” She returned the item to its original place inside the bag.

			Kelly thanked the tech, his tone leaving no doubt that the man should leave and get back to work.

			Then she was alone with Kelly again.

			“That injector,” he said. “How do you know about it?”

			Ellie had learned early on that there was nothing more dangerous to a powerful man than a woman who, intentionally or not, made him feel stupid or inferior.

			“I do a lot of reading,” Ellie said. “And I visit a lot of blood chat rooms on the deep web. There are a lot of theories out there—”

			“Thank you for your help, Officer Batista. And I’m sorry about the loss of your partner.” Kelly seemed to genuinely mean it.

			“Sir, the two vics inside the house—have they been identified?”

			“Not yet. Thank you—you’re dismissed.” Kelly left toward the house.

			Ellie saw her opportunity. It was risky, but she might not get it again.

			“Sir, with your permission, I’d like to see them. I didn’t get a close-up look the first time I was in there, when I was clearing the house.”

			“Did you touch them? Disturb the crime scene in any way?”

			“No, sir. I did everything by the book. Cleared the house, checked for a pulse, and then radioed dispatch. Nothing will come back to bite us on the ass. You have my word on that.”

			Kelly’s features relaxed a bit.

			“The reason I asked to see them again,” Ellie said. “Sir, I think I know who they are.”

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 5

			

			POLICE COMMISSIONER KELLY was looking at her with renewed interest. Not in the admiring way you looked at someone who could help you, but in the suspicious way you looked at someone you suspected was holding important information from you.

			“I only saw a quick glimpse of them when I was in the house,” Ellie explained, which was true. When she had entered the bedroom down the hall, she’d found the victims, a male and a female, both in their late teens or early twenties, tucked underneath the covers as though sleeping. Her first thought was that they were, in fact, asleep—and drugged. They had to have been drugged, because that was the only logical explanation as to how they’d slept through the gunfire.

			Then she saw the backs of their heads and knew what had happened to them.

			“If I could take a closer look, I believe I could identify the victims.”

			She had a personal and completely selfish ulterior motive for not wanting to share the victims’ names right here, right now, with Commissioner Kelly. If she told him, he would dismiss her and then head into the house and share the names with Detective Alves, the head of the Blood Unit. Maybe Kelly would tell him who had given him the names, maybe not. For the past few hours, she had been mulling over ideas of how she could use this information to her advantage. The way she figured it, if she could 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	


OEBPS/images/9780593197653_cover.jpg
THE FUTURE IS WRITTEN IN BLOOD.






OEBPS/images/penguin-logo-for-copyright.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780593197653_title_page.jpg
CHRIS MOONEY

BERKLEY
New York





OEBPS/images/Part1.jpg





