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Prologue

A group of men took their positions around a young woman. They wore colored
costumes all shades of the rainbow. From afar with bright stage lights burning
around them, this pinwheel effect made it look like the set of a children’s show.
Up close, however, it was pornography. Not the polite kind that connoisseurs of
Playboy imagined the Hooters' girls engaging in on their off days. It was the
kind that made them flinch, quickly look away, and then more often than not,
look back again.



On the woman' s face was a mask that looked like a boxer’ straining helmet. She
was on all fours on top of awooden crate, wrapped in a skimpy |leatherette
costume that suggested the sluttiest side of biker chic along with the sensibility
of washable attire. This business was not the place for any natural materials or
fibers.

A single wall-mounted speaker in the room crackled into life through a charge of
static and feedback. The intercom cast out a voice with a sadistic quality,
stripping words down into metallic fragments. If the voice had either warmth or
breath when it left the lips of the person speaking into the microphone, it was
long gone by the time it entered the room through the frayed mesh speaker cover.
It sent chills down the girl’ s spine as she looked at the one-way glass separating
her from the speaker in the control booth. She had come to think of the
“Controller” asthe local representative of Hell on earth.

“We'relivein ten seconds.” It didn’t sound like a threat, but the men dressed in
the costumes reacted asif it were.

They scurried into position around the girl, her eyes darting everywhere looking
for aseam in reality where she might escape; it was impossible, like trying to
focus on individual raindrops, never quite settling on one before the opportunity
vanished. The men all wore vinyl coverings, painted onto their fat or sender,
squat or tall bodies sinking into the folds or pulling over the muscleslike a
second skin. The purple one spoke to her in agrowl.

“Thisis something in the business we call sky diving.” They pulled her into a
position where her legs and arms were spread out like a skydiver’s, her stomach
resting on the crate. “1t’ s supposed to be areal trip, but real pleasurable for the
men.” A grin widened across hisviolet face. “Isn’'t that always the way it is?’

As soon as the intercourse started, he kicked the crate out from under her and she
hung suspended, she was now ‘sky diving'.

The yellow one spoke, “1 actually heard from a girl that this wasn't that bad.”
Green responded, “1 don’t care what your mother told you.”

Their laughter filled the room. The girl’s eyes began to water. The true
professionals in the industry learned how to relieve the strain by shifting some of
their weight onto the stomach of the man angled beneath, but this girl was no
professional.

In fact, up until two weeks ago she hadn’t even seen images like the one she was
currently caught up in, except on atelevision screen at afrat party in college. She
was way out of place, out of her depth back then; how far and foreign from any
depth she felt now. She was an unwilling participant, having been abducted ten



days before, as she was returning home from arally. She had been protesting the
unethical treatment of animals. The irony was not lost on this sharp graduate
student. Shetried to find further meaning in what was happening to her, but her
mind quickly slipped back into the body’ s hell. The laughter al around her made
her retreat further inside where her boiling anger was aruby contrast to the
fading white pale of her skin.

A barked command from the speaker, and the levity was turned off, atap gone
suddenly dry as the metallic voice re-entered the room. “ Shut your fucking
mouths - everyone who can. The audience doesn’t want to see your mouths
moving.”

The controller knew what the audience wanted. He was the one behind the glass,
the mastermind of a sustainable, profitable abduction scheme of which the
financial rewards were approaching the point of unbelievable. He was also
almost completely anonymous, or so he believed, as he sat behind a bank of
monitors skimming the camera angles along the girl’ s body. He watched all of
the monitors at once. He somehow always knew what men wanted to see, his
lean fingers punched the keys on a control panel, switching between cameras and
broadcasting the images to his waiting customers.

He glanced at an open web page where the action in front of him came streaming
across the net on aten second delay. This was not a smple abduction; it was a
marketing enterprise. The tender was seX, fear and pain - who could possibly get
enough? A glint in the eye of the controller hinted at an internal deception - he
was careful not to let himself identify which of the elements of his sex show he
most preferred. The acid in his throat threatened to come up into his mouth when
he spoke to the “actors’ in the room. He kept them moving just like the cameras.
The audience loved change.

The broadcast he was producing was on transmit only and to protected sources,
making the direct risk of discovery slight. He'd considered the statistical
probability of getting caught and his estimates fed his arrogance. Hewasn't a
kidnapper. The controller didn’t demand ransom for the girl’ s return; there was
no drop, and nothing to be traced back to them.

The ransom came from the accounts of the perverts of the world. Nobody ever
went broke marketing to that segment of society. The controller punched up
another one of the websites that marketed his video feed; live in progress, for ten
dollars or DVD compilation of 24 hoursfor fifteen. The webmaster had gone so
far asto post a scan of the police report of the abduction alongside the target goal
or ransom at which the girl would be released. A graphic indicated the ransom
progress, and right now, she was at 65 percent. She’ d started out strong, and
sales from her hometown drove her into the territory of twenty percent after a



few days, but business had slacked off recently.

The man in the booth knew why; the girl was angry, always requiring forced
situations. There was only so much market for that. People wanted to see her
change.

He zoomed the camera shot in on her eyes. She hadn’t changed since she'd
walked in that room for the first time. Anger, unfiltered by the mask of civility,
burned in her eyes. He was astired of her anger as the customers were, but
instead of being frustrated, he practically quivered with anticipation. If she did
not meet her ransom, she would be his. He would give her every chance, put her
in every position to make the required amount of money, but he secretly wanted
her to fail.

Two hours later the girl stood in the room apparently alone, when an arm reached
into the pool of light and slipped under her shoulder. She looked at him and
threw her arms around him. “Blue.”

Blue was not involved in the sex acts. For whatever reason, he was charged with
taking care of the girls. He quieted her gently, adding, “Y ou’re way behind dear,
we need to do everything we can, there’ s only two days left.” He saw her eyes
sink inward, there was little left for her to give. He quickly corrected his course,
“But we'll doit. We'll get you out early | predict.”

“Really?’ She brightened, “Wheream 1?7’

“Close.” A noisein the control room and she pulled closer to Blue, expecting the
controller’s voice would uncoil and strike out at her like a snake. She kept her
distance from the box speaker carving an arc shuffling toward the door.

“Does he ever come out?’
Blue looked at the mirrored glass with an odd look, “you don’t want him to.”

She stood between him and the mirror cutting off his reflection and replacing his
face with hersinchesin front of him. “Thank you — for taking care of me.” She
looked for amoment every bit as beautiful and innocent as the girl next door,
provided that one livesin a neighborhood where thereis a girl next door who has
the time and resources to be wholesome and idealistic. They took a few halting
steps for the door, then her body shook with a new thought. “Will | ever meet
him?’ Shetossed her hair over her shoulder and let the stray strands fall into her

eyes.
Blue clicked his teeth like he was urging on a horse, and smiled.

Asit turned out, she was fifteen percent below target on the last day of her
captivity, and she did get to meet the man in the control room.



Her body was found two days later after an anonymous tip. Her eyes remained
fixed on an imaginary point far beyond where they could have seen, features
etched in disbelief. Still beautiful, but angry no longer.

Chapter 1 Key

A sudden urgency pulsed through Legacy’ s body; it was like someone had called
his number and he had been waiting for along time. He wasn't in awaiting
room; the stark but serviceable area around him was his basement office at the
FBI building in Alexandria, Virginia. It was 4:30 and almost time to leave. The
sharp feeling reasserted itself, confirming that there was something that needed
his attention. He clicked his knuckles together in an act of concentration he'd
used longer than he could remember. His fists came together and his muscular
forearms began a contest. The stress on the joints in his hands was audible. His
eyes searched over the desk. He hadn’t followed up on the one case that was
farthest from the trash.

The brass nameplate on the door said Martin Legacy, Special Services, FBI. But
that did very little to describe the man who had occupied the basement room for
just over five years.

A better indicator of his personality might be the music that perpetually played in
the background: a dissonant ringing that churned on for hours until unexpectedly
it would erupt into a beautifully crafted and complex melody before falling apart
again. The hallways around his office were famous for complaints of just having
to pass his doorway and hear the racket — the workers couldn’t believe that
anyone could possibly choose to be around that noise day in and day out.

The tapes were from a collection of unedited studio recordings with savant
musicians. It was the kind of thing that one might find playing briefly in a
psychology conference. The patients playing the music had a condition that
pushed them so far into their own minds that they communicated solely through
music and organized their thoughts into tones, melodies and cadence. Legacy
claimed that the noise did two things: it helped him think, and it kept others
away. The flat, expressionless way he would relate the two results gave nothing
away as to which he valued more.

Legacy scanned his broad mahogany desk searching for the item that he' d been
waiting for months. An old paracentric key was the only tangible connection
between living criminal and victims long dead.

A case as cold as the late autumn breeze that blew down the streets of northern
Virginiahad one last gasp of air because of Legacy. The crime had been
committed over twelve years ago. At that time Legacy had been in the military —



leading a much different life than now. Therigid discipline of his former life had
almost completely vanished.

Legacy considered organization in its traditional form to be a hindrance to his
pursuit of understanding human motives, and even when pushed to organization
by the necessity of hisjob, his efforts were less than inspired. He had marked out
five sections on his desk with masking tape; each area was home to a wide array
of pictures, police documents, press clippings and evidence from a single case
plucked from the archives. He kept his least favorite case to the far |eft side of
his desk and had been known to sweep an entire docket into an abnormally wide
trashcan, which resided just below.

A specid janitor was assigned to the office, and all of the papers that landed in
the bin were processed and returned to evidence files. Legacy had no concept of
the web of special treatment that surrounded him, but his breakthrough moments
were enough to justify any unreasonable fuss. His genius made the world around
him bend and flex to meet his needs.

After exasperating seconds of complete helpless searching, he saw something
foreign on top of his phone, something he’' d never dream of using.

A goldenrod sticky note read, “ Check your inbox and enjoy the coffee.”

The inbox, how could that possibly be of use to anyone? Legacy never checked
his inbox; the interdepartmental, departmental, cross-agency, internal external
memo pipeline was a direct connection into the inane bureaucracy he considered
functionally useless. Y et today, sitting on top of a stack of papers, most of them
marked “urgent”, was an envelope marked in block letters LOCKSMITH.

Legacy gently did the key out of the manila housing and felt the weight on his
fingers. The original he'd formed in his mind, long ago, would have been brass.
The duplicate that pressed against his skin was a clean silver-plated composite
metal. Legacy was prone to distraction. His mind wanted to debate the origin of
the metal that he weighed in his hand — but then, he heard a single beep of his
watch and came back to the present moment. Five o’ clock, not much time.

How had the delivery of this key slipped past him during the day? He quickly
went over al of the comings and goings into his office that day. Eleven twenty-
five, the regional director had entered and asked him something; it hadn’t
registered of importance, he hadn’'t even replied. The director got impatient and
left seven minutes later. One twenty-five, someone had entered and spoke to him,
couldn’t recall what. Random comings and goings of no distinction until
someone had entered and set a cup of coffee, prepared exactly how heliked it on
the desk. He picked up the cup and tasted the jet-black liquid, now cold, and
deduced that the key must have come in with the coffee. There had been no other



interruptions during the day. The internal phone had rung, but Legacy never
answered the phone. His taste buds worked over the coffee until he decided that
it was exactly room temperature, 72 degrees, and that enough sugar had fallen
out of the solution to fix atime on the delivery. The key had been there for just
over four hours.

A melody emerged from the piano clanging in the background interrupting his
train of thought, a sweet harmonic sound that died as suddenly as it cameto life.
Legacy turned to the tape player with an uncharacteristic look of complete
engagement.

He thought about how in the regular world people respond to people and leave
background music in a place of inconsequence. Legacy’s experience was the
opposite. He thought of all the people who had passed through his office today.
Background music held his full attention, and the sounds that most people placed
great importance upon were akin to the stroke of a graphite point across an
interoffice memo. They meant little or nothing at all.

The key Legacy was holding in his hand was where worlds overlapped. It meant
the end of a search for akiller who left absolutely no trail of evidence back to
himself, and it meant the end of Legacy’sinvolvement in the case. It was the
precipice of discovery, and even set back four hours by the interference of the
inbox, it felt immediate.

As Legacy reached across the table, the cuffs on his suit started to ride up
revealing two burn scars on top of hiswrists. These were the cause of many
discussions, and even appeared in his psych file. He always answered any
questions with a blunt statement “they were self inflicted” and depending on who
was asking he’d add “1’ ve put others through worse, much worse.”

His hand found what it was looking for. He pulled out an old rusted sea captain’s
lock from a plastic bag. On the label included with the lock it stated, “Slain
Couple, Barbaric Discovery Bound and Gagged”

He paused, thinking about how barbarians never would waste their time on such
deviant behavior. Barbarians had a clean, brutal way of life that didn’t offer
much time for perverse fantasy. The minute a barbarian started planning the
elaborate death of two people, he'd get his throat dit for thinking small.

Fifteen minutes passed. The key was now warm in hisleft hand, and the lock had
rusted imperceptibly more. He needed to put his wandering mind to better use, a
quick review. Legacy looked again at the folder that contained the documents on
the case. A note on the front page in clear, official handwriting read, “this one
isn’t going to be easy.” He began to draw his hands together; the key would
either fit the lock or not, and it would be over. He looked at the clock and started



packing up thefile.

He remembered vaguely where it al belonged, along filing cabinet marked
“Fridge.”

The Fridge was the area where the coldest cases got their last official stamp of
final review. They certainly never got solved. That was until Legacy came to
preside over the Fridge. The resolution rate was something over ten percent for
his predecessor, and that figure included cases that were resolved by confession
or reclassification while sitting in the Fridge. Not all crimes stay crimes, almost
five percent become accidents, or acts without any consequence. The regional
director, prone to ssimplifying, called those cases AWACs.

The chief had explained the lingo to him on the first day, chuckling and snorting
through what seemed to be a hilarious jargon-driven FBI anecdote.

Legacy had had to pretend he was listening, and resorted to resolute nods to
convey attention; it was irrelevant to him what others called things or how things
came to be. Each case was its own chaotic tune, played over a simple constant
rhythm.

A silence blossomed as the chief waited for Legacy’ s reaction. Nothing. L egacy
should have known better and laughed, but he didn’t have much to laugh about at
the time. The chief knew that Legacy was a special case, sent down from the
central office. He probably forgave Legacy’ s lack of interest on that day because
the clothes covering him were the same he' d worn for the entire first month of
his tenure at the Alexandria office - as gossip claimed, the clothes that he wore to
hiswife'sfuneral. Actually, Legacy owned several identical dark suits and that
their perception wasn't quite true, but Legacy recognized that it was quite true
that he had never completely taken off the clothes he’d worn to hiswife Laura's
funeral.

Now five years later, key in hand, Legacy couldn’t muster asign of satisfaction
as the key reached the lock.

CLICK, it skated on the rusty metallic surface. Thereit stayed. A furl on
Legacy’s brow, it wasn't like him to be this wrong. He turned the lock to the
light and realized that the keyhole was covered with a brass swivel guard that
had to be moved out of the way before the key could be inserted. He' d studied
the lock for hours, athousand times in his mind, and could have described it
down to the last detail with his eyes closed, but this close to the end of the day,
Legacy always lost concentration.

The door opened. A woman’s voice spilled into the room, commanding and
distant: she sounded like she was hailing a cab. The interruption didn’t sound the
least bit important. Legacy did the guard away from the keyhole, and that’s



when someone grabbed his hand and pressed their own palm up against it,
shaking it professionaly.

“Hello.”

Legacy looked up, something about her impatient tone didn’t seem to mix with
the perfectly applied make-up, and cropped black hair framing her fresh young
face. She had a stiff, official posture. Legacy didn’t need to hear another word.

She was a product of the academy, down from Washington on orders. ambition
and charisma shared signature marks on the defining lines on her figure. It took
him no time to realize that whatever she said next was going to be alie.

“l said, ‘Hello’.”
Well, maybe he would have to wait. Legacy had perfected a completely

expressionless expression in his days in the army, and he was wearing it now.
She continued.

“I"'m hereto help,” Thereit was. “I’m your new partner.”
“1 had an old partner?’ Legacy quipped.

“Agent Traxel has been your partner for three years.” She pointed to a desk
across from Legacy’s. “He packed up over amonth ago.”

“Hewasn’t my partner.”

Wagner ran a curious eye over the papers on Legacy’s desk. “1 know they let you
do whatever you want around here-”

“Listen, if introducing yourself will finish this conversation, just do it and move
on.”

Wagner took an awkward step backward, like she felt the force of his words flow
into silence, even the piano clanking from the tape player took arest asif it were
in some silent complicity with the moment. Wagner cocked her head and spoke.

“I"'m Agent Spears. Brittney Spears.”
Legacy regained his momentum, “Well Agent Spears —’

“What kind of music sounds like that? | mean I’ ve got a cousin who playslike
that, and | certainly wouldn’t reproduce it amplified.”

Legacy found himself answering the question before taking offense at the
remark. Later, he realized he could have ended the conversation right there.

“Y ou have to be patient, this tape was produced by a boy who can’t effectively
tie his shoes.”

The rattle became aloud pounding, it sounded just like -



Agent Spears chimed in, “Is that him banging his head against the keyboard?’

A voice in the background of the recording asked if they should stop the
recording.

Wagner took quick steps around the desk and scanned Legacy’ s tape collection.
Each tape was labeled with an instrument, a name, recording time and the word
13 war]t” .

Wagner continued, “Is thiswhat you’'re going to listen to all the time? My God,
who could listen to a glockenspiel for 14 hours?’

Legacy looked up and found himself staring into Wagner’s deeply sarcastic
green eyes. He was compelled to answer from arusty internal social reflex.
“Recordings like this remind me how much can be hidden under layers of
resistance, real or unreal.”

Her words had the graceful arc of razor wire “Are you arecording, too?’
Legacy looked her up and down and then let his eyes settle on her shoes.
“The music has the additional benefit of keeping civil people awvay.”

“Considering this particularly charming reception, you must be beating them off
with astick.”

Legacy smiled inside, the tumblersin his brain had finally clicked, but he
remained visibly unchanged as he regarded Wagner. He sat in his chair and
looked straight ahead. The words were directed at Agent Wagner’ s waist.
“Now, are we almost finished?’

It wasn't a question. She wouldn’t, however, give up.

“Isthat the key? Does it fit?” Wagner continued. “ They want meto learn from
you. | tried being polite earlier when | delivered the key, it didn’t work.” The
phone rang, Legacy didn’t move. Wagner fixed on Legacy’s eyes, which
remained totally still, asif the sound didn’t even register.

“Aren’t you going to get that?’ Pointing to the cradle attached to a curling wire
that brought the phone into Legacy’ s world.

“What if it'sacall from your daughter?”’

The word “daughter” brought Legacy back into the world where people pick up
phones and listen to other peopl€’ s voices.

“1 have acell phone.” It was areflex; he'd trained himself to awaysimmediately
respond to anything concerning his daughter. He wondered, as he continued, if
he' d been trapped into a conversation by Agent Spears or if coincidence was
keeping the communication lines open. A part of him wanted to believe that it



was pure manipulation on the young agent’ s part. He could respect that.
Coincidence was the cowardly way the world kept things in motion. The notion
that he might have wasted ten minutes on coincidence angered him.

“1 haven't tried the key yet. | don’t answer questions, those are my rules.”
Legacy found a crumb of sympathy crunching under hisfoot. “Ask for atransfer,
today. | am your superior, right?’ She nodded, “Y ou are dismissed.”

Legacy had no way of knowing that her orders had come from the very top; there
was no way to change her assignment. Something about his tone said that she
would have to set the place on fire to get his attention again. She had one last
ploy.

The agent’ s cell phone rang, a melody of Bach she’ d downloaded off the
internet. Plunging her hand into her coat pocket, she headed for the hallway,

reaching the door. Legacy’s voice called out from the office, unexpected,
forceful.

“Wait!” Legacy was standing. Whatever had caught his attention, it was now
more than merely a passing interest. “Who are you?’

Wagner silenced the phone. “I told you -’

“1 know, you're Brittney Spears. Listen, my daughter isfourteen, | noticed the
humor when you introduced yourself.”

“Does anyone really notice humor? | think you either get it, or you don’t.”
“That’ s the ringbone my daughter chose for my phone.”

She took a step back into the office. “Look, | have an important assignment. It's
only my second assignment and the first didn’t end up well, so thisisit for my
career at age 23.”

“1 went through the same thing at 29.”

“Did you go through it as awoman?’

Legacy hadn’'t expected that; a hint of interest lit his eyes.
“1 see you are beginning to get me.”

Legacy paused, put all aspects of her behavior since she had entered the room
into an equation. An invisible timeline of events dangled in the periphery of his
thoughts and like a three-dimensional puzzle, all he needed to do was focus his
eyeson an indistinct point in front of him. He squinted as his mind went through
a series of approximations that usually led him to a definite conclusion. When his
eyes focused again on the room, Wagner was standing in front of him, holding
the key; he could tell that she wanted him to offer up the lock. She was unlike



anyone who had knocked on his door in years — everybody wanted something
from Legacy. She did too, but it was clear that Agent Wagner understood that
asking was the surest way not to get an answer in Legacy’ srealm.

A single beep from Legacy’ s watch made him flinch. “Is that your wake up
cal?" Agent Wagner asked in asurly tone. Legacy checked hiswatch, and the
time indicated that he had to go. In aquiet, ritual fashion, Legacy stood and
prepared to leave. He blew past Wagner with the same even stride that took him
to the door.

Legacy knew everything about Wagner from the moment he’d first seen her. She
was the type who believed in laws, rules, and the distinct pleasure of being right
by pointing to a code in a book and winning an argument without a thought
wasted in contemplation of a solution. She could not be stopped, climbing the
ladder in the officia ranks of the bureau. He was equally sure that she had
ammunition in her gun that would stop him, but short of that, he was leaving. But
at the door, the room went silent. The plug to his cassette player had been ripped
from the wall and Wagner stood holding the chord like a prize, daring him to
notice.

Legacy stopped, till facing the door in front of him. “Plug it back in before you
go.”

“Aren’t you going to try this key? It could put akiller in jail tonight.”

“Nothing in the killer’ sworld changes by my waiting for morning, my daughter
expects me home at six.”

Legacy took another step, Wagner’s shoulders rolled forward in defeat. L egacy
paused outside the door, his voice echoed from the hall.

“Comein early, read everything in the casefile, I'll bein at nine and you can tell
me whether the key is going to fit, in your opinion. Until you know everything
about the case, the solution is just another answer in a sea of questions.”

Wagner heard Legacy’ s footstepstrail off over the concrete floors of the
substructure. She walked slowly over to the desk and spread her armsin a pose
of victory. She plugged the cassette player back in and, at the same moment, a
stab of melodic perfection erupted from the speakers. It was like the tape was
responding to her personal breakthrough, and it was gorgeous.

She flipped out her cell phone.
At the sound of a connection she spoke, “I’min.”



The beauty of the tune pouring from the player collapsed into sour dissonance.

Chapter 2 The Talk

Not far away, at Legacy’s destination, a study session of the highest priority was
going on. Three teenage girls “studied” with second-year French books open flat
in front of them.

“Nothing leaves thisroom, | mean it.” Lane wasn’'t going to budge when it came
to confidentiality. “I’ll have your dad go federal on anyone that tells.”

Giggles, shrieks and gasps, the recurring staples of the adolescent conversation
rang down the halls of the large, turn-of-the-century apartment. Lane leveled a
weighted stare at Chessapeake, or Chess, a bright young girl who, like the true
masters of her namesake, had an intellect and intensity that asserted itself onto
the world in aplayful way. As carefree as she was, she had a competitive streak
in her that was totally her father: she liked to win. Her emotions shone out of her
eyes unfiltered by any of the baggage of adulthood, beaming beacons, ice blue,
lighting up with the promise of a secret about to be told.

Trisharushed into the silence like running water pulled a by fifteen year-olds
hormonal gravity, “Let your dad interrogate me any day, please.”

“Your dad is hot. Deal withit.” Lane switched into acivil tone, her father was a
lawyer.
“It’ s not her fault.” Trisha s exuberance could be explained argued and acquitted.

Chess scowled at her friends, but the pinched expression could not possibly hold.
Chess had a natural warm smile. She’d practiced it in the mirror for hoursas a
child. At fourteen she had perfected a series of facial expressions that could
neutralize the sternest teacher at ten paces. The smile that Lane’s comments
about her dad had brought to life was filled with retribution and pride. Chess let
her fingers dia an invisible phone.

“Pick up the truth phone.”

Lane picked up aninvisible receiver. “I’ve got it.” Chess let her words trickle out
pointedly. “My father is not subject of our conversation, n’est-ce pas? He is not
the boy you made out with in the audio isolation cubesin French classis he?
Shouldn’t we be talking about him?”’

“Non, non, non. Il etait un garcon; ton pere est un vrai homme.”

Chess stood and let her fingers run along the wallpaper as she strolled around
Lane. There wasllittle beyond the walls of the lovingly decorated, somehow
frozen-in-time quality to the apartment. Despite the loss of her mother suffered



by she and her father, the walls had echoed more of her laughter than the floors
had drunk her tearsin the years she'd spent growing up here. Her thoughts
slowed her gait until Lane was ready to burst waiting for her to talk. Chess used
the anticipation to let out with:

“Est-ce que ton petit-ami — grand?”’

The delivery was perfect, “Isyour little friend, big?’ a squeal of laughter
blanketed the room, and for a moment there were no French textbooks, there was
no nation of France at al. The world disappeared outside and the three teenage

girls wrapped themselvesin a blanket of nonsense. The embroidery at the top
read ‘ best friends forever’ and it was warm underneath.

After amoment it was time to get back to the task, but the nonsense hadn’t
passed.

“Your top is dipping open. Or are you trying to impress us with your cleavage?’
Chess looked down, she was wearing a sweater, not asingle cleave in sight.

“Actually, | wastalking about myself.” It was Lane that was blossoming quickly
and her private school outfit had been modified to invite notice.

Trishathrew aquick signal at Lane and both of them checked the clock. “Why
do you keep checking the time?’

“Pas deraison.” Lane' s watch beeped.

Chess saw that it was approaching six. Both of the girls were looking at the front
door. They knew it would open soon. A wall clock started to chime and at
exactly six the latches on the door began sliding open. Trisha s fingers twisted
nervously in her hair. Three clicks, then they were open. Martin walked in
pulling his coat off in one motion.

“ Dw.”

Helit up hearing Chess voice. It was atotal transformation, like every bit of
socia energy he could gather was for her. His baby girl brought out every ounce
of charm Legacy had —wooden, yet still athousand times softer than the cold
steel he so closely carried to his heart.

“Bonjour!” Trisha chimed in quickly. She extended her hand and Martin watched
it for amoment before awkwardly shaking it. The father checked off his daughter
with aglance.

“We're studying French.” Chess was used to filling in the gaps with Legacy.
“Redly?’
“Oui. Actually, it'sbonsoir!” Lane walked up to Martin. “And they kiss hello, in



France.” She leaned in and stole a cautious peck on his cheek.

Martin turned immediately to his daughter, awkwardness hung in the air until he
spoke.

“Well if we are going to adopt French customs from now on, you can’t give me
any trouble for doing this.” He kissed both of Chess' cheeks then scrubbed the
top of her head with his knuckles with a half-smile on his face.

Trisha swooned audibly; Lane pushed the back of Chess' sweater. “Y our
daughter has a question to ask, monsieur.”

“1 was going to wait until dinner, but | guessthat thisisthe best time.” She
shifted weight back and forth on her brown penny loafers.

“Whatever it is, yes.” Martin tapped her on the head with the newspaper he
carried in his hand, then swiveled and headed down the hall.

“1 want to go on adate, atriple date with my best friends.”
Martin stopped, a slow glance over his shoulder, “With boys?’
“That’swhat adateis dad.”

Asdry asthe martini that was being delayed because of this conversation darted
the response.

“Fine, you know the deal.”
“That’s not fair, it puts all the responsibility on me.”
Lane chimed in, “what deal ?’

Martin resumed a measured step toward the study door at the end of the hallway.
He intoned his answer to the girls.

“If Chess chooses a boy and he hurts her, I'll end up in jail for what comes next.”
The hum continued from Legacy; he loved being home, where the threats stayed
in the family. “Make sure he' s the right boy, a mature choice, and we'll be fine.”
When Martin reached the end of the hall, he closed the study door behind him
cutting off any reply.

A truck could be driven through the silence, but it wouldn’t be loud enough to
drown the peals of laughter that burst out of Trisha and Lane the moment the
door latched behind Legacy.

It wasn't ridicule, but Chess blushed a deep red in front of her friends. Chess
charged after her father, “I’m going to talk to him. He will say yes.”

“He already said yes.”



“He will say yesthe way | want him to say yes.” She crossed the floor, clop clop
clop, al the way to the study. The door closed behind her.

Trisha swooned staring at the study door, “My dad would never go to jail for
me.”

Music was coming from a stereo near a high-backed chair. Therattle of icein a
glass and the radiator at a steady volume alternating between hiss and click
drowned out the noise of the door latching, or at |east they should have. She had
to catch him off balance.

Three careful paces into the room, Legacy spoke. A deep voice, “Isthis boy the
one you're going to marry?’

“Dad!” Chess screeched. “Are you trying to humiliate me? Those are my friends,
they all date.”

She realized the weakness of her argument and saw her chances dipping away,
then her mind landed on a trump card.

“You can't keep treating me like achild. If you do I'll resent you later -
“Where did you hear that?’

“l read it in amagazine.”

“l can't argue with that. | relent.”

Chess started for the door, victorious, the only thing missing was lip-gloss and
she dug into her pocket to make the necessary re-application before greeting her
friends with asmile.

Chess was only steps away from the door.

Legacy thought back to his former training at special ops, and the days when
nobody turned their backs on him. He was a black eagle interrogator, the top one
percent of the top one percent: meaning he got almost every one of his“clients’
to break. Very few of the methods he had used in the past would be appropriate
for afourteen year old girl that he loved so dearly. Still...

SQUEEEK. His chair produced a painfully drawn out creak that stopped Chess
in her tracks. The message was delivered: it wasn’t over.

“If you are ready for dating then you’ re ready for the talk.”

Chess willed her feet to bolt out the door, but they stood still. “What talk?’ she
asked.

He looked over his glass waiting — Chess circled the comment like it was bait,
not willing to commit. Her eyes did to a sidelong glance.



“Every girl,” he continued haltingly “who is dating, needs to have afrank
conversation with their dad about all of the things that go on between men and
women -

“You mean?’

Legacy tilted his head to the side neither confirming nor denying the content of
the conversation waiting on her next words.

“1I"'m not ready.” She looked unabashedly horrified, defeated, and, totally wigged
out. Legacy turned away. She muttered on her way out. “Thisisn’t over, I'll be
back when | —argh - | may never date.”

When the door clicked back in place, shutting behind Chess, Legacy’ s relief
couldn’t be contained, “Good,” he thought.

He' d bought himself maybe six more months of childhood. He looked at a
picture on his desk of Chessin the sixth grade. She had her mother’s smile. He
never wanted to lose her. Everything she did warmed his heart to its current
temperature, livable.

At the same time, Chess brought with her a sense of loss that stung him to the
core. She was so much like her mother.

Chapter 3 Ask

“BZZZ” Agent Wagner let the phone rattle along her metal desk. She'd turned
the ringer off, but it hardly mattered, as the sound of the phone on “silent” mode
could be better described as “amost silent”. The vibration traveled through her
fingertips and woke her from a moment of deep concentration.

Wagner often substituted deep concentration for leep. “BZZZ” thistime the
phone moved toward the edge of the desk. Wagner lurched forward to keep it
from dropping into awaste paper basket. The caller ID read out 14 voice mails at
9:02 AM. “Totally unacceptable” she thought so forcefully that it echoed and she
wondered for asecond if she’d said something aloud. Wagner had made 54
phone calls over the night with explicit instructions to get back to her by nine.

Local law enforcement professionals know better than to leave an FBI agent
waiting. She wasn’t going to start thinking about reprisals until ten, but there
were going to be follow-up calls, and these would be conferenced with their

direct superior to get their attention.

Her cell phone suddenly burst into a polyphonic song. Only one number had
been programmed to ring through and it wasn’'t her mother. She stiffened up like
asoldier coming to attention. She scolded herself for the reaction. People who



want to lead never should allow themselves to act like —well to act like a
follower. She was not afollower and she was in fact in charge of her entire class.
Wagner had decided early in her cadet days that she would be the first female
FBI director, and that it would happen before the age of fifty. Probably she
overcompensated when answering the phone with sudden bluntness.

“I'll be there in aminute.” Then click. She’d just hung up on the principal, or in
her case the deputy director. She batted her eyes quickly until moisture gleamed
in the corners, then she licked her lips, an old college trick to keep men looking
from her eyesto her mouth. It kept their attention to what she was thinking and

what she was saying, and that is the way she liked it.

There were plenty of reasonsto look elsewhere and very few reasons to be
disappointed. The stares of men had followed her since her second year of
training. She’ d been alate bloomer and she hadn’t grown into her 5 ft. 7 inch
frame until well past graduation. Wagner didn’t give a second thought to her
adult appearance, it was atool, and she maintained it with artful precision.
Something inside drove her to keep a sharp edge on every tool that she had. Her
face hardly showed an outward trace that she’d slept only two hours a night for
over aweek. Her haircut, architectural and perfect provided ajet-black frame
around aface filled with unflinching gunmetal resolve, cold and accurate. Her
professional attire fit close to an athletic body. Wagner’ s eyes were her real
assets. On the job they seemed to stare beyond her surroundings, like they were
in competition with anything that might confine her.

Natural light cast a bluetint after filtering through the dual pane windows of one
of the most secure buildings in the country. It made the center atrium and social
center of the complex feel more like an aquarium. Wagner looked longingly at
the coffee cart line before pressing forward into busy hallways, confidently
navigating the honeycomb of dividers and private offices that stood between her
and the director’ s large corner office. She wasn't going to let herself overreact
this time. She was comfortable, in her element, and ready for anything he could
possibly throw at her. Or so she thought. It took only one statement from the
director and about three steps inside the door from Wagner before she found her
composure challenged.

“How in the hell can you do thisto me, Bradley?’ Not her best opening line.

Wagner was shouting from just inside the entryway at atall, dignified man three
times her rank, twice her age. “Y ou're putting mein left field.”

Bradley Wilkes had never tolerated crap from underlings. He was the one that
the cadets called Ice. He turned toward Wagner eyes ablaze. “Call me Bradley

again, agent.”



“I"m sorry Director Wilkes-"
“That's not much better.” He said between clenched teeth.

“1 don’t want to be pulled out of the action. I’'m making progress, | keep
developing leads —" She changed her tactic, “1 want to stay close to the team. I'm
learning so much just working around you.”

Wilkes smile vanished before it reached the production stage. He seemed to take
great satisfaction handing over afile. Wagner knew it had to contain some kind
of punishment. “Here' s thefile, take the train down and meet his supervisor this
afternoon.”

With resignation Wagner let her fingers close around the heavy envelope. It had
apicture on the cover of ayoung man in field fatigues. In the photo, he leaned
close into aman tied to achair. The young interrogator had an expression that
was completely unreadable, disturbing in its complete blankness, and the look in
the eyes of the man being questioned was pure fear.

Wagner broke her fixation on the photo with the sound of the door opening
behind her. She looked up to see the director welcoming in avisitor, “Bob, come
in, you've met Ashley right?’

Wagner dropped her folder and stammered. “Y our honor.”

“Isthis one of your daughters? | can’t imagine one of your girls would be that
polite, or cometo think of it carry weapons in a shoulder, and ankle strap.” He
identified the positions of Wagner’s conceal ed weapons despite the fact that
there seemed to be no visual evidence. “Must be one of the younger agents. I'm
Robert Doorner.”

Doorner hadn’t visited their office in over three years. It had to be about the case.
There must have been anew wrinkle. She realized suddenly that she was
standing dumbfounded in front of the director of the FBI. He was about to draw
back his lonely extended hand when Agent Wagner grabbed it suddenly, not
remembering that her cell phone was still in her palm. A sudden vibration shot
up both of their arms. Doorner didn’t show a sign of surprise, he merely
commented. “Might have been too quick to judgment.”

“May we have the room, agent?’ She studied the stiff precise military stance,
tone. The news he was about to give wasn't good. Wagner would have still put
up her pension to stay in the room and hear it.

“Y es Deputy director, sir.” Wagner collected herself and her folder; she gave
Wilkes one last questioning look before leaving the office, something big was
up. The door closed behind her.



The meeting between the men started on alight note.

“She’ s not much older than my daughter. She looks pretty young to be reporting
directly to you Bradley.” He noted.

“1 just gave her some distance. She lobbied hard to get onto this case, and
considering how little progress we' ve made — Wilkes replied setting up the
director for the low expectations that he was peddling.

The director’ s brow creased unexpectedly, Wilkes had known him for over
twenty years and adisplay of emotion was almost unheard of. This was the man
whose stony demeanor had earned him the nickname “flat line.” He was rumored
not to have a pulse. Doorner hid his disappointment so quickly that the
expression might have easily been explained as aflicker of the light. His voice
presented a gruff charm.

“1 know the type, give them alife raft when the ship’s going down and they look
at you like you handed them an anchor.”

“Exactly,” Wilkes studied the heavily lined face of the operations director; he
had been through public scandals, triumphs and years of unnoticed success. He
didn’t want to answer the question that came next.

“So Bradley, is the ship sinking?’
“1’m sending her to meet with Legacy.”

Director Doorner sighed, his question had been answered, and it was clear that he
wasn't pleased. “So the lifeboats are in the water. I' [l tell you if this next one
goes down it’ s going to blow the lid on this operation sky high.”

THUD THUD THUD. Boxing gloves dug into worn canvas. Wagner worked the
bag over like a blood quarrel between her and the center mass. She was going to
have to do something she didn’t like to do today.

THUD THUD THUD. She couldn’t control it and it couldn’t be out of her
control. There was alife at stake. She wanted a couple more hits before she
changed into her travel clothes. Her travel clothes were indistinguishable from
her work clothes, but she separated them out as a completely different category
in her own mind.

THUD THUD THUD. Let alittle more sweat seep into the hair.

THUD THUD THUD. Her life had no room for frustration, no room for the
variables, uncertainty principles, or randomness. This detour wouldn’t change
her course, whoever he was. He would have to bend.

Thud. Wagner entered the Virginia office, marble stonework over the front portal
depicting awoman holding aflag in rippling, curving extension. Wagner was



willing to bet that the woman in the pose would rather be holding a cup
containing triple cappuccino, like the one that was in her hand. She flashed a
badge at the front desk and asked to see regional director Sam Bailey. A fresh-
faced clerk was assigned to escort her. He looked out of place in the navy blazer
andtie.

“I'm Dill.” He said in alazy voice, he stared directly at pinstripes on her chest.
“Follow —um follow me, agent -” Wagner said nothing. He finished the sentence
in his mind. She walked through the metal detectors, confused when they didn’t
go off.

In arelaxed tone, Dill explained that the equipment had broken down about a
week prior and that they still made a show like it worked - to deter the people
who might bring in agun or aknife.

They got into the elevator and went to the top, the third floor. Cracked masonry
tiles made aline down the center of the corridor. The line of broken tilesled to
the door of Sam Bailey.

The clerk opened the door and entered without knocking. Bailey was on the
phone and nodded pleasantly at the interruption. He silently offered something
wrapped in tin foil to the clerk, aslice of homemade bread.

“Blackcurrant banana bread, my wife’s newest specialty.” He shielded the phone
to explain. “Honey, | haveto go. I'll get their impressions for sure.”

He put down the phone, smiled up at Wagner. Wagner felt like she'd been
dropped in the Deep South even though she was only twenty miles out of
Washington. The capitol of the confederacy was only fifty miles away from the
capitol of the union and yet the division of attitude was still wider than stubborn
geographical distance would allow. Wagner stared at Bailey across a gorge so
wide and so deep that she felt like if she’d stepped forward she might lose her
balance and fal into the black current bread abysmal.

The clerk broke the silence “Tell Cecille, it’sthe best yet.”
“I"ll let her know.”
The clerk backed out of the room, taking every last moment to stare at Wagner.

Wagner scanned the room, looking for some opening for their conversation. A

series of framed fly-fishing images were against the far wall, a solid body iron

cast safe sat behind the desk, it had the original FBI logo painted in raised gold
leaf on the crown of the lock. The only window had blinds shut.

“It's a southern custom to flatter the cooking of a man’swife. It's like winding a
watch, doesn’t make much sense to anything but the insides, but it does keep



things moving smoothly.”
Wagner put out her hand. “How about a handshake?’
“Excuse the crumbs.” He shook her hand then pointed to a chair. Wagner sat.

Bailey looked her up and down. “ So, what’s your game plan for getting him on
the case?’

“It’ s orders from Washington.”
Bailey couldn’t contain along high-pitched chuckle. “Have you read hisfile?’

Wagner had, on the train from Washington. She knew that L egacy had taken
over the cold cases division five years ago. He had taken a dead-end job and
made it into modern mythology, an untapped niche. Cold case review was a
formality before Legacy walked into the position. After the percentage of cases
closed jumped, Legacy had become a bit of a magnet for unsolved crime. Bailey
now received requests for his assistance around the clock.

“Unsolvable crimeis a better way to put it. Everything that hit adead end, all the
sudden had a previously unseen outlet once Legacy started looking into it.”
Bailey took pridein the fact that his backwater office had a bit of star quality in
the basement. “He thinks different than us, agent.”

“How?’

He walked to the window searching for an explanation. “It’s like that spider web
on that stem, seeit?” Wagner nodded. “Y ou and | might notice a pattern, develop
ideas about the geometry, the location of flies, how the prey became trapped by
the sticky threads.”

Bailey turned back to Wagner, and in awarm tone. “Legacy would look at that
and tell you which strand the spider made first and which repair he made last,
and it gives him insight to where the next fly will be caught. Hisweb is oh so
tangled.”

“| bet he doesn’t have to use conditioner either, and his hair is still full and
manageable.” Her voice was dry, snide.

“He developed his own method, instead of tracing clues back to the criminal, he
projects his theories forward. He creates a profile of what the criminal will do
based on what they have already done or who they should be. He got his psy-ops
training as an interrogator.”

“And he was pretty good. Hisfiles indicate that he was considered the top talker
inthe FBI.”

“Hewas alot better than that, miss. | still think that someone up your office and



other offices around Washington are praying that he' Il finish his rehabilitation
down here and come back to work. The Army says he could crack stone by
glancing at it.” Bailey lit acigarette and blew smoke out the window. “ Still legal
inVirginia” He gazed out the window, posed like a statue. He had an indifferent
way about himself. It was easy to see how he' d gotten to the top. He' d never
asked anyone for permission to do anything. Wagner studied that part of him,
because it was the only part worth her time.

Bailey seemed to have a perpetual inward smile, an amusement with himself that
made everything he did seem annoying. The satisfaction that he took in being
watched made Wagner choke on the cold breeze that blew in from the north. It
smelled like vanity mixed with stale apples and tobacco. She cleared her throat.

“I"m just here to hand him an assignment then walk him through the work. Holed
up in the basement you say?’ She was ready to leave. Wagner turned on her
heels and headed for the door.

Bailey was used to subordinates that tolerated him and waited patiently while he
was grandstanding. He nearly dropped his cigarette as he tried to cut her off.
“You'll need a strategy or he won’'t even acknowledge you' re there.”

Wagner was too quick to the door, and with araised eyebrow and confident
smirk she breezed through the doorway. She would get his attention. She had a
reputation too, nothing got past her and to prove it she added one last comment.
“Y ou should have used afour wheel dolly when you moved that safe in, spread
the weight.” She walked over broken tiles to the elevator. She pressed the button.

Bailey’ sraised voice echoed down the hall calling in asugary superior tone. “At
least change your shoes.” Change my shoes thought Wagner? Then she
remembered, shewasin Virginia, people didn’t have to make sense here, and if
they did even afraction of the time they were put in a position of power.

Bing! The elevator arrived at the lowest level. A wash of green tinted light made
the dingy cream-colored walls look like they were somehow bent. A trick of
uniform light, flat surfaces can appear continuous over long stretches and the eye
doesn’t appreciate that kind of continuity. The eye will instinctively strain to
make something else, and the walls seem to flex. Wagner’ s shoes made a
clicking sound, which echoed down the hall. The buzz of the lights and afaint
rumble of the furnace accompanied her like a choir. The sad thing was, the music
was about to take a turn for the worse. She opened the door that had lettering on
the inset frosted windows:. Cold Cases, room BB2, Martin Legacy.

She straightened her suit, took a deep breath and stepped into the room. The bad
attitude that had been cultivated over amorning of disappointments would see
her through, she was sure of it. Thiswould be done, and she' d be headed back to



Washington by mid-day.

Twenty minutes later she was standing in Bailey’s office. Her lips quivered in
visible fury.

Bailey’ s voice was sticky sweet barely veiling his expectation. “Didn’'t say
nothing? Didn’t even raise his head? Probably thought you were the secretary,
the women around here wear shoes like that.” Bailey left alazy ring finger
extended toward her shoes, raising his gaze and seeing if Wagner would
rebound. Wagner met his stare and after a moment of internal calculation and
then she smiled at him. It was a hollow smile, but appearances were al that

Bailey respected anyway.

“1 need to get to know more about Legacy. May | sit? May | have a piece of that
delicious bread now?’

A beaming response from Bailey told her that she'd behaved properly.
“Wouldn't that be the way to start of f?”

Wagner took notes for the better part of an hour. She learned of Legacy’srise
through Special Forces to become one of the most heralded field officersin the
history of the American Military complex. He was what they called an
“information quantity,” which was the title given to the top interrogation
specialists. These people were considered so vital during the cold war that they
were the only agents shared by CIA, NSA, military and FBI. In intelligence
circlesit was well known that there were three people who got called when
information had to be extracted. Two of them belonged to the other side, or sides,
Gerhard Shulz worked out of Egypt, he’ d shattered men made out of steel.
Chrysa Valcheck, better known as the Chrysanthemum, was a medical doctor,
organic chemist and sympathetic ear for the Ukraine secret service. It was
rumored that people that entered her office ultimately begged for the opportunity
to tell their secrets and that she would only let them tell after she was finished
breaking their mind into a thousand pieces.

Legacy’s ability to get information out of human sources was based on a
technique that became known as Hollow Man. It was a modification of a
common technique used where the interrogator assembles a series of educated
guesses then presents them as facts depending upon the reaction of the person in
custody. His intuition had such an overlap with reality that it was hard for anyone
to keep a secret as he drilled so far into the bedrock of fact on which they were
standing. Legacy’ s methods relied on him getting inside the mind — perhaps the
mind isn’t the best way to put it - inside the sequence of thoughts of anyone
sitting across from him. Rational or irrational, fanatic or cold calculating
capitalists all have an inner logic that islike a code, Legacy seemed to always
crack the code and get inside. He was alwaysin use.



“Human nature is the same the world over, | guess.”

Wagner looked up from her notes. This was getting her prepared, but she knew
that history wouldn't help her get in the door. She had to find something that
interested the man now. Legacy wasn't interested in himself, his own
accomplishments or his own capabilities. If he were, he' d be back doing his old
job; he certainly wouldn’'t be in the basement of aregional office. Bailey’s
patient smile made her dive right back in, “ Tell me more about his daughter.”

Wagner had read about the death of Legacy’s wife, but the details were blacked
out on her report, making the tidbit of information from Bailey quite haunting.
“He was five minutes late getting home, literally minutes away from stopping the
whole thing.”

Bailey paused, uncertain of how far to go, Wagner picked up thetail end of the
story, “I saw in the report that his daughter sat tied to achair in the closet.”

Bailey added, “ Thankfully not watching her mother bleed out.”

Bailey continued adding details about Legacy’s life while sucking deep re-
filtering the smoky air through the lit end of another cigarette. Bailey’s face
maintained a loathsome shade of exquisite indifference. Wagner decided that she
had what she needed, or at the very least, had all she could take.

Bailey lit aslim, long black cigarette off of the dying embers of his last. Wagner
couldn’t keep the curiosity off of her face even though the slightest digression
meant more time in his presence. A sour thought. Bailey wafted thetip in circles,
drawing attention to his mannerisms. “| never smoke the same brand of cigarette
twice in one day,” he continued with a self-satisfied smile “1 wouldn’t want to
become addicted.”

Bailey was supplying her with more than textbook information. She wondered
why. Wagner saw that vanity was the driving factor for Bailey, he might be
showing off, but she also recognized a strong officious streak in the man - he
must have gotten permission from above to give out secure parts of Legacy’s
file. The idea he was simply stupid crossed her mind; it was an attractive
thought, one that she would revisit many times in her future associations with
Bailey. Wagner knew there was still more to the story even after Bailey stopped
talking. Should she go strong or weak - that was the question. She leaned
forward, Bailey’s eyes took a predictable parabolic arc downward. The frustrated
pout of Wagner’s lips was pure art.

“| just need something to get his attention, is there anything he considers
important, or something he's protective of, anything at all?’ She asked.

“What do you mean?’



“Something that connects in with his emotional side, has anything ever caused an
outbreak of temper or anger?’

He didn't take a moment to think, “He doesn’t have an emotional side.”
She decided it was timeto test his pride.

“This briefing is useless then, they told me at headquarters that you had very
limited influence with him-"

“There was a time when he came up here because he couldn’t get to his
daughter’ s web cam. He was going to leave to check up on her until tech fixed
the blamed thing. | guess technology frustrates him as much asit does the rest of
us.”

Wagner slid a dlim laptop out of her briefcase. Asking no permission, she pulled
anetwork wire out of Bailey’s computer and plugged it in to her own.

Bailey remarked how her computer suited her. “An odd convergence.”

Wagner looked at the screen, her fingers tapped the keys then traced the sleek
linestilting the screen to get a better viewing angle. She must have driven the
high school debate club crazy. It was probably a coincidence that Bailey stared at
all of the ports on the backside of her machine.

Wagner had found what she was looking for, as the face of Legacy’ s daughter,
Chess appeared on screen. Her home page loaded and Wagner hinted at a
breakthrough for the first time since crossing the Mason-Dixon line. Chess was
the best way to get to Legacy. She clicked on Chess' bio page and read.
Afterward she left with a plan.

Twenty minutes passed, three different brands of cigarettes littered the ashtray
before Wagner poked her head back into the office.

“1 need an access card, I’ll be here for another day.”

“Wasit something | said?’

Wagner flipped her hair and smirked, then said with an edge “Isn’t it dways
about you?’

He chuckled through his nose, and then skidded a set of keys across his desk, her
hands were filled and she caught them at the edge of the desk with her thigh.
Bailey’s eyes reflected the glowing tip of his cigarette, satisfied. “Wilkes said
that you never sleep.”

She eased away from cold metal and let the keys drop into her cupped hand.
Wagner looked up and to her surprise Bailey had dipped past her and was
standing in the doorway ready to leave.



“There’'sagym and a shower on the second floor. That and keysto the records
room should keep you busy for the night.”

Chapter 4 Y outh

Legacy buttered a piece of thin burnt toast and crunched distractedly while a
bright fresh-faced Chess crashed over his shoulder reaching for his coffee cup.
She wore her school uniform, skirt and jumper over a clean pressed white shirt.
She brushed the crumbs off of Legacy’s suit talking and spitting more on top of
the momentarily clean pinstriped landscape.

“Dad, turn down the toaster.” She snatched Legacy’ s cup of ominously black
coffee and took a gulp before plunging down another piece of toast for her father.

“Why isit that when you make coffee this shade it’ s fine and when | make toast
like this it messes up your whole morning? How come the toaster setting keeps
changing?’ He was off on avisual tangent. “Isthat skirt at least two inches
below the knee?’

Chess pushed his cup back into his hand, “In reverse order of your questions,
yes, exactly two, | don’t know. Check it next time and because toast ismy life.”
Legacy knew that she aways turned the toaster setting to black when she
programmed the coffee machine on atimer the night before.

“1 don't like change.” Legacy played the game, it made Chess smile, and after
three years, he actually liked burnt toast.

“I'll be home at-"

“Six.”

“I'll check in on you at -’
“Three.”
“Thegunisinthe—
“Hall closet.”

“Always shoot for-"
“The knees.”

Legacy didn’'t like that answer, he preferred atight center-mass cluster, six shots
then reload. Chess had researched the matter and in an act that could be counted
as teen rebellion declared that a knee shot hurt most, incapacitated best, and

amost never led to a mortal wound. They had reached a compromise early on in



their intruder defense preparations; Chess got one shot at the knee, and if she
missed she had to go for the head. Chess had become an unconscious marksman
asaresult.

Legacy let one eyebrow arch in ashow of pained acceptance, then began packing
any hint of emotions back inside for the remainder of the day. He grabbed his
umbrellain one hand, briefcase in the other and was out the door.

Legacy could leave aroom and it would fedl like he was still there, because there
never was an actual sound that went with his exit.

Chess harrumphed as the door closed behind him. She hiked up the hem of her
skirt using Velcro patches to secure the hem where it suited her. She turned down
the toaster before pressing down the plunger on a toaster pastry. She stomped
around the kitchen gathering up her books and shoving them into her backpack.
She did things her way too.

The shadows were cast long with soft edges from the overcast skies. Legacy
checked his watch; he always caught the 7:32 train from the Terrace station. That
wasn't completely true, on rainy days he used the awnings of the city center mall
to backtrack and catch the 7:31 train from Baudley Station. That required
preplanning, so he left three minutes early on those days.

He cleared security at exactly 7:42, if he was early he'd exchange afew
sentences with the guard, ask him about his family. Legacy had noticed years
before that the guard’ s security badge was thicker from the side than any other
employee, and when the guard turned it over it revealed afamily picture tucked
inside the plastic cover. Anybody that kept their family that close to the heart
deserved areminder of them once or twice a day.

Legacy had alot on his mind that day. It was clear that Chess was getting to that
stagein life where he could not protect her openly. All of hiswork would have to
be seamlessly constructed behind her back so that it was not thought of as
intruding on her personal space.

He thought about many things on the walk down the hallway to his office, but
not a single mental mention of the young agent, until he was reminded of her
presence the moment he opened his door. She was there, in his chair, waiting,
intruding on his personal space.

She moved quickly to the tape player and turned on the music. He didn't
immediately recognize her.

“Areyou?’ He kept a noncommittal tone.

“Y ou told me to come back. And you asked meto tell you if this key fit this
lock.” She pointed to both the lock and key out on the desk.



Legacy was unreadable, “Listen my answer isno.”
Wagner lit up, “And what is my question?’

“You're here from Washington, | can’t imagine you want to be here, unless my
reputation has been completely forgotten so let’s get this over with and you can
go home.” Legacy kept hiswords as clinical as possible, “I am unwilling to assist
in any investigation that Jeremy or Tom or Paul think that | am needed for.”

Wagner had alook of shock on her face and Legacy knew why. He had named
the three top field officers at the bureau by their first names. Why did he get to
call them by their first names? It was a clear double standard.

“Tell them that | looked haggard, unorganized and I’ m unable to concentrate on
tasks handed me. Mention that | still keep my wife's murder case in the back of
the fridge and that should seal the deal.” An uneasy look on Wagner’ s face made
Legacy believe that she’d had asimilar thought. “I know what isin my fileand |
love to live below their expectations.”

Wagner stiffened with resolve and gave areply that surprised Legacy.

“How about if | tell you with absolute certainty whether this key fits thislock,
and then you decide whether you want to work with me.”

“What do you know about the case?’

“More than you do at thispoint.” She let her words linger awhile on the sharp
edge of the upturned corner of one side of her mouth, “I know the answer.”

Legacy took the key from her hand, using the exchange to lock eyes with the
young agent “Did you try the key?’

There was something deeply unnerving about the way he stared at her. It was like
he’ d entered aroom of hers, a private place, uninvited. The most disturbing part
was that he treated it like it was his home, even with her most private thoughts.
Wagner felt her skin quiver, she wanted out of that office more than she wanted
out of Bailey’s. It took all of her determination to meet his eyes and say. “No.”

There were thirty-six tells that Legacy could have looked to if he’ d had any
doubt that Wagner was telling the truth. Involuntary responses like the tightening
of the skin of the forehead, even-numbered blinking pattern, pupil dilation to
name afew, but there was no need. He did, however, harvest awealth of
information on how Wagner presented truth while guarding a greater secret.

“Then how do you know if it fits? | took it off the wall of alocksmith 200 miles
away from acrime that happened twelve years ago. Y ou’ re playing the odds,
50/50 to the layman, but altered dramatically if you know the details of the case.
He had no connection to the crime, the victim, he didn’t even need an alibi



because nobody ever questioned him.”

“Why would they?" Wagner chimed in. “But he did it. And that key is going to
open thislock.” Legacy stared at her hand as she tilted the envel ope holding the
key and - CLACK. It tumbled onto the desk. She had been unready for the
weight of the lock and it dlid in her grip.

“You haven't aready tried the key.” He continued. It was not a question.

Wagner blew a stray piece of hair out of her eyes, “Y ou asked me not to, and
we're partners.”

Legacy let that one slip by, and he asked her for the key that he’' d left behind in
the folder. He spoke his observations out loud as he held the cold steel in his
hand. “Nobody has touched this, no oils, and it’s cold as the room.”

Wagner kept her face neutral. “I could have done it late last night wearing
gloves.”

Legacy didn’t want to explain why she was wrong, the barrel of the key was
made of a soft metal, and any resistance from the lock would have left scratches
on the louvers. Hereplied dryly, “1 hadn’t thought of that.”

He pulled akey out of his briefcase and put it into the lock. After a moment of
fishing around the rusted interior deeve of the lock, it gave a sharp click, and the
lock opened.

The shock sent a visible shiver through Wagner’s body. Legacy watched as
Wagner’s confidence turned to anger. Her feelings seemed so close to the surface
that it felt like he might almost touch them.

Legacy walked around the desk and took all of the evidence from the case and
with along arm swept it into the bin that sat beside his desk. “Time for the next
case.”

Wagner took advantage of the moment. “1 have something for you that will
sweep everything off your desk.”

Legacy felt atwinge of authority enter the room. “Put whatever you’ ve brought
in thefiling cabinet, agent, I'll get to it.”

Wagner launched into an explanation how this new case needed his undivided
attention, that he needed to familiarize himself with the facts over the evening
and that she’ d come up with a plan to mobilize their assets by the next morning.
It took her fifteen minutes to lay out a detailed organizational brief.

Legacy, in the meantime, moved about his desk shifting the other two cases
across the division markers on the desk and away from the trashcan. He then
pulled out another file and put it on the extreme left-hand side of the desk. There



were five cases again in front of him vying for his attention. He sat and began
leafing through the documents in the center one. The noise in the background
faded and he looked up.

Wagner was watching him with impatience. Legacy knew she would be there,
but as he tipped his head up he managed alook of surprise. “Areyou still here?’

Wagner looked like she wanted to overturn the desk and jump up and down on
his chest with the heels she had discarded because they made her sound like a
secretary. Legacy could see that she was looking for away out of this assignment
without conceding defeat. She wouldn't let this strange attention-deficit poster
person ignore her. Legacy had once been told by someone very close to him that
every conversation with him was a puzzle that had to be solved. Even silence
drove people crazy around Legacy. Wagner filled the silence. “1 saw you palm
the key you had cut last night, the key for the lock, and realized that the key you
left must have been the blank that you made to show the agents who were
searching the locksmith shops. Y ou knew that key fit, so you took it home
expecting me to use the blank then tell you that the key didn’t fit. It would have
proven that | couldn’t keep up with you and gotten me out of your hair.”

She leaned over his desk forcing him to either stand or look up to a younger
woman. Legacy sat with a supremely confident look on his face.

“1 figured it was based on a guess, since you certainly didn’t know enough about
what happened to come to a conclusion.” Legacy’s expression was flat and
unchanging; he noticed that Wagner couldn’t even look at him. She blasted into a
speech, she had alot to prove and it seemed like she wastryingto do it al in one
bresath.

Wagner went point by point, she traced Legacy’s notes backward in time, and the
profile he had created of the crimina as a meticulous, precise male. Also, there
were the photos of intricate knots. Thiswas a guy who would be working in a
field where detail was paramount, one where he could work alone, a clockmaker
or art restoration. Her feet walked aline back and forth on the carpet in front of
Legacy’ s desk. She continued, not looking at Legacy for fear that she’'d lose
control and slap his expressionless face until it turned a blushing shade of red.

Her voice was under control by the time that she explained how the old sea
shanty lock led him to fix on the idea of alocksmith. He' d then sent agents on
errands in aradius of the crime, al looking for atrophy case, with akey inside. It
would be somewhere in sight of the proprietor at all times. It would remind him
of the perfection that he had experienced.

He instructed the field agent to make a half-hearted bid on the object. If the
owner were eager to take it down and show it to the agent, he would do what he



could to make an impression of the key secretly and bring it back to HQ.

Wagner finished up by recounting what Legacy aready knew, it had taken
Legacy two yearsto find the right locksmith. After countless hours wasted in
expedition, he hadn’'t backed off his theories because he had gotten into the head
of thekiller. He didn’t have a shred of evidence, and he didn’'t need any to catch
him. She finished with a phrase that stuck in his mind, a crafted complement that
nonethel ess struck home. “Y our work on the case had a peculiar, forward-
thinking brilliance — the kind that only gets proved right by result.”

Wagner immediately stopped short after the compliment. She hadn’t looked up
since she’ d launched into her narrative, something that Legacy took as fear that
he wasn'’t paying attention to aword she'd said. But her fears couldn’'t be further
from the truth. He stared at her, studied her, fascinated with something just
below the surface. It was an interest level he reserved for only —well, to be
honest he couldn’t remember the last time he' d felt that involved with words that
were not his own — still not a partner he thought.

“Youread al thefilesin one night?’ His most respectful tone still sounded like
mockery.

Wagner nodded. “Now that we know he did it, it should be easy to connect him
to the crime.” Legacy could tell that she was up to something.

“Too easy, | would even anticipate that you' re ready with that information. |
would go so far asto expect you to slap it down on my desk in dramatic
fashion.” Legacy drummed his fingers on the loose stacks of paper on his desk.
A few pages dlid off the side.

Wagner produced afile, and she carefully laid it on the desk. “1’d rather not
disrupt your system.”

The locksmith was named Burt Edger. He had attended high school with Ms.
Miller, and he got ajob working in the same department as her in college at the
reprographics center. Coincidence again when he opened alocksmith shop in the
neighborhood where she and her husband moved outside of town. He was
contracted to put new locks on their front door two years before the killings. “He
was avery patient man,” interrupted Legacy.

“He saw the act as inevitable; impatience didn't enter the picture.” It was agrace
note that Legacy obviously agreed with. Her assessment pleased him visibly.

“Exactly,” Legacy found himself moved to agree, “you also read my case notes.”
Wagner nodded. “A laudable invasion of privacy.”

“| thought so,” Wagner stretched back in the chair, fingers linking behind her
head in victory. “1 did my part, now | need you to accompany me to Washington



for a briefing. We' re going to be partners.”

Legacy’ s face tightened. He didn't like the word partner. The word partner led to
involvement. It wasn't personal, but a change came over his demeanor.

“| can't leave. | don't travel.”

“Y ou have seen duty on all parts of the globe.” People never saw him; they never
saw him coming and that was part of the job.

“1 don’t go anywhere, anymore. Whatever you think I’'m going to do for you is
not going to happen. Get out of my chair.” His tone was suddenly dry and
reprimanding.

Wagner never liked being told to move “It’s your duty, | don’t have to convince
you — | can have someone who outranks you on the phone in five minutes.”

“And | guarantee, I'll be less impressed with them than | was with you. Y ou
should have been honest with your expectations from the start. It would have
saved you time.” He' d already started digging through drawers searching for a
file. He had begun taking notes on the folder cover when a hand slammed down
on his.

“How honest do | need to be?’

“1 can’t train you in my methods, | can’t reverse your instincts in one day, you're
FBI through and through. I know about the reports and deadlines that came with
taking alive case. | can't work with that.”

“Give me achance.”

“Tell me why | am so damn important, tell me why standard methods are
ineffective and the people on the case are so incompetent that you need me. Tell
me that and I’ll show you why we can’t work together.”

Demeaning the FBI struck Wagner like a blow to the cheek, her eyes welled up
infury.

Legacy compounded her frustration by putting pen to page, motioning for her to
start talking. “1’ll translate what you say, from FBI speak to what you' re really
saying as you go aong. If that doesn’'t prove how far away we are, nothing will.”
He readied a pen in the crux of hisangled fingers. The curves at the joints
strongly indicated that they had been dislocated and or broken several times.
Still, hisgrip was arock and the pen hovered motionlessin the air. If there was
pain, it was controlled.

Wagner started, “We don’t need you.”
He wrote down, “We need you.”



“There are other people we can go to.”

Legacy scribbled, “There’ s nobody else we can go to.”
“It’slike you said yourself, it's not life or death.”
Legacy paused then “ Somebody’ s about to die.”

She tore the paper out of his hand and scanned it for amoment. A wave of
tension rippled through her body, and it seemed to persist swirling in the pale
green waters of her eyes. Legacy couldn’t put hisfinger on what drove her
desperation. Everything he' d written down was true; he could seeit in the way
his words had gone through her body. She would lash out at him soon and leave.
It was exactly what he wanted, but something else lay below the surface of her
anger. He had no ideawhat it was, and for amoment it fascinated him. Legacy
didn’t hear what she had to say, and the sound of the door slamming brought him
back to an empty room.

The paper was on the floor. She’ d ripped it into remarkably uniform strips. And
looking at afragment of hisnotes, it finally hit him. He understood what was
going on. Now he just needed to decide what to do about it. He looked over the
desk at a phone that he hadn’t picked up in five years.

Wagner dropped her keys three times on the way to her rental car. It was a
nervous tick. She dropped trivia things, like business cards and college
boyfriends. She’ d never dropped anything important. She'd never dropped her
weapon when training in an Alkali swampland during training. Even when the
first layer of skin cellsturned slippery due to the drop in Ph levels. She had never
dropped a coffee cup on the way to her mouth. It was her keys. Perhaps the
sound of them clattering against the pavement comforted her. She couldn't wait
to discharge her weapon at something.

She wondered if she could tune in on any feloniesin progress. No, killing
somebody in the commission of acrime wasn’t the answer. It was an answer, but
it wasn't the solution.

She picked the keys up off the pavement. Her fingers began deftly flipping the
keychain over and over like a pinwheel. The keychain lalomed up her fingers
only to slide down the backside of her hand. It was like the old coin trick except
as the ring moved up, her other fingers rotated the keys.

It did keep her mind off of her frustration, and it kept her hand off her gun. Two
very positive results. Frustrated was not the right word, pissed off. Of course that
was two words but she was willing to be verbose in this instance to set the right
internal descriptive tone for her feelings. Pissed off and something else, she
couldn’t put her finger on it.



She was going to have to report to her superior that she was ineffectivein
activating Legacy on the case. It would look even worse after the tantrum she'd
thrown in his office in front of the director. There was no going back to this case;
it was adisgrace. The only thing that could save her would be if one of the leads
that she’ d dug up before she' d left turned the case around. She started mentally
reviewing every contact she’d made in the last week.

Fingers occupied, mind occupied and she still couldn’t help her body from
shaking in anger. She was so pissed off and something else, what was it?
CLANG the keys dropped.

Her phone vibrated as she knelt to pick up the keys. Wagner thought that she’ d
inadvertently pushed one of the buttons as she |eaned over, but a second
vibration had her reaching under her coat to her belt where it was strapped.
Bailey’ s voice was on the other end.

“Legacy called me, he needs you back.”

“1"ve been humiliated enough for one day, I’m pissed off and — and-" she
searched through her vocabulary for the most acid-laced word that would
describe how she felt. She really wanted to get alittle bit back from Legacy and
the way he'd trivialized what she stood for, which made it all the more surprising
when the word she spit out hit the air. “ And ineffective.” That was it, ineffective!
She had never been ineffective in her entire life. It was a description that had
never been placed beside her name, and now she was using it in judgment of
herself. Bailey was also clearly not prepared for the quick change in her tone and
his voice took on the syrupy false timber of step-fatherly support.

“You'd best hear what he hasto say.” She ended the connection and stood in the
garage. Pools of light zebra-striped along her path back to the entrance. It seemed
such along way back.

Legacy sat in the conference chair in the central briefing room. The file that
she'd left sat closed in front of him. Wagner entered from the door behind him,
as she did her best to sneak into the room. Legacy’s head rose immediately. A
smile spread across his face. His opening move had been met, and he was
pleased with the young agent’ s ability to adapt. She didn’t let him enjoy the
moment.

“So what did you learn in five minutes?’

“Nothing, | haven't read it. Y ou realize that we cannot work on this together, 1’1
give you my insights and then you can take them back to your superiors. That’'s
al | haveto offer. We won’'t work together again after today.

Wagner thought for a moment, then walked slowly to anearby chair, kicked it



out from under the table. She let the rattle of the metal legsring in the room for a
moment before quieting them by sitting down.

“On theinside, my heart is breaking Agent Legacy. Really. Am | going to sit
here while you read it?’

“No,” Legacy was suddenly serious, focused. He made no wasted movement,
and his eyes were as piercing as a blade. The temperature the room seemed to
drop. Wagner pulled her arms close to her body and crossed them. “1 am going to
tell you what isin the report without reading and watch you. | should know
everything | need to without asking you a single question.”

Legacy began. The case was certainly an abduction, or rather a series of
abductions. Murders get attention and nothing matching any of the facts of the
case. At this Wagner interrupted, “but you don’t know any of the facts of the
case. You said so yourself.”

“1 don’t need to.” Legacy didn’t bat an eye and continued. He told her that the
first victims had been released unharmed, but that it seemed to be escalating and
recently one of them had been killed.

“If you're just guessing, | can talk to a psychic down the hall —’

Legacy spoke over her, every word emphatic. “And now someone has been taken
— and this time they’ re somehow connected to the FBI.” It was a connection that
Legacy surprised himself with.

“How could you know that?’

“Believeit or not, you told me at the end of our last discussion.” When Legacy
worked himself into this state there was no time for distractions; he pursued the
facts like an addict. His voice was insistent. “An agent?’

Wagner, always afast learner, began to reply in short bursts. “A cadet.”
“Female?’
“All of them.”

“A sexual predator,” He watched Wagner’s pupils as he interrogated the case
through her eyes, essentialy interrogating himself on the possibilities. Each time,
she gave him aresponse that indicated yes or no something spurred him onto
another thought. “No something worse, agroup of trained rapists.”

“Close.”

“The perpetrator pursues originality, recognition — the repetition indicates
confidence, an agile operation, something different, no ransom?”’

“None.”



“Something’ s wrong though, why isthis case so desperate, if they’re looking at
my methods — | mean usually they take years —’

“They can’t thistime. We need to get the next one, that’s why we need your full
cooperation.”

“You're acting like thisis a matter of national security -

“They have the director’ s daughter; she is the cadet that needs your help. The
details are at alevel for which you' re not cleared. | am not supposed to be
confirming any of this— I don’t know why —they could arrest me -’

“Cam down, that’s my specialty. | needed to know, | was going to know
anyway. We should take that briefing now.”

“We? Briefing, | thought you were through after this conversation.”

“1 have known the director for twenty years, | knew his daughter, and | have a
daughter.” He let hiswords sink in; the weight was surprising. Wagner wasn’t
expecting emotion, and when it came out, it made gravity kick in stronger. His
control over the room irritated her. If she'd only stopped to think about the
irritation she could have learned an important lesson, but at age twenty-five, she
preferred ssimply being irritated.

1] Lal S gO'H
Legacy didn’t move, “They’ re coming to us.”

Legacy and Wagner waited in very different ways, for the briefing to come to
them. Wagner had her keys out, flipping them around her fingers like a circus
performer keeping her hands occupied. Legacy sat very still, analyzing her
preparations for the arrival of the FBI’ s top brass. He smirked enjoying the
passive pleasure of watching another neurotic person. Her eyesflicked up
occasionally asif to say “go ahead, call me strange you statuesque whack job.”
Legacy was only guessing, but something told him he was on the right track.

“I redlly liketo be stared at.” She broke the silence.

He shifted his attention to the corner of his eye and left it there for quite awhile.
Legacy didn’t really think about her as they sat in the room. His goal was not to
make an impression; it was to find the proper level of help that wouldn't commit
anything to anyone. He could tell from hisinterview with Wagner that the
situation involved a criminal who lived in aworld of thoughts, not actions. FBI is
based around finding people who act without thinking. He' d said that oncein a
high level meeting. He didn’t get invited to many high level meetings after that.
It was awin win situation. Now he’ d have to be careful to step on just enough
toes where they’d still listen, but they wouldn’t want him to be their dance



partner. He planned his next move in silence.

After about twenty minutes the world came back into focus CLANK. Wagner’s
keys hit the ground and as she knelt Legacy actually noticed the face of the
woman opposite him. He was moved to speak. “Y ou should fix your make-up
before they get here.”

Wagner had smudged her lipstick. She took out her compact and after a swift
succession of masterful brushstrokes, she puckered her lips, a wet, perfect,
sarcastic kiss touched the air.

Wagner wasn't going to let him get the better of her.

“You should fix your tie.” It was a perfect knot.

“I"'m into grunge.”

CLANK. The doors opened.

Uniforms walked in, straight, official, purposeful brisk steps. Following them

was Director Wilkes who walked right up to Wagner, at the head of the table. He
was about to ask for her to move when Legacy broke the silence.

“| saved you a seat beside me, Larry.” The room watched as Wilkes bypassed
Wagner and walked over to Legacy.

“Martin, we need you.”

“1 don’t respond well to being needed.”
“Y ou respond to being challenged- “
“That’s why you sent her.”

A loud intake of breath signaled that Wagner very much wanted to say
something at this point. She bit her lip as Legacy pointed along finger in her
direction.

Legacy saw alight go on inside of Wagner as she made the realization that she
was the lure. Not alot of dignity in being used, especially for someone so
concerned with her image. She had come into his office thinking that she wasin
the game when really it was all going on around her. She shot glances at the
door, and Legacy knew that’ s where she most wanted to be headed. They had
many thingsin common.

Wilkes launched into his briefing, and Legacy openly split his attention. He
looked at Wagner as she shifted in her chair, miles away. He could tell that she
hadn’t expected this, and beyond that she hadn’t known why she’ d been sent
until now. Her disappointment was transparent. The tension on her face was like
the top layer of a perfectly still lake, symmetric and balanced but waiting only



for the smallest impulse to plunge below.

Now, Legacy wasn't sure that Wagner’ s face was pretty although he did notice

the way men in her vicinity stole glances at her and one of the women from the
CIA delegation did the same. Wagner didn’t look at any of them; the imbalance
suggested some kind of charisma.

He thought for a moment, |etting Wilkes drone on in the background. He
interrupted Wilkes.

“Agent Wagner has already begun briefing me.” Legacy turned toward Wagner,
which consequently put his back to the Deputy Director.

Everyone around the table knew Wilkes. The air momentarily left the room. The
agents stared at Wilkes, waiting. His composure was barely equal to the task, but
he calmly replied, “ She is not up to date on the recent devel opments-”

“1 don’t want to know recent developments,” He let his opening statement sink
in.

Legacy turned in an arc. He scanned the faces, seasoned agents al with
specialties. Legacy went down the line and silently identified their role on the
case, coroner, forensics, communications, three regional investigators, five
national, CIA —it wasn't aparlor trick, it was his specialty, instant asset
evauation. He paused for a moment confused. Why would all of these officers
bein this briefing room? He had known that this was big, but the assembly of
personnel told him that every resource was being tapped, and the stunning part
was, that it was being brought directly to his door. This assembly had been
pulled from the case to meet with him, Legacy had been expecting a mixture of
specialists, and what he got was aroom full of leaders, these weren’'t people who
were used to taking orders from anybody. The ripple that he'd started with his
interruption went through each and every face at the table, and al of them had a
reply. Thiswas ateam of the best the FBI had to offer, convened for the purpose
of saving the Director’s daughter.

It was an operation of the scale that comes around only afew timesin a career,
something with no estimable price tag. His gaze circled the room and landed on
Wagner, she was the youngest by far. Legacy continued.

“The perpetrator of this abduction pursues originality, recognition —the
repetition indicates confidence, an agile operation no ransom.”

A murmur went through the room. An older agent couldn’t contain himself and
leapt into the conversation. “Y ou’re saying you haven't read the file?” Legacy
nodded. “Why would he abduct and return without ransom?’

Legacy scowled at the interruption of his thought process. He stopped. He didn’t



even look at the agent, instead turned to Wilkes and bit off each word.

“Keep your men silent.” It was amode of Legacy’s behavior that hadn’t been
seen for years. It was the side of him that kept him from being promoted and put
him at the bottom of the list for the yearly company picnic. Peoplein the bureau
often spoke of his temper and related behavior. It was mislabeled as anger,
arrogance, or intolerance. The truth of the matter is that his behavior was awell-
honed result of all-consuming concentration. He had been trained for asingle
purpose, and couldn’t even conceive of breaking the concentration he required to
pursue that purpose; therefore, any outside comment was dismissed as noise.
Legacy had never worked with partners - it was awell-known fact.

Legacy in that moment returned to duty. His demeanor in years past was coming
back to him as he strode about the room. Wilkes actually cracked a brief smile —
he put out a hand to silence the offending and offended agent.

It was Wagner’ s voice that brought L egacy back to the table “ There have been
no ransom demands.”

“Y et somebody must pay,” Legacy retreated into his thoughts, “something’s
wrong with the timing, why isthis case so desperate?’ He decided to test a
pressure point, he said, “the methods | use can take time -~

“They can’t thistime.” Wilkes replied, “We need to catch them now; we need
you to have these bastards collared in amatter of days.”

He nodded toward the senior agent. “| assume that a body has been found?’
Wagner jumped in “They haven’t escalated-”

Legacy turned to her. “They did, the day that you were sent seeking my
involvement, they found a dead body. Isn’t that right, chief?’

Wagner’ s words were afast rolling percussion “We have been looking for the
girl that went off camera last week, but it’ s still a search and rescue, we have no
reason to believe that she’'s dead —’

“They found the body yesterday morning, agent.” Legacy said with stone cold
certainty, he pointed to Wilkes.

Wilkes gave amilitary dip of his chin, signifying yesin the most respectful way
he could.

The meeting ended after an hour, there were a series of expectations laid at
Legacy’ s door, none of which he fully committed to. He was “on board,” but as
the members of the briefing left the table he knew that many would report private
reservations to Wilkes about whether he was “fully on board.”

That was their problem.



It was five o' clock. He still had an hour before he needed to be home.

*kkk*k

Chess sat stretching with her legs inching toward the splits. She was developing
her own intuition, which told her that this move would almost definitely hurt,
YES! Shewasright. A wave of the strain crossed her face. She was going to be a
cheerleader if it killed her. “Now, uh, was not the time to, uh think about pain.”
She reminded herself. At a certain point in her inching downward, her weight
suddenly became gravity’s subordinate and it carried her to the floor, legs
perpendicular to torso. She practiced her father’s restraint for only a moment,
and then tears welled up in her eyes. There was not an emotion for the kind,
except perhaps the hatred of floor wax, and the rubbery tension that she was
putting on her muscles inducing a time-tested response. She screamed.

Legacy was nearing his apartment door when he heard Chess' scream. His keys
were in his hand and with practiced precision locks opened, CLACK CLACK
CLACK. He pushed the door and met resistance from the chain lock. A hard
shoulder into the center of the door ripped the chain from the wall and sent it
door flying open.

Chapter 5 Shadow

Chessrolled over on the carpet in the living room, she gave the standard “ What
kind of freak breaksinto his own house?’ look at her father, then seeing the
desperation in his face, she changed her tone to teenage disinterest. “| was going
to get the door you know —ah!” A sudden stab of pain rocked her backwards,
eyesrolling down and away from her father.

Legacy looked Chess over. She began rubbing her thighs like they were on fire.
The clock struck six. Legacy looked at his watch, perplexed. He had been early.

In arelationship where consistency had dominated the landscape, this certainly
wasn't the regular homecoming. Something had been bothering Legacy since he
left the building.

An hour later, there were take out Chinese cartons stacked in a small pyramid on
the kitchen table. Legacy had started doing this kind of merry mealtime behavior
early on after Chess mother had died. It was all about the presentation of the
food on the table — and very little about the food itself. Legacy wasn’t a cook.
They hadn’t eaten a home cooked meal in years, with the exception of take out
from “Home Cooked Caroline’ s Bistro”. Legacy had no contact with his
deceased wife' sfamily — he knew they existed, but even if they knew about him
and Chess, they had never invited them to dinner.



The pyramid was a childhood remnant that turned into a mealtime tradition.
Chess couldn’t eat any of the bottom cartons, until they’d both finished the top
one. The top one aways seemed to contain a mixture of steamed vegetables even
though Legacy claimed to stack the boxes randomly. Legacy knew that she had
certainly figured out his game by the time she was ten.

She walked into the kitchen, saw the food stacked on the table and announced,
“Wow I’'m shocked, steamed vegetables.” Her tone was drab and distant. “Let’s
get this over with.”

Thistime the top container was stuffed full of the greasiest, sweetest, fried-est
offshoot of modern Chinese cuisine, orange chicken. It was her favorite. She
looked at her father for a moment, as his hand reached for the top container and
he spooned most of it on her plate. His hands were steady but something else
connoted nerves. Chess served therice.

They atein silence. Finally Chess turned to Legacy having speared a giant piece
of chicken. She pointed the chopstick accusingly at her father and let alittle
teenage drama seep into the room. “Why the wood splintering entrance? All the
freaky strangeness?’

“What freaky strangeness?’ Legacy swirled a glass of scotch and sniffed the air
aboveit. “1 am feeling over regular if anything tonight.”

“You're bothered. | know you want to know why the door was chained in the
first place.” She reached over and drug her piece of sticky chicken through the
rice on Legacy’ s plate, leaving a slug-like sugary trail.

“1 don’'t.” Helied. “Will you eat this please?’

He pointed down on his plate. It was awell-known fact that Legacy liked almost
nothing sweet.

Chess spoke with her mouth full. She scooped the offending trail off of her
father’'s plate. “ A couple of your friends from work came by to drop off some
paperwork—" Legacy leaned forward, but Chess cut him off “I used the SDP. |
chained the door.”

It was the standard delivery protocol. It called upon Chess to get identification of
any unexpected visitor, and then upon confirmation a delivery was acceptable,
but only if the materials fit through the gap in the door created by the chain lock.
Anything that was a shadow’ s width wider than four inches had to be left outside
or with the doorman.

Chess resented any rule that prevented her from being able to open her mouth or
her own front door. She called Legacy’ s rules “the prison code.”



Legacy sat leaning forward, but his head tilted and his eyebrows were arched. He
should have known that they’ d waste no time getting him all the documents for
the case.

Chess shot him a questioning |ook.

The light in the room seemed to bend until it fell upon her face. She somehow
soaked up the light in any room she entered even at fifteen when most kids
duplicate every flaw they see in their parents then leave them in the dark. Her
largest act of adult rebellion had occurred when she quit the debate team —to join
the chess club. The most precious materials in the world existed somewherein
the interconnection of her heart and mind. Legacy felt her impatience build.

“Everything isin your study.” She added, “| moved a desk lamp in there so that
you'd have light.”

Legacy paused as he pushed himself to his feet. “| worry about you.” He couldn’t
look at her —he walked toward his study.

“There’ s one scrapbook that didn’t fit through the doorway. | couldn’t open the
door, so it’s still in the hallway.”

Legacy changed direction and walked toward the door.

Legacy bent over the scrapbook in the hall. His shadow crossed the dim light and
disrupted the glare off of the plastic coated front page. An oily smear near the
corner caught his attention. It meant next to nothing on its own, but like so many
thingsit isareaction of improbabilities and happenstances that add mass and
create their own gravity. Forces not dissimilar to those that had put Legacy on
this case often cannot be broken down into obvious components. Many things
happened and Legacy was back in the game. In this present, however, in this
hallway, it was a simple equation of width and the way a shadow crossed the
page that put into prominence a meaningless smudge. It was hardly worth a
second thought, really.

The next morning couldn’t have started worse. Light streaming through alarge
window in the study brought a wave of impulses to Legacy’ s optic nerve. The
residual effects of caffeine in his bloodstream fed these impulses. Legacy
remembered blinking at five am and now two hours later his eyes were opening
again.

A pool of papers had been carefully laid out in rows and columns on the floor.
He had put them there for a reason, something in his mind connected the contents
better when they were viewed as part of an overlapping puzzle.

Words were running together in his head, but the facts of the case were clear, too
clear. Legacy often wondered if recognizing the motives and basic human



condition of the sickest people on earth made him laudable or loathsome. He had
been introduced to some new tricks of the sick mind and felt a little disturbed
that none of them gave rise to any level of surprise.

Legacy hadn’'t said goodbye to Chess that morning. He left home at his normal
time, but he was occupied up his exit with videotapes that had been stacked
beside the briefs. He had saved them for last because the images of a crime can
be so powerful that the details get hidden behind the potent emotional noise. It
was like the light that penetrated his eyelids this morning — it flooded his
perceptions and he couldn’t see clearly until he'd looked away.

He was happy to look away from the video when it finished.

The tapes were the kind of thing that most decent people ook away from
immediately, but others are simply fascinated with it. Legacy knew that it would
be the first thing that Wagner would want to talk about. She' d want to know his
thoughts. Unfortunately, he was collecting the thoughts of the perpetrators of the
crime, not his own reactionsto their work. It wouldn’t be easy to explain that to
her. He walked the path to the subway.

A man shaking a tambourine stood in the entrance with asign that read, “I only
play for money.” It was a very modern take on panhandling. It was an artist
putting himself above his audience. Legacy could feel his mind borrowing from
his surroundings; sometimes it was like watching another consciousness at work.
He found that his mind obliged him by constructing a portrait of the kind of
people he was pursuing.

He clenched hisjaw, and it felt like a creaky vice as the two plates of teeth came
together. He was uncomfortable. Legacy felt hisinvolvement pulling at himin a
way that he didn’t like. There was no warm embrace from the facts of this case.

Wagner waited at the desk opposite Legacy’s. The scowl on her face was the
same as the previous day, but the suit that she was dressed in was a shade darker
than the day before.

“Youdidn't seeit coming?’ Legacy wasn’'t much for morning pleasantries.

“Don’t you like my suit?’ It was exactly, precisely and explicitly the thing she
least wanted to talk about.
“It won’t work for today.” Legacy quickly moved to his desk. He cleared one of

the case sections and dumped aload of papers out of his briefcase. He picked out
aroll of film and turned to Wagner.

“1 need these blown up until they cover that wall.” The long white wall had
scattered photos from other cases. He passed over the film.



“I"m not your assistant.” She stood defiantly. Her suit stood with her, both
seeming to be insulted. “And what do you mean thiswon’t work for today?”’

“Later, I’m going to send you downtown to solicit adult movie starsin the area—
and they’ll think you're anarc if you're dress like that.”

“l am anarc.”

“Bethat asit may.” Legacy beckoned with asingle finger. He knew Wagner’'s
greatest fear. “I know you didn’t expect that girl to die. I'm telling you right now
that the girl they have now, the one that’s about to finish —is safe. We have at
least aweek.”

Wagner looked at him like the words he' d spoken were in some lost foreign
language. “How do you know?’

“And pick up some coffee on your way back, ask —” He realized he didn’t know
her name. “My secretary knows how | like it.”

Legacy was pushing around the papers on his desk, just asif the arrangement
was some kind of puzzle. He heard Wagner’s final comment and it rang in his
ears.

“1 want to hear your thoughts on the case when | get back.

Of course she did. Everyone did. The troubling fact was that he hadn’t really
devel oped any thoughts of use at all. There was no astonishing revelation or
infallible blueprint that had formed overnight. After anight of study, he knew
these men, but he was no closer to them.

Wagner needed to hear that the steps she was taking in her high-heeled |eather
uppers were steps closer —in reality, Legacy knew that they were simply taking
steps. Whether closer or farther, he had no idea.

If she had known him better, this was the kind of game that would get Legacy a
polite elbow to the bridge of his nose. She didn’t know him well enough to hit
him, yet.

Telling someone what they want to hear is probably the least prosecuted crimein
the world. Legacy let his mind wander into the morality of hisactions. It's only
when the words cross the line into alie that anyone really gets upset. Yet if a
deliberate lie gets a person closer to their greater goal, isit really such abad
thing? Had Legacy announced that now he was certain that their task was
impossible to complete in the time they had been given, if he'd told her how
careful and methodical he perceived the criminalsto be, it would have been a
self-serving diagnosis. There would have been nowhere to go.

He knew the moment would come when he had to give Wagner his thoughts. An



eager person could have the tasks he' d sent her on done in two hours, so he
expected Wagner to burst in the door any moment.

He closed his eyes. The sound of the clattering music from his stereo waslike a
struggle in the background. It mimicked what was going inside Legacy’ s head.
Time sowed. Legacy sifted through the case filtering every grain of possibility,
sweeping over it again and again like the second hand on a clock. The clock
barely moved before he opened his eyes again.

Chapter 6 Dirt

Upon reading the details, Legacy knew why they needed him. The group that the
casefile called “the Vinyl Men” knew how to commit acrime. Their activities
and methods were self-consciously unique, meaning they took great painsto
protect themselves from the very organized methodical authorities by
purposefully being random and unpredictable.

Precedent being the ground rod of investigation and profiling — there wasn't alot
to go on. Criminals who break new ground usually get away with it for along
time before their methods become familiar enough to constitute a pattern.
Getting in front of them was not going to be easy.

Legacy recognized that his special ops training as an interrogator made him very
good at deciphering behavior, but patience would be the single attribute that he
would point to as the reason he cracked cases that nobody else could. He waited
for the motivesto fal in place behind the profile he created of the criminal. He
didn’t mind waiting years, he knew who his man was; it didn’t matter if afew
harmless decades passed by before he got him.

Decades were turning into days, and the minute hand on his watch was suddenly
vying for his attention too, he had to concentrate.

Thefirst file told the story of a prom queen, a pom-pom girl fresh off a parade
float getting abducted and held captive for two weeks. Missy Anne Naverlau, a
senior at a Burgess Florida High School vanished, tiaraand al, only to reappear
two weeks later in Maine on the campus of the college that she had been
accepted to and planned to attend. Her original story triggered the investigation,
but she had since recanted, telling the investigators that it was all an act of
teenage rebellion.

A transcript of her first interview ran through Legacy’s ears. Legacy
concentrated, put himself in the room —walked around the environment as the
girl was questioned, in his mind

“So you were walking to your car —*



“Yes, if I’d changed after — | could have walked faster, but the dress was
dragging. At first | thought I’ d snagged it on a car or something, but then |
turned.”

“What did you see?’
Her voice trembled, “A man —aman in aleather suit.”
“Go on.”

“1 should have yelled, someone would have heard me. | should have called for
my dad, he would have come.” She broke down in sobs.

“We don’'t have to continue.”

She snapped her head up like somehow the policeman’ s reluctance to hear her
story meant that he doubted her.

“1 felt someone come up behind me then a prick in my neck. A sting or
something, like a needle. And the man in front of me said that if 1 turned around
it would leave a scar. They must have been working together.” She paused lost in
thought.

Legacy could tell that she hadn’t thought much about the experience. She pieced
it together as she spoke in away that made sense.

It happens when reasonably sheltered people go through an unreasonable,
unsheltered experience. The details make no sense combined so the mind stops
looking for rational connections. It compartmentalizes the moments. It's easier to
think that everything about the situation is wrong and makes no sense. Her slow
breathing, in and out— her shirt riding up her stomach, the fold of her capri pants
brushing her leg hairs - she was close to recognizing reality again. A couple more
seconds of thought was all that she needed for a breakthrough. But what she got
was a dour officer asking the wrong question.

“Have you used needlesin the past?’ The officer broke into the silence.

Another heavyset agent chimed in “What | think Officer Dunnisaskingisif you
know the feeling well.”

“That’s amuch nicer way of putting it, Officer Dumm.”
“I"'m O’ Conell, he's Dunn, with an “n” D-U-N-N.”

She continued, “1t’s hard to tell you apart, my apologies officers. After the prick,
| felt weak. | fell back and someone caught me. And even though the man in the
leather suit had a hat brim tucked down around his eyebrows | saw him do
something — I can't forget it — he smiled. It was like everything in the world was
going hisway, on the day that | was going to regret for the rest of my life. The



thrill he exhibited was sickening.”

Legacy followed the accounts of the next couple of days closely, reading more
for the moments like the capture.

She woke up from her drugged state in aroom. There was dried vomit in her
mouth and nose, but her dress was clean and pressed. There was amini bar in the
room and a sink with atoilet. No windows or natural light leaking in from
anywhere. Every ten minutes or so, footsteps on the roof would inform her that
she was guarded and not alone. The bed was flophouse quality and the springs
creaked as she lifted herself from the sweat-stained sheets.

The noise must have brought attention, because someone walked in the door only
amoment after.

It was Legacy, or redly it wasn’t. But Legacy had burrowed far enough into the
story that he was standing in the doorway when the figure that really entered
brushed by. Watching what followed, he wished he were farther away. The man,
his face hidden by aleather mask, body covered in aroyal blue acrylic or vinyl
mixture that looked like rubber and conformed like paint.

The report stated that he was “quite kind.” Legacy watched as the Vinyl Man
mimed a conversation with the girl. When he was done talking brushed his
fingers through her hair.

Missy pulled back and the man kindly patted her knee instead. He walked to the
door and knocked three times. Three more Vynil Men entered the room: Orange,
Brown and Y ellow. They wheeled in ametal frame nearly astall asthe
doorframe, cubically geometric in form. It looked like it was some kind of fitness
equipment, but seconds later they had her hands clamped to the corners, back
arched over a center support, stretched out and immobile.

The three men were out the door with a gesture from Blue. Missy gathered a
breath to scream, and it was only then that she found a very thin membrane over
her mouth. It flexed to allow air in then sealed completely against outward
pressure. All of the air leaving had to be expunged through the nose. There
would be no screaming.

Legacy studied the device on her mouth. It was homemade; the design was
simple and effective. It was the exact opposite of what an interrogator would
develop. He was up against more than just a group of criminals; they were
engineers, circus conductors and drunken stationmasters. He could have really
enjoyed the chase if it were not for what came next, the sickness that ensued with
him as a helpless observer — the video images were living in front of him.

Blue approached Missy face to face, he told her not to look down. His hand went



under her dress and he flipped a switch then came a humming sound. Pubic hairs
began to drop out from under her dress. He leaned in to ask a question at intimate
range.

Missy watched the officers in the interrogation room carefully. “He asked me if
it tickled. He didn’t hurt me. He was the nice one.”

Dunn asked, “And two weeks later they let you go? That was it?’
Missy’s eyes darted up and left, lingering in a memory. “Two weeks of hell.”

Legacy would have handled the questioning in a completely different manner. If
he had gotten to her, right after she’ d been released, he might have found details
that she would never admit to knowing now.

“This was the point in the questioning that she went inside herself and never
came out again,” Legacy thought. There were more questions on the transcript.
Legacy stood at the edge of the light watching the interrogation, scuffing his
shoes on the grey-flecked industrial tile. They’d lost her. Her body language was
closed off and her voice seemed distant and hollow in the microphone.

Legacy pushed stop on his tape player and the recording came to an abrupt halt.
He was back in his office. There was nothing more of use on this tape. He
scanned down the paper transcript and saw that the policemen peppered her with
more questions but the answers became more and more vague. She' d realized
that she was being humiliated, and then the use of the wrong tone, or the wrong
words had seemingly put the police in fraternity with those who had watched her.

“How much did their incompetence cost?’ Legacy was furious. He knew that his
best chance lay with getting inside the first victim’s head. The first was where a
criminal organization made al of its mistakes. This girl had retreated.

This was supported by the fact that two weeks later she recanted her testimony,
saying that she’ d spent the two weeks with her boyfriend on a cross-country trip.
The pictures of her on the Internet? They weren’t her.

Legacy’ s nails dug into the transcript, he was ready to push the file into the trash
when his eye was drawn to one line at the beginning of the interview. How had
he missed it before? He was so busy putting himself into the scene, he hadn’t
noticed a very basic behavior. He hadn’t learned anything from the details of the
abduction, but rereading what they had said, it was clear that this was not the
case for the men who took her. The men had learned something from an earlier
attempt, and they had to brag. He drew aline under a sentence of the transcript:

And the man in front of me said that if | turned around it would leave a scar.
There was another victim out there; they hadn’t found the first abductee of the



Vinyl Men yet.

Chapter 7 Darci

Darci sat outside atruck stop on 1-84 on the outskirts of Salt Lake City. She had
a self-styled quaff of hair that looked like a muffin top. The front dangled below
her eyes like an uneven greasy hat brim. Two dazzling blue eyes peeked out of
the mess. Her skin had a pale shine, but like her body it was thin and fragile.

“It'sal natural.” Darci said pointing to a stain on her shirt just beside the outline
of her nipple.

Bong, one of the three rebellious skateboarder boys cutting school and listening
to her story, spit chew on the ground and grimaced.

“Soisthat, but | don’t want it on my shirt.”

“Some boys got no control.” She said wetting her lips then striking a match and
putting a cigarette between them.

A chorus of “damn” “whoa’ and “shit that” came from the slacker boys. It was
the most impressed they’ d been in months.

Bong pointed to three more stains on her shirt. “How often do you wash this?’

His question was met with cat-trance sass. Darci smiled took a deep drag off of
the cigarette. “Twice aday -

A semi-truck rolled by but it was like the entire world went silent as the boys
digested this news. Darci slugged Bong in the arm to break the trance. “Tard,
every week, what kind of slut do you think I am?’

A watch alarm went off, and the boys explained that they needed to get home for
dinner. Bong lingered after the other boys had mounted their skateboards. He did
his best pre-pubescent James Dean impression and told Darci that he might be
back, “ after dark.”

Darci said nothing. She put her middle finger al the way into her mouth then
sucked it clean. The boy was halfway to an erection when he noticed that at the
end of the seduction she was flipping him off, middle finger playfully tapping
pursed lips. Bong responded by finding somewhere to target his anger.

“Where' d you get that scar anyway? Was one of the guys pierced with afishing
hook?’

Darci touched her neck, a protruding scar, called a“viscera scar” because of the
way the tissue extrudes and forms alump of tissue. It was misshapen and sported
pigment that was like a bright red volcano. Most people who have such a mark



pretend it’s abirthmark because the kind of cut that makes them is almost always
the result of the insertion of asurgical steel blade or needle.

“It'sabirthmark.” Darci sneered.

“My dad’s a dermatologist, that’s a scar. So what’s up with the neck, baby?’ It
might have been al the concern ateenager could muster, but it sounded like a
taunt.

“Go home.” She turned away from him then hearing his wheels hit the pavement,
she shouted after Him: “Don’t come back till after nine.”

She pressed the scar between her thumb and forefinger, annoyed. She was along
way from home.

Chapter 8 The Voice In His Head
A voicein hishead cried “Legacy!” and then again “Legacy!”

The voice in his head was actually in the room. Wagner was inches away from
his ear, and her tone was anything but secretive. She had a distinct “1 won't be
taken for granted” attitude of arankled subordinate, the kind that begs not to
sound needy. Odd combination, Legacy thought.

So was the sight that Legacy lifted his eyesto see after finishing his thought.
Wagner was now across the room, waiting with an impatient pose, more proof
that Legacy needed to think faster.

“Areyou listening now? What do you think?’ With a gesture to her outfit like
she was arunway model showing off the newest fashion.

Legacy’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. Wagner had to be referring to
the form-fitting sheer black top that she was now wearing. Under it, a bright
fuchsia braradiated a call for attention. Wagner explained that she didn’t want to
appear uncomfortable under scrutiny, and since Legacy made her more
uncomfortable than anyone she’ d met, she had decided to run her wardrobe by
him first. The stunning part, other than the obvious stunning part, was that
Legacy had the feeling he' d seen the outfit before.

“Thisisan exact copy of something | saw on a prostitute-”
Legacy turned to hide asmirk. “I can tell.”

Wagner wasn't in the mood for ajoke, “I am going undercover, pure and simple.
It isimmature for anyone to think anything el se about the outfit. This will make
me fit in better for this afternoon, right?’

Legacy snapped back to the present “Laci,” Wagner looked lost. “from the



subway entrance on 25. Y ou copied Laci. | walk by her corner every night on
the way home. She wears that on Thursday.”

“It’ s Friday.”
“1 told you my methods aren’t 100 percent.”

Wagner crossed her arms in front of her body in a gesture that resembled one that
apissed off prostitute waiting to be paid would give. Legacy quickly buried that
thought and its origin. “So, I’m going into the field -

“When | said they’ll think you’ re an undercover cop in the suit, | didn’t mean
that you had to dressasalocal. | just was looking for you to tone it down so they
didn't run away.” Legacy could see the self-consciousness flooding into
Wagner’ s face along with a wash of fresh blood. She had taken the initiative to
dress like awhore for no reason at all. Legacy knew what she needed. He turned
away, “But now that | think about it, this might make your job much easier.”

She shifted in her high heels. Wagner walked with perfect balance even on
uneven ground. “| still don’t see what we need with adult film stars. We've
brought in experts-”

“1 read their reports, none of them has ever been in a position of subordination
like these girls. None of them have an idea what’ s going through her head.” He
tapped a photo on the wall. It was Missy looking at the camera, right before a
session was set to begin. Her eyes looked vacant, her hair and make up looked
like amovie star’s. She bore no resemblance to the woman they’ d kidnapped.
The seriousness of the task flooded into Legacy’s voice. “I need to interview five
to ten women, have them in the office at one.”

That gave him afew more hours. He looked at the photos on the wall. Wagner
had done an excellent job recreating the exact placement of the papers as they
were spread across his room at home. Part of Legacy’ s gift was spatial geometry.
His eyes had amind of their own, automatically drawn to and connecting
specific parts of the investigation like constellations before his brain made the
connection.

Many times, Legacy would find that his eyes were staring at exactly the report,
or the exact place in a photo where his mind could find the next breakthrough in
the case. He explained it thisway: al the years extracting observational
information out of others had made his eyes smarter than his brain. Interrogation
isall about adding up all of the visual information the subject is showing then
piecing together what is missing. There are unique rhythms to a man while he's
under stress. Find out what makes him sweat on the upper lip while his
underarms remain dry, and those lips will be flapping soon.



Legacy was staring at a picture of acomputer screen shot. He didn’t know why.
It was a money counter. The real time updated ransom that was the hallmark of
the financial side of the abduction scheme web site.

Missy’s body and soul had been worth 2 million dollars. It was an approximate
figure based on estimates of viewership and commerce patternsin the industry.

The money side of the crime verged on elegant, L egacy thought, tapping the
progress bar that never gave out the amount of donations, just charted the
progress from 1 to 100 percent of the ransom paid.

Out in the vast digital distribution center, every minute of every day since Missy
went missing, her abductors were amassing a small fortune.

A series of offshore web sites broadcast every moment of the show. Three to five
daily broadcasts showed her stripped naked and used as an instrument of
pornography by one or more of her abductors. The real perverts kept the channel
on well after the sex was over, to watch the girl wait, frightened and alone, for
the next session. The money poured in. Legacy had read that the Pamela
Anderson/Tommy L ee tape had been worth over 300 million dollars in direct
sales. People came out of the woodwork to get a glimpse of pornography with a
recognizable face, something they weren’t supposed to see. Now, these abductors
had found another way to market to those buyers.

The free version of the site broadcast a still picture every six minutes. Ten dollars
gave the viewer ten minutes of streaming video, then, like a peep show, the
window would close.

The sites started out as a novelty item, advertising that a prom queen from
Florida was about to become cum queen of America. They boosted the
authenticity of the site by scanning a newspaper photo of the girl and the story of
her abduction. The sites themselves were outsourced to foreign soil, countries
that had become cottage industries to smugglers, thieves and money launderers
and where laws regarding corporate privacy gave the companies amost complete
amnesty regarding “information” transfer.

The outlets were further protected by athreat leveled by the abductors. They
promised that if any of the distributors were shut down, or if their offices were
raided, the girl would be killed. Add to that the fact that whoever had built the
security around the router keys that repeated the signal from its origin to the
outlets where it went out live to the public was a certified genius. Legacy went
over thelist of suspects they had that possessed the kind of qualifications that
would baffle an entire federal investigative team for months. It was a very short
list. Much of the original focus of the investigation had been on finding the
programmer. If they could find the go-between that linked the broadcasters to the



distributors, the investigation would be over in an instant. However, the
investigation had turned up nothing.

Legacy felt the futility of the reports like Braille beneath hisfingers, it was a
physical force and the message was clear.

He decided to review the timeline. Broadcasts started almost three months ago,
in early June. Viewership began slowly, and then picked up when more people
began to believe that what they were seeing was real. Like the symptoms of a
sickness, a*“viral” audience grew. It's more than alittle bit disgusting that
authenticity peaks curiosity in thisarea, but all the reports by the “sex experts’
that Wagner had mentioned agreed that it wasn’t the actual act of sex that drew
the crowd. It was sex with someone that the crowd felt like they “knew.”

How did they know the prom queen? Everyone has a prom queen in their
collective pasts. Most of them are not known for their beneficent personality as
much as their beauty and attitude. Legacy’s prom queen was a pedestal type. She
liked looking down from the podium at everyone. She hadn’t noticed the way
that many of the guys were looking at her as she gave her acceptance speech.
Kids can be cruel, Legacy thought, while looking at the work of adults scattered
over hiswalls. He was looking for a sophisticated organization based upon high
school impulses.

Ten minutes for ten dollars. It sounded like chump change, the kind of money an
afternoon pole dancer earned sliding up the leg of a stock broker on hislunch
hour. The piston driving power of ten dollars can only be fully understood with
the scaling factor of computers. Ten overfed, undersexed, prom-queen
reminiscent guys hit thissite like afly to flypaper. They want it on all day so that
they can tape it and keep it close to their collection of figurines from some
science fiction movie that totally changed their lives and broadened their
understanding of man’s place in the universe. That kind of devotion is 240
dollars aday, timesten. Now let’ sthrow in the mix a spike in viewership when
the action really gets going, maybe 100 people stop in for a quick peek for one of
the three to five sex shows a day.

That's almost ten thousand dollars. Now, add in the foreign market - the guys that
never had a prom gqueen but wouldn’t mind seeing one spread wide, tied to a
chair.

The hook for the site had teeth, and brought bile to the back of any decent
person’s throat. The site claimed that every dollar went toward the ransom for
the girl. Theindividual consumer was buying the girl’ s freedom. At an
undisclosed target price, the girl would be released. The people who paid the
ransom were encouraged to think that they were doing something good,
something helpful to this girl. Thislittle grace note opened up a new market, the



people who sought to justify their perversion. The despicable result was that in
ten days, their first victim had netted her entire ransom.

The second was a weather girl from New Hampshire, Carla. Her take was
estimated at double Missy’ stotal.

The next was aweather girl from Texas, Brit. Her angel face brought in an
estimated “ransom” of over ten million.

The next girl was an animal rights activist in northern California, Jamie. She
stalled out at ninety percent of her target ransom. Hers was the body they’ d
found in the woods outside of Brunswick, Maine.

The girl on screen now was a stage actress from New Y ork, Tracy Bell. She had
been in captivity for over aweek, and with the publicity spilling over from an
underground sex industry to a mainstream national case, the money totals were
staggering.

It wasn't quite a credible news story yet. All of the girls filed police reports, but
half had then publicly recanted that they were the ones on the Internet. The
public didn’t know whether to believe it or not. Clearly everyone wanted the
whole thing to be a staged hoax, designed to make money off of the gullible, but
that became harder to swallow when Jamie did not come home. A dead body isa
hard thing to argue with.

The FBI had tried to keep alid on the scope of the investigation. They thought
that the publicity would give the Vinyl Men exactly what they wanted, a greater
audience. With no ransom drop off, no geographical clues for where they were
hiding and no contact from the abductors, the FBI needed more time.

Time was running out, and Legacy knew it. The girl who was just taken was the
daughter of the FBI director, a pretty smile who was the public face of the
bureau, even while finishing her training. It was a tradition to have ajunior cadet
fill this position. The idea was that as they were transitioning from civilian to
agent, they were well suited to transfer information from the inner culture to the
outer culture. They were making the change themselves.

The scrutiny would become national the moment she hit the air. There was no
hiding this kind of truth. The director of the most powerful institution in the
nation was going to witness his daughter stripped naked in front of a cameralens.
With the largest standing army of law enforcement officersin the world at his
disposal, there was nothing he could do but watch and wait. Rape, real and
undeniable, was about to become a mainstream spectator sport.

Thousands of miles away or perhaps even next door, something awful was about
to happen.



Chapter 9 Blue

A raven’s hair nest moved slightly on the overstuffed pillow on the bed in the
center of a perfectly rectangular room. Her head was throbbing like her brain was
trying to pound its way out of her skull. “Mitch?’ Her voice grumbled, dark and
yet playful “Mitch, | think | melted my head.”

In the echo of her voice back to her, bouncing off of the tin walls, soaking into
the carpet, something was wrong. Thiswasn’'t her room, she could tell by the
way her voice traveled through it. Laura knew that she wasn’'t at home. Her eyes
snapped open. She decided in the darkness that she’ d overreacted. She wason a
bed, in a comfortable position. A voice in her head chastised herself for acting
like achild. She moved her hair out of her eyes and peeked out at her
surroundings. Danger.

“Not in Kansas anymore,” she muttered. The bed creaked. Her legs folded into a
crouched position underneath her. This was a dangerous place suddenly. Her
training kicked in and she “cased” her environment like athief planning to rob
something from it, steal herself away.

Walking from end to end, she felt the uneven floor shift dightly asif it were on
springs. There was no foundation. The walls were thin, atap from her nails
brought the sound of ametallic snare. A cool breeze circulated from an
evaporative cooler in the ceiling. Her fingers skidded along one of the narrow
metal ridges that reinforced the structure halfway up the wall. A slot wide
enough for videotape interrupted the journey of her fingers. The odor around the
opening was stale, like the kitchen in a nursing home. She would be fed through
this slot. Laura knew that she now that she was on a mobile platform, a boxcar,
or cargo trailer, converted to house laboratory animals. What exactly was the
experiment?

Close by, Blue was carefully methodically sponge bathing an unconscious Tracy
Bell. His hands messaged the glistening tan skin, skimming the curves. Asthe
warm sudsy water poured over her body, she began to stir. Blue moved to her
feet and began messaging them.

There was something giddy about Blue's movements. It was like he was
watching himself from some kind of distant perspective and trying to make a
good impression. Or maybe it was just an active mind spilling out into spastic,
over-thought physical expression. Either way, when he spoke, his tone was
measured and assured.

“Rise and shine.” He dusted her legs with golden glitter. “ Somebody has ninety
percentage points to be happy with this morning.”



Tracy perked up, but found her hands and |egs shackled to the floor and spread in
a depiction resembling triumph and helplessness all in one. “How long do |
have?’

“They’ re cutting you loose after initiation — about twenty hours from now.”
“What if | don’t get to one hundred percent? What will they do to me?”’

“You will,” Blue began painting her quivering lips with fire engine red lipstick.
“giveit al you got, and the money will come flying in.” He jingled the lock on
the chain while pulling up the fishnet stockings through the cuff of the restraint.
“They should give me keys to these things. Don’t know why they don’t -”

“Y ou told me once that they didn’t trust you.”

Blue gave a bashful look to the floor, asif he couldn’t bring himself to meet her
eyes. “| never told you that.”

“What do they think you'd do if you had the keys Blue?’ Tracy’s eyes shone
through a satin mask that Blue tied gently behind her head. She leaned her head
forward and kissed hispalm. “I’m worried, Blue.”

Blue pulled away “There, you look like a—afallen angel. You are going to pile
up the money today.”

Tears began to run down Tracy’ s freshly rouged cheeks, the smears looked like
war paint. Blue tisk tisked with a sugary fatherly tone. He cupped her face with
his hands and gently tilted her eyesto meet his sky blue pupils.

“I"'m only letting them send in two today. Y ou need abreak.” He added in a
pleading tone “ | want to take care of you.”

He blinked and his colored contacts shifted just enough for Tracy to notice them.
She could not have known that if the contact seats itself quickly after ablink, the
pupils arein rest state and the speaker istelling the truth. An active pupil, one
that is engaged in generating a story, will cause the contact to seat in atwo-stage
triangular fashion. If she had known what to look for, she might have known that
shewas being lied to.

“No.” Her voice caught in her throat in arushed panic. “I need ten percent, right?
And | only have one day left. Y ou told me that the cash flows best — you said —*
She couldn’t make herself voice the request. A glint in Blue's eye meant that he
knew what she was asking for.

His work was almost done with this one. He had bent her around hiswill. Now
she was asking, begging for the opportunity to multiply her troubles. He was sure
the other Vinyl Men would oblige her. Blue remembered the defiance of her first
days; it had been turned around completely. It was good that the room had no



mirrors because Tracy would not even recognize the person she had become.

She was now willing to do anything for the opportunity to leave. The boundaries
would be tested today. Blue shook his head, imitating pity before leaving the
room would strengthen her resolve — make her justify her actions as purely self-
preservation. He'd wound up the tail of awildcat, and whatever rules, whatever
roles they made up today would be played by this actress with reckless abandon.
It was too easy really, and he might have actually mimicked the final words she
said in parting. Words spoken exactly as he expected, right down to the cadence.

“Don’'t let them kill me.” She was unable to turn her head far enough to see him.
Tracy strained against her restraints but Blue stayed just out of sight.

Outside the room he answered her in aquiet, overly pleasant tone. “I won't.” He
said, and began to hum “Singing in the Rain.” Blue scuffed his feet and thought
about how much like sickly sweet sunshine it would be to kill her himself. Not
this time, he thought, not this time.

*kkk*k

Legacy sat in aroom with a group of silo-chested women. It was al silicone and
attitude with this crowd, and with the number of administrative gawkers slowly
walking by his open door, Legacy perceived that attention was the fickle servant
of nature. In other words, it didn’t matter how it got there aslong as it was there.
Fashion hugged, tugged and stretched sparingly over al the areas that men
discover with their eyes. The posture in the room was strangely competitive. It
was like all of them were vying for the attention of the straight-laced, square-
jawed, Agent Legacy.

He must have been a complete change from the crowd that they usually
entertained. He began in a commanding voice. Wagner noticed that all of the
pierced belly buttons were suddenly at attention, something Legacy surely would
have noticed, had he been looking there. His eyes were on their eyes; his voice
was confidential like he was speaking to aroom of equals. He worked to give
them immediate, unconditional respect, because he needed expert answers and
they had the experience.

“1 have slowed down four areas on the tape that indicate what | believe to be a
significant behavior by our abductors. | could be wrong, but any comments that
you have will inform me on how to catch a group of sex offenders that deeply
deserve to be in a prison system where they will certainly get similar or worse
treatment that they are dolling out.”

The unexpected barb at the end took a minute to sink in, but it was evidently very
appreciated by the crowd. A young Latinawith a stretched t-shirt that said
“sexy” began to tear up laughing. The crowd joined her laughter and the



gathering became more like a social hour than aformal questioning.

Legacy had summoned up just enough charm to bring the group to him. He
wanted to immediately retreat into his normal detached self, but he knew that this
was just the beginning. A curt nod to Wagner who stood at the large television
screen that they’d wheeled in for the proceedings. and she began the
presentation. She pushed “play” on the VCR and the events unfolded on tape,
accompanied by aroom filled with comments. Everything was fair game, the
voiced conversation with the screen seeming abit too candid.

“None of the standard viewing positions.” A sassy black tube-topped sexpert
criticized. “Y ou want to see this, thisand this, and al you seeisthis.” She
paused then huffed. “Nothing special about that.” She pointed to areas on the
screen with a perilously long, pink-glitter painted fingernail.

Wagner entered the conversation, her voice sounded more abrupt than she
intended “What’ s wrong with that?’

Legacy shot her aglance. She knew that he didn’t want their guests to feel like
they were among cops.

Tube Top laughed it off, she pointed out angles like apool shark “Honey, if you
got this, this and this going on, you want peopleto seeit! Why else would you
want to have it going on?’

Sexy noted, “Look at her face, she didn’t want any of it.” The levity was sucked
out of the room.

“Whet tellsyou that?” Wagner burst in again.

Sexy squinted, asif she didn’t like the question, “Lots of things.”

Tube Top picked up the thought “ She' s got a survival face on. Everybody in this
room has gotten themselves in too deep once or twice in their career.”

A young-looking brunette with thick black eyeliner tattooed in a pattern that
continued down the smile lines giving her a permanent cat-eye look “ Or they get
too deep in you. The onein theviolet isin no danger of that.” She pointed to
Violet, ahuge man in all ways but one.

Tube Top had a belly laugh that shook the floor. “ That’s unprofessional, that is.”

Legacy could feel the air returning into the room, and with that feeling, he knew
that they were ready for the tough questions. “ So this strikes you as wrong. Y ou
never worked with anything like this?’

Sexy stood and did alittle shimmy. “See ‘tese? They’re fake, and | wouldn’t be
infron' atha camera without them. Purple man iswrong as you get for thiskind
of entertainment.” She looked Legacy up and down. “Let’s say agent, that you



are like Purple man under your clothes, that’s aieet with me.” The room
murmured agreement and Legacy suddenly found himself being regarded as if he
were aprize at auction.

Tube Top snickered “Dress him up as Bo-Peep and I'll be one of the sheep.”

Legacy gave awink to Tube Top, and she had to fan herself. Wagner watched
through a shocked expression as he played to his audience. Legacy quickly took
advantage of his sudden status in the room “1’m curious about this behavior
here.”

He showed a section of tape where the girl was blindfolded, then the camera
jiggled just before Blue entered the frame holding a sex toy.

The women in the room flinched watching Blue go to work on the girl. A scream
escaped the lips of the girl. It poured out of the speaker before Legacy could
pause the tape. “ Thisisn't normal either, | would guess.”

Tube Top “I seen people beg for worse.”

“The action of bumping the camera, it’s the only time he joins the action, | have
no explanation for it.” Legacy was frustrated at himself. He scanned the room
and found something in the way Sexy stared at the screen. “ This make sense to
you?’

Sexy started slowly. “1 seen somet’ing like that. A producer on my 27«film had a
limp biscuit and he got off like that on agirl in the film.”

Tattoo “How many films did you do before you stopped counting? That’s when
you know your innocenceislost.”

Tube Top chimed in “1 stopped at 150.”

Numbers cascaded into the room. One of the girls counted all the way to 600.
Sexy finished the discussion “| counted till 27.”

After four hours of questions and answers, Legacy abruptly thanked the group
and moved to the door. As he left the room, he signaled to a young agent
standing outside the door with alarge cardboard box. Legacy had arranged for
FBI windbreakers from the central office gift shop to be sent over. A glance into
the room from the hallway revealed that the group of women was overjoyed,
fighting over sizes and genuinely thrilled with the show of appreciation. Instead
of being pleased, Legacy allowed himself arare moment of emotional judgment
to creep into his mind. Legacy saw the adult film stars for amoment as girls who
had fathers somewhere. His daughter was home, waiting for him to return.

*kkk*k

There were voices in the hallway minutes before six o'clock. Chess heard the



muffled sounds and lost all concentration on her homework. The conversation
was now stationary parked just outside of her door. Now that was unusual. That
doorway was a no-talking zone. Moreover, alongside her father’ s hushed
baritone was awoman'’s voice. Chess looked around the room for some sign that
the universe at large had been altered in some kind of fundamental way. Before
she could fully develop an alternate reality theory that allowed for her father to
be talking to women outside of the door of their home, the clock struck six. The
locks twisted and released, a percussive progression in perfect 3/4 time. Legacy
either had an unconscious devotion to the waltz or adriving need to keep those in
straight time waiting for that extra beat.

There was a pause before the door opened, for Chess it was like the tides had
failed to pull in the next wave, and the shock didn’t end there. An additional
surprise occurred after the door opened. As Legacy entered she could hear
footsteps trailing away. It was all but impossible. It wasn’t a chance conversation
or brief hallway greeting; someone had actually walked him to his door, and then
departed. Legacy never allowed anything to intrude upon his routine. The door
closed with a sharp click. Her father walked up and wrapped her up in awarm
hug.

“OK now thisis getting creepy.” She said in a subversive teenage tone. Legacy
nodded noncommittally, he agreed that the world was a pretty creepy place
today. It was getting better when Chess extended her arms around him and
squeezed back. “What' s up with you today?’

He accepted the fatherly embrace but he must have noticed tension running
through her wrists. Chess moved quickly to insure her advantage of surprise, she
locked her hands in the small of Legacy’ s back and using a Judo move she
leaned heavily on her right leg, pulling back her left, to shift his weight.

Chesswastop in her class and it was a maneuver that sent her other classmates
flying, but with Legacy, it barely rocked him back and forth, turning their hug
into adance. “Almost.” He said, kissing her forehead.

“Do you have time tonight?’ Legacy said pulling back with his hands on her
shoulders. “We could go to the range —’

“The general ruleisthat we only go on the weekends.” Chess must have seen
something in her father’s expression that made her want to give him a break.

Legacy thought back later that it must have been something pretty strong,
because the teenage girl’ s response threshold for giving their father abreak is
almost insurmountable. Instead of offering more resistance, she changed the
topic - “Other kids go bowling with their parents.” And made a gun with her
forefinger and thumb.



“Other kid's parents take them to the | ce Capades, do you want to start doing
that?’ Legacy played upon Chess deep didlike for anything kitsch or tacky.

“What’s going on?’ Chess asked.

“1 want to see my daughter shoot. Is there anything more natural than that?’
Legacy replied.

Chess stopped and seemed to be thinking it over, there were probably many
things wrong with what he' d said, but she wasn’t in the mood for being difficult.
Or was she? “Who was out in the hallway? | only ask because I’ m not old
enough to control my impulse to make you uncomfortable.”

“| have anew case, alive one.”

Chess dlipped on her jacket and headed for the door, “If you have something
important to do at work you can stay there after hours. Y ou know that.”

Legacy’ s voice dipped into a deep baritone, “Nothing will ever be more
important than family.” He knew that his choice of words left Chess avoid to fill
inaword in her head. Legacy noticed Chess pause in thought.

“Again.” Wasthe word that rattled around the minds of both father and daughter.

They walked out of the house; Legacy patted his jacket feeling for his empty
holster. He checked his own sidearm out of the cage everyday when he arrived at
work and checked it back in on the way out the door. He would pick up Chess
38 from the gun locker he had at the range.

Legacy only allowed one gun in the house and it was fingerprint coded to he and
Chess aone. There was a microchip in the butt of the gun that wouldn’t unlock
the firing mechanism unless it recognized the finger on the trigger from athree
directional laser scan that took under a quarter of a second to process. The gun
made a decision faster than the owner could squeeze the trigger. Legacy had
spent three year’ s bonuses on the technology in that gun and it had never been
fired.

*kkk*k

Wagner was waiting for her drink at a coffee shop across the street from
Legacy’s apartment building when she watched him leave. She had just ordered a
latte with three extra shots of espresso. The girl at the register had called the
drink the “late nighter.” She spoke with a clumsy camaraderie that told Wagner
that she thought that the young agent was a fellow student. There must have been
a college campus nearby. For some reason, all she felt was anger. She thought
“How can people lead normal lives when other people suffer from their

inaction.” It was a college student thought.



The male barista looked at Wagner’s hair tightly swept back across her pale
forehead and decided to throw caution to the wind. “The al nighter.” He
announced flashing his most charming smile. Wagner looked up at his eyes, he
was cute, and it didn’t matter one bit to her.

“I've decided I'd like it iced.” She pushed the drink back across the bar.

*kkkk

Shivering on the floor of her cell, Laura huddled in athin blanket ripped off the
bed. The restraints kept her arms wrapped behind her. It was a specia
precaution; she'd heard Blue talk about it. They knew that they weren't dealing
with ahelpless victim, and Laura sensed that they liked taking her power away.
They’ d bathed and prepped her body while she'd lain still as a cadaver. She
hadn’t answered the blue one as he' d carefully painted a tattoo onto her inner
thigh. She knew that she had less than twelve hours to escape.

Laurafound arough patch of splintered wood on the floor, and she scraped it
across the nylon that held her shoulders locked behind her like some kind of iron
embrace. It wouldn’t be long now. Like a set of shoelaces the ropes were
loosening at the center and she'd soon be free.

That’s when Laura heard the noise.

Chapter 10 Snap, Crackle, Pop

SNAP, crackle, two shots and Chess put the gun down on the varnished wood
counter. Her target hung fifteen meters away, afair test for the accuracy of the
nickel SIG 226 that she was using. It was an ugly weapon, but one of the most
respected utility handguns in the business - al that her father cared about was
that it got the job done.

She heard her father alternating hands and shooting at atarget far down range.
When the noise subsided he poked his head around the divider.

“You only shot twice.” He said removing his gloves with his teeth.

“You look like you' re snarling when you do that.” She flipped her hair and
pushed the button that reeled her target in. “anyway, my man is down and yours
is still ready to par-tay.”

“1’ve taken two shots and made it home for dinner.” Chess frowned, she couldn’t
help herself. She knew that her reaction fed her father’ s obsessive
overprotectivity. Was that redundant? She wasn't sure, but when it came to her
father’s health, playing it cool wasn't an option. He was al she had.

Legacy leaned around and slapped a button that caused Chess' target to approach



zipping down a cable and stopping less than a meter away. Two holes, |eft and
right knees “Very funny, left kneecap” he observed. The other one was off center
“what happened here?’

Chess used the gun as a pointer “If my guy was an amateur, he went down on the
first shot to the left knee, if he’s a professiona he's wearing flexible armor, so |
clipped the tendons behind the knee on the second shot. Very effective, and
extremely painful. He' s probably looking for some extra strength Advil about
now.” She reached around and pushed her father’ s button. “Now with your guy,
he’' swearing Kevlar and that center mass of nine bullets only slows him down.”
The target stopped right in front of Legacy, “Now he' s ready to engage you hand
to hand, and you' re out of ammunition.”

With awry smile and aflick of the wrist aknife appeared from the inner pocket
of Legacy’svest. Never taking his eyes off Chess he made two surgical thrusts
into the paper target. He explains “He' s dead now, and | bet he wishes he’ d just
stayed down when he took the bullets in the chest.”

Chess smiled looking at the two knife entry points, the ear angled downward to
the brain stem, and the throat, clipping the innominate vein and the aeorta. There
would be blood coming and going and no oxygen in the brain to processit. She
proudly took her father’s warm hand and led him away from the range, not once
thinking that she had a very small, very strange family.

Chapter 11 Night Visitor

A click outside door and Laura stopped all motion straining to listen. Thereit
was again, they were coming for her. Laura noticed earlier that there were two
doors that were opened before anyone entered the room. An outer security door
of some sort, it gave her warning that company was on its way. There was no
time to set the table or get ready for guests. She went limp.

She heard the second door open, but not a sound of Blue approaching, before his
arms were wrapped around her picking her up. “We don’t want you laying cold
on the floor dear.”

Laura hadn’t noticed any change in the ambient light of the room as he’ d entered.
She concluded that it must be nighttime. All she needed was ten more minutes
alone. Blue hadn’t checked her restraints and he headed for the door. Laura
breathed a sigh of relief. It was the kind of sound that a predator’s ears drank in
like nectar. Blue turned at the door to enjoy one last look at the captive. He was
about to leave when he stopped focusing on the area that L aura had been laying.
It was impossible that he could see the sharp splinter of imperfection on the floor
between them.



But Laura saw him process the new information, like inside of his head the
connections clicked like tumblers on alock. His expression seemed locked in a
battle between anger and pleasure. Then he relaxed, deciding on a neutral
expression that was more ominous in its omission of his intentions than any snarl
could have been. “My precious little darling, I’ ve just been told a story of a
naughty, naughty girl who wouldn’t go to bed.” His steps were heavy on the
floor as he charged across the room.

A thought flashed across Laura’ s mind, “This can only work two ways,” and she
curled up protectively.

“Busy, busy, busy.” Blue's voice grew excited. He grabbed her arms wrenching
them farther behind her back rubbing them against the ropes that had relaxed, but
still held her arms. The pressure from his grip was intense, and her tendons
strained.

Her legs were coiled into her stomach ready to strike. She wanted to wait until he
turned to get a shot at atear of his ACL, but the relentless pain of his grip pushed
her to act. Her heel separated the cartilage in Blue' s left knee. He let loose with a
cry of savage and somewhat gratifying pain. “Sick bastard, so far so good.” She
rolled off the bed and balanced momentarily on one leg, ready to strike another
blow. “Now do | take the extratime to stomp on histhroat until he’s dead, or just
run?’ she thought, regaining her balance. Laura saw Blue rolling on the ground
and recoiled. She decided that since killing him would require touching him
again, it wasn't worth it.

Laura crouched low and with a burst of speed she was out the door. Her
shoulders bumped the walls, coming to an abrupt stop. Laurafound herself in a
box corridor, the size of an outhouse with another locked door staring her in the
face. She heard Blue gain hisfeet in the room behind her. He was getting up a
lethal head of steam hobbling for the door. Laura had never been afan of
bullfighting, but the principle lent itself to so many real world applications. Blue
burst through the doorway. A puff of air crossed her face and she dlipped into his
outstretched arms surprising him with no resistance. She planted her left leg asa
pivot and Blue spun around. Now she could use all that extra momentum, her
shoulder pushed into his chest and they both went flying into the locked outer
door.

Light washed over them in aflash. It wasn’t night. Bright sunlight bathed her
face. Her eyes blinked in the midday sun for a moment cut into geometric
patterns falling over her body by fast moving shadows of bodies standing over
her. She realized that several men surrounded her. A hood dropped over her
head. Multiple sets of hands held her down. Blu€e' s voice had araspy echo of
recent pain.



“| told you to be ready for this. Thisoneisawildcat.” They picked her up by her
bound arms and grappled with her free legs. Laura struggled fiercely. She landed
another kick into soft muscle, probably thigh or stomach and heard a satisfying
grunt accompany the concussion. She thought for a second and realized that this
crew wanted her looking pretty. No bruises, no cuts or scrapes, and they al had
on their soft hands because of it. If she’d had use of her hands, she knew this
would be a different fight.

Laura had been trained to fight. She freed her left leg, faked a thrust with the foot
and then brought her knee squarely crashing into a very square jaw. She felt
salivaand with alittle luck maybe even blood spatter her stomach. Thiswas
turning out better than she' d thought. A totally different voice whispered in her
ear as her pants were stripped from her. “1’ll shove this up you and carry you like
a Popsicle back to bed if you don’t stop struggling.” She felt the threat of along
cold metallic shaft, a baseball bat, against her thigh. Something in the tone told
her that his threat was mixed with sick fantasy. He desperately wanted to make
good on it. She relaxed.

“Fucking bitch,” was a mainstay of the conversation between the men as they
tucked her back into her bed. It was like the personal pronoun “she”’ had been
replaced with “Fucking bitch,” like a sentence couldn’t be made without it.
Surgical straps of woven Kevlar now secured her every limb. “Make it tighter.”
The voice was shushed, but he kept going “1 lost atooth.” Laura smiled under the
hood. It was the last honest smile she’'d manage for some time.

Chapter 12 Brief

Legacy watched Wagner put down the brief and look across the table. Legacy
kept himself detached from the emotions building behind Wagner’s eyes. He had
aknack for acting like he truly didn’t care what anyone thought of him. It was
Oscar worthy if it was an act. He could see that Wagner clearly was not
impressed with what she’d read.

“What dartboard did you throw at to put together this- ?’ She waited for asign
that Legacy was even listening.

“Report?’ “Crap.” Legacy sighed with disappointment. They’d given him aknife
with a sharp edge on one side and a dull one on the other. He needed her to see
the other side of the criminal and she simply didn’'t seeit. It was a waste of time
to explain, but the young agent demanded it.

“Let’s start with vague.” Sherustled to the front page of the document. Wagner
read Legacy’s break down of the Vinyl Men.



They were rebels, but now they’re on a tight schedule. The clock plays a very
important rolein their apparatus. There are no glitches, nothing is ever late. The
organization is precise, no exceptions.

“So we look for people who shouldn’t have a schedule, who adhere to avery
tight schedule now.” Wagner’ s tone told him she saw nothing of value in the
point. “Why not say they’re a highly efficient drill team who have relaxed into
the porn industry.”

“This group is on atight leash, and nothing about their behavior in front of the
camera strikes me as professional training. They are being forced into avery
tight mold.” Legacy looked at Wagner’s eyes, they were not receiving. The
savant string quartet that L egacy played behind their conversation left a metallic,
tortured feeling in the air.

“So we want to find aguy that looks at his watch all the time? | must admit, |
had been expecting brilliant.”

“We want to find a group of guysthat look at their watches all the time.” Legacy
turned up a screeching violin solo performed by a person who seemed to think
that the bow and a band sander carried the same subtle musical nuances.

“Now we go from general to ridiculously specific in the span of two paragraphs.”
“1 like those two paragraphs.”

“Blue is impotent?’

“Most likely.”

“Do you have a personal relationship with him that | don’t know about?’

“And he's had treatment for it. He' s far too angry at othersfor thisto be a private
matter.” His mind jumped forward as he heard his own words, what was he like
privately? There was so much public about his persona, what wasiit like when he
was not presenting himself to others? Legacy thought it was much different from
what he was showing the world.

“Legacy?’ Legacy snapped out of histrance, Wagner wore annoyed crease on
her forehead. A photographer would have loved to capture her face in that
moment, he thought. But before he could go off on another tangent Wagner
poured out a frustrated bluster of mumble and murmur “that’ s five minutes of my
life you' ve been wasting staring at the table. | keep thinking that you' |l speak
soon. That it sjust askip in the record, then you sit there longer. | really should
bring some kind of senseless time consuming hobby for times like these.”

“Like scrap booking?’
“It works for millions.”



“Blue’ s behavior parallels the point brought up by the — adult actress we
interviewed. He' s the one controlling the camera, and he puts it down when he
enters the action. Blue has too many control issues for meto believe that thisis
hisfirst solution for hislifetime of embarrassment in front of women. He has
tried everything violent to make himself feel like more of a man. He must have
tried other things.”

“And he found this? None of thisisin your report, none of the justifications or
explanations. Why don’t you put any of your reasons in the report?’

He shifted in his seat |ooking at the pictures on the wall. The collage of images
formed a clear picture somehow, like a Mazaika photo mosaic in which alarger
image is comprised of thousands of complete smaller images. It seemed like the
more he explained the details of hisview, the less people understood the larger
image he had in hismind. The picture Legacy could see had some solid
certainties, that were like the lines of greatest contrast in a developing photo.
They might be incomplete, they might be misleading, but the full picture would
comeintime.

Legacy’ smind in this analogy worked like an old fashion flashbulb, a tangled
course of razor thin distinctions and he couldn’t believe anyone could sort them
out other than himself. Thus putting details of his thought process in the report
merely prolonged misunderstanding. Legacy knew the people reading thisinitial
document would not trust his conclusions anyway.

“1 shouldn’t have to, | am not here to convince you, agent.” That could have
come out better, Legacy admitted to himself. The veteran of over athousand
arguments with Chess, he should have recognized the warning signs. It was not
the right thing to say, however, especially because he knew how authority
affected Wagner, and the mood of the room changed sharply.

Wagner steadied herself then asked, “ Can you explain the location section?’
“1 can.” The violins were screeching over Wagner’s shoulder.
‘Thank God.”

“How about if we save those thanks for Laura’ s homecoming.” Legacy spokein
the tone of a psychologist for the rest of their conversation. He connected the
impossibly obscured dots of his Rorschach test report for Wagner. Her mood
brightened considerably as Legacy explained that the contents of the paper were
bold assertions without basis, rather they were well thought out assertions that
obeyed the questionable physics of Legacy’ sinsight. By the time Legacy
dismissed her, she wore alook of relief on her face. She said she was going
home, but Legacy knew she would pass his report up the chain of command the
second she cleared the doorframe.



Chapter 13 The Location Section

Director Robert Doorner sat in adark briefing room. The shadow from a desk
lamp cut across his face so that only his mouth and chin were visible to the other
members of the committee that he was addressing. Director Doorner was all
about straight lines. His suit was pressed at right angles on his strict instructions.
His hair stood at attention in a short military cut, even the surface of his coffee
was not disturbed at all as he picked it up with arock steady hand.

“Deputy Wilkes, | see one or two points of interest in this report, but | certainly
do not understand why this warrants atop level meeting. There isnothing in
these pagesisthat | would call asolid lead.” The frustration of afather crept into
his voice as he addressed the assembly. ‘ That goes for everyone at thistable. I
you are all presenting your best men’s best work, you’ d better think about a
career change, gentlemen. This matter is not about my daughter, it is about the
security of the greatest nation on this planet and if that is compromised-”

Deputy Wilkes cleared histhroat. “It is Legacy’ s contention that they arein a
remote location.”

“How the hell does that help us?’

“1t speaks to the frame of reference of their leader. He feels comfortable in
outlying areas.” Wilkestook a drink of water. “It is also postul ated that there is
another victim out there, the first victim of this crime. If we can find her, we may
have better information to follow. Legacy is convinced that they made their
biggest mistakes with her.”

“And will any of this find my daughter in 10 hours or less?’

All the people in the room understood the time reference. The sites from which
the Vinyl Men were broadcasting had posted that Tracy’ s ransom had been met
ahead of time, and they announced the day and time of the next “initiation”. It
was the point in the “show” when the two girls met for ashort time. It wasa
persona and psychological touch that blurred the line between victim and captor.
It was the last chance for the outgoing victim to make the money for her ransom
and, as such, had atruly disturbing quality.

The previous initiations had been the worst combination of one of the girls at her
most innocent and the other at her most desperate. There were so many ugly
moments with this case but initiation was the only act of pure betrayal. It was the
only sex act that all of the previous victims singled out in their reports. It tore
them apart to do to another unsuspecting person what had been done to them, to
take away the dignity that had been taken away from them. Doorner wanted with



every fiber of hisbeing to be able to save his daughter from the lifelong curtain
that the experience would bring with it.

“1 need information that gives results now. Y ou're wasting my time —thisis your
guy Wilkes, your brilliant guy. What's his timetable with —this?” He picked up
the report with a sweep of his hand. “How can all of thislead to an arrest in
twelve hours?’

Wilkes shifted in his chair. “He' s working in atime window of two weeks. He
wants to be there when the next girl is abducted, get everyone home safely.”
Wilkes knew that even with the cushion of his daughter’s safety, there were
going to be expectations hitting the wall, hard.

Doorner seethed at the news. “Two weeks is acceptable to your man?’

An officer chimed in from along the table. “We're working on atimetable of
hours not days.”

Doorner stood in aquick motion. “That was the message of yesterday’s
briefing.” He made a straight line for the door. He paused after he'd crossed the
threshold then leaned back into the room. It was a startlingly awkward diagonal
for the man.

“Does he believe in histimetable, agent?’ he asked.

Walker nodded. “To my best knowledge, he believes he can get them at the next
abduction.”

“Agent Legacy’s reports come directly to my office — before they’ re proofread —
before they’re typed.” A stutter step into the room made him look suddenly older
that hisyears. “I don't like what he says, but | recognize that he' stelling me
what he believes and not what | want to hear.”

It was like the entire briefing room was empty the second he left. He was aman
of great substance, and it was only fitting that he left emptiness behind him.

Agent Bailey took along last draw on a gold tipped cigarette. He crushed it out
in the ashtray on his desk, where the remnants of other brands littered the bowl.
Every cigarette was areminder of how unique he was. What a delightful stagnant
smell to the room, he thought. His control over his environment was a point of
great pride. That reminded him that the phone would be ringing soon. His wife
always called him before he left the office to remind him to return the baking pan
that he took to work that day. Today it was a honey walnut créme baked into
vanillamarble cake. He' d eaten half of the pan before it became part of the
secretary’ s pool.

He wished he' d saved an extra piece for after hislast cigarette of the day. The



cream would have captured and clotted the nicotine in his throat, and that
sounded luxurious, toxic and delicious.

The phone rang. Agent Bailey picked up the phone and cradled it against his ear.
He spokein alazy tone.

“Deputy Bailey.” He said.
An official voice greeted him. “Thisis the special assistant to Director Doorner.”

Bailey forced down a gulp of saliva, and then steadied himself in hisreply. “You
talk like I should know you, son.”

“The director has an unorthodox request.” The tremor of his voice had no extra
breath for distraction. The cadence was stiff, and unquestioning. “He wants to set
up an internal surveillance.”

“On who?’ Bailey played the information gap game; he liked forcing people to
fill in all the blanks. Especially when they were reluctant to do so.

“Agent Legacy.”

“Y our office sets him on its top case and yet you ssmply don’t trust him. That’'s
an odd dichotomy wouldn’t you say so special assistant?’ He waited for the
name.

“Ford.” Bailey could practically hear the release valves strain as the pressure
built between the man’s ears “He doesn’t want to disturb the agent’ s techniques
but he wants information updates on adaily basis.”

“Do you know why we don't do this kind of thing to our agents?’ A silence on
the other end of the phone, the assistant was certainly expecting a short
conversation with blind compliance. Bailey didn’t like matching expectations.
‘They know all of our methods. And the smart ones have them embedded in their
subconscious —way below the radar of the average agent’ s ability to deceiveit. |
am one of the most undeniably average directorsin this country and I'm telling
you that thistactic will not work on Legacy unless you find someone smarter
than him to carry it out.”

“Y ou’ re authorized to go outside the playbook on this one.”
“What kind of promotion can | offer an agent for her cooperation?’
“What do you think it would take?’

Bailey leaned back in his chair and grinned to himself. He felt as though he was
at his best dictating terms. “Unprecedented, meteoric rise in status.”

“That is acceptable.” He disconnected.



Bailey shifted in the chair annoyed that there was nothing sticky or sweet to pass
his lips, because it was looking like along night on the job.
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Legacy woke from a dreamless sleep at sunrise. He had so much to do after
wasting six hours the day before explaining hiswork. He was six hours farther
away from finding the director’s daughter. He especially liked the midnight call
from Wilkes. After hearing the phrase “you need to substantiate,” used in
conjunction with every conclusion that Legacy had put onto paper, he reached
his flashpoint, and made his own judgment. He would not be submitting any
more reports. He told Wilkes as much before an abrupt disconnection.

Legacy had areputation for icy control in the room, followed by bursts of temper
outside. If he had been an operatic tenor, he would have been called adiva.
However, as the only man who could perform surgery on the human mind
without shedding a drop of blood, he was too unique to fall into a category.

It was not quite every mind, actually. Early in Legacy’s work with the CIA he
was presented with a child of twelve, daughter of the ambassador to the Baltic
republic of Estonia. She had been delivering her father’ s coded messages back to
the embassy in the Soviet Union. They were hidden inside her dental work and
she was presumed to be the mule.

When they caught her, the state department brought Legacy in to see how far the
damage extended. Legacy entered talks with her to determine if she had any
knowledge of the information that she had been transporting. By the end of their
first session, he was convinced that she was a pawn, and he even protected her
from further questioning with his reputation. He found out, years later, that she
had been the architect of the smuggling operation, and was her own dentist. She
sent him a Christmas card every year from her dental practice in Maryland. She
moved back to the US under diplomatic immunity after communism fell.

Legacy remembered the way her face expressed nothing during their
conversation. It wasn't like she was covering anything; it was asif there was no
actual thought put into any answer. The neutrality of that face stayed in his mind.
It wasn't innocence, he knew that even back then, it wasavoid.

Why was he wandering back into those waters? Legacy knew his own mind and
had become accustomed to being led by its whim. In his own private philosophy
whim was like a breath of air that became substance when in contact with a
mystery ingredient that he called “wham.” He was waiting for the wham to hit
him.

The wham came suddenly. The camouflage the Vinyl Men wore! Of course, why
didn’'t he see it before?



The full body vinyl did more than color the perversion, having acomplete
second skin was somehow important to the safety of the group. Considering all
of the complications of getting the materials, and preparation and application
before each session — it must have been vital, because the process was far too
complicated to be simply fetish. There was something identifying on their bodies
or maybe just on one of their bodies of the male participants. Every body part
was covered — it had to be important - but what was the catch? How would less
than full body covering give something away, what was he |ooking for?

His breakthrough ran right into a brick wall. Blue had shown himself to be a
master of misdirection. He was the kind of person who would go to ridiculous
extreme to hide something unfathomably small. He' d start aforest fire to kill one
tree. The body suits might be painted onto the entire group to hide asingle
identifying mole on one of them. There were so many alternatives open that
Legacy couldn’t close in on one for fear of letting a wider range of possibility go
unnoticed.

Blue knew the angles of incidence - abduction was experimental science for him.
He must be pleased with himself, satisfied, smug and ready to kill again to throw
spice back into his dreary, unchallenged life.

Legacy pulled out afolder with afamiliar name on the tab. Laura Doorner was a
better student than almost anyone in her class. Her studies showed an aptitude for
languages. Laura’s beauty poured out of her smile like white silk against bronze
skin. Men probably looked at her and thought that with aface like that, she didn’t
need anything more.

There was more. She graduated from Columbia at seventeen with two majors,
ancient literature and pre-law. The picture on the front page of her file was taken
at her graduation. The blue polyester mortarboard fitted below the hairline and
the royal bluein her eyes presented arich film-worthy chroma. Looking into her
eyes, Legacy saw there was error in anyone who underestimated her. It might not
be enough to match Blue on his home turf, but if she saw a weakness, Laurawas
the kind of person who could exploit it.

Legacy looked at the clock. It was amost time for Laura s first broadcast.
Everyone had been accelerating their efforts knowing that something had to
happen soon if they had any hope of avoiding it, but he knew it wouldn’t. He
knew exactly what was happening in the lead up to the broadcast, he knew
everything he could about the rituals and routines and yet Blue was till winning.
He felt like he might never be closer to Laurathan in those moments before the
world would become intimate with her — Legacy felt like she might be dlipping
away.
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Blue stood over Laura, using a clear-weave baker’s brush to spread a thin,
glistening layer of oil on her body. There were silver and gold flecks in the ail
that made her body sparkle like it was crafted from some streaked hybrid of
precious metal. Her eyes popped open, her pupils rolling back momentarily. She
was coming out of sedation. Thelids of her eyesfelt like shutters, stuck down
with adodgy mechanism for raising them. Then they were open again. A drip of
Blue' s swest rolled off his nose and fell onto her forehead. He watched with
delight as it made its way down the slope of her brow and mixed with the saline
in the corner of her eye. Laurablinked, it was the only part of her body that
moved, she was restrained with a series of criss-crossed thin leather straps
against a solid pegboard. It was a process that took Blue hours, and left her in
exactly the pose that he wanted. His brush reached Laura' s lips. Blue traded it for
amore precisetip.

“It’ sthe lips that make the first impression. | say that lips are an hour and hair is
an afterthought.”

“Let me write that down.”

“Cat’swhiskers you are sassy. How are you fegling?’
“Can | tak to thefilthy pervert who runs this place?’
“I’m the janitor.”

“That makes my body the toilet.”

“Your body is pure art. The muscles you have —" his hand hovered over her skin
touching nothing, causing anticipation of contact nonetheless, “and their tone,
incredible. It'swhy | chose the quartz flecksin the oil. It’s hard not to make you
beautiful my dear.”

“Compliments are nice, but I'd prefer the key to this place and amap to the
mountains around it.”

“Y ou think you saw mountains? Well, we’' ve moved you since then, why do you
think they sedate you every night?’

“Cut the crap, | smell the pine.”

Blue picked up an air freshener and spurted the air. “ Smell anything like this?’
He made a spshsh noise pulling his lips behind the bottom row of his teeth and
opening his mouth like he was swallowing some kind of gourmet dessert. The
next thing that came out her mouth surprised him, like awarm breeze in early

spring.
“How do | get out of thisalive? Her eyes evaluated the effect of each word.
“Who do | have to make like me?’



Blue was silent. He' d broken through her confidence layer much sooner than he
would have expected. She was already prepared to put her life into his hands. It
made him suspicious. This was exciting, hisfirst victory and hisfirst challenge
coming so early in the game. He knew what she wanted to hear, so he didn’t
even give her ahint of it.

“Let’s start with me and work our way up.”

Laura squirmed in disappointment, but then something changed. She warmed to
Bluevisibly.

“You like beauty and form?’ Blue nodded. “I can show you something you' ve
never seen.”

“| don't doubt that.”

“Give me the eyebrow pencil and one free hand, and | will impression with
them.”

“| can't do that.”

“The whores of ancient Cyprus used to paint fertility symbols on their bodies,
they thought that they would make anyone who looked on their naked form, men
and women alike helpless to their sexual spell. Don't you think you'd like that?’

Blue's eyes danced under the mask of vinyl, “Show me one, and I’ll put it on
your body.”

Blue drew the outline of a body on a piece of paper. He loosened the bonds
holding down her right arm and handed her the pencil. She put the pencil to
paper and drew an intricate symbol curving up to the edge of her thigh. “Will it
make me look special?’

Blue duplicated each stroke on Laura, fixated on her skin; it was a beautiful
mixture of art and human form. He wet hislips. “It might. Let’s keep it
symmetrical.” He moved the tip of the pencil to the other side of her body.

“Let me do my eyes.” She extended her palm, asking for an eyeliner pencil. “I’m
not helpless.”

Blue looked at her, defiant, and utterly immobile pinned against a pegboard. She
started to laugh. It was genuine, dripping in irony, arich tune from a complex
soul. Blue wanted to hear it again the moment it stopped. Instead of letting her
see how interested he was, he thrust an eyebrow pencil in her hand and turned
back toward his artwork. “1 wasn't expecting all this extra decoration. Do your
best to make them pop, we' ve only got an hour.”

*kkk*k



Legacy burst into the office at nine o’ clock, seemingly on a mission. Wagner
sulked in the corner, but Legacy barely gave her aglance, he was on to
something.

“Hey.” She started the conversation abruptly.

“1"m having the ten of the video frames enlarged —" he spoke to the coat rack, the
desk and the wallsinstead of to his partner. “We need to make a chart the bodies
of each of the men, label spatial quadrants for every square inch of each
character in the video. There might be something else.”

“Did you get acall from Wilkes?” Wagner replied.
Legacy had no patience for games “He called you right after he talked to me.”
“1-” Wagner said.

“ - Got acall from him at around 1 AM and Wilkes asked you if it was worth it
to continue. What did you say?’ Legacy spoke like he was reading from a
transcript; there was no pause between the words for thought or objection.

“l said it wasworth it.”

“Now you're in the boat too.”

Legacy let that sink in for amoment.

Wagner responded, “Why are you picking out video frames?’

Legacy explained, “The lights are halogen, three paired clusters with 24000 watts
bulbs in each, bright enough for bleed through mesh, linen and even athin
membrane.”

“Y ou saw beneath their costumes?’

“1 detected uneven shading beneath the colored layer. The same place on every
one of them.”

“Scars?’ Wagner asked.

“1 doubt it. Uniform length and width of the pattern indicates adesign -” He lead
her along and she followed.

“Tattoos.” She nodded her head. “How did you get there?’

Legacy stopped staring at the pictures on the wall and beamed a proud look at the
agent. “That’ s the best question you’ ve asked since coming here.”

“I"'m aprodigy.” She smirked, evidently coming out of her funk.

“There was afingerprint on the outside of a photo album that was delivered to
my door. It belonged to the first victim, Kelly.”



“Thefirst victim we know of.” Wagner corrected.

“Exactly.” Legacy walked over to the wall covered in photos and pressed his
own finger on one of the enlarged frames. It left ameaty print. “I noticed the
print because it was in smudge of something that looked like motor oil, Kelly
was into motorbikes. She practiced with a Harley to ride in the homecoming
parade. The abductors were still pretty new to the business when they took her,
and they went after afamiliar image. They took a girl on abike. We're hunting
for agroup of riders, and they all have tattoos on their forearmsthat are
approximately seven inches of jagged design. They needed to cover it to cover
their tracks and so they used fetish as their camouflage.” Wagner |ooked
unimpressed.

“You're excited about this?’ Legacy had thought that she’ d have been on the
phone immediately. “Do you really think the tattoo is going to include names and
addresses?’ Legacy shook his head. “Then I’'m going to the bathroom.”

The bathroom stall door shut behind Wagner and her phone wasin her hand, a
spastic series of speed dia beeps and a quick connection.

“Bailey here.”

Chapter 14 Snow Angel

Darci heard the manager rattling the keys outside the restroom door; it was time
for the weekly cleaning. She'd been letting the hot water run at atrickle to warm
up the frigid stall of the truck stop restroom during the night. It added afew
degrees of temperature to the air, but she could still see her breath when she
exhaled. She looked up at the window above the tank, judging that there was no
time. She knew what he'd “ask for” in return for the night’ s lodging. There was
something about a man who sat al day in sweaty thick wool pants that
categorized any act that led him to remove the garments as cruel and unusual
punishment.

She had a headache from the fortified wine, and her bloodshot nineteen-year-old
eyes watched through the crack of the stall, waiting for the outer door to open.

A car honked outside the building. It was cold enough for full-service to find
popularity at the pumps. Darci privately thanked the driver of the car with an
inner dance of devotion to those too lazy to pump their own gas, and vowed to
someday repay the man or woman who had saved her from sweaty pants.
Footsteps receded outside the door and she snuck out the back window.

She hit the frozen ground and felt awave of freedom, followed by the sudden
need to throw up. There was no one there to hold her hair back as chunks of the



past insisted upon being pulled up into the present. They froze to the ground like
abstract art, it was a portrait, she thought, representing her life. She didn’t notice
the beauty in the sickness that lay at her feet and like most of the people in her
life; it pretended not to recognize her.

*kkkk

Wagner fet sick in the pit of her stomach after putting down the phone for the
hundredth time in the hour. She had called about half of the erectile dysfunction
specialistsin the country since her first cup of morning coffee. Her message
sounded like the start of a crude joke. “1’m looking for an easy rider with a
problem in his pipes.” The bureau had put out an aert to medical offices, but she
didn’t want to wait for the datato tricklein. If only one of them could put a name
to Blue, the investigation could be over in a matter of hours.

Medical assistants were scouring records, promising to get back to her if
anybody fit the profile. The problem with Blue was that he was not the kind of
person that made an impression that registered. He was the quiet |leader who
announced himself through behind-the-scenes actions, not words. In thereal
world, there would be no temper, no nerves, nothing that would call attention —
he was a cam lake with amirrored surface — with a monster lurking just below.
All the people who had broken that surface were dead. What kind of chance did
they have of someone recognizing this guy?

“1 knew | shouldn’'t have told you.” Legacy’sfamiliar voice came from over her
shoulder.

Legacy wasn't in favor of her wasting her time calling around. “ There will be no
trail to follow, Agent Wagner. Blue wouldn’t leave any record behind.”

She thought about Legacy’ s statements, looking for ways to prove him wrong. It
was easier to project criticism onto him; he was solid, sitting only feet away. He
had a purposeful stare, the kind that she remembered seeing in photographs of
billboards of men going to work in the 50’s. It wasn’t optimistic pessimistic or
cynical, his dark eyes brooded in thought. What the hell did he know?

A thought came to Wagner suddenly. She turned back to her computer and added
two lines of text to the FBI alert. She hit send and waited for the replies. It
wouldn’t save Laurafrom today, but it might the next day, or even the day after.

Wagner peered back over at Legacy. He was staring right at her, like he knew
something was different. She admired the way he collected all the energy of the
room into his eyes, and said nothing. She broke the silence.

“1 might have something.”
“But it won’t help us soon?’ he asked, she nodded “ That’s good, we have



thousands of agents thinking about today. Y ou’ re catching on.”
“Smug isn’t sexy.” A dismissive nod.

“I"'m glad you identified my biggest daily concern.”

“Just because you work on geological time -”

“Itisn’t about how fast you're moving, it’sif you’ re moving in the direction of
your goal.” He pushed some papers aside and leaned in with a confidential
manner that made Wagner suddenly aware of her posture. “1’d rather be going
slowly toward the answer than rapidly zigzagging away.”

Wagner put a hand on her neck, searching for a necklace that she hadn’t worn
since she was in high school. The gesture was personal, and left her exposed.
Wagner could have won a Nobel Prize in physics for the way she turned
insecurity into defiance. “Too smug with that lean, I’ m not going to tell you.
Coffee break.” She said in a clipped tone.
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“1 don't know what happened.” Blue confided in an overly empathetic huff. He
was painting black latex over Tracy’s body. He left open all the areas that might
be useful in the coming hours.

“Where are we?’ she begged.

“Short,” Helied, “it barely changed since yesterday. They must be getting ready
for the new girl. This happened last time.” He dipped his brush in a clear
substance. “Thisis an actua mixture of sweat that I’ ve collected off the ground,
it should make your hair shine.”

“What happened last time?’

“It won't happen to a pretty little muffet like you, anyway. Y ou know what the
men want out there, a performer like you should have no problem giving it to
them. Have you ever wondered what a tuffet was, and why Miss Muffet ever
bothered taking arest in a place she must have noticed to be a spiders web?’
Blue dipped atube into a bottle marked lubricant, and then hooked it up an air
COMpressor.

“1 can. AH.” CLICK, Tracy caught her breath and could barely talk as Blue shot
the mixture into her body. “Isthat-" CLICK.

“All done.”

Blue left her face unpainted, hair slicked back tight against her temples. He
wanted to see every dimple of every expression that she made. He wanted there
to be no escape from her new identity, what she’ d become - probably because



there was no escape from what he himself was. Some illnesses are best |eft
undiagnosed.

His watch alarm beeped. She was ready. “Don’'t be gentle.” Blue whispered into
her ear.
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A large graphics flat screen monitor was brought in especially for the broadcast.
Bailey leaned against the back wall like he was waiting in the doctor’ s office. His
usual casua manner was absent, indicating that maybe he had a heart after all.
Wagner sat up front. She had done something to prepare for this event that she
almost never did. She put in her contacts. She was very self-conscious of the fact
that she was losing her eyesight early in life, but it was more than vanity that
kept her hiding the deficiency. It was the fact that sight was considered a critical
factor in her work. She had a genetic condition - underproduction of saline
solutions -, which she was told that corrective laser surgery could actually
accelerate. The thin corrective membrane that covered her pupils caused her to
blink, and irritated her eye with every movement. However uncomfortable, it
was necessary for the next hour.

People always commented on her eyes, they were perfect. “ Obvioudy not
thinking of function,” she thought as her lids batted down like sandpaper.

Legacy was nowhere to be seen.
Wagner found him in the office. “We had a date.”

“I"ll watch the playback. Playback is where we have the whole picture.” The
original broadcasts didn’t contain sound. Two purposes were suggested: to keep
the participants from saying something incriminating, and secondly the limiting
principles of upload bandwidth of Internet broadcast.

“The playback version is over an hour away.” Wagner was dumbfounded. How
could he calmly work while the crime was in progress? A chill went through her.
Legacy saw the transformation, and chose to explain himself.

“1 get too involved.”
“You? Involved. That's agood one.”

“1 put myself into the crime scene, I’'m not just watching, I’ m there. It'saside
effect of getting lost in the thoughts of others.”

Wagner smirked sardonically, “Y ou' re there? Are you “you” or are you “ Super
you?’ do you have a cape on?’

“1 don’t know how to explain it, | am at the crime scene. | walk around in it.”



“You don't find what you' re saying ridiculous.” Wagner found mordant humor
in hiswords.

“Putting myself into the situation, live, in progress, will make me less effective.”
He said, dismissing her. Wagner didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Just when
she was beginning to believe in aversion of the myth that followed Legacy’s
name like the dictionary definition, reality crept in again. The man was
delusional.

By the time Wagner got back to the situation room, the initiation was aready in
progress. The silent interlaced video images flickered. The women were kissing,
adeeply disturbing portrait of bondage, spiritual and physical. Perhaps she
hadn’t wanted to see the beginning, anyway.

Chapter 15 The Dowdry

The Dowdry was atin hat, rock shack with cobwebs burrowed into olive green
masonry. It sat on arapidly failing compressed wood foundation that barely kept
it from joining the rubble that slid down the mountain every spring. Lodge pole
pines hemmed it in at the corners and kept the winter snow from drifting. Not far
from the freeway, this backwoods bar was on the old rumbling bark highway —a
road built by the logging companiesin the forties that had never found its way
onto any of the maps. It wasn’t the charm of the place or the owner that kept it in
business al these years, off the beaten and even the unbeaten path. It was a
marketing ploy that old Burly G’s second wife had come up with during the
“good times.” They’d printed over a million matchbooks using the wooden sticks
from the plentiful free lumber, and with the help of afew free drinks and
miscellaneous favors, the bikers that stopped in made the bar known
countrywide. Everyone who drank there was required to take three boxes of
complimentary matchbooks and distribute them to bars from coast to coast. It
was one of the first and most effective viral marketing campaigns that ever ended
in divorce.

When Burly, short for afamily name Burline, a huge Nordic looking man, found
out that the news of the bar spread partially because of the renowned hospitality
of hiswife — he sent her packing with a thousand matchbooks and half of his
savings. It might be expected that the bar hadn’t been the same since she'd | eft,
but to the contrary, it had barely changed at all.

Driftwood mounted on the walls like trophies, harkening back to the days when
forestry taxidermy was arollicking good joke. Beer taps made from bark shed
chipsinto the glasses like thick dendrological dandruff on creamy white beer
heads. A different young woman kept bar, taller than his second wife, older than



the fourth, she was the sixth, showing twice the skin as the fifth, but alittle more
modest in the mind than the others. She went by the name Snowflake.

Snowflake was sitting on the bar dangling her legs over a squeaky rotating seat.
A smashed up juke box had been spinning the same record for over ayear and
nobody seemed to mind. One of the men from the group in the corner called out
for another round.

They were the regulars, the only regulars. They played pool, talked heatedly
about which one of them had the best shot at getting on reality TV, and got drunk
at eleven am.

They hardly ever talked to Burly, and that was strange only because everybody
else talked to him. He was the county’ s central distribution hub for quiet concern.
Burly once listened to atransient former engineer talk about industrial process
adhesives and their uses for 23 hours solid. These new regulars stayed away from
him, kept out of earshot. They represented an odd combination of coming to a
public place to get away from everyone. One night they’ d come in, sweat stains
pouring down their shirts, and after three pitchers of beer, the short one told
Snowflake that they’ d raced there from the old Adventist summer camp about
five miles off-road, and they weren’t leaving until they couldn’t find their way
home. Two hours later someone came looking for the group. A greasy man with
sunken eyes that she' d never seen before, and, come to think of it, had never seen
since, showed up in one of those short school buses. He carted them off after he
broke up the juke box with arusty old three-sided chuck ax he'd pried off the
wall. The incident had led to Burly’s non-controversial edict that furthermore
“no weapons used as décor.”

Snowflake began her sashay over to the men’s table, brushing her hips on the
chairs on either side of her in afigure eight motion. The show wasn't for the
regulars, or for her husband, it was for herself, and the part of her that yearned
for aplayful, graceful pace.

BEEP.

A small blackberry device on the belt of one of the regulars went off. The aarm
cascaded quickly through the group and suddenly a chorus of alarms sprang from
identical devices that each of them carried. Then one of the devices chimed in
with a polyphonic tune, the song “Maniac” from the movie Flashdance. They all
looked at him.

“It'sus. The song.” The beat of the tune led to him gracelessly reenacting the
scene where the dancer runs in place with awide smile on hisface. The floor
creaked.

A lean man with a Welsh accent and a shit-eating grin chimed in “where the hell



did you get that?’

The dance ended “ The internet, took me seven seconds to download it.” He
nodded, smiling like a know-it-all prick that had absolutely no clue.

“What do you fucking mean it’sus?’ A sinister voice challenged.

The young one rolled up the sleeve of his flannel shirt and flashed atattoo. It was
awoman riding a motorcycle, but not an ordinary cycle. The drawing depicted a
morphing of man, sex, and machine. The handlebars were a man’s arms grabbing
the spiked bracelets of the woman biker who rode the bike. The headlight was a
man’s head and his legs made up the seat, wrapping around the woman’ s back.
Below the picture was scrawled “Rolling F maniacs’.

The sinister one said nothing, but crushed out his cigarette on the younger man’s
arm. “That puts a period on it. Stupid bitch.”

The regulars were out the door; pained complaints and crude innuendo could be
heard following them to their bikes, then the rumble of the enginesinto the
distance. That's what always happened, they’ d get a page and run off like the
president was waiting on them.

Snowflake, the person who actually did wait on them, didn’t feel like she was
being treated at all like the first lady when she counted up the tip. Her eyes
wandered to the window and the street in front of the bar. She looked out,
pretended to be thinking about something far away, but her real thoughts were
close by hovering around anew man in her life. Someone who didn’t remind her
of anyone she'd met working at this place. She wished he would come in that
front door again. She sighed looking at the painted hello kitty pattern on her
nails.

“What' s the matter?’ Burly hollered across the bar, spit shining the glasses.

Snowflake held up asingle dollar bill. She let her fingers work their magic and
the paper weaved like a snake around her digits so that a single middle finger
was visible to Burly, punctuating her displeasure with the tip. “ Cancel the trip to
San Martin.”

Burly snorted in agreement. “Y ou look out that window half the day. Nothing
changed out that window except the weather in twenty years.” He smiled as she
walked back to the bar, brushing her hips along the smooth aluminum sides of
the tables then disappeared into the back room.

She couldn’t meet his eyes. He knew. She knew he knew. The only thing Burly
could spot quicker than a customer without cash was awife planning to leave
him.
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Blue walked across the compound. Gravel crunched under his work boots and
skittered away from the tread. An old injury gave him an uneven gait, lurching to
the right and consequently dlightly dragging his left foot. He' d been told that if
the knife had been an inch longer, he might have lost the leg at the knee. His
chronic pain flared up from time to time. Today was worse than usual, the kick to
the knee that Laura so kindly contributed put more drag into his gait. But it
didn’t slow down his pace as he walked from the trailers to what used to be the
camp showers and gymnasium. Cleanliness was important to protestants, he
thought. It showed in the fact that the men and women'’ s showers occupied more
space than the administration office, which he passed listening to the CLANK
CLANK of metal clips against a hollow flagpole. It had once been the proud
standard for the American flag and the Camp Exoter pennant, but now it was
only arope, three clips and arusty cap.

Blade peeled off hisvinyl mask and sweat poured off him like greasy dew. He
spat on the hands, which he used to pluck the tinted contacts off of his eyes then
looked up. Hazel eyes sunk into their sockets, cheeks pitted and oily, hair
sticking to the sides of his face made up the man nicknamed Blade. He continued
his progress checking his watch and muttering “Roll call.”

He swung the main door open and walked in. Tile ran up partition walls to
shoulder height. He did a head count looking around the room, and scowled as
simultaneously his eyeslit up with delight. “Who's missing?’

Blade' s men responded like a heartbeat under duress. They sped up, not fully
knowing what they were reacting to. This was the same lazy group of thugs from
the bar, athough they hardly resembled their former selves. Now they displayed
aregimented organization. It was a parade, no that’ stoo grand. It was adog
show put on for Blade. No one wanted to upset the man who'd just entered the
room. When Blade got angry there was always punishment, indiscriminate and
crippling were his favorite two kinds. His cruelty was legend well before he' d
put wheels under this abduction scheme. In the past, he’ d organized this group of
ruffians into one of the most highly sought, highly paid group of enforcers on the
road. He' d hand chosen them from other biker groups and saying no was not an
option. Blade had a very persuasive way of keeping hismen in line, and he had
rules about everything. He wouldn't let them gain or lose weight. He had a strict
hair length code and it was different for each man. It was like he’d built the
likeness of each of his crew into an ideal that he would not allow to change. The
men complied, just as they complied with everything he said, because they’d
seen what Blade had done.

He took on contracts that nobody else would touch. He would follow



intimidation farther than anyone else. Blade changed the minds of top
businessmen, politicians and even organized crime lords. Not by putting aknife
to their throat, but by putting aknife to the pulse of everything that man or
woman prized most in this world. He hounded every interest of histarget to the
ends of the earth until they saw things his way. Accidents happened to everyone
they’d ever met, until Blade got his way. Blade once amputated the leg of the
college roommate of a man he was hounding with a blowtorch. The victim was
screaming the entire time that he couldn’t even remember his roommate’ s name.
Too bad for him. All Blade did was leave his business card on the charred stub
and suggested that he should give hisold friend acall, let him know how he was
doing. After something like that he’ d evaporate into the roadway system, only to
reappear amonth, ayear or even five years later and perpetuate a very dedicated,
very personal reign of terror. His crew had achieved quite a reputation.

Now they sat in neatly divided stations, nozzles and air compressors fixed for the
colored liquid mixture that was their costume to be sprayed onto their bodies. To
the right of the door was Red:

His name was Sean, atall lanky guy who served as the group’s mechanic. Sean
was Welsh, soft spoken, his eyes vacant, he was much more comfortable
interacting with the moving parts of a bike than with any person. He was
answering the questions of the man in the stall next to him: Vorest, Violet.

“It keeps sticking between second and third, | don't see why it isn’'t a priority.”
Vorest said smearing himself in a mixture of powder and oil before applying the
color.

Sean saw their leader standing in the doorway then replied. “Blade sets the
priorities.”

“Well this should be one!” He said kicking the tub of powder in front of him and
sending acloud into the air, which he snorted deep like cocaine. Vorest had a
dark islander complexion and a white hot temper. He was always looking for a
fix and afight. His laugh rattled like an engine, mechanical and joyless, and it
cut out abruptly, like he was daring someone to find him less than hilarious. His
jokes usually involved pain.

Green was in the next stall and he laughed at everything. He went by the
nickname Feely, “I want you guys to start calling me the green goblin.” He liked
to give himself new nicknames.

“Right Feely.” Sean said in alow monotone.

He was the mascot of the group, willing to do anything on adare. Feely was their
long haul rider, often making it from East to West coast “balls rattling” in a
single straddle of the bike. It was particularly important to have along haul rider



now because of Blade' s rulesinvolving commerce.

He made them buy everything by mail order, and nothing came to the same
mailbox twice. So if they needed to buy parts, they set up amailbox in Tampa or
Tuscaloosa, ordered the part and sent Feely on the road.

Feely shrugged his shoulders and passed the talc under the plastic divider to
Stones. “Here you go Stones, there’ s enough for your body, but it won’t cover
your dick.”

“If | wereyou'd I’d be tired of myself in aweek.”

“I"m thirty-one and I’m proud to say after watching Dr. Phil | learned to make
myself better through criticism of others.”

“Somebody take away his TV.” Stones smiled, very satisfied with almost
everything he said or did.

Feely shot back, “Don’t talk about TV to Mac - “ He stopped short, just realizing
that Mac wasn't there. He looked up at Blade. “ Go easy on him, he's had a bad
day — Blade spotted the empty stall. His skin turned from parchment yellow to a
flushed red in seconds. Stones took the conversation off track before he could
expel hisanger at anyone in the room.

“Our little friend should know not to step in front of bullets, he's so fuckin paper
thin, it’s going to go right through him and hit the other guy anyway” he grabbed
Feely’s shoulder and shook it. Feely wobbled like a sheet of tin. Stones let out a
deep rumbling laugh. After amoment of breathless indecision Blade joined.
Relief spread through the room and everyone returned to the task of suiting up.

Stones' areawas stained Y ellow. After aquick dust he began applying the vinyl
coating on his skin. Painting the median line below his belly, he encountered
what would be to an outsider a truly majestic sight. Stones had one attribute that
nobody in the group could argue with, a porn sized penis. It mesmerized the
group like areligious object. Many had knelt in front of it — that could explain
the confusion. The experience he offered was the kind based on stimulus alone.
At the base of the argument about Stones was that he never felt alone, even when
there was nobody in the room. It explained the way he got away with behavior
that othersin the room could not and also the way he thought about himself. His
dick gave him a numerical advantage of adjusted net worth. He had the one
object of influence that could not be bought of sold and he knew it.

Mac rushed in ranting, “ The fucking TV, can’t get my E, how am | supposed to
get it together without E?’

“You'relate.” Blade projected from the doorway.



Mac stumbled and nearly fell over the brown stained bench in his area. “Fuckin
TV —it’'snot my fault. It sthe satellite.”

Blade approached him in even, measured steps. He let words slip out the same.
“Y ou know my rules, nobody’ s late, no excuses.”

“Comeon, it'snot me.” Mac held up his handsin front of him in adefensive
posture, which only angered Blade more.

“Do you think 1'd just punch you? I’d never do that.” Hisright eye twitched,
pupil lazily dragging itself from the corner and focusing on Mac with fresh
anger.

“I’m not saying you would — it'sa mistake.”

“It would be over too quickly, I like it when someone is waiting for the
punishment to come. Do you want it now or later?’

Blade saw the recognition in his eyes. Later was aways worse, he'd pick atime
when everyone was drinking and happy. There was an instance when he’ d waited
ayear for punishment, then called for it just before the guy was going to meeting
up with his family that he'd been away from for six months. He took a gusher
over the right eye to the reunion. If aperson didn’t stand for the punishment, they
ended up dead. He had two pinpoint daggers, assassins weapons that were silent
on the way in and bloody on the way out. Blade always got in his due, when it
came to payback.

“Now.”

Blade put his hands together. He had a secret that made his punches legendary
among the people who were on the receiving end. He did what he always did to
get the adrenaline running. With a quick twist, he popped a knuckle on his right
hand out of joint, excruciatingly painful, his arm lashed out almost as if by itself,
striking Mac in the throat. Blade heard his knuckle pop back into joint as it
pushed into the meaty flesh of Mac’s throat. The second surge of pain brought a
smile to hisface. Mac staggered backward falling over the bench and landing on
the hard tile. Blade received and dealt out pain in one elegant motion, it was the
product of the sickness that infected his pleasure centers.

Mac, meanwhile, was rolling on the floor, gasping saliva and blood into his
lungs.

“1 like TV.” Blade said with brutal levity, a husky laugh in histhroat. “ Anyone
like it more than me?’

The men were silent. Mac struggled, unable to talk.
“Then raise your hand.” Blade pointed directly at Mac. Mac slowly raised his



hand, fingers curled still from the shock of the hit. Blade burst out laughing.
“You'rein charge of getting it fixed... it has to be fixed by next week.” The joke
spread through the room but just as the mood was passing. Blade added “ paint up
men, don’'t want to be late for the initiation.”

Chapter 16 Tasteful

“Kiss me, kiss me like a reckless schoolgirl with acrush, on my lips. Sugar lips
baby.” Tracy’simprovisation skills hadn’t blossomed in captivity.

Wagner had turned away from the picture when Tracy touched Laura. Thiswas
the second time she’ d watched the video, the first time with audio. She could
now hear the desperation added into the act. Tracy clearly was willing to do or
say anything to keep her captors happy. Laurawas immobilized, the pattern of
knots that held her spread across a frame were expertly executed. Her mouth was
wide open, abit inserted in the back teeth that kept it in aforced an oval ook of
shock. Nothing could change the series of perversions about to happen.

“I"ll start by rubbing up against your chin. Then if you don’t eat, I'll relax these
muscles,” she touched the area where her pubic hair met her stomach.

Wagner’s heart was racing, futility was pumping through her veins, icein her
bloodstream carving out a throbbing pain in her head. Her own discomfort was
trivial, in that moment that she knew that it was happening. It was real, the kind
of real that is as personal as afacia expression or fingerprint. Odd, slightly
connected thoughts went through her mind, like the fact that there were
thousands of nuts that collectively didn’t believe the moon landing. She was
willing to bet that the people who fought reality, the most stubborn doubters,
were out there watching this and believing everything. No one wanted to be
skeptical of thisevent, and Wagner knew why. Sex was the ultimate argument,
and watching the live image, she stood and made footsteps quick to the
bathroom.

She vomited. It was warm and full of acid. Her body dug deep into her digestive
tract, but it couldn’t pull the experience from her mind. The geography was just
all wrong. A splitting headache accompanied the final heaves — then she looked
up into the mirror. A strand of hair had fallen, curled around her face, and for all
the preoccupying beauty that stared back at her from the mirror; the only thought
that went through her head was “1 used to see her on the way to class.” She
brushed the hair back and set about to fix the rest of the damage.

Wagner left the restroom and found Legacy waiting outside directly between her
and the conference room. He said nothing, but for some reason he stood waiting.
Wagner stood statuesgue for a moment, looking up at her partner. She took his



silence as smugness. “Real nice talking to you.”

Wagner brushed past him, hesitating at the door to the conference room.
Naturally, she had no will to go back. Legacy’s presence standing over her
shoulder, made it almost impossible to back down.

The audio from inside was bleeding into the hall. A woman’s voice yelled
through breathless bouts of fake ecstasy, franticly signaling to her captors
“everybody get in here —and - finish us off!” The controller’ s voice came over
the PA; avacant sound ordered all of the colors to report to set. Wagner felt
another wave of nausea. From behind her Legacy raised hisvoice in what
seemed like effort to cover the sounds of the production.

“You don't have to go back in there. The people in that room are going about this
all wrong.” Wagner looked back at Legacy and saw a quick flash of something
resembling concern, but coming from Legacy a closer translation would be a
pause in judgment. It made her feel selfish. Legacy quickly adopted his regular
tone, adding “Everything those investigators have done up till now has been
useless, going back in there with them just includes you in their failure. It's
pathetic to keep failing the same way. Come back to the office.”

“You always know just what to say.” She quipped.

“It' sareal gift.” Hesaid falling in step beside her. They didn’t speak on the way
back to their office, but at the door Legacy leaned in and opened it for Wagner.
She brushed under his arm and turned, catching Legacy face to face. Thiswas
the time when most men would fall under Wagner’ s spell. “Y ou know you
overcompensate, you're emotional and fragile you sit around debating your own
shortcomings, which, granted there are many.” Legacy was not other men.

“Something else you should know about me, | work better when I’ m pissed off.
So we should be very — productive.” Wagner was aready sinking into her chair
and turning away from Legacy’s area of the office.

“Fine for you, but is there anything that makes you easier to work with?’ Legacy
stared at her like he was waiting for areply, one of the first times he wanted to
hear her voice. Wagner’s silence was delightful, and operatic.

Chapter 17 Quack Shop

“WHOOOOO HOOO!” Mac, Brown, garbled acry of victory. His bald head
bobbing in and out of the spray of the showers. “I love to stick it to the law.”

He licked hislips, snorted the air and water mixture deeply “It’s like fresh
bread.”



Vorest, Purple, was always looking for fresh pain. “I like both of them there at
the end, it s like having an old girlfriend and anew girlfriend at the same time.”
He threw awet towel over the plastic of his shower enclosure; it smacked the
wall beside Stones. Stones didn’t flinch. * Stones, the way you gave that parting
gift to the actress.”

Stones peeled the yellow away from around hislips, said with agly tone, “Felt
like a dozen clowns getting into a compact car.” He examined his lower
appendage, holding it like ajeweler cups a precious gem. “1 think I'm chafed.”

“Pussy.” Feely, Green, mocked him from across the room.
Vorest corrected “Ass.” It was like a high school filled with felons.

Mac ran through the divided areas with a huge bottle of hair conditioner “I’'m a
warthog! I'm awarthog!” He yelled splaying the white creamy fluid across
Vorest, Feely, Stones, and Sean.

Sean tried to grab the hair between Mac’ s shoulder blades to slow him down.
Mac squirmed away. But all too soon he found out why Sean wanted to slow him
down. The stream of conditioner splashed spastically off the walls as he turned.
Then it landed on something that was completely un-tiled. The blue body vinyl
took a splash across the chest and Mac was face to face with their scowling
leader, Blade.

“I'm sorry, | was awarthog.” He pleaded. Blade brought his fists together, and
Mac stood still waiting for his punishment with closed eyes.

Blade wiped the conditioner off his chest with afinger then shoved it into Mac’'s
mouth, scrubbing his back teeth.

A smile broke across Blades mouth like ajagged path to hell, “Take it back
warthog.” Blade was in agood mood. Feely let out a high-pitched laugh,
everyone joined. Blade put his arm around Mac who playfully licked his finger.
“What the fuck are you talking about?”’

“A warthog cumsin volume. Five hundred milliliters - “ Mac started.
Stonescut in “Isn’t that apig?’

Mac continued “A pig that gets almost no action, so he storesit up. Half aliter
each time he blows his wad.”

Blade held up the bottle of conditioner. “Half liter?” He squeezed the remaining
contents onto the floor. “1f any of you could do that, I'd get rid of the rest.”

Mac said “I’m going to figure out the TV receiver problem today, I'll have it
fixed — like that.” He snapped his fingers.



Blade raised his voice for everyone to hear, “ This guy fixes things,” finger snap,
“likethat, and | like that. He's agood guy.” Jeers rang aong the walls, Blade put
up one finger to silence them. “And if he shows up ontime | don’t feel much at
all likekilling him.”

Vorest chimed in “We do.”

Blade continued, “ One more, one last whore. And we' re coming up to our
reward.” The room became quiet they knew what came next. “We don't live like
kings, we live the life that allows us to keep living the life. People think they are
better than us. I’ ve never met anyone better than us. Out in the world, there’'s a
tidal wave of sperm swimming free because of the work you did in the last hour.
The FBI-meets-actress angle drew our first million live, and it was so fucking
good. Our subscribers are talking about it all over the net. It's going to make
international headlines.”

Blade strode around the room. “We are an entertainment network, and an
international incident.”

Blade' s voice dropped with sinister finality “Killing the actress might be the best
marketing we could possibly do.”

Sean spoke up “But she made the ransom.”

It wasn’t decency that made the room reluctant to spill her blood. “We should be
consistent.” Feely agreed. Blade snapped his head toward the dissenting opinion

with abrooding conflict: he looked like he wanted to kill them and thank them at
the same time.

“We riders do have a code, don’t we?’” A grumble of laughter.

“Secret ballot,” He held up five pieces of paper and distributed them among the
men. “Dump the bitch breathing, or the body?’

Feely asked, “Why don’t you vote?’
Blade said in an even tone “1t’ s all the sameto me.”

Chapter 18 Curled Queen

Tracy pressed herself farther in the corner hearing the outside door open. It
alwaystook ages from the first sound until Blue would open the inner door. The
seconds stretched her nerves until pitched like the wires strung to the far keys on
apiano. How long would he take this time?

A full minute later, she heard the key go into the lock, minutes more and the lock



turned. The hesitation must mean something. Blue wasn't looking forward to this
errand. It was over for her, she knew it.

Blue had bits of papersin his hands; he thumbed through them like a dealer
churns astack of cards. “1 told you it would come to avote if you didn’t make
it.”

Her eyesfilled up with tears, “Have you counted them?’

“No,” Her head snapped up, clearly surprised. He explained “I thought it was
better to do it in front of you.” He glanced down at his hands.

Tracy’ s mouth trembled as she spoke “| really did good today, right? They must
have noticed.” Blue flipped the ballots onto the floor, read them like tealeaves. It
was an elaborate act, a poker bluff that invited speculation and dread. With her
life on the line, Tracy showed great restraint waiting moments before blurting
out. “Good news?’

“Yes- | don't realy read them. | just do what | want to do.” He said arms spread
wide and welcoming. He took on the outward countenance of a preacher and it
seemed fitting when Tracy uttered “ Thank God.” Tracy let out asigh of relief.

A dark transition overtook every aspect of the man she knew as Blue, his tone of
voice dropped off into a black abyss. Malice, somehow built from humble
playful beginnings. “Let’ s not bring him into it, yet, it feelslike you deserve
punishment after what you did today. Look at your soiled sinful body, and your
newly sinful mind.” His steps toward her became heavy and imposing. Unseen to
Tracy aknife, barely three inches long, dropped into his hand, covered by his
palm. “ Stand in the shower please.”

“What? | did what you said—" Her voice was cut off. She chirped in fear as he
swooped in and tucked the blade under her throat. With abrisk step he led her to
the shower. A fierce tango, bodies locked in a strained embrace. This was the
moment that he lived for, the uncertainty, the balance of life and death. Her gasps
for air fed afirein his eyes, a savage light. Tracy looked up into them; she had
always counted Blue as afriend and now everything, even the shape of the room
and colors, changed in her eyes. Trust gasped, dying, and betrayed on the edge of
asurge of panic and recognition.

Thiswas Blade' s foreplay.

Fear shook her body in waves, her skin wrapped around usel ess muscles;
messages came from a useless brain. Impossible was the only way to describe the
kind of futility and helplessness that Blue was able to bring to bear in the last
moments with his victims. He breached the walls of al of their senses and pulled
their insides out. Safe to say that the best way to describe the final ordeal wasin



the words of one of the women who made it through their final meeting with
him. The transcript hung in Legacy’s office, the last moments of a two-hour
interrogation after which the girl said nothing. “It made me forget the torture, all
| can remember are those moments with him.”

Tracy tottered on the edge of asilver blade, red blood trickled from a superficia
wound, and she would never again see the world the through those crystal blue

eyes.

Chapter 19 Futility Bay

Two days later, Wagner knew almost everything that there was to know about
the male erection. She’ d spoken to over a hundred specialistsin E.D.D., and
combed every record searching for a biker who couldn’t match rubber to road.

Y es, she picked up some bad biker lingo too.

She'd worked the angle from both sides, matching the biker groupsto the
specific deficiency of the lead member, and matching the patients of thousands
of doctorsto asinglerider. It wasn't arealistic to find that one person who
matched Legacy’ s description, especially in such atight-lipped community, but it
was better than doing what he did, which seemed to be smply to sit and stare.

The music was getting to her. It had been a marathon of some instrument
invented in the seventies — presumably to torture the poor souls who never
learned to dress properly. The player had been banging upon a clutch of strings
with amallet or perhaps his head, for fifteen hours. Wagner cursed everything in
her wicked life that had brought her to this point.

Legacy had spoken in small packets since theinitiation. He' d watched it, once.
That’s all he needed. He told Wagner to do the same. Of course she’' d watched it
over and over every night when she went home. The following installments, five
in all, were stacked on top of her VCR at the hotel.

Wagner put down the phone with alittle more force than usual after another
fruitless call. Legacy could see her make a mental note not to lose control like
that again. Legacy continued to stare. Wagner flung the phone across his line of
sight and it crashed into the wall. One more resolution, broken. Her scowl told
him that she didn’t give adamn if it got his attention. Of course, it was moments
like this when Legacy took notice and had something helpful to say.

“You're doing your job all wrong, you know?’ He said, flat as the world before
Gadlileo.

“What?" She said, although she’d heard him clearly. If only there was another



phone, a heavier phone.

“You're acting without thought. Use your mind, narrow down all of those actions
until all you haveto do is call one person. Instead you call the phone book and
get nothing. Y ou weren’t second in your class at the academy because you used
the phone book second best.” He continued, “Sit and think until you just have to
call one number to get your result.”

“You're asking me to sit around doing nothing?’ Her tone only slightly
resembled a question.

“Hinging that telephone was the most sensible thing you’ ve done in days. Has
your telemarketing barrage gotten you any closer to finding Blue?” He shrugged
his shoulders. “I know you are anxiousto interview Tracy.”

“Tracy isdead, it’'s been two days, don’'t act like you don’t know.” Her emotions
spilled out and her eyes |ooked suddenly weary.

“Don’t beridiculous. She'sfine, Blueisjust giving us some time to chew on; he
wants us caught off guard when she shows up. It's not a guess, it'safact, and
she’'sfine.” He paused, watching the upswing in Wagner. She lit up ailmost
instantly. He found a distracted part of his brain thinking about how he could
produce the same effect again so that he could watch her react, Legacy had no
more surprising good news so he had to settle for showing off. “ The news will
break later today. She'll be home tonight. If I’'m wrong, I'll start senselessly
calling hospitals asking if they had any biker patients who were capable of all
manners of deviant felonies and smart enough to cover all of their tracks except
the random FBI call, picking asingle grain out of a sandstorm.” Legacy could
barely stand the thought of producing any such conversation on the phone, but he
knew it wouldn’t be necessary. Tracy was alive, the drop-off would tell more
about the Vinyl Men'’s location than they wanted.

Legacy leaned over the papers on his desk, and the strangest thing happened. He
heard Wagner approach, and she retrieved her broken phone - that was all quite
natural. But on the way back to her desk she paused near his chair. He felt her
hand on his shoulder. The warmth of her grip circulated through his body in a
gratifying manner that disturbed him deeply. He liked her, a bit fascinated by her
irrational methods and her need to present a perfect appearance. But she intruded
on hislife, and nothing in that category had pressed past hisrigid defensesin
years. Legacy thought about his cold shoulder, the other one, and realized that
the idiom “turning a cold shoulder” was really more caring than indifference.
The only reason one turns a cold shoulder is if the other holds warmth. Blue
killed Jamie, and everyone had supposed that she must have done something that
angered or upset Blue. Legacy was beginning to believe the opposite, that she
must have been the one he cared for most.



It was four in the afternoon when the information broke rattling through the
rafters and settling in the basement. A young man from community affairs, later
they’d find out his name was Brent, came into the office with amemo. He had a
no-nonsense style that appealed to Legacy. “Half the agency has hit the ground
in North Dakota - “

“Body?’ Wagner fixed her gaze on Brent’s perfectly groomed hairline, not
wanting to read his expression. With jet-black hair swept back meticuloudly, it
resembled a shoreline finding a nautical prow line peak in the center of his brow.
Wagner had the most remarkable way of picking out a person’s defining
characteristic in amoment. Legacy followed her eyes and agreed. This guy was a
straight shooter — arrow right through the forehead.

“Breathing.”

Legacy cast asidelong glance at Wagner, who pretended not to notice how
masterful he was in both practice and theory. Brent continued.

“| took the liberty of getting you two tickets on a shuttle flight tonight — *
Wagner was already on aflight of her own.

“There' s nothing sooner?’ She said looking at the time.

“Sooner would be now.” He observed. “Y ou’ re up against the clock making that
flight. There’'sacar -’

Legacy objected “ They need to bring her here.”
Wagner replied, “They’re not going to do that.”
Legacy wasn't budging “Well, that’ s what they have to do.”

Wagner paused in the middle of what Legacy guessed to be afrantic, pre-travel
gathering ritual, “ The first six hours are the ones that shape the testimony and
consequently the entire information chain elicited from avictim. You said it.”
There was a certain satisfaction in quoting Legacy back to himself.

“That is why she should be on a plane, now.”

Wagner slipped her coat on “Nothing like an abrupt change of venuein the
company of federal agents to put the mind at ease. Pack up Legacy.”

“l can’'t go.” Legacy shifted in his seat uncomfortably. He knew that he wasn’t
going to get hisway. “I shouldn’t have to, arrangements should have been
made.”

“Y ou could have made some useless calls.” The comment was lost on Brent, who
completed an awkward triangle between them.

Brent backed out of the room, his pace slow, like he was holding himself hostage



until he got to the door, just for his own safety. “1’ll ook into bringing the entire
crime scene here, but on the off chance that that requisition doesn’t go through,
you have thirty minutes to make your plane.”

Legacy liked him even better. He gathered that his smartass tone was the way
Brent projected confidence within the formal structure of his position. An
immature but respectable way of expressing command as a young agent. Most of
the agents he knew expressed confidence at the wrong time, through jargon and
superior FBI speak. Brent told Legacy that he was not going to get hisway and
still left him with asmile. Legacy backed away from his position, like a chess
master who knows he' s beaten. Conceding one piece at atime until the final
gambit.

“They probably want 24 hours to process the scene.” Legacy dug a hand into his
pocket.

“Y ou have been waiting for a fresh witness, Legacy. Y ou can see these maniacs
through her eyes, and I'm telling you it could - “ Legacy pulled out a coin and set
it spinning on his desk, Wagner pulled out her most forceful and convincing tone
“ - it could swing the whole case.”

Legacy watched the coin spin “1 don’t see that, Blue' s refined his drop technique.
She's been drugged for the last two days.”

Wagner slapped the coin down, “So alittle time has passed.”

“You're going to be my eyes and ears up there. Keep aline of communication
open —’

“All I want to hear is that you' re getting on that plane with me. We won'’t be this
close again until we collar them.”

“They need to draw blood and do a blood oxygen test — there’ s only the slightest
chance that — Wagner’s body shook in anger. Legacy could tell that she missed
alot of what he said in the next minute, until Legacy forced the issue. “Listen,
agent” Legacy’s hand came slamming down on the desk. “While everyone's
chasing around the drop spot, you hit the town. | think she spent the night there,
maybe even longer.”

“Why?" Wagner asked.

Legacy was aready withdrawing back into himself; he had no energy for
explaining hisrationale. “Do the blood test, drag the biker fleabags for a
unresponsively ‘drunk’ companion, and keep me up to date.”

Wagner knew that there was one topic that would tweak him “Is there anything
you want me to ask her?’



That was the question that hurt, Legacy knew that nobody would drill into her
experience the way he could. He knew that he could bring it al back to the
surface, and sift through her emotions, tear into them until the concrete
foundation of reality that they were built upon was exposed. He could know
everything that she knew in five hours, but looking into the distance at the facts
he' d assembled on Blue, he doubted that much if any of the raw knowledge
would lead him anywhere other than looping a victim back into their own pain.

Blue had a sick specialty, and Legacy wouldn't put it past him to plant horrorsin
the background of avictim’'s memory — just so the torture continued out of
captivity. The other victims had long since closed their doors to those paths, and
he knew that if he opened them —if he put Tracy back in that place - it would
also shed light on the weapon that shredded her soul, cutting her no less than
Blue' s knife had pressed into the neck of the previous victim. Wagner left in a
huff as he let his mind slip around the situation like fading sunlight along awall.
It hardly mattered anyway, he couldn’t leave town, it just wasn’'t an option.

Wagner threw open the door to a black Lincoln town car. Why the hell did the
agency always use black Lincoln town cars? They certainly didn’t qualify as
unobtrusive; everyone knew that feds were packed into every black Lincoln town
car on the road.

She could tell he was struggling with something outside the parameters of the
case, and she couldn’t care less. This case wasn't about him, it was about the life
of agirl who lived in Wagner’s dormitory, and if it didn’t stop it would be about
the girl after her who lived on a different street somewhere in another town. She
didn’t have an ounce of respect for him in that moment. “Why am | here?’ She
thought as the brightly lit, drab stone buildings of Civil War era construction
swept across the tinted windows. For all of her anger, she was aware that the act
of leaving that office, his office, actually lifted aweight off of her. She pulled out
her cell phone and made a call. “Federal Bureau of Investigation, Alexandria
office.” The car swung onto the interstate highway. This was the fork in the road
where Wagner’ s loyalty divided. “ Chief Bailey please.”

*kkkk*k

Darci stood in front of atwo-for-one snack rack at the Pump and Go, debating
what to steal.

She let her mind create a fantasy around the cookies that cost fifty cents more
than the other cookies, which cost fifty centsless.

There must be something special that comes with that price tag, something that
would fulfill her more, give her fifty cents more inner worth than she had before
consuming them. She definitely wasn’t a bargain shoplifter, and a quick grab and



tuck had the package inside her oversized front sweatshirt pocket. Utah fashion
was the best for shoplifting. They should call it the shoplifting state, she thought.
A crafty smile passed her lips—for amoment the crime was her life - and it was
going well. She looked up at the clerk, an older lady with thick rimmed glasses
and hair that stood on end with lift from some beauty product that really should
have been recalled. Something on a fuzzy black and white TV above her
shoulder caught Darci’ s attention. It wasn’t the checker-box surveillance camera
monitor that had certainly just caught her master crime on tape — it was the news
report. A girl was being led through a crowd of reporters, blankets wrapped
around her body. She babbled in alanguage incoherent to amost all of the
listeners, save Darci.

“It was Blue, and his eyes. Blue eyes— bleeding on tile. There wasn't sex — pain
isBlue. Sky Blue.”

Her sluggish steps through the crowd of reporters were also familiar to Darci,
except in her memory there were no crowds and no blankets. Darci read the
name below the video image, but the letters were out of place, all wrong. Darci
knew something about the girl that no one else did. Tracy didn’t notice the
crowds and she couldn’t feel the blankets. The chill that froze her mind and body
couldn’t be seen, or warmed from the outside.

“That girl, that girl was me.” She approached the cashier, leaned over the
counter, getting as close as she could to the screen. “It should say Darci.” It was
at that moment that the broadcast cut to commercial and it was like the strings of
a puppet were cut. Darci staggered backward, no longer drawn toward the image
on screen. A trained eye would have seen the anguish and loss in her stare. An
expert might have diagnosed the situation as significant and delicate.

The clerk was not atrained eye, “What you been drinking?’

Darci dug into her stuffed pockets and offered up a bribe. “I’ll give you back
these cookies if you let me use the phone. | need to call the FBI.”

The cry for help was met with the unending compassion of a convenience store
clerk. Actually compassion overstates the sentiment, tough love without the
love. “Put those on the counter and if | see you in here again I'll call the cops,
they might have the number for the FBI.”

There were at |east two people in the world that could have entered the shop that
would have made the standoff between Darci and the clerk even worse. And in
one of life’s shit-cannon moments, they happened to walk through the door at
that moment.

Darren and Bone Pike were brothers, stoners and founders of the Ski Bikini
Appreciation Society of Greater Utah. Their father, aformer federal prosecutor,



was a partner in the most prosperous firm in the state. They looked like the
standard-issue, youth culture shit heads, but in reality they were a caricature
drawn in green ink, dripping money.

Bone burst in the door holding his breath. The game was called Convenience
Store Gauntlet. He was going to try to keep it held until he’ d bought four
different items from four different rows of the store. This test of skill and speed
was the fresh brainchild of Darren who expected his brother to yack before
making it to the counter.

The frantic ransacking of the shelves broke the silent standoff between the clerk
and Darci. Whatever might have been said was now buried. In the time it took
Bone to hit the counter with four items and unload a sustained rancid burp fueled
by the gush of air leaving his lungs, Darci found her legs and began to back her
way to the door where she intersected precise spot where Darren was doubled
over in laughter.

“Tha- that was awesome dude. Whoah.” Darci bumped into him. She turned and
was face to face with nervous, pale shale gray eyes. Darren flipped his long
stringy hair out of hisface and some of it tangled in with hers. It was like their
hair had an idea that neither of them had the time to follow up on at that moment.
She was losing her balance and Darren reached out an arm to steady her. “ Sorry
babe.”

Darci snarled, “Get off of me.” and shrugged off his hand. A package of cookies
fell out of her front pocket.

The clerk trumpeted behind them. “ She' s stealing, stop her.”

He knelt down and picked up the broken cookie, it might have been her skewed
impression, but he seemed impressed that she was stealing the expensive ones.
Darren made no moveto restrain Darci; rather, he gave her anod of appreciation
and returned the cookie to her pocket. A wink said that finding out she was a
thief was cool.

Darci said, “Pay for these and I'll find away to get you back. I’'m around.” She
didn’'t wait for an answer pushing her way past him out into the cold.

Darren nodded at his brother who rocked back and forth alittle unsteady from
the oxygen deprived head rush. “Pay the lady.” Bone pulled out a stack of twenty
dollar bills from his crotch pack and dropped a couple on top of his purchase: a
bottle of drain-o, a candy bar, toilet paper and a package of replacement
windshield wipers. He then proceeded to vomit on the whol e stack.

Needless to say, there was no drain to fix, or car needing wipers. Lifewas a
pointless game for the brothers, and there were no rules.



Bone staggered toward the door. Darren watched Darci through the yellowing
weathered plastic sheets that made up the nearby bus stop enclosure. A bus
pulled up and she waved it on. He let a shiver of the outside world into his reality
for just amoment, it was as close to maturity as he allowed. A craggy voice
screeched over his shoulder.

“That little snow angel’ s a tramp, bona fide tramp. She made fun of that poor
abducted girl on TV.”

“How?’ Bone was aways looking for alaugh.

“ She wanted to make a prank call the FBI, tell them that she was the same
abducted girl too or some damn nonsense.” Bone remembered his change and
walked back to the counter, “You don’'t get any, | don’t know what el se she had
in her pockets.”

Bone shrugged, he was pretty certain that Darren had loaded his pockets with
candy. He flipped the earflaps on his hat down and trudged toward the door.
Darren held the door open, then the as he passed lunged into his body bumping
him into a display stack of oil cans outside the door. The cans scattered, snow
flew up in a cloud and when it settled the boys stood staring back into the store,
posed in unbelievable enthusiasm, like they were in a Mentos commercial,
holding stolen candy flipping off the clerk.

*kkk*k

The international airport in Bismarck was officialy closed when the converted
military transport 707 touched down. Wagner looked out the window. There was
no evidence of the earth beneath her other than the sound of the engines
struggling to slow and stabilize the plane at the same time. This was the white
out that they’ d promised when she took off. There couldn’t be worse conditions
for gathering physical evidence, and she doubted it was a coincidence.

She gathered her carry on and made it through the concourse, all the while
cursing the person who had sent her. At least it couldn’t get much worse.

She stepped out into the frigid night. A black town car was waiting for her on the
curb, and the distance almost killed her. Before she even crossed the threshold, a
chill went through Wagner’s body like nothing she’ d ever felt beforein her life.
They sky cap had warned her that her coat wasn'’t rated for the Dakotas, where
the “wind splashes the skin like ice water.”

Stepping out of the automatic door into the night air she understood the warning
in amore personal way. The first place where the swirling wind struck was
crawling up the open sleeves of her overcoat. Like a submarine with the hull
breeched, it flooded her arms. Before she could wrap her armstightly around



herself, the vortex of air snuck into every opening of her wardrobe. The biggest
insult came when involuntarily she drew a deep breath in reaction to the shock.
The wind had won, and it engulfed her body from the inside out. She couldn’t
manage to talk when she shut the door to the car behind her. The agent behind
the wheel asked “That your coat?’ She couldn’t answer. “I’m supposed to take
you to the station - “ She still couldn’t answer, and instead her head bobbled in
an approximation of a nod.

The greeting that nature offered Wagner turned out to be one of the nicest parts
of the trip. And she would have gladly taken a second plunge into the elements
hours later to avoid the crippling emotional chill playing out in a smoky
interrogation room in the local sheriff’s office.

The rural office hadn’t seen action like this since — well, never. The locals had
given complete control over to the feds by the time Wagner walked passed the
entryway that housed clusters of dark suits — aong corridors filled with stern
hunter’ s eyes, and purposeful strides. There were no familiar faces, athough the
officers calling the shots on the ground were waiting for her arrival. She knew
her specia treatment would ruffle her fellow agents. Wilkes had arranged a
private audience for her with the victim.

Tracy drew the smoke of a glowing cigarette into the bottom of her lungs, as she
held a steaming mug between her cupped hands. Her words were infused with a
distant emptiness, like she was a witness reporting back and not the victim. The
story however was very personal. “| tried to keep some of the — physical
evidence, under my fingernails—in my mouth, but Blue knew. He knew
everything.”

“If you'd allow usto swab, even after a couple days- “ Wagner leaned in.

Tracy’s eyes rose from the bottom of the cup, “Don’t stick anything in me, not
my nails and not my veins. I’'m not fucking evidence.”

“You don't know what traces - “ Wagner replied bluntly.

“1 know.” She half stood leaning out over the table toward Wagner, “and 1’1l tell
you how | know — Blue filled my mouth with rubbing alcohol and bleach then
told methat if | swallowed, I’d go blind and crazy. My gums burnt for hours but
| didn’t notice it because he put his knife to my throat and told me that all of the
blood in ahuman body could drain in under aminute.” Her expression turned
mocking. “1 had other things on my mind.”

Wagner controlled her urge to cut in, she knew that Tracy needed to be in charge,
and even though it went against every impulse that Wagner had, she sat in
silence and waited for Tracy to come back to her.



“Do you know what it’s like to be worthless? Down in your soul, to feel like
garbage? | can’'t tell you a single thing about the men who abducted me, | have
no idea how long | traveled to get here and the only part of the experience | have
isup here.” She pointed to her head, “and | don’t trust the words that my mind is
sending to my lips, | don’t know if I’d help you if | could. | don’t know who |
am. He turned me inside out.” She looked away, aflash of horror in her eyes. “I
might even be him.”

Wagner reached across the table, Tracy flinched, but Wagner reached past her
arm and took a cigarette out of the pack on the corner of the table. A deputy
stepped forward with a lighter then stepped back beside a sign that read no
drinking eating or smoking. Wagner expelled the words efficiently as she
exhaled. “Y our blood might tell us something about where you were —you don’t
have to trust anybody, and we don’t have to trust you.” It was clinical, and cut
straight to the point. Tracy’s mouth bent up into a poison smile.

Tracy spoke, looking over Wagner’ s shoulder into the darkness. The tone was
like she was still talking to Blue, daring him to step from the shadows of the
interrogation room, “He made me into this and the fucking, burning truth is that
only he understands me now.” She crushed out her cigarette, laid her arm out on
the table. “Take your blood, | have nothing more to say.”

Wagner turned around in frustration looking back at where Tracy had been
staring and at that moment she saw some of her own demons catching up with
her. From her angle she could see through the darkness to a glass door to the
hallway leading to the entry. Agent Wilkes entered the lobby. Even from fifty
yards, he bore the unmistakable stride of someone who was pissed off. Reporting
to him was going to be her own bloodletting experience.

Wagner and Wilkes sat in the break room. A bank of vending machines lit
Wagner’s face and gave Wilkes a fluorescent outline. There was nothing left to
eat, so Wagner drank instant coffee with extra cream.

A lipstick stained cigarette butt sat in an ashtray between the agents. It had been
taken right down to the filter before becoming the object of art that reminded
Wagner how long they’ d be speaking; the pleasantries were long gone. Impatient
voices spoke over the ashes.

“Where the hell is more important than here?” Wilkes roared.

Wagner stumbled into a sentence that sounded vaguely Samoan. “Ah, hah —no.”
Her voice caught in her throat somewhere between excuse and condemnation.

Wilkes wasn't listening, “ There is no satisfactory answer. There'sno way | can
hold my head up after thisinvestigation is over, win or lose. But we cannot lose.
Are you getting this?” Wagner nodded.



“If the one unique strategy that | bring to the table. If the one man who | stake
energy, resources, and confidence in turns out to be awaste, then we lose. |
won't even have the weight to fall on my own sword, agent. And I’ m being
literal. So when you tell me that you’ re done with the only witness we have and
are going out into the field after only thirty minutes, | ask you: where the hell is
more important than here?’ Wilkes didn’t wait for an answer; he pulled a cell
phone from his jacket pocket and dialed a number. It was2 AM in Virginiawhen
the phone rang.

Chapter 21 Preservation

Legacy’ s eyes were open; they’ d been open for almost five minutes staring at the
far wall of his bedroom. He didn’t move or make asound. There was activity on
the other side of the wall, footsteps far too heavy to be those of the elderly
occupant. Mrs. Winch was an old widow who voiced the odd hallway or
condominium association complaint. She stood up at al of the meetings to urge
for more security in the complex because she had so many valuablesin her unit.
After thirty years of complaints, someone had listened to her, it seemed.

Legacy had called the police four minutes previous, after he was sure there was a
break in —in progress. Now, he waited silently, knowing that any noise could
wake Mrs. Winch and alert her to the situation, potentially setting off a powder
keg on the other side of that wall.

Thud. Another noise from beyond farther away, an interior hallway, it could even
be near his door. Legacy was out of the bed and silently on his feet in the span of
time that it took most people to flinch.

He' d trained seven years with special ops — until they discovered his hidden
talentsin the interrogation room and he was reassigned. L egacy had proven
himself in the field as a highly rated military resource. When they told his
colonel — Franks, an aging hawk —that they needed one of his best operativesto
get information out of captives, it probably translated in his head like, “ Give me
one of your best field assets because we want him to chat with people too
important to kill.”

Coal. Franks had told his men repeatedly that nobody was too important to kill.
He held a deep belief that bad guys went to the bone yard and bending the rules
for some only encouraged others to be worse. Negotiating set up a hierarchy of
evil that somehow exempted those at the top from the ultimate punishment
because they were somehow a more useful evil. Franks had no use for evil.
Legacy remembered how he spat on his shoes the day he' d |eft the regiment.

He put on a pair of shoes that he kept beside the bed and was in the hallway.



Legacy skimmed the wall heading for Chess room — three doors down on the
right — he hugged the carpet edges because the tack sticks underneath spread out
his weight and made his stride even more silent.

Another sound behind him, shrill, urgent, a scream. Legacy slipped through his
daughter’ s door to find her sitting upright, baseball bat gripped in her hands. She
had the family reflexes after all. Legacy clicked his teeth, and Chess relaxed
hearing the signal.

Legacy hugged his daughter pulling hislips up to her ear. “It’ s the next
apartment down”

A second scream came through the walls, followed by arattle of words that were
indistinct. Finally there was a thump on the wall, and the sounds of a scuffle.

Chess pushed her father away “Do something.”
Legacy replied barely audible “1 can’t leave you.”

The sound of footsteps continued in the other apartment, but the outcry was over.
The alarmed voice had been silenced.

Legacy looked into the whites of his daughter’s eyes, the light from the hallway
cast across her face in a stripe just wide enough to see the depth of
disappointment in her expression. Legacy couldn’t stand it, he motioned for
silence and she nodded. He slipped out of the room racing his own shadow
gliding deftly on the wall. Legacy wanted to make the errand a quick one.

He knew that the assailants were in escape mode and the hallway offered the
only access to the stairs or fire escape and down. Legacy scuttled down the locks
on his door, and pushed it open with aclick. Legacy crouched in the entryway,
lying in wait for whatever passed.

He didn’t have to wait long. The door on Mrs. Winch'’s place was thrown open
and aman entered the hallway, as heavy steps came toward Legacy’s door. The
lighting in the hall cast a shadow forward that the next light couldn’t quitefill in
and judging from the angle, the slight shade that hit the doorframe meant he was
about two paces away from Legacy’s door. The calculations were instinct, he
was a much better predator than his flannel pajamas and corduroy slippers
suggested. Legacy’ s hand shot out, catching the fleeing man’s forearm.

Legacy had the leverage, and the strength, but the fat intruder had fat, lots of it.
When he spun around like a turntable ornament he looked at his smaller attacker
with surprise that verged on disbelief. Before he could explore the feeling fully,
pain hit him and brought him to his knees. Legacy had a grip, thumb to
forefinger between the split bones of the forearm. The grip pinched down on the
tendons running to the hand and played the nerve center like an over stretched



string of aviolin.
Legacy’ s command tone was barely louder than a whisper “Is the old lady OK?’

“Yes.” The fat man said wincing in pain. Honesty is always a quicker defense
than alie. Legacy believed him.

“Areyou alone?’ Legacy increased the pressure trying to get another quick
answer, but al the blood rushed out of the fat man’s face and the pain caught his
breath leaving him unable to speak. Legacy eased off, but it gave the man time.
The fat man gasped out “I work with ateam, one of us hits each house on a
floor.”

Legacy studied hiswide, dilated eyes, he was ninety nine percent sure that it was
alie. In his experience, fat men are often slower on their feet and quicker to
think. He puffed out, “Sammy isin your house right now.”

His neighbor across the hall, Paul opened his door at that moment leaving it on
the chain. “Do you need any help?’ The sound of his daughters crowding the
hallway behind him covered the approach of the police up the stairs.

“Freezel”

Legacy had no time to think. Three officers of the Alexandria police stood with
guns drawn.

It changed the game, now anyone hiding on the floor would be desperate.
Desperate enough to take a hostage, being cornered and ready to do anything so
as not to be taken into custody. Legacy couldn’t take that one percent chance. He
released the fat man and ran inside his home.

He found Chess on her bed, and she hugged him tightly. “Did you get him?’

Later, they were all in the hallway. Mrs. Winch was shouting at a group of
officers about the response time, she hadn’t thanked Legacy for calling them.
She seemed fine. There were other thingsin the hall that were not at all regular.
An ambulance had pulled up in front of the house and two EMTs were wheeling
away astretcher with a frightened young girl still bleeding from a cut to her
head.

After the perpetrator “slipped out” of Legacy’s grasp, he’' d broken down the door
opposite and it had come down full weight on his neighbor, one of the daughters
had suffered a head wound from the splitting wood. They were going to be OK,
but the suspect had gotten away through a back window in the other daughter’s
room. The youngest, Laney, wouldn't let go of her father’s broken hand, and
although each tug was a splitting pain, he let her hold on. She was shaking with
fear.



Chess heard her father tell the police how the perpetrator had gotten away from
him. She waited until the door was closed behind them before she added her
opinion.

“He didn’t get away from you.” She paced the front foyer, furious.

“He told me that he worked on a crew and that one of them was in my apartment.
It could have been you bleeding —’

“Yeah, I’'m thrilled a seven year old and a defensel ess grade school teacher took
that guy on and not you.” She pleaded in rage, “Please don’'t say that this
happened because of me.”

Legacy wasn't ready for the deeper truth to be tested that night. He kissed her
forehead, said “ Good night, Chess’ and walked back to his room.

Chapter 22 Painted Love

The morning didn’t return any dignity to Laura. There really wasno morning in
her world. She slept until Blue came to wake her, make her up for her next role.
The camera s eye had captured her wrapped in plastic wrap, the only holes for
her mouth and other points of entry. Leather fetish, baby-doll, schoolgirl were all
now in her distant memory. Still she sat stoically, carefully painting her face and
body for the next session. Blue now gave her the freedom to mark her skin with
fertility runes and glyphs — he thought it was quaint to have some history brought
into the brothel. He always kept one of her hands bound and for good reason.
The one time she’ d had both of her hands free, she’d found away to sneak a pair
of tweezers into her mouth and then just before they were supposed to go live,
she'd cut the ties on her hands and was strangling Brown and Y ellow was
bleeding. A stun gun had brought her to her knees. The boys took out their
fantasies, and their anger on her, but she never gave them the satisfaction of
being avictim.

Laura performed like there was nothing at al wrong going on when she was on
camera. There was a detachment to her performance, as she created the illusion
that she was in control. Things were not being done to her, things were just being
done. Her eyes were wide open the entire time. It was the kind of power that
most people give away to their abductors, but she never did. Blue pushed her to
react, but she didn’t flinch even during his most shocking sermons. Blue started
to develop an attachment to her, instead of the other way around.

Laura dusted her eyelids with a neon eye shadow then turned to him and batted
her eyes, pursed her expressionless lips. He couldn’t help but laugh. Eleven
minutesto air.



The group was waiting a couple of buildings away their costumes form fitting
around lanky arms, boney shoulders. It was clear they didn’t like Laura at all.

Feely, Yellow, watched the door, “It’ s those fucking spooky eyes.”
Brown added, “ She reminds me of my mother.”

Purple cracked a smile, “ Thanks for getting my dick hard.”

Brown shot back “Don’t mess with my mother.”

Purple put forefinger to nostril and snorted out a bullet of mucus on the carpet.
Green surprised everyone in the room by opening his mouth. “I’'m having a hard
time getting hard with her.”

Y ellow continued, “ That’swhat | mean it’s those fucking eyes.”

They waited watching the door in silence. Green walked over to a case of
champagne sitting by the door. He asked Brown “ These were outside all night,
right?’

Brown nodded. Green picked up a bottle and began shaking it like he was
playing a Tommus. “Niceand icy.”

Ten minutes later Laura entered the room, dressed the part of a dutty schoolgirl,
glasses and backpack completed the costume. Each day they changed the
surroundings slightly to represent the theme of their performance. Many things
had occupied the center of the room: airline seats, military bunk beds, a sandbox
filled with mud, but today there was a long banister with a chandelier hung
overhead. The cast led her into the foyer then started spraying her with sticky
sweet champagne — she was the entertainment for a graduation party. She kept
her eyes wide open even though the bubbles stung. Laura turned away from the
camera. Only Blue would notice what she was doing, and if he ever figured it
out she' d be dead. She wondered if any of her colleagues would see what she
wanted them to — it would be easy to focus on anything but the pain and
suffering, she'd learned that early on.

The “graduate” was moving in to straddle her, pulling his vinyl-covered friends
into a circle around them. She drifted off, eyes open but at least it didn’t feel real.
Her mind clung to the fact that she had two secrets and either one of them could
break through the circle.

Chapter 23 Biker Bar

Wagner would never have guessed how many biker hangouts there were in the
greater Bismarck area. At around 3 AM, with the winds blowing granules too
small to be called snow, particulate ice was a better description; she stumbled up



to The Potter’ sWheel. A hippy biker that had established itself asa“drink and
dive” in the seventies. It had become popular because during the cold winters, a
customer could drink himself silly then crash in one of the upstairs rooms
without ever leaving comfort of climate control.

Wagner strutted up to the bar. The room greeted her with a series of whistles and
hoots. A wood-burning fireplace cast a reddish glow over the packed long
wooden benches. There were only three tables in the place, but they went wall to
wall. A no smoking sign hung on the stovepipe that fed the warm exhaust up
through the rafters. Carved beside the sign was the word “weed.” Wagner did a
tactical scan of the place and made a decision. She did a playful spin approaching
the bar. Thiswas arole-play that she would have never tried before meeting
Legacy. Even though she was in no mood for the attention she played into it,
leaning forward on the bar, and calling over the bartender.

“What can | get for you little miss?” The bartender was a stout tattooed teen
whose shaved head and stubbly beard looked like a mushroom cap sprouting
from his shoulders.

Wagner said in atipsy-loud voice that she’ d learned from her father “ Three shots
of tequila,” putting up four fingers and fanning them in his face. She noticed his
nametag, “Jake.” Lingering on the K, a smile cameto her lips “and some -
information.” Her tone dropped on that last word. Eavesdroppers lost the
conversation thread but everyone in the place watched.

The bartender looked around nervously, Wagner pinched one of his chubby
cheeks and continued her balancing act in front of the crowd. “1 know that if any
of these roughnecks hears you talking to a police officer, you won't just have a
pierced nose-” Wagner drew her finger around the curve of histhroat and tickled
hisear. “You'll have apierced neck so lets keep this part of the conversation
private, give me the drinks and lean in or | flash a badge and take you outside.”

They were the center of the room, and the center of the entire biker nation for a
moment.

Jake put two beefy arms on the bar and settled in to talk to her. A few of the
patrons cheered, thinking it was his lucky day.

“1 want to know about some recent traffic, not local.” Wagner said.

“Nothing’ s local, nobody livesin this shit hole — don’t jerk me around because
you've got abadge-" Jake replied.

Wagner broke out into a hysterical laugh. She spun on the barstool and waved
her hands excitedly like whatever he' d said was the best joke she'd ever heard.
Confusion painted Jake' s face until her elbow came down full force on the nerve



in the center of hiswrist. That same wrist would tingle for another week. Jake
gave a muffled grunt.

“I"'m sorry, I’'m so sorry.” Wagner announced her apology while pinning the
other arm to the bar with her forearm. Her next breath got to the point - “Want
me to go for the eye sockets next, Jake?’

Jake couldn’t move hisarm. He was face to face with Wagner and had no
leverage to resist. “We' ve had about ten new faces thisweek.” He stammered,
“My whole arm is burning.”

“That’s good, did any of them have female baggage? The kind that can’t walk?’
Wagner watched his eyes.

“A rider carried his bitch up to their room. He said that she was drunk, but she
was doped.” He winced.

“Blonde?’ Jake nodded, teeth grinding “When did they arrive?’

“Two days ago.” Wagner did some calculations, that timetable put her in this bar
less than a day after the initiation.

Wagner smelled blood in the water. “How does a biker arrive with a doped up
wife?’

“He drove up in an old Econoline van, but he was a biker, only bikers find this
place —" he replied.

“And me.” Wagner reminded him.

“My lucky day. Can | have my arms back?’ Jake's cigarette was burning close to
the skin between hisindex and middle finger. Wagner released her grip, and let
him stand upright. She didn’t see the quick hand signal he made to the room, and
Wagner was too intent to notice how quickly the place began to clear out behind
her, only because of what Jake said next. “Y our guy hasn't checked out yet, he's
still here.”

Chapter 24 Bat Of An Eye

Legacy shut the door to his office and popped videotape into the player mounted
on the wall below a LED projector. Asthe bulb warmed up, the images of the
day’ s events began to fill the far wall. Laurawas ailmost life-sized on the screen
that dropped with an annoyed tug from Legacy. The worst part of his day was
beginning.



He stood in the room. Champagne splashed off of Laura s almost naked body,
soaking the floor in aradia pattern outward, making the carpet hold the pattern
of hisfootsteps as he toured the room. Legacy approached Laura before the sex
acts started; her eyes were fixed wide looking at some point in the distance. It
was like she could exit the room leaving no tracks at all.

The other formsin the room began to move. Laura spoke when the controller
gave her words to say, turned and twisted with his desires. Legacy watched the
long curving black lines across her forehead. It was like war paint, she went to
battle giving them everything they wanted and nothing more.

Legacy paced around the Vinyl Men, he had worked out a personality sketch for
each based on their “work.” They displayed a consistency that was tightly
controlled.

They acted like a pack —asocia structure built around a leader who supplies
individual members of the group with very specific, highly specialized
responsibilities. Although the surroundings changed daily, the sex acts from girl
to girl remained almost constant, demeaning but not especially defined by the
personality of the victim in the middle. They hadn’t dressed up the prom queens
as prom queens. The actress played the same parts as the animal activist. The
prey was not the important part of this equation. Laura stood bent over the
railing, flashing a glimpse of the chain that ran between her nipples, down, and
then disappeared into her pubic hair. Legacy stood by her, dug hisfingernails
into the soft wood of the banister. He actually felt the wood, it was so solid, and
the room was very real to him. He could feel something coming together, but he
wasn't sure yet what it was. His mind scrambled through all of the tapes he’'d
seen, searching for something to connect to what he was watching. He drilled
down into the aquifer just above his medulla and there it was—“What an idiot!”
She could have been anybody. In that moment L egacy realized how they picked
their victims.

The 3D photorealistic crime scene dipped away. Legacy’s eyes found the
familiar shapes of his study coming back into existence around him. It was three
AM; Chess wouldn’t be going to school until 7:30. He waited for the sun.
Legacy knew for the first time that he had found a short cut to get ahead of them
— and with each second ticking off the clock, he worried that he was giving back
hislead.

*kkk*k

Wagner rounded the stairs gun drawn. The music droning out of the jukebox
from the bar below thumped through the aged timber floor. She was looking for
room number 5, the second room on the | eft. It was a deluxe room meaning the
window wasn’t broken and the lock worked. A phone rang at the end of the hall,



then another closer to her.

Wagner knelt in front of the door and holstered her gun. Her hair fell into her
face as she removed the pin holding it back and inserted it into the keyhole.
Click. Far down the hall a door opened and a broad-chested man came lumbering
out of hisroom. Bleary-eyed, he charged down the hall.

The unexpected speed with which the man closed on her caught her off guard.
She barely had time to stand before her shoulder came under an urgent grip.
Wagner’s impulse was to neutralize the man with a quick thrust of her elbow into
his septum, but something stopped her. She looked into his eyes and sensed that
it was not after all an attack.

Her theory was immediately supported when his stale breath spilled out a
warning. “Cops in the house.” He ran on.

The bartender, by warning the upstairs occupants had just lowered his official
status from piece of shit, to dead piece of shit. She braced herself, knowing that
her temper would not serve her here, in this hallway. There was nothing to take
out her frustration upon.

Ring. The phone rang in room 5. Wagner knew it was asignal. Another lout was
coming down the hall at breakneck speed and after a quick calculation Wagner
stepped out to meet him.

The moment his hand reached out to push her out of the way, it was blocked by
her left hand, and then she dlid it into the crux of her right elbow. This made
Wagner the pivot point for a newly constructed biker merry-ground. Using all
her weight, she heaved downward causing the biker’s center of gravity to drop,
concentrating the force of hisimpact on the lower portion of the door. The lock
stood no chance as the human battering ram went face first into the bottom panel,
shoulders hitting squarely with aresounding crack. The door flew open.

Wagner stepped over him in the doorway as she drew her weapon, finger locked
to the trigger in a cold embrace. The lights flickered as they came on,
illuminating in yellow and brown tones through two dusty burnt lampshades a
messy room with rumpled twin beds. She saw the remains of ahalf eaten dinner,
and an open window. He' d been in this room only moments before.

Wagner walked over to the phone and picked it up. She didn’t wait for the voice
on the other end. She said, “ Jake, you' d better pray | catch him before he kills
again, cause | know how to make sure you never sleep with both eyes closed,
ever.” She slammed down the receiver.

*kkk*k

The cleaning crew swept through the food court at 9:45 every morning. Only one



“customer” sat amid the sea of plastic chairs and white acrylic topped tables.
Wagner had been there for over an hour, waiting for nine o’ clock on the east
coast, when it was safe to call Legacy. The hour time difference gave her more
time to contemplate the words she would use when he picked up the phone.
She'd been over and over the events of the night — agents had responded and
made The Potter’s Wheel into the hub of the largest manhunt in the history of the
bureau. Wilkes had shown up, with amore forgiving line on Legacy’ s methods,
seeing as how they had almost netted the drop-off man. He'd put his hand on
Wagner’s shoulder, and pronounced in adeep baritone “close.” Close was not in
her vocabulary, close is not what penetrated into her blood. The journals of crime
are not etched in the text of “close.” Thetrail didn’'t get any fresher than last
night and it couldn’t have chilled any faster in thisfrigid place.

She looked at the pathetic Dixie cup she'd filled with water in the drinking
fountain. Her first drink of the day and it wasn't coffee. Of course there was a
coffee shop in the food court, but it didn’t open until ten. Anyone who could wait
for a cup of coffee until ten danced on the edge of the seventh circle of hell —no,
worse, they river danced right over the edge into atepid Dixie cup of water. Ten
o’ clock mall coffee drinkers were the problem with the Dakotas. She was about
to expand her theory worldwide when the nagging thought popped back into her
head. What was she going to say to Legacy?

Her phone rang, right on time, five minutes to ten. She flipped it open.
“Wagner.”

Legacy didn’t mince words “Big news.”

Wagner responded, “I know Legacy, | blew it, | had the drop-off guy, and he
slipped right through my fingers.”

Legacy said, “What?’

Wagner “| ruined the assignment, our guy was staying in a fleabag motel five
miles from the drop, and he got away. Isn’'t that why you called?’

Legacy plunged forward, “ This changes our conversation. Was he driving avan?
Don't answer, he was driving avan, and I’m willing to bet he had instructions
not to check in to any fleabag motel. That’'s good; it gives us atimeline to work
with. How long had they been there?’

“Didn’'t you hear me, | lost him. | could have closed thiswhole thing, but | et
him dip out the window.”

“Now let’sfind out where he came from and where he went.”

“Why aren’t you an ass when | do thingswrong, and —when | am - “ She
searched for the proper term.



“A little ray of sunshine?’

“Yes, like that, you save your harshest criticism for when | deserve — | deserve
something -” She stammered.

“Praise? 1’ll work on that. Y ou haven’t had your coffee yet have you?’
“No.”

“Get it, and sit down because I’m about to change your mind.”

“It’ s going to be four minutes until the coffee shop opens.”

“| can wait.”

“Y ou want to — engage in small talk — maybe something personal - for three
minutes?’ She could feel Legacy cringe on the other end of theline. “Call me
back.” The conversation restarted with a steaming latte in Wagner’ s hand and
finished with the cold dregs of the unfiltered espresso at the bottom of the cup.
Wagner needed some steadying at the beginning, and Legacy knew exactly how
to put her at ease.

*kkk*k

“Y ou made a mistake with the bartender, but having him cuffed and in custody in
the middle of that company might have been disastrous for Laura.” He explained
that word would have gotten back to the group — quickly if not instantly through
the biker network — and they would have killed Laura. It would have been aflick
of the wrist riding down some open road. Legacy concluded hisanaysis. “I'm
not saying this to make you feel better.”

Wagner breathed a sigh of weary caffeinated acceptance, “I’ [l be spending the
day here”

“Y ou should get another coffee. You’'re out.”

Wagner looked around the mall to see if there were any cameras on her. “How
do you do that?’

“They brought in a specialist to study me once.” Legacy quipped.

Wagner replied, “1 want a copy of the study.” A young man with a push broom
walked up to the table and cleared the coffee cup with a polite nod. He' d
evidently mistaken her fixation on the cup for impatience at the service. By the
time she realized what was going on several moments of silence had passed, and
she returned her attention to the conversation. “ Sorry, | got distracted, you said
you had big news?’

“I"m proud of you, alot of good work happens during a distraction. We'll talk
about it when you get back.” Legacy said.



“My plane getsin around ten, | could be at your place at eleven.” Wagner
replied.

The words came out like a gag reflex, “I —well =" a sweet melody erupted from
the over Legacy’ s shoulder coming from the speakers of his tape player. Later,
Legacy told her that it was atape by a teenage boy, who'd never been out of an
institution. Legacy had been waiting for the clarinet savant to get to this moment
for over seventeen hours of total chirping chaos.

It was like the fleeting blossom of a cactus flower, a moment of transparency in a
parched desert. Legacy had gotten a glimpse of atortured soul buried under so
many layers of maniathat it took days to find away to the surface only to leave a
fleeting message, which amost no one could decipher. He didn’t miss the irony
that he was listening to someone screaming to get out, while throwing up new
barriers against anyone attempting to get into hislife. An impulse, it must have
been asimple impulse in his brain that flowed downhill into stream of words. “I
need to clean up the place.”

“We can work my hoursfor achange.” She flipped back.

“I'veredly got to start pulling my weight. You've got to go.” Legacy stated
bluntly.

“Why isthat?’ she asked.
“Turn in the direction of the receiver is pointed.” Legacy said.

Wagner’'s eyes followed the vector up past her mouth and over her shoulder and
came eye to eye with the young server who' d taken her cup just moments before.
He had returned with a fresh steaming latte.

“Now you're just trying to impress me.” Wagner couldn’t repress a cautious
smile of reckless delight.

“Bye, Wagner.” Legacy hung up the phone.

The beaming boy from Duluth explained that there were free refills for pretty
ladiesin this seating section of the food court until 10:07. Wagner let him thing
that the smile was for him. He turned red. Maybe it wasn’t that bad of atown
after all.

Chapter 25 Eye Pi

Tyke sat in front of ablossoming bank of computer monitorsin an unfinished
18x24 industrial-looking room. He read something on the screen then snickered
in a condescending tone at the ignorance of the average guy who posted on his
forum. He had no experience thinking like an average guy. Tyke was his screen



name when he’ d halted half the NY C transportation systems to impress a
cheerleader when he was fifteen. He still had never dated a cheerleader in his
mid-twenties, but he had spent time in afederal penitentiary, and was then
recruited to create computer security devices clever enough to fool people like
himself.

In his free time he ran a public Internet forum — IF — where geek-speak was the
currency with which respect was bought and sold. It was the place where Tyke
was the richest man in the world. The place where tech-heads of all shapes and
colors posted questions about technology ranging from the Apollo Program era
to the nanotechnology boom that Tyke predicted would destroy the world before
anyone had much of a chanceto enjoy it. His theory was that the moment that
people could fit anuclear powered device into a box of crackers — people would
no longer trust snacks. Since snack foods were necessary for the sustenance of all
of those who understood technology, there would be a mass starvation of nerds.
Then the nanos would battle the regular people for the dominance of the planet.
But a planet without ding dongs would be hard to fight for, so Tyke favored the
nanosin the final confrontation, unless Patrick Stewart happened to still be aive.

Tyke' sfingers rattled across the keyboard typing a snotty response to a question
about the proposed resolution of the new HD3 chip shipping to DILA projector
makersin the fall. “ Questions about resolution are about as interesting to me as
what my shrink saysto my problems with authority, but. . .” then he went on to
answer the technical question in mind-numbing detail. Tyke conservatively
estimated that he typed 120 words per minute, but he distrusted measuring
devices and would only estimate.

The phone rang — his ponytail flipped in counter motion.
“Tyke' s Crib.” He said into the receiver.
Legacy was on the other end. “ Stanley?’

“You bitch, don’t you ever call me that, my momma calls me that and that’s all.
Y ou're trying to piss me off, you must want something.” Tyke liked to consider
himself a badass in the mold of Samuel L. Jackson over the phone.

“You'rethe only guy | know who can handle this.” Legacy replied.

“1"m the only guy who can handle most things — my skill set pisses off
impossible.” He shifted his frame in his ergonomically designed mesh-backed
chair.

“Isthat why you're sitting at home in afaded NAB t-shirt, answering questions
about projector settings in the middle of the day?’

“Y ou posted that question? Y ou dog, you know | hate questions about optics.”



“And you can't lay off of them because you' re fascinated with your own
weakness.” Legacy liked that about him, “Look, | need something done fast.”

Legacy and Tyke had worked together at the NSA for a short stint. They had a
kind of kindred bond because everyone treated them as a unique commodity.
They’ d played chess at lunch for ailmost ayear, until Tyke lost agame and
vowed never to talk to Legacy again. It was a part of their relationship that
always seemed to crop up right about this time in the conversation.

“How did you beat me?’ Tyke demanded.

“That was ten years ago, are you still thinking about that?’ Legacy of course
knew that he still was.

“Tell me, just tell meif you cheated and I'll do anything you want.” Tyke jacked
into his headset and paced in front of the screens. Legacy made him wait for the
answer.

“I cheated.” Hefinally said.

Tyke danced around the room like he' d just won the lottery. On a side note, he
had won two separate grand prize lottery drawings and no one had ever been able
to prove fraud. “1 knew it. How did you do it?’

“That wasn't part of the deal.” Legacy could practically feel the blood draining
from Tyke' s face. He knew that years of his free time would be reliving the
terms of the agreement they’ d just struck. Tyke returned to the conversationin a
grudging tone.

“1 can figureit out, now that | know.”

“That’ s strange because | was working under the impression that you’ d assumed
that | was cheating over the last ten years, and you still hadn’t figured it out.”
Legacy twisted the knife deeper, as Tyke contorted in silent pain. “I need to

know how to get every TV channel in the country playingon my TV. What do |
need?’

“You're going to have to go old school, band 2 broadcast satellite with arack set
of decoders— and you still wouldn’t be able to get HBO. Why? What are you
thinking?’

Legacy wasn’'t ready to spell out everything — there was only one person who
needed to know what was in his head.

Chapter 26 Visiting Team
Legacy met Agent Wagner at the door of his apartment. There were no visible



signs of her having been on the road, nor of her having worked 36 out of the past
40 hours. Legacy marveled at the visual of her coming through the door. She was
the first woman in his house in years; he hadn’t been aware that the inside of his
place was more like a crypt than an apartment until someone crossed the
threshold and entered. Something about her enthusiasm breathed life into the
place for amoment.

Chess peered through the crack in her bedroom door to get a glimpse of Wagner
as she walked side by side with her father to the study. Legacy said in aloud
voice, “Goodnight, Chess,” as he passed her room. It forced her to retreat before
replying. “ Goodnight, dad.”

The study was wall-to-wall videotapes, pictures, and copies of officia
testimonies. Every part of the walls was covered with documents from the case.
Video stills covered the windows like a collage made in a manner that only
Legacy’ s subconscious could decipher, if there was any order at all. Anything
that might catch his eye and bring the facts of the case into convergence, bring
the walls crashing in, was posted on the four walls. Five girls surrounded his
living area and the bed was made, buried under the paperwork of the
investigation.

“1 guess you do bring it home.” Her tone was the same as his daughter just before
calling him a“freakazoid.”

Legacy stopped short, for amoment. What had surprised Wagner? He didn’t see
anything odd in the room — it was all connected and laid out based on the
competitive relationship between fact which followed aradial pattern around the
pictures, and theory which climbed the walls and ended up on the ceiling looking
down on the hard facts. It was chronological, working in clockwise fashion
around the room beginning at magnetic north. It seemed pretty obvious to
Legacy. It seemed that having a partner was going to be hard work.

“All of the victims were on local TV. Four days before their abduction. This
one,” he pointed to Missy, “was interviewed on her prom queen victory while
practicing to ride amotorcycle in the resulting parade.”

“Sure that’ s not national?” Wagner quipped.

“And Carlafilled in for the weather girl - Brit waslive on scene of afire. Tracy
was interviewed at a protest against habitat destruction in the Bay area.” Legacy
looked up from his notes. “All local TV news.”

Legacy let it sink in. All of the hours Wagner’ s team had spent trying to find a
thread to tie the victims to their abductors, and there was nothing. No more
contact that aroulette ball to the eventual cup that it landsin. This pack grabbed
an image off a screen then hunted it to extinction. Legacy went on to explain the



technical details that made it possible to get all the channelsin the country on
satellite. There were over two thousand pre-digital, forty-foot dishes that could
be hacked in order to do the job. Most of them were sold in the late seventies,
and tracking down their owners would be near impossible.

“Anyway, Blue would have covered his tracks so well on this purchase, we'll
never pin himtoit.” Legacy said distractedly.

“Y ou give him too much respect.” Wagner added.

Legacy’ s head snapped up, nothing she could have said would have offended
him more. “Contempt” there was edgy restraint in hisvoice, “it’ s not respect.”
He pointed to a picture that hung on the wall right beside the door, like a sentry,
he had to pass every time he left the room. It was Blue. His eyes burned into the
image, Wagner had to snap him out of it.

“1 didn’t mean it like that.” He swung his gaze onto her face. It fit so well with
the pictures of pretty women around the room, Legacy looked at the crest of her
forehead as it sloped down into apologetic green eyes. He amost blushed as he
remembered “3am”. Lovely.

It was ajoke that he’ d heard when he was in basic training. The human mind
finds the beauty in anything around 3am. It was the best time to threaten the life
of aprisoner who had afear of death — even a miserable existence has merit at
3am. Happy memories of hisformer life were hard to come by. Wagner reached
out and touched him on the shoulder.

“1 meant that you understand his capabilities better than anyone.” Wagner
brushed invisible lint from his shirt.

Legacy took the awkward silence. Wait, did hereally just think that silence was
awkward? He' d have to come back to that thought. He took the break to add to
her education.

“In the world of interrogation, knowing a person is more of a deductive process
than additive. | learned what a person won't do alot quicker than | get to know
what they will —1 know Blue wouldn’t leave atrail, but | can’t tell you what he
did to cover it up. Heis all about input, nothing escapes him. Does that make
sense?’ Legacy was actively soliciting response in the conversation — it must be
3am. He ran up against something she'd said earlier, on the phone she’d claimed
that he was’just trying to impress her.” Was he? Was that possible?

“It makes perfect sense.” Wagner added in reassurance. He looked at her a
moment then realized that she was responding to what he had said aloud and not
what he had been thinking subsequently.

“They’ Il move on their next victim in seven days. All of the previous girls were



on TV between seven and eleven thirty PM eastern time, four days before their
abduction.”

“With athousand local channels out there, what do you think our chances are
choosing the same one they do?’ Wagner asked.

Legacy didn’t have an answer, at this point he knew who the Vinyl Men
wouldn’t choose, not who they would. Predicting the negative was a particularly
frustrating brand of certainty.

“It getsworse,” he confided. “1 can't verify that Laurawas on TV before her
abduction. We could be chasing around a system that they’ ve aready
abandoned.”

Chapter 27 Kick Rocks

Blue sat in the rec room at the complex. It was a stained, pegboard lined open
area, where children used to play church dodge ball —and have nightly bible
story readings. Now it was an Orwellian version of hell, over a hundred
mismatched TV screens lined the long wall, stacked with the kind of care that
most people reserve for their high school yearbooks or office policy handbooks.

Dust collected in the musty corners, particles weighed down by thick billowing
cigarette smoke. Blue scanned the images, all obscured with snowy interference.
Thisiswhat Mac had been talking about; the TV distribution amplifier was on
the fritz. He couldn’t get a good image unless he turned off al but one set. What
good was one TV set to Blue? His mind worked too quickly for one story, or one
input of any kind.

Hetried closing his eyes and turning up the audio on multiple channels, but that
was filled with static and crackle. This was no good at all. He found himself
impatient for Mac to return. Then he could blanket his mind with images and
ward off that headache that always seemed to come when there was no avalanche
of other stimuli. He could feel it pounding beneath his temples already- it may
have been the reminder of the heart that caused him pain.

What he could not see would have fed the pain until it became razor sharp
retribution. Police surrounding the biker bar in the Dakota's, near the drop point
he'd carefully planned for young Tracy. The event went totally unnoticed, or he
would have been waiting for Mac’ s return with aknife in his hand. Instead, he
turned his attention back to the closed circuit feed of Laura. In his boredom, he’' d
been merciless with the sessions, scheduling them one after another. He' d given
permission and strict instructions on how to pierce her nipples on camera; the
second one was almost complete when he turned his attention toward her eyes.



She watched the fishhook barb go through the hole and Blue saw the recognition
of what it would take to get it out again. It was a fleeting moment, a flutter of her
eyes before locking out her emotions again. She was a challenge like none of the
other girls had presented — the other girls were like drilling teeth, the minute Blue
got beneath the surface there was pain. Laurawas killing off her senses one by
one. She was dying in front of the lens, piece by piece. Finding a pocket of life
was like tapping cold blue water beneath an ancient sun baked desert. Her eyes
were deep wells, still full beneath the surface. She was beyond beautiful.

Chapter 28 Conjugal Visit

Mac filled up the tank; his hands clamped regretting the cold metal pump that no
longer had aclip to hold the flow steady. He had to do it the old fashioned way,
standing over the nozzle, smelling the methyl fumes with his cigarette ash
dangling an arms length away from ignition. If Darwin were right, afireball was
imminent. CLICK, the tank was finaly full.

He handed over the cash to the aging clerk. “Thanks, come again.” Something
about her tone made him want to steal something on the way out of the store. He
fought the impulse, because Blade would kill him for even thinking about it. Mac
wondered if the news of his dip up had trickled back to the home base. He forced
himself to put it out of his mind. Anyway, the only news that arrived at camp

was through the TV, and until he picked up the mail and got it back there, there
was no reception. The thought steadied him as he tucked a chocol ate covered
snack cake into his pocket and |eft the gas station.

Mac scanned the landscape. His head turned back and forth walking to the van.
Someone looking at him might think he was afraid of detection, or nervous about
the stolen snack cake, but it was really Mac’s clumsy way of looking for
someone. He didn’t have alot of practice at being discrete.

Mac pulled the van into the parking lot of a mail-it store, pulling up his pants
twice before entering. He came out moments later with a package, almost an arm
in length. He delicately placed it on the seat next to his, as this was precious
cargo. Thiswas the key to getting his beloved TV back in operation. Only one
more errand |eft.

He cruised around the back alleys, knocked on the doors to gas station rest
rooms. She couldn’t be far away. Thisis where he’d met her; thisiswhere he'd
dropped her off. She said she’ d wait for him. She couldn’t be far.

After amost an hour he found her, huddled in the back alley behind a Wal-Mart
store, face masked off by hood strings pulled tight. Her legs tangled and she
almost fell in her excitement to get to the van. “Mac!” she screamed. Mac



grabbed her in a bear hug and pulled her in through the passenger window.

He pulled the hood back and her bright orange-streaked hair fell down around
her shoulders. It was the first time he’ d looked at Darci in along time. He kissed
the piercing above her right eyebrow.

“Dove, you're sitting on something important.” He pulled the package out from
under her, copping afeel. “Well that was worth it.”

Darci laughed.

“Not that you could do much damage, what do you weigh? Fifty pounds?’ he
pulled her onto hislap, light as afeather. She squished into the round mass, and
Mac made a clumsy fish for acompliment, “Y ou could fit in my belly, you tasty
dove.” hewas at |east four times her weight, but a beaming smile made it clear
that it didn’t matter a bit to Darci. He was her man.

“1 guess | need a big man to hold on to, to keep me from blowing away.”

His mood changed. He buried his face into her stomach, like a petulant child “I
thought you' d given up on the plan, | couldn’t find you.” Mac complained.

They talked in the warm van, and Mac fed her a snack cake. All wasforgiven,
but Mac only had afew hours.

The van rolled away with promises about the future still lingering in Darci’s ear.
She just had to stick to the plan and Mac promised that she wouldn’t be
forgotten. She shivered, although not from exposure. She was thinking of that
future reward — and somehow it felt equal parts athreat. Maybe in her gut she
knew that her involvement with Mac would end up being a bounty on her pretty
little head.

*kkk*k

Planning a strategy for contacting every local broadcast station on a certain day
and asking them to pull any story containing the image of ayoung, pretty woman
was the kind of task that Wagner, in her usual enthusiastic kinetic mode would
have jumped into recklessly, breathlessly searching through unending waters.
Legacy watched her on the edge. She looked ready to take the plunge and Legacy
chose that moment to remind her that the television connection was shared by all
of the women, except one, Laura.

“So your breakthrough is broken?’” Wagner couldn’t believe what she was
hearing Y ou know what we call that? NOT a breakthrough.”

“It must be there, | just can’t find it. Her planner is much like | suspect how you
keep your planner, every moment accounted for, every day.” Legacy picked up
the faded blue planner off of hisdesk. “I can’t find it.”



“And without it — all we have is an abandoned method -’

“He hasn't abandoned it. I1t's not like Blue to leave behind something that’s
working for him. He shows the meticulous care of a practiced addict — and
addicts have their routines and their drug of choice.” Legacy thumbed through
the pages of the planner and it fell open to a picture of ayoung man in a sharp
business suit. It looked like a coincidence, it felt like random chance but Legacy
distrusted both of those principles. He' d grown accustomed to following
unconscious choices.

“Call the boyfriend for an interview.” 1t was like he was hearing the whisper
from the page— maybe the boyfriend was part of the secret.

Wagner offered the kind of explanation that annoyed Legacy “ Of course, if
anyone would know where and when the Laura s image was being broadcast it
would be the insecure or possessive corporate boyfriend.”

“Maybe.” Legacy replied.

*kkk*k

Richard Mercile was neither insecure nor possessive. His charisma came from a
place that was none too bright, however honest and keenly self-aware. There was
the odd person who didn’t immediately take a shine to Richard, stranger till the
person that didn’t eventually grow to like him. It didn’t hurt that he wastall,
chiseled, with along stride and firm handshake, which he offered to Legacy after
touching Wagner on the shoulder in a collegial fashion. His confidence and
warmth made almost any gesture seem appropriately earnest.

They met in the conference room, to avoid exposing him to the barrage of images
of crime scene recovery photos that plastered the walls of their office. Legacy
didn't like leaving his office. Wagner had asked him for a phone interview, but
since Richard only worked two hours away, he suggested that he cometo talk in
person.

Legacy saw the action for what it was, a man’ s desperate attempt to involve
himself in the solution to a problem he couldn’t possibly solve, but equally
couldn’t get out of his head. He saw the look in Richard’ s eyes and thought back
to an image reflected of himself - the lowest part of his own life was standing in
front of him, eyes darting from Legacy, to the table, then back to Wagner.
Legacy could tell that he was disappointed that there wasn't aroom full of
people all engaged actively on the phones, Internet and satellite converging into
some huge secret government surveillance — hunting down the people who had
taken Laura.

The handshake was brief and formal. “ Agent Legacy?’ he asked. “Is there some



movement in the case?’

“Backward.” Legacy said with atone of finality. Robert bowed his head. He was
alawyer, not an optimist, and it took only a second to shake him down the lowest
level of human expectation: futility.

Wagner shot alook at Legacy, gauging whether he was being heartless on
purpose. Even when he explained later that he needed to strip away all hope from
the boyfriend so that he would stop “trying” and report only honest recollection.

Wagner added, “ L aura appears to be in no immediate danger.”

Robert’s frustration took a natural arc into anger, “What exactly do you call
immediate danger?’ Wagner looked away — this certainly wasn’t her crowning
moment.

Legacy’ s words came quickly, alowing Robert no time to think. “We think that
she was chosen by random — on atelevision screen. There weren’t any television
appearances scheduled in her planner, and she kept meticulous notes- “

Robert interrupted. “If it wasn't in the book, she wasn't there.”

“Handwriting experts,” Legacy held up his hand and waited “ agree that nothing
was added or changed in her book, so we're at adead end. We can’t think of a
way that her image could get on this screen without her knowing about it.” He
strummed through the pages of her planner, “And it appears like she didn’t do
anything that wasn’t written down.” Legacy’s voice droned on — a calculated
move to draw Robert’ s attention to the sounds of the words themselves.

“She was taken from in front of my apartment — | keep wondering if 1’d been at
the window —’

“But you weren’t. You really haven't had anything to contribute, even with al
the chances you have had and all you' ve done is run around giving apol ogetic,
usel ess statements- that’s all we have from you in the reports. You're so
concentrated on your actions—" Legacy fanned the police reportsin the air, “but
there' s nothing in here that will bring her back to you.” Then Legacy leveled the
stack at Robert’s forehead, “1 think you keep making this about yourself. It'sa
waste - let’s call thisinterview, Wagner stamp the time.” His pronouncement,
Robert knew, wasfinal.

Robert looked like his blood was boiling under the surface of his skin. Then just
as suddenly as the energy gathered, it was channeled elsewhere. “ The tapes. The
PSA tapes.” He looked up with the sincere expression of discovery. Legacy
looked a pleased shade of smug.

An hour later Legacy and Wagner sat in their office with a new strategy



developing. “Why didn’t we know about those tapes?’

“The same reason that we don’'t know everything—“ Wagner didn’t let him in
with afollow up question. “We don’t know everything.”

“Circular logic.” Legacy pointed out.

“Did you do that on purpose, back there? Did you manipulate him?’ Wagner
asked.

“You can’t force someone into anywhere in their mind.” He drank from a
steaming cup of coffee, the cream he'd just added swirling to the top. “ Patterns
that restrict the mind break down only under the right conditions.” He swirled the
cup. “Like your behavioral patterns, there's coffee an arm’ s reach away. Y ou
refuseit. Why do you have to have froth, and milk and steam and markings all
over afour dollar cardboard cup concoction before you think this coffeeis
worth drinking?’

Wagner’s phone rang; she picked it up al the while beckoning for asip of
Legacy’s coffee. Legacy reluctantly handed over his cup. “Uh-huh” she said into
the receiver. “Great.” She walked over to the drinking fountain and dumped the
cup down the drain. “The PSA with Agent Laura Doorner was on the air in two
cities that night. I’'m going to buy you a cappuccino.”

White foam splashed up the silver lining of an oval-bottomed pitcher asit was
pulled from a hissing spout of steam. Streams of specialty jargon spilled out of
Wagner like a second language with a cadence of fluency. “Double-half caf two
percent almond milk latte extra hot —

“How many drinks did you just order?’ Legacy butted in.

A smirk from Wagner and she rattled off another order with asimilar level of
café-wise specificity. “And tonight, make it breve’ She added at the last moment
before losing the attention of the harried barista.

“Almond milk is the secret.” Handing Legacy a cup.
“What does breve mean?’ Legacy inquired.

“It means that they use half and half instead of milk.” She purred with
contentment drinking from her cup. Smooth as silk. “We're getting closer.”

Legacy took hisfirst drink, “Almost as good as coffee.”

Wagner’'s cell phone rang, and she paused briefly as she saw who was calling on
the ID. “It's Bailey. He has been digging up some information on biker groups
linked to abductions.”

Legacy always scowled when he heard Bailey’ s name, but there was something



more, his stare made Wagner uncomfortable.

“I’ll come by your house in an hour.” Legacy nodded, the minute that she was
out the door he went up to the teen behind the counter and asked if he could trade
for regular-sized coffee. The boy looked at him like he was from “planet drip.”
Legacy was amused that even the words small medium and large had been
banished from the establishment. In small deference to Wagner, he splashed
some almond milk into the cup instead of cream, an action he immediately
regretted upon taking a sip. He thought about returning the coffee again, but the
line reminded him of Moscow. Everyone seemed to be talking the same
language as Wagner so it was going to be awhile. He decided to take along
walk home.

*kkk*k

Agent Bailey aways appeared as if he was in the middle of a conversation.
Mouth pursed, always awaiting the next point of contention. A self-satisfied
smile hung on hislipslike he was winning some kind of internal argument. The
smile disappeared abruptly when somebody entered the room, as Wagner did
now.

Wagner suspected the behavior was a calculated way of throwing anyone who
entered his domain off guard. It made every greeting an interruption, every
entrance an intrusion.

“Dear Agent Wagner, thank you for dropping by at this late hour.” A smoky
clove scent hung intheair.

The dim yellow lamp cast adifferent light upon Agent Bailey. His eyes shone
like acat’sin the shadows “1 don’t know why you don’t just bring Legacy in
here —" Wagner began.

He saw that she needed alittle push. “I got something for you, that psych profile
on Legacy, it was done just after the meltdown.”

“Have you read it?” Wagner asked. “I’m content in my own world, agent.” He
bluffed.

Wagner snapped back. “You'veread it.”

“Probably.” Bailey smirked, “Just to get perspective. Remember, though, the
explanation of cancer won't cureit.”

“Everyone talks about him like he's damaged - Wagner answered.

“Read the file, and if you want to defend him after you see all the damage he's
done — he was atraitor, you know —way before what happened to his wife.”

Wagner raised her eyesin silence that lasted afull revolution of the earth.



“l don’'t believe you.” Wagner replied.

“Why, agent?’ He was stone-faced. “Tak to me.” He set his ashtray on top of
Legacy’ sfile. Wagner had just enough curiosity weighing on her to convince
herself that it was an investigation and not a betrayal that she was embarking
upon. An hour later, after giving Bailey a complete briefing on the state of the
investigation, Wagner left with the folder in her hands. She was already late, but
she decided to stop at the corner coffee shop to sit down and read.

Chapter 29 Escape Plan

Laura cowered in the middle of her living space. She had moved from sleeping
on the squeaky cot to the center of the floor. There, under the sheets, she hid her
head and upper body under three layers of sheets, each doubled over twice. Her
legs protruded from the bundle, naked and pale. Blue watched through the closed
circuit TV monitor, as the head shook from side to side in arhythmic “no”
gesture. He marked it down to a control phase that she was going through. An
effort to dictate the terms, even if they were only the smallest ones, of her daily
routine. As an experiment, on the second day of this behavior, he'd turned down
the heat in the dead of night. Her legs had turned a silvery blue, but she did not
rise and cover herself in the blankets, which were stacked in the corner of the
room. She hadn’t touched them since their delivery.

Blade tapped on the screen where the shape of her head skimming underneath the
sheets moved back and forth. He raised his voice to Mac who sat across the hall
in the rec room. “Has anyone requested that we take a major whiz on that pretty
copper’ s face?’

Mac replied “hundreds.”

Blue licked his forefinger then again smeared the screen. “ Get the boys
together.”

Mac turned “It’ s three in the morning —" a glance across the room at Blue told
Mac that arguing was the last thing he wanted to involve himself in. “1’m going.”
He walked out of the room passing a sign, exit to cabins.

Blue whispered to the screen, “no means yes— you little cock tease.”

Laura kept her head under the sheets, tented beneath the layers of white cotton.
She had a coveted secret. The diver of wood lifted from the floor when she had
scuffled with Blue had exposed a thin crack leading to the outside. By gently
scuffing her front teeth, she’ d opened up enough of a gap to see the ground
beneath the raised trailer.



She could tell when it got dark, and when it was getting light. This might not
seem like alot, but Laura knew that her next escape would be her last chance,
and her only advantage was if she could time it under the cloak of night.

Being seen wasn’'t the only obstacle in a clean getaway. Blue kept atrio of
Rottweilers in one of the structures that she passed when Blue escorted her back
and forth between her trailer and the studio. A squeaky hinged door was the only
thing that separated the snarling pack from the civilized world and other than an
obvious fear of their master, they displayed a consistent hostility equal to the
expectations of their breed — she had heard them each time charging out onto the
compound at the first sound of movement.

Add to that the fact that the unknown geography around her cage beyond the few
certainties that she had discerned — clues like the sound of dissimilar doors
opening and shutting in the distance meant that there were a number of
structures, the complete lack of mechanical noises, no cars, no trains, gave her
the indication that she was somewhere truly remote, but not so far away asto
need a generator for electricity. There was no concrete under foot when she
walked between buildings. The dirt that she squeezed between her toes and
studied carefully under the sheet was dry and compacted like the area between
buildings that used to be a parking lot or maybe a well-traveled footpath. Blue
was careful not to give her the briefest peek at the world around her. There was
no certainty that any cover other than darkness would hide her when she made
her run. She could wander out in the middle of a desert, or on top of a mountain
— or the worst option of all — she could stay.

Laurarubbed her teeth obsessively against the wood dlit on the floor. A little
more of an opening, and she’'d be able to tell the color of the sunlight, and the
color would identify dawn and sundown. Then, some day, they’d come for her
with the fullness of night in front of her, and she' d dlip into the blackness like the
blankets they’ d stacked in the corner. Clean, warm and safe.

Chapter 30 Chasing Style

Director Wilkes didn’t need to be reminded what his office looked like at four in
the morning. He had been a witness to the predawn shadows every night since
Laura had been abducted. The communication from Agent Bailey made his
normally expressionless face turn downward into a scowl. Two hundred agents
under his charge had nearly every US citizen who' d ever ridden a motorcycle
under the microscope — thousands of hours of pornography were being compared



for a‘signature style’ —*“Jesus!” he thought. “I have men studying porn for
fingerprints and | don’t have a single piece of solid evidence.”

Could this possibly be the best that the finest law enforcement agentsin the
civilized world could come up with? They were chasing style and transportation
methods with the incalculably small possibility that someone would trip and fall
on something that resembled a clue. He sgquinted, eyes beyond tired, and then an
accompanying sharp pain in histemples.

The pain was a messenger from just this side of the impossibility of his
circumstances. Wilkes could understand being confounded by aforeign agency —
but believing that a motorcycle gang of sexual predators could keep him in the
dark was beyond operating specifications. A meltdown was only days away, and
it would coincide with what he knew to be the final punctuation to the case; the
death of the director’ s daughter on hiswatch, in front of an audience of millions
gone mad.

It was ten after four now, but the clock in Wilkes office was wrong. There was
no time, no time at all.

*kkk*k

Wagner closed the folder, both disturbed and fascinated by its contents. She was
in her rental car now, as the coffee shop had closed hours ago. The street lamps
were buzzing with an electric hum as the light poured out into the last wave of
early morning darkness.

She pulled out a cigarette and put it to her perfectly drawn ripe persimmon lips.
Wagner inhaled, and let the familiar drug creep into her body. She had grown up
on anicotine and caffeine cocktail, and her body called for the mixture like a
security blanket. She carried two emergency cigarettesin atin that used to
contain mints. Why two? A logical question, but Wagner knew herself well
enough to know that if she needed one of something, then in reality she needed at
least two.

Wagner wasn't going to sort it all out before ember met filter, so it made no
sense to go over and over in her mind. That didn’t stop her, however.

It wasimpossible to tell if the bureau had studied Legacy in an effort to produce
more agents like him, or to isolate him and keep the disease from spreading. It
was certain that his particular specialty had great value in aworld of secrets. He
found ways to unlock the human mind that mirrored a chess master taking apart a
computer opponent with his creativity. The rules are fixed, the board is set, and it
made no sense that he could do things with the pieces that nobody else could,
This, however, was the case with Legacy.



His cognitive function was described as similar to the way regular people process
auditory information. His brain was always on, processing ideas the way that
most people process incoming sounds. Information coming in on random
vectors, at different volumes and pitches flooded his senses. It was a system that
needed almost no actual input to perpetuate.

In the section on his methods, the writer of the report had included a brief
background on behavioral science asit crosses into human psychology. Most
people process ideas more like the sense of sight. We look at something, decide
what it is, what it represents, and move on to the next “image.” Thoughts are
most often contained somewhat like afield of vision.

The doctor went on to explain that Legacy could concentrate on a single thread
of logic, but like a person in a crowded bar, there were background streams of
information are incoming al the time, his conscious mind was constantly sifting
other information. It made him seem hyper perceptive at times, and distracted at
others. His mind was tuned to the human voice like no other instrument the
doctor had ever encountered — mentioning that Legacy was probably controlling
the report he was preparing by giving out only the side of himself that the bureau
wanted to see.

The report ended with a cautionary addendum. “He has convinced mein no
uncertain terms that his release of the young spy Annawas nothing but a rookie
mistake. Which begs the question, why would | be so certain of only onefactina
report that raises more questions than answers. | have made an excellent career
of trusting my judgment” the next part was highlighted, making it the only part
of the report that everyone had read, “therefore it iswith great pains that | break
from it and follow a hunch. Legacy is hiding something about Anna, and |
believe he would hide nothing short of traitorous conduct. If Legacy ever

devel oped an agenda counter to our goals, | don’t believe | nor anyone with
“planar” two-dimensional thinking would ever be able to detect Legacy’s three-
dimensional intersection with our world. This makes him a unigque danger to our
objectives, at least in the abstract. He should be moved to a place that limits his
access to information and never drawn back into the mainstream.”

The accusation, and the fear of the unknown must have resonated with the people
who read the report, because it was dated a week before Legacy was reassigned
to the cold case division in Alexandria.

Wagner could see her breath in the crisp pre-morning air. A list of names
followed — the people who had read the report former director Mitchell, Director
Doorner, Deputy Bailey, Specia Forces Commander Evans and one name that
she didn’t recognize, TherisaKale.

Legacy had been branded atraitor, and because of his specia acuity at



mani pulating the truth, they would never be sure. Now, they were pulling him
back into the mainstream because the potential reward outweighed the risk.

The sun was beginning to float into the atmosphere of the eastern sky, just free of
theillusion of being supported by the land, when Wagner dlid the report under
Bailey’s door. She went straight to the office and waited. Wagner knew that
Legacy would arrive at nine, and even though he was potentially the most
dangerous man in the whole universe, she expected that he had totally forgotten
the fact that Wagner was supposed to meet him almost ten hours earlier at his
house. He entered and nodded distractedly. It had undoubtedly slipped his mind.

Who the hell was he?
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Laura hung from the ceiling, arms cuffed to a bare pipe. She wore a blindfold
and her body moved like it was caught in a gentle breeze. The colors of a
pinwheel swirled around her. Her mind was dlipping away from the darkness that
pressed itself on her. Her buttons had all been pushed, and there wasn’'t much left
of her conscious mind for Blue to play with.

She heard the door open, and the group began to shuffle out. She felt blood
trickle down from the skin on her wrist rubbed raw. They always stopped when
there was blood. What were they stopping for?

She raised a husky voice from the bowels of her consciousness. “Where are you
going? Y ou sad, pathetic, useless men. I'll tell you when thisisover. You'll see
itinmy eyes.”

The screen went blank and the video g ected. Legacy stood in front of the TV
and waited for Wagner’ s reaction. He jumped in.

“What does thistell you?’" He asked.

Wagner put her hand to her neck and pushed into the muscle below the gentle
curve into the back of her ear. She needed circulation to think, at least that was
the message that her neck was trying to sell to her hands. The moment of
pleasure was suddenly cut short by a gasp of surprise. Legacy had both of his
hands on her shoulders and in his strong grip it felt like her whole body was
about to melt through the mesh designer chair and form a puddle on the floor.
Wagner sighed and released all of her tension. She had absolutely nothing to say,
but she knew that Legacy was waiting for an answer.

“She had to say something, we keep missing it.” Legacy’ s hands released their
grip and clapped the air.

“Exactly. She's past her personal breaking point- “



Wagner didn’t even miss the backrub, “and she calling out for help. How isthis
supposed to help?’

Before he could answer, Brent stepped through the door.

Legacy welcomed him, “Y ou’'re becoming aregular visitor.” Brent stopped for a
moment noting the proximity of Wagner and Legacy. He seemed the smallest bit
annoyed as he gathered his message.

“They’ve found your first girl.” His eyes addressed Wagner directly, “In Maine.”

Chapter 31 The Girl

It was a hazy sunny day, where the lower atmosphere churned the yellow rays
into adull blonde illumination before it hit the ground and ran along blue green
coastal moss and swept up the shore to meet a gathering in asmall rural town.

Legacy walked the old, cracked railroad tie path up to the assembly. The press
was everywhere — black tubes of moving glass fused to their eye sockets, mouths
stuffed full of potential controversy. Flannel-clad residents milled about.
Matching earth tone garments from chain stores were the norm in the patiently
eager gathering. And there was L egacy, standing afull head above the average
height in his perfectly fitting navy suit — eyes set on the podium like a sniper
waiting for atarget.

There was chatter everywhere, but no one talked to him, as was normal for
Legacy. He thought about walking up and announcing that Kennedy would be
arriving shortly riding aunicorn (he’ d leave the question of which Kennedy up to
personal choice and generational bias).

He was considering this plan when low and behold what stepped up to the
podium stacked with microphones from all over the country was a platinum and
pink swirl of hair that looked like a candy cane connected to ateen scalp.

Her name was Sofia Darren and for the next ten seconds she would be the most
photographed person in the world. Legacy studied her, pushing up to the front.
The fresh paint on her face, glitter pressed in formation around rosy cheeks
spoke to the fact that she’ d carefully prepared for this moment. The camera's
flashed and she smoothed out her “wild child” spandex tee shirt so that nobody
would confuse the wrinkles in the fabric with any kind of body imperfection. She
certainly didn’t want anyone to get the wrong impression of her. Though she
couldn’t hide the fact that she loved the attention.

“l am the girl that everyone has been looking for.” She cocked a sly half smile at



the crowd then let a somber look wash over her face. “A gang of masked motor
bikers kidnapped me almost six months ago, and the shame of what was done to
me —really and totally kinky stuff that | cannot repeat in front of my mom and
dad, who are in attendance.” she nodded toward the man standing next to
Legacy. A manin atight sports jacket, knuckles white on the shoulder of what
must be her grieving mother. “ And the worst thing is that they went onto do it to
others —and distribute it around under their own video label called Abducted
XX.”

She went on to describe her abductors, known to her as The Choirboys. The
aging town sheriff would later get to the podium and confirm that he did
remember that a group of riders had come through town on the exact day that the
girl was reported missing by her parents six months previous. Legacy found
nothing about this public display convincing.

Sofiatook childish delight in choosing different microphones in which to pour
out the details of her time riding the roads. She leaned in choosing a fuzzy
capped NBC microphoneto let out how at first she had fought against any kind
of sexual advances. “But look at me.” she stepped back and went to profile — she
was atiny thing. “I didn’t have a chance.”

Then the questions began.
A reporter asked, “How many were in the group?’

“Six.” She answered, a shiver went through her body, and she blurted out
inappropriately “I could handle more.” A woman in the crowd gasping in shock
put Sofia on the defensive. “Ask your husband, he’s seen it.” Sofia stiffened,
people always had judged her harshly in thistown, and they still were doing it.
Legacy watched as the girl struggled with how to react, and self-control did not
win out. She decided to really shock these hicksinto acoma. “I guess | should
tell all of it, no sensein holding back -

Legacy raised hisvoice, “I’ ve seen enough.”

He stood in an FBI conference room. Legacy could have hidden his anger if he'd
wanted to — but it wasn’t worth histime.

Wilkes pushed pause on the remote, catching her with her most wounded,
backed-into-a corner pose. “ The time linefits, and it’s what you said we'd find.
We can have her herein two hours.”

“I’ve been there.” Legacy huffed. Wilkes shot a questioning look to Wagner.
Legacy didn’t give him time to question, “don’t waste much time on this.” He
said standing and walking to the door.

Agent Bailey squirmed, shifting polyester against the plastic base of his seat



reminding people of his presence. It could have been aphysical embodiment of a
charged withdrawal from nicotine, and or the presence of a superior being
upbraided by a subordinate that had broken through his persistent slack southern
disinterest and conducted directly into his pants.

Wagner called out, “Legacy, wait.”

He teetered at the door, his pam clasped around the warm brass handle. Legacy
knew that turning back meant explaining himself to everyone — but leaving
meant explaining himself later to Wagner. This was the price of having a partner.

“She has calluses on the crux of her thumbs-" Legacy announced as if everything
would fall into place after hearing it.

Bailey looked at his own nicotine stained fingers and laughed. “ That clears
everything up, agent.”

Wilkes said, “Jesus, Martin, if | wanted afortune cookie |’ d order out. What the
hell are you talking about?’

Wagner was the first to catch on “Her thumbs.” She walked around behind
Legacy and reached around him hugging him tight. “Hooked around the rider’s
belt loops, it would take weeks, and it would mean —

Legacy finished her sentence “ She was hanging on,” Legacy’s hand dlid over
Wagner's, alittle pressure on the tendon in between Wagner’ s thumb and
forefinger and her grip popped open like an automatic lock. “ She wants
attention.”

Wilkes cut in “Bikers, sex tapes and testimony that proposes an exact timeline fit
before the ransom demands of the first girl and thisis supposed to be a
coincidence?’

“It’ s supposed to fit. It's marketing, promotion in front of the press to the people
from her hometown. Thisis a convenient distraction.”

“1"m pursuing the biggest abduction case since the Lindbergh baby and the entire
country didn’t have minute by minute updates on that one. Tell mewhy | don’t
run down every lead that comes my way?’ Hisfist pressed into the soft wood of
the conference table.

“You'll get tired.”
“If weweren’t old friends —

“It’ll be easier to break this case than it will be to end that sentence.” Legacy was
glad that he' d stayed; he' d forgotten how much he liked Wilkes” misguided full
body commitment to finishing ajob. Legacy knew the history of Wilkes and the
Doorner family. Wilkes had known Laurain diapers, and he' d sooner fling



himself into afire than watch her suffer. Legacy could see that hisold friend
stood in front of him ready to direct the full resources of the bureau at any
shadow that crossed the radar. He even detected the scent of a stronger emotion
that crossed the line of a paternal, professional relationship with Laura.

Legacy’ s thought process always took him into the realm of none of his damn
business, but he couldn’t help it. Soon he' d know more about Wilkes
vulnerabilities and limitations than he wanted. Legacy invaded the privacy of
everyone he spoke with. Another reason he hated talking to friends. Thank
goodness he didn’t have many.

He turned to the television screen where Sofia had been caught in mid-sentence,
wounded and ready to wound. They’ d made her feel like an exaggeration of a
person without ever taking the time to find out if it was true. They should know
that the shock they felt was the smallest tip of the iceberg of the true vulgarity
that hemmed in the real world like grotesque gothic bookends.

Wagner’ s voice cut into Legacy’ s thought process. “Legacy, we could bring her
in and you could get inside her head and show us—’

“1’ve been there. She’ s about to say something that will shock the crowd, mainly
directed at her mother. She'll wish she hadn’t said it right after it comes out.”
Legacy pressed play.

Sofia lashed back at the crowd, “Y ou think that was bad? They used to superglue
my lips together then go for triple penetration, think about it!” Gasps from the
crowd, a smug look on Sofia’ s face turned crimson as she realized that the
prevailing reaction in the crowd wasn't shock, it was an amost dehumanizing
form of pity. They were not like her, they could not understand her. Anger set
into her features, they would never understand.

Legacy paused the tape again. He tried not to pity everyone in the charade.
“Don’'t waste much time on her.”

In the hallway a minute later, Wagner caught up to him. Wagner walked several
paces with him before saying, “ There’ s something else.”

Legacy was surprised, was she beginning to read him, “They wouldn’t
understand.”

Wagner watched the glare off of the wall panelsin an effort not to meet his eyes,
“Try me.”

Legacy stopped, it took him a moment to find the words, “ She wasn't afraid,
every one of the girlswho crossed paths with our guys were afraid — she wasn't.”

He let that sink in for amoment. He saw something cross her face, something



like pure concern. Not that she needed any particular emotion to make her face
shine, even in the dim hallway light, but Legacy saw a strobe effect of emotional
understanding. At the mention of fear, the yellow flecks of her inner eye danced
ajittery ballet of speculation and memory combined. Someone had once
immersed her in akind of fear that wasn’t contained at the time of the event, but
instead continues to spill forward into every facet of their life, filling them like a
tower of champagne glasses without the assurance that the bottle would ever
empty.

Legacy cut into her ocular tango with amessage of hope. “But we learned
something from her.”

Chapter 32 The Regulars

The boys were at their regular table when Snowflake approached with check in
one hand and suitcase in the other. She flashed them a satisfied smile and let her
hip rest on Mac’s shoulder as she explained to them “Pay at the counter, I'm out.”

Swat. Theflat of Vorest’s hand smacked her in the butt. She stiffened and
looked back at Burly out of habit. Usually he'd raise his voice in defense of her,
but this time he looked away and made his way into the back room.

Feely took it as a permission slip and pulled Snowflake onto hislap. “I notice the
pierced nose, tongue, and navel darling, can | assume that you’ ve got a stud on
your muffin?’ He began to peek down her pants when her right hand caught him
with aforceful slap across the face.

Stones caught both of her hands and forced them high behind her neck causing
her to catch her breath. Vorest’ s hand closed around her windpipe choking off a
scream, but allowed a breathy gasp of words that sounded like they were
produced more on the inhale of air than the exhale. “What do you want?’

Vorest recognized the question. It was one that they’ d often heard from the lips
of frightened people. Back when they used to collect dirty money, it was usually
from the skinny pusher with a broken nose and at least one fractured finger. Now
it was a fresh-faced waitress with a mile high attitude. She needed to be
grounded, he thought, sliding his hand up her thigh. “What do | want? What don't
you want to give me?’ Another voice suddenly shook the room.

“Let her go, or so help me the sun will shine through the spots | put in all of
you.” Burly held along over-under shotgun naturally in one hand, with the crux
of his elbow guiding the barrel.

Mac helped Snowflake to her feet and dusted off her chest with a napkin “Didn’t
mean anything by it, Burly. Just a going away present.”



Stones kissed her hand and she snapped it away like a rubber band. “ Sassy kitten.
Goin’ to play in ‘nother sandbox?’

Burly’sfacefell. Hewasthe largest man in the room, yet it looked for a moment
like his hulking combination of flab and muscle was composed on aframe of
pure air. He pushed his Snowflake out the door with a nod.

She was going to meet her County Commissioner, the one who would show her
the world, or at least the greater Suffolk county area. Burly’s protective gaze
escorted her out of the building for the last time, a going away present that ended
with the door smacking back against the stop. The overhead bell ringing like it
was chiming out the number of wives of Burly. At 10:30 that morning, it was just
past five.

Chapter 33 Learning curve

The bells of a church chimed in the distance, reminding Legacy that time passed
with or without his consent. How long had he been sitting in silence? By
Wagner’s gaze at him, it must have been at least ten minutes, but less than an
hour, because she was waiting expectantly without seeming pissed off. Legacy
could not explain a newfound desire to keep her engaged. He had in fact taken
the ten minutes to collect his thoughts, so that they would best inform her of the
strides that they had made by viewing Sofia spouting lies in front of a bustling
hometown crowd.

“She' s opened the door to aworld of conjecture that | probably would have
never found.” He paused, “Never being the type to market pornography.”

Wagner saw her opening, “But she has no connection to the actual abductors—"

“Her connection isin the marketing. She' s following a pathway that the Vinyl
Men opened up when they started their franchise of sex and abduction.” He said,
with alittle impatience hanging in his voice.

“The standard investigative paradigm of pursuing the truth is not going to work
when the person you are following is so much smarter than the truth.”

“Smarter than the truth?” Wagner asked with alaugh.

“He leaves only the fragments of truth behind him, so much so that lead away
from him.” Legacy responded. “But by studying behavior we can project
backward to the conception of this kind of project, without involving Blue.” His
eyeslit up, “What questions does one ask before this kind of abduction?’

“1 wouldn’t know where to start.” Wagner exclaimed.
“Start with what we just saw, why did Sofia give that fake speech in front of her



home town? Answer: because these are the people she went to school with, ran
around with, annoyed, impressed, and ultimately, dismissed. Why did she come
back? These are the people who are most likely to develop afascination and
want to see her sexually subordinate.” He waited for the thread to be picked up
by Wagner.

A hundred questions | ater, they’ d fleshed out a scenario that seemed so wrong
that it could well have been the path that the Vinyl Men took in starting their
brotherhood. Take agirl, any girl, perhaps a girl who' d been with them for the
ride, take her and spread her across atable like a buffet. That’swhere it started,
hunger, and it was probably developed by their frustrated leader as some kind of
Dionysian celebration after they’ d finished ajob. How did this celebration then
become their job? A market developed, in away that Legacy couldn’t see until
Sofia. It developed from the grassroots. It was aroad that tapped into new
technologies and gave old ties that last chance to see something familiar in sick
entertainment. Sofia might not be the first, but she was taking the same path as
the first girl took and that was as good as a map to the starting place.

“They tapped into a group of people who knew the identity of the girl being used
in the videos?’ Wagner asked.

Legacy nodded, “Probably through one of those websites that links classmates
together, my daughter has alink to one on her homepage. I’m going to ask her to
take it off.”

Wagner then surprised Legacy; “It was probably the girl that thought of it,
wanting to show all those people exactly how right they were about her. Show
off -

“Infamy is better than being forgotten.” Legacy responded. “The email would
read, “prom queen” or “cheerleader from Lincoln class of 99 taken by thugs. See
the kinky footage for thirty dollars*“.

“Who wouldn’t want to buy that?” Wagner spit out through athin, constricted
scowl.

Legacy was sure that the girl on the podium was a derivative version of the
abductions that they were seeing now. Their pioneering effort produced a new
category in pornography. The Vinyl Men had cultivated a new audience, and it
was evolving from high school sweetheart to alocal TV to the new world of
Internet porn. Each girl represented a larger slice of an audience that they could
market directly to by way of the Internet, until Lauratook their scheme national.

“So we start looking for a connection to direct marketing of pornography using a
local girl asthe bait- “ Wagner was well into note taking and list making.



“Or if you areright, the hook.” Legacy snatched the note pad from her desk.

“Doesthis help?’ He asked, referring to the notepad “1 always thought of note
taking as away to waste time.”

Wagner let the smallest cloud of offense drift across her angelic brow, Legacy
burst out into a beaming smile asif to say, “I got you.”

Wagner kicked him in the shins on the way to the door.

At the door she turned, “1’m going to get Brent to track this down.”
“About the face painting —

“Canit wait?’

Legacy had already turned away then something in him decided it couldn’t. This
was amove that his brain would later question, “ Sofia had glitter on her cheeks,
soft lines on her eyes and sloping color which drew attention to her very pretty
face. You do the same thing around your lips and on your cheeks — my question
isthis: it’sal for attention right? | mean there’ s no other purpose?’

Wagner blushed; she hadn’t suspected that the details of her face had ever
crossed hismind. “I guess it must have something to do with attention.”

“1 don’t think Laura wants any more attention and yet she paints her body up
each time.”

“True.”
“So what are the lines meant to draw attention to?”

Wagner glanced up, “We' ve had cryptographers and symbolists go over every
inch of every design without even the hint of anything meaningful.”

He saw no quick answer. “Y ou can go.”

Wagner fought back her curiosity as she went to find Brent. The answer to why
Laura covered herself in those marks was the next step inside the mind of Laura.

Legacy thought about the day ahead of Wagner scrambling after the merchants,
searching for someone who' d been approached to buy videos of their high school
sweethearts being twisted like a pretzel. Even when, at the end of the day, she
had a name to go on, Roman Tanner, and a thread that might just reach al the
way back into the past from his favorite spirit squad leader to the present
abduction, even then she wouldn’t have gotten as far as Legacy did that day. It
turned out that Laura had sent a painted message, but it would take Legacy
another 48 hours to figure out how.

A series of strange phone calls ended Legacy’ s day at the office. The strange part



was that Legacy, according to hislong tradition of telephone ambivalence, didn’t
answer asingle one of the calls, yet he found himself speaking to each caller.

It began with the unfortunate coincidence of the delivery of his coffee by, well,
the woman who delivered his coffee. The cup hit the table in exact synchrony to
the phone ringing, and the coffee woman, (let’s call her Stephanie because sheis
of no consequence, and most people of no consequence have long names like
Stephanie) mistook the reach of Legacy toward his cup for an interest in the
ringing phone. Being the helpful person that Stephanie was, she delivered coffee
everyday after all, she picked up the phone and handed it to him.

Legacy received the phone like a coaster being set underneath along stemmed
wine glass being held in his hand. It had no purpose being there. It took him a
moment to even move it to his ear, a moment during which he covered his
displeasure with Stephanie by conspicuously turning away from what he guessed
would be her helpful smile, if helooked up at all, which he never did.

Now, strange calls require strange callers, and Tyke' s voice fit perfectly into the
mix. “I need your help.” There was asound in his voice that was deeply
unsettling like he’ d lost control.

Legacy countered the urgent emotional tone with “Do you have that breakdown
for meyet?

“I"'m in the middle of abreakdown, man.” Tyke responded.

“Send it. We'll talk later.” Legacy said, his phone manner abit distracted. He
always had problems focusing when he was on the phone, perhaps because there
was just that thin auditory track couldn’t possibly keep him interested for more
than afew seconds. Or, the greater possibility was that because he hadn’t

intended to answer the phone, he' d considered the conversation done before it
had unfortunately began.

“Thisisasocial call.”

A social call? Legacy didn’'t even know what to say, he hadn’t had one of those
inyears. Was it possible that Tyke thought that they were friends? He hadn’t had
one of thosein years either.

“1 need something, that | know you got.” Tyke launched into awhiney
complaint.

“I’m not going to tell you how | cheated.” Legacy responded.

“1 have someone special coming over, and | need that thing you got — that thing
that pullsthemin.” he said.

“Them?’ Legacy asked.



“The ladies.” Tyke wrapped his voice in secrecy, a stage whisper, on the off
chance that his special visitor was near. Legacy stared at the receiver for afull
five seconds. In hismind he pulled substance around the sound waves and made
them a physical entity, a piece of insecure art. The one thing he was sure of was
that Tyke would say more ridiculous things.

“They’ re always buzzing around you like a bee to honey.”

It was a bad comparison for a number of reasons, as bees have a facilitator
relationship with honey, nothing amorous. “Where did you get thisidea?’

“You'retall and let’s face it man, your eyes are dreamy. That’s what | heard
from almost all the available femal e gene pool when we worked together.”

“You're deluded.”

“What about that hot secretary that used to walk down three flights of stairsto
deliver your coffee every day even though she didn’t work in your department.
No wonder she got such great legs.”

“Stephanie?’ Oops that was the name he' d made up.

“Man, you never got her name? She flat out shines and you never get her name.
That’swhat | need, just alittle fix of that so | can take my relationship with
Kelly to the next level.” Tyke poured out his heart in acrisply punctuated
ramble. He had obviously spent too much time with computers committing text
to speech and his cadence matched the structural need of a processor to
understand it. He was near to begging, “I’m hooking you up.”

It was atrade, Tyke had obviously completed the favor that Legacy had asked
and he wanted one in turn. Legacy felt completely unequal to the task of giving
any kind of romantic advice, but he realized that Tyke' s friendly manner made
him feel oddly accommodating.

“What makes you think | can get you Kelly?’

“Even if you don’t notice the way women react to that “intense and wounded”
thing you’ ve got going on, you get inside peopl€e's heads? That’ s what you're
best at right?’

Legacy couldn't disagree, he found himself being drawn in to the challenge. A
phone conversation was becoming interesting — maybe he’ d have to reconsider
the next time the phone rang.

Tyke continued, “1 never consult people that are worse than me at anything —1'm
guessing you definitely had a“first D” on par with Kelly.”

“Had afirst D?" Legacy asked, not knowing that the explanation would run long.



Now, saying that Tyke had a unique view of social interaction was a continent-
sized understatement. Living among his computers, toys and gadgets in which a
fortune of time and money had been invested, but Legacy had to admire the
fusion of emotion and thought that went into a system that Tyke had coined the
“first date continuum.” It was a detailed analysis of the way men and women
couple off, and was likely several volumeslong. Legacy got the brief version
because of Kelly’simminent arrival.

It went something like this: The coupling of men and women is completely and
totally governed by thefirst person they ever dated. Because this happens at a
time of relationship innocence, there are no external forces that dictate the
pairing. That first girl is an accurate indication of the level of likeability or inner
desirability of aman. This quotient, which Tyke sited almost like an element,
“first D”, thisfirst D is not avariable; it never changes during a person’slife. It
gets recognized as a part of his nature, and although later in life money, social
standing and other exterior affects can lure desirable women to be with less
desirable men, those rel ationships were built on factors that at any moment could
be taken away. The most stable relationships, like the equal pairings of electrons
and protons within an atom, are when the man and woman are equally desirable.

That first girlfriend sets the tone that nature has in mind for the rest of a person’s
natural life. Tyke knew that the women that he most admired in junior high went
out with the most admirable boys. It wasn't the right boy, or the strongest boy
that got Mary Borra Charpenter to go to second base with him. Neither was it
incidentally a member of the baseball team. It was Tyke's best buddy, fellow
computer nerd. He was a good guy and he deserved her.

Legacy sat through the explanation intrigued by the notion that his daughter’s
first boyfriend would tell him everything about her present and future charisma.
“I"'m not sure | totally agree -

“Who was your first, the first girl you dated?’ Tyke shot back like he was
protecting a beloved pet or at least atheory in which he was heavily invested.

“My wife.” Legacy replied slowly. Time stood still for more than a breath.

“Then I’ m right, man. She was the most beautiful thing | ever saw in person.
That's the truth.”

Legacy was somehow grateful for the words that came so easily to Tyke. They
were the truth about her from another person, something he never really allowed
himself to experience.

“So isKelly on par with the first girl you dated?’ A long pause followed.
“Believing in the theory puts alot of pressure on your first date.”



“You've never dated anyone? At your age and income level?” Legacy knew that
by phrasing it like that, Tyke would pop.

“1"'m always busy helping out my friends.” A sound in the background cut panic
into his voice and on the sharp edge Tyke yelped out “ She' s here. What do | do?’

“Open the door.”

Chapter 34 Carry Out

The door swung open inappropriately fast, revealing Kelly. He could only focus
on her briefly, however, because the door slipped out of his sweaty pam and he
nearly fell over chasing the knob with the slapstick air of an old silent movie.
The moment stopped with the squeal of the hinges locking and pressing the door
into retrograde motion, luckily Tyke's face was there to stop it. He smiled
brightly because he' d long ago determined that weeping was a conversation
killer. His eyes however did gleam. What Tyke saw through his eyes made the
moment worthwhile, however.

Kelly truly lived up to Tyke' s billing standing in the hallway in knee-high socks,
jet-black hair tied back and held in place with a set of black lacquer chopsticks.
An ornately colored tattoo on her pale shoulder dove beneath aform fitting
cropped black tank top. Kelly, in fact, was the primary reason that form fitting
clothes were designed, with her chest trimming down into a flat muscular
stomach that the bottom of the shirt cut across just above the belly button. Kelly
had a light complexion and an elitist sneer that might have made her appear
hostileif it were not in balance with dy, playful dark brown eyes. Tyke knew
that if she was his“first D”, he was a good man indeed.

Tyke steadied himself in the doorway. “Just a second.”
He darted out of the room back to the phone.

“What do | do next?’ Tyke's voice poured out pure liquid insecurity; Legacy
spoke in alogical, steadying fashion.

“Describe the background of your relationship.” Legacy said.
“1"ve seen her fifteen times a month for the last two years.”
“Areyou stalking her?’

“She' sthe delivery girl for the Chinese restaurant downstairs, she’s completing
her master’ s degree in sociology at U. Penn and she graduates in three days, I’ ve
read all of her papers- she's got the cutest disenchantment with the collective
character of modern suburban communities-”



“Focus, do you still live spread out across that ugly, unfinished warehouse
floor?’

Tyke was about to defend the visible substructure steel; open wire conduits and
lack of drywall divisionsthat served as his open plan décor, when Legacy
reminded him of the immediate objective.

“When you answered the door.” He continued, “and immediately turned your
back on her you didn’'t give a very good excuse so you' re going to have to speak.
Tell her your wallet isin the kitchen.”

Tyke' s speech sputtered out.

“1I"'m near —Kkitchen.” The battle between cool and speed made his motions jerky
and robotic. “My wallet.” He reminded Kelly in an overly loud voice.

Legacy poured exact instructionsinto Tyke's ear. Tyke was used to
programming where probability is replaced with binary certainty. He didn’t want
to hear that one piece of input could lead to a thousand different streams of
output depending on how Kelly was feeling standing in the hallway with his
lunch in one hand and areceipt in the other.

“Theinstant you get off the phone, tell her you were on a call with your family
and they always drive you crazy.”

Legacy continued, “Y ou need to explain yourself as anatural progression —when
you walk up to her, say this: “It'sfunny”. Just that, “it’s funny”.

“What's funny?’ Tyke shot back.

Tyke perceived a dight aromantic streak buried in Legacy because his voice
punctuated the speeches for Kelly with an involving emotional tone -” That’ s the
point, you' re preoccupied by the call and you haven't filled in all the blanks.
Now if she wants to simply get out of there, she'll say yes, not ask for an
explanation and reach for the money. If there’ s even a spark of interest she'll ask
you what’s funny. Brush it off with your most charming, least serial killer smile
and say: “thisplace, | know it must look strange,” Legacy corrected himself “no
check that, “odd”, don’'t use the word strange. Then continue: “I inherited it and |
just don’t know what to do with it yet.”

Tyke spoke the words under his breath like a mantra.

Legacy burst in to his religious moment “Now | assume you tip her well so she
remembers you.”

Tyke wastotally thrown off. “Thetip isn’t included in the price of delivery
food?’

There was silence on the line, Tyke imagined Legacy pouring over the variables,



looking for some way to salvage this situation. There was no way to predict the
human heart, but there must be away to find out if there was a heartbeat for this
relationship. Legacy said, “Get an envelope.”

In the twenty steps from his desk to the entryway, Tyke had to be transformed
from a cheapskate oddball into a thoughtful imperfect soul. “Remember, first
name only on the envelope. It’simportant.” Tyke hung up the phone knowing
that the moment he disconnected L egacy had brushed most of the contents of the
conversation aside, remembering only Tyke's promise of continued help on the
case.

Now, Tyke'smind was fully immersed in the rise and flow of the tide that was
Kelly breathing in and out waiting for him. The hallway seemed unnaturally long
as he walked up to her with an envelope in one hand and a carefully counted out
zip lock bag filled with the exact change. When Kelly saw the bag she smiled
like she knew what to expect from Tyke, or so she thought.

“It’sredlly quite funny.” Hetried to sound nonchalant — except people who are
nonchalant are not trying.

“Yeah.” She said distractedly taking the bag of money and handing over the
cartons of food. She was about to leave when her eye caught the sight of the
envelope in his hand. “What' s that? Do you want me to drop it in the mailbox for
you on the way out?’

She flashed him a glimpse of bright white teeth through the veneered doors of a
deep plum color, opened and shut along the curve of her lips. Tyke was
impressed by the kind gesture. Kelly was incapable of not offering help, even to
the exact change guy.

“1 heard you’ re graduating soon, and so | saved up all your tips and put them in
here.” He handed over the envelope, and she pulled out a check for 200 dollars.
The amount was just adequate to be heartfelt without seeming unearned. She'd
been to the door amost two hundred times after all.

Tyke saw her doing the math in her mind and decided to emphasize one of
Legacy’s important points. “1 just put Kelly on the check, | didn’t know your last
name.” It diverted her attention for the amount of the check. “1 didn’t know if
you were like me—1 spend al of my cash. | thought you might appreciate having
itinalump sum.”

The smile from her lips had spread up into her eyes and bloomed, Tyke could
have cried right there and then, if he were able to blink. He stood in tableau
waiting for the breath bringing Kelly’ s thoughts into perfect lyrical
accompaniment to the music of his soul.



“You'reanut.” She said leaning down and tucking it into her sock. She looked
him up and down “What were you saying earlier about something being funny.”

The conversation started, and to Tyke' s great delight it continued well past the
point of being thankful. At one point she laughed and brushed back her hair
tucking it around her ear and Tyke was amost certain that she found him
interesting. Asit turned out, part of her interest in sociology centered around the
human interface with computers and how group personality could be traced
online through chat sessions and messages. It was one of her research projects.
Tyke swooned thinking that he could be of any use at all to Kelly.

After sheleft, and for many hoursinto the future, the smell of Chinese food was
like perfume to Tyke.

Chapter 35 His Call

It was time for the second call, although Legacy didn’t know it yet. Wagner
entered the office. A telltale sweat ring on the outer curve of her ear told Legacy
that she’ d been on the phone most of the afternoon. “Never mind” he thought, as
he shifted his eyes back toward the desk, where written transcripts of all of the
videos were laid out haphazardly. He scanned several threads at once, but he kept
coming back to one place in the tape.

Legacy’ s proximity alert went off. He looked up and was face to face with
Wagner.

Inches away from him, afrown cameto her lips.

Wagner leaned over to his desk phone, picked it up and put it to hisear. “1 had
the call transferred to your line.”

Agent Tanner was on the line. “Hello, Tanner here.”
Legacy replied, “Thisis Legacy.”

“Agent Wagner contacted me.”

“Good.”

An inevitable war of male declaratives was cut short when Wagner joined the
conversation and guided them to atopic, to the topic. Tanner had received an
email through an alumni website purporting to have a prom queen from his high
school class on video at Camp Sex. The “camp” was described as a two-week
military style course in which young ladies learn basic sex training. The men al
wore uniforms and ski masks.

“It was amost six months ago, | deleted the email, but | recognized the girl, she



sat next to mein history.” Tanner thought for a moment, “Her name was Darci.”

Wagner cut in, “As soon as you have a contact number for her or her family call
my cell.”

Tanner replied, “Will do, agent.”

Wagner put down the receiver then held up one finger for amoment of silent
appreciation, then began. “ That fits the profile. This could be our girl. But wait
there’'s more. | got into thinking about Blue and his faulty equipment.”

She paced in front of the desk, almost strutting.

“Little boy Blue has got a personal problem. But, if our boy were as thorough as
you say heis, he wouldn’t leave a paper trail. Where does that lead us? | found
three ED clinics that have had fires that destroyed recordsin the last four years.”

Legacy replied, “That’salot less calls.”

Wagner said “We' ve got alead on Darci, now we might be able to pin down an
area that Blue considers home territory. Good day.”

Wagner pushed her fingers together in an interlocking pose, it was like she’d just
finished avirtuoso performance at Lincoln Center and awaited the appreciation
of the gallery.

“And?’ Legacy had obviously thought that it was just the first movement.
“What do you mean and? That’s it.”

“We haven't gotten into Blue' s head, and for that matter Laura’ s head — what
you did is good, but trails have a habit of going cold around this group, | won’t
feel comfortable until we're astep in front of them. | keep coming back to the
fact that Laura strying to tell us something.” Legacy responded.

“I"'m yours al night long-"

Legacy looked up, and in the deeply uncomfortable pause that followed, he
wondered if Tyke was right and he really was completely irresistible to women.
Wagner’s cheeks went red, then her blood ran from her exterior like the tide
sweeping back leaving an impression on the sand, and then her face went
suddenly pale. “I meant- “ She stumbled “that we should start with dinner first,
early, I'll cook.” Legacy raised an eyebrow as she backed into the corner. “|
don’'t want you to get the wrong impression.”

“You're asking me to dinner, then you're mine all night long? How could | get
the wrong impression?’ Wagner couldn’t hide her amusement nor could she
easily suppress alaugh. Luckily for anyone in earshot a laugh rang out. The
quality was so pure and so genuine that Legacy wished for amoment he had it on



tape, the tone was no less inspiring nor less rare than those beautiful oases of
music in his collection.

Wagner looked at his towering frame, his short cropped hair that tucked down
around his temples, giving his face an angular symmetric feel. “1 am not attracted
to you whatsoever.” She added like it was part of a punch line of another
hilarious joke. Her laughter was infectious; it brought a smileto Legacy’s face.

“Your smile needs practice.” Legacy met her eyes for afew uncomfortable
moments, then she searched for something to say and found only name that could
kill the mood.

“1 have to drop my temporary assignment papers by Bailey’s office.”

L egacy watched Wagner move for the door, stumbling halfway there and
sending arolling chair scuttling along the floor in her search for balance. “First
time walking.” She explained, re-tucking her shirt, smoothing it around her hips,
and backing toward the door.

Wagner was deceiving him, that much was obvious.

Legacy could tell something was wrong, but fortunately for Wagner, the earlier
conversation with Tyke had brought a series of emotional connectionsinto his
mind that threw off his normal ability to peel off the layers and understand the
real meaning behind off-hand remarks. Because of Tyke, he thought the display
of nervousness could be a discomfort due to the proximity of his overpowering,
newly reported charisma.

The thought made him shake his head in an effort to clear the image from his
mind, like an etch-a-sketch. It didn’t work, he was going to have to try not to
look her in the eyes and analyze her anymore. He wasn't sure exactly why, but
perhaps it was out of respect, or perhaps he knew, even then, that he didn’t want
to know. There were only afew people that he gave that kind of privacy to, his
deceased wife, his daughter, his tax preparer, and anyone who he counted as a
friend, avastly under-populated category, he admitted internally. That must be
where Wagner fit in.

He reached across his desk to the phone. He had to call Chess and let her know
that there' d be company for dinner. Legacy dialed knowing that three callsin one
day was a personal record, but he also couldn’t contain alittle excitement, he
knew the trail was getting warm.

Legacy remembered once explaining to Wilkes the kind of logic his mind
formulated to figure out what would happen next with a given criminal fixed to a
certain crime. He explained that reading behavior is like doing one of those
thousand piece puzzles without the benefit of knowing what the picture looks



like when complete. That was why Legacy liked the cold cases where he could
coax the pieces into place by geometry alone, over time. With the crisis of
holding the worlds most powerful law enforcement division up for some kind of
perverse, naked ransom — he knew that taking the case called him far from his
operational comfort. He couldn’t wait for the connections, striving for perfection
was something he' d have to put aside. He was going to have to force some of the
pieces together and make them stick.

Chapter 36 Arranging Flowers

Blade watched thirty television screens at once. His hands were busy in hislap,
stringing aline of smooth colorful beads ranging in size from pebbleto Mac's
feminine sized testicle. He had Stones, Mac, Feely, and Sean lined up behind
him, but when he talked to them, his eyes almost never |eft the screensin front of
him.

“Warm them, grease them, and insert them with your tongue during your next
session” the beads dangled from his outstretched fist like an invitation, none of
the men stepped forward to claim them. Feely shifted in discomfort sealing his
fate. “Feely” Hefroze. “Don’'t worry, you don’t have to put them in. Sean will,
but you will take them out using your teeth.”

Sean grabbed the string and went over to atable where he carefully dripped ail
down the beads' surfaces, coating the string with an oily sheen. One got the
impression that he liked the task, as it was more mechanical, belonging more in
hisworld. He almost certainly would have preferred working on a bike, but at
least this gave him a task with kinetic outcomes.

Blade looked at the group. Sean, or any of the men for that matter, would have
done anything that Blade asked, even without the promise of money, women or
power, he simply liked the consistency of his authority. They liked being on a
bike and knowing every moving part was working together regardless of the
destination. They didn’t really even think about it. Like Sean prepared the beads,
making them shine for their next ride, he never even considered where they were
going.

Feely wasn’t about to take any shit from Blade today and he let him know it in
the strongest of terms. “Aw man, | just brushed my teeth! Couldn’t Mac do it?’

“Mac and | have something to talk about.” It was an ominous portent — like being
told that one would have to stay after class to talk to the teacher, except the
teacher is araving murderous sociopath.

The room cleared, each man finding some reasonable excuse to walk faster than



normal for the exit. Feely used a made up hunger, Stones and Sean headed
toward the garage with the intent to tinker, and Mac was left with Blade. Blue
and Brown whenever their video images went out, Mac waited for Blade to
speak.

“They think they’ ve found the first girl we took for our little pretty Barbie fuck
dress-up party. Calls herself Sofia Slut or something. They got the wrong girl.”
He kept a playful lilt in his murderous voice.

“Yeah, they’re pretty stupid.” Blade suddenly scowled. Bile rose in his throat,
giving the decay, receding gums and nicotine painted teeth an unpleasant
marinade. The spittle that crept into his words was toxic.

“But they’re looking for afirst girl, and next time — they might find her” he bit
the F and swung his face toward Mac.

“She won't tell them anything.”

“But she will when they find her. There’s a new wind blowing from the federal
ineptitude which lets us feast upon its rosy apple red schoolgirl.” A blade flashed
from its wrist sheath asit did into his palm. Blade tapped the monitor showing
Lauramoving in slumber. “Someone' s looking for her - somebody who don’t
seem afraid of the dark, and he'll find our first mistake cause he doesn’t want
thisto last. We need to cut our ties.”

“1 told you | dropped her off somewhere between here and Provo.” Mac
responded.

“Why mention Provo then?’ He asked.

“1 didn’'t.” Mac backpedaled “1 mean it could have been Leadville for all |
know.”

Blade produced a packing receipt “And the satellite part, you picked that up in
Provo, that’s a couple of times that you have crossed paths with that city. And
it's not that pretty, unless someoneinitis.”

Blade recalled that Mac had brought Darci into their group on aride home from a
job in Vancouver. She was his girlfriend, and Blade had convinced him to share
her for their usual victory video shoot. This one turned out different, because of
an ideathat Darci had to market it to al of the uptight snobs and slobs who'd
wished they’ d banged her in high school. The shoot turned into a two-week
marathon and the public school patrons, who had become expendable income
losers honoring boring jobs and their blathering wives, couldn’'t get enough.

Darci had had enough after three days, but Blade milked the abduction angle.
She was in whore boot camp and they put her into costume after costume, finally



he agreed to let her go because she threatened to go to the cops. The information
loop wasn't closed around her, he couldn’t be sure who knew Darci’s
whereabouts, or who would come looking. Blade wasn’t ready for his enterprise
to be criminal, not yet, so he let her go. Mac took her to somewhere between
their camp and Provo and let her out.

Mac could tell what Blade wanted. “1’ll go get her.”

“| sent Vorest, to cut theties. Now where do | tell him to look?’ Mac told him
what he knew.

Blade gave Mac afinal piece of wisdom as he walked out the door. “Drink it off,
women like Darci weren’t worth the sum total of the gaculate that had passed
their lips.” Of course, Blade knew very little about the subject and it was one of
the few subjects he would ever underestimate.

“1’m going to the bar.”

All he needed was a drink and then another four after it. Blade didn’t believe that
Mac was capable of deception, other than self-deception. He even questioned
whether two thoughts could simultaneously exist in Mac’ s consciousness without
amental fission that would blow his head straight off his neck block.

Chapter 37 Give Away

CLUNK, the door dammed behind him. Panic hit Mac like a bucket of ice water.
He had seen Vorest deal with people before, he was known for his enjoyment of
putting people through pain.

There was atime in Mexico where he cut up a courier to get the drugs out of his
stomach. He did it without killing the man. Vorest split the vertebrae with the
man lying on his front, tapping into his stomach with the accuracy of a surgeon.
The man used his hands to drag himself to ariver and drown himself. The pain of
exposing that many spinal nerves raw was the kind of torture that brought a hum
to Vorest’slips, al the way back to the Rockiesin that particular case. In fact, it
had become histell. Any time one heard him hum a tune; they knew it was from
fresh brutality.

Mac could hear Darci’ s scream mixing with that sadistic hum in his head.

Mac sped off, down the old dirt trail that led into the dark steep logging road
through the woods. His headlight shone yellow coloring aworld bathed in the
grey blue light of adliver of the moon. It didn’t matter how bright alight wasin
this landscape, it soaked it up and left deep shadows lingering in al directions
away from the source.



He heard a predator’ s heavy tread as it scurried though the underbrush on side of
the dusty track. It must have been big, because the throaty Harley engine wasn't
the most subtle accompaniment to the stillness of the remote mountain night.
After about five miles twisting and turning downward, the road leveled. A single
neon rod twisted into the name of a bar cracked the colorless landscape. Mac let
his engine unwind with afire that he could never express himself. He needed the
speedometer to climb above one hundred, partly because it felt like his task was
urgent, the other reason was that it was his entire fault.

Mac knew that it was selfish bringing her to the camp the first time, and when he
saw what they put Darci through during her stay, he wished he’ d never met her.
She was so much prettier and more fragile than anything he' d ever seen before.
She'd told him that sharing her body was the way that they could be together,
and he' d agreed to it. He remembered the first time he' d known that she was
better than anyone he’ d ever met; she’ d grabbed his huge arm and looped it
around her and said that she felt like she should thank him every time she curled
up in his arms. She went to sleep whispering thank you in his ear over and over.
That was when they were on the road together, before they’d come to this hell in
the Rockies.

He owed her.

The bike rocked against the kickstand as Mac pushed his weight off of it before
coming to a complete stop. He took all three stairsin one jump. The warped
boards creaked under the strain.

He slapped a twenty on the bar and told Burly that he needed the phone, all night
maybe. He needed to find someone. Burly looked him up and down and pushed
the twenty back at him while laying an old rotary phone on the bar. It was a
Monday; the bar was empty, which made it the largest phone booth in the west.
He dialed information for the Provo area.

Chapter 38 Report Back

Bailey put down the phone with a smile. He had just reported the progress back
to Wilkes.

He was quite proud of himself for being useful but not doing any work himself.

It was the recipe for promotion at any government agency. The work, any work,
could be criticized no matter how stellar, but aiding the work while remaining
only a component in the outcome was a one-way ticket to a promotion. There
was no one better at being adequate at his job than Bailey, and he had been well
rewarded for his undistinguished participation thus far. His new challenge, to rise
above his current position in charge of alocal agency required either aslow



progression of building a good reputation, something he didn’'t believe possible,
or the confluence of important people knowing his name while not associating it
with anything too bad or too good. After all, no one wanted to be overshadowed
by a subordinate, especially at the top, nor did they want to promote someone
who made them look bad.

Bailey fluttered hisfingers along a stack of folders on the case, he didn’t think
that Legacy had a hopscotch chance in hell of bringing these men to justice, but
he saw an angle in the case that would leave hisimprint with the higher ups. He
picked through the remains of pastry sticking to thetin foil that lay on the corner
of his desk. There was a crumb left from his fresh lemon zest lingonberry scones,
amorsel which he plucked and placed onto his back teeth. Bailey tasted awin for
him in this case either way.

Chapter 39 Food Groups

A knock at Legacy’s door set awhirlwind dinner into motion. Wagner entered
with four grocery bags. She unpacked the contents of one bag that contained a
vast array of cooking utensils. The other bags contained arange of food that
afforded her the latitude to make almost anything on par with any of the finest
casual eateries that were popularly attended by people who longed for akind of
nostalgia that never really existed except in old rusted reproductions of
advertisements and posed pictures of pie eating contests on the wall. She looked
like aformal version of one of the cheery waitresses that one would find in such
aplace, black tights tapered up her legsto a short black skirt with awhite silk
shirt tucked in.

Thiswasthefirst time that Legacy had seen her out of a suit. Thiswas her
version of casual. Not a hair out of place, or asingle beaded cuff lace turned in
onto itself.

Legacy looked down at Chess and found that she wore a delighted smirk on her
face as she introduced herself.

“I"'m Chess. You're dad’ s partner.”

Wagner looked at Legacy waiting for an introduction. He could tell by her
amusement that it was atest.
“Agent Wagner.” Legacy clarified.

The sight of her father’s meticulously presented partner must have made the
insides of her mind race. He decided this because she was compl etely without
comment.



“1 could use help with dessert.”

Chess politely accepted the invitation. A look of conspiracy crossed Wagner’'s
face as she led Chessinto the kitchen — she had no idea what kind of cook her
apprentice was. Chess found waysto ruin almost any food product, neglect was
her favorite tool. She was famous for burning popcorn, hot pockets and easy mac
—the trifecta of smple microwave foods. Legacy waved, then turned to hide an
amused concern about what came through those doors next.

Quail stuffed with saffron and rosemary shiitake mushroom stuffing, athree-
point injection of the meat with araspberry jalapeno butter that added just
enough spice to make the red pepper Parmesan rice seem tame.

“Any vegetarians?’ Wagner asked serving the placemats rather than the people
sitting in front of them.

“None.” Chess answered, “ This|ooks delicious.”
“1 can’'t take credit, Chess did most of the sauces.” Legacy perked up.
“Under strict supervision.”

“My father was gourmet chef. He said that if | had spent as much time cooking
as| did training to put a man twice my size through awall, I’d be in one of the
top kitchensin Paris right now.” Wagner said in atone that indicated that she
was more proud of her father’s opinion of her than her own culinary abilities.

“Y our father must be disappointed.” Legacy said before he could put his normal
socia gracesin check.

“Dad.” Chess shot back at him.
“Observation, not insult.” He responded.

“He' s abroken man. He reminds me of you.” Wagner spun her knife over her
knuckles, acomplete pro, changing grip from cutting to attacking, and leveled
the tip at the breast of the quail.

Chess was so impressed that she imitated the move with her fork and it ended up
on the floor after skidding off of the tablecloth. Legacy looked on as something
very important happened. Instead of looking after the fork, both girlslooked at
each other. It was amoment of inclusion — something that Legacy realized he'd
never been able to teach his daughter in their solitary life. Legacy noticed with a
strange contentment that he was not a part of.

And in that moment, the symphonic oddity of Wagner’s presence in their dining
room was drowned out with the combined laughter of Chess and her in akind of
diminished harmony, poking fun at Legacy. It would be only ten or more times

like that, where they ganged up on him, or he was the object of their surprisingly



like-minded, but well-meaning ridicule.

“Well-meaning ridicule” was a concept that sounds like a bit of a contradiction
until one becomes a father to a daughter. The drive to get attention from their
father, especialy astoic one like Legacy, becomes a full-time occupation. The
dirt collected can’t be flung back into the face of the parent, that shows lack of
respect and Chess had more respect for her father than anyonein her life. Thisis
where it gets semi-contradictory, another trait of the adolescent girl, with the
addition of athird party added to a conversation, all of dad’s character ticks are
fair game. They can and will be taunted. In this context the daughter shows how
observant she really is through her willingness to share her father’s flaws another
person.

It's complicated, but it couldn’t have been too painful because at the end of the
meal, Legacy asked Chess for aglass of wine and sat at the table enjoying it
rather than taking scotch in his study alone.

“Y ou must be having ablast.” Chess said as she poured the wine and set it in
front of her father. Legacy took a sip. There was a dusty residue that rose to the
top of the glass.

Wagner and Chess cleared the plates. A series of clanks and drumming of
footsteps in the kitchen and the door opened. It was dessert time.

Chess and Wagner brought down the house with their personal crockery cups of
creme de leche custard presented along with a display of butane torch mastery.
Wagner caramelized the sugar around the edge of the cup then scorched a cursive
monogram into the top layer. When she came to her own, she didn’t bother with
her own initials saying it was all for display. That didn’t sit well with Legacy
who grabbed the torch and scorched AW into the top of herswhile the ladies
watched on laughing.

“Martin, I’'m surprised you knew my first name.” Her lips pouted ever so
dlightly.

“It stands for Agent Wagner.” The pout became real until she lifted her eyesto
his deep chestnut pupils and he added “Angela.” Legacy simply uttered, “Got
you.”

She could have stabbed him, she was so pleased. The dinner was one of those
meetings of strangers that go much better than planned. It was the very discord of
their personalities that worked that night, under that roof, in away that none of
them seemed prepared for.

At around seven thirty, asthe last of the dishes hit the drying rack Chess piped
up “Can | be excused? I’m beat.”



Something didn’t sit well with Legacy, a hair trigger went off in his mind, and
the last sentiment of the night was not going to be serious. What was Chess up
to? “Y ou bugged my room.”

“No, | wasjust going to listen at the door—"

“This - case, it’s very sensitive-” Histone was protective.
“Dad, | know what you' re working on -

“How?’

Wagner said, “It's all over the papers, the country is treating this like a baby
down the well situation — excuse the crude analogy but there’ s really nothing
pleasant to compare thisto.” She turned to Chess. “Y our father is right though,
stay away from the door.”

Legacy wasn't ready to have real conversationsin front of athird party. Chess
sensed his growing displeasure and chimed in. “ After hearing a mature discourse
from my elders, | choose,” She flipped her hair posing for her father as the model
child “to reread the Gnostic gospels and go to bed.” A quick peck on the
forehead, one last little joke at his expense indicating that she was redlly the
parent and he the child, and she left the room. Wagner verbalized what Legacy
was almost always thinking.

“She'sgreat.”
Legacy agreed dipping into a proud tone “I know.”

Three hours later they were fast-forwarding through tape, looking at sections that
Legacy had highlighted from the transcripts. Transcripts that could hardly be
read — so much so that L egacy would point to the next section or read off time
code rather than verbalize what was said on camera by the participants.

They sat in the middle of the storm that was the escalating paper explosion that
covered the flat vertical surfaces of the room and spilled onto the floor radiating
out from the television and chairs. Every page that had been written every
interview and analysis of the case was in that room and had passed through
Legacy’ s hands before landing in its current resting spot. Legacy consistently
surprised Wagner by his ability to locate whatever document he needed by
standing in the middle of the room and accessing some kind of internal
topographic catalog that he charted off of the constellations of pictures on the
wall.

Wagner noticed that pictures and captions were the only things allowed on the
walls and all text documents were confined to resting surfaces. Nothing was
filed, or inside adrawer of any kind. He had explained upon her first visit that



once things were out of sight, they were, for him, truly out of mind.

Wagner flipped forward to another section of the tape almost an hour after the
one they’ d been viewing.

Wagner let out an annoyed huff. She wastired of dliding backwards and
forwards looking for sections of the video where the participants spoke. Not only
was it an assault her visual cortex, al the positions being changed, the wide shots
turning to close ups, the impersonal nature of unnatural speed making area
document seem like a cartoon -Legacy could tell that she was frustrated by the
process.

Asking Legacy to change his ways was like staring up at the stars and asking for
some new pictures. She took out her laptop and then produced a plastic divider
sheet notebook filled with discs. Using her DV D drive and a piece of software
called Time Code Crunch, she located the next section of the transcript by typing
in the time provided by the transcript then playing forward on the DVD.

“We' ve got a system going here, agent.” It took only seconds to get to a still
image of the group on camera. She hit play and Blue' s voice crackled over the
speaker a static complaint.

“She moves like a cat, but she doesn’t purr enough.” The cameramoved into a
close up on Purple.

“Freeze that.” Legacy studied the clear digital signal on screen. Two sadistic
eyes peered out of the form fitting purple mask. “ That’s good.” A pure form of
human viciousness seemed to deflect light away from Purple, Legacy soaked it
up and his voice became sinister too. “He' s akiller, and he enjoyswhat he's
doing.”

Wagner looked over and saw that Legacy had a chart of important moments for
each Blue, Brown, Green, Y ellow and Purple — Legacy had put that moment in
the Purple column. She asked, “How did you know that Blue was talking directly
to Purple?’

A frown creased Legacy’s even brow, “I always know who he' stalking to. In
fact you could read any line off this transcript and | could tell you the speaker.”

Wagner picked a paper out of the stack and read. “How does that feel 7’
“Full sentence please—* Legacy demanded.
“What?’

“If it's“how doesthat feel, cunt? it's Purple, if it's“How does that feel, bitch?’
it's Yellow. Brown says “Howsabout that baby?’ Green never talks to her
directly, he'll say, “Do you think she' s had enough” or “I think she’s done.” Blue



doesn’t ask questions, he gives orders.” Legacy was distracted, already moving
on to the next moment in the video.

“Give me the time numbers on the side of the transcript and I'll pull the moments
that you highlighted up. Afterward | can give them twenty second handles and
compileaDVD redl of al of them.”

If he was impressed, he’ d decided not to exhibit it. Legacy rolled apearl of
wisdom around the tip of histongue. “New ways aren’'t always better.”

“Just thistime.”

Almost an hour without aword passing between the pair, articulated by the
tapping of keys on akeyboard and the occasional screech of the computer
speaker asit cut into the audio of the digital video momentarily and gave a split
second snapshot of what was going on in the session. Groans, screams, and foul
language were the usual accompaniment — the soundtrack played like a haunted
house, with all of the edges rounded off and all the sharp objects blunted by the
distant nature of the evil. It barely seemed real. Legacy had to remind himself
that these images were being broadcast through the air on wifi and satellite
Internet connections all the time. They surrounded and penetrated walls and
buildings into the most civilized recesses of everywhere.

Legacy filled up his time while Wagner was compiling the disc, tracing a
thousand obscure connections on the walls, eyes darting between pictures and
reports, transcripts and diagrams. He knew he could step into the settings of any
of the abductions and feel the grass or gravel beneath his feet. Legacy prepared
himself to lay in wait at each location — and ready himself for the next abduction.

He only noticed that Wagner was done when she stood directly in his line of
sight holding up adisc. “Make afresh pot of coffee and I’'ll show you what I’ ve
been up to.”

It was one of the few appliances in the kitchen Legacy knew how to use.

The pronouncement no almond milk for creamer was met with a face that made
the statement equivalent to lets eat household pets for dinner. Legacy couldn’t
believe the topics that lead Wagner to unfiltered displays of emotion. He' d seen
joy and disappointment, but never did he expect that alack of pressed nut
creamer would bother her.

There was a moment where she teetered on the edge of going to the local
convenience store, but in the end it was agreed that using cream for creamer
wasn't the most unnatural of purposes. She wasin ahurry to show Legacy the
compilation of video. In the dead of night with a coffee pot spitting out steamy
gasps of water into the basket, Wagner flipped her notebook open on the counter.



Legacy watched the first few clips like a conductor watching the trains comein
and out of the station. No surprises, it was clockwork, but he had to be there to
confirm a previously formed schedule of expectation. Green never showed on
camera on Mondays, Purple liked to mark Laura so that his smell would stay on
her during the shoot. He' d wipe the sweat under his arms above her top lip or spit
some of his sticky tobacco brown spittle onto alock of her hair then curl it down
around her cheek.

Y ellow and Brown got the dirty work, the kinds of things that professionals get
paid extrafor. They did them on command, trained dogs, and never initiated
anything without Blue telling them. Green was always the first out of the room
and the only one of them who routinely seemed to set his own schedule. He
would walk out and in without aword from Blue. Knowing the temperament of
Blue, Legacy was sure, after watching the tape, that Green had some kind of
essential job outside of the shoot. The girls' faces changed with each cut, but the
behavior of the men seldom changed at all.

“When did that line start coming up?’ Legacy pointed to a message that scrolled
across the bottom of the video. “ Any disruption of this video web cast by federal
authorities will result in the termination of the subject.” It was on some of the
clips and not on others.

“Brit was in the crosshairs when this became a federal investigation. And the
minute our people yanked on the wires of the Internet distributors and put out
feelers on where the money went — this message popped up.” Wagner responded.

“Blue put it up.” Legacy watched another clip where the image was framed
dlightly low. “He leaves room in his frame for the message. That’s no accident.
He controls every aspect of the images we see.”

Wagner watched as three more examples of Blue's camera work flashed across
the screen, each keeping the content high in the frame.

“Push him and he responds with athreat.” Wagner said.

“Speaking of responses. Where is that section that | put a star by in my notes,
that's the section | need another set of eyes. It'swhat | wanted you to look at the
other day.”

Wagner said, “It’ s about an hour away.”
Legacy replied “Fast forward.”

Wagner hit him with aquaint smile, fast forward. How does one fast-forward a
disc with digital information with pickup lasers ready to scan any sector? The
chiding look reminded Legacy of why he so needed a female perspective on the
next clip. There were some things that Legacy could not process, and athough he



knew the clip was significant, he didn’t know exactly why the alarms had gone
off in his head.

“There.” Legacy said seeing the image materialize on the screen at atouch of a
button. “That'sit.”

A thin trickle of blood cut a path down Laura s bound wrists making aline or
crimson that would soon soak into the raven slope of her hair. She spoke, “You
don’'t get to control everything. See it in my eyes.” The words repeated in his
mind. It was aflash of desperation, set jaw, nothing about the delivery of words
could be found at any other time in the transcript. They were the words of a girl
pushed to her limits— Legacy recognized those limits, having come up against
his own and having pushed othersinto facing their own on so many occasionsin
the past. Thiswas araw tap into Laura and what she was saying had a frantic
importance.

“1 know Laura, and that’s not her.” Legacy looked up and saw shock on
Wagner’'sface.

Wagner said, “ She'sterrified.”

“Look past that, she has a purpose. Terrified people want to give up, she wants
something else, something about her eyes, line of sight, something she’s seen or
wants usto see.” Legacy responded.

“The lines around her eyes, are drawn by her, they line the inner eyelids. The
curves match the curves on the fertility lines that she paints on her body.” The
eyeliner marks indeed bulged and curved creating a striking pattern, like the eye
wasin full blossom.

“Your experts say that she draws these lines to exert control over her body, but
the patterns—“ Legacy couldn’t quite grasp the meaning.

“The runes are gibberish, we' ve had teams of people looking for any hidden
meanings and they’ ve found nothing.”

“She wants you to look at her eyes.” Legacy and Wagner turned toward the
voice. Chess stood in the dark hallway.

“Chess? Glad to have you eavesdropping, comein.” His voice was so calm he
couldn’t possibly be furious underneath.

“1"d rather stay here.” Shereplied.
“Dear, you shouldn’t be seeing this.” Wagner said.

Chess stepped out of along shadow onto the linoleum of the kitchen. Her face
glowed in the yellow light and her eyes sparkled. She had something in her mind
that she knew would make her father happy, and al of the grotesque



circumstances melted away under her bare feet as she walked to the computer.

“Find aframe where she blinks.” She watched Wagner advance the video until
her eyes were closed motionless.

Legacy and Wagner stared at the screen. A wave of energy crashed outward as
they saw the message in a bottle that Laura had been so careful to guard from her
captors and yet so desperate to have others find. Etched in dark lines on her
eyelids were two perfect symbols slightly out of character of the older glyphs
that decorated her body. Legacy recognized them immediately.

“It' sMandarin.”

“HeaWah” Chess sounded out the words.

“What does it mean?’ Wagner asked eyes wide.

“Nothing.” Legacy said.

But Laura obviously had something to say and now they were listening. Wagner
threw her arms around Legacy’ s neck hauling her off of the ground.

She rocked back onto her feet and Legacy’ s hands gripped her tight by the
shoulders and he looked like he wanted to say something to the young agent at
four in the morning, but then came another input from the room.

Chess smiled, “I'll go.” Legacy turned. He had almost forgotten how much he
wanted to kill his daughter. The smile didn’t help; she’' d used that smile to get
away with murder from age six to ten. He knew if she was going that far back,
she must know she was in a childish kind of trouble.

He whirled on her and looking down the bump on his nose expressionless and
her smile crashed upon those rocks. She turned and walked out of the room
allowing herself a skip as she turned the corner onto the shag carpet.

It was amove that L egacy was not intended to see. Theirregular footsteps let
him know that she was proud of herself no matter how angry he was.

It was an act of rebellion that only afather and daughter with a very complicated
playbook could have called. The room Chess |eft came alive with activity in her
absence.

Wagner was on her feet, “We should turn this over to I T to isolate the blink
frames.”

Legacy responded, “That’ll take too long, | know someone who'll have it done
overnight.”

Wagner was incredulous, “But we need to report this up the chain, this could be a
major break in the case -’



“Let’sfind out.” Legacy pulled out his cell phone.
“Who isup at three AM?’

Tyke was always up at three AM; in fact he called the time between three and
five in the morning prime time. It was histime to be at one with himself with no
interruptions. Tonight, prime time was preempted by Legacy time.

“This should be easy for you.” Legacy said into the phone.

“That’s not fair Legacy.” Tyke snorted in disgust. “Y ou know that everything is
easy for me.”

“Then stop being so versatile, I’ ve got another call coming in.”

“At threea—"

Legacy set down the phone, alowing himself a moment to enjoy Tyke's
indignation. There was something satisfying and amusing about chipping away at
someone who thought he had no weaknesses.

Legacy excused himself then went down the hallway to Chess' bedroom to
unruin her life.

“What you saw on that screen was ugly, and | don’t want anything ugly like that
to touch you, do you understand?’ Legacy started, looking directly into Chess
eyes. The hal light flooded the dark room and father paced in front of daughter,
creating a slow strobe pattern of light on her face.

“It was indeed the first time I’ ve seen anything like that, so it did make alasting
impression.” Chess countered.

Legacy’ s chest caved in with defeat, it was like the air inside him turned solid,
but every method of exhaust would just pollute the air between him and his
daughter further. He sighed instead of speaking.

“I"m just kidding dad. There was a porno on Veronica s big screen half the night
last Sleep over.”

“Which oneisVeronica?’ hisinflection rose, Legacy couldn’'t believe what he
was hearing.

“Theoneyou love. It'sall over - “

“At your age?’ Chesstook her father’s hand and pressed it to her shoulder, he
stood leaning delicately on her, testing reality like agrounding rod after a
lightning strike.

“Did | help you with your case?’ Her eyes shone pure and true.
Legacy answered, “Y es, and could you make me one promise? One that you also



promise not to break.”

A smilelit her youthful face, it was the kind of expression that L egacy was
beginning to miss, even before it went away, “ Anything, dad.”

Legacy found their normal banter waiting for him as he crossed his hand over her
forehead. “Conform your life to theimage that | have of you inside my head until
you're at least twenty one.”

“1f you can morph that image so that | have atiny tattoo on my shoulder.” Chess
teased.

Legacy strode toward the door and spoke into the open hallway, “ Twenty-one it
isthen.”

Chapter 40 Dog Tags
“Between dust and dreams there is life.”
It was a phrase barked at al the recruits day and night.

The saying was coined by the man who trained Legacy at Special Forces. He was
a big man with loose vocal chords that could dig deep into baritone to find just
the pitch that made his words resonate filling the chest of every man in the
proximity of hisvoice.

Legacy loved the phrase, partly because he had no ideawhat it meant. He
remembered that it was used to motivate, the idea being that before a man
returned to the earth he had to work to make his imprint or hislife would be no
different than a dream. But Legacy thought the words more closely stated in fact
that life could be bent toward either the pursuit of death, dust, or alignment with
the ideal, dreams. In Legacy’ s reading, every step away from the ideal was one
closer to death. It was the kind of saying that kept a man’s engine running.

Legacy made it clear from the day he showed up at age seventeen that he would
not just get through his elite training, he would dominate it in every phase. There
was a Specia Forcestest —thefirst week of training everyone ran one mile a
day. The second week the run went up to two miles twice aday. By week five,
the men were expected to complete a full training regimen during the day, while
running five miles five times aday. This was a marathon of will. It continued
until half of the men who started the training dropped out. This occurred on the
second day of the fifth week.

Legacy didn’t stop; it wasn't good enough to be in the top fifty percent. He
continued running, five times a day, five miles. Othersin his unit started joining
him, once or twice aday. Thislasted until the third day of the seventh week,



when Legacy did back-to-back seven-mile jogs, returning at three AM to find his
training officer, Perkins, waiting for him at the barracks door.

Legacy would never forget the words he imparted on that dewy hot night. He
said, “1 went through thisten years ago, and | didn’t want to quit either. | ran the
course until my lungs were ready to explode. | quit on the second day of the
seventh week.” He paused to let Legacy appreciate the math, “so get your assto
nine hours of sleep and miss morning call. Oh and if | see you on the trail again,
I'll shoot you.”

Legacy scraped down the carpet to the study. His limits had been tested so often,
two nightsin arow without sleep was like a holiday. When he saw Wagner
slumped over her computer, deliberating over each image and recording the
Kanji charactersin her notebook — glasses perched on the slim bridge of her
nose, eyes marbled with red streaks like agood cut of meat. He gave up alittle
ground to encourage his fellow agent.

“We'll call ameeting in the morning, we shouldn’t get to have al the fun. You
need some sleep.” He observed.

Wagner stretched and let adrowsy look of contentment dlip over her face. She
pulled both arms out of the sleeves of her jacket |eaving it over the chair and her
standing in white dress shirt.

Legacy continued, “We Il need aqualified linguist to go over al of the findings.”
“S0?" Wagner purred in a husky tired voice.

Legacy watched her step out of her heels and sink an inch on his horizon line.
She was still shoulder height and strangely provocative holding a shoe in one
hand and pulling a clip from her hair with the other. Legacy stared at the
attractive pose standing in front of him with one emotion flooding his thoughts:
fear.

“So where' s the guest room?” Wagner asked passing by him on the way to the
bathroom. “I won’t make it back to my hotel in time for an hour before
morning.”

“Miss morning call.” Legacy said.

“Like hell I will.” She gave him asidelong look over her shoulder, as her hair
cascaded around her face, a disheveled accent to the precision of all other aspects
of her appearance. It was worthy of a series of photos. Legacy could see that she
was in avulnerable position and decided to handle the matter better than he
usually would.

“Sleep in your car. That’s my advice.” Wagner squeezed her face together,



composing the mental diatribe against Legacy constructed in three compelling
movements. Legacy amended his statement, “Or you could sleep on the couch in
the living room.” He busied himself flipping through the transcript and when he
looked up ten minutes or perhaps three hours later, Wagner was gone. He could
hear her steady breathing in the other room. It pushed him into aworld of strange
satisfaction.

The next three days were like waves crashing on a dirty shore. Movement
forward only to suddenly pull back, dragging hidden sediment, making the
waters more cloudy than ever. The period of stagnation was a cakewalk
compared to the complete ruin that would follow.

The first wave came the next morning when a section of staff linguists were
called in to decipher the message that Laura sent via her eyelids.

Wagner and Legacy entered the familiar conference room and were greeted by a
posse of people who looked amost like the same person. The same glasses
adorned the same thin, finicky faces. Not an ounce of fat in the room, the
surgeon general would be pleased. The room was afish tank of the same species
and all stared at the videoconference image of Wilkes as they made their
presentation, even though a live audience sat at one side of the room.

The only oddity in the group was their leader. Jay, or Agent Lightning, the
sloppy, choppy delivery of ayoung leader of the brain trust spoke in lower-class
southern dialect of which all of hisformally dressed and composed colleagues
must have found at very least nominally annoying. Legacy knew of him, there
was a connection between prodigies. He'd moved up the chain of command to
his position simply because he soaked up words and culture in one swift
linguistic stroke that none of the others could keep up with. There was no nuance
that hid from him, even when studying the driest of textbooks. Within aweek of
starting a new language, he was reading the literature, and writing academic
critiques.

The one language he vowed never to learn was French. “French was like afrilly
lady wearing too much par-fum.” That’s what he said, and Teutonic studies
majors in the room would turn beet red whenever the subject came up.

He knew how to put together almost any sentence in away that would piss off
someone. It was a gift, and probably why he still spoke in his country accent,
having mastered hundreds of speech variations perfectly.

Legacy liked him immediately.

“1 got good news,” He waited a little longer than was comfortable before
finishing with “ And more good news. But lets get the confusing part out of the
way first. The message the girl so artfully scratched on the outside of her



eyeballsis nonsense. It means nothing taken word by word or put into clusters,
groups or structure loops. It is not acode either, and I'll tell you that sent most of
my team to the head-scratcher from which they never came back.”

Wilkes showed impatience “What are you trying to say?’

“Thejoy of being me director of the linguists division,” He said in alazy drawl,
“Isthat | never try to say anything, | am as exact with language to the width of an
atom. That’swhy it even took me awhile to catch on to what the lady was really

saying.”
A gesture from Jay and the group sprung into action, holding up carefully

prepared flip cards with the Chinese symbol, the translated meaning and the
phonetic pronunciation.

L egacy scanned down the definitions and instantly understood what Jay was
talking about. It was gibberish, fish, trail, dog, ear, water immersion, sell —even
when the timeline was taken away it was almost impossible to find a cohesive
message out of the scramble. There was a strange moment when he looked over
at Wagner whose lips moved as she read and reread the words — she |ooked back
while still chewing an assembly that she' d been working on. She said “ Tail of
dog immersed in water — that could be —what the hell could that be, Legacy?’

Legacy shrugged, he knew the answer was coming. “It means nothing, no?
Right? Now read the phonetics but banish all accent.”

“Fis—to—ga loo —pro—fo- U —ta.” Jay waited for one of the audience to pick
up the trail. “There’s more, about her surroundings.”

Wagner was eager to continue the message “Da— see — Jen — ee — gsu. Thefirst
girl isin Provo Utah. It's Darci Jennings, the girl we' ve been looking for — the
girl that marketed pornography to her high school classmates.”

Legacy was on a different track, silent but just as meaningful. He remembered a
satellite part purchase from Tyke'slist that was sent to Provo and the date was a
day after drop-off of the last girl. They were narrowing the operational area of
the Vinyl Men, and if they could find Darci, they could stick a pin in the map.

Jay was still speaking. Legacy caught up with him mid sentence “- the times she
gives for sunrise and sunset don’t make sense.”

Legacy asked, “What if she were in the mountains, sheltered under a peak?’

Jay pointed to Legacy with a pen with enthusiasm like he' d just won something
at auction “That sir iswhy | have to take more interest in the world at large, yes
an uneven surround could take minutes off one and altitude could add to another,
I'll get someone qualified to work out that point.” He was about to turn back to



the screen when curiosity shifted him back to face Legacy. “Y ou're the crazy
one, aren’t you?”’

An audible gasp from his colleagues, knowing the arsenal of syntax that Agent
Lightning did, meant that choosing aword like crazy was the harshest kind of cut
possible. It meant that searching through all possible expressions; crazy with all
its judgments was the best.

“1 prefer the term nut-case.”

Jay convulsed with laughter. He put afinger to the side of his nose and saluted
Legacy while hardly missing a beat, jumping back into the presentation.

The meeting concluded with Director Wilkes issuing orders to ateam to scour
the Provo areafor Darci Jennings. It was difficult for him because he was still
entwined with Sofia. He had assigned manpower to investigate her as the
possible first abductee. The wear on his face and the tear on his hairline however
indicated to Legacy that he would take this new lead serioudly and pursue it
vigorously no matter how much pride he had to choke down admitting he was
wrong.

Legacy felt like he needed to express his support for his boss so heraised his
voice before the meeting broke. He shared with everyone gathered at the table
his own views on their work. “I understand that there is much more freedom in
being wrong. A person can be wrong in so many individual ways that it allowed
them to consider their mistakes as part of their personality. | understand that
some of you will, at some time, disagree with me.” If he had looked up he would
have seen Wilkes looking on, his mouth had fallen open in disbelief, but it didn’t
stop there.

Legacy went on to explain that he didn’t consider it a character flaw to disagree
with him; it was simply misplaced human ego. He ended by chiding Wilkesin
front of everyonein attendance “Let’s not make that same mistake again and in
the future, believing me the first time will save time.”

Legacy finished with a varnished, affable smile. He thought that Wilkes took it
well.

When he looked over at Wagner, her face was a mixture of disbelief and horror,
but he knew that inside she agreed with him and was just too polite to say
anything.

Wagner mouthed the words, “ Shut up.” But he had one last thing to say.

“Forget the mistakes of the past and concentrate on making the mistakes of the
future. That’swhat all of you are best at.” The end of his speech was met with
complete silence.



The only one in the room who could breathe was Agent Lightning, who seemed
downright delighted by the whole display. He applauded then began laughing
until some of the others joined. He' d probably pull a muscle sprinting to his
notebook to write an academic analysis of the elocutionary force of their
interchange in his online journal. He could well entitle the blog “ The Silent
FU2". The meeting broke up and the participants scattered.

A wave of federa activity crashed into Provo Utah that afternoon, in the form of
atroop of thirty liberty-grade agents with two national advisors. The wave
receded three days later having found no trace of the girl Darci, nor asingle
caffeinated drink to keep them company in their round the clock search.

The messages on Laura s eyelids did produce one significant break — a fissure
between Wilkes and Legacy. In classic Legacy fashion, he showed no signs of
recognizing the cold wind that blew through the conference room every time
they locked eyes, the one only everyone else seemed to notice.

Things were rough all over. Even with the area around the Vinyl Men shrinking,
there was over 200 thousand square miles of territory within the band of
mountainous area aday’ s drive from Provo.

For every new development that inched them closer, there was atick of the clock
that punched them back. The office that Legacy and Wagner shared seemed to
shrink and the panic of finding solutions before the selection of the next girl
hummed in the walls. If Legacy was right, there were only four days until the girl
would be selected and six before she'd be initiated before an audience that was
fusing the singularity of this perversion with the popularity of afad.

The money tally on Laura had grown into the tens of millions, and athough the
ransom target wasn't released until two days before the girl’ s release, it was hard
to believe that Laura’ s wouldn’t eclipse a hundred million dollars. Thiswas just
the money earned in Internet distribution. Legacy shuddered to think at the
economic engine that direct to home sales would unleash. The buyers were
everywhere. They should all be charged, and he wasn'’t thinking about their
credit cards.

Wagner’s discovery of afertility treatment clinic that had arecordsfirein Grand
Junction put one more dot on the map. But without Darci their only chance to
seize control of this operation lay in wait, in the next abduction. They had to be
there when the group laid hands upon her, and then ride that new stream of
information back into the night.

Since the discovery of the message on her eyelids, Wilkes had ordered that the
video should be viewed frame by frame and mapped out item for item that
appeared. The results were collected on alarge-scale map on the wall of the



conference room. Every product that appeared on screen should be followed
back to any possible purchase point. A deck of Bicycle cardsin a gambling hall
set would be traced back to the manufacturer, eventually found to be sold in
twelve thousand outletsin al fifty states. This data would be compared to the
costumes and the chips and the felt on the table. If any item were dlightly unique
they would know, and use special marking on the map to show that a specific
purchase must have been made from a specific shop.

The board quickly became a dense stand of pine that spread from coast to coast.
Pins standing at attention, almost on top of each other because the props,
costumes and sets were more than just a gambling scene, it was a cheerleader
tryout in leather, and a high school reunion with sex toys, and a French country
house bound in silk ribbons and, of course, the penitentiary visiting room.

The agency had ten thousand active investigations, yet it functioned around this
case. Every agent knew that putting these men behind bars meant more than a
promotion, it was aso the validation of the agency that they served. This
abduction brought international scrutiny in the form of daily front-page
headlines; no story had ever lasted thislong under the constant watchful eye of
the world.

Up to thirty-two acts aired daily along an Internet media pipeline that had almost
the same audience as a cable network. Laura, the face of a nation’s struggle
against crime was, at amost any moment of the day sliding out of her clothes,
standing amid her captors, treating them to the kind of intimate contact that she
would have prosecuted if she werein any other position.

Wagner was watching the end of one of the sessions on day two when a hand
reached in and turned off her screen.

Legacy stood over her, lacking aresponse she said, “ They pierced her tongue.”

“Don’t get caught up in what's happening now. It’s all about what comes next.
Work on that.”

Wagner instead, told Legacy of the new directive to examine every frame of the
video. He sneered.

Legacy couldn’t believe that every time he gave his superiors information, they
misconstrued it wasting time and effort. He' d told them to look for a biker group
and afirst victim and they’ d jJumped at the first biker and victim they could find.
It didn’t matter that the rest of Legacy’s report told them that the bikers would
not be moving around the victim, or that the victim would exhibit afear of her
captors. They’d wasted thirty-six hours on Sofia.

Now they were looking frame by frame because he' d found a message on



specific moments in the video. They weren't building a theory on Blue and how
Laura s elaborate message delivery, which almost had eluded their collective
efforts said something about how much she respected the intellect of her captor.
They instead were cataloging a museum of terrors and graphing the results like
lost sheep, two more days wasted.

He looked at Wagner for a moment, saw in her face how much she wanted to be
one of them - and he reached down below her desk and pulled the plug on her
computer monitor.

“I’m going to have lunch.” He disappeared out of the room. She thought of
following him, but decided to utilize the time with him out of the room.

Legacy had been working on the same flip chart since just after dinner the night
before. He said that he’ d show her when the time was right. Wagner decided in
his absence that the time was right.

It was not at all what she' d expected.

An organized flow chart of al of the women who would certainly be on
television during the three and a half hour window during which Blue would pick
his next victim. Every name given a color that must have corresponded to their
profession, their ages written beside and a passport photo stapled beside. Notes
like “Blue might like her position of power,” or “Not astep up,” feathered the
margins on a perfect diagonal from the chart text.

It looked like a sketch Leonardo Da Vinci would have presented; it was so
symmetrical in its freehand form, verging on artistic. The fact that he was
capable of such organization surprised her.

Every picture had two breakdown columns, Legacy’ s comments and Blue's
comments. The style of commentary in Legacy’s box was familiar, factual and
unemotional. Blue's comments were erratic and sometimes vulgar. Although she
knew that they came from the same pen, she could hardly believe that the
division could be explained within one man.

It was here that she saw the disturbing nature of Legacy’s gift. He could crawl so
far into the mind, usually a criminal, that the vulgarity became a second part of
his own nature. Every time he undertook to write notes as Blue his mind went to
aplace that could not be explained. And in those momentsit’s exactly who
Legacy was. Hewas akiller, liar, rapist and cheat, sitting cross-legged in his
study, daughter sleeping down the hall at night.

Wagner’s eyes scanned the pages, and she imagined so many faces. Was there
any way to be sure that Blue would even be looking when this or that one flashed
across the screen? Reading the margins, her heart began to race and sweat



beaded up on her upper lip.

Wagner burst into the women'’s restroom, fidgeting with the buttons on her
blouse. One by one they popped open showing a hint of a peach satin bra. Her
heart thundered, “Is this a panic attack?’ She thought, “How can | trust him?’
Was she going crazy? Was she beginning to believe? And did the answer yesto
one of the questions presuppose an answer of yes to the other?

She assessed the damage in the mirror. Her face looked perfect, it could have
been worse, but then again, the weakness of areflection isthat it only showed the
outside.

Chapter 41 Third Nights

The third night was also the third dinner Wagner cooked in Legacy’ s kitchen.
The regularity of having three at the table was beginning to show in their
conversation.

Especially with Chess, who was beginning to ook at the young agent as a trusted
entity. Their candid conversations about middle school social politics for girls
left Legacy in afog.

The emotion that ran through every schoolyard discussion, such as the girls who
were vulnerable to any mention of their shape, baffled him. It didn’t matter if
they looked perfect if they wore the wrong color or wore the right color in
diagonal instead of horizontal stripes. Or the rumors about who was going to
give what signals before the * girls choice’ dance so that the girl could ask the boy
she wanted without really taking arisk.

The topic of ‘girls choice’ dance launched Wagner into an anecdote about how
she’' d hooked a boy’ s belt loop to the tetherball rope when he’'d said no. She'd
later found out that he had a crush on her, but his family was going out of town.
The schoolyard humiliation put a damper on their love, Chad Harper, or dangling
Chad as he was known until he moved, had never forgiven her.

Chess bubbled over with laughter on the third night. She wanted to know
everything about Wagner, how she dressed, got her hair that way, she even
brought up the topic of cooking.

Legacy couldn’t believe it. Chess was the girl who had once threatened to dye
her hair pink in rebellion if Legacy brought home a cookware set. But there they
were chatting about how Wagner had clarified the butter before letting the
parsley soak into and add to the character of the fish.

Chess hated fish. And she asked for a second helping, then let fly with the most



candid comment of the night. “Do you think I might look — beautiful ?
Someday?’ Her face shone in youthful innocence, whatever Wagner said would
be taken far too seriously.

Wagner responded, “Y ou are beautiful right now.”

Chess continued analytically “But not like you, I’m two categories below at
least, I'm friendly, shy pretty.” Chess said dangling her fork over the ridges of
the herb-encrusted cod on her plate.

Legacy took a hold of one hand on each young woman, he said in his most deep,
rich supportive tone “Do you know what makes a woman truly beautiful 7’ It was
amelody, the resonant command tone made both Chess and Wagner catch their
breath, in atrance, waiting for his answer. Legacy let his eyes wander back and
forth, he wasin complete control and it was time for the answer. “A cup of hot
black coffee.”

The dishes were cleared and dinner concluded with Wagner promising to help
Chess with her make-up next time she came over. Thisraised an eyebrow with

Legacy.
“No make-up.” Legacy said.

Wagner crossed behind Legacy and her breath brushed his ear. A confidential
message, “Her friends are getting tattoos and piercings. Do you want to wait until
it getsto that?’

Chess stood at the table. “I know you guys are talking about me. I’ m just going
to my room to cry myself to sleep, can | get either of you anything first?” She
knew exactly how much sass could be excused.

Legacy grumbled then relented, “No lipstick.”

The thumbs up from Wagner sent Chess skipping from the room. “Goodnight,
Dad. Goodnight Angela.”

Legacy couldn’t remember having heard Chess say her name out loud before, it
made him think about whether or not he liked the name for the person. Wagner
caught him staring at her.

“1 know | should never wear white.” She pointed to a stain on the white shoulder
strap.

“1 waslooking at your body. To seeif it fit.”

“Fit what?’

“Your name.”

Wagner must have had a couple of glasses of red wine with dinner because she



did aplayful twirl shifting weight between her legs to put motion into her skirt.

Legacy parried with “I like the name Angela better when it s said than wheniit’s
on paper.” He left the room before he could show any of the embarrassment he
should have felt sooner.

Later that night, around three AM, Wagner stumbled to the living room door, her
blouse untucked, names and numbers tumbling around her head so much that she
was distracted to the point of finding Legacy’s voice unexpected.

“Goodnight.” He said, without purpose, or agenda. It was the closest he’d come
to issuing courtesy to another person in years.

Wagner, her feet so heavy the carpet felt like quicksand, was in no condition to
appreciate the gesture. She casually nodded her weary head and |eft the room.

Legacy was back onto the trail of the manifest of satellite parts delivery, it had
seemed so promising, but it turned out that Blue was too smart to have the parts
shipped to the same P.O. box twice. The pickup in Provo identified the model
receiver that the Vinyl Men were using, and narrowed the corridor but it didn’t
point to adoor. They might be able to sit on the next order, if only they had a
year to crack the case. Legacy missed hisold job.

The paper he was holding had Tracy’ s name at the top. It was an autopsy report.

Legacy drifted into an inner dialog between himself and the trial lawyer father of
Tracy whose deposition after finding the body was one of the more poignant and
elogquent retracing of steps that he’ d ever read. Legacy was standing in the
morgue watching the father standing over his daughter. The man hadn’t talked
directly to his daughter in years and yet his memory of her recounted in
testimony to the police made her into a perfect child. He embraced her dead body
and her life long defiance of him and all he stood for - al dipped out of his
hands and he was holding his child again.

“ Beeeeeeeep!”

Legacy came back to the present found his arms cradling the paper from which
he was reading. Notes in the margins, with answers to questions that he had for
the father about what a person looking at his daughter on a TV screen would

know immediately. In scraggy handwriting that didn’t look like the rest he had
written, was one word: DEFIANCE.

Legacy found the phone on the eleventh ring. The voice on the other end didn’t
have time for greetings and launched right into, “It leaked.” It was Tyke.

“What leaked?’ Legacy asked.
“37 seconds ago on the internet —* His voice was strained.



Legacy tried to put him at ease. “What took you so long to call?” Tyke had
always been high strung. Whatever it was, it wasn’t as bad as Tyke thought.

“His system for picking the girls off satellite TV isin the fucking press.” Legacy
retreated within himself with those burning words as his company. He let the
receiver drop from his ear. He watched his one secret advantage slip back into
Blue' s hands through the public domain. Legacy rediscovered an anger that he'd
thought he' d tamed with all of his routines and regimens. Someone was going to
pay for this mistake, and he knew that it would most likely be in blood.

But before that would happen, he was going to get to the bottom of this. Legacy
made one call, and he spoke deliberately. He gave orders, and used every
emotional leverage point to give those orders the full force and weight of country
and God. And when he was done, the director of the FBI, one of the most
powerful men on the planet, obeyed. He was to get underway in early hours of
the morning and come to Legacy.

Legacy hadn't reported the selection process to anyone up the chain of
command. His knuckles crackled under atight grip as he asked if Doorner knew.
A pause, then it came back that he did. Legacy told the director how much had
been compromised by this leak and that everyone up the chain of information
had to be coaxed to the meeting. There was atraitor in the group.

Security around the building was stepped up with the surprise arrival of the
highest dignitary short of the president. Legacy walked through the large glass
front door to a bustle of activity that crisscrossed the lobby.

He still hadn’t explained to Wagner the details, all he'd told her wasthat he'd
called an important meeting, and that if shit and quicksand could mix that was
the cocktail he preferred to serve in a huge trough beneath the entire gathering.
He was going to be pulling someone down, in the way he used to in the field.
Without regret, thought, or remorse he would destroy someone today .

Chapter 42 Dry Sparks

Legacy blasted through the conference doors like a cannon; heicily regarded
clerks serving coffee to members of the gathering, and took command. Everyone
could feel the explosive power of his power unleashed. “No coffee, nothing to
eat. Nobody gets comfortable.”

The clerks looked at Director Doorner, who nodded, confirming who wasin
charge inside the confines of those very special circumstances. Cups were
whisked from the table and Legacy’s eyes toured the room. Doorner, Wilkes, and



Bailey sat awkwardly on the receiving end of a ten-minute diatribe. Members of
Wilkes staff sat across the table, three of them. One pass of the eyestold him that
any one of them would buckle under ten seconds of scrutiny. They were
educated, but untested in the field.

People who spend time in the field looked like Wilkes and Doorner, they
wouldn’t give up their secrets without a fight.

Doorner brought one thin freakishly tall secretary, whose devotion shone out
from behind her plain looks and bookish chic glasses. She' d do anything to
protect the man sitting across from her.

Legacy held up a newspaper, banner headline citing, “ Abducted Girls TV Ties.”

“How did they get this?" He processed every move in the room. The head scratch
to the shifting in the seat. “Nobody should have known, but you all did, right?’

Doorner was the object of his abrupt tone, and although inwardly offended, he
nodded with great civility. His secretary tightened her grip on a pen that she used
to take notes and practically snarled at Legacy.

Legacy prowled the room, and Wagner caught a glimpse of what made him so
good in the interrogation room. Nothing escaped his senses. He laid out the rules,
hands on the table palms up. One question that everyone at the table had to
answer looking into his eyes. “Did you leak thisinformation?’

One by one they stared into Legacy’ s eerie still pupils and gave their answers.
One by one the answer “no “seemed to take all of their energy to say and the
relief was pal pable when their turn was over. Legacy had away of making a
room of grown men and women feel the weight of their possible guilt the same
asif it werered.

Wagner watched the circle come round to her, standing at the door. She felt
something grip her from the inside as he swiveled on her with a questioning |ook.
She heard avoicerise inside of her.

“1 am the spy. | reported on your progress.”

Legacy took onelook at Bailey and confirmed what Wagner had said. His eyes
lost their intensity for just a moment then he said in a voice that Wagner would
never forget. “Did you leak it to the press?’

She wanted to weep, to breakdown right there; she wanted Legacy to know the
answer without asking the question, that she’'d failed him. She'd failed Lauratoo,
sherealized. Her mouth moved but no words came out.

Legacy had his answer, “Of course you didn’'t.” She felt for amoment that she
was forgiven, but his next words came quickly with venom. “But you gave away



this investigation to whoever did.”

They’d all passed the test. Legacy put asingle finger down on the table and
pressed. It was meant to focus his mind on one spot — but his thoughts were
going in athousand directions. There had to be someone else who knew. Tyke
respected secrets more than he did his own brilliance. Wagner. He hadn’t seen
that coming, but he did know that she’ d never jeopardize a clean collar on the
Vinyl Men. He couldn’t be that wrong about her.

His eyes snapped up from the table with one final question for Doorner. “There's
no one else who knew thisinformation?’

“Absolutely none.” He said thinking that Legacy must have failed to find the
leak. However in that line he was completely wrong, in that moment L egacy
figured out exactly who it was, he just didn’t want to believeit.

“Have security escort the aides to holding. | need to talk to the directorsin
private.” Wagner touched his left shoulder and he practically flinched.

“Legacy.” Her voice pleaded.
“Get out.” He responded.
“Y ou would have known anyway when you asked —" She said.

Legacy took her hand from his shoulder and replaced it by her side, like he was
posing adoll with great care and yet emotional attachment that vanished the
second it was in place. “I wasn't going to ask you.” Legacy didn’t read the
people closest to him. It was something he couldn’t tell her before, and he didn’t
expect that she’ d ever know now.

Bailey left the room like it was a matinee performance, alazy smile on hislips.
Wagner didn’t make eye contact even when he brushed by her in the doorway.
She was still looking back at Legacy. Even when the chamber doors shut with
her on the other side she didn’t fedl like she’ d escaped the pull of Legacy on the
other side.

She knew how afish must feel not understanding the tug from inside, but
knowing that their guts were ripped out with every struggling motion. And she
couldn’t help believing that she deserved to be on the hook.

Whatever was going on in that conference room buzzed in the shadows of the
corridors well beneath the lowest levels of the superstructure. Legacy wasin
control of the entire building, and his energy powered the turbines that kept
oxygen moving. He allowed people to breathe his air. Wagner reached their
office and slumped in his chair taking a deep breath and slowly exhaling.

Legacy dropped his interrogation powerhouse persona the minute the door closed



behind Wagner, as it was no longer necessary. Everyone in the room knew it. He
reached out along arm across to shake Director Wilkes hand.

“Congratulations, Daniel, your men passed.” A look of confusion crossed
Director Doorner then Legacy extended his other hand, “the same for you, Bob.”
There they stood, in an awkward triangle, both shaking a different hand of
Legacy’s.

“So it was al Wagner?' Director Doorner asked, pulling back.

“1 didn’t say that, Bob.” Pulling his hand forward so that he could shakeit in
synchronization with Director Wilkes.

“Is this some sort of test?” Wilkes asked impatiently.

Legacy dropped both hands suddenly. “Y ou know it is, you also know that |
didn't find asingle liar in the bunch. There were only two people who could
have lied to me on the first try and gotten it past me. But only you, Daniel, are
observing my behavior — the trait of a guilty man trying to discover what he's let
dip.”

Wilkes smiled and chuckled. “ So you think it's me?’

Legacy drilled straight into his cerebral cortex and came out on the other side
with a core sample, visualy of course. “I know itis.”

Wilkes looked between Doorner and Legacy. His affable smile dropped and he
spoke. “Do you want to interrogate me?’

Wilkes had seen Legacy in the room; it was the mental equivalent of turn of the
century dentistry with no anesthetic, while using adull drill. The cost of
spending fifteen minutes fighting Legacy was a price that he was unwilling to
pay. He turned to Doorner.

“1 have nothing to show for endless hours on this case, and this lead represented
less than zero chance of honing in on them. | needed an excuse, for when this
case, the most important case in history of the Agency, did not end favorably.
Legacy’ s investigation appeared to be away not to shoulder the entire blame.”
Wilkes' pragmatic tone and military bearing gave even words spoken in
cowardice and confession anoble bent. “I chose atarget, someone who everyone
would believe would be capable of fucking up the case by taking his eye off the
ball.”

Legacy added “Never mind that we' re old friends, en?’
“1 never liked you, Legacy.” He stared him down.

Legacy took the temperature of hiswords, “Yes, Daniel, you did.” He said with
finality.



Doorner stood in aslow calculated motion and he spoke in slow, calculated
phrases, “| can't replace you Agent Wilkes, it would take a month to bring
someone up to speed. Legacy, you have my apologies, but I’'m in Daniel’s corner
on the viability of thislead, it was worse than a needle in a haystack. Still, you
should have failed on your own merits not with the carpet ripped out from under
you. Dani€l there will be repercussions when =" Doorner folded his hands in
front of himself hearing his own dlip of the tongue and standing at attention for a
moment as the error slipped past him and out the door, “I mean if this does not
end favorably. Now, this discussion has been a great waste of time.”

Doorner left the room like the trailing edge of a cloud burst with Wilkes quickly
on his heels. Legacy could tell that Wilkes didn’t want another word to have to
pass between he and Legacy. Whether it was shame or animus it was hard to tell.

Chapter 43 Dope Friend

Blade kissed both of his handsin atender gesture before putting them to Laura's
temples and messaging in atherapy oil that he'd applied in two small circular
dabs. Any more would be far too much, as she was on the maximum dose. He'd
found the mixture one of histripsto Mexico. It was dissolved in a cyclohexane
solvent that allowed the drug to be soaked in through the skin. The drug itself
was organic, but it made librarians into hippiesin front of a person’s eyes.

Behavior alteration was one of the secrets to his sex trade. Everyone loved to
watch his girls break out of their molds, but what they and the girls never knew
was that by increasing the amount of oil that went into their temples, Blue could
create alevel of initiative, erase the boundaries of what constituted the moldsin
their sober lives.

“How much have | made you?’ She asked in aslur. The drug’s effects were
strongest at the point of application. If adrop got on her jaw or lips they became
numb. Blue worried for amoment that he’ d become careless and would have to
postpone the next session.

He hated anything that threw off histimetable; after all, as she reminded him
with cliché words, time is money. She was like ataxi ride, where bells dinged
and fare accrued.

Lauratook the pencil in her hand and lifted it to Blade' s face. He flinched
thinking that if she wasn’t so completely under his control, it would end up in his
eye, and they’d be in a bloody fight within moments. He knew, however, that
she’ d become as attached to him, even more so than the other girls. Still there
was something that made him uneasy at moments like this, with her wide
mirrored eyes training on him and the low husky sound of her breath tickling his



ear, it was like he could hear the rumble of a distant thunder, a sound of
deception inside her. The sharp tip of the eyebrow pencil drew down the bridge
of Blade' s vinyl nose, then playfully around the nostril. Blade ailmost laughed in
earnest, but cleared his throat instead and pulled back.

She couldn’t follow him far, her body was tied down under aweb netting of inch
wide leather straps. There was nothing on her face, it was naked. Blue thought
about how he would wet the straps before the session, and then they would
shrink, start to pull, cutting into her soft skin. By the end she would surely be
gasping for air with a constricted rib cage and clawing at the individual straps for
arelief that would only come with his knife. She would beg for him to pull out
his knife. He wasn't ready to kill her yet, but he foamed at the idea of trying out
the scene without cutting beneath her skin. He bristled inside but maintained a
kind of hesitant charm in hisvoice. “I’'m so sorry | have to do this, it's what they
want.”

He poured a bucket of water over her body.

“You don't fool me.” Said the glistening Laura. His eyes were so far away that it
was impossible to make out what she’ d meant. Blue felt uneasy, so he attempted
to calm Laura. He would give her areward before sending her in front of the
cameras.

“You're past a hundred and fifty million. | think that you’ ve become the most
expensive single object that has ever been sold.” He told her, looking at his
watch and fleeing the room. The broadcast was about to start, and he would be as
angry at himself for adelay as he would any of his men. Well, amost.

The control room had a bank of televisions, and it didn’t take him a second to
hone in on the one spewing the minutia that penetrated his own interests. He
didn’t need to turn up the volume, reading the ticker on the bottom was enough.

Code for choosing co-ed sex slaves broken, TV prime time line up where they
get picked. Don't let your daughters on TV between 4-7 pacific.

Chapter 44 The Gang

The Gang of Five had owned the flophouse for over forty years, afarmhouse
surrounded by waving fields of brown grass and covered with the remnants of
failed farming rusted past recognition, waiting to infect the carel ess trespasser
with tetanus. There were over thirty membersin the biker gang making the name
aquestionable choice, but it must have been appropriate at one time. The leader
Big Dog, an impossibly ugly man, always joked that nobody in the group could
count so it hardly mattered.



Bikes stood at all angles at the bottom of along wooden staircase that led to the
stretched porch area. A keen eye would notice that bikes progressed in value
walking up the path until the nicest bike, Big Dog's, practically sat on top of the
rotting, angled first step. It was the way Big Dog liked it. He didn’t have to
swing hisleg over the saddle; he just eased off the step onto his ride.

The Gang of Five was a bit of an ugly operation, working outside of the bounds
of even the lax rules of biker society. It's hard to imagine what kind of fraternity
would be scowled upon within the community of bikers that accepted nearly
every shade and nuance of brutality and vice within its shelter, until someone
heard their job description.

They stole bikes.

Big Dog sidestepped a passed out comrade on his way to the phone, then kicked
him as an afterthought.

“Get the fuck off the floor.” The biker stirred “I’ve got abusinesscall or I'd
stomp your balls, if | could find them.”

Thiswas the snitch call he'd been waiting for. There was a group of Canadian
bikers, the pussies, or at |east that was the name Big Dog gave them in his head,
they were rolling through Chugwater, on their way to Sheridan, and they were all
businessmen riding new custom bikes. This was their vacation, and Big Dog was
going to show them some “hospitality”, he was going to be their native guide and
lead them to a bus terminal where they could buy their ticket home. Twelve
custom bikes would fetch about a hundred grand, and that was if the fence
cheated them blind, an expectation that was usually met. Big Dog was violent
and imposing to regular folk, but other core riders knew they could take
advantage of him. He wasn’t someone to be feared. He owed people debts, not
the other way around. He' d put the tip of a knife to the pupil of arival, but he'd
never pushed it in.

He picked up the phone and found himself speaking with someone who had.

“Hello Big Dog.” Blades attempt at warmth was more sinister than most people
could conjure on ameth binge. “Wasn’t hard to find you.”

“1 wasn't running.” Sweat broke out across his body, and he looked out the
window like reckoning wasn't far behind. Big Dog was practically panting.
“Where are you?’

“Want to invite me over?”’
“Sure.”
“Really?’ Hisvoice sounded like a creaky door.



“We're still friends, right?” He knew they weren’t friends. One of his rookies
had made the mistake of pulling some chrome off of Blade's bike about three
years back. He remembered his name because Blade had made him repeat it for
two hours on avideo recording. Blade made him repeat over and over “I’'m Keith
Logger, and I’'m going to die.” He' d tortured him after each time he said it, like
he was completing the meaning of the phrase and if he didn’t say it he'd cut off a
finger at the first available joint. There are four discreet jointsin the finger and
by the time the offender died, he had less than three fingers |eft. He'd sent the
recording to Big Dog with a promise to repeat the process on him.

Big Dog offered everything he had to get the bounty off his head, then had sent
two paid assassins after him. Blade sent back the killers with athank you note.
He hadn’t harmed them at all. Big Dog had asked the men why and gotten back
the response, “He didn’t seem to think that trying to kill him was personal.”

Big Dog knew that his debt was personal, and the bribe had been rebuffed over a
pay phone in Oklahoma. Big Dog remembered it like the dying words of his
mother, which were “Y ou’d never run over your own mother.”

Blade had said, “ That’ s not the way | want you to pay.”
Big Dog asked, “Isthere anything | can do?’
Blade had answered, “Nothing.”

The echoes of that conversation still rang in Big Dog’ s head as he moved
through the house filling his pockets with secret stashes of money and weapons.
A cache of cocaine hidden behind awall socket spent like pure green. He pulled
up the carpet tack stripsin the corner of hisroom and picked out a pistol from a
water-damaged hollow. All the time he kept up a distracted half-conversation.

“So, how have you been, there was a rumor that someone finally caught up with
you — and well —you know.”

“There' s something | want from you.” Big Dog froze. Was this areal offer? Or
was thisatrick?“You're going to need all of the weapons that you’' ve been
grunting around collecting.”

“You got me wrong, I’'m on the can.” He dropped his handgun.
“Y our shit sounds like a semi-automatic hitting the floor.”
“Yougot it al wrong - “

“I"ll make you eat that shit if you don’t shut up and listen.”
“And then -’

“You do thisand you're free.”



Blade explained the task. Big Dog was going on akilling spree. Blade described
a specific method of death for each of the targets. He made Big Dog write them
out in such detail, that Big Dog thought that Blade must really want to do the job
himself, and that delegation was only possible if it were done exactly as
specified.

“Flip the main breaker when you're done. That’s important.”

“Why?’

“That’ll tell me you'’ ve finished the job.”

Big Dog wanted to ask how but the snarl in Blade' s voice quieted him.

Blade saved the names and address for the end. It was the icing on a sadistic cake
that shocked the Big Dog to the point of interruption.

“Are you shitting me? This is who you want — dead?’

Blade let the silence crackle in between them. Rural Wyoming phone lines were
still primarily underground copper lines from the turn of the century and the
effect was a background static that presented itself as almost a message. “Don’t
ask questions, or | might show up personally to answer them.”

Big Dog understood, but at the same time he couldn’t believe who he was being
asked, rightly told, to slaughter. This was the kind of hit that would cement
Blade' s already legendary brutality. It wasimpossible that he or anyone would
give thiskind of order. It was inhuman. Big Dog spat tobacco juice down onto
his belly, a self-respecting hyena wouldn’t pick over these bones, he thought.

“When dowego-"?
“You roll now.”

Chapter 45 Architect

Doors passed at regular intervals, like the worn skip of arecord, 37, 36 — Legacy
brushed down the hallway on his way back to his office. He knew exactly how
many doors away any office in the building was from his. It was something that
he' d picked up while studying the schematics of a cold case where an architect
was killed over a contract dispute fifteen years ago.

Legacy taught himself the trade, learning everything about the design of the
building in which he worked. He knew every length of conduit, and every
buttress and stress point in the building, including renovations over its hundred-
year history, but it was an imprecise art, and he was constantly finding
differences between the physical structure and the plans. 35, 34. It turned out that



the way an architect uses spaceisalot like the way a painter uses color. It was
impossible to be 100 percent certain, 33,32, but Legacy had become so in tune
with the dain man’ s designs that he recognized that a building attributed to his
partner was indeed his design. He'd been killed for a contract, by someone who
had access to his plans for the site. 31, the elevator doors opened, 30, 29, it was
silly to count the elevator’ s over-sized yawning doors as two, but imprecise to
count them as one. Silly always won out over imprecise in Legoland. Why did he
think of that term right then?

He and Wagner had agreed that she would go back to her home department in
Washington. At least that’ s the way the conversation had gone in Legacy’ s head.
28, 27. He couldn’t have her around during the next few days, and given the
circumstances of her betrayal of histrust she would jump at the chance to leave
in good standing, even though he would never work with her again. 26,25,24.

Legacy had been shot by friendly fire on two occasions. Once in the neck, and
another time a bullet from a comrade had grazed his temple. He had patrolled
with both of the men who had shot him on subsequent occasions. Neither wound
was as damaging as the one that Wagner had delivered to him in the conference
room today. It was fatal. The autopsy on their partnership had not been
performed yet, but Legacy was ready to dispose of the body. He was aman
ahead of histime. Ten doorsin a cul-de-sac off of the hallway all counted
because they were all visible, 14, 13, 12, 11.

Luckily Wagner put up no resistance, 10, 9, 8, to his suggestion,7, 6, 5,
unfortunately al of the conversation that he’ d had with her, 4,3,2, wasinside his
own mind. Once he opened the door, he'd have to haveit in red life, 1.

The door swung open, and Wagner sat at her desk, tears streaming down her
face. Her eyes had turned a dusty blue, diluted by a swirl of emotions that kept
her body, ironically, perfectly still.

If Legacy was affected by her condition, he didn’t show it in the least. He' d
walked into far more emotional situations without batting an eyelid, people
screaming, wrath of God curses, grief on the order that no person would ever
willingly involve themselvesin. But that was different and he knew it, he never
cared about any of those people and there was nothing that they could do to get
under his skin. Wagner was not measured on any scale of indifference. She
mattered.

He stepped up to her desk and after a nervous glance, he began his speech. He
explained quickly his plan for her to have a gracious retreat from this office,
without any mention from him about what had transpired. Thiswas al on the
very reasonable condition that their partnership was terminated immediately and
that she leave without a fuss.



It was a reasonably good pitch, but Legacy was still checking the runners on
third and first as he spoke unable to see the signals coming from the bag until he
raised his eyes and it was too late.

The bag, Wagner, seemed prepared for her confrontation with Legacy. Legacy
read deep beneath her pupils. She was ironclad certain, sitting with her neatly
organized mechanical pencils and sure grip pens, that their talk would be all
about shame, guilt and remorse. Luckily for her, Legacy had no vitriol for
betrayal. He appealed to her professiona side — giving her away to come out of
the situation unscathed. Wagner had long since passed that point, she was
scathed, really scathed, and it scratched under that raw surface that Legacy
thought that she’ d trade career stability for quietly being pushed away from his
office and this case.

“Like hell I will.” The tears now burning down her flaming rosy cheeks, “If |
leave, | get reassigned, and with Laura four days away from the next initiation, |
don’'t have that kind of time and you know it.”

Legacy tested her. “Y ou betrayed me, and you ruined our best chance at saving
that girl.” He pointed to a picture on the wall, Laura s face shining in her cadet
photo; it showed no hint of the trials that poisoned the latest images of her.
Legacy could ailmost fedl the effect of his words on her. She was so receptive, he
wasn't certain he could go through with it.

Legacy was lying to Wagner, but he couldn’t take another chance on her loyalty.
The reason for lying seemed justified. Every time Legacy made eye contact with
his “partner” for more than a split second however, he saw that his words called
up apain inside her, a deep disappointment that he could see that she attributed
to herself in the entirety, and not just this mistake on the job. Watching her
accept responsibility so completely made it very hard to push her out the door,
but he did.

Wagner spoke like a squeaky door opening, a continuous and somewhat
disturbing sound. “I’ll go on assignment, to Provo.”

She knew that the teams had been unable to locate Darci, but Legacy let her
continue on the thought because, well, Provo was not here and that’s what he
ultimately wanted, her absence.

She continued, “I'll find Darci and I'll fix this. And | will only communicate
only with my senior officer until this gets wrapped up.”

That earned her a blank look from Legacy. It took some help for himto
understand.

Wagner nodded at him, “Y ou are my senior officer.”



Legacy rolled hiseyes. He'd always disliked hierarchy when someone
considered him in charge. He respected his superior officers, but he never
learned to put himself on the same plane as his commanders even when his
advance in rank made it statutory. He turned on her.

“Y ou should know that by now.” The defiant look on Wagner’s face stung in a
way that he was not expecting. She' d turned around everything that he’ d wanted
out of the conversation and had taken the prerogative of being hurt in the
process. How was it possible that he was on the defensive? Not ten minutes ago,
she was standing before the Director of the FBI admitting that she was the source
of the leak of information from this office. Admittedly, she was not the one who
put it into the public domain, but she alone gave her superiors the ability to pluck
and use Legacy’ sinvestigative methods in isolation to serve themselves and not
the case.

It was the kind of intellectual dishonesty that made him abhor the human
intellect. Especially in agovernmenta setting where such manipulations happen
daily, the best ideas get taken, changed, mutated, and finally spat out by someone
“in charge” who wants to take credit for something he doesn’t completely
understand. And the parts he does understand, the parts he added, ruin the
origina idea

How long he stood in front of Wagner before registering and uttering the last
words he would say to her in person until the conclusion of this case was
unrecorded by either he or Wagner. Given the processes that L egacy went
through, it was probably a matter for the archeological records. He and his
original thesis stood still, she had to leave but he didn’t want to send a signal of
acquiescence with a goodbye.

Legacy had to be sure that this stray wouldn’t ever come back to his door, even if
he didn’t truly believe the words coming out of his mouth. Legacy said “ Going to
Provo gets you out of my sight and that’s all | care about right now, so go.” He
added in a guttural invective, “It won’t change anything.”

Wagner said nothing, the tears had dried, but the clenched jaw pulling her
smooth skintight across her cheekbones persisted. “It might change things for
her.” She pointed back toward the far wall. Legacy looked at the wall where
she'd pointed, and then quickly back at Wagner and lit up. He recognized
something in the picture that he’ d never seen before. The dim light muted the
colorsin the photo and Laura s expression lifted off the page. It was right there,
all along, the reason Blue had chosen her. He scanned the photos of the other
girlsin his mind, letting memory drift together with a waking dream and turn the
pictures into black and white. With the color removed he saw the same thing
crystal clear, each time.



By the time he looked back across the room, excited to share his discovery with
his partner, she was gone.

Brent walked out of Legacy’s office about ten minutes later with the most
bewildering feeling of his adult life. Not since the time when he had gotten his
first of aseries of straight A grades at the academy had he felt this surge
generated by the unknown. He' d always been a moderate-to-full-on
underachiever throughout high school. People had expected alot from him and
he smply never delivered. He was the second string quarterback, arelief pitcher,
and solid B student regardless of class.

After graduation when the pressure of expectation abated and he began to pursue
aspot in law enforcement in a small-town training academy for security guards,
everything clicked into place. The structure of his daily routine built walls
around him that he’ d never had before in hislife, and instead of feeling enclosed,
Brent began to climb. Six months and he was better than any of histrainers, a
year later he was hearing the curious sound of flattery, by some of the best in the
business.

He delivered Legacy’s mail, because he' d heard the rumors about brilliant the
washout downstairs. Then when Agent Wagner entered the picture he had a
totally different reason to plan his day around multiple visits to their door. She
had a piercing look that shot through Agent Brent’s heart and severed his spinal
cord on the way through his body, turning himinto jelly each time.

Thiswas a visceral reaction that Brent was completely unready for, he’d always
kept his romantic life quietly undistinguished, even though with his square jaw
and short cropped jet-black hair he was often the object of attention from the
ladies. The challenge that a mere moment with Wagner presented was far beyond
along-term relationship with another, a point that Legacy would have agreed
with, had they breeched the subject.

But Wagner was not the subject of their strange conversation, nor was he exactly
certain what he' d gotten himself into wandering out of the door to their office
with a notepad filled with, of al things, symptoms that he needed to match with a
sickness. He' d explained to Legacy that he had no medical specialty, but that
didn’t seem to concern him. What did interest him was that their work would
remain completely secret and that he could pass the results only in person, and
only to Legacy or Wagner.

He had afaint idea that Legacy was using his obvious devotion to Wagner as a
substitute for professional trust, because after five years he still worked in an
office filled with strangers. What Legacy didn’t know, was that he could have
trusted him anyway. Brent had many of the best qualities of law enforcement, all
of them stalwart. If Legacy were as in tune with emotional values as he was the



factual, he would have felt that in their first meeting.

Brent clutched the notebook and looked at the first page, labeled in bold ink,
RULES. Don't do any of the research on site, don't use any FBI resources, and
don’'t use your real name when contacting sources. It felt like he was entering a
secret society. He wondered if they’ d have awink, nod, and anonymoustriple
flex handshake over a bathroom stall before passing the information back to him.
He smiled even though the thought of keeping secrets from his employer made
him uneasy. For al of the reserve that he felt accepting the assignment, there was
atinge of excitement. He looked forward to passing the notebook back to
Wagner personally and maybe share a conspiratorial smile. Y es that would be
nice, Brent thought.

*kkk*k

Wagner didn’t drink on the plane. Clamato mixed with tequilawas her official
airplane drink. Not enough people had an official airline drink, Wagner heartily
recommended cultivating a separate airplane personality, complete with different
choicein wardrobe, drink and demeanor. She sat in her usual navy blazer,
thinking that the drink was going to be her first step along the road. She had
heard that it was like drinking a spicy shrimp cocktail followed by a hazy
maritime mellow. She knew that she needed it, but the agent in charge of the
Provo investigation in the airport was meeting her and she didn’t want to have
the flushed cheeks that always seemed to accompany even a single alcoholic
drink. Her new airline persona couldn’t overcome her land-based chemistry. So
she planned a bait and switch on her senses by ordering bloody Mary mix, with
Tabasco and sipping it through the hollowed-out stalk of a piece of celery.

The spicy liquid flowed onto the back of her tongue, and she let it flow forward
over al of her taste buds before swallowing. It was a cheap college student’s
method for making asingle drink last. During her poor student days, she'd spent
more than night at a club nursing a drink, and this one got her ailmost al the way
to the Rockies.

“On the | eft side of the plane you will see. ..” Wagner squeezed her eyes shut
and her mind altered the captain’s voice, making it rebound like an echo
chamber. “ The dead body of Laura Doorner. On the right, a disciplinary council
which is convening at Agent Legacy’s request.” Wagner frowned in discomfort
and the pilot’ s voice came back clear and strong.

“And we'll be going over the continental divide soon where the rains bound for
the Atlantic and Pacific get clearance to land and begin their journey east or
west.” The assured voice of the captain made Wagner long for certainty.
Questions confronted every design, and she was afraid that the only answer
would be found over alifeless autopsy table. She wasn't ready to concede that



particular outcome yet.

The wheels chirped an arbitrary complaint about friction and rotational energy
and the conversion thereof.

She had landed on the other side of the continental divide, her problems should
now travel west, and she would follow them regardless of the voices that
questioned her.

*kkk*k

At 5:07 eastern time, the feed for the Laura went to static. At 5:10 Legacy got a
cal from Tyke.

“Tell your boys up in operations to look for atack signature on along-wave arc
at these coordinates.” He spewed out three twelve-digit sets of numbers. “One of
the recelvers | put atrace on requested are-initialization thirty seconds ago, it
should give you alocation.”

“1 can’t believe Blue would be this sloppy.” Legacy tore the page of notes from
his notebook and stood, uncertain where to go withiit.

“Maybe he didn’t have a choice, the signals been down for three minutes. This
might beit.”

Legacy’ svoice rose in anger. “No. It's not. He had plans, and he never scraps his
plans.”

Tyke let it pass. “ Sure man, it’s probably just alucky break. There’sno way he'd
know you were scanning for a socket connection like this old satellite receiver
requires. He slipped up.”

Legacy called up the website on his computer, atest pattern had replaced the
usual feed. “I'll believe it when | seeit, how long will it take for the satellite to
reacquire?’

“Five, maybe ten minutes.”

Legacy entered the operations room, with all hell breaking loose around him.
Screens showed the transmission break, and all of the websites that had lost the
feed. People scrambled from station to station in the unreasonable assumption
that somehow what they were seeing might change. Legacy gave the number sets
to the tech in charge, Edwards was his name, and he wore an angry scowl. He
didn't like the interruption. “Where did you get these?’

“It’ s part of my investigation.”

“Why the hell isn’t it part of ours?” An underling whispered something in his
ear. “ Sorry, special Agent Legacy, | meant to say why the hell isn't it part of



ours, sir?’
“| just worked up the theory.”

“Yeah, right.” He tapped the computer keys, called up a communication window
with an old FORTRAN interface prompt. “I’m taking to the satellite now, let’s
seewho it’ stalking to.”

“And where. My source said we should be able to track this down to fifty square
miles.” Legacy added. “The source you worked this up with just afew minutes

ago.”

“That’sright.” Deputy Bailey entered the room. “Is this really important, or is
thisaglitch?

Both Legacy and Edwards dismissed Bailey without aword, fixated instead by
the stream of code. Edwards spoke, “So if this establishes alink, are we going to
see Lauraagain?’

“Your guessisas good as mine.”

“It's communicating. Why are you looking for this kind of receiver, it's over
thirty years old?’

“It’ s got certain properties that the abductors — utilize.”

“1 can see where this might be hacked for receiving an open channel to
programming. Isthishow they got al of those local channels?’

“Something like that.”

“It's communicating. If they’re using it for distribution we should have picture in
the next ten seconds.”

They watched the websites, all still flashing a message of disconnect from media

Chapter 46 Mission Incomplete

Wagner set a purposeful stride dragging her carry on bag across the worn
mustard-colored carpet of the Provo International Airport. The man she was
seeking made it easy for her to find him. He looked like he was practically
seducing his watch, considering the attention he gave to the oversized face
strapped to his thin wrist. Wagner judged him to ook about 30 even though she
knew he was well into hisforties. His name was Y u, and his mixed Taiwanese,
Samoan ancestry gave him a huge frame upon which he appeared to be almost
paper-thin. He swam in his dark blue blazer simply because no amount of



tapering could accommodate the broad shoulders that dominated his razor wire
frame. Perhaps it was this dichotomy of being a small man in big shoes that gave
him such a dogged personality, Y u was aready well known at the FBI for his
commitment to completing any mission. It was thistrait that got him the Darci
assignment. The failure to come through, and undoubtedly three sleepless nights
with absolutely no progress, showed on his face. He tapped the glass of hiswatch
as Wagner approached.

“I"'m on final boarding call.” He said.

“Then we'll makeit quick.” Wagner replied. Y u's eyes shot skyward like he
knew that nothing with Wagner would be easy. They’ d known each other in the
Washington office. Y u respected her thoroughness and had requested her on the
original assignment until he'd found that she was working with the notorious
Martin Legacy.

Ten minutes later, YU's plane pushed away from the gate and he and Wagner sat
in the airport bar. It was tucked away from the concourse, hidden like the den of
ill repute that it was.

Wagner sipped the sinful combination of sodawater and lime. Y u was preparing
to be off duty and he ordered sea breeze after sea breeze.

“Y ou made me miss my plane.” He crunched ice on his back molars.
“You had a backup.” She was certain that he had.

“We have an active lead right now; all of the field teams have been reassigned.”
Wagner gave him alook that told him that he would have to deal with her in the
bar, or expect a companion on his plane ride out. Y u huffed out along sigh. “I
suppose you want a personal briefing of the trails I’ ve covered.”

“1 read your preliminary report on the plane.” Y u motioned to the bartender for
another drink.

“Then you know she' s been seen around town, sleeping in restrooms and stealing
candy bars— she cleaned out alocker at the bus station on Wednesday — must
have seen us coming.”

“Must have seen something coming.” Wagner corrected.

Y u had the air of false detachment. His voice was flat, face flat, air leaked out of
his nose. His act didn’t play with Wagner. It was empty theatrics.

Wagner responded, “More likely she was a mess that someone came to clean up,
someone less forgiving than the police.”

“We worked on that theory.” His defensive posture suddenly dropped, replaced
by a defeatist sprawl. “What do you expect to find out here?’



“Answers.” Wagner said with steely determination.

“Y ou might be able to get them, kid, you're asharp one.” Y u bit the fruit off of a
plastic pick drawn from the empty ice of his second drink.

After an hour more of pointed questions from Wagner, the table was in great
need of being bussed. Four glasses vied for space in front of the downright
chummy Y u. He had devel oped an airline personality right in front of Wagner
without ever leaving the ground.

“That’s my second option.” He said hearing the intercom announce first
boarding. “We have two hundred miles in Wyoming to comb for a satellite dish
about thisbig.” He spread his fingers to the width of agrain of salt. “As seen
from outer space.” He spoke with a stutter so near laughter that it came across
sounding like tears.

“You'll makeit.” Wagner smirked.

“True.” Said Y u, shifting his light frame on the wooden seat. “1 heard you arein
the door with Martin Legacy. Desk to desk” He held up his hands to represent
the position of the desks, palmsinward.

Wagner nodded.

“What’sit like rubbing up against brilliance? Eh?’ He growled in his deep
baritone, clapping his hands together.

Wagner let her voice drop “You tell me.”

Agent Yu laughed al the way to his connection in Phoenix, the flight added two
hours onto his journey but he wore the inconvenience with an oversized smile,
the impossible kind a child carves onto the face of a squat pumpkin. He liked
Wagner, and he thought that if she had been there in the first place, histeam
might have turned something up.

Wagner saw one hole in the investigation by Agent Yu, and while it wasa
pinhole in an otherwise rock solid edifice, she needed to track it down before the
trail could be considered cold.

She stepped out into the last few moments of sun that would bathe the Utah
landscape in awarm orange light. The effect was intensified by the mammoth
streaked stone-face rising sharply just east of town that served like a reflector,
sending back the warmer earth tones to criss-cross the city floor.

Wagner felt there was a possibility that Darci, by all accounts a free soul, stayed
inthisareafor areason. It wasn't the scenery. The only kind of reason, if
Wagner’s memory served her, that agirl her age would linger in atown like this
was the attention of a man. It was a dangerous game staying in one place, being



the only living link to a group of vicious criminals. Love as an emotion was the
equal of fear in youth, and then the scales tip back slowly as years pass. By the
ripe old age of 23, Wagner needed to prove her theory true. She could fedl the
tingle of her own fear of failure, located somewhere back in the coelomic cavity
of her inner ear. The flush of romance she felt only briefly, and at increasingly
longer intervals of time in between, like an echo of apeal of faraway laughter.
Wagner studied her features in the side mirror of her rental car; they were exactly
as she remembered herself looking at eighteen, save the severe expression. A
bath and twelve hours of sleep would not erase the misfortune that set her on the
path of law enforcement, but sufficeit to say that if the eighteen-year-old
Wagner were to see Agent Wagner on the street, she’d shriek and run away.
Wagner remembered running from trouble into someone’' s arms, and where it
had led her. The recollection reminded her that at eighteen, fear might aid gravity
and send a girl underground, but no force in the heavens could push them away
from their primary attraction.

Wagner pulled her sedan into the parking lot of astrip mall, irregular signs
marked stores like Alice’ s Nicks and Snacks, and Express Communications
Beepers, places that she couldn’t believe anyone would have any businessin
even during full daylight, then drove around to the back alley. It was one of
many alleysthat she would visit during her search. The convenience store next
door was home to one of the many colorful clerks whom she would shove a
picture of Darci under his or her nose and ask the same question, “Have you ever
seen thisgirl?” And if they said yes, she would add her own follow up in hopes
of getting to that emotional magnetism that kept her in orbit around the same old
dumpsters and mini marts, instead of reaching escape velocity, hitching aride on
the 15 freeway and exploring an exotic new world of out-of-town trash cans and
convenience stores. She would ask, “Was there any particular boy that showed
interest in her?’

The night wore on, and since convenience stores never closed, Wagner had
something to do with every minute of the present darkness. Everywhere she
went, she heard the same story, another agent had already been there, sometimes
twice asking about the same girl. On the rare occasion that the clerk remembered
Darci, her follow up yielded nothing. The girl was awisp, a puff of air entering
and exiting leaving no lasting impression on anything or anyone she touched. It
was all exactly what she'd read in Y u’' s report. Wagner cursed Y u’s blasted
efficiency.

The news of the murdersin Wyoming broke at 5:02 AM. Agent Y u, leader of the
field team who’ d made the discovery, came to the podium just in time for the top
of the hour news cycle to flood the graphics department with speculative catch
phrases to display beneath the footage of the press conference. Things like



“Internet bloodbath, will the government come out of this clean?’ and “ Abductor
Bikerstake Bullets’ filled in the vacant space between Y u's words and let
everyone know exactly nothing about what he was saying. The message did filter
across, however.

Y u walked to the platform buffeted by a stiff western plains breeze, swaying
dightly like aman in the initial stages of a hangover. He explained that five
bodies had been found, all brothers, and all fit the body type of the men referred
to by the mediaas the “Vinyl Men”. Agent Laura Doorner and the final brother
of reportedly six were not among the bodies. The largest manhunt in history was
being undertaken in those morning hours to find the missing brother, the one that
matched the description of Blue, now known to be Bertrand “Blade” Henry, and
he was most likely on foot.

A reporter yelled a question into the momentary pause. “Why would he be on
foot, there' s report of motorcycle traffic in this neighborhood last night -

Yucutin, “It appears asif the group were themselves victim of a sudden attack
from agroup of bikers. | won’'t comment on the details as it might compromise
the investigation, but | will say, thislooked personal.”

Almost a perfect punctuation to Yu'sfinal statement, ayoung ATF agent came
charging out of the house and threw up in the bushes. Undoubtedly thisclip
would be played over and over during the next hour with the subtitle “Vigilantes
servejustice cold.”

Y u backed away from the podium and the indistinct roar of the press corps. A
team leader thrust a phone into his hand the minute he turned away from the
cameras, and he put it to his ear. The voice on the other end was unfamiliar.

“What did you mean by ‘persona’ in your press conference?’
“l don’'t know who you are —*

“1"m routed directly through Director Doorner’s office so it maybe we can cool
the formalities?’

Y u looked at the aide, who' d supplied the phone, nodded to his silent question,
“Isthisrea ?’

He spoke candidly.

“The attackers went to great lengths to make certain that these men went through
agreat deal of pain before they died. Very individual in nature, each was taken to
specific room, to enjoy a specific type of torture. They all ended up in the same
place, however.”

“The bodies weren't |eft apart, that doesn’t fit.”



“No they all were found apart, | was speaking less literally, and | meant they all
went to hell.”

“Did you think I’ d enjoy the metaphor?’

Y u took a guess, “No, agent Legacy.”

“Well, | did. It probably tells me more about the way the scene was designed

than the photos will. This man wanted to send these people to their own personal
hell. So speak freely.”

“Always do.” Yu found himself wanting to please Legacy, and he had no idea
why.
“Have you processed the scene?’

“We have a hundred agents on scene, | doubt that we'll find any new evidence
larger than agrain of salt in our next sweep.”

“Did you find a fingerprint on the dedicated breaker circuit for the satellite?’
“That’s not part of the crime scene.”
“Humor me.”

Y u was used to delegating tasks like this, but something in Legacy’ s voice told
him not only to move, but to move quickly.

The rusty metal screeched as he carefully lifted the front plate of the breaker box.
He pulled out a pen flashlight and examined the socket connection for the
satellite. Dust on the lower curve plate of the switch told the story that this
switch had not been flipped.

“Nope.” But with the penlight on something caught his eye as he swung the
metal door closed. Cobwebs sticking to the outer door in matted bands, he swung
the light up around the edges of the box and found dangling connections that
used to end on the door. This had been opened recently. “Wait a second.” He
reexamined the box. In the upper corner, right under the hinge, he found it. A
fingerprint in the dust on the main breaker, he reported it to Legacy.

“Can you think of areason why aband of criminalswould take time from a
revenge crime and flip the breaker?’

“One of them had alive chandédlier wire shoved down into his stomach.” Yu
commented.

“And alight switch nearby. Right? This was a decoy. That breaker switch isthe
reason we found them and it was flipped intentionally. He lured usin.”

“He trapped a hundred federal agents, for what? A sneak attack?’



“Blade wanted all our resources engaged over here — so he could get back to
business over there.”

“He got my attention.”
“Thank you for your help, agent.”
“1’ve got squads looking for atrail.”

“Youwon't find it there. Blade is far away. The good news s, this means
everything’s back to normal.”

“How isthat good news?’ Y u heard the click of the call disconnecting; obviously
goodbyes were not in order. He called out to a passing agent, “ Get someonein
here to process the breaker box.” He walked up the stairs to the house bustling
with activity; his breath turned to fog as it mixed with the air. Just moments
before, he had been hot on the trail, but now he was beginning to feel the cold.

Chapter 47 Shopping Spree

There were only 17 shopping hours left until the broadcast television airwaves
would become a vast multi-channel department store from which one item would
be marked for theft. Blue would turn on the TV at precisely 4 pm Eastern and
watch for three and a half hours, and his range would span every channel on the
dial. Even with the seeming impossibility of histask, Legacy felt like a predator
on asilent trajectory to run down his unseen prey. His senses had boxed Blue
into avast area of internal consistency he refereed to as his repetitive tendencies,
and if he behaved like Legacy knew he would — there was a chance to take the
whole group of them down. Legacy knew something that no one else knew, and
that gave hisvision a clarity that no one else could see.

In examining a human face, the study of biometrics breaks down aface along an
axis. The symmetry, or lack thereof, is expressed on a grid with the long axis
crossing between the eyes and the lateral cutting just beneath the nose. It formsa
‘T’ down the midline of the face. Some of the more jovial scientistsin the field
call thissimply “The Truth”. The truth be told, most expressions can be mapped
on the same grid, it is the way that scientists eventually hope to allow robots to
analyze the emotions of the humans. “Forget having an psycho-analyst when that
happens.” Legacy thought, making his way down an unfamiliar corridor toward
an exit from the office that he'd never used in al of histime at the Alexandria
branch. It faced west and his home was east, but today Legacy was not taking his
regular lunch. Instead, he was heading across town. He looked at the faces in the
crowds that passed him, trying to picture them in monochrome and then recreate
the victims within everyone. The same associations he'd seen so clearly in his



office.

Computer software actually bleeds out the colors to makethe ‘T’ grid more
pronounced and this allows the expressions and characteristics to be read with
greater accuracy.

“Thisisit.” Legacy’smind leapt only hours before. Blue had chosen girls with
facia symmetry that became obvious when all of the layers were peeled away.
With the color gone, the expression of their faces also revealed the same
expression, one of determination in ascending degrees. Legacy didn’t need a
computer to read the human face, he should have noticed it before, in fact, but
the emotional image that each victim presented, the rosy cheeks and the smooth,
evenly tanned skin distracted him. He had never looked at the victimslike he
should have. He should have viewed them as suspects, with an eye towards
discerning the detail of their underlying condition and tendencies. It wasa
mistake that stared him flat in his very contoured face in the reflection of a
subway window. He moved onto the train.

The ratio of the distance between their eyes and mouths was another constant; it
was like Blue processed their biometrics along some code that would result in the
greatest satisfaction for him. “He’ slooking for the perfect girl to break.”

It's no wonder that they all were considered beautiful, symmetry is the
cornerstone of physical beauty. He gazed out the window at the passing scenery.
The crisp air cut around the aerial producing athin contrail wisp of cloud,
meaning that the temperature was near, but not below, freezing. A half hour later
Legacy was standing in front of a cut stone fagade that hid the ultra modern
interior of the Terrace Towers. It was a blend of the colonial outside to appease
those prone to be drawn to history and the broadband contemporary style |lobby
and interior fixturesto satisfy those who prefer looking to the future.

Eying the graceless contrast, Legacy decided he would fedl ill in the very near
present. He stepped out of the elevator, a single doorway led away from the top
floor lobby. There was only one door leading from the plush marble accented
lobby. A small circular plague on the door read “ Tyke Conspiracies,” but it flew
out of sight as the man behind the door opened the door farther with a swift kick
outward. He wanted both hands free with this visitor, and he wrapped them
around Legacy. He carried the faint smell of body odor, tuna and powdered
cheese. Tyke surveyed his visitor’s response to his embrace and made the excuse
“1"ve been using that new crystal deodorant,” al the while hugging him closer.

“Use more.” Legacy said simply, knowing that the only way to truly connect
with Tyke was to insult him.

“1 do, I mean | will, but now I’m busy helping out this pain in the ass friend



who’ s got me making two hundred and fifty thousand dollars worth of machinery
into agiant Tivo.” His words bounced off of the rough in-wall frames, scattering
into the catacombs that were his unfinished penthouse apartment. Some rooms
were practically normal, but they stood as enclosed islands of drywall in a vast
plane of a metal-framed maze that extended outward until one reached the
windows. Those were covered in adark tint that made even direct sunlight seem
strangely cool. Something to do with projector glare, Legacy bet. Banks of data
projectors, DLP, DILA and LCD pointed at white tarps that hung stretched
where walls should be circling the main “workplace.” This place looked like it
was laundry day, every day. The 1.5 hi-gain video screens had the same amount
of luminance workspace as one thousand twenty-inch monitors.

Tyke was the kind of person who jumped from technology to technology, always
thinking the kind that he didn’t have was better than the one he did, regardless of
chronology. It seemed like a very simple explanation for his spending habits. He
could not concentrate on the same project for any length of time; it was
practically impossible for him to wake up one day thinking he'd work on the
same thing that he did the day before. His sporadic approach would cripple some
people, but it motivated him. Tyke would not sleep until he’'d finished what he
was doing. This led to some interesting weeks of unbounded progress
accompanied by humanity-draining insomnia. It was a cocktail of results and
pressure that Tyke had perfected.

He loved fresh challenges, because they made him finish old business. “I built a
moat for one of the top three fulfillment companiesin the country.” He said with
pride, urging Legacy to guess which one.

“A moat?' Legacy instead replied.

“Yeah, firewalls are for pussies, when they get me, they get amoat around them
—fire never even touches their walls.” He spoke his own terminology as if it
were accepted jargon, which Legacy thought is probably how jargon gets
accepted in thefirst place. It comes from people like Tyke.

“1"ve got about two hours of work left on your instructions, but my questions are:
why are we doing this here? Why at al for that matter? Didn’'t they bust up their

party this morning?’ He reached for apair of wire strippers and went to work on

aribbon of wires on hisworkstation.

“If I’m wrong, we' ve wasted an afternoon.” He was proceeding with his plan to
choose the next abduction victim. He hadn’t told Wagner, or anyone for that
matter, the truth about how the leak of the news story affected Blue' s plans to
choose the next girl; it didn’t. Blue was avain man and he didn’t let anyone tell
him what to do. Anyway he had a system that had produced rewards time after
time to change it would show weakness, something Blue did not intend to do.



“1 thought you were never wrong.” Tyke chimed in.

Legacy rubbed his fingers together below his nose, staring intently at the tips of
his fingers, into the grooves that confirmed his own singularity. Somewherein
the overlapping whorls and the maze of indented lines was a pathway, all he
needed to do was connect it across an infinite pathway to another person, and the
one thing he couldn’t do with this vector diagram was miss. He needed to be
someone else for the rest of the day right down to the behaviors that most people
would say were untraceable and as unique and impossible to copy, like a
fingerprint.

Blue would keep his appointed hours in front of the TV, and that the next girl
would be chosen the same as always, despite the leak. The FBI would not
interrupt the symmetry of the crimes that Blue was crafting. Nothing had shown
him even the dlightest trouble, much less the kind of upheaval that would make
him change. He didn’t change, people changed for him, bent around hiswill. He
would be sitting in front of those screens tonight and he would be searching for
someone with just alittle more pride, an identity alittle more sure and confident.
He was going to be looking for the best possible woman to ruin, otherwise what
was the point? He couldn’t imagine that it was arisk. It was like the police had
been handed a phone book of the entire country and they were told that the next
victim would be chosen from it. No, Blue felt quite safe, and equally securein
his choice because of one simple reason: he had no idea of who it would be.

Tyke listened to Legacy explain their next step, let all of it soak into his binary
world and offered a suggestion. “Why don’t you let me run a biometrics program
while you' re watching the feed?’

“It won't work, symmetrical faces are going to be al over the television, we
watch one after another symmetrical face on TV. Anyway it’s not just symmetry,
it's the expression mapped out across the cheekbones tells a story about the
woman, and the story is progressing. There's no way to put that into a
computer.” The only computer that could processit all, Legacy thought, was his
own. “I need to get ready.”

Legacy’ s eyes shined with a steely, slightly foreign anger that he kept in check
just below the surface. He was beginning to let Blue creep into his
consciousness, a cold intrusion to ready him for the choices that were about to be
made. Neither mercy nor remorse nor indecision could cloud his view of the
faces that were about to parade in front of him.

Legacy felt the beginning stages of atrance. He asked if the color could be
drained out of the video feeds. When Tyke asked why, Legacy could hardly
recognize his own voice as he growled, “That’s how | see them.” He kept his
eyes straight forward. The images of al six girls appeared in hismind, larger



than life, colorless, and motionless — they were nothing less than a vast landscape
of human geography.

He heard Tyke murmur something defensively about taking a lunch break and
ordering Chinese food before shutting out the world entirely. His mind was
cleared of everything except the details hidden in the chemical specs deposited
on glossy paper forming the image of the abducted girls.

Using the truth ’T" lines, Legacy set about seeing a progression, as each girl
represented a step forward in both physical beauty, strength of character and
conviction. Blue was looking for someone with the kind of outward beauty
matched with an understanding of exactly who she was, the kind of certainty that
would pose the greatest challenge to break. He was a sculptor looking for an
image within a dab of the most formidable marble.

Legacy recognized the desire to push up against his limits. A small part of him
coveted the idea of akind of perfect failure; finding a secret that even he could
not coax out of a person. Something so sacred that it wouldn’t be given up to
anything or anyone. He' d come across that kind of resolve only oncein his
career. It was the encounter that had been the only notable “mistake,” on his
otherwise perfect record. The speculation at the time the “mistake” cameto light
was that he was atraitor — as an amusing aside. It was the only time that he'd lied
to asuperior officer. The army was right about one thing - there was one case
where he knew much more about the subject than he told them. But thinking of
her missed the point entirely, and before he could get to the point, chopsticks
were thrust into his field of view from above.

Tyke dangled the delicate looking white wood and then waved it in his face like
a snake charmer bent on coaxing him out of his dark retreat.

It was clear Tyke wasn’'t certain if there’ d be any venom, by the way he jumped
back when Legacy’ s eyes snapped open. Tyke must have risked the interruption
because of the importance of what he had to say.

“Kelly.” Tyke said pointing to the door and a shapely young woman wearing
black tights that disappeared into short red skirt. She held a second bag of food;
Tyke learned that ordering four meals meant that they came in two bags. Two
bags gave him almost thirty seconds more time seeing Kelly, that calculation
includes two bag retrieval trips.

Legacy managed areply “How is everything going?’ He spokein alow tone,
careful not to be overheard by Kelly.
“We're dating,” He could barely contain the joy of the world that had spread

across his glowing face. “ She's way out of my league. Kelly, come and meet my
—my - “ He stammered suddenly realizing that he had no way of introducing



Legacy, ‘my friend’ didn’t really fit, ‘colleague’ was outdated, ‘lover’ was
wholly inaccurate — Legacy saw him stalling out and extended his hand.

“Former instructor, at the Washington Bureau.” His hand enveloped hers and
Kelly unconsciously leaned forward, swooning visibly at his chiseled looks that
outlined years of experience and steely eyes that dipped down deeply into
charcoal complexity undernesath.

Kelly proved to be playful from word one, as she turned to Tyke and said “ Oh,
my God. Be glad | didn’t meet him first” She said, walking the thin line of
teasing. She turned to Tyke, “So you weren't kidding about the FBI?" Throwing
aglance back to Legacy with awink, “1 thought he just wanted to impress me.”
The pucker of her thin expressive lips on the word impress was the kind of flirt
that she obviously loved laying out there as bait. She knew that Tyke would rise
to takeiit.

“She' stoying with me. Wewon't last. It'safling.” He said handing over the
money for the food.

Kelly continued talking to Legacy, unable to take her eyes off him. “That’s his
way of dealing with possible future rejection, to preempt it. What he doesn’t
know isthat his neurotic insecurity attracts my appetite for self sabotage.”
Beneath thick black eyeliner, her eyes danced a calculatedly immature,
intellectual jig.

A twirl sent her skirt just above the propriety line, to finish the tease and she was
gone. Legacy could feel the insecurity rising in Tyke, which he quickly diffused
by saying “I think she likes me.”

Tyke' s temples throbbed in frustration, and for a moment, after finding the
perfect stinging comeback, he discarded it in favor of “I'm going to die alone.”

“That’ s the spirit.” Legacy found that the smell of food gave him an appetite.
The afternoon had quickly dissipated and his hunger reminded him of the
arrangements he needed to make. “Can | use your phone?’

Tyke waved him to an antique replica phone mounted on the wall above a small
table in the middle of the hallway. Picking it up, Legacy realized that it was not a
replica per se; it was an expertly crafted modern forgery of the old cedar box
phones that they used in the old west. The coils, wires, springs and casings all

put together lovingly from junk and restored authentically to the period.

He took a moment before raising the earpiece to study the braided black wires
leading to the pick up, where the electric impulses would soon become afamiliar
voice. The fact that Tyke would have such an artful reverence for old technology
made Legacy look at him in adifferent light. Legacy was not the type to bandy



about the word ‘genius’ as areward for excellence. Tyke had always struck
Legacy as agenius, but he hadn’t realized until that moment that he was also an
artist. The thought breezed through Legacy like the hum of electricity that
perhaps al geniuses are artists regardless or their field, because perfection isjust
aword for immeasurable beauty.

He felt the strange sensation of wanting to comfort Tyke, “Kelly was testing you,
she wanted to see if you can handle more than just “going out” with her. She
wants to know if there’ s a chance it will be arelationship.”

“How did | do?’ Tyke asked.

“You failed.” So much for kind words. He caught himself, “But she'll give you
another chance, keep your eyes up. She wants to be everything you think sheis.”
Legacy diaed one of the few numbers he had memorized.

“1 thought you were bad with emotions.” Tyke had laid out all of the boxes and
popped the tops.

“1"ve had alot of emotional input recently. Anyway, the beginning stages of a
relationship are all about tactics.” He raised the receiver, craning histal frameto
speak.

Tyke plunged his chopsticks into the nearest box, letting them stick up like
miniature standard bearers proclaiming victory over hisinterna conflict. He had
eaten alone for amost six straight months.  Today he would have lunch with a
friend.

Chapter 48 Criminal Hem

Chess felt the rush asthe last bell of the day sounded and the chairs squawked in
unison as twenty students pushed away from their desks. The movement hid a
small smile. “I got away with it,” She thought.

She'd spent the entire day in rebellious glory. She wore asmall silver hair clip,
keeping her flowing red hair from falling into her face. It was one that agent
Wagner had offered the night before, when they’ d talked about make-up.

The dress code at Cherished Hills Academy, called for school uniforms, loafers,
tennis shoes only in gym class and only black hair clips were allowed. Chess had
seen her friends flaunt the rules with pierced ears and colored nail polish, but
she’ d never participated in open rebellion until today.



She spotted her friends outside the classroom. She was sure they would notice
her painfully obvious ride on the razor’ s edge of the wild side. Chess strutted
toward them like she was on a Paris catwalk.

“Bzzz, bzzz.” Chess phone startled her, and she jumped comically into the
middle of the gathering of girls waiting for her. A cackle of laughter as Chess put
the phoneto her ear.

“Dad?’ She asked.
“Who elsewould it be?’ Legacy was stern curiosity.
“1 meant, dad.” The question retracted.

“Chess, I’'m having you picked up today. | just —you haven't |eft yet, right?” he
asked.

“No. Whatever.” She replied.

“Great, well = An awkward pause from her father, something was definitely up;
she'd ask him in the car.

“Bye, dad.” She pushed the phone deep into her coat pocket and looked up to see
al eyeson her.

Trisha, the smallest of the group pushed back her long black hair and braved the
waters of unbearable torment and stammered, “ That was your dad? Can | touch
the phone?’

“Pathetic Trish.” Chess answered and the moment passed. She didn’t mind
having a father who towered over the other dads at parent teacher conferences, or
even a dad who melted the hearts of her adolescent friends. What nagged her was
that he was frozen in time, and he had no ability to accept that she was changing.
He showered her with the same kind of attention that she needed at age six, even
at age fifteen. She was beginning to feel burdened by the private “ Saturday
Evening Post” meets “ Guns and Ammo” world that he had created. It would only
get worse with the events of the day.

She listened to the basic flow of the girls' conversations, waiting for someone to
notice the hair clip, or the twinkle in her eye that would lead them to her secret.
They talked of areport that was due soon and not even begun. Then her mind
skipped like arecord across time, following atotally different thread of thought
in her mind. She was being picked up?

She'd practically forgotten about the old VW cabriolet that they had in the
garage. Her father used it for educational day tripsto historical sites around the
capitol, but usually it was only for the weekends. This was aweekday. Where
were they going? Something was not right. She thought approaching the large



central doors of the school that spilled out upon a central rotunda and a faculty
parking lot.

Megan, the gossip of the group, broke her trance, “What is that you have in your
hair?’ Chess turned to the voice, only to see that Megan was aiming at Cathy.
Cathy was the flirt and tease of the group and she'd dyed a strand of her hair
bright purple. Cathy had layered it under her natural hair and no one had noticed.
She was nearing the door, the demarcation point at which nobody could put her
in detention for purple hair. “Miss Riverton!”

Steps from freedom, the entire group froze as Vice Principal Graif, the hawk,
called to them from down the hall. He had spotted the offending follicles from
his perch in the school store. He wrote thirty minutes in detention for Cathy and
then turned his eye on Megan’s skirt, which was an inch out of school
specifications. An inch too long might have been acceptable, but upward meant
thirty minutes detention, minimum. He tisked the girls with a disapproving click
of the tongue, and then his eyes rested on Chess hiding in the middle.

“Why can't you al look more like Ms. Legacy?’ He asked, noticing everything
in proper proportion, “She practically glows with awarm wholesome charm.”

Tension surged in the moments after he’ d left, then it was gone. Trish cracked
up, she pointed at Chess. “Principal’ s pet.” Chesslooked at al of the friendly
faces encircling her, not atrace of annoyance or jealousy. What had she done to
deserve her friends?

“What did your dad want anyway, Chess-a-pet?’ Cathy asked shoving the
detention slip into her plaid pocket.

“He's coming to pick me up.” Even as she said the words, they sounded wrong.
Chess got a strange feeling as she backed away from the group toward the main
door. She realized that he hadn’t said “I’ [l pick you up,” but no other
arrangement of words made sense at all. He never let her share rides with friends
even though some were the best sixteen-year-old driversin the state. He
wouldn’t even allow her to share rides with their moms and dads— it wasn't a
discussion. She walked home in a group.

Alarms went off in her head as she stepped out onto the front steps of the school.
She saw the lights in the rotunda. “I’ [l have you picked up” took on new meaning
for her. Her entire cadre of friends stood in the yawning front door. They craned
to get alook at Mr. Legacy, but instead they saw an incredible orchestrated
abduction.



Chapter 49 Battleship Plan

It was almost time to start. Legacy knew that he was currently coloring outside
the lines, working off site, bending rules. He wasn’t concerned about what others
would think, particularly. That wasn't what kept him glancing at his watch with a
nervous urgency. He was on the clock now. There were only so many minutes
until the next girl was chosen. After that, there were so many hours until she was
taken.

It was an odd pressure amplified by his recent work on the case with Wagner.
Her dedication to every detail of the case brought with it acertain inertia. Her
drive to see Laura safe was kinetic. Legacy sat peering through the darkness
waiting for the three separate 2000-watt bulbs and millions of mirrors to
illuminate someone whose features and form beckoned to Blue. Legacy could
feel Blue'simpulse patterns surge through his own mind. It was arigorously
practiced estimation. Legacy spent hours going through the behaviors that he
witnessed on tape. Not many people engaged in conduct that was remotely close
to Blue's, therefore his behavior became very narrowly defined by relatively few
visible traits. The jump from behavior to the patterns of thought and decision-
making was less of a science. He navigated the skewed synapses of depraved
felony like a computer recognizes aface; in subroutines, unconscious thought as
complicated as a weather pattern, fragile as any system software authored by
Microsoft.

On the balance, he thought, making hisfinal preparations, he was not that
different from Wagner. His own methods were cerebral, but the differencein
effort was minimal. They both extended their reach in athousand directions
grasping at straws, and although they’ d come up with nothing — Legacy gave
grudging respect to Wagner. Her intuition was something he hoped to channel, as
he was about to be watching faces, like tiles in some kind of living mosaic.

He organized the screens along simple axis markers labeling them A-T along the
bottom, then 1-10 along the y-axis. A1 was the lowest |left corner, T10 was the
top right. The stacked images like the rows and columns of an extreme Jeopardy
game filled hisvision.

In the minutes leading to 4:00 Eastern time, when the clock really started ticking,
Legacy practiced calling out hisimages. Tyke would freeze the feed, marking the
digital recording so that they could go back to that image later with the touch of a
button. Legacy knew that the odds of spotting the exact frame that caught Blue's
attention would be next to impossible. Instead, he would first keep all of the
women who were remotely possible. Then, in the hours after, he would go
through those images and decide if they fit all the criteria of symmetry,
expression and age. Then he hoped he' d have a handful of faces that he could act



upon. It was simple, actually, all he needed was to intercept one thought from
Blue: “Her.” Get there before his men, then spend ten minutes interrogating the
abductor and he' d have the location of Laura. Thiswas afact. Tyke counted
down the moments before 4 pm, and then gave Legacy one last boost of
confidence.

“So, how are you so sure that he'll use this same time dot and this same method
after every media outlet in the country reported on it?’ The clock read 3:59. He
sure knew how to pick his spots.

“1 could be wrong.” Legacy said with an inward smile. Tyke belted out along
genuine baritone laugh.

“Let’s play battleship.” Tyke began the simultaneous recording of 1531 channels
and Legacy started calling out his shots.

“CLR5,T7”

Chapter 50 The Choice

Across the continent, spires of lodge pole pinesrose around aclearing. In the
clearing, a compound of wooden cabins and outlying huts signaled the only
human presence for miles around. It would have been arustic scene of frontier
living were it not for the line of rectangular trailer cabs that lined the dirt parking
lot, connected by electrical conduits terminating in large heating and cooling
unitsin what used to be the supply shaft breach in the ceilings. Also, the huge
oval satellite dish that adorned the large central recreation center hardly seemed
the kind of comfort endemic to such an outlying area.

When someone works so hard to get away from people, it seemed odd that they
would open the floodgates of television and essentially invite al of it back into
their living room, along with commercials.

Thiswas no longer acamp for children. The entire compound had been leased to
asurvivalist group before the current occupants bought it in a cash deal so quiet
that it hadn’'t entered the books of the rural mountain county, nor had it even
been heard by the falling trees. Property taxes were billed in the name of afake
corporation, and paid in cash, so nobody complained.

The former occupants had made modifications to the property. The place |looked
like amilitary training camp. A trail down the middle cut through sections of tall
metal pipe then under barbed wire traps elevated twelve inches above the dirt,
finally ending in afiring range — it was an obstacle course meant to be run with
an automatic weapon slung until the final sprint to the “kill zone.”



Thefirst time Blade had seen it he pictured overweight middle aged men
plodding through the course only to fire colored point balls at a series of
weathered targets. The targets arainbow of circular paint layers under which
some danger once had been outlined. Maybe it was atax collector, or an
environmenta lawyer. Blue extinguished his cigar on the heel of his boot then
walked into the community room.

The group was all assembled. A punch bowl filled with pomegranate juice and
everclear sat in the middle of along table. It was his favorite drink. He loved the
irony of feeding his soul and killing his mind at the same time.

“l heard on TV, we've all been captured.” A roar of laughter went through the
room. “Gave some time for Sean to get his dick straight again.”

Mac chimed in, “When do we go back on the air?’
“Initiation. Which leads us to alittle window shopping.”

Mac picked up a chicken wing from an obscene mountain of freshly barbecued
meat, and pointed to the rows and stacks of thrift store televisions that lined the
wall; he pulled an imaginary trigger “Bitches, bitches, and more bitches.” His
open-mouthed growl left no mystery about where all the extra sauce went. A
fraternity-like atmosphere meant that anything could be said, no matter how
ignorant, arrogant or incendiary. The sound of an organ over a southern Baptist
ministry program spilled from the TV at the bottom front of the pile. All the rest
of the sets were quiet, giving a soft spiritual hum underneath the raucous
discussions.

The word ‘fuck’ was used more than ‘amen’ at arevival meeting, but the
bravado of the group milling about the Cheetos and bean dip was misleading.
They were all posturing around their leader, hoping that one of their inane
remarks would call attention to themselves, put their own relationshipin a
special light with Blade. It could be that the word * brunette’ would conjure up a
memory of the second girl, the one whose hair Blue cropped short and slicked
back lovingly before every session.

A simple comment such as, “Fucking brunettes, | want fucking brunettes this
time.” like the one spouted by Feely indeed did garner a sidelong smile from
their leader.

Their secret society originally bound by blood and suffering had shifted into a
less urgent emergence of family-like relationships. Everyone had begun to seek
the approval from a dominant male, which Blade only gave out sparingly. His
long fingers brushed Feely’s shoulders. Feely positively flushed with pride which
instantly turned to shame as he noticed that Blade had used him like a napkin,
leaving lines of hot wing sauce across his skin. Mac was the first to laugh, joined



by Stones who always used the selection process as a time to get bulging-eye
drunk. Vorest snorted, happy that Blade had chosen atarget.

Vorest’sfailure to find Darci was not a disaster — it was the fucking end of the
fucking world. Blade knew that Darci was an open door, and whoever came upon
her could walk right through into their living room. All of his designsto keep
them cut off from the world could be toppled by the stroke of luck that was Darci
landing in the feds Iap. On his arrival, Blade had slapped Vorest so hard that in
the cup of his hand where the air pressure had broken the capillaries just under
the skin and a scattered pattern of bright red dots marked one cheek. Blade had
almost shut down the entire operation. Then he'd heard Voret’s report: he had
overheard one of the FBI agents talking about their reassignment. They hadn’t
turned up anything and they were following a new lead in Wyoming. Vorest
suggested that maybe she was dead. Blade didn’t like suggestions, but he figured
that their door would have aready been busted down if they had the dightest
inkling of the whereabouts of Darci. If that stupid girl had been laying low this
effectively for thislong, dead was a good bet.

Blade looked across the room at Vorest. His bright red cheek had faded to violet,
like abruise. The snarl on hisface probably kept an unhealthy amount of blood
circulating around the curves of hisfacial articulation. He was a mean bastard,
but he’ d done what he was told, and he hadn’t slept an hour under a roof since
Blade had ordered him down to Provo. He deserved allittle recognition. Blue
waved him over.

Blade asked him to put his palm flat out on the table, right beside the sour cream
dip. Vorest complied, not knowing what to expect from Blade. However, he
could see something in Blade' s expression that invited him to play along rather
than be ordered. A whisker’s width difference between the two, but like anick in
an artery, that can mean al the difference. Everyone gathered around as the pipe
organ chimed at a quicker pace, like it was building to some kind of crescendo.

Blade pulled out one of hisrazor sharp spike daggers from his boot and let the tip
rest gently in the center of Vorest’s hand. “If you can grab it without shedding a
drop of blood, it'syours.”

Thiswas agift from on high. Stones openly gaped at the thought of Blade giving
away his signature knives. Mac and Shane closed the circle around Vorest urging
him to pull hisfingers up and around the metal blade and claim it as his own.
Blade snapped his fingers and spun the hilt, setting it into motion like atop. The
smooth tip glided on the flat surface of his palm searching for an imperfectionin
which to dig in and churn agushing well of blood, he had to do it quickly. Vorest
concentrated waiting for that moment when the flat of the blade presented itself
slowly enough to — he took a deep breath — grab.



He turned his hand like he was grabbing the handle on a coffee cup, and snatched
the cold silver metal. It hovered above the dip, and awide smile crossed Vorest's
face. He would be keeping his prize.

A drop of blood fell into the white creamy dip below his hand, a visual
representation of the contradiction of innocence or victory. A paper thin line of
bright red crossed the length of his hand, creating a spillway at the end where
more drops collected, then leaked down the tip of the dagger. Vorest licked the
blade clean with asnarl then handed it back to Blade, who slapped his hand with
his dirty palm. He then offered him a chip dipped in his own blood. He spit a
brown pulp of chewing tobacco lazily out of his mouth, and then ate the chip.
The place erupted.

Fists pounded shoulders, thick boot heels, bone-like extensions of their feet
assaulted the floorboards and a mixture of anger and joy mingled in their voices
sending up noisy mixed signals swirling in tobacco smoke. Blade patted Vorest
on the shoulder asignal that he was again his brother. Blade couldn’t hide his
respect for brutality and Vorest was the only face in his gang that had no room
for mercy. It gave him power. He would never be able to combine his talents the
way Blade had and lead his people to the perfect symmetry of sex, violence and
money, but he the kind of henchman who would avenge his death equal parts out
of loyalty and the excuse to kill. It brought a shimmer of added salineto his
sunken eyes.

A static laced voice called the gathering to the far wall. It came from the
television.

“Have you sinned?’ His southern twang lent amusical interpretation to every
stressed vowel sound.

“He' s early.” Stoneslooked at his watch.

A hand raised by Blade demanded silence. It was time. The boys gathered around
the sets, each of them knew to say nothing. It was even a bad idea to chew
loudly. Mac pulled the tap on the keg the minute the selection began. Blade had a
three and a half hour sermon to choose one face out of an exponentially
weighted, ever changing crowd. His eyes twinkled in the cloudy gleam. His eyes
no longer had the capability of detecting the colors that poured into his sockets —
but that hardly mattered because Blade somehow |ooked directly into their souls.
The beauty and consequence of a much greater mosaic, an unconventional
canvas of human domination, which he alone saw.

The preacher croaked out the opening stanza of afamiliar verse. “ Someone out
thereisin pain.”

Blade smiled inwardly, the corners of his mouth drew together as his eyes



widened soaking in every last ray that radiated from the wall of monitors. Where
was she? He moved hislipsin exact time with the preacher’s.

“Someone out there is searching.”

And somewhere in the next three plus hours, an image would be plucked off of
one of the screens and chosen as the next victim. Blade thought ahead to the
course of events that tonight would set into motion. He would select two of his
men to ride into the night, one of them straddling a motorbike, the other driving a
conversion van. Their orders would be strict, wheels would spin across asphalt
without halt, and their engines would not be turned off until they were back at
the compound. He protected his men the way he protected his property, with a
strict doctrine designed to minimize risk. These forays out into the world were
their only necessary contact, and therefore left the only opening to those who
wanted to track them.

He would send his men tonight, and they’ d be back in two days. With the take of
the sales counters on his video empire reaching near a hundred million, he
predicted Laura would double it leading into the next girl. That was enough.
Anyway, dumping their bodies together right after the initiation would end their
exposure. Thiswas their last pass as predator on society and with the dawn, two
days in the future, he could see their identities melt into the rocky mountains
splashing off the rocks like a spring run off.

A close fit on a screen in the upper left brought him back to the moment. Her
smile asserted a kind happiness not echoed in a perturbed flicker of her eyes. The
conflict between how she felt and how she wanted to be perceived fascinated
Blade for amoment, but he knew it was a brief flirtation only. The perfect girl
had eyes that knew what her mouth was doing and approved. His eyesread the
annoying logo that lived in the left hand corner of the image. The perfect girl
wasn’t on channel five Boston tonight.

The room flinched as they saw Blade' sinterest spike. In the silence they waited
for the command that would set everything in motion. It didn’t come, in fact the
energy stored in Blade's clenched fist released and he grabbed for a beer. He
loved to it in his seat surrounded by the warm bodies of his friends and proceed
to fill his bladder until it nearly exploded. It gave him the sensation of an
unconventiona yearning. The smell of this group would never wash out of the
curtains; they were the component parts of human wrong. Blade was their brain
and conscience. He was saying no to girl after girl, but there would be more, and
anyway it gave him time to be with his men. He could feel their attention upon
him. It wasn’t so bad to let this part of the ritual continue. His last choice had to
be his grandest stroke, but how could he do better than the daughter of the FBI
director? Even as the question flashed through his mind he knew the answer, he



knew it would come. The perfect girl was already streaking toward him on the
airwaves. The image aone remained to be seen.

Blade pulled the flame of his lighter toward the tip of his unlit cigarette with a
long intake of breath.

Several cigarettes|ater, Blade rose from his seat. He was standing taller than he
ever had in hislife. Two fingers extended toward one of the screens, a
pronouncement, a proclamation, a damnation coming to hislipsin asingle
invective syllable “go.”

Chapter 51 Catch Up

Legacy paced in front of the “mission control” setup of Tyke'sthat NASA would
envy. The elegant curve of an eggshell made up the front of his designer
workspace. Tyke fused with the computer controls around him, and wasted no
energy moving around in his space on afour caster stool attached on railsthat let
him glide silently from station to station.

They were reaching the end of the three and a half hours and Legacy, buried in
Blue' s persona scowled in triumph each time he called out a new position on the
grid. But doubt began to climb into the lower chambers of his consciousness.
Was three and a half hours really the cut off point, or had Blue aways smply
found his victim in this window? Had he missed a fleeting image that could
possibly be Blue's perfect fit? They could always go back over each video feed
again and again, but given the fact that riders had already been dispatched in
pursuit of the girl, time was of the essence. Indecision could easily turn thisinto
the foolish sidetrack venture that Wilkes had pointed out in the conference room.
Legacy’s concerns didn’t end there. He worried that he would fixate on some
aspect of the girlsthat he personally considered perfect. His own personality
threatened this hunt as much as the limitations of mimicking Blue. One slip out
of Blue's mind frame and the picture would not emerge. They had to get it right
on the first time through, that’s what Blue had already done.

And while others might have become tentative and unsure coming into the last
minutes before 8:30, Legacy called his last shots with detached confidence. Tyke
practically collapsed onto his keyboard as the alarm sounded, indicating the time
was up. Sweat made his shirt cling to his body; he was drained physically and
mentally. He looked like he’ d ridden a stage of the Tour de France while playing
a Russian grandmaster of chess at the sametime.

“That was intense, dog.” He said with raised fist, like a great realization had been
made. “| need some Sunny D.”



He barely recognized Legacy’ s voice; it froze him in his tracks.

“When we're done.” Legacy did the stool across the floor, tapping the back of
his knees and causing him to fall into his seat. “Dog.”

“1I"'m feeling you.” He replied sensing Legacy’ s presence beginning to return.

They went through the saved images, restoring each onein full screento get a
better picture. Two hours passed. A blunt nod meant the girl had passed the first
test, a shake of the head meant she was erased.

After abathroom break, Legacy noticed stains down Tyke's shirt and the smell
of tangerine wafted into the room. Legacy’ s fist clenched. Normally he would
think nothing of an unscheduled break, but in Legacy’s current state, mimicking
Blue's every tick, he had to restrain himself from slapping Tyke silly. Instead he
cracked his knuckles hard. The look of discomfort from Tyke made him feel a
little better.

Three more passes and L egacy was happy, he' d whittled it down to only those
trophies that Blue would surely notice. Tyke noticed that he hadn’t only picked
the beauties of the bunch. “Y ou passed on some pretty fine ladies.”

“How many areleft?” Legacy croaked. He knew the number he was looking for:
it was one.

“Seventy-two.” Tyke read the counter.

He'd gone through all of the criteriaand he was 71 off hisideal. “ That’s too
many.” Legacy moaned. “Blue picked one, why can’t | seeit, with that same
certainty? He wants strength, he wants rebellion, the kind of mind —*“ a sudden
question made him veer off topic. “Are any of these girls famous?’

Tykereplied, “I recognize three, one of them was my wallpaper -

Legacy interrupted, “Don’t tell me which” he knew the dangers of beginning an
experiment presupposing the end. In interrogation there is no worse sin than
expecting aresult. An interrogator that pushes for an answer usually getsit, but
most of the time it isn’t worth adamn. If they wanted the interrogators ideas
instead of the captives, they’d turn the lamp around and ask him what he thinks.
Legacy wanted an answer so bad that he could supply it himself if he weren’t
careful.

Tyke looked like he needed some clarification and a shower, but Legacy only
had time for one.

He began “It’sjust like in physics when they tried to prove that light was a wave,
they proved it, and when another group of scientists got together and designed an
experiment to show that l