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      ONE

      SOME­TIMES YOU GET up in the morn­ing and you know it‘s go­ing to be one of those days. No tooth­paste left in the tube, no toi­let pa­per on the card­board roll, hot wa­ter cuts out halfway through your show­er, and some­one‘s left a mon­key on your doorstep.

      My name is Stephanie Plum, and I‘m a bail bonds en­force­ment agent for Vin­cent Plum Bail Bonds. I live in a one- bed­room, one- bath, un­re­mark­able apart­ment in a three- sto­ry brick box of a build­ing on the out­skirts of Tren­ton, New Jer­sey. Usu­al­ly I live alone with my ham­ster, Rex, but at eight- thir­ty this morn­ing, my room­mate list was en­larged to in­clude Carl the Mon­key. I opened my door to go to work, and there he was. Small brown mon­key with long, curled tail, creepy lit­tle mon­key fin­gers and toes, crazy, bright mon­key eyes, and he was on a leash hooked to my door­knob. A note was at­tached to his col­lar.

      HI! RE­MEM­BER ME? I‘M CARL AND I BE­LONG TO SU­SAN STITCH. SU­SAN IS ON HER HON­EY­MOON AND SHE KNOWS YOU‘LL TAKE GOOD CARE OF ME UN­TIL SHE RE­TURNS.

      First, let me say that I‘ve nev­er want­ed a mon­key. Sec­ond, I bare­ly know Su­san Stitch. Third, what the heck am I sup­posed to do with the lit­tle bug­ger?

      Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, I parked my Jeep Wran­gler in front of the bonds of­fice on Hamil­ton Av­enue. At one time, the Wran­gler had been red, but it had seen many lives be­fore it fell in­to my hands, and now it was far from pri­mo and the col­or was mot­ley.

      Carl fol­lowed me out of the car and in­to the of­fice, hug­ging my pants leg like a two- year- old. Con­nie Rosol­li, the of­fice man­ag­er, peered around her com­put­er. Con­nie had a lot of big Jer­sey hair, a fresh­ly waxed up­per lip, and breasts no amount of mon­ey could buy.

      Lu­la stopped her fil­ing and stood hands on hips. “That bet­ter not be what I think it is,” Lu­la said, eye­balling Carl. “I hate mon­keys. You know I hate mon­keys.”

      “It‘s Carl,” I told her. “Re­mem­ber when we bust­ed Su­san Stitch for fail­ing to ap­pear? And re­mem­ber her mon­key, Carl?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Here he is.”

      “What are you do­ing with him?”

      “He was at­tached to my door­knob with a note. Su­san went on a hon­ey­moon and left him with me.”

      “She got a lot of nerve,” Lu­la said. “Where‘s he go to the bath­room? You ev­er think of that?”

      I looked down at Carl. “Well?”

      Carl blinked and shrugged. He looked at Lu­la and Con­nie, curled his lips back, and gave them a gum­my mon­key smile.

      “I don‘t like the way he‘s lookin‘ at me,” Lu­la said. “It‘s creepy. What kind of mon­key you got here any­way?”

      Lu­la is a for­mer ‘ho, and she‘s on­ly mod­er­ate­ly al­tered her wardrobe to suit her new job. Lu­la some­how man­ages to per­form the mir­acle of squeez­ing her plus- size body in­to pe­tite- size clothes. Her hair was blond this week, her skin was brown as al­ways, her span­dex tube dress was poi­son green, and her shoes were four- inch, spike- heeled, faux leop­ard Via Spi­gas. It came as no sur­prise that the mon­key was star­ing at Lu­la. Ev­ery­one stared at Lu­la.

      I didn‘t com­mand that much at­ten­tion in my jeans, girl-​cut red T-​shirt, gray sweat­shirt, and in­ad­equate swipe of lash- length­en­ing mas­cara. Not on­ly did I feel like a bran muf­fin in a bak­ery case filled with eclairs, I was al­so the on­ly one not pack­ing a gun. My eyes are blue, my hair is brown, and my fa­vorite word is cake. I was mar­ried for ten min­utes in an­oth­er life, and I‘m not in­clined to re­peat the mis­take any­time soon. There are a cou­ple men in my life who tempt me… just not with mar­riage.

      One of those tempt­ing men is Joe Morel­li. He‘s a Tren­ton cop with bed­room eyes, and bed­room hands, and ev­ery­thing else you‘d want to find in your bed­room is top of the line. He‘s been my off- again, on- again boyfriend for as long as I can re­mem­ber, and last night he was on- again.

      The sec­ond guy in my life is Car­los Manoso, aka Ranger. Ranger‘s been my men­tor, my em­ploy­er, my guardian an­gel, and he‘s got­ten as in­ti­mate with me as a man can get, but Ranger has nev­er to­tal­ly qual­ified as a boyfriend. Boyfriend might sug­gest an oc­ca­sion­al date, and I can‘t see Ranger go­ing there. Ranger is the sort of guy who slips un­in­vit­ed in­to a girl‘s dreams and de­sires and re­fus­es to leave.

      “What‘s hap­pen­ing with Mar­tin Munch?” Con­nie asked me. “Vin­nie‘s in a rant over him. Munch is a big- tick­et bond. If you don‘t drag his ass in­to court by the end of the month, our bot­tom line won‘t be good.”

      This is the way things work in the bail bonds busi­ness. A guy gets ac­cused of a crime, and be­fore he‘s re­leased back in­to so­ci­ety, the court de­mands a se­cu­ri­ty de­posit. If the ac­cused doesn‘t hap­pen to have $50,000 un­der his mat­tress to give to the court, he goes to a bail bonds agent and that agent posts the bond for the ac­cused for a fee. If the ac­cused doesn‘t show up for his court date, the court gets to keep the bonds­man‘s mon­ey un­til some­one like me hauls the ac­cused back to jail.

      My fer­ret-​faced cousin Vin­nie owns the bonds of­fice on pa­per, but he‘s backed by his fa­ther- in- law, Har­ry the Ham­mer. If Vin­nie writes too many bad bonds and the of­fice runs in the red, Har­ry isn‘t hap­py. And you don‘t want a guy with a name like Har­ry the Ham­mer to be un­hap­py.

      “I‘ve been look­ing for Munch all week,” I said to Con­nie. “It‘s like he‘s dropped off the earth.”

      Mar­tin Munch is a twen­ty- four- year- old ge­nius with a doc­tor­ate in quan­tum physics. For what ev­er rea­son, Munch went postal on his project man­ag­er, rid­ing him like Man O‘ War, break­ing his nose with a Dunkin‘ Donuts cof­fee mug, knock­ing him cold. Mo­ments lat­er, Munch was caught on a se­cu­ri­ty tape as he left the re­search lab cradling a one-​of-​a-​kind mon­ster ce­sium va­por mag­ne­tome­ter. What ev­er the heck that is!

      Munch was ar­rest­ed and booked, but the mag­ne­tome­ter was nev­er re­cov­ered. In a mo­ment of in­san­ity, Vin­nie wrote a bond for Munch, and now Munch is play­ing hard to get with his con­trap­tion.

      “This is a white-​col­lar guy,” Con­nie said. “He hasn‘t grown up in a crime cul­ture. His friends and fam­ily are prob­ably hor­ri­fied. I can‘t see them hid­ing him.”

      “He hasn‘t got a lot of friends and fam­ily,” I told her. “From what I can de­ter­mine, he has neigh­bors who have nev­er spo­ken to him, and the on­ly fam­ily is a grand­moth­er in a re­tire­ment home in Cad­mount. He was em­ployed at the re­search fa­cil­ity for two years, and he nev­er so­cial­ized. Be­fore that, he was a stu­dent at Prince­ton, where he nev­er got his face out of a book.

      “His neigh­bors tell me a cou­ple months ago a guy start­ed vis­it­ing Munch. The guy was a lit­tle over six feet tall, with an ath­let­ic build and ex­pen­sive clothes. He drove a black Fer­rari and had shoul­der- length black hair and pale, al­most white skin. Some­times Munch would leave with him and not come back for sev­er­al days. That‘s the whole en­chi­la­da.”

      “Sounds like Drac­ula,” Lu­la said. “Was he wear­ing a cape? Did he have fangs?”

      “No one said any­thing about a cape or fangs.”

      “Munch must have come in when I was out sick last week,” Lu­la said. “I don‘t re­mem­ber him.”

      “So what was it?” I asked her. “The flu?”

      “I don‘t know what it was. My eyes were all swollen, and I was sneez­ing and wheez­ing, and I felt like I had a fever. I just stayed in my apart­ment, drink­ing medic­inal whiskey and tak­ing cold pills, and now I feel fine. What‘s this Munch look like?”

      I took his file from my Pra­da knock­off mes­sen­ger bag and showed Lu­la his mug shot, plus a pho­to.

      “Good thing he‘s a ge­nius,” Lu­la said, “on ac­count of he don‘t have much else go­ing on.”

      At five-​feet-​two-​inch­es tall, Munch looked more like four­teen than twen­ty-​four. He was slim, with straw­ber­ry blond hair and pale freck­led skin. The pho­to was tak­en out­doors, and Munch was squint­ing in­to the sun. He was wear­ing jeans and sneak­ers and a Sponge­Bob T-​shirt, and it oc­curred to me that he prob­ably shopped in the kids‘ de­part­ment. I imag­ine you have to be pret­ty se­cure in your man­hood to pull that one off.

      “I‘m feel­ing hot to­day,” Lu­la said. “I bet I could find that Munch. I bet he‘s sit­ting home in his Un­der­oos play­ing with his whatchamacal­lit.”

      “I guess it wouldn‘t hurt for us to check out his house one more time,” I said. “He‘s rent­ing one of those lit­tle tiny row hous­es on Crock­er Street, down by the but­ton fac­to­ry.”

      “What are you gonna do with the mon­key?” Lu­la want­ed to know.

      I looked over at Con­nie.

      “For­get it,” Con­nie said. “I‘m not babysit­ting a mon­key. Es­pe­cial­ly not that mon­key.”

      “Well, I don‘t let mon­keys ride in my car,” Lu­la said. “If that mon­key‘s go­ing with us, you‘re gonna have to drive your car. And I‘m sit­ting in the back, so I can keep an eye on him. I don‘t want no mon­key sneak­ing up be­hind me giv­ing me mon­key cooties.”

      “I‘ve got two new skips,” Con­nie said to me. “One of them, Gor­do Bol­lo, ran over his ex-​wife‘s brand-​new hus­band with a pick­up truck, twice. And the oth­er, Den­ny Guzzi, robbed a con ve nience store and ac­ci­den­tal­ly shot him­self in the foot try­ing to make his get­away. Both id­iots failed to show for their court ap­pear­ances.”

      Con­nie shoved the pa­per­work to the edge of the desk. I signed the con­tract and took the files that con­tained a pho­to, the ar­rest sheet, and the bond agree­ment for each man.

      “Shouldn‘t be hard to tag Den­ny Guzzi,” Con­nie said.

      “He‘s got a big ban dage on his foot, and he can‘t run.”

      “Yeah, but he‘s got a gun,” I said to Con­nie.

      “This is Jer­sey,” Con­nie said. “Ev­ery­one‘s got a gun… ex­cept you.”

      We left the bonds of­fice, and Lu­la stood look­ing at my car.

      “I for­got you got this dumb Jeep,” Lu­la said. “I can‘t get in the back of this thing. On­ly Ro­ma­ni­an ac­ro­bats could get in the back of this. I guess the mon­key‘s got­ta ride in back, but I swear he makes a move on me, and I‘m gonna shoot him.”

      I slid be­hind the wheel, Lu­la wedged her­self in­to the pas­sen­ger-​side seat, and Carl hopped in­to the back. I ad­just­ed my rearview mir­ror, locked on­to Carl, and I swear it looked to me like Carl was mak­ing faces at Lu­la and giv­ing her the fin­ger.

      “What?” Lu­la said to me. “You got a strange look on you.”

      “It‘s noth­ing,” I said. “I just thought Carl was . . . nev­er mind.”

      I drove across town, parked in front of Munch‘s house on Crock­er Street, and we all piled out of the Jeep.

      “This here‘s a bor­ing-​ass house,” Lu­la said. “It looks like ev­ery oth­er house on the street. If I came home af­ter hav­ing two cos­mopoli­tans, I wouldn‘t know which house was mine. Look at them. They‘re all red­brick. They all have the same stupid black door and black win­dow trim. They don‘t even have no front yard. Just a stoop. And they all got the same stupid stoop.”

      I glanced at Lu­la. “Are you okay? That‘s a lot of hos­til­ity for a poor row house.”

      “It‘s the mon­key. Mon­keys give me the willies. And I might have a headache from all that medic­inal whiskey.”

      I rang Munch‘s door­bell and looked through sheers that screened the front win­dow. Be­yond the sheers, the house was dark and still.

      “I bet he‘s in there,” Lu­la said. “I bet he‘s hid­ing un­der the bed. I think we should go around to the back and look.”

      There were fif­teen row hous­es in all. All shared com­mon walls, and Munch‘s was al­most dead mid­dle. We re­turned to the Jeep, I rolled down the street, turned left at the cor­ner, and took the al­ley that cut the block. I parked, and we all got out and walked through Munch‘s postage-​stamp back­yard. The rear of the house was sim­ilar to the front. A door and two win­dows. The door had a small swing­ing trap­door at the bot­tom for a pet, and Carl in­stant­ly scur­ried in­side.

      I was dumb­struck. One minute, Carl was in the Jeep, and then, in an in­stant, he was in­side the house.

      “Holy mac­aroni,” Lu­la said. “He‘s fast!”

      We looked in a win­dow and saw Carl in the kitchen, bounc­ing off coun­ters, jump­ing up and down on the small kitchen ta­ble.

      I pressed my nose to the glass. “I have to get him out.”

      “Like hell you do,” Lu­la said. “This here‘s your lucky day. I say find­ers keep­ers.”

      “What if Munch nev­er re­turns? Carl will starve to death.”

      “I don‘t think so,” Lu­la said. “He just opened the re­frig­er­ator.”

      “There has to be a way to get in. Maybe Munch hid a key.”

      “Well, some­one could ac­ci­den­tal­ly break a win­dow,” Lu­la said. “And then some­one else could crawl in and beat the liv­ing crap out of the mon­key.”

      “No. We‘re not break­ing or beat­ing.”

      I rapped on the win­dow, and Carl gave me the fin­ger.

      Lu­la sucked in some air. “That lit­tle fuck­er just flipped us the bird.”

      “It was prob­ably ac­ci­den­tal.”

      Lu­la glared in at Carl. “Ac­ci­dent this!” she said to him, mid­dle fin­ger ex­tend­ed.

      Carl turned and mooned Lu­la, al­though it wasn‘t much of a moon since he wasn‘t wear­ing clothes to be­gin with.

      “Oh yeah?” Lu­la said. “You want to see a moon? I got a moon to show you.”

      “No!” I said to Lu­la. “No more moons. Bad enough I just looked at a mon­key butt. I don‘t want your butt burned in­to my ret i nas.”

      “Hunh,” Lu­la said. “Lot­ta peo­ple paid good mon­ey to see that butt.”

      Carl drank some milk out of a car­ton and put it back in­to the re­frig­er­ator. He opened the crisper draw­er and pawed around in it but didn‘t find any­thing he want­ed. He closed the re­frig­er­ator, scratched his stom­ach, and looked around.

      “Let me in,” I said to him. “Open the door.”

      “Yeah, right,” Lu­la said. “As if his lit­tle pea brain could un­der­stand you.”

      Carl gave Lu­la the fin­ger again. And then Carl threw the dead­bolt, opened the door, and stuck his tongue out at Lu­la.

      “If there‘s one thing I can‘t stand,” Lu­la said, “it‘s a show-​off mon­key.”

      I did a fast walk-​through of the house. Not much to see. Two small bed­rooms, liv­ing room, sin­gle bath, small eat-​in kitchen. These hous­es were built by the but­ton fac­to­ry af­ter the war to en­tice cheap la­bor, and the but­ton fac­to­ry didn‘t waste mon­ey on frills. The hous­es had been sold many times over since then and were now oc­cu­pied by an odd as­sort­ment of se nior cit­izens, new­ly mar­rieds, and cra­zies. Seemed to me, Munch fit in­to the crazy cat­ego­ry.

      There were no clothes in the clos­et, no toi­letries in the bath­room, no com­put­er any­where. Munch had cleared out, leav­ing a car­ton of milk, some sprout­ed onions, and a half-​emp­ty box of Rice Krispies be­hind.

      “It‘s the strangest thing,” Lu­la said. “I got this sud­den crav­ing for cof­fee cake. Do you smell cin­na­mon? It‘s like it‘s mixed up with Christ­mas trees and or­anges.”

      I‘d no­ticed the scent.

      And I was afraid I rec­og­nized it.

      “How about you?” I asked Carl. “Do you smell cin­na­mon?”

      Carl did an­oth­er shrug and scratched his butt.

      “Now all I can think of is cin­na­mon buns,” Lu­la said. “I got buns on the brain. We got­ta go find some. Or maybe a dough­nut. I wouldn‘t mind a dozen dough­nuts. I need a bak­ery. I got crav­ings.”

      Ev­ery­one va­cat­ed the kitchen, I closed the back door, and we all piled in­to the Jeep. I found my way to Hamil­ton and stopped at Tasty Pas­try.

      “What kind of dough­nut do you want?” I asked Lu­la.

      “Any kind. I want a Boston Cream, a straw­ber­ry jel­ly, a choco­late-​glazed, one of them with the white ic­ing and pret­ty col­or­ful sprin­kles, and a blue­ber­ry. No, wait. I don‘t want the blue­ber­ry. I want a vanil­la cream and a cin­na­mon stick.”

      “That‘s a lot of dough­nuts.”

      “I‘m a big girl,” Lu­la said. “I got big ap­petites. I feel like I could eat a mil­lion dough­nuts.”

      “How about you?” I asked Carl. “Do you need a dough­nut?”

      Carl vig­or­ous­ly shook his head yes and jumped up and down in his seat and made ex­cit­ed mon­key nois­es.

      “It‘s creepy that this mon­key knows what we‘re say­ing,” Lu­la said. “It‘s just not right. It‘s like he‘s a alien mon­key or some­thing.”

      “Some­times Morel­li‘s dog, Bob, knows what I‘m say­ing. He knows walk, and come, and meat­ball.”

      “Yeah, Tank knows some words, too, but not as many as this mon­key,” Lu­la said. “Of course, that‘s ‘cause Tank‘s the big, strong, silent type.”

      Tank is Lu­la‘s fi­ancé, and his name says it all. He‘s Ranger‘s right-​hand man, sec­ond in com­mand at Ranger‘s se­cu­ri­ty firm, Range­man, and he‘s the guy Ranger trusts to guard his back. To say that Tank is the big, strong, silent type is a gross un­der­state­ment on all ac­counts.

      Fif­teen min­utes lat­er, we were in the Jeep and we‘d eat­en all the dough­nuts.

      “I feel a lot bet­ter,” Lu­la said. “Now what?”

      I looked down at my shirt. It had pow­dered sug­ar and a big glob of jel­ly on it. “I‘m go­ing home to change my shirt.”

      “That don‘t sound re­al in­ter­est­ing,” Lu­la said. “You could drop me at the of­fice. I might have to take a nap.”
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      TWO

      I PARKED MY Jeep in the lot be­hind my apart­ment build­ing, and Carl and I crossed the lot and pushed through the build­ing‘s rear en­trance. We took the el­eva­tor to the sec­ond floor, and Carl wait­ed pa­tient­ly while I opened my door.

      “So,” I said to him, “do you miss Su­san?”

      He shrugged.

      “You do a lot of shrug­ging,” I told him.

      He stud­ied me for a mo­ment and gave me the fin­ger. Okay, so it wasn‘t a shrug. And giv­ing and get­ting the fin­ger is a way of life in Jer­sey. Still, get­ting the fin­ger from a mon­key isn‘t nor­mal even by Jer­sey stan­dards.

      My apart­ment con­sists of a small en­trance foy­er with hooks on the wall for coats and hats and hand­bags. The kitchen and liv­ing room open off the foy­er, a din­ing area is tucked in­to an ex­ten­sion of the liv­ing room, and at the oth­er end is a short hall­way lead­ing to my bed­room and bath­room. My dé­cor is most­ly what ev­er was dis­card­ed by rel­atives. This is okay by me be­cause Aunt Bet­ty‘s chair, Grand­ma Mazur‘s din­ing room set, and my cousin Toot­sie‘s cof­fee ta­ble are com­fort­able. They come to me in­fused with fam­ily his­to­ry, and they give off a kind of gen­tle en­er­gy that my life is some­times lack­ing. Not to men­tion, I can‘t af­ford any­thing else.

      I hung my tote on one of the hooks in the foy­er and stared down at a pair of scruffy men‘s boots that had been kicked off and left in the mid­dle of the floor. I was pret­ty sure I rec­og­nized the boots, plus the bat­tered leather back­pack that had been dumped on Tootie‘s cof­fee ta­ble.

      I walked in­to the liv­ing room and stared down at the back­pack. I blew out a sigh and rolled my eyes. Why me? I thought. Isn‘t it enough that I have a mon­key? Do I re­al­ly need one more com­pli­ca­tion?

      “Diesel?” I yelled.

      I moved to the bed­room, and there he was, sprawled on my bed. Over six feet of gor­geous, hard-​mus­cled, slight­ly tanned male. His eyes were brown and as­sess­ing, his hair was sandy blond, thick, and un­ruly. His eye­brows were fierce. Hard to tell his age. Young enough to be lots of trou­ble. Old enough to know what he was do­ing. He was wear­ing new gray sweat­socks, tat­tered jeans, and a fad­ed T-​shirt that ad­ver­tised a dive shop in the Caicos.

      He rolled on­to his back and smiled up at me when I came in­to the room.

      “Hey,” he said.

      I point­ed stiff-​armed to the door. “Out!”

      “What, no kiss hel­lo?”

      “Get a grip.”

      He pat­ted the bed next to him.

      “No way,” I said.

      “Afraid?”

      Of course I was afraid. He made the Big Bad Wolf look like chump change.

      “How do you al­ways man­age to smell like Christ­mas?” I asked Diesel.

      “I don‘t know. It‘s just one of those things.” The smile widened, show­ing per­fect white teeth, and crin­kle lines ap­peared around his eyes. “It‘s part of my ap­peal,” he said.

      “You were in Mar­tin Munch‘s house ear­li­er to­day, weren‘t you?”

      “Yeah. You came in the back door, and I went out the front. I would have hung around, but I was fol­low­ing some­one.”

      “And?”

      “I lost him.”

      “Hard to be­lieve.”

      “Are you sure you don‘t want to roll around on the bed with me?”

      “Rain check,” I told him. “Re­al­ly?”

      “No.”

      Here‘s the thing with Diesel. I‘d be crazy not to want to take him for a test drive, but I‘ve al­ready got two men in my life, and that‘s ac­tu­al­ly one too many. Truth is, I‘m a good Catholic girl. The faith has al­ways been elu­sive, but the guilt is in­tractable. I‘m not com­fort­able hav­ing si­mul­ta­ne­ous in­ti­mate re­la­tion­ships . . . even if it‘s on­ly for a glo­ri­ous ten min­utes. And Diesel isn‘t a nor­mal guy. At least, that‘s his sto­ry.

      If Diesel is to be be­lieved, there are peo­ple liv­ing among us with abil­ities be­yond nor­mal. They look just like any­one else, and most hold nor­mal jobs and live rel­ative­ly nor­mal lives. They‘re called Un­men­tion­ables, and some are more un­men­tion­able than oth­ers. From what I‘ve seen, Diesel is about as un­men­tion­able as a guy could get. Diesel trav­els the world track­ing Un­men­tion­ables who‘ve gone to the dark side, and then he pulls the pow­er plug. I don‘t know how he ac­com­plish­es this. I‘m not even sure I be­lieve any of it. All I know is, one minute he‘s here, and then he‘s gone. And when he leaves, the baro­met­ric pres­sure im­proves.

      Diesel stood and stretched, and when he stretched, there was a tan­ta­liz­ing flash of skin ex­posed be­tween shirt and low-​rid­ing jeans. It was enough to make my eyes glaze over and my mouth go dry. I strug­gled to re­place the im­age with thoughts of Morel­li naked, but I was on­ly par­tial­ly suc­cess­ful.

      “I‘m hun­gry,” Diesel said. “What time is it? Is it lunch -time?” He looked at his watch. “It‘s af­ter noon in Green­land. Close enough.”

      He am­bled out of the bed­room and in­to the kitchen, where Carl was sit­ting on the counter, star­ing in­to Rex‘s aquar­ium.

      “What‘s with the mon­key?” Diesel asked, his head in the re­frig­er­ator.

      “I‘m babysit­ting.”

      Diesel gath­ered up some cold cuts and sliced cheese and turned to me. “You don‘t strike me as es­pe­cial­ly ma­ter­nal.”

      “I have my mo­ments.” Ad­mit­ted­ly not very many, but prob­ably they‘re just wait­ing for the right time to pop out.

      Diesel found bread and made him­self a sand­wich. “He got a name?”

      “Carl.”

      Diesel flipped Carl a slice of bread and Carl caught it and ate it.

      “Are you a mon­key man?” I asked Diesel.

      “I can take ‘em or leave ‘em.”

      Carl shot Diesel the fin­ger, and Diesel gave a bark of laugh­ter. Diesel ate some sand­wich and looked my way. “You two must get along great. You taught him that, right?”

      “What are you do­ing here?” I asked.

      “Vis­it­ing.”

      “You nev­er just vis­it.”

      Diesel got a Bud Light from the fridge, chugged it, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I‘m look­ing for a guy who has been known to hang with your friend Munch.”

      “Does this guy drive a black Fer­rari and have long black hair?”

      “Yes. Have you seen him?”

      I shook my head. “No. I‘ve talked to Munch‘s neigh­bors, and ap­par­ent­ly he was Munch‘s on­ly vis­itor. Munch didn‘t have much of a so­cial life.”

      “What kind of leads do you have?” Diesel asked.

      “The usu­al. Noth­ing. And you?”

      “I tracked my man to Munch‘s house but missed him by min­utes. I‘ve been try­ing to tag him for over a year. He can sense my ap­proach, and he moves on be­fore I get too close.”

      “He‘s afraid of you.”

      “No. He‘s en­joy­ing the game.”

      “His name?”

      “Ger­wulf Gri­moire,” Diesel said.

      “Wow, that‘s a re­al­ly bad name.”

      “This is a re­al­ly bad, re­al­ly pow­er­ful guy. Some­how he con­nect­ed with Munch, and now they‘re palling around to­geth­er with Munch‘s mag­ne­tome­ter.”

      “Why was What­shis name in Munch‘s house?” I asked Diesel.

      “Ger­wulf Gri­moire, but he goes by Wulf. I sup­pose he went back to get some­thing. Or maybe he was play­ing with me. The house was clean when I got there. I fol­lowed Wulf‘s bread­crumbs to Broad Street, and then they dis­ap­peared.”

      “Bread­crumbs?”

      “Cos­mic de­bris. Hard to ex­plain.”

      “Do I leave cos­mic de­bris?”

      “Ev­ery­one leaves it. Some peo­ple leave more than oth­ers. Wulf and I leave a lot be­cause we‘re dense. We both car­ry high en­er­gy.”

      “That‘s weird.”

      “Tell me about it,” Diesel said. “You should walk in my shoes.” He crossed to the foy­er, took my bag off its hook, and stuck his hand in.

      “Hey!” I said. “What are you do­ing?”

      “I want to read your case file on Munch.”

      “How do you know it‘s in there?”

      “I know. Just like I know you‘re wear­ing a pink lace thong, and you think I‘m hot.”

      “How? What?” I said. “Lucky guess,” Diesel said, pulling the file out of my bag, scan­ning the pages.

      “I do not think you‘re hot.”

      “That‘s a big fib,” Diesel said.

      “I can save you some time,” I told him. “There isn‘t any­thing in Munch‘s file. On­ly a grand­moth­er.”

      “Then let‘s talk to the grand­moth­er.”

      “I‘ve al­ready talked to her.”

      Diesel shoved his feet in­to his boots and laced up. “Let‘s talk to her again.”

      I changed my shirt, and we head­ed out.

      “Your car or mine?” I asked him when we got to the lot.

      “What are you driv­ing?”

      “The Jeep that used to be red.”

      “I like it,” Diesel said.

      “What are you driv­ing?”

      “The hog.”

      I looked over at the black Harley. No room for Carl, and it would wreck my hair. “Prob­ably it‘s eas­ier to fol­low cos­mic dust when you‘re on a bike,” I said.

      Diesel set­tled him­self in­to the Jeep‘s pas­sen­ger-​side seat and grinned at me. “You don‘t re­al­ly think there‘s cos­mic dust, do you?”

      I plugged the key in­to the ig­ni­tion. “Of course not. Cos­mic dust would be… ridicu­lous.”

      Diesel hooked an arm around my neck, pulled me to him, and kissed me on the top of my head. “This is go­ing to be fun,” he said.
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      THREE

      CAD­MOUNT IS a sleepy lit­tle town on the Delaware Riv­er a few miles north of Tren­ton. It looks quaint­ly his­toric—a bunch of big, white, clap­board hous­es with black shut­ters and yards shad­ed by oak and maple trees. Ly­dia Munch‘s re­tire­ment home was a sprawl­ing sin­gle-​sto­ry red­brick struc­ture. The ar­chi­tect had en­hanced the en­trance with a por­ti­co and four white columns in an at­tempt to make it look less like a re­tire­ment home. The re­sult was that it looked a lot more like a fu­ner­al par­lor.

      I parked in the vis­itor lot, and we shuf­fled in­to the lob­by. The walls were a pleas­ant pale peach, and the floor was cov­ered in dove gray in­dus­tri­al pile car­pet. It was a rel­ative­ly small area, large enough to ac­com­mo­date the re­cep­tion desk manned by two green-​smocked wom­en, a uni­formed se­cu­ri­ty guard old enough to be a res­ident, and a cou­ple wing­back chairs for tired guests.

      I asked for Ly­dia Munch and was di­rect­ed to a lounge in her wing. I‘d al­ready done this drill twice be­fore, but no one seemed to re­mem­ber me, and the rules and di­rec­tions were pre­cise­ly re­peat­ed. They would tell Ly­dia she had a vis­itor, and Ly­dia would meet us in the lounge. Diesel and I moved to­ward the cor­ri­dor lead­ing to the lounge, and one of the green-​smocked wom­en called af­ter us.

      “Ex­cuse me,” she said. “There‘s a mon­key fol­low­ing you.”

      We turned and looked down at Carl. We‘d for­got­ten he was with us.

      “Go back to the car,” I said to Carl.

      Carl looked at me with his bright mon­key eyes. The eyes dimmed down a notch, and he blinked.

      “Don‘t play dumb,” I said to him. “I know you un­der­stand.”

      An­oth­er blink.

      “We don‘t al­low mon­keys,” the wom­an said.

      Carl flipped her the fin­ger and took off down the cor­ri­dor to­ward the lounge.

      “Se­cu­ri­ty!” the wom­an shout­ed, wav­ing her hand at the old man at the door. “Ex­pel that mon­key.”

      The se­cu­ri­ty guard looked around. “What mon­key? I don‘t see no mon­key.”

      Carl scam­pered down the length of the hall and swung through the door to the lounge. A mur­mur went up from the room when Carl en­tered, a wom­an screamed, and some­thing crashed to the floor.

      Diesel and I fol­lowed Carl in­to the lounge and found a lit­tle old la­dy who looked like Moth­er Goose press­ing her­self in­to a cor­ner. A lit­tle old man with his pants hiked up to his armpits was scrab­bling af­ter Carl. The lit­tle old man was try­ing to smack Carl with his cane, but Carl was too fast. Carl was scur­ry­ing around, avoid­ing the cane, jump­ing on ta­bles, knock­ing lamps to the floor, climb­ing up the drapes. He jumped on­to Moth­er Goose‘s head, leaned over in­to her face, and gave her a kiss on the lips.

      “He frenched me!” Moth­er Goose said. “I‘ve been Frenched by a mon­key.”

      Diesel grabbed Carl by the tail, lift­ed him off Moth­er Goose, and held him at arm‘s length, where Carl meek­ly dan­gled like a dead opos­sum. The old man took a swipe at Carl with the cane but missed and tagged Diesel. Diesel held Carl with one hand, and with the oth­er, he snatched the cane away from the man and snapped it in half.

      “I need mouth­wash,” Moth­er Goose said. “I need a tetanus shot. I need a Tic Tac.”

      “I‘m look­ing for Ly­dia Munch,” Diesel said.

      “Two doors down on the right,” the man told him. “Apart­ment 103.”

      Diesel thanked him, and we trooped out of the lounge with Carl rid­ing on Diesel‘s shoul­der. Sev­er­al res­idents were in the hall. Ly­dia Munch was among them. Easy to rec­og­nize Ly­dia. She was five-​foot-​noth­ing and had the same curly straw­ber­ry blond hair and freck­led skin as her grand­son.

      “What‘s the ruckus in the lounge?” she asked. Her eyes fo­cused on Carl. “Is that a re­al mon­key?”

      “Yep, it‘s a re­al mon­key,” I told her. “And this big guy is Diesel. He‘d like to talk to you about your grand­son.”

      “Mar­tin? I don‘t know what to say about him. I haven‘t seen him since Christ­mas. I know he‘s ac­cused of steal­ing some­thing where he worked, but it‘s hard to be­lieve. He‘s such a nice young man.”

      “I need to find him,” Diesel said. “Do you have any idea where he might be stay­ing?”

      “He has a house in Tren­ton. Oth­er than that, I don‘t know. There‘s not a lot of fam­ily left. His moth­er and fa­ther were killed in a car wreck five years ago. He doesn‘t have any broth­ers or sis­ters. The rest of the fam­ily is in Wis­con­sin. He was nev­er close to any of them.”

      “Friends?” Diesel asked.

      “He nev­er men­tioned any. It was al­ways hard for him, be­ing so smart. He didn‘t go through school with kids his own age. And then he had that whole Star Trek thing where he dressed up like Mr. Spock. I told my daugh­ter to get him help, but she said it was just a phase. And when he took the job at the re­search cen­ter, he was work­ing on some­thing se­cret that he couldn‘t talk about. He was re­al ex­cit­ed about it. He worked all the time on it. Week­ends and nights. I thought he should be go­ing out with girls, mak­ing some friends, but he said ev­ery­one he met was bor­ing.”

      “Did he ev­er men­tion some­one named Wulf?” Diesel asked.

      “No,” she said. “I would have re­mem­bered.”

      Diesel gave Ly­dia a busi­ness card. “I‘d ap­pre­ci­ate a call if you hear from Mar­tin.”

      I looked over at the card. It said Diesel, and be­low that was a phone num­ber.

      “Very pro­fes­sion­al,” I told him.

      Diesel nod­ded adios to Ly­dia, took my hand, and pulled me down the hall to­ward the back door. “They were a Christ­mas present from one of my han­dlers. He said I had to stop writ­ing my phone num­ber on peo­ple‘s fore­heads.”

      “Han­dlers?”

      “The guys who move me around.”

      “So you can fol­low the cos­mic dust?”

      Diesel opened the back door and pushed me through. “Very fun­ny. Keep in mind not ev­ery­thing I say is bull­shit.”

      “What would you say is the bull­shit per­cent­age? Twen­ty? Thir­ty?”

      “Thir­ty might be low.”

      We cir­cled the build­ing and jumped in­to my Jeep. I cranked the en­gine over, and an an­imal con­trol van rolled in­to the lot just as we were leav­ing.

      “Now what?” I asked Diesel.

      “Did you thor­ough­ly search Munch‘s house?”

      “Lu­la and I walked through the rooms and looked in clos­ets and draw­ers. There wasn‘t much to see. The house was emp­ty. No clothes, no food, no tooth­brush in the bath­room.”

      “Maybe we should take a sec­ond look.”

      I made the trip back to Tren­ton in less than thir­ty min­utes. Traf­fic was non ex is tent at mid­day, and I didn‘t get a sin­gle red light. Diesel took cred­it for this, but I thought his claim might reg­is­ter a ten on the bull­shit-​o-​me­ter. Then again, maybe not.

      I turned on­to Crock­er and im­me­di­ate­ly saw two cop cars and an EMT truck an­gled in­to the curb in front of Munch‘s house. I did a slow drive-​by, turned at the cor­ner, and stopped at the en­trance to the al­ley. There were two more cop cars parked with lights flash­ing halfway down, plus a crime lab truck, an un­marked cop car, and what looked like the med­ical ex­am­in­er‘s meat wag­on.

      “This doesn‘t look good,” I said to Diesel.

      Diesel stared down the al­ley. “Call your boyfriend and find out what hap­pened.”

      I crept for­ward, parked just past the al­ley, and di­aled Morel­li.

      “Is there some­thing go­ing on in Mar­tin Munch‘s house on Crock­er Street?” I asked him.

      “A call came in re­port­ing two wom­en and a mon­key do­ing a B&E,” Morel­li said. “One of the wom­en was fat and black and stuffed in­to not near­ly enough green span­dex, and the oth­er was wear­ing jeans and a red T-​shirt. I don‘t sup­pose you were in the area?”

      “Who, me?”

      “Shit,” Morel­li said. “Where‘d you get the mon­key?”

      “What mon­key?”

      “Fine. I don‘t ac­tu­al­ly want to know. For­tu­nate­ly, it‘s not my case. I have a nice, sane, mul­ti­ple gang-​slay­ing to work on.”

      “What hap­pened?”

      “The usu­al. A bunch of kids shot each oth­er.”

      “No. What hap­pened at Munch‘s house?”

      “A uni­form re­spond­ed to the call. He looked in the win­dows and tried the doors and was on his way back to his car parked in the al­ley when his at­ten­tion was caught by a pack of vul­tures sit­ting on a white ‘91 Cadil­lac. The car was parked one house down from Munch‘s. Long sto­ry short, there was a body in the trunk.”

      “And?”

      “Uniden­ti­fied male. Not Munch. No bul­let holes or stab wounds. Bucky Burlew pulled the case, and since the guy‘s head was fac­ing in the wrong di­rec­tion, Bucky‘s think­ing his neck was bro­ken. Or­di­nar­ily, I wouldn‘t know any of this, but I was sup­posed to meet Bucky at Pino‘s for lunch. This is half-​price day for meat­ball subs.”

      “Did you get a sub any­way?”

      “Yeah. I went with Joe Ze­lock. He‘s in town with those naked male dancers. He‘s their to­ken het­ero­sex­ual.”

      Ze­lock used to be a Tren­ton cop. He rose in the ranks, went politi­co, and got bust­ed for act­ing in a porno film. Some­how, he got him­self on­to one of those re­al­ity tal­ent shows. He didn‘t win, but he got a gig with a trav­el­ing Chip­pen­dales-​style dance troupe. Word on the street is that he‘s mak­ing okay mon­ey. Of course, some of it gets stuffed in­to some pret­ty strange places, but I guess a lit­tle dis­in­fec­tant spray, and the mon­ey‘s as good as any oth­er.

      I dis­con­nect­ed and told Diesel about the dead guy.

      “Did Morel­li say there was any­thing un­usu­al about the vic­tim?”

      “Like what?”

      “I‘ve seen Wulf‘s hand­iwork. He likes to break his vic­tim‘s neck. Nice and neat. Doesn‘t get blood on his clothes. He us­es an an­cient Chi­nese tech­nique that on­ly a few men have ev­er mas­tered. In fact, it‘s said you have to be born with the Drag­on Claw.”

      “What‘s a Drag­on Claw?”

      “Wulf can chan­nel en­er­gy to his hands and use them to burn a brand in­to flesh. When he us­es his hands to kill, he al­so in­flicts a per­fect print of his hand on the vic­tim‘s neck.”

      I felt the blood drain out of my brain, my vi­sion went cob­web­by, and bells clanged in my head.

      Diesel reached over and put his hand to the back of my neck. “Breathe,” he said.

      His hand was warm, and the warmth ra­di­at­ed out to my fin­ger­tips and toes and ev­ery­place in be­tween.

      “Are you okay?” he asked me. “Your face turned white, and I felt your blood pres­sure drop.”

      “Too much in­for­ma­tion. I didn‘t need to know about the Drag­on Claw.”

      Diesel smiled wide. “You‘re such a girl.”

      “I‘m go­ing to take that as a com­pli­ment.”

      “I need to crash,” Diesel said. “I was brought in from Moscow last night and I‘m beat.”

      “Where do you want me to drop you?”

      “Take me home.”

      “You have a home?”

      “Take me to your home. I‘m stay­ing with you.”

      “Oh no. No, no, no.”

      “Give it up,” Diesel said. “It‘s not like you can kick me out.”

      “You are not stay­ing in my apart­ment. Where will you sleep?”

      “I‘ll sleep with you.”

      “Nev­er hap­pen. No way. For­get about it.”

      “You‘ll come around. Any­way, I want your bed, not your body.”

      “Re­al­ly?”

      “No. That was a flat-​out lie.”

      “Get out.”

      “Hon­ey, kick­ing me out of your car won‘t change any­thing.”

      I point­ed stiff-​armed. “Out!”

      Diesel heaved him­self out of the Jeep. “Do you want me to take the mon­key?”

      “Yes.”

      Carl hopped out of the back­seat on­to Diesel‘s shoul­der. I sus­pect­ed they‘d both be in my apart­ment wait­ing for me when I re­turned to night, but at least I wouldn‘t have driv­en them there. Sort of a hol­low vic­to­ry, but it was the best I could man­age. I took off, and from my rearview mir­ror I could see Carl give me the fin­ger.

      I reached the cor­ner and blew out a sigh. I couldn‘t do it. I couldn‘t aban­don Carl. I hooked a U-​turn to re­trieve the lit­tle guy, but Diesel and Carl had dis­ap­peared. Poof.
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      FOUR

      FORTY MIN­UTES AND twelve red lights lat­er, I rolled to a stop in front of the bail bonds of­fice.

      “You look con­fused,” Lu­la said when I pushed through the front door. “You got that what-​the-​heck-​just-​hap­pened look to your face.”

      “Re­mem­ber Diesel? He‘s back.”

      “I wouldn‘t be lookin‘ con­fused at that,” Lu­la said. “I‘d be lookin‘ hel­lo, hot­stuff.”

      “He‘s not nor­mal,” I said to Lu­la.

      “Don‘t I know it. He was at the head of the line when God was hand­ing out the good stuff. I bet he got a great big pow­er tool, too.”

      I had enough prob­lems with­out dwelling on Diesel‘s pow­er tool. I was fifty dol­lars short on my rent, my moth­er ex­pect­ed me for din­ner, and I had a mon­key.

      “I‘m at a dead end with Mar­tin Munch,” I said. “I thought I‘d go af­ter one of the new guys.”

      “I guess I could help you with that,” Lu­la said. “So long as I don‘t have to chase some fool all the hell over the place. I‘m wear­ing my Via Spi­gas to­day, and I don‘t do that shit in my Via Spi­gas. So I‘m vot­ing we go clap the cuffs on the id­iot with the shot-​up foot.”

      “Works for me,” I said. I was wear­ing sneak­ers, but I didn‘t want to chase some fool all the hell over the place, ei­ther.

      “Where‘s the mon­key?” Lu­la asked. “You still got the mon­key?”

      “The mon­key went with Diesel.”

      “That mon­key‘s a lucky duck,” Lu­la said. “I wouldn‘t mind go­ing with Diesel.”

      I pulled the case file out of my bag. “Den­ny Guzzi lives in an apart­ment on Lau­rel Street.”

      “That‘s not such a good neigh­bor­hood,” Lu­la said. “That‘s off Stark. Prob­ably Guzzi was rob­bing stores try­ing to get him­self a bet­ter way of life.”

      “Prob­ably he was rob­bing stores so he could buy dope,” Con­nie said.

      “See, now that‘s un­char­ita­ble,” Lu­la said. “You‘re judg­ing him with­out know­ing the cir­cum­stances. He could have had a rea­son. He could have a sick ma­ma who need­ed medicine.”

      Con­nie didn‘t look con­vinced. “Would you rob a store at gun­point if your moth­er need­ed medicine?” she asked Lu­la.

      “I didn‘t need to,” Lu­la said. “I had skills. I had a hon­est pro­fes­sion.”

      “You were a hook­er.”

      “Ex­act­ly,” Lu­la said, tak­ing her purse out of a bot­tom file draw­er and pok­ing around in it, look­ing for her car keys. “I‘ll drive on ac­count of you prob­ably still got mon­key cooties in your car.”

      Lu­la drives a red Fire­bird with a pimped-​out sound sys­tem. She had her ra­dio tuned to rap, and by the time we reached Guzzi‘s house on Lau­rel, I was afraid my fill­ings had been rat­tled loose from the bass vi­bra­tion. Lu­la parked, we got out of the car, and we stood look­ing at the build­ing. It was orig­inal­ly yel­low brick, but at the present mo­ment, it was sol­id graf­fi­ti.

      “This here‘s a good ex­am­ple of ur­ban art,” Lu­la said. “Den­ny Guzzi‘s prob­ably a sen­si­tive guy to live in this build­ing.”

      I cut my eyes to her. “It‘s graf­fi­ti. A bunch of los­er gang mem­bers marked their ter­ri­to­ry on this build­ing.”

      “Yeah, but they did a good job of ex­press­ing them­selves. I got a bet­ter point of view than you be­cause I‘ve been tak­ing a course at the com­mu­ni­ty col­lege on pos­itive think­ing. I‘m a glass-​is-​half-​full per­son now, and your sor­ry ass is still in half-​emp­ty coun­try. I‘m will­ing to give peo­ple the ben­efit of the doubt, and all you got is the doubt.”

      I opened the front door and stepped in­to the dim­ly lit foy­er. “Your glass wasn‘t half full when you saw I had a mon­key.”

      “He took me by sur­prise. And any­way, mon­keys don‘t count.”

      A row of mail­box­es lined one wall. Twelve mail­box­es in all. No names on any of the mail­box­es. No el­eva­tor. This was a three-​sto­ry walk-​up. Four apart­ments to a floor. The build­ing wasn‘t large. Prob­ably, the apart­ments were all stu­dios with kitch­enettes. Den­ny Guzzi lived in 3B.

      Lu­la and I hiked up two flights of stairs, and I lis­tened at the door to 3B. The door was wood, with­out a se­cu­ri­ty peep­hole. The ve­neer was cracked and stained. The area around the door­knob was grimy. I could hear a tele vi­sion dron­ing in­side the apart­ment. Lu­la stood to one side, and I stood to the oth­er. I reached out and knocked on the door.

      “What?” some­one yelled from in­side the apart­ment.

      The voice was male. Prob­ably Guzzi.

      “It‘s Lu­la, hon­ey,” Lu­la called out. “I got some­thin‘ for you, sug­ah. Open the door.”

      “Go fuck your­self,” came back at her.

      “He must be a man of high moral fiber,” Lu­la whis­pered to me.

      I did an eye roll and knocked again. No an­swer.

      “Hunh,” Lu­la said to me. “I guess you‘re gonna have to kick the door down.”

      Kick­ing down doors wasn‘t a skill I had ev­er ac­tu­al­ly mas­tered. The men in my life could put the heel of their boot to a lock and de­stroy it. The best I could do was scuff up the fin­ish.

      “Bond en­force­ment,” I yelled. “Open the door.”

      Over the back­ground noise of the tele vi­sion, there was the un­mis­tak­able sound of a shot­gun ratch­et. Lu­la and I jumped back, and the jerk in the apart­ment blast­ed a two-​foot hole in his door.

      Lu­la and I looked through the hole at Den­ny Guzzi, hold­ing a shot­gun, sit­ting in a chair with his foot propped on a cou­ple cas­es of beer.

      “What the dev il was that?” Lu­la said to Guzzi. “Are you frig­gin‘ nuts? You don‘t go around shoot­ing at peo­ple like that. And af­ter I was re­al nice to you, giv­ing you an in­vi­ta­tion and all. How the hell is that to treat a wom­an?”

      Guzzi ratch­eted and aimed, and Lu­la and I dove away from the door. Boom! Guzzi took out a good-​sized chunk of wall­board on the oth­er side of the hall. I looked over at Lu­la, and she was on her ass, hold­ing the spike heel to her shoe.

      “Sonov­abitch,” Lu­la said, eyes nar­rowed, face scrunched up. “That worth­less piece of pig shit made me break the heel on my Via Spi­ga. That‘s it for me. That‘s the end of my char­ita­ble ways. He‘s go­ing down. He‘s gonna die.” Lu­la got to her feet, pulled a nick­el-​plat­ed Glock out of her purse, and fired off about ten rounds at the door.

      “Jeez,” I yelled at Lu­la. “You can‘t just shoot at the guy like that.”

      “Sure I can,” Lu­la said. “I got lots more am­mo in my purse.”

      “If you kill him, there‘s a moun­tain of pa­per­work.”

      Lu­la stopped shoot­ing. “I hate pa­per­work.”

      BAM! Guzzi fired through the door again, and Lu­la and I took off down the stairs. We got to the sec­ond land­ing, and Lu­la stum­bled on her bro­ken shoe. She knocked in­to me, and we both went head over teaket­tles down the last flight of stairs. We sprawled spread-​ea gle on our backs on the filthy foy­er floor and sucked air.

      “Been here, done this,” I said. More than once.

      “I need to go to Ma­cy‘s,” Lu­la said. “They‘re hav­ing a shoe sale. I got a big date to night, and now I need re­place­ment hot shoes.”

      I got to my feet and limped out on­to the side­walk, where two scrawny guys in bag­gy pants and wall-​to-​wall tat­toos were stand­ing by Lu­la‘s Fire­bird, try­ing to jim­my the door.

      “Get away from my ba­by,” Lu­la shout­ed. And she opened fire on the two guys.

      “Stop shoot­ing,” I said.

      “You can‘t kill them, ei­ther.”

      “You got a lot of rules,” Lu­la said to me. “To hear you talk, I can‘t kill any­body.”

      The two guys peeked out from be­hind the Fire­bird.

      “Crazy bitch,” the one said. “We were just gonna steal your car. It‘s not like it‘s a big deal. You park a car here, it gets stolen. Ev­ery­one knows that.”

      “I just broke my Via Spi­gas, and I‘m in no mood,” Lu­la said. “I‘m giv­ing you two sec­onds to get in­vis­ible, and then I‘m putting a cap in your ass.”

      The two guys grabbed hold of their pants and walked away, sway­ing as they walked on feet en­cased in un­laced bas­ket­ball shoes that seemed way too big for their stick bod­ies.

      “Be­tween the pants and the shoes, it‘s a won­der they can walk at all,” Lu­la said.

      This com­ing from a wom­an in four-​inch heels and a dress that fit her like a con­dom.

      Lu­la checked her car over to make sure it wasn‘t scratched, and we got in and mo­tored back to the bonds of­fice.

      “So what‘s this big date?” I asked her.

      “Me and Tank are gonna talk about the wed­ding. You know, we didn‘t have enough time to do the June wed­ding, what with Tank need­ing a spe­cial-​made tuxe­do and all, so now I‘m think­ing a Christ­mas wed­ding would be okay.”

      “Does Tank want a Christ­mas wed­ding?”

      “Hard to tell. He don‘t say. He starts to sweat soon as I talk about it. I swear, some­times I won­der if I want to spend eter­ni­ty with a man who sweats like that. He‘s gonna sweat all over my wed­ding gown. I‘m gonna have to treat it with one of them wa­ter-​re­pel­lent chem­icals be­fore I wear it. I‘m gonna have to wear a rain­coat when we dance.”

      “Tank dances?”

      “He don‘t now, but I signed him up for lessons.”

      “No won­der he‘s sweat­ing.”

      Lu­la pulled to the curb in front of the of­fice. “Tell Con­nie I got a shop­ping emer­gen­cy, and I‘ll see her to­mor­row.”

      I waved Lu­la off and went in to see Con­nie.

      “Any­thing on the po­lice bands about the body in the car on Crock­er?” I asked her.

      “Not much. I heard the call go in. At first, I thought it was just an­oth­er body in a car, but then I caught a con­ver­sa­tion from one of the EMS guys. He said the vic­tim‘s neck was bro­ken, and he had two hand­prints burned in­to his neck.”

      Crap. Diesel was right.

      “Has the dead guy been iden­ti­fied?”

      “I haven‘t heard any­thing.”

      I told Con­nie about Guzzi and Lu­la‘s shop­ping emer­gen­cy. I took a cou­ple can­dies from the jar on Con­nie‘s desk and speed-​di­aled Morel­li‘s num­ber on my cell phone.

      “Yeah?” Morel­li said.

      When Morel­li left my apart­ment at five-​thir­ty this morn­ing, he was in jeans and an over­size blue-​and-​white striped shirt from the Gap. His black hair was still damp from the show­er, a month over­due for a cut, curl­ing around his ears and down the nape of his neck. The mem­ory was warm and sexy down low in my stom­ach, res­ur­rect­ed by the sound of his voice.

      “I want to know the lat­est on the guy in the trunk,” I said to Morel­li.

      “I‘ll get back to you.”

      I was halfway through Con­nie‘s can­dy jar when Morel­li called back.

      “We have a ten­ta­tive ID on the guy in the trunk. His name is Eu­gene Scan­lon, and he was Munch‘s im­me­di­ate boss. Scan­lon ran the project at the lab. Some­thing to do with ions and mag­nets.”

      “Who owned the car?”

      “It was Scan­lon‘s car.”

      “Any sus­pects?”

      “On­ly Munch at this point. Per­son­al­ly, I can‘t see Munch break­ing Scan­lon‘s neck. Munch is a lightweight, and his back­ground shows no mar­tial arts train­ing. I know he smashed a cof­fee mug in­to Scan­lon‘s face, but I think if he want­ed to kill Scan­lon, he would have shot him.”

      “Any­thing else?”

      “Yeah, but you don‘t want to know.”

      “The hand­prints on his neck? Con­nie heard about it over the ra­dio.”

      “The ME has no idea how the burn was in­flict­ed. He thinks it‘s prob­ably tor­ture.”

      “Speak­ing of tor­ture, we‘re sup­posed to go to my par­ents‘ house for din­ner to night.”

      “I have to beg off. My broth­er An­tho­ny got kicked out of the house again, and he‘s moved in with me for a cou­ple days. He‘s all bummed, so I said I‘d go bowl­ing with him.”

      “You‘re kid­ding!”

      “Last time he got kicked out of the house, he went on a six-​day drink­ing binge and got ar­rest­ed for at­tempt­ing to bribe a fe­male traf­fic cop, Sha­nee­ka Brown. An­tho­ny said he was just try­ing to get a ride home. Sha­nee­ka said the barn door was open and the horse was out to pas­ture, look­ing to get rid­den.”

      With the ex­cep­tion of Joe, the Morel­li men were a sad lot of drunk­en bar-​brawlers who cheat­ed and lied and gam­bled away ev­ery cent they made. They were al­so drop-​dead gor­geous and charm­ing and man­aged to mar­ry wom­en who stuck with them.

      “Any­way, I promised my mom I‘d keep a lid on An­tho­ny un­til his wife de­cides to take him back,” Morel­li said.

      “Why did she kick him out?”

      “I think it had some­thing to do with the horse.”

      “Maybe you need to take him to a vet.”

      “I‘ll add that to the short list of fun shit to do. Got­ta go.”

      “The dead guy‘s name is Eu­gene Scan­lon,” I said to Con­nie. “Munch‘s su­per­vi­sor. The one he took out with the cof­fee mug. Let‘s run a pro­file on him. Maybe it‘ll lead me to Munch.”

      Con­nie punched Scan­lon in­to her com­put­er, and twen­ty min­utes lat­er, I had sev­en pages of in­for­ma­tion.

      “I can go deep­er,” Con­nie said, “but it‘ll take a day or two.”

      “This is a start,” I told her. “Thanks.”

      I drove back to my apart­ment and blew out a sigh at the sight of Diesel‘s bike still in my lot. It wasn‘t that I didn‘t like Diesel. It was that he al­ways cre­at­ed large prob­lems. And hon­est­ly, I had no idea who he was or if he was crazy. He made Ranger look nor­mal by com­par­ison. And Ranger wasn‘t near­ly nor­mal.

      I skipped the el­eva­tor and trudged up the stairs in penance for eat­ing dough­nuts. I paused for a mo­ment out­side my door and lis­tened. The tele vi­sion was on in­side. This gen­er­at­ed a sec­ond sigh on my part. I plugged my key in­to the door and walked in on Diesel and Carl sit­ting side by side on the couch watch­ing a war movie. Men were dy­ing all over the screen, arms and legs ex­plod­ed off bod­ies, blood and guts ev­ery­where.

      “That‘s dis­gust­ing,” I said to Diesel. “What on earth are you watch­ing? I don‘t get the al­lure of war movies.”

      “It‘s a guy thing,” Diesel said.

      “Ap­par­ent­ly, it‘s al­so a mon­key thing.”

      Diesel re­mot­ed the tele vi­sion off. “Yeah. Guys and mon­keys have a lot in com­mon.”

      “You were right about the brand­ed hand­print. The vic­tim‘s name is Eu­gene Scan­lon, and he was Munch‘s boss. He was found in his own car.” I hand­ed Diesel the sev­en pages Con­nie had print­ed out for me. “Here‘s some back­ground on Scan­lon.”

      Diesel read through the pages and re­turned them to me. “Fifty-​six years old. Sin­gle. Liv­ing alone. No ar­rest his­to­ry. Some cred­it prob­lems. Orig­inal­ly from Bal­ti­more. Grad­uat­ed from BU and got his doc­tor­ate at Stan­ford. Noth­ing in there about his re­search.”

      “Con­nie‘s still dig­ging.”

      “I‘d like to look at his apart­ment, but for the next cou­ple hours it‘ll be crawl­ing with po­lice. We‘ll go in to night.”

      “You will go in to night.”

      “We will go in to night.”

      “You can‘t make me.”

      “Of course I can.”

      “You don‘t scare me. I know you‘d nev­er hurt me.”

      “True, but I have ways.”

      “Mag­ic?”

      “Mus­cle,” Diesel said.

      “You‘d phys­ical­ly force me to go with you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      “It‘s more fun when you‘re along. And you make it dif­fi-​cult for Wulf to ze­ro in on me.”

      “Let me guess. This is about cos­mic dust, right? Our dust min­gles to­geth­er, and Wulf gets con­fused.”

      Carl gave me the fin­ger.

      “Carl‘s tired of hear­ing about cos­mic dust,” Diesel said. “It‘s get­ting old.”

      “Then maybe you want to ex­plain the whole ze­ro­ing-​in phe­nomenon to me.”

      “It‘s not a big deal. You know how some­times you walk in­to a room and get a creepy feel­ing that you‘re not alone? Or maybe you‘re look­ing for a guy, and you get this feel­ing that he‘s in the coat clos­et, so you open the door, and there he is. It‘s like that… but Wulf and I op­er­ate at a high­er lev­el.”

      “Why do I make it dif­fi­cult for Wulf?”

      “When I‘m with you, some of my chem­istry changes, and it be­comes more dif­fi­cult to trace my sen­so­ry im­print. At least, that‘s the the­ory. I‘m told it has to do with sex­ual at­trac­tion and ex­pand­ing blood ves­sels. There‘s more, but the ex­pand­ing blood ves­sels is the good part.”

      I‘d nev­er ac­tu­al­ly seen Diesel‘s blood ves­sels in all their ex­pand­ed glo­ry. I had a feel­ing it was a spec­tac­ular sight. And just the thought of it scared the be­jeezus out of me.

      “As long as they don‘t ex­pand too much,” I said to Diesel.

      “Your loss,” Diesel said.

      “Any­way, I can‘t go with you to night be­cause I promised my mom I‘d be over for din­ner.”

      “Sounds good. We‘ll eat din­ner with your par­ents, and then we‘ll check out Scan­lon‘s apart­ment.”

      His­to­ry was re­peat­ing it­self. As al­ways with Diesel, I was go­ing down as the big los­er in the pow­er strug­gle.
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      FIVE

      POT ROAST, SPAGHET­TI with red sauce, roast chick­en, kiel-​basa and sauerkraut, meat loaf, mine­strone, stuffed man­icot­ti, baked ham, pork chops with ap­ple­sauce, lasagna, chick­en pa­prikash, and stuffed cab­bage stretch in a time line from my birth to this af­ter­noon, pulling to­geth­er my Hun­gar­ian and Ital­ian genes, for­ev­er bind­ing to­geth­er food and parental love.

      Din­ner at my par­ents‘ house is al­ways at six, it‘s al­ways served at the din­ing room ta­ble, and it‘s al­ways good. To my moth­er‘s dis­may, my cur­rent lifestyle isn‘t near­ly so civ­ilized. Left to my own de­vices, I eat stand­ing over my kitchen sink when I get hun­gry, and my culi­nary ex­per­tise re­lies heav­ily on peanut but­ter and white bread.

      My par­ents live in the Cham­bers­burg sec­tion of Tren­ton. Their house is small and nar­row, co­joined on one side with an iden­ti­cal twin dif­fer­ing on­ly in paint col­or. There‘s a mi­nus­cule front yard, a slight­ly longer back­yard, and in be­tween is a small foy­er off the front door, liv­ing room, din­ing room, and kitchen, with three tiny bed­rooms and a bath­room up­stairs. The bath is far from lux­uri­ous, but it has a win­dow that opens to the roof over the kitchen. This win­dow was my es­cape route all through high school when­ev­er I was ground­ed. And I was ground­ed a lot.

      We were all seat­ed at the din­ing room ta­ble—Diesel, Carl, my moth­er, my fa­ther, and my Grand­ma Mazur. My Grand­ma Mazur moved in with my par­ents when Grand­pa Mazur bought a one-​way tick­et to God‘s big theme park in the sky. Grand­ma buys her clothes at the Gap, her sneak­ers at Pay­less, and her Meta­mu­cil at the su­per­mar­ket. She has short gray hair, and more skin than she needs.

      “Isn‘t this nice,” Grand­ma Mazur said, set­ting the green bean casse­role in the mid­dle of the ta­ble, tak­ing her place op­po­site me. “This feels just like a par­ty. Can‘t hard­ly re­mem­ber the last time Diesel was here. It feels like ages. And any­way, it‘s al­ways a treat to have a hand­some man in the house.”

      My fa­ther stopped shov­el­ing slabs of pot roast on­to his plate, his lips com­pressed, and his eyes fixed on his knife as if he was con­tem­plat­ing carv­ing some­thing oth­er than cow. He mum­bled a few un­in­tel­li­gi­ble words, his col­or re­turned to nor­mal, and he moved on to the mashed pota­toes. This hap­pened at least five times dur­ing a nor­mal eve ning meal with my fa­ther and grand­moth­er. He thought my grand­moth­er was a tri­al.

      I was sit­ting to my fa­ther‘s left, and Diesel was next to me. My grand­moth­er was to my fa­ther‘s right and Carl was next to her. My moth­er was at the oth­er end of the ta­ble. My fa­ther looked up in search of gravy and for the first time spot­ted Carl.

      My sis­ter, Va­lerie, has a flock of kids who reg­ular­ly vis­it with my par­ents, and as it turns out, size-​wise it‘s a fair­ly easy tran­si­tion to go from kids to a mon­key. Carl was sit­ting in my niece‘s boost­er chair with a white nap­kin tied around his neck.

      “There‘s a mon­key at the ta­ble,” my fa­ther said.

      My moth­er looked at my fa­ther and looked at Carl, and then she belt­ed back some­thing I sus­pect­ed was straight whiskey clev­er­ly dis­guised as ice tea.

      Grand­ma spooned some green beans and ap­ple­sauce on­to Carl‘s plate. “Stephanie‘s babysit­ting the lit­tle guy,” she told my fa­ther. “His name is Carl.”

      Carl‘s at­ten­tion was fixed on his beans. He picked one up, smelled it, and ate it.

      “Do you want pot roast?” Grand­ma asked Carl.

      Carl shrugged.

      Grand­ma put a slice of pot roast on Carl‘s plate and added mashed pota­toes. Carl‘s eyes lit up at the sight of the mashed pota­toes. He grabbed a hand­ful and shoved them in­to his mouth.

      “We don‘t eat mashed pota­toes with our hands,” Grand­ma said to Carl.

      Carl stopped eat­ing and looked around. Con­fused. He rolled his lips back and did a forced mon­key smile at Grand­ma.

      “We use our fork,” Grand­ma said, hold­ing her fork for Carl to see.

      Carl picked his fork up and looked at it. He smelled it and touched a prong with his boney mon­key fin­ger.

      Grand­ma scooped some pota­toes up with her fork and ate them. “Yum,” Grand­ma said to Carl. “Good pota­toes.”

      Carl stuck his fork in­to his pota­toes, raised a glob to his mouth, and the pota­toes slid off the fork on­to the floor. “Eeee!” Carl said.

      “Don‘t wor­ry about it,” Grand­ma said to Carl. “It hap­pens to me all the time.”

      Carl took a sec­ond shot at it with the same re­sult.

      “Maybe you want to skip the pota­toes,” Grand­ma said. Carl‘s mouth dropped open, and his eyes went wide with hor­ror. He shook his head no. He want­ed his pota­toes. He very care­ful­ly, very de­lib­er­ate­ly raised a fork­ful of pota­toes to his mouth and at the last minute… dis­as­ter. The pota­toes dropped on­to the floor. Carl threw the fork across the room, jumped on­to the ta­ble, and ran off with the bowl of mashed pota­toes.

      There was a col­lec­tive gasp from ev­ery­one but Diesel, who ob­vi­ous­ly re­quired more than a mon­key steal­ing pota­toes to make him suck air.

      Diesel scraped his chair back and stood. “I‘m on it.”

      Mo­ments lat­er, Diesel re­turned with Carl and the emp­ty pota­to bowl.

      “Who would have thought a mon­key could eat all those pota­toes,” Grand­ma said.

      Carl stuck his tongue out and gave Grand­ma the rasp­ber­ries. “Br­rrrp!” And then he gave her the fin­ger.

      My grand­moth­er gave Carl the fin­ger back. My moth­er took an­oth­er belt of what ev­er am­ber-​col­ored liq­uid was in her wa­ter glass. My fa­ther had his head bent over his food, but I think he was smil­ing.

      “Carl needs a time out,” I told Diesel. “Put him in the bath­room up­stairs.”

      Grand­ma watched Diesel leave the room. “He‘s a big one,” she said. “He‘s a re­al look­er, too. And he has a way with mon­keys.”

      It was al­most eight when I fin­ished help­ing my mom with the dish­es. Diesel was in the liv­ing room with my dad, slouched in a chair, watch­ing a ball game. Carl was still in the bath­room.

      “Time to go,” I said to Diesel. “If we stay any longer, I‘ll eat more pineap­ple up­side-​down cake.”

      “Will that be a bad thing?”

      “It will be to­mor­row when I can‘t zip my jeans.”

      Diesel smiled and looked down at my jeans, and it was clear he wouldn‘t mind if I couldn‘t zip them.

      “One of us has to get Carl,” I said.

      Diesel hauled him­self out of the chair. “I guess that would be me.”

      He am­bled off, and mo­ments lat­er, he called from up­stairs. “Got a prob­lem here.”

      I found Diesel stand­ing in the door­way to an emp­ty bath­room.

      “Where‘s Carl?” I asked.

      “Don‘t know,” Diesel said, “but the win­dow is open. It was closed and locked when I put Carl in here.”

      I went to the win­dow and looked out. No Carl.

      “I used to es­cape through this win­dow all the time when I was in high school,” I said. “What are we go­ing to do?”

      “We‘re go­ing to check out Scan­lon‘s apart­ment.”

      “What about Carl?”

      “Easy come, easy go,” Diesel said.

      “Maybe you can sniff him out. Look for his ec­to­plasm or some­thing. Fol­low his sen­so­ry im­print.”

      “Sor­ry. I don‘t do mon­keys.”

      “Well, that‘s just peachy. That‘s fine.” I threw my hands in­to the air and stomped off to the stairs. “Don‘t help. Who needs you any­way? I‘ll look for him my­self.”

      Diesel fol­lowed af­ter me. “I didn‘t say I wouldn‘t help. I just said I didn‘t think I could tune in to mon­key ec­to­plasm.”

      I stopped at the front door and yelled that I was leav­ing. “Thanks for din­ner,” I said.

      My moth­er came to the door with a bag of left­overs. “Here‘s for lunch.”

      My grand­moth­er was with her. “Where‘s Carl?”

      “He went on ahead,” I told her. “We‘re go­ing to catch up with him lat­er.”

      We slow­ly drove around the block but didn‘t see Carl.

      We parked and walked a four-​block grid, in­clud­ing al­ley­ways. No Carl.

      “Are you get­ting any­thing?” I asked Diesel.

      “Yeah, I‘m get­ting tired of walk­ing around look­ing for a wiseass mon­key.”

      “I feel re­spon­si­ble. Su­san trust­ed me to take care of Carl un­til she came home.”

      “Hon­ey, Su­san‘s nev­er com­ing home. She just dumped her mon­key on you.”

      “You don‘t know that for sure.”

      “True. I was putting my­self in Su­san‘s place.” He draped an arm around my shoul­ders and pulled me in­to him. “Here‘s my deal. If you snoop around Scan­lon‘s apart­ment with me, I‘ll come back and look for Carl in the morn­ing.”

      “Deal.”

      Con­nie had list­ed Scan­lon‘s ad­dress as 2206 Ni­ley Cir­cle in Hamil­ton Town­ship. I was fa­mil­iar with Ni­ley Cir­cle. It was part of a large town house con­do com­plex off Klock­ner Boule­vard. I found the com­plex and parked in the lot. Diesel and I got out and stud­ied the clus­ter of nar­row town hous­es in front of us. Easy to find Scan­lon‘s, since the door was sealed with yel­low crime-​scene tape.

      Diesel ripped the tape off and opened the door.

      “How did you do that?” I asked him. “How did you just turn the knob and open the door?”

      “I don‘t know. It‘s a gift. I can flush a toi­let with­out touch­ing the lit­tle lever, too.”

      “Re­al­ly?”

      Diesel grinned down at me. “You are so gullible.”

      I nar­rowed my eyes at him. “You‘re scum.”

      “It‘s okay,” Diesel said, plant­ing a kiss on the top of my head. “It‘s cute.”

      We were stand­ing in a small foy­er in the dark. This was a two-​sto­ry town house, so pre­sum­ably, there were stairs some­where, plus fur­ni­ture and a kitchen and all the things one or­di­nar­ily finds in a home. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, I couldn‘t see any of them be­cause it was pitch black. I felt Diesel leave my side, and I could hear him mov­ing around the room.

      “Can you see where you‘re go­ing?” I asked him.

      “Yep. Can‘t you?”

      I blew out a sigh. “No.”

      “Maybe you need to eat more car­rots or blue­ber­ries or some­thing.”

      I took a cou­ple steps for­ward and fell over a large un­seen ob­ject. Diesel crossed the room, picked me up, and set me on my feet.

      “Stand here, and don‘t move, and let me look around,” Diesel said.

      I lis­tened to him search the con­do for what seemed like for­ev­er and a day. My eyes ad­just­ed to the ab­sence of light enough to see a few large shapes but nev­er enough to make out de­tail. From time to time, I‘d see a pen­light flick on, and mo­ments lat­er, it would flick off. Diesel could see in the dark, but not per­fect­ly.

      “This is bor­ing,” I said to him.

      “I‘m al­most done.”

      “Are you find­ing any­thing help­ful?”

      “He was plan­ning on leav­ing the coun­try. He had a suit­case packed, and his pass­port is out on his dress­er. No trav­el itinerary. There are com­put­er con­nec­tions but no com­put­er. And Wulf‘s been here. The place reeks of him.”

      “The crime lab might have tak­en the com­put­er.”

      “It‘s pos­si­ble. Or Wulf might have tak­en it.”

      Diesel wrapped an arm around me and steered me to the foy­er and out the front door. We made a half­heart­ed at­tempt to reat­tach the crime-​scene tape, but it had lost most of its stick­ing pow­er, so we left it on the ground and scut­tled back to my car.

      Halfway home my phone rang.

      “Carl‘s here,” Grand­ma Mazur said. “I went to an­swer the door­bell, and there he was on the porch look­ing all de­ject­ed.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “He‘s here in the kitchen, eat­ing cook­ies.”

      “I‘ll be right there.”

      Thir­ty min­utes lat­er, Diesel walked in­to my apart­ment, went straight to the couch, and flipped the ball game on. Carl scam­pered up be­side him.

      “Make your­self at home,” I said.

      “I‘m go­ing to pre­tend that wasn‘t sar­casm,” Diesel said.

      “I don‘t sup­pose you have any chips?”

      I brought him a bag of corn chips and a jar of sal­sa. I took a chip for Rex and dropped it in­to his cage, along with a ba­by car­rot. I put my moth­er‘s left­over bag in the fridge, and I shuf­fled back to the couch.

      “I‘m go­ing to bed,” I said to Diesel. “Alone. And I ex­pect to wake up alone.”

      “You bet.”

      I looked down at Carl. “And I ex­pect you to be­have your­self.”

      Carl did a palms-​up and shrugged.
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      SIX

      I WOKE UP with a heavy arm across my chest. Diesel. I knew from past ex­pe­ri­ences that Diesel didn‘t fit on my couch and wasn‘t the sort of guy to tough it out on the floor, so I‘d tak­en the pre­cau­tion of go­ing to bed dressed in T-​shirt and run­ning shorts.

      Diesel shift­ed next to me and half-​opened his eyes. “Cof­fee,” he mur­mured.

      I slith­ered out from un­der him, rolled out of bed, and stepped over the clothes he‘d left on the floor, in­clud­ing seafoam green box­ers with palm trees and hu­la girls.

      I used the bath­room and shuf­fled in­to the liv­ing room, where Carl was watch­ing the news on tele vi­sion. I got the cof­fee go­ing and fed Rex. I wasn‘t sure what mon­keys ate in the morn­ing, so I gave Carl a box of Fruit Loops. Diesel am­bled in­to the kitchen and poured him­self a mug of cof­fee.

      “What have we got to eat?” he asked.

      “Carl‘s eat­ing the Fruit Loops, so that leaves left­overs from last night, peanut but­ter, ham­ster crunchies, and half a jar of sal­sa. Looks like you ate all the chips.”

      “I shared with Carl.” He re­trieved the left­over bag from the re­frig­er­ator and dumped it on the counter. Pot roast, gravy, green bean casse­role. No mashed pota­toes. He put it all on a plate and nuked it. “There‘s enough here for two.”

      I sipped my cof­fee. “I‘ll pass.”

      Diesel dug in­to the moun­tain of food and ate it all.

      “It‘s not fair,” I said. “You eat tons of food. Why aren‘t you fat?”

      “High rate of metabolism and clean liv­ing.”

      “What are you do­ing to­day?”

      “I thought I‘d hang out,” Diesel said.

      “You and Carl?”

      “Yeah.”

      Carl gave Diesel a thumbs-​up.

      “Well, I‘m a work­ing girl,” I told him. “I‘m go­ing to take a show­er and go catch a bad guy.”

      “Knock your­self out,” Diesel said. “If you get a line on Munch, let me know.”

      LU­LA WAS ON the couch in the bonds of­fice when I walked in. She was wear­ing a pink sweat suit and sneak­ers, and she was hold­ing a box of tis­sues. She didn‘t have any make­up on, and her hair was some­where be­tween rat‘s nest and ex­plod­ed ca­nary.

      “What‘s up?” I asked.

      “I‘m dy­ing is what‘s up,” Lu­la said. “I got the flu back. I woke up this morn­ing, and I couldn‘t stop sneez­ing. And my eyes are all puffy. And I feel like crap.”

      “Maybe it‘s an al­ler­gy,” I said to her.

      “I don‘t get al­ler­gies. I nev­er been al­ler­gic to any­thing.”

      “How‘d it go with Tank last night? Did you set a new date for the wed­ding?”

      “I de­cid­ed De­cem­ber first is a good time on ac­count of it‘ll be easy to re­mem­ber for an­niver­saries.”

      “That was okay with Tank?”

      “Yeah. He had his eyes closed when I told him, but I‘m pret­ty sure he was lis­ten­ing.”

      Lu­la sneezed and blew her nose. “I swear, this just came on me. One minute, I‘m do­ing the nasty, and then next thing, I got the flu again.”

      “Maybe you‘re al­ler­gic to Tank,” Con­nie said.

      “I got­ta get my num­bers done,” Lu­la said. “I think there‘s some­thing wrong with my ju­ju. I‘m gonna call Miss Glo­ria. This just isn‘t right.”

      I pulled Gor­do Bol­lo‘s file out of my bag. “I‘m go­ing to look in on Mr. Bol­lo. Ac­cord­ing to his file, he works for Green­blat Pro­duce on Wa­ter Street.”

      “I‘ll go with you,” Lu­la said. “I heard about Green­blat. That‘s a big fruit dis­trib­utor. I could get an or­ange or a grape­fruit for my bad ju­ju while we‘re there. And I‘ll call Miss Glo­ria from the car.”

      We piled in­to the Jeep and I took Hamil­ton, driv­ing to­ward Broad Street. I had my top up but none of the win­dows zipped in. It was the end of Septem­ber, and Tren­ton was en­joy­ing a last-​ditch warm spell.

      “Hel­lo,” Lu­la said in­to her phone. “This here‘s Lu­la, and I need to talk to Miss Glo­ria. It‘s an emer­gen­cy. I‘m sick, and I think it‘s my ju­ju, and I need my num­bers done right away be­fore I might die or some­thing.” Lu­la dis­con­nect­ed and dropped her phone in­to her purse. “I hate be­ing sick. No one should ev­er be sick. And if they do have to be sick, there should nev­er be mu­cus in­volved.”

      I didn‘t want to hear any more about mu­cus, so I punched the ra­dio on, found a rap sta­tion for Lu­la, and blast­ed it out. By the time I rolled to a stop in front of Green­blat Pro­duce, Lu­la was on a rant over my ra­dio.

      “You can‘t play rap on this cheap-​ass ra­dio,” she said. “There‘s no bass. This is like Alvin and the Chip­munks do Jay-​Z. On the oth­er hand, your open-​air car got my head cleared out. I can breathe. I don‘t even feel a sneeze com­ing on.”

      Green­blat Pro­duce was housed in a large ce­ment-​block ware house with a load­ing dock in the rear and a small win­dow­less of­fice in the front. There were four desks in the of­fice, and they were oc­cu­pied by wom­en who looked like Con­nie clones.

      “What?” one of them said to me.

      “I‘m look­ing for Gor­do Bol­lo.”

      “Oh damn, what‘d he do now?”

      “He for­got his court date. I rep­re­sent his bail bonds­man, and I need to get him resched­uled.”

      “I guess it could be worse,” she said.

      “Oh boy,” Lu­la said to me. “This guy‘s in deep doo-​doo when he got worse vis­itors than us.”

      “He‘s in the back,” the wom­an said. “Go through this door be­hind me. He‘s prob­ably sort­ing toma­toes.”

      Lu­la and I en­tered the ware house, and I showed her a pho­to of Gor­do.

      “He looks re­al fa­mil­iar,” Lu­la said. “I know him from some­where. Maybe I knew him in a pro­fes­sion­al man­ner from when I was a ‘ho. No wait, that‘s not it. Now, that‘s gonna drive me nuts. I hate when this hap­pens. Okay, I got it. He looks like Curly from the Three Stooges. Same bowl­ing ball head and ev­ery­thing. No won­der his wife di­vorced him. Who‘d want to be mar­ried to a man with a head like a bowl­ing ball?”

      “Have you been tak­ing cold medicine?”

      “Maybe I had a cou­ple hits this morn­ing for medic­inal pur­pos­es,” Lu­la said.

      “I think you should wait in the car.”

      “What? I‘m not wait­ing in no car. I want to see the guy with the bowl­ing ball head.”

      “Fine, but don‘t say any­thing.”

      “My lips are sealed. See what I‘m do­ing? I‘m zip­ping them and lock­ing them. And look at this. I‘m throw­ing away the key.”

      Lu­la sneezed and fart­ed.

      “Oops, ex­cuse me,” Lu­la said. “I thought I was done sneez­ing. Good thing we‘re in this big ware house with all this rot­ting fruit.”

      I took a gi­ant step away from Lu­la and scanned the room. I walked down an aisle formed from crates of ice­berg let­tuce, turned the cor­ner, and found Bol­lo off-​load­ing a pal­let of toma­toes.

      “Gor­do Bol­lo?” I asked.

      “Who wants to know?”

      “We want to know,” Lu­la said. “Who the heck do you think?”

      I gave Bol­lo my card. “I rep­re­sent your bail bonds­man,” I told him. “You missed your court date, and you need to resched­ule.”

      “The whole thing is bo­gus,” he said. “My foot got stuck on the ac­cel­er­ator.”

      “You run over that guy twice,” Lu­la said.

      “Yeah, my foot got stuck twice. It was an ac­ci­dent.”

      “It re­al­ly doesn‘t mat­ter,” I said to him. “You‘ll have a chance to ex­plain all that if you‘ll just come with me to get a new date.”

      “I can‘t go now. I‘m work­ing.”

      “These look like re­al nice toma­toes,” Lu­la said.

      And then she sneezed and fart­ed again.

      “Cripes, la­dy,” Bol­lo said. “You just cut the cheese on the toma­toes.”

      “I didn‘t do no such thing,” Lu­la said. “I was fac­ing the oth­er di­rec­tion.” She turned and looked be­hind her. “I laid one on these grape­fruits from Guatemala. And any­ways, it‘s not my fault. I got bad ju­ju go­ing. I‘m wait­in‘ on a call from Miss Glo­ria.”

      “This won‘t take long,” I said to Bol­lo.

      “I‘m not com­ing with you. Go away. Leave me alone.”

      “I got­ta get out of here,” Lu­la said. “There‘s some­thing in here mak­ing my nose twitch.”

      “Go out to the car. I‘ll be there in a minute.”

      “You sure you don‘t need me?” Lu­la asked.

      “I‘m sure!”

      Bol­lo went back to sort­ing toma­toes.

      “Lis­ten up,” I said to him. “You are re­quired by law to re­turn to the court, and I‘m au­tho­rized to use force if nec­es­sary.”

      “Oh yeah? Force this,” he said.

      And he hit me square in the fore­head with a toma­to. I turned and SPLAT—I took an­oth­er in the back of the head. By the time I reached the door, I‘d tak­en at least three more toma­toes.

      “Uh-​oh,” a Con­nie clone said when I stag­gered in­to the of­fice. “Looks like you pissed Gor­do off. That man could use some anger man­age­ment.”

      “I‘ll be back,” I told her. “How late does he work?”

      “He‘ll be here un­til four.”

      I left the of­fice and set­tled my­self be­hind the wheel of the Jeep.

      “What the Sam Hill hap­pened to you?” Lu­la want­ed to know.

      “Bol­lo needs anger man­age­ment.”

      “I‘d go shoot him or some­thing for you, but I‘m wait­ing on Miss Glo­ria.”

      I wheeled out of the lot, turned on­to Broad, and Miss Glo­ria called Lu­la back.

      “Yeah?” Lu­la said to Miss Glo­ria. “Un-​hunh, un-​hunh, un-​hunh.”

      “Well?” I asked her when she dis­con­nect­ed.

      “It‘s my moons. Miss Glo­ria ran my num­bers, and they didn‘t look so good, so then she did my chart, and it turns out my moons are all screwed up.”

      “So?”

      “I just got­ta wait it out. She said I need to be ex­tra care­ful dur­ing this time and not make any big de­ci­sions on ac­count of they could be life chang­ing and I could de­cide the wrong thing.”

      “Be­cause of your moons?”

      “Yeah, and we‘re on the cusp of some­thing right now, but cell re­cep­tion wasn‘t good, so I didn‘t get it all.”

      I parked curb­side at the of­fice and fol­lowed Lu­la through the front door.

      “Omigod,” Con­nie said. “What hap­pened? Is that blood?”

      “Toma­toes.”

      “Gor­do Bol­lo had is­sues with takin‘ a ride with us,” Lu­la said.

      “I need cuffs and pep­per spray and a stun gun,” I told Con­nie.

      “You haven‘t got any?”

      “She lost them when some­one stole her purse at the mall last week,” Lu­la said. “I was with her. One minute, we were in the food court, eat­ing piz­za, and next thing, she didn‘t have no purse. Lucky she just paid for the piz­za, and she had her wal­let in her pock­et, or she wouldn‘t have no cred­it cards.”

      “Take what ev­er you need,” Con­nie said.

      I got my­self out­fit­ted, and walked out­side in­to the mid­day sun­shine. A black Porsche tur­bo slid to a stop be­hind my Jeep, and Ranger an­gled out from be­hind the wheel and stood hands on hips, look­ing me over.

      “Babe,” Ranger said. And he al­most smiled.

      Ranger dress­es in black. The rest of him comes in vary­ing shades of brown. Silky dark brown hair, light brown skin, and brown eyes that are more of­ten than not hid­den be­hind mir­rored sun­glass­es. He‘s two months old­er than I am and years ahead in life ex­pe­ri­ence. He‘s a se­cu­ri­ty ex­pert and part own er of Range­man, a pro­tec­tive ser vices com­pa­ny lo­cat­ed in a stealth town house in cen­ter city.

      “Toma­toes,” I said by way of ex­pla­na­tion.

      “Do you need help?”

      “No. But thanks for ask­ing.”

      “Diesel is back,” Ranger said.

      “Yes. How did you know?”

      “I woke up with a mi­graine this morn­ing.” Ranger picked a chunk of toma­to out of my hair. “Word on the street is that you‘re look­ing for Munch, and Munch is look­ing for pure bar­ium. And he‘s will­ing to pay se­ri­ous mon­ey. There are a cou­ple ven­dors who deal in this sort of thing. Solomon Cud­dles and Doc Wein­er. If you watch one of these guys, you might run in­to Munch. You can find Cud­dles at the mall some­where be­tween the food court and the Gap. Wein­er op­er­ates out of the Sky So­cial Club on Stark. Don‘t go in there alone. In fact, don‘t go in there at all.”

      “Why would Munch want bar­ium?”

      “I don‘t know. It‘s com­mon­ly used in X-​ray imag­ing. And it‘s use­ful in mak­ing cer­tain kinds of su­per­con­duc­tors. I‘m sure it has oth­er us­es, but I‘m not a bar­ium ex­pert.”

      A shiny black SUV rolled to a stop be­hind Ranger‘s Porsche. Tank was in Range­man black fa­tigues be­hind the wheel, and Hal was next to him.

      “I have to go,” Ranger said. “Try not to stand too close to Diesel. He has some bad en­emies. You don‘t want to get caught in the cross fire.”
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      SEVEN

      DIESEL OPENED THE door to my apart­ment be­fore I had a chance to plug my key in.

      “Did you feel my sen­so­ry im­print ap­proach­ing?” I asked him.

      “No. I was look­ing out the win­dow, and I saw you pull in­to the park­ing lot. What‘s with the toma­toes?”

      “Un­co­op­er­ative FTA. I tried to take him down in a pro­duce ware house.”

      “If we put some mayo on you, I could eat you for lunch. Which re­minds me… there‘s no food here.”

      “That‘s be­cause you and your mon­key have eat­en it all.”

      “Hey, he‘s not my mon­key,” Diesel said.

      “Speak­ing of the mon­key, where is he?”

      “I think he‘s in the bath­room.”

      I heard the toi­let flush, the bath­room door banged open, and Carl walked in­to the liv­ing room. He waved at me, climbed on­to the couch, and re­mot­ed the tele vi­sion on.

      “Did you wash your hands?” I asked him.

      He held his hands above his head and gave me the fin­ger.

      “He‘s not nor­mal,” I said to Diesel.

      “And?”

      “I need to take a show­er.”

      “I‘m go­ing to use your Jeep to do some shop­ping. Do you want any­thing spe­cial for lunch?”

      “Any­thing but toma­toes. My keys are in my bag in the foy­er.”

      “Thanks, but I don‘t need keys.”

      A half hour lat­er, I pulled my clean hair in­to a pony­tail and dressed in jeans and a black V-​neck stretchy T-​shirt. Diesel was still out, so I checked in with Morel­li.

      “How‘s it go­ing?” I asked.

      “Would you con­sid­er get­ting mar­ried and mov­ing far away from my fam­ily? Maybe France or Phoenix?”

      “Not work­ing out with your broth­er?”

      “I‘m lock­ing my gun in my car when I get home so I‘m not tempt­ed to shoot him. He‘s an even big­ger slob than I am. I‘ve got emp­ty beer cans all over the house, and he‘s on­ly been with me for twen­ty-​four hours. Last night, I took him bowl­ing, and he hit on ev­ery­thing that moved and was re­mote­ly fe­male. And by the time we got home, he was cry­ing be­cause he missed his wife. Cry­ing! Then he watched tele vi­sion un­til three in the morn­ing and charged two porn films on my ca­ble ac­count.”

      “You need to talk to him.”

      “My broth­er? Are you kid­ding?”

      “Is his wife show­ing any signs of rec­on­cil­ia­tion?”

      “Not so far, but my moth­er said she‘d make me a tray of lasagna and come over to clean my house if I kept him an­oth­er day.”

      “Are you go­ing to keep him?”

      “Yeah, he‘s my broth­er.”

      “Call me when he leaves.”

      “You‘ll be the first to know.”

      The locks tum­bled on my front door, and Diesel pushed his way in, arms wrapped around bags of food.

      “Food shop­ping isn‘t my fa­vorite thing,” Diesel said. “I wouldn‘t do it for any­one but you.”

      “How do you eat if you don‘t shop?”

      “Peo­ple feed me.” He pulled a cou­ple subs out of a bag and tossed one to me. “Wom­en think I‘m adorable.”

      “Adorable?”

      “Maybe adorable is a stretch.”

      I un­wrapped my sub and took a bite. “I have a line on Munch. He‘s look­ing for bar­ium, and there are on­ly two ven­dors in the area. Solomon Cud­dles and Doc Wein­er.”

      “What would Munch want with bar­ium?”

      “I don‘t know,” I said. “I don‘t know any­thing about bar­ium.”

      “It‘s a heavy met­al. Hard to find in pure form be­cause it ox­idizes when it‘s ex­posed to air. That‘s all I re­mem­ber from Chem­istry 101.”

      Carl walked in­to the kitchen and did a ges­ture that said, What about me?

      Diesel hand­ed Carl a bag with ap­ples, or­anges, ba­nanas, and grapes. “I got you fruit.”

      Carl looked at the fruit and gave Diesel the fin­ger.

      “Dude,” Diesel said. “I‘ve spent a lot of time in south­east Asia. Mon­keys eat fruit.”

      Carl jumped on­to the counter and pawed through the re­main­ing food bags. He found a box of cook­ies and took it back to the couch.

      “You‘ll rot your teeth,” I told Carl. “You‘ll get di­abetes.”

      “Do you know where to find Wein­er and Cud­dles?” Diesel asked.

      “Yes.”

      He fin­ished his sub and grabbed a ba­nana. “Let‘s roll.”

      “What about Carl?”

      Diesel looked in on Carl. “Are you okay here by your­self?”

      Carl vig­or­ous­ly nod­ded his head and gave Diesel a thumbs-​up.

      WE CHOSE TO watch Doc Wein­er be­cause the mall felt un­wieldy. Too many peo­ple. Too much space, plus I couldn‘t see my­self look­ing for a guy named Cud­dles who was walk­ing around deal­ing heavy chem­icals out of a brief­case.

      Not that I was ex­cit­ed about stak­ing out Stark Street. It was af­fec­tion­ate­ly known as the com­bat zone, and it lived up to its name on a dai­ly ba­sis. In or­der to bet­ter fit in with the lo­cal at­mo­sphere, Diesel was driv­ing a black Cadil­lac Es­calade with ti­ta­ni­um wheel cov­ers, dark tint­ed win­dows, and mul­ti­ple an­ten­nae. I didn‘t ask where he got it. We were parked half a block down and across the street from the Sky So­cial Club, and we looked like your av­er­age con­tract killer/neigh­bor­hood drug deal­er in our badass gas-​guz­zler.

      “Do you know what Doc Wein­er looks like?” Diesel asked.

      “No. Does it mat­ter?”

      Diesel pushed his seat back and stretched his legs. “Just cu­ri­ous.”

      “What do you think goes on in­side this so­cial club?” Diesel looked across the street. “Busi­ness trans­ac­tions, card games, pros­ti­tu­tion. The usu­al.”

      “Have you ev­er been in a so­cial club like this?”

      Diesel nod­ded. “They‘re the same the world over. They‘re grungy hang­outs for crime fam­ilies and their ret­inue of suck-​ups and stooges.”

      “There are a cou­ple so­cial clubs in the Burg, but most of the men are re­cov­er­ing from hip re­place­ments and are on oxy­gen.”

      “The gold­en years,” Diesel said.

      The Sky So­cial Club was housed in a nar­row three-​sto­ry build­ing, squished be­tween a butch­er shop and a coin-​op Laun­dro­mat. The front door to the club was wood­en and weath­ered. The win­dows had black­out shades drawn. Over­all, the ap­pear­ance was grim.

      Two young guys went in­to the club. Min­utes lat­er, one came out with a fold­ing chair. He set the chair by the door, lit up, and sat down. An hour lat­er, we were still watch­ing, but noth­ing was hap­pen­ing. No one was go­ing in, and no one was com­ing out.

      “We don‘t need two peo­ple to do this. I should take off and watch the guy at the mall,” I said to Diesel.

      “Give me a break. You just want to go shop­ping.”

      I rolled my eyes so far in­to the top of my head I al­most went un­con­scious, and I did a huge snort of in­dig­na­tion. This all in spite of the fact that he was right.

      “You are so an­noy­ing,” I said.

      “I try my best.”

      “Tell me again why I need to sit here with you.”

      “If I stay here alone and Wulf shows up in­stead of Munch, he‘ll sniff me out and van­ish. And then he might not come back, and we‘ll have lost our lead. The re­al ques­tion is why do I have to sit here with you. I could be tak­ing a nap in your nice, com­fy bed right now.”

      “Good grief.”

      “Don‘t you want to know why I‘m here?” Diesel asked.

      “No.”

      He grinned at me and tugged at my pony­tail. “I‘m here to pro­tect you so you don‘t get hurt in this bad neigh­bor­hood.”

      I didn‘t know how to re­act to this. I was sort of of­fend­ed but at the same time grate­ful. And deep down in­side, I knew it was bull­shit. He was here hop­ing Wulf would show up.

      “Did you buy that?” Diesel asked.

      “Par­tial­ly.”

      I slouched low­er in my seat and watched the side­walk across the street. A man came out of the bar at the end of the block and walked to­ward us, head down. His hair was braid­ed and shoul­der length. He looked to be in his late twen­ties. Slim. Av­er­age height. He was wear­ing work boots and jeans and a dirt-​smudged T-​shirt. He got even with us and picked his head up to check out a pass­ing car. Holy cow. It was Hec­tor Mendez. He was in my dead file. He failed to ap­pear for court six months ago, and I was nev­er able to find him. And then some­one said he was dead. Shot in a gang thing.

      “I know that guy,” I said to Diesel. “I looked for him for months and fi­nal­ly gave up.”

      I grabbed cuffs and pep­per spray out of my bag, shoved them in­to my jeans pock­ets, and bolt­ed from the car. Diesel asked if I need­ed help, but I hit the ground run­ning. No time for small talk. I knew the in­stant Mendez saw me he‘d take off. He was a small-​time drug push­er who was con­stant­ly in and out of jail, and this wasn‘t the first time I‘d chased him down.

      I was halfway across the street, run­ning flat out, when he spot­ted me. His eyes went wide, and it was easy to read his lips.

      “Oh fuck,” Mendez said.

      “Stop!” I yelled. “I want to talk to you.”

      “Sor­ry,” he said. “I got­ta go. I‘m in a hur­ry.”

      I nev­er broke stride, and I had mo­men­tum, but he was a bet­ter run­ner. He had long legs and a lot of mo­ti­va­tion. We round­ed the cor­ner, and he turned down a ser vice road that in­ter­sect­ed the block. There were cars parked be­hind busi­ness­es and room­ing hous­es. I saw a sign for the rear en­trance to the Laun­dro­mat, and sud­den­ly Mendez stopped short. I didn‘t both­er to ques­tion his rea­son. I took a fly­ing leap and tack­led him, tak­ing him down to the ground. We rolled around cussing and claw­ing, my knee con­nect­ed with his go­nads, and that was the end of the rolling around. I cuffed him and sprang to my feet, feel­ing like I‘d just won the calf-​rop­ing com­pe­ti­tion at the coun­ty fair.

      “I‘m gonna sue,” Mendez said. “My pri­vates are in­jured. This here‘s some kind of bru­tal­ity.”

      I was breath­ing heavy, try­ing to get a grip, and then I saw the rea­son Mendez had stopped run­ning. He‘d come face-​to-​face with Wulf. At least, I was pret­ty sure it was Wulf. He was al­most as tall as Diesel but not quite as sol­id. His hair was black and shoul­der length, swept away from his face in waves. His skin was pale and un­earth­ly, like moon­light re­flect­ing off still wa­ter. He was shock­ing­ly hand­some, and his face was dis­turbing­ly de­void of ex­pres­sion. He was wear­ing black dress boots, black slacks, and a lightweight black cash­mere sweater with the sleeves pushed up to his el­bows. He had an ex­pen­sive watch on his left wrist. And he had a nar­row black met­al bracelet on his right wrist. He was stand­ing be­side a black Fer­rari, and he was look­ing past me.

      I glanced over my shoul­der and saw Diesel stand­ing about twen­ty feet be­hind me, re­laxed, look­ing amused.

      “Walk away,” Wulf said to Diesel.

      Diesel shook his head no. His mouth still held the very small smile, but his eyes were hard.

      Wulf moved close to me, wrapped his hand around my arm, and I felt a buzz of elec­tric­ity run from his hand to my fin­ger­tips.

      “Get in the car,” he said.

      “No.”

      “I could snap your neck.”

      “And I could shove your nuts in­to your small in­tes­tine with my knee.”

      This was ab­so­lute brava­do on my part. It was one thing to sort of ac­ci­den­tal­ly on pur­pose con­nect with Hec­tor Mendez. Knee­ing Ger­wulf Gri­moire would be a whole oth­er ball game. He was flat-​out scary, and he ra­di­at­ed pow­er. And I was pret­ty much frozen to the spot. What I knew for sure was that it would be a huge mis­take to get in­to the car. I was guess­ing wom­en went in­to his car in a lot bet­ter shape than they came out.

      “Re­lease her,” Diesel said.

      Wulf‘s voice was low and silky. Wind whis­per­ing in the trees. “I won‘t tol­er­ate in­ter­fer­ence in my busi­ness. If nec­es­sary, I‘ll de­stroy you and ev­ery­one as­so­ci­at­ed with you.”

      Diesel‘s pos­ture was re­laxed. No fear vis­ible. “I have a job to do. Noth­ing per­son­al, but I will do it.”

      “We‘ll take this up some oth­er day,” Wulf said.

      He re­leased my arm and stepped away from me. There was a blast of heat and a flash of fire, and when the smoke cleared, Wulf was gone. The car was still there.

      Diesel was hands on hips, look­ing dis­gust­ed. He gave his head a small shake. “Mr. Hol­ly­wood.”

      “I didn‘t see noth­ing,” Mendez said, still on the ground. “I don‘t know what just hap­pened, and I didn‘t see it.”

      I made a move to the car, and Diesel pulled me back. “You don‘t want to touch Wulf‘s car,” he said. “You nev­er know what might hap­pen.”

      _________________

      I PRO­CESSED MENDEZ and re­turned to Diesel. He was parked in the pub­lic lot across the street from the court, and he was zoned out be­hind the wheel. I slid on­to the seat next to him and buck­led my­self in.

      “You look deep in thought,” I said to him.

      “I should have known Wulf was in the build­ing.”

      “Maybe his blood ves­sels were ex­pand­ed.”

      Diesel gri­maced.

      “Or maybe he wasn‘t in the build­ing. Maybe we caught him go­ing in. Maybe he‘d just got there,” I said.

      “That‘s a hap­py idea. That would make me feel much bet­ter, be­cause the pos­si­bil­ity that I might have lost my abil­ity to sense Wulf de­press­es the crap out of me.”

      “How did he dis­ap­pear in a flash of fire?”

      “The fire and smoke is right out of the Mag­ic for Dum­mies book. Any nine-​year-​old kid can do it. And it cre­ates a di­ver­sion for his ex­it.” Diesel rolled the en­gine over. “Now what?”

      “Back to the of­fice so I can col­lect my cap­ture mon­ey.” We got to the of­fice in less than ten min­utes, due to the fact that ev­ery light was green and traf­fic was non ex is tent.

      Diesel parked at the curb and grinned at me.

      “That was pure luck,” I said to him. “I don‘t for one in­stant be­lieve you can con­trol traf­fic lights.”

      “I didn‘t say any­thing.”

      “You grinned.”

      “We could make a bet,” Diesel said.

      “Can I set the stakes?”

      He shook his head. “No. It‘s my abil­ity that‘s called in­to ques­tion. I think it‘s fair that I set the stakes.”

      “No way.”

      “Afraid you‘ll lose?”

      “Not will­ing to take a chance.”

      “This isn‘t do­ing a lot for my ego,” Diesel said.

      “Your ego doesn‘t seem es­pe­cial­ly frag­ile.”

      “That doesn‘t mean I can‘t be crushed. I‘m on­ly hu­man… sort of.”

      I did a men­tal eye roll and got out of the car. “If you said that to a health care pro­fes­sion­al, they‘d shoot you full of Tho­razine.”

      “Hey, look who‘s here,” Con­nie said, eye­balling Diesel. “Long time, no see.”

      Vin­nie stuck his head out of his in­ner of­fice. “Who‘s here?”

      There are many mem­bers of my fam­ily tree who would like to take an axe to Vin­nie‘s limb. He‘s a de­cent judge of peo­ple, and that makes him a good bail bonds­man. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, he‘s al­so oily, ad­dict­ed to ev­ery vice pos­si­ble, and sees noth­ing wrong with be­ing a sex­ual de­viant, so his score as a hu­man be­ing isn‘t all that great.

      “It‘s Diesel,” Con­nie said. “Stephanie‘s friend.”

      “So what are you do­ing here?” Vin­nie asked Diesel. “Are you pork­ing her?”

      “Not yet,” Diesel said.

      “Why aren‘t you work­ing? What do you do?”

      “I work for the pow­er com­pa­ny. I‘m the guy who push­es the dis­con­nect but­ton.”

      “That sounds like fun,” Vin­nie said.

      “It has its mo­ments.”

      I gave Con­nie my body re­ceipt. “You‘ll nev­er guess. Pure­ly by ac­ci­dent, I ran in­to Hec­tor Mendez.”

      “I thought he was dead.”

      “Nope. He‘s alive and kick­ing.”

      “He‘s alive, but he wasn‘t do­ing much kick­ing af­ter Kung Fu Princess here got done with him,” Diesel said.

      “Ha!” Vin­nie said. “I bet she got him in the ol‘ casabas.”

      “Gave my boys the creepy crawlies just look­ing at it,” Diesel told him.

      “Gives my boys the creepy crawlies think­ing she‘s wast­ing her time on Mendez,” Vin­nie said. “Mendez is pen­ny-​ante. I need to see Munch get his shrimp ass hauled back to the slam­mer. I don‘t have Munch by the end of the month, and I‘m gonna have to move to South Amer­ica. I‘m out Munch mon­ey, and I‘m in the red. And Har­ry don‘t like the col­or red un­less it‘s blood.”

      “Har­ry?” Diesel asked.

      “Har­ry the Ham­mer. His fi­nan­cial back­er who al­so hap­pens to be his fa­ther-​in-​law,” I told him.

      Diesel smiled, and Vin­nie gave his head a shake, as if even af­ter all these years he still didn‘t be­lieve it.

      I took my cap­ture check from Con­nie and dropped it in­to my bag. “See you all to­mor­row.”

      “Yeah,” Vin­nie said, “and make sure you have Munch‘s body re­ceipt next time you waltz in here.”

      Diesel and I left the of­fice, and Diesel beeped the Es­calade un­locked. “And you‘re work­ing for him, why?”

      “It an­noys my moth­er. I don‘t have to wear panty­hose. And I‘m not sure any­one else would hire me.”

      “All good rea­sons.”

      Diesel drove us back to my apart­ment, and when we walked in, Carl was still watch­ing tele vi­sion.

      “I was hop­ing he‘d made din­ner,” Diesel said.

      “Do you cook?”

      “No. Do you?”

      “No. I can open a jar of mari­nara sauce, di­al piz­za, and I can make a sand­wich.”

      “Works for me,” Diesel said. “What‘s your choice for to night?”

      “Sand­wich.”

      We worked our way through ham-​and-​cheese sand­wich­es, a tub of mac­aroni sal­ad, and half an ap­ple pie. We‘d just fin­ished the pie when Diesel‘s phone rang. This was cause for con­cern be­cause in the short time I‘d known Diesel, his phone had nev­er rung for any­thing good. He didn‘t get so­cial calls, fam­ily calls, or din­ner in­vi­ta­tions. It looked to me like on­ly a few peo­ple had his num­ber, and their calls were al­ways work re­lat­ed.

      “Yeah?” he said in­to the phone. He lis­tened for a mo­ment, told the caller he was on his way, and dis­con­nect­ed. “We have to hus­tle,” he said to me. “Flash is on Wulf‘s tail.”

      I grabbed my bag, and we rushed out of the apart­ment and ran to the Es­calade. Diesel took us out of the lot to Hamil­ton and head­ed for Broad.

      “I had Flash watch the Fer­rari,” Diesel said. “I knew Wulf would come back for it.”

      I was fa­mil­iar with Flash from pre­vi­ous Diesel vis­its. From what I could tell, Flash was a nice guy who did odd jobs and had no spe­cial tal­ents oth­er than the abil­ity to tol­er­ate Diesel. He was five feet ten, with spiked red hair and mul­ti­ple pierc­ings in his ears. He was slim and at first glance looked younger than his ac­tu­al age, which I thought was prob­ably ear­ly thir­ties.

      We picked up South Broad and Flash called in.

      “I‘m on the out­skirts of Bor­den­town. I‘m bet­ting he‘s go­ing for the Turn­pike,” Flash said and dis­con­nect­ed.

      “He al­ways goes south,” Diesel said to me. “I got hung up in traf­fic on Broad Street when I was fol­low­ing him, and I sus­pect­ed he went to the Turn­pike, but I couldn‘t catch him.”

      An­oth­er call came in from Flash. “We‘re on the Turn-​pike go­ing south. I can‘t imag­ine how fast he‘s go­ing, but if I go any faster, my fend­ers will fall off.”

      “You can go home,” Diesel said. “Ap­pre­ci­ate the ef­fort. I‘m a cou­ple miles be­hind you. I‘ll take the Turn­pike and ride for a while to see if I pick up on him.”

      “To in­fin­ity and be­yond,” Flash said.

      We stayed at it for an­oth­er twen­ty min­utes be­fore Diesel gave up and turned around.

      “Wulf could be go­ing to At­lantic City or any point in be­tween,” Diesel said. “There are some goof­ball Un­men­tion­ables in the Pine Bar­rens, but I can‘t see Wulf get­ting cozy with any of them. We have two peo­ple work­ing to­geth­er in the sci­en­tif­ic com­mu­ni­ty, and one of them is dead and the oth­er miss­ing. I‘d like to know if ei­ther of them had prop­er­ty in south Jer­sey.”

      “I don‘t re­mem­ber see­ing any­thing about prop­er­ty in south Jer­sey in ei­ther file.”

      “Did Con­nie run Munch and Scan­lon through all the pro­grams?”

      “No. Some of those in­ves­ti­ga­tions take days.”

      “Then let‘s go to the bonds of­fice and see if any­thing else came in.”

      “The bonds of­fice is closed.”

      “We‘ll open it.”

      “I hate this idea. You‘ll trip the alarm, and we‘ll get ar­rest­ed, and I‘ll get fired.”

      “To be­gin with, I won‘t trip the alarm. And even if I did trip it, the bonds of­fice is armed with Range­man se­cu­ri­ty. Ranger isn‘t go­ing to send you to jail.”

      True, Ranger wouldn‘t send me to jail, but Ranger wouldn‘t be hap­py to find me en­gaged in break­ing and en­ter­ing with Diesel. And I sus­pect­ed a face-​off be­tween Diesel and Ranger would be ug­ly.

      “Okay, but it‘ll be bor­ing,” I said. “We could wait and ask Con­nie in the morn­ing, and we could go back to my apart­ment and watch tele vi­sion with the mon­key.”

      “No,” Diesel said.

      “That‘s it? No? What about my vote?”

      “This is why I‘m not mar­ried,” Diesel said. “Wom­en make ev­ery­thing so frig­gin‘ com­pli­cat­ed. And stop rolling your eyes at me.”

      “You‘re star­ing straight ahead at the road. How do you know I‘m rolling my eyes?”

      Diesel did a full-​on smile. “I don‘t have to look at you to know when you‘re rolling your eyes. You roll your eyes ev­ery time I act like a jerk.”
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      EIGHT

      IT WAS A dark, moon­less night, and we were lost in shad­ow when Diesel parked the Es­calade in the small lot be­hind the bail bonds of­fice.

      “I‘ll wait here,” I told him. “This could take some time. You‘ll be more com­fort­able in­side.”

      “Are you go­ing to be a jerk again and make me come in?”

      “No. Are you go­ing to drive off with­out me?”

      I hadn‘t in­tend­ed to, but it wasn‘t a bad idea now that he‘d plant­ed the seed.

      “Well?” he asked.

      “I‘m try­ing to de­cide.”

      He pulled the key out of the ig­ni­tion and pock­et­ed it. “Lock your­self in and lean on the horn if some­one tries to steal you.”

      I watched him go to the back door and open it as if it hadn‘t been locked. He just put his hand to the door­knob and opened the door. No alarm sound­ed. The door closed be­hind Diesel, and I set­tled in. An hour ticked by, and the po­lice didn‘t show. No Range­man goons ar­rived in SWAT gear. I re­clined my seat and closed my eyes.

      I WAS SUF­FO­CAT­ING. I was strug­gling to come out of a deep sleep, and I was des­per­ate for air. I forced my eyes open and saw the prob­lem. I was in bed, and Diesel had his arm draped across my chest again. Diesel was a big guy with a lot of mus­cle, and his arm weighed a ton. I thought back to the night be­fore and vague­ly re­mem­bered falling asleep in the car, and next thing, Diesel was shuf­fling me in­to my build­ing and in­to the el­eva­tor. Af­ter that, it was fuzzy. I checked around and dis­cov­ered I was wear­ing pan -ties and Diesel‘s T-​shirt. That was it. Diesel was wear­ing less.

      I squirmed around, try­ing to slide away from Diesel, but he tight­ened his grip and drew me clos­er.

      “Hey,” I said. “Hey!”

      He half opened his eyes and looked at me. “What?”

      “You‘ve got me in a death grip. I can‘t breathe. And what‘s with my clothes? I‘m wear­ing your T-​shirt.”

      “Yeah, I didn‘t know what to put on you. You looked un­com­fort­able sleep­ing in your jeans and sweater and stuff.”

      “Did you un­dress me?”

      His eyes slid closed.

      “Wake up,” I yelled at him.

      “Now what?” he said.

      “I don‘t re­mem­ber a lot about last night. We didn‘t… I mean, you didn‘t…”

      “Hon­ey, be­ing in­ti­mate with me is not a for­get­table ex­pe­ri­ence.”

      “I guess that‘s good to know.”

      “Yeah, file it for fu­ture ref­er­ence. What time is it?”

      “It‘s al­most eight o‘clock.”

      Diesel sighed and rolled away from me. “I hate morn­ings. They start so ear­ly.”

      I left the bed and gath­ered my clothes up from the floor. “Did you get any­thing use­ful last night at the bonds of­fice?”

      “I print­ed out a copy of Munch‘s doc­tor­al the­sis, but didn‘t get a chance to read it. I‘m hop­ing it‘ll tell me some­thing about the theft at the re­search cen­ter. I‘d like to know why he took the mag­ne­tome­ter. Noth­ing else lo­cal turned up on Munch. It‘s like he has no life. Scan­lon shows some promise. His sis­ter, Rober­ta Scan­lon, has a house in north Philadel­phia. He had a sec­ond sis­ter, Gail, but she‘s like smoke. Eu­gene Scan­lon was al­so heav­ily in debt. He de­fault­ed on a car loan and had two cred­it cards in col­lec­tion. His re­search isn‘t pub­lished, but he was Munch‘s project su­per­vi­sor, so they had to be work­ing in sim­ilar ar­eas.”

      I cart­ed my clothes in­to the bath­room and locked the door, not that it would make a dif­fer­ence. I took a show­er, gave my hair a two-​minute blast with the dry­er, and got dressed. Diesel was sleep­ing when I came out. I took a mo­ment to study him, think­ing he was heart-​stop­ping­ly hand­some in a rugged, out­doorsy kind of way. His ini­tial ap­pear­ance was beach bum, but I‘d come to de­cide that was a façade. Diesel was driv­en by his job. The job it­self was open for dis­cus­sion. If he was to be be­lieved, he was a kind of para­nor­mal boun­ty hunter. I thought it was just as pos­si­ble he was a con­tract killer or a ca­reer nut­case.

      I went to the kitchen and fed Rex and Carl and got cof­fee brew­ing. I dropped a bagel in­to the toast­er and took a tub of cream cheese out of my fridge. Diesel might not be much of a cook, but he sure as heck knew how to stock a kitchen.

      I heard the show­er run­ning in the bath­room, and min­utes lat­er, Diesel strolled in look­ing for cof­fee. He poured him­self a mug and ate half my bagel.

      “I want to take the morn­ing to wade through Munch‘s the­sis,” Diesel said. “When I‘m done with the the­sis, I thought we could vis­it Rober­ta Scan­lon.”

      Carl came in­to the kitchen and hand­ed me his emp­ty ce­re­al box. He jumped on­to the counter, got a mug out of the cup­board, and helped him­self to cof­fee.

      “This apart­ment smells like a mon­key,” Diesel said. Carl gave him the fin­ger and went back to the tele -vi­sion.

      “I‘m out of here,” I said to Diesel. “I‘m tak­ing an­oth­er shot at Gor­do Bol­lo to­day. This time, I‘m ready. I‘ve got a stun gun, pep­per spray, and cuffs.”

      “Kick ass,” Diesel said. “If you aren‘t home by noon, I‘ll have you tele­port­ed back here.”

      I must have looked hor­ri­fied be­cause he burst out laugh­ing.

      “I‘m falling in love,” Diesel said. “You‘re the on­ly one on this earth who be­lieves ev­ery­thing I say.”

      I tried re­al­ly hard not to roll my eyes, but I couldn‘t help my­self and rolled them any­way. I grabbed my bag and flounced out of the apart­ment. It wasn‘t so much that I be­lieved what Diesel said. It was more that I was ter­ri­fied it might be true.

      LU­LA WAS FIL­ING when I swung in­to the of­fice.

      “What are you do­ing?” I asked her.

      “I‘m fil­ing. What does it look like I‘m do­ing? It‘s my job, you know.”

      “You nev­er file.”

      “Your ass,” Lu­la said.

      “I‘m pay­ing a vis­it to Green­blat Pro­duce this morn­ing,” I said. “Any­one need fruit?”

      “Hell yeah,” Lu­la said. “I‘m not miss­ing that. I was in the car when all the ac­tion went down last time.”

      I could hap­pi­ly do with­out that kind of ac­tion. Still, we took my Jeep, just in case there was an­oth­er toma­to in­ci­dent. Lu­la didn‘t want to veg up her Fire­bird.

      I drove to Green­blat and parked in the lot. I got out of the Jeep and trans­ferred the pep­per spray, stun gun, and cuffs from my bag to my jeans for eas­ier ac­cess.

      “Don‘t you wor­ry,” Lu­la said. “If he starts some­thing this time, you gonna have Lu­la there. I‘ll sit on Bowl­ing Ball Head and squash him in­to a pan­cake.”

      “Fine. Just don‘t shoot him.”

      “Did I say I was gonna shoot him? Did you hear me say that?”

      “I was on­ly re­mind­ing you.”

      “You got a thing about shoot­ing peo­ple. I bet Diesel shoots lots of peo­ple.”

      “Diesel doesn‘t car­ry a gun.”

      “Get out of town!”

      I en­tered the of­fice, said hel­lo to the Con­nie clones, and went straight to the door lead­ing to the ware house. I walked up and down aisles formed by stacks of crates and found Bol­lo putting lit­tle stick­ers on ap­ples.

      “Look who‘s here,” Bol­lo said, spot­ting me. “Come back for more toma­toes?”

      “You need to come with me to get resched­uled.”

      Bol­lo palmed an ap­ple. “No.”

      “If you hit me with that ap­ple, I‘m go­ing to let Lu­la shoot you,” I said.

      Bol­lo looked past me. “I don‘t see no Lu­la.”

      I turned and scanned the aisle. He was right. No Lu­la.

      “She was here a minute ago,” I said.

      “Well, she ain‘t here now.”

      I shout­ed her name, and she round­ed a stack of crat­ed or­anges at the end of the aisle.

      “You look­ing for me?” Lu­la said, her arms filled with fruit and veg­eta­bles.

      “Yes, I‘m look­ing for you. You‘re sup­posed to be my back­up. What are you do­ing?”

      “I‘m shop­ping. This place got re­al­ly good pro­duce. I got some grape­fruit and a egg­plant, and look at these red pears. And I got a dozen eggs. They even got fresh eggs here.”

      “We don’t sell pro­duce here, fat­so,” Bol­lo said. “We on­ly dis­tribute to stores. Put them back.”

      Lu­la’s eyes bugged out of her head. “Did you just call me fat­so? Did I hear that right?”

      “Yeah,” Bol­lo said. “What of it?”

      “That’s a mean thing to say. And it isn’t even true. I’m just a big and beau­ti­ful wom­an. I got more of all the good stuff than most oth­er wom­en. And peo­ple who have heads like bowl­ing balls should watch what they say about oth­er peo­ple. You’re lucky I’m not a vi­cious per­son, be­cause if I was vi­cious, I’d call you Co­conut Head. Or Gor­do Gour­dhead.”

      And then Lu­la bounced a grape­fruit off Co­conut Head’s fore­head. And Co­conut Head tagged her with the ap­ple he’d been hold­ing. And what hap­pened af­ter that was a blur of fly­ing fruit and eggs. I had my stun gun in my hand, but it was hard to get to Bol­lo and dodge the fruit at the same time. I fi­nal­ly man­aged to get the prongs on him, I hit the go but­ton, and noth­ing hap­pened. No juice.

      Bol­lo shoved me away, and I lost my foot­ing, slid­ing on fruit slime. I grabbed a fist­ful of his shirt and took him down with me. I was hang­ing on to him, and he was try­ing to get away, and Lu­la fired off a shot to the ceil­ing.

      “Next bul­let’s gonna be up your ass,” Lu­la said to Bol­lo.

      Bol­lo paused to con­sid­er that, and a rat dropped from an over­head rafter and land­ed inch­es from Lu­la in her red patent-​leather stilet­tos.

      “Damn rats are all over the place,” Bol­lo said.

      Lu­la just about went white. “I hate rats,” she said. “I hate rats more than I hate mon­keys.”

      The rat twitched, its beady black eyes blinked open, and it got to its feet.

      “You just stunned him,” Bol­lo said to Lu­la. “Shoot him again.”

      Lu­la took aim and the rat charged at her. Per­son­al­ly, I think the rat didn’t know what the heck it was do­ing, but Lu­la freaked.

      “Eeeeeeee,” Lu­la shrieked, danc­ing around in her heels, arms in the air, com­plete­ly apeshit.

      The rat scur­ried across Lu­la’s foot and kept go­ing past box­es of pota­toes and beans. It took a left and head­ed for Pen­nys­lva­nia. Bol­lo did the same. By the time I got to my feet, and Lu­la stopped freak­ing, Bol­lo was long gone.

      A bunch of guys had gath­ered around us. They were throw­ing out com­ments in Span­ish and laugh­ing.

      “What are they say­ing?” Lu­la want­ed to know.

      “I don’t know,” I told her. “I don’t speak Span­ish. The on­ly thing I could pick out was lo­co.”

      “What are you look­ing at?” Lu­la said to the men. “Don’t you have any­thing bet­ter to do? This place should be shut down. I’m call­ing the health in­spec­tor. I’m gonna re­port this place to the fruit po­lice.” Lu­la turned to me. “And what’s with you and the dud stun gun? Let me take a look at that thing.”

      I hand­ed Lu­la the stun gun, and she test­ed it out on the guy next to her, who im­me­di­ate­ly col­lapsed in­to a heap on the floor and wet his pants.

      “Seems to be work­ing now,” Lu­la said, hand­ing the stun gun back to me.

      I dropped the stun gun in­to my bag, Lu­la pock­et­ed her Glock, and we hot­foot­ed it out of there. We chose to leave through the load­ing dock ex­it and walk around the build­ing rather than drip egg and mel­on guts on­to the of­fice floor. We wiped off as best we could and climbed in­to my Jeep.

      “You see, this is what Miss Glo­ria’s talk­ing about,” Lu­la said. “I got bad ju­ju. How else could you ex­plain it?”

      “It’s not our ju­ju,” I told Lu­la. “It’s our skill lev­el. We’re in­com­pe­tent.”

      “I got a high skill lev­el,” Lu­la said. “I just shot a rat off a rafter.”

      “You weren’t aim­ing for it.”

      “Yeah. My skill lev­el is so high I do things I don’t even try to do.”
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      NINE

      I DROPPED LU­LA at the of­fice, drove my­self home, and dragged my­self through my front door. The egg-​and-​fruit gunk had dried en route and was mat­ted in my hair and plas­tered to my jeans and T-​shirt.

      Diesel looked me up and down. “An­oth­er is­sue at the pro­duce ware house?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. It in­volved a rat.”

      “What’s in your hair?”

      I felt around. “I think it’s most­ly egg.”

      “Do you need help? Do you want me to hose you off in the park­ing lot?”

      “Jeez Louise,” I said. “I had a re­al­ly crum­by morn­ing and I’ve got egg in my hair. Could I get a lit­tle sen­si­tiv­ity here?”

      Diesel smiled. “I could take a shot at it.” He gath­ered me in­to his arms, held me close, and leaned his head against mine. “You smell nice,” he said. “Like fruit sal­ad.”

      __________________

      AN HOUR LAT­ER, we were all in the Es­calade. Carl had pitched a fit about be­ing left alone, so we’d brought him along. He was in the back­seat, strapped in by a seat belt, his hands fold­ed in his lap, look­ing as if at any mo­ment he was go­ing to ask if we were there yet.

      “Is it me, or is this whole mon­key thing get­ting a lit­tle Twi­light Zone?” Diesel asked, check­ing Carl out in the rearview mir­ror.

      “You think it’s just get­ting Twi­light Zone? You don’t think it’s al­ways been Twi­light Zone?”

      “Have you heard any­thing from his moth­er?”

      “No. Not a word.”

      “It’s like we’ve adopt­ed a hairy lit­tle kid,” Diesel said. “There’s some­thing about him sit­ting in the back­seat that’s frig­gin’ spooky.”

      I looked over my shoul­der at Carl, and he sent me a fin­ger wave.

      “So if I wasn’t along for the ride, would you just pop your­self over to Philadel­phia?” I asked Diesel.

      “No. It’s not that easy to get popped some­place.”

      “Wulf didn’t seem to have a lot of trou­ble with it. Is he more pow­er­ful than you?”

      “No. He’s just dif­fer­ent.”

      “How so?”

      “For starters, he kills peo­ple.”

      Diesel crossed the Delaware Riv­er in­to Penn­syl­va­nia.

      “Do you know Wulf?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you known him for a long time?”

      “I’ve known him for­ev­er,” Diesel said. “He’s my cousin.”

      That took my breath away. His cousin. He was hunt­ing down a fam­ily mem­ber!

      “This must be hard on you,” I said to Diesel. “I would hate to be in that po­si­tion.” And my moth­er would be in a state.

      “Some­one has to dis­able Wulf, and I’ve been tapped. Even if it wasn’t my job, I would prob­ably feel com­pelled to stop him.”

      “Has he al­ways been bad?”

      “He’s al­ways been dif­fer­ent. In­tense, melan­choly, an­gry, ob­sessed with his pow­er. And bril­liant.”

      Diesel looked nor­mal. He was the em­bod­iment of the all-​Amer­ican charis­mat­ic oaf. But he was from a gene pool close­ly re­lat­ed to Wulf. And Wulf wasn’t near­ly nor­mal. Wulf dom­inat­ed his airspace and ra­di­at­ed un­nat­ural en­er­gy. And God knows what else Wulf could do. So I had a few thoughts here about Diesel and his abil­ities that went be­yond nor­mal. Or heck, maybe I’ve just seen so much weird stuff since I be­came a boun­ty hunter that I’ll be­lieve any­thing.

      Carl was mak­ing sounds in the back­seat. “Puh, puh, puh.”

      Diesel looked at him in the rearview mir­ror. “What’s with the mon­key?”

      “I think he’s amus­ing him­self.”

      “Puh, puh, puh, puh, puh,” Carl said.

      Diesel turned the ra­dio on and Carl made the sounds loud­er.

      “PUH, PUH, PUH, PUH.”

      Diesel shut the ra­dio off and shot a black look at Carl. “If you keep mak­ing that sound, I’m go­ing to set you out at the side of the road and not come back for you.”

      Carl blew out a sigh and went silent.

      “Feel­ing cranky?” I asked Diesel.

      “Not un­til a cou­ple min­utes ago.”

      “Chirrup,” Carl said. “Chirrup, chirrup, chirrup.”

      “Do you have your gun with you?” Diesel asked me.

      “Yeah, but there aren’t any bul­lets in it.”

      “Prob­ably a good thing,” Diesel said.

      “Chirrup, chirrup, chirrup, chirrup, chirrup,” Carl said.

      Diesel ex­it­ed the high­way and hooked a right.

      “You aren’t re­al­ly go­ing to leave him on the side of the road, are you?” I asked him.

      “No. I saw a sign for Wal-​Mart. I’m mak­ing a pit stop.”

      He pulled in­to the lot and parked. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      Carl sat up straight and looked out the win­dow. “Eeee?”

      “No,” I said. “We’re not there yet. Pit stop.”

      Carl looked con­fused. He didn’t know pit stop.

      “Just go with it,” I told him. “Diesel will be back in a cou­ple min­utes.”

      “Chirrup.”

      Ten min­utes lat­er, Diesel jogged back to the SUV. Carl had gone from chirrup, to choo choo choo, to buh­buh­buh­buh, and I was on the verge of gonzo. Diesel an­gled be­hind the wheel, hand­ed me a bag, and tossed a bag in­to the back­seat.

      “Knock your­self out,” Diesel said to Carl.

      “What’s in his bag?”

      “Food and an elec­tron­ic game. I got them to sell me the de­mo that was al­ready charged.”

      “What’s in my bag?”

      “Food.”

      Carl se­lect­ed a bag of chips, and I did the same.

      “That was pret­ty smart,” I said to Diesel.

      Diesel stuck his hand in­to the chip bag and took a fist­ful. “I have a high­ly de­vel­oped sense of self-​preser­va­tion, and a low tol­er­ance for mon­key busi­ness.”

      “What do you ex­pect to get from Scan­lon’s sis­ter?”

      “I don’t know. You throw the net out and see what you pull in.”

      “I hate in­trud­ing at a time like this. She just found out some­one killed her broth­er.”

      “She’ll want that per­son brought to jus­tice. And I’m sure you’re good at talk­ing to a griev­ing wom­an.”

      “Me? What about you?”

      “I suck at it.”

      “You’re kid­ding! You’re go­ing to make me do the in­ter­ro­ga­tion?”

      “Yeah. This is one of those girl skills.”

      “That’s so sex­ist.”

      “And?”

      “What do you want me to ask her?”

      “I’m look­ing for re­al es­tate. I’m guess­ing Wulf and Munch are holed up some­where in south Jer­sey with­in com­mut­ing dis­tance to Tren­ton. I did prop­er­ty search­es on Munch and Scan­lon and noth­ing turned up. I looked for Wulf us­ing known alias­es and hold­ing com­pa­nies and got ze­ro. I guess they could be un­der as­sumed names in a high-​roller suite at Cae­sars, but it would be im­prac­ti­cal. Es­pe­cial­ly if they’re work­ing with il­le­gal tech­nol­ogy. Munch was a com­plete lon­er with no Jer­sey ties that we know of. That leaves Scan­lon. Ask about the miss­ing sis­ter.”

      “There could al­so be a third per­son in­volved. Some­one we haven’t dis­cov­ered yet.”

      “It’s pos­si­ble.”

      Carl was ex­am­in­ing the hand held game. He shook it and smelled it. He bit it. He looked for­ward to me. I leaned over the seat and showed Carl how to turn the game on and push the but­tons.

      A cas­tle ap­peared on the screen. Blue sky. Clouds. Mu­sic. Birds fly­ing. A lit­tle man ran in­to the cen­ter of the screen. The lit­tle man was joined by a pret­ty girl in a pink gown. Light­ning struck the cas­tle. The cas­tle ex­plod­ed.

      “Eep,” Carl said.

      The man and the pink-​gowned girl re­turned and Carl hun­kered in, eyes nar­rowed, con­cen­trat­ing.

      Diesel was back on the road, the big Es­calade rolling south like a cruise ship un­der full pow­er. Farms flew by the win­dow, and in the back­seat Carl was bare­ly breath­ing as his fin­gers twitched on the game but­tons and the hap­py sounds of Su­per Mario Bros. drift­ed up to us.

      _________________

      ROBER­TA SCAN­LON LIVED in a brick row house in a blue-​col­lar sec­tion of north Philadel­phia. Ac­cord­ing to Diesel’s re­search, she had nev­er mar­ried, and she worked out of her house do­ing Web site de­sign and main­te­nance. We sat at the curb for a cou­ple min­utes, watch­ing the house, get­ting a sense of the neigh­bor­hood. It was qui­et at this time of the day. No traf­fic. No kids play­ing out­doors. No dogs bark­ing. On­ly Carl the Mon­key mak­ing Mario mu­sic in the back­seat.

      “Okay, cutie-​pie,” Diesel said to me. “Go do your thing.”

      I blew out a sigh and heaved my­self out of the SUV. I hat­ed this part of my job. I hat­ed pry­ing in­to peo­ple’s pri­vate lives and in­trud­ing on their grief. I un­der­stood that it was some­times nec­es­sary, but that didn’t make it any more palat­able. I trudged up the side­walk and rang the bell, think­ing I wouldn’t mind if Rober­ta wasn’t home. No such luck. Rober­ta Scan­lon opened the door and looked out at me.

      “Yes?” Rober­ta said.

      I apol­ogized for the in­tru­sion, in­tro­duced my­self, and asked if I could speak with her.

      “I sup­pose,” she said, “but I’ve al­ready spo­ken to the po­lice. I just don’t know what more I can tell you.”

      “Did your broth­er own prop­er­ty in south Jer­sey?”

      “Not that I know about, but he didn’t tell me much. It’s not like we were a close fam­ily. I couldn’t even tell you when I talked to him last.”

      Rober­ta was in her for­ties but looked old­er. Her brown hair was shot with gray; her face was lined and make­up-​free. Her clothes were shape­less, de­signed for com­fort and not for fash­ion.

      “I couldn’t find any in­for­ma­tion on your sis­ter, Gail,” I said to Rober­ta. “I couldn’t find an ad­dress.”

      “Gail’s a free spir­it. She doesn’t ex­act­ly have an ad­dress, al­though she ob­vi­ous­ly lives some­where. Ev­ery­one lives some­where, right? Even street peo­ple live some­where.”

      “How do you get in touch with her? Does she have a cell phone?”

      “She has a post of­fice box in Mar­bury. I sent her a let­ter about Eu­gene, but I haven’t heard any­thing back.”

      “When was the last time you saw her?”

      “Years ago. She came for our fa­ther’s fu­ner­al. She flit­ted in and flit­ted out. She said she had to get back to her an­imals. I don’t know what kind of an­imals she was talk­ing about. Gail al­ways has some sort of cause. She left home af­ter she grad­uat­ed from high school so she could live in a tree and save a habi­tat for owls. Af­ter that it was wood ducks. And I think at one time she had a col­lec­tion of rab­bits that she’d res­cued from a cos­met­ics lab.”

      “But she al­ways gets her mail in Mar­bury?”

      “So far as I know. I guess she could have it for­ward­ed some­where.”

      “And what’s her last name?”

      “Scan­lon. She nev­er mar­ried. None of us ev­er mar­ried.”

      I left my card with Rober­ta and asked her to call if she heard from Gail.

      “Well?” Diesel want­ed to know when I buck­led my­self in next to him.

      “Not much. Her sis­ter doesn’t have an ad­dress, but she has a post of­fice box in Mar­bury. And it sounds like she’s made a ca­reer of sav­ing owl habi­tats and rab­bit eye­lids.”

      “That’s it? That’s all you got?”

      “Yep.”

      “Where’s Mar­bury?” he asked.

      I got a map out of the side-​door pock­et and found Mar­bury. “It’s on the way to At­lantic City” I said. “Give or take a bunch of miles.”

      Carl tapped me on the shoul­der. “Eep.”

      “What?”

      “Eep.”

      “I don’t speak mon­key” I told him. “I don’t know ee­js”

      He point­ed to his crotch and crossed his legs.

      “I think he has to go to the bath­room,” I said to Diesel.

      Diesel pow­ered a back win­dow down. “Go to it,” he said to Carl.

      Carl looked out the win­dow and looked up and down the street and shook his head.

      Diesel cut his eyes to Carl. “Dude, you’re a mon­key. You can do it any­where.”

      Carl shrugged.

      “I think he might have some species con­fu­sion,” I said to Diesel.

      Diesel put the car in­to gear and drove back to the main street. He cruised two blocks, found a Mc­Don­ald’s, and parked. Carl jumped out the win­dow and scam­pered to the door to Mc­Don­ald’s. He grabbed the han­dle with both hands, but he couldn’t get the door to open.

      “I’ll get it,” I said to Diesel. “I could use a milk shake. Do you want any­thing?”

      “Dou­ble cheese­burg­er, fries, Coke.”

      I opened the door for Carl, and he rushed off. I put my or­der in, paid the cashier, and was about to leave with my food when there was a muf­fled scream from the ladies’ rest-​room. A door banged open, and a wom­an stormed out with Carl in tow.

      “Who owns this mon­key?” she asked. “It was in the ladies’ room, look­ing un­der all the stall doors.”

      Carl point­ed to me.

      “You need to teach your mon­key some man­ners,” the wom­an said.

      I looked down at Carl. “Are you done?” I asked him.

      He shrugged, and we quick­ly walked back to the SUV. I sucked down my milk shake, Diesel ate his burg­er, and Carl ate his box of cook­ies.

      “Your mon­key was look­ing un­der the stall doors in the ladies’ room,” I told Diesel.

      “That’s my boy,” Diesel said.

    

  
    
      Stephanie Plum 14.5 - Plum Spooky

    

    
      TEN

      IT WAS AL­MOST four o’clock when we rolled in­to Mar­bury. Diesel nosed the SUV in­to a park­ing space in front of the post of­fice and un­buck­led his seat belt.

      “My turn,” he said. “This shouldn’t take long. It sounds like Gail Scan­lon’s had a post of­fice box here for years. I’m hop­ing some­one knows her.”

      I watched Diesel walk away and I en­joyed the view. I had no in­ten­tion of get­ting in­volved, but that didn’t mean I was blind to the mas­ter­piece in front of me. Diesel was a big, sol­id guy who moved with seem­ing­ly ef­fort­less ef­fi­cien­cy. Ev­ery­thing about him was in per­fect pro­por­tion. And from where I was sit­ting, his ass looked like Lit­tle Bear’s bed . . . not too hard, and not too soft, but just right.

      Diesel dis­ap­peared in­to the build­ing, and I turned to Carl. “So,” I said, “how’s it go­ing?”

      Carl looked at me, shrugged, and went back to his game. A pick­up rum­bled past us. An old man shuf­fled out of the post of­fice and walked down the street. I went to my cell phone to call Morel­li, but we were in the mid­dle of the Jer­sey Pine Bar­rens, and there wasn’t cell ser vice.

      The Pine Bar­rens is a heav­ily forest­ed area cov­er­ing a lit­tle over a mil­lion acres of coastal plain across south Jer­sey. The soil is sandy and the trees are pine mixed with oaks that have man­aged to sur­vive the oc­ca­sion­al fire. Hun­dreds of acres are un­in­hab­it­ed, un­less you count blue­ber­ries, and cran­ber­ries, and the stub­born, hard­scrab­ble folks known as Pineys who live and work there. There are al­so hun­dreds of an­tique shops, bed and break­fasts of vary­ing qual­ity, and dirt roads that go nowhere. Plus, there’s the Jer­sey Dev il. The Pa­cif­ic North­west has Sasquatch. Loch Ness has Nessie. And the Pine Bar­rens has the Jer­sey Dev il.

      Diesel left the post of­fice, walked to the car, and slid in be­hind the wheel.

      “Well?” I asked.

      “Gail Scan­lon comes in on no fixed sched­ule and gets her mail. Some­times she’s in once a week. Some­times they don’t see her for six months. Her box was emp­tied yes­ter­day, but no one saw her come in. The post of­fice box­es are around a cor­ner from the counter.”

      “Did you get a de­scrip­tion?”

      “Slim, av­er­age height, long black hair, ear­ly for­ties, ec­cen­tric.”

      “What does ‘ec­cen­tric’ mean?”

      “They didn’t elab­orate. But she must re­al­ly be out there for them to call her ec­cen­tric. This isn’t ex­act­ly the cen­ter of sane.”

      “Did they know where she lived?”

      “No. One of the guys said she was a cit­izen of the world. And the wom­an next to him said she was a nympho­ma­ni­ac.”

      “Sounds like your kind of wom­an.”

      “Yeah, she has po­ten­tial.”

      “Now what?” I asked.

      “Now we go home and re­group.”

      DIESEL WAS RE­GROUP­ING on the couch, watch­ing Se­in­feld re­runs, and Carl was sit­ting be­side him.

      “This is go­ing too slow,” I said to Diesel. “You’re sup­posed to be the big-​deal su­per boun­ty hunter. Why aren’t you do­ing some­thing?”

      “I am do­ing some­thing. I’m wait­ing.”

      “Wait­ing isn’t good. I hate wait­ing. Wait­ing feels like do­ing noth­ing.”

      “I have Flash watch­ing the Sky So­cial Club. And ev­ery ten min­utes, I go to the win­dow to see if the cloud of doom has rolled over Tren­ton, sig­ni­fy­ing Wulf’s pres­ence.”

      “Noth­ing per­son­al, but I don’t care about Wulf I need to find Mar­tin Munch.”

      “I know how Wulf works. Right now, he’s in­volved in a project that in­volves Munch, and they’re joined at the hip. If we find one of them, we’ll find both of them. If we don’t find them un­til af­ter Munch has served his pur­pose, we’ll find Munch with his head screwed on back­wards.”

      I cracked my knuck­les and gnawed on my low­er lip. I didn’t want to find Munch with his head screwed on back­ward. I felt my cell phone buzz at my hip, and I checked the read­out. Morel­li.

      “I have a prob­lem,” Morel­li said.

      “No kid­ding.”

      “More than that. I just got home, and An­tho­ny is miss­ing, and there’s a naked wom­an in my bed.”

      “And?”

      “I don’t want to talk about this on the phone. Can you get over here? I need help.”

      “I’m on my way.” I dis­con­nect­ed and grabbed my bag. “Got­ta go,” I said to Diesel. “Morel­li needs help with a naked wom­an.”

      “I didn’t know you were in­to that,” Diesel said.

      “It’s not a par­ty. It’s a prob­lem. I’ll be on my cell if you no­tice the cloud of doom hang­ing over my apart­ment build­ing.”

      Ten min­utes lat­er, I walked in­to the dis­as­ter area that used to be Morel­li’s liv­ing room. It was lit­tered with emp­ty beer cans, fast-​food wrap­pers, and dis­card­ed socks, shoes, and un­der­wear. Crum­pled pages ripped off a yel­low lined pad were scat­tered across the floor. A rum­pled pil­low and balled-​up quilt were pushed to one end of the couch.

      Morel­li smiled when he saw me, and I got warm in­side and smiled back. He was still in work clothes. Dark jeans and boots. Cream-​col­ored sweater with the sleeves pushed to his el­bows. Gun on his hip. He had a garbage bag in one hand and a can of air fresh­en­er in the oth­er.

      “I thought your moth­er was com­ing over to clean?” I said to him.

      “She was here this morn­ing. This is af­ter­noon trash.”

      “What’s with all the crum­pled pieces of lined pa­per?”

      “An­tho­ny de­cid­ed he should write a book about his life.”

      “Be­cause why?” I asked Morel­li.

      “He thinks his life is fas­ci­nat­ing. He’s call­ing his book ‘Love Your In­ner Jerk.’”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know,” Morel­li said, “but it can’t be good.”

      I helped gath­er beer cans and food wrap­pers and stuffed them in­to the garbage bag. I left the un­der­wear for Morel­li. I wouldn’t touch the un­der­wear with a big stick.

      “Doesn’t An­tho­ny have a job?” I asked.

      “Not this week. He took the week off to get his act to­geth­er.”

      “Looks to me like he’s spread­ing his act all over your house.”

      “This is noth­ing. You should see what I’ve got up­stairs.”

      “The naked wom­an?”

      “Yeah. She won’t leave. She says she’s wait­ing for An­tho­ny to come back with piz­za.”

      “So when he comes back she’ll leave, right?”

      “He’s been gone for al­most two hours. For all I know, he could be gone for two days. It’s hap­pened.”

      “Did you try telling her to leave?”

      “Yeah. She told me to take a hike.”

      “You’re a cop. You prob­ably drag naked wom­en out of bed­rooms all the time.”

      “Al­most nev­er. And this is my bed­room. And this wom­an was brought here by my mar­ried broth­er. I’m sup­posed to be keep­ing him in line. If this gets back to my sis­ter-​in-​law and my moth­er, I’m in big trou­ble. And even worse, if I lay a hand on this bim­bo, she could scream rape or po­lice bru­tal­ity or God knows what.”

      “So you want me to get rid of her for you.”

      “Yeah.” Morel­li grinned at me again. “If you did that one thing for me, I’d be nice to you. Re­al­ly nice.”

      “And then what? Would I have to be re­al­ly nice to you?”

      “No. You could walk away. Adios. Say­onara. Good night.”

      I’d heard this be­fore. Once Morel­li got rolling, no one walked away. No one ev­er want­ed to walk away. Morel­li naked was a force of na­ture. Of course, I could have him keep his clothes on, but that might feel weird.

      “What about your broth­er?”

      “I’ll lock the doors.”

      “Hasn’t he got a key?”

      Morel­li dropped the garbage bag on­to the floor and stuffed his hands on­to his hips. “Are you go­ing to do this for me, or what?”

      “Sure. Do you know her name?”

      “All I know is she’s naked, and mean as a snake.”

      I climbed the stairs, knocked on Morel­li’s closed bed­room door, and pushed it open. There was a naked wom­an in his bed all right, and she was mad. She was sit­ting up with her arms crossed over her huge breasts and her eyes nar­rowed. She had a lot of over­pro cessed blond hair in a teased-​up rat’s nest. She was ear­ly for­ties, with tan­ning-​bed skin one step away from a car­ci­no­ma epi­dem­ic. Her lips had been in­flat­ed by some­one not es­pe­cial­ly good at it. And she had a spi­der tat­tooed on her arm.

      “Now what?” she said.

      “You’re in my boyfriends bed.”

      “He said he wasn’t at­tached. Are you some crazy bitch jilt­ed girl­friend?”

      “Nope. I’m the cur­rent girl­friend. This house be­longs to Joe Morel­li, and you’re wait­ing for his worth­less mar­ried broth­er, An­tho­ny.”

      “Are you kid­ding me? An­tho­ny told me this was his house.”

      “An­tho­ny’s house is about a quar­ter mile away and his wife is liv­ing in it.”

      “How do I know you’re telling me the truth? And what’s An­tho­ny do­ing here any­way? He had a key and ev­ery­thing.”

      “His wife kicked him out, and he’s stuck here un­til she de­cides to take him back.”

      “So he sort of isn’t at­tached,” she said.

      “He’s mar­ried! And he has five kids.”

      “Yeah, but she kicked him out.”

      I had the feel­ing this was go­ing nowhere. Time to im­pro­vise.

      “Truth is, his wife would be bet­ter off if you took him off her hands,” I told her. “He comes home drunk all the time and beats her and the kids with a gravy la­dle.”

      “Jeez,” she said. “That’s aw­ful.”

      “And he can’t keep a job, so his wife has to work nights at the but­ton fac­to­ry,” I said.

      “I didn’t know they made but­tons at night.”

      “She cleans up. Wash­es floors and toi­lets and stuff.”

      “Ick. That’s even worse than my job.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I work for a con­struc­tion com­pa­ny. They’re all a bunch of ass­holes.”

      “You didn’t give him any mon­ey did you?”

      “I gave him mon­ey for the piz­za and more beer,” she said.

      “Bad move. He prob­ably bought a hook­er with the mon­ey.”

      “I don’t know. He didn’t look all that live­ly when I was done with him.”

      “Yeah, but he’s a sex ad­dict. Got a bunch of dis­eases. He wore a con­dom, right? I mean, you didn’t touch him or any­thing, did you?”

      That got her out of bed, hunt­ing for her clothes. “I do not need any more dis­eases,” she said. She yanked black stretch pants over her ass and tugged a sweater over her head. “That prick had a lot of nerve mis­rep­re­sent­ing him­self. The more I’m think­ing about it, the more steamed I’m get­ting.” She rammed her feet in­to four-​inch stilet­tos and grabbed her purse off the dress­er. “He hasn’t heard the last of it from me, ei­ther.”

      She stormed out of the bed­room, stomped down the stairs, swept past Morel­li and out the front door.

      “I’m im­pressed,” Morel­li said to me. “How did you do it?”

      “We just had a heart-​to-​heart. You know, girl talk.”

      “Do I get to be nice to you now?”

      “No. Now you put on a pair of rub­ber gloves and take all the sheets off your bed and throw them away.”

      Morel­li went up­stairs with a new garbage bag, and I con­tin­ued to pick up the down­stairs.

      “Where’s Bob?” I called up to Morel­li.

      “He’s tied out back. I had him at work with me, and I didn’t want him snarf­ing around in the liv­ing room un­til I cleaned up.”

      Bob is Morel­li’s dog. He’s most­ly gold­en re­triev­er, with a touch of Sasquatch. He’s big and goofy, en­tire­ly lov­able, and he eats ev­ery­thing . . . chairs, ta­ble legs, whole hams stolen from the ta­ble.

      I let Bob in, and Bob rushed through the house, ex­cit­ed to be home, jump­ing around me like a rab­bit. I filled his bowl with fresh wa­ter, and an­oth­er bowl with dog crunchies, and Bob dug in. I tied off my garbage bag and set it by the back door. I was start­ing up the stairs to help Morel­li when An­tho­ny walked in.

      “Hey, beau­ti­ful,” An­tho­ny said to me. “Haven’t seen you in too long.”

      An­tho­ny, for all his faults, can be charm­ing and hideous­ly lik­able. He was car­ry ing a large piz­za box and had his fin­gers hooked around a six-​pack of Bud.

      “Char­lene,” he yelled up the stairs. “Come get your piz­za.”

      “Jeez,” I said. “Bad news. Char­lene took off.”

      “No big deal,” An­tho­ny said, not miss­ing a beat. “More piz­za for us, right? Where’s Joe?”

      “Up­stairs.”

      The front door banged open, and Char­lene stormed in and point­ed a nail gun at An­tho­ny. An­tho­ny par­tial­ly turned to look at her, and she shot him in the ass. Bang, bang, bang.

      “That’s for the gravy la­dle,” she said. “You should be ashamed of your­self.” And she left, slam­ming the door shut be­hind her.

      An­tho­ny and I were mo­men­tar­ily stunned, mouths open, bug-​eyed.

      “Fuck,” An­tho­ny fi­nal­ly said. He dropped the piz­za, and Bob gal­loped in and ate it.

      Morel­li ap­peared at the head of the stairs. “Were those gun­shots?”

      “Char­lene came back and shot An­tho­ny in the ass with a nail gun. She works for a con­struc­tion com­pa­ny.”

      “Where is she now?” Morel­li asked.

      “Gone.”

      Morel­li jogged down the stairs and looked at An­tho­ny’s back­side. Blood was seep­ing through his jeans.

      “Shit,” Morel­li said. “Why’d she shoot you?”

      “I don’t know,” An­tho­ny said. “Some­thing about a gravy la­dle.”

      I ran to the kitchen and got a cou­ple tow­els. By the time I got back to the liv­ing room, Morel­li was drag­ging An­tho­ny out the door to the car.

      Morel­li owns an SUV, so Bob has a safe, com­fy place to ride, but he keeps a Ducati in his garage for times when he needs to take his wild side for a drive. We load­ed An­tho­ny in­to the back of Morel­li’s SUV and Morel­li drove the short dis­tance to St. Fran­cis Hos­pi­tal. The pain was set­ting in when we off-​load­ed An­tho­ny. He was white-​faced and sweat­ing, and he was swear­ing in two lan­guages. Morel­li dragged him in­to the emer­gen­cy en­trance, and I parked the car in the park­ing garage.

      Okay, so I felt a lit­tle bad, but how was I to know Char-​lene would shoot An­tho­ny over the gravy la­dle? I mean, who would even be­lieve it? A gravy la­dle, for cry­ing out loud. I had no idea where gravy la­dle had come from. Base­ball bat and ten­nis rack­et had hor­ri­fied me, and then gravy la­dle popped in­to my head. Maybe I was hun­gry.

      Morel­li was slouched in a chair in the wait­ing room when I walked in. I took the seat be­side him and sat with my bag hugged to my chest.

      “Will he be okay?” I asked Morel­li.

      “That’s a com­pli­cat­ed ques­tion. There’s a lot more wrong with him than a nail in the ass.”

      An hour lat­er, An­tho­ny got wheeled out face­down on a gur­ney ready to go home. He was wear­ing bag­gy hos­pi­tal pa­ja­mas, and one side of his butt had a big bulge where he was ban daged.

      “He’s full of lo­cal anes­the­sia and hap­py juice,” the nurse told Morel­li, “so he should be okay for the ride home. And he’s got a pre­scrip­tion for painkiller and an­tibi­ot­ic. And he’s got di­rec­tions for chang­ing the dress­ing once a day. Bring him back in ten days to get the su­tures re­moved.” She hand­ed Morel­li a lit­tle bag. “Here’s his nails in case he wants to frame them.”

      I ran for the SUV and hus­tled it around to the emer­gen­cy en­trance. Morel­li and a male nurse load­ed An­tho­ny in­to the back, and I drove us to Morel­li’s house. Morel­li dragged An­tho­ny in­to the house and got him face­down on the couch.

      “Wom­en,” An­tho­ny said. “Can’t live with them, can’t live with­out them.”

      Bob sniffed An­tho­ny and ran away. I was in pret­ty much the same frame of mind as Bob.

      “Got­ta go,” I said. “Things to do.”

      Morel­li walked me to my Jeep. He wrapped his arms around me and kissed me with a lot of tongue and des­per­ation.

      “You’re leav­ing a sink­ing ship,” he said.

      “Think of this as a bond­ing time. And keep him tran­qued.”
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      ELEVEN

      DIESEL WAS AT the din­ing room ta­ble work­ing on my com­put­er when I walked in. “What’s the word on the naked wom­an?” he asked.

      “I man­aged to get her out of Morel­li’s bed, but she came back and shot his broth­er in the ass with a nail gun.”

      Diesel pushed back in his chair and smiled wide. “I’d ask for de­tails, but they might be dis­ap­point­ing com­pared to what I’m think­ing.”

      “It was a fi­as­co.” I got a beer out of the fridge and chugged half of it. “What are you do­ing?”

      “Prowl­ing around on the Net. Try­ing to learn some­thing about elec­tro­mag­net­ic fields. Munch’s doc­tor­al the­sis was spe­cif­ic to at­mo­spher­ic ion­iza­tion, a sub­ject about which I know zip.”

      I couldn’t see Carl, but I could hear Su­per Mario Bros. com­ing from the couch.

      “Has he been play­ing that all night?” I asked Diesel.

      Diesel stood and stretched. “Yep.”

      “And you’re okay with it?”

      “Yep.”

      “Boy I’m im­pressed. That’s so mel­low.”

      “Ac­tu­al­ly I’m on­ly hang­ing on un­til the bat­tery runs down. I fig­ure he’s got about two min­utes left. And he doesn’t know how to recharge the thing.”

      And at that mo­ment there was si­lence in the room.

      “Eep?” Carl said. He stood and looked over the back of the couch at us. He held the game play­er up for us to see. “Eeep.”

      “It’s dead,” Diesel said.

      Carl’s eyes went wide and his mouth dropped open. He shook the game play­er and ex­am­ined it.

      “Jeez,” I said to Diesel. “That’s tough.”

      “Easy for you to say. You spent the night with a naked wom­an, and I spent it with this mon­key.”

      Carl threw the game at Diesel and tagged him in the back of the head.

      “This is get­ting old,” Diesel said, pick­ing the game up off the floor. “I’m not as nice as I look. If I hear one more eeep I’m gonna open a can of whoop-​ass on the mon­key.”

      “You’re frus­trat­ed be­cause you can’t get to Wulf.”

      “That’s part of it.” His phone rang, and he an­swered and lis­tened. “Be right there,” he said and dis­con­nect­ed.

      “Flash?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Wulf re­turned to the Sky So­cial Club. He’s in­side. Let’s roll.”

      “What about Carl?”

      “What about him?”

      “I don’t want to just leave him here in this mood.”

      Diesel pulled a charg­er out of his pack and plugged it in­to the game. “I’m recharg­ing this,” he said to Carl. “I’m go­ing to plug it in, and when the red light turns green it’s good to go. Do you un­der­stand?”

      Carl shrugged.

      Diesel grabbed my hand and pulled me to the door. “We need to move.”

      FLASH WAS PARKED halfway down the al­ley. We slid to a stop be­hind him, cut our lights, and we all got out and stood look­ing in the di­rec­tion of the Sky build­ing.

      “He’s still in there,” Flash said. “His car is parked be­hind the build­ing, and it hasn’t moved.”

      “Do you have any idea who’s in there with him?” Diesel asked.

      “I have my girl­friend watch­ing the front, and from what we can tell, Doc Wein­er is there with two lieu­tenants. Most­ly, the club runs dur­ing the day and emp­ties out at night.”

      The back door to the club opened, and Wulf walked out. Too dark for me to see more than his out­line. There was the sound of his car door open­ing and clos­ing. The Fer­rari en­gine turned over, and Wulf backed out and drove away from us. We all scram­bled to get in­to our cars.

      Diesel wheeled around Flash, and just as he ap­proached the Sky build­ing, there was an ex­plo­sion that blew out the build­ing win­dows and doors and rocked the Es­calade. I looked be­hind us and saw Flash put his car in­to re­verse and tear down the al­ley. Diesel did the same. Flam­ing de­bris blocked the nar­row road di­rect­ly be­hind the club.

      It took me a cou­ple min­utes to catch my breath and get my heart to stop rac­ing. “What was that?” I asked Diesel. My voice was an oc­tave high­er than nor­mal, and my eyes felt like they’d been popped out of their sock­ets.

      “My guess is Wulf burned a bridge,” Diesel said.

      Diesel and Flash cir­cled the block but couldn’t pick up the Fer­rari. Diesel con­tin­ued to drive south with­out suc­cess. The trail was cold.

      “I’m hun­gry, and I want beer,” Diesel said. “Where do I go?”

      “Pino’s will be open. It’s just off Broad.”

      Ten min­utes lat­er, we parked on the street sev­er­al hous­es down from Pino’s. It was a dark, star­less, moon­less night that had turned too cold for my sweat­shirt. I pow­er-​walked the dis­tance from the car to Pino’s en­trance and pushed in­to the heat and noise of the crowd­ed bar. The place was filled with cops and nurs­es gone off shift, and my phone rang min­utes af­ter Diesel and I took a ta­ble and or­dered food.

      “What’s up?” Morel­li asked. “I just got four calls telling me you’re out with a guy who looks like he could kick my ass.”

      “It’s Diesel.”

      Si­lence on Morel­li’s end. I fig­ured he was count­ing his fin­gers and toes, try­ing to get a grip.

      “Diesel,” he fi­nal­ly said. “My life isn’t bad enough, now I have to wor­ry about Diesel.”

      “You don’t have to wor­ry.”

      “Where’s he sleep­ing?”

      “Wher­ev­er he wants. Can we change the sub­ject? How’s An­tho­ny’s ass?”

      “He’s in your bed, right? Maybe I should just shoot him and be done with it,” Morel­li said.

      “I think he might be hard to kill. Any­way, you’re sup­posed to trust me.”

      “Hah!” Diesel said. And he chugged half a bot­tle of beer.

      “I trust you,” Morel­li said. “I just don’t trust him.”

      “He’ll be gone soon. Hang in there.”

      More si­lence. This wasn’t a good time for Morel­li.

      “Okay, here’s the deal,” I said. “He’s gay, but he’s on­ly halfway out of the clos­et.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. I’m not his type.”

      “He doesn’t look gay,” Morel­li said.

      “How can some­one look gay?”

      “They’re usu­al­ly neat.”

      “Well, he’s a gay slob, what can I say? And on top of that, he can’t get it up. Some sort of war in­jury. Blew his nuts off.”

      Diesel had eye­brows raised.

      “I have to go,” Morel­li said. “An­tho­ny is moan­ing for pie. I have a Mrs. Smith’s in the oven.”

      “You’re a good broth­er.”

      “I’m an id­iot.”

      And he dis­con­nect­ed.

      “That sucks,” Diesel said. “I could have man­aged gay, but I re­al­ly hate not hav­ing nuts.”

      “It’s a tem­po­rary thing. Next week, you’ll be in Spain or Malaysia, and you’ll have your nuts back.”

      “True. Call Ranger and see if he knows any­thing about the Sky ex­plo­sion. He mon­itors the po­lice band.”

      I punched Ranger’s num­ber, and he im­me­di­ate­ly came on the line.

      “Babe,” Ranger said.

      “Sky So­cial Club had an is­sue to night.”

      “That’s what I’m told.”

      “It wasn’t my fault.”

      “It’s nev­er your fault,” Ranger said. “So far, no bod­ies found, but I don’t think they’ve been able to get in­to the build­ing yet.”

      “I was watch­ing the club when it blew. My man Munch is hang­ing out with a creepy guy named Wulf. Wulf left the club and BLAM!”

      “You want to stay far away from Wulf,” Ranger said.

      “You know him?”

      “I know about him.”

      “That’s a re­lief. I thought maybe you were re­lat­ed.”

      “Not near­ly. Diesel and Wulf are Swiss.”

      “Swiss!”

      Diesel had been watch­ing the tele vi­sion be­hind the bar, but that brought his at­ten­tion back to me.

      “You know where I keep the key if you need a safe haven,” Ranger said. And he dis­con­nect­ed.

      I looked at Diesel. “You’re Swiss?”

      “Ori­gin of birth.”

      “You seem so Amer­ican.”

      “I’ve spent a lot of time here.”

      I AWOKE ALONE in my bed. Diesel’s side was rum­pled, but Diesel was miss­ing. Day­light half­heart­ed­ly peeped from the edge of my cur­tains, and I could smell cof­fee brew­ing. I dragged my­self out of bed and in­to the kitchen.

      Diesel hand­ed me a mug and filled it with cof­fee. “It lives,” he said.

      “You’re up ear­ly. What’s the oc­ca­sion?”

      “It’s not that ear­ly. It’s al­most eight o’clock, and we need to be on the road. My sources tell me there’s go­ing to be a memo­ri­al ser vice for Eu­gene Scan­lon to­day. It’s be­ing held in a church in north Philly I’m hop­ing his long-​lost sis­ter will show. Or his killer.”

      “I hate memo­ri­al ser vices.”

      “Maybe they’ll have dough­nuts,” Diesel said. “You have thir­ty-​five min­utes to get memo­ri­al-​ready”

      “What about the mon­key?”

      “He’s had break­fast, his game is charged, and the tele vi­sion re­mote is with­in reach.”

      THE CHURCH WAS two blocks from Rober­ta Scan­lon’s house. It was gray stone, with the stan­dard bell tow­er and carved oak door. It was mod­er­ate size, and all park­ing was on the street. We ar­rived ten min­utes ahead of the ser vice, and there were on­ly a hand­ful of cars at the curb. I was wear­ing my black suit with the short pen­cil skirt, three-​inch heels, and a white silk sweater. Diesel had se­lect­ed for the oc­ca­sion his jeans with­out a rip in the knee.

      Rober­ta was at the door when we en­tered.

      “Thank you for com­ing,” Rober­ta said to Diesel and me. “We’ll have dough­nuts af­ter the ser vice.”

      I felt Diesel smile be­hind me.

      “Have you heard from your sis­ter?” I asked Rober­ta.

      Rober­ta mo­tioned to the in­side of the church. “Third pew from the al­tar on the left. She’s the wom­an with the pink streaks in her hair.”

      We sat three rows be­hind Gail Scan­lon, and her sis­ter sat next to her for the short eu­lo­gy. I count­ed thir­teen oth­er peo­ple present. All but two were wom­en. All were Rober­ta’s age. Eu­gene Scan­lon was not in at­ten­dance. He was in Tren­ton await­ing his au­top­sy.

      Af­ter the ser vice, the Scan­lon sis­ters stood and filed out to the vestibule, where the buf­fet had been set. They were both sto­ic. Rober­ta was in a shape­less black dress. Gail was wear­ing a bright rain­bow-​col­ored tu­nic top and flow­ing an­kle-​length skirt. Nei­ther touched the food. Rober­ta spoke to the few mourn­ers who ap­proached her, and Gail qui­et­ly stood to the side.

      Gail looked at her watch and twist­ed the tu­nic hem in her fin­gers.

      “She’s get­ting ready to bolt,” Diesel said, push­ing me for­ward. “Talk to her.”

      “I don’t know her, and this is so pri­vate. What will I say?”

      “Tell her the blouse she’s wear­ing is pret­ty.”

      “What?”

      “Look at her,” Diesel said. “She’s cho­sen to wear some­thing col­or­ful. I’m sure it was de­lib­er­ate. But now she’s feel­ing un­com­fort­able be­cause she’s made her­self even more of a mis­fit. A com­pli­ment would go a long way here.”

      “That’s shock­ing­ly sen­si­tive.”

      “That’s me,” Diesel said. “Mr. Sen­si­tiv­ity.”

      I crossed the room to Gail Scan­lon. “That’s a beau­ti­ful tu­nic,” I said. “Is it hand­made?”

      Scan­lon looked sur­prised, ob­vi­ous­ly as­ton­ished that some­one would speak to her, much less com­pli­ment her clothes.

      “There’s a wom­an in the Bar­rens who makes these,” she said, smooth­ing a wrin­kle away. “I think they have pos­itive en­er­gy.”

      “Do you live in the Bar­rens?”

      “Yes. Usu­al­ly. Some­times I trav­el.”

      “I haven’t spent much time in the Bar­rens. Peo­ple tell me they’re in­ter­est­ing.”

      “They’re won­der­ful. My life work is in the Bar­rens.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m a soul guardian.”

      That caught me off guard. A soul guardian. I liked it, but I didn’t know what it meant. It sound­ed a lit­tle wacko.

      “I pro­tect en­dan­gered trees and an­imals,” Gail said.

      “Some­one has to speak for those who have no voice.”

      “Like a tree.”

      She smiled. “Ex­act­ly.”

      And then it slipped out. The re­quired state­ment I didn’t re­al­ly want to make. “Sor­ry about your broth­er.”

      “You’re in the mi­nor­ity” Gail said. “He was a mis­er­able hu­man be­ing.”

      Whoa. I hadn’t seen that com­ing. “Ex­cuse me?”

      “You prob­ably are shocked, but you didn’t know Eu­gene. He was a self-​cen­tered trou­ble­mak­er all his life. Even when I was a kid. I know I shouldn’t speak bad of the dead, but that’s how I feel.” She stuffed her arms in­to a heavy knit sweater she’d been car­ry ing. “What I know is that Eu­gene caused his own death. He did some­thing bad one time too many, and it caught up with him. He was a re­al smart man, but he wasn’t a nice man.”

      “I should in­tro­duce my­self,” I said. And I hand­ed her my card.

      Gail checked her watch. “Rober­ta said she spoke to you. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, I have to get home. I have a lot of mouths to feed.”

      “Where’s home?”

      “I’ve got a patch of land in the Bar­rens.”

      “Do you know Mar­tin Munch?” I asked her. “Do you know a man called Wulf ?”

      “No,” she said. “I have to go. I can’t talk any­more.”

      “One more thing,” I said, but she waved me off and hur­ried away.

      Diesel moved next to me. “Well?”

      “Noth­ing. She said she had to get home.”

      Diesel and I went to the door and watched Gail get in­to an old Army sur­plus Jeep and ease in­to traf­fic.

      Diesel grabbed my hand and pulled me to the Es­calade. “Let’s see where she goes.” He took the wheel and jumped from the curb. “She’s go­ing to be easy to fol­low in that Jeep. She hasn’t looked in her mir­ror once to see if she has a tail.”

      “She’s anx­ious to get home.”

      “And home would be where?” Diesel asked.

      “Down a dirt road.”

      “Good to know. In case by some freak chance I lose her, all I have to do is look for a dirt road.”

      “Hey, don’t blame me. That’s all she said.”

      “Noth­ing else?”

      “She said her broth­er was a mis­er­able per­son. And had al­ways been a mis­er­able per­son. And that he prob­ably de­served what he got.”

      Diesel shook his head. “Man, that’s se­vere. Imag­ine what she would have said if it wasn’t his memo­ri­al ser vice.”

      Gail hit the 95 and went south to the Tacony-​Palmyra Bridge. We were a cou­ple car lengths back, rolling at the speed lim­it. Gail wasn’t a rule break­er on the high­way. Diesel was re­laxed at the wheel. I was think­ing about the dough­nut I didn’t get at the ser vice, wish­ing I’d been quick­er at the buf­fet.

      I was raised in the Burg, where death is more a so­cial op­por­tu­ni­ty than a trag­ic event. View­ings and wakes hold the po­ten­tial for a de­cent food spread and free-​flow­ing al­co­hol. It’s one of the few oc­ca­sions when throw­ing back whiskey at ten in the morn­ing is in good form. It’s guar­an­teed that on oc­ca­sion grief won’t be eas­ily set aside by a plate­ful of meat­balls, but no rea­son to let that un­hap­py thought ru­in a per­fect­ly good time at the view­ing for a dis­tant ac­quain­tance. Per­son­al­ly I’d rather be at a mall.

      “What do you think about death?” I asked Diesel.

      “I like the buf­fet. Af­ter that, it’s not my fa­vorite thing.” He looked over at me. “What do you think about death?”

      “I think car­na­tions should be banned from fu­ner­al par­lors.”

      We rode in si­lence af­ter that. I mean, what was left to say? Gail still showed no sign of notic­ing our be­he­moth black SUV close on her tail. She sailed over the bridge and took 73 south. Miles lat­er, I was think­ing I was on the road to nowhere. And then Gail slowed and hooked a left off 73. She wound around some, and af­ter a while the road turned to dirt and nar­rowed. We dropped back as far as pos­si­ble, al­though I doubt we could be seen through the dust cloud Gail was kick­ing up. There were scrub­by bush­es on ei­ther side, and the rut­ted road twist­ed around trees and chunks of rock.

      Diesel pow­ered for­ward, in­to a stand of scruffy pines, and BAM! Some­thing bounced off the front bumper, and we were blind­ed by a bliz­zard of feath­ers and blood.

      “Omigod,” I said, my heart beat­ing in my throat. “What was that?”

      Diesel stopped the car and looked at the wind­shield, which was plas­tered with what could on­ly be bird guts.

      “That had to be the biggest bird on the plan­et,” he said, un­buck­ling his seat belt, get­ting out to take a look.

      I stayed buck­led. I didn’t want to see any more than I was see­ing. I was glad I didn’t have a memo­ri­al ser vice dough­nut to spew.

      Diesel kicked at some­thing on the ground and ex­am­ined the front of the Es­calade. He swiped a fin­ger through the red stuff on the wind­shield and looked at it up close.

      “Fake blood,” he said. “I think we hit the Pine Bar­rens ver­sion of a boo­by-​trap piña­ta.”

      “The feath­ers?”

      “Re­al. But the bird who gave his all for them is long gone.”

      “Why would some­one boo­by-​trap this road with a feath­er bomb?”

      “I’m guess­ing Gail did it. Stops peo­ple from go­ing for­ward. Makes a state­ment of sorts. Doesn’t re­al­ly hurt any­one. This is prob­ably what war would look like if wom­en were in charge.”

      Diesel got be­hind the wheel and flipped the wind­shield wash­ers on. The fake blood mixed with the wash­er flu­id and feath­ers and gummed up the wiper blades.

      “What have you got in your bag?” Diesel asked.

      “Tis­sues?”

      He took the tis­sues, got out of the car, and tried clean­ing the blades. No good. The tis­sues were now mixed with the blood and feath­ers and wash­er flu­id. The whole wind­shield was a dis­gust­ing red smear.

      “I’m not hap­py,” Diesel said.

      I was still paw­ing through the junk in my bag, and I found a trav­el-​size nail pol­ish re­mover pad. “This should do some­thing,” I said. “I on­ly have one, so don’t waste it.” I tore the foil en­ve­lope open and gave the sat­urat­ed pad to Diesel.

      Diesel looked at the two-​inch square. “You’re kid­ding.”

      “Do you have any­thing bet­ter?”

      “No. I’d stand on the hood and piss on the wind­shield, but I’m emp­ty.”

      “Some su­per­hero.”

      Diesel flipped me the bird and went to work with the pol­ish re­mover. Mo­ments lat­er, he had a small piece of win­dow ex­posed in front of the steer­ing wheel. He cranked the car over, wheeled it around, and care­ful­ly picked his way down the dirt road, turn­ing right when he reached the paved road. He fol­lowed signs to the At­lantic City Ex­press­way, and found a gas sta­tion just be­fore the Ex­press­way en­trance.

      I was pump­ing gas and Diesel was scrub­bing the wind­shield and grille when the Fer­rari sped by the gas sta­tion and took the Ex­press­way, head­ing west to the Turn­pike.

      “Too bad you can’t fly,” I said to Diesel.

      “Yeah, rub it in. All through high school I took it for that.”

      “Do you want to go back to the dirt road?”

      “No. I want to get on a com­put­er and do some re­search first. We could ride around for days on that road and nev­er find any­thing. And we’re not even sure Gail means any­thing to us.”

      I WASHED DOWN a sand­wich with a so­da and fed the last bite of bread to Rex. Bet­ter a late lunch than no lunch at all. Diesel was on my com­put­er, look­ing at aeri­al views of the Bar­rens.

      “This was tak­en sev­er­al months ago,” Diesel said, “but I see a clear­ing and a house and a fair­ly large out­build­ing at the end of the road we were on. There are a lot of nar­row roads in­ter­sect­ing and go­ing off in all di­rec­tions from that dirt road, but there’s re­al­ly on­ly one house that can be reached by Jeep.”

      “Are you go­ing back now?”

      “No. I want to look at more aeri­al views, and I have a call in to Scan­lon’s su­per­vi­sor.”

      “That’s okay by me. I’d like to take an­oth­er stab at Gor­do Bol­lo.”

      “As long as you don’t go out of cell range . . . and you take the mon­key.”

      “Why can’t Carl stay here?”

      “He’s an­noy­ing. It’s non­nego­tiable.”

      “Okay, fine, but you owe me.”

      “Lookin’ for­ward to set­tling the score,” Diesel said.

      “Boy, you nev­er give up, do you?”

      “I wouldn’t be me if I gave up.”

      I got Carl set­tled in the back of the Jeep and I drove to the of­fice.

      “I’ll go with you,” Lu­la said, “but I’m not go­ing in­side. I’m not hav­ing no more rat ex­pe­ri­ences.”

      “What good are you if you won’t go in­side?”

      “I can guard the Jeep. Sup­pose by dumb luck or some­thing you snag Mel­on Head. You want to make sure the Jeep is still there when you come out, right?”

      Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, I left Lu­la and Carl in the park­ing lot, put on my game face, and walked in­to Green­blat Pro­duce.

      “If you’re look­ing for Gor­do, you’re out of luck to­day,” one of the wom­en said. “He called in sick.”

      “That was fast,” Lu­la said when I climbed be­hind the wheel.

      I pulled Bol­lo’s file out of my bag. “He called in sick.” I thumbed through pages and found his home ad­dress. “He lives in Bor­den­town.”

      “I’m cool with that,” Lu­la said. “Let’s go to Bor­den­town and root him out.”

      The day had start­ed out warm, but clouds had rolled in and the tem­per­ature was drop­ping. Not win­ter-​qual­ity drop­ping, but enough to no­tice when there were no win­dows in your car. I turned the heater on full blast and hun­kered down.

      “Where’s your win­dows?” Lu­la want­ed to know.

      “They need to get zipped in.”

      “Well, zip them in. I’m freez­ing my ass off.”

      I’d bought the Jeep a month be­fore, when it was hot and I didn’t need win­dows. I’d tried to zip them in once when it rained and had par­tial suc­cess. I was will­ing to try again. I pulled to the side of the road, and Lu­la and I grunt­ed and tugged and cussed at the plas­tic win­dows. We fi­nal­ly got most of them se­cure, with the ex­cep­tion of the back win­dow. The back win­dow would zip on­ly halfway.

      “Good enough,” Lu­la said. “We need ven­ti­la­tion any­way since the mon­key’s back there.”

      Carl gave her the fin­ger.

      “That all you got?” Lu­la asked Carl.

      Carl grabbed his crotch and hiked it up.

      “That’s dis­gust­ing on a mon­key” Lu­la said. “You been let­ting him watch MTV? You want to mon­itor his tele vi­sion view­ing.”

      I checked Carl out in my rearview mir­ror. He was back to play­ing with his game.

      “Get the map out and find 656 Ward Street in Bor­den-​town,” I told Lu­la.

      Lu­la opened the map and traced a line with her fin­ger. “You got­ta get off Route 206 in about half a mile.”

      Ten min­utes lat­er, we were on Ward Street, but we couldn’t find Bol­lo’s house. There was no 656 on Ward Street. The on­ly thing on Ward Street was a ceme­tery on one side and a ce­ram­ic pipe fac­to­ry on the oth­er.

      I called Bol­lo’s home phone. No an­swer. No ma­chine picked up. I called his cell phone.

      “Yeah?” Bol­lo said.

      “This is UPS. I have a de­liv­ery for Gor­do Bol­lo, and I need a cor­rect ad­dress.”

      “Eat me,” Bol­lo said. And he hung up.

      “I think he knew it was me,” I said to Lu­la.

      “Should have let the mon­key make the call.”

      I called Con­nie. “I got a bo­gus home ad­dress for Gor­do Bol­lo.”

      “I’ll get back to you,” Con­nie said.

      “You know what?” Lu­la said. “We’re halfway to At­lantic City. We could go to At­lantic City and make a killing on the slots.”

      “Tempt­ing, but I told Diesel I’d be avail­able.”

      “Avail­able for what?”

      “For boun­ty hunter stuff.”

      My phone rang and I heard la­bored breath­ing and a whis­pered hel­lo.

      “Yes?” I said.

      “Is this the boun­ty hunter?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thank God. I had your card in my pock­et, and I didn’t know who to call. They think I’m still un­con­scious. I couldn’t call the po­lice. I’m afraid they’d take my an­imals. But you find peo­ple, right?”

      “Gail?”

      “You have to help me. Please. They’re tak­ing me some­where.” It was clear she was strug­gling to talk, try­ing not to cry, but a sob es­caped be­fore she reigned her­self in. “I’m in ter­ri­ble trou­ble,” she whis­pered. “You have to find me. And take care of my poor an­imals. Oh God,” she moaned. “It’s Wulf. He’s com­ing back. He’s com­ing to get me.” And the line went dead.

      “You don’t look good,” Lu­la said to me. “You just turned white. What was that call about?”

      “It was Gail Scan­lon. It sound­ed like Wulf has kid­napped her.”

      I di­aled Diesel’s cell. No an­swer. I left a mes­sage to call me, and I called my home phone. No an­swer there, ei­ther. I put the Jeep in gear and called Ranger.

      “Do you have my Jeep bugged?”

      “Bugged?”

      “You know, the giz­mo you al­ways put on my cars so you can find me.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can you find me any­where?”

      “Pret­ty much. Where are you go­ing?”

      “I’m head­ing for the Pine Bar­rens to check out a wom­an in trou­ble, and I’m afraid I’ll get lost.”

      “Babe,” Ranger said.

      “There isn’t cell ser­vice in some spots, so if you don’t hear back from me for a cou­ple days, you should come get me.”

      “I’ll make a memo on my cal­en­dar.”

      I hung up, and Lu­la was shak­ing her head. “I swear, if I was gonna ask a fa­vor of Ranger, it wouldn’t be to come res­cue my ass. And I don’t be­lieve he’s got a track­ing de­vice on your junk of a car. What’s that about?”

      “He has them on all his fleet ve­hi­cles, and he puts one on mine be­cause I some­times work for him.” And be­cause he cares for me … a lot. The car­ing is mu­tu­al, but Ranger, like Diesel, is out of my re­la­tion­ship com­fort zone.

      “So now what? Are we gonna go af­ter Gail Scan­lon?” Lu­la want­ed to know.

      “Yeah. I have a pret­ty good idea where she lives. We’ll start there.”

      Lu­la had the map in front of her again. “You got an ad­dress?”

      “Yup. It’s fol­low the dirt road.”

      I TOOK ROUTE 206 to Mar­bury Road and turned left. Route 206 was a slow­er road than the Turn­pike but more di­rect. Carl was hap­py in the back­seat with a buck­et of fried chick­en parts. Lu­la had a bag of burg­ers and fries. I had a vanil­la milk shake. I left Mar­bury Road, and my con­fi­dence lev­el dropped. I was go­ing as much on in­stinct as mem­ory re­lieved when some­thing looked fa­mil­iar. I reached the dirt road and slowed. I didn’t want to cre­ate a dust cloud an­nounc­ing my ap­proach.

      Lu­la peered through the Jeep’s small wind­shield. “Are you sure we’re in Jer­sey? This don’t look like Jer­sey to me. This don’t even look like Amer­ica.”

      “How much of Amer­ica have you seen?” I asked her.

      “In per­son or on tele vi­sion?”

      I crept around a stand of pines and saw the mas­sa­cred faux bird bomb on the ground in front of me. Hooray. I was on the right path.

      “This is as far as I got with Diesel,” I said to Lu­la. “We lost Gail Scan­lon here.”

      “You know how to get out of this hell­hole, right?”

      “Piece of cake.”

      “I don’t like all these trees and no strip malls. It don’t seem nor­mal.”

      I fol­lowed the dirt road for a half mile and came to a fork. Both sides of the fork looked ex­act­ly the same. I got out of the car and ex­am­ined the dirt like I was Ton­to run­ning point for the Lone Ranger.

      “Well?” Lu­la asked.

      I got back in­to the Jeep. I hadn’t a clue. “Left,” I said.

      “Boy, you’re good,” Lu­la said. “I didn’t see noth­ing in that dirt.”

      Carl was on his feet in the back­seat, peer­ing over my shoul­der, look­ing wor­ried.

      “What do you think?” I asked Carl. “Left?”

      “Eeep,” Carl said.

      I took the left fork, and af­ter a while, I came to an­oth­er fork in the road. And then an­oth­er.

      “All I can see is trees and sand,” Lu­la said. “It’s like the end of the world. There’s no side­walks. Where’s the ce­ment? And I haven’t got no bars on my cell phone. What’s with that? I don’t like be­ing with­out bars.”

      I looked at my phone. She was right. No bars. I hoped Diesel wasn’t try­ing to reach me.

      “Maybe we should turn around,” Lu­la said. “I’m freak­ing. These trees are clos­ing in on me. I need bars on my phone.”

      “The road’s too nar­row to make a U-​turn. I’ll turn as soon as it widens.”

      “What if it don’t widen?”

      “It’ll widen!”

      Truth is I had no con­fi­dence it would widen. And I had no idea where I was. I was lost be­yond be­ing lost. My plan was to go for­ward and keep turn­ing left, and even­tu­al­ly I thought it had to take me some­where.

      “I got­ta go to the bath­room,” Lu­la said. “I shouldn’t of had that su­per-​size so­da. You need to find a gas sta­tion or Mc­Don­ald’s or some­thing.”

      An hour lat­er, I was still creep­ing along in the Bar­rens. No gold­en arch­es in sight.

      “I’m gonna burst,” Lu­la said. “I got­ta go.”

      I came to a stop. “Pick a tree,” I said.

      “What?”

      “This is as good as it’s go­ing to get. We’re lost, and we’re out of gas.”

      “I don’t want to hear that,” Lu­la said. “It’s gonna get dark. I don’t like the idea of be­ing here in the dark. It’s creepy. And the Jer­sey Dev il comes out at night.”

      “There’s no Jer­sey Dev il.”

      “I heard about it. It got wings. Big wings.”

      Carl had climbed over the seat and was sit­ting hunched on the gearshift. Carl didn’t like talk of the Jer­sey Dev il.

      “Are you sure we’re out of gas?” Lu­la asked.

      I turned the key, but the en­gine didn’t kick over.

      “I can’t be­lieve you got me in­to a sit­ua­tion where we’re out of gas and there’s no re­stroom,” Lu­la said. “I’m go­ing down this road, and I’m find­ing a place on my own.”

      Lu­la heaved her­self out of the car and set off down the road.

      “That’s not a good idea,” I yelled af­ter her. “You’ll get even more lost.”

      “Roads don’t just go nowhere. Roads go some­where. I’m fol­low­ing this road.”

      I slid from be­hind the wheel and ran to catch up to her. I thought walk­ing off was a dumb idea, but she had the gun with bul­lets in it. I didn’t get in­to a cold sweat over the Jer­sey Dev il, but I wasn’t crazy about the idea of Wulf find­ing me un­pro­tect­ed in the Jeep.

      We walked for a half hour, and we were def­inite­ly los­ing light. Carl was close on my heels, wide-​eyed and silent. Lu­la was two steps in front of me, huff­ing along. She sud­den­ly stopped and cocked her head.

      “Did you hear that?” she asked.

      “What?”

      “That flap­ping sound. Like some­thing fly­ing through the trees.”

      “I didn’t hear any­thing.”

      “I’m pret­ty sure it was the Dev il,” Lu­la said.

      “The Jer­sey Dev il is folk­lore. It’s a bed­time sto­ry. And it’s not even scary. It’s sup­posed to look like a pot­bel­lied horse with wings.”

      “Yeah, but I heard that the Dev il likes to eat plus-​sized, beau­ti­ful brown-​skinned wom­en.”

      “That’s ridicu­lous. Hors­es are her­bi­vores.”

      “This is a dev il horse. There’s no telling what it eats. And it could stomp you with its hooves. Or it could put a spell on you.”

      The Jer­sey Dev il was start­ing to sound like Morel­li’s crazy Ital­ian grand­moth­er.

      “What we re­al­ly want to wor­ry about is the whine of a Fer­rari en­gine.”

      “Not gonna be a Fer­rari on this road,” Lu­la said. “It’s full of big ruts. A Fer­rari’d bot­tom out.”

      She was right. This was both good news and bad news. Good news be­cause I didn’t want to get run over by Wulf. Bad news be­cause I was on the wrong road.

      “I see some­thing through those trees,” Lu­la said, head­ing off in­to a stand of pines. “I bet there’s a house over there. I bet it’s got a bath­room.”

      “Be care­ful. Even if it is a house, you don’t know who lives in it. It could be a crazy per­son.” Like Wulf.

      “I don’t care if they’re crazy so long as they have a bath­room.”

      Ten min­utes lat­er, we were still walk­ing through the pines, fol­low­ing a beam of light.

      “This is like the en­chant­ed for­est,” Lu­la said. “I al­ways think we’re get­ting some­where, and then we get nowhere. Re­mem­ber in The Wiz­ard of Oz they had to walk through that for­est and the trees were reach­ing out and grab­bing at Dorothy? Or was that Har­ry Pot­ter? Any­way, that’s how I feel. It’s like the trees got eyes and mouths, and they’re whis­per­ing about us. And their limbs are mov­ing around like arms, and they’re clutch­ing at us with hideous tree fin­gers.” Lu­la did a whole body shiv­er. “I’m telling you it’s like ghost trees. Like we’re in a ghost for­est.”

      “It’s the wind!”

      “It don’t sound like wind. I know wind when I hear it. This is talkin’. The trees are watch­ing us and say­ing things. I got a feel­ing go­ing down the back of my neck that’s like a death crawl. If I had go­nads they’d be so far up in my body they might nev­er find their way back down.”

      I didn’t need this. I was al­ready freaked out on my own. I didn’t want to hear about trees talk­ing. Bad enough we were lost be­yond any­thing I could have imag­ined. The road was a dis­tant mem­ory be­hind us, and I was hav­ing flash­backs of news sto­ries in­volv­ing stupid hik­ers and skiers who’d wan­dered off the trail and were nev­er seen again. And now she had me imag­in­ing talk­ing trees. And the worst part was that the trees re­al­ly did sound like they were talk­ing.
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      TWELVE

      WE SKIRT­ED A bog­gy area and stopped at the edge of a clear­ing. Not too far from us was a small, weath­ered house with a tin roof. A gar­den tak­en over by pump­kins sat to one side of the house. Be­yond the house was a large caged habi­tat filled with mon­keys. A long low shed was at­tached to the habi­tat. Carl wrapped his arms around my leg and wouldn’t let go.

      “What’s with him?” Lu­la asked.

      “I think he’s afraid of the mon­keys.”

      “No shit. There must be twen­ty mon­keys in there.”

      “I have a feel­ing this is Gail Scan­lon’s lat­est cause. She prob­ably res­cued these mon­keys from a lab or a zoo.”

      “Don’t look like any­body is here,” Lu­la said.

      We cau­tious­ly moved in­to the clear­ing and looked around.

      “Those mon­keys are wear­ing hats,” Lu­la said.

      I moved clos­er and looked at the mon­keys. Lu­la was right. They were wear­ing hats. Met­al hel­mets held on by chin straps. A small an­ten­na stuck up from the top of each hel­met. They looked like some Ger­man mon­key army left over from WWI.

      There were no cars in the yard. No lights on in the house. Pow­er lines ran through the woods to the house and mon­key shed. It looked like there was a road lead­ing out of the com­pound, just past the caged habi­tat.

      “I don’t care about mon­keys,” Lu­la said. “I care about a re­stroom. I don’t know who owns this place, but I’m us­ing the fa­cil­ities.”

      She knocked on the front door to the house, and when no one an­swered, she tried the door­knob. Un­locked. We stepped in­side and looked around.

      “Any­one home?” I yelled.

      No an­swer.

      Lu­la used the bath­room, and I prowled through the kitchen and liv­ing area. The col­ors in­side the house were bright, re­mind­ing me of Gail Scan­lon’s clothes. There were lots of books lin­ing the walls but no tele vi­sion or phone. No com­put­er. Ba­sic pots and pans. Her ap­pli­ances were old but ser vice­able. A stack of mail ad­dressed to Gail had been placed on a small desk. No­tice of her broth­er’s death was on a kitchen counter. I didn’t see any­thing that would tie her to Munch or Wulf.

      “I feel bet­ter,” Lu­la said, com­ing in­to the kitchen. “I feel like a new wom­an. I’ll feel even bet­ter when we get out of the en­chant­ed for­est. I’m gonna hot­foot it down the road on the oth­er side of the mon­key cage be­fore it gets re­al­ly dark and the Jer­sey Dev il goes on a rant.”

      Sound­ed okay to me. The al­ter­na­tive was to go back the way we’d come, and I wasn’t sure I could re­trace our steps.

      “I don’t sup­pose you found a phone,” Lu­la said. “We could call a taxi if we had a phone.”

      “No phone. And I still haven’t got ser vice on mine.”

      We walked out of the house and froze. There were mon­keys ev­ery­where. The yard was lousy with mon­keys in mon­key hel­mets. They were shriek­ing and run­ning in cir­cles and jump­ing up and down. I heard Lu­la suck in air be­hind me.

      “This here’s a mon­key night­mare,” she said. “This is like that movie where birds were swarm­ing all over the hous­es and crash­ing through win­dows and at­tack­ing peo­ple, on­ly this is mon­keys.”

      Not ex­act­ly. These mon­keys weren’t in­ter­est­ed in at­tack­ing or swarm­ing. They were in­ter­est­ed in get­ting the heck away from the habi­tat. One by one the mon­keys ran off in­to the woods. On­ly Carl was left, look­ing wor­ried, stand­ing by the open door to the emp­ty cage. He had one hand on the door han­dle, and it was pret­ty ob­vi­ous how the mon­keys had got­ten out.

      “Think this is one of them born free things,” Lu­la said.

      I thought it was more like one of those good thing I don’t have a load­ed gun be­cause I’d shoot my­self things. I was sup­posed to look out for Gail’s an­imals, and now they were run­ning loose in the woods. How was I ev­er go­ing to get all those mon­keys back?

      Lu­la took off for the road. “I’m get­ting out of here be­fore the mon­key keep­er shows up. I’m not pay­ing for no run­away mon­keys. I just used the re­stroom. I’m not re­spon­si­ble for this.”

      Carl looked at Lu­la, and then he looked in­to the woods, where the mon­keys had dis­ap­peared.

      “Don’t even think about it,” I said to Carl. “Su­san ex­pects you to be wait­ing for her when she comes back.”

      Carl gave me a thumbs-​up and took off.

      “Carl!”

      “Maybe he needs a girl mon­key,” Lu­la said.

      I looked over­head. The sun was about to set. I didn’t have a lot of time to find my way out, but I didn’t want to leave with­out Carl. It wasn’t just that he was my re­spon­si­bil­ity. I liked Carl. Okay, so he was a pain in the ass some­times, but he was my pain in the ass.

      “I can’t leave Carl,” I said to Lu­la.

      “Yeah, but you can’t stay, ei­ther. It’s gonna get dark, and we got­ta get out of here. We haven’t got any phone ser vice, and there’s kid­nap­pers and who knows what kind of lu­natics in these woods.”

      She was right, of course, but I had a sad stom­ach at the thought of Carl left all by him­self in the woods. I called Carl one more time, and when he didn’t show, I re­luc­tant­ly fol­lowed Lu­la down the road.

      Af­ter ten min­utes, Lu­la dropped the pace. “I can hard­ly see where we’re go­ing. If it gets any dark­er, I won’t know if I’m on the road. Lordy I don’t want to wan­der off the road and have the Tree Peo­ple get me.”

      “If we can find our way back to the Jeep, we’ll be okay.”

      “The Jeep’s out of gas.”

      “Ranger will find us if we stay by the Jeep.”

      “Yeah, but when?”

      Know­ing Ranger, he al­ready had some­one on the road look­ing for me.

      “Hold on,” Lu­la said, voice low, eyes wide. “I hear that flap­ping again. Good gol­ly, it’s the Jer­sey Dev il. I just know it’s him. He’s com­ing to get us.”

      I heard it, too, but it didn’t sound like flap­ping. It sound­ed more like some­one walk­ing through the woods. The steps were even­ly spaced, muf­fled by the dropped pine nee­dles. Smosh, smosh, smosh, smosh. The walk­er was mov­ing to­ward us.

      There wasn’t a lot of cov­er. Our on­ly op­tion was some scrub brush bor­der­ing the nar­row dirt road. I pulled Lu­la in­to the bush­es, and we crouched and held our breath. Lu­la had her gun in her hand. The re­al­ity of Lu­la shoot­ing is that she couldn’t hit the side of a barn if it was ten feet away. That’s not to say she couldn’t get lucky some day and ac­tu­al­ly nail some­one. My biggest fear was that it would ac­ci­den­tal­ly be me.

      There was some weak light fil­ter­ing on­to the road. The smosh, smosh, smosh came clos­er, and a kid stepped out of the pines, on­to the road. And then I re­al­ized it wasn’t a kid. It was Mar­tin Munch dressed in bag­gy jeans, a gray sweat­shirt zipped to his neck, and look­ing like a four­teen-​year-​old Opie Tay­lor from The Andy Grif­fith Show. He was alone, ap­peared un­armed, and he was small­er than me. I liked the odds. I wait­ed a mo­ment longer, hop­ing he’d get clos­er, but he sud­den­ly stopped and looked di­rect­ly at me. He turned with­out a word and took off in­to the woods, run­ning flat-​out the way he’d come.

      I ran af­ter him, crash­ing through the scrub­by un­der­brush, fol­low­ing his zigzag path around trees. He was fast for a lit­tle guy, clear­ly fa­mil­iar with this patch of woods. I could hear him pant­ing in front of me, and I could hear Lu­la thun­der­ing be­hind me. I saw light ahead. If it was a road, and he chose to take it, I could run him down. I wasn’t an ath­lete, but I was in bet­ter shape than Mar­tin Munch.

      He broke out of the woods, and I mo­men­tar­ily lost him. I reached the road and looked right. Munch was on an ATV. He hit the start but­ton and roared away.

      Lu­la burst out of the woods and bent at the waist. “I’m dy­ing. I’m a dead wom­an. I need some­thing. Oxy­gen. A lung. Le­gal drugs. Hell, any kind of drugs.”

      I pulled her back in­to the pines. “Catch your breath while we walk. We don’t want to be here when he comes back with his part­ner.”

      “Was that Mar­tin Munch?” Lu­la asked.

      “I think so.”

      “Where are we go­ing?”

      “I don’t know where we’re go­ing. I just know we can’t stay on the road.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know where we’re go­ing?”

      “Look around. What do you see?”

      “Noth­ing,” Lu­la said. “It’s black as a witch’s tit in here.”

      “Ex­act­ly.”

      “We could be walk­ing in cir­cles. We could be easy prey for the Jer­sey Dev il and the Tree Peo­ple.”

      Or worse.

      “I don’t want to alarm you or noth­ing,” Lu­la said. “But I’m gonna have a freak-​out. I’m feel­in’ a freak-​out com­ing on. I’m not a woods per­son. I need ce­ment un­der my feet. I need a street­light. I need a burg­er.”

      “Don’t pan­ic. This isn’t Alas­ka. This is Jer­sey. We’ll be fine. We have to just keep walk­ing, and we’ll get some­where.”

      “Shush. Do you hear that?”

      “What?”

      “They’re talk­ing again. I hear the Tree Peo­ple talk­ing. Feet, don’t fail me. I’m get­ting out of here.”

      Lu­la took off in the dark and didn’t run more than ten steps when SPLASH.

      “They got me,” she shrieked. “Help. I’m drown­ing. I’m a goner.”

      Lu­la was floun­der­ing around at the edge of what looked like a cran­ber­ry bog. I squint­ed in­to the dark and reached out to her. “Grab my hand.”

      “I got it,” Lu­la said. “Get me out.”

      I plant­ed my foot, the mud oozed over my shoe, and I went in­to the soup with Lu­la.

      “I’m get­ting sucked away,” Lu­la said. “I’m gonna die. This is the end. The swamp mon­ster got me.”

      “You’re on­ly in two feet of wa­ter,” I told her. “You’re not go­ing to die. Not un­less I choke you be­cause you won’t shut up.”

      I tried to stand, but the ground gave way, and I went down again. Hands grabbed me from be­hind and lift­ed me out of the muck. It was Ranger. He was up to his knees in swamp wa­ter.

      “Babe,” Ranger said.

      “How did you find me?”

      He set me on sol­id ground and wad­ed out of the wa­ter. “I heard Lu­la yelling. Half the state heard her.”

      Two of Ranger’s men had slogged over to Lu­la and had her by the armpits, drag­ging her out.

      Ranger took my hand and tugged me through the woods. “Talk to me.”

      “Gail Scan­lon called me and said Wulf had her locked away some­where. She didn’t know where she was, and she was ter­ri­fied. She asked me to help. I tried to get in touch with Diesel, but he wasn’t an­swer­ing, so I called you, and I came look­ing for her.”

      “Did you find her?”

      “No. She wasn’t in her house.”

      “What would Wulf want with Gail Scan­lon?”

      “I don’t know, but he killed her broth­er.”

      We reached the road, and Ranger con­tin­ued to lead me.

      “Your Jeep is parked just around the curve in the road. I’m parked be­hind you,” Ranger said.

      “I ran out of gas.”

      “I no­ticed. Is any­thing else wrong with the Jeep?”

      “On­ly ev­ery­thing.”

      Ranger paused. “There’s a mon­key sit­ting in the mid­dle of the road.”

      It was all dark shad­ow to me. “Are you sure it’s a mon­key?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is it wear­ing a hat?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Bum­mer.” I was re­al­ly wish­ing it was Carl.

      The men be­hind us were us­ing flash­lights. The beam swept across the mon­key, and it ran off in­to the woods. We reached my Jeep and moved past it to the Range­man SUV.

      “I’ll send some­one to get your car in the morn­ing,” Ranger said, re­mot­ing the SUV doors un­locked.

      Lu­la and I were drip­ping wet with mud and wa­ter plants stuck in our hair, caked on­to our shoes. The tem­per­ature had dropped, and I was so cold my teeth were chat­ter­ing.

      Ranger wrapped me in his jack­et and trun­dled me on­to the Range­man front seat. Lu­la and Ranger’s two men got in the back. Ranger climbed be­hind the wheel, blast­ed heat at me, and backed out.

      We reached the At­lantic City Ex­press­way, and four mes­sages popped up on my phone. All from Diesel. All the same. Where are you? Call me.

      I di­aled his cell and told him about Gail Scan­lon.

      “Where are you now?” he asked.

      “We’re on the Ex­press­way. My Jeep ran out of gas in the woods, and Ranger res­cued Lu­la and me.”

      “Tell him I ap­pre­ci­ate the help. And try to get him to pick up some din­ner on the way home. A ro­tis­serie chick­en would be good.”

      “That’s not go­ing to fly.”

      “Worth a shot,” Diesel said.

      I UN­LOCKED MY apart­ment door, stepped in­side, and kicked my shoes off in the kitchen.

      Diesel saun­tered in and looked me over. “Am I al­lowed to smile?”

      “As long as you don’t laugh out loud.”

      “What hap­pened?”

      “It was dark un­der the pines, and Lu­la and I sort of fell in­to a swamp.”

      “Where’s Carl?”

      “He ran away af­ter he turned all the oth­er mon­keys loose. And you were right about Gail’s house. It was the one you picked out from the aeri­al view of the Bar­rens. It was emp­ty when I got there. I didn’t see any sign of strug­gle. Noth­ing to in­di­cate where Wulf took Gail. Or why he took her.”

      “Back up. Oth­er mon­keys?”

      “About twen­ty of them in a habi­tat next to Gail’s house. They were wear­ing lit­tle hel­mets with an­ten­nae on the tops. Carl opened the door, and they all ran off in­to the woods.”

      “Any­thing else?”

      I told him about Mar­tin Munch.

      “Where were you?” I asked Diesel. “I tried to reach you when Gail first called me, but you weren’t pick­ing up.”

      “I had to solve a prob­lem in Pana­ma.”

      “Do I want to know about the prob­lem?”

      “No.”

      I care­ful­ly walked to the bath­room, try­ing not to dis­lodge any mud clods, and I took a show­er. I blast­ed my hair with the dry­er and put on some clean sweats. I went to the kitchen and looked for food.

      “Have you eat­en?” I asked Diesel.

      “When?”

      “Re­cent­ly.”

      “No.”

      I con­sid­ered my choic­es. Ce­re­al, peanut but­ter, scram­bled eggs, grilled cheese. Hands down, it was grilled cheese. I got ev­ery­thing go­ing in the fry pan and Diesel stood pressed to my back, look­ing over my shoul­der. “Is that for me?”

      “Do you want it?”

      “Bad­ly” Diesel said.

      “I’m talk­ing about the cheese.”

      “That, too.”

      Diesel ate two grilled-​cheese sand­wich­es, and I ate one. I was de­bat­ing clean­ing the fry pan or just throw­ing it away, and Morel­li called.

      “Just shoot me,” Morel­li said. “Put me out of my mis­ery. His wife doesn’t want him back. I don’t blame her. I don’t want him, ei­ther, but I’m stuck with him. I can’t get him out of my house. He can bare­ly walk. I’m wait­ing on him hand and foot. The on­ly thing he can do is work the chan­nel chang­er. I’ve got a full-​scale gang war go­ing in the projects, and sev­en­teen times a day I get a phone call from An­tho­ny adding things to his gimme list. He wants lip balm. He wants ba­nanas. He wants a TV Guide. He wants beer.”

      “I’m re­al­ly sor­ry. I wish there was some­thing I could do to help.”

      “There is. I hate to ask you to do this, but I’m des­per­ate. Can I have the gimme phone calls trans­ferred to you for just one day? I have meet­ings up my ass to­mor­row. I can’t keep tak­ing these phone calls.”

      “Sure. Have him call me. Do you know any­thing about the ex­plo­sion at the Sky So­cial Club? Did they find any bod­ies in­side?”

      “One. Ten­ta­tive iden­ti­fi­ca­tion is Doc Wein­er. His two stooges were out front and were blown across the street but didn’t get hurt.”

      I hung up and told Diesel about Doc Wein­er.

      “Why would Wulf blow up the build­ing?” I asked Diesel. “If he want­ed to get rid of Wein­er, why didn’t he just kill him like Scan­lon?”

      “Hard to say with Wulf. He sees him­self as a sort of aveng­ing an­gel, but then he has a play­ful side.”

      “Blow­ing up a build­ing is play­ful?”

      “It is if you’re Wulf.”

      Diesel went to the din­ing room, re­trieved my lap­top, and took it to the couch. He turned the com­put­er on and brought up the satel­lite map of the Pine Bar­rens. It showed a bird’s-​eye view of trees, lakes, dirt roads, and hous­es dot­ted through­out the area.

      “Here’s Mar­bury Road,” he said. “We turned off the paved road and even­tu­al­ly we took this dirt road. The road gets dif­fi­cult to see on this screen be­cause it nar­rows and be­comes ob­scured by trees.”

      I traced my route and was able to pick out Gail’s an­imal res­cue com­pound. It was easy to see the ex­it road on the screen. I found the bog­gy area that tried to swal­low up Lu­la and me, and the road Munch took on his ATV. The ATV road fed in­to a crazy quilt of dirt paths that criss­crossed and con­nect­ed to about a hun­dred oth­er dirt roads.

      “Mar­tin Munch could be liv­ing any­where in the Bar­rens,” Diesel said. “There are sin­gle-​room camps, junker Airstreams, and small ranch-​style hous­es stuck ev­ery­where. Some are le­gal and some are squat­ters. From what I know about Munch, he doesn’t re­quire a lot. Elec­tric for his com­put­er and some ba­sic ameni­ties. Wulf, on the oth­er hand, isn’t the type to rough it.”

      “Don’t these guys need an evil lab­ora­to­ry some­where? A lair where they con­duct their das­tard­ly ex­per­iments and mea sure mag­ne­to-​type stuff with their stolen mag­ne­tome­ter?”

      “I don’t know. It de­pends what they’re do­ing. One thing we know is that they have Gail Scan­lon locked away, and she was able to use a phone.”
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      THIRTEEN

      I WAS ON my sec­ond cup of cof­fee and the caf­feine wasn’t kick­ing in. Diesel, on the oth­er hand, was bright-​eyed and bushy-​tailed.

      “What’s with you?” he asked.

      “You kept me awake all night. You’re big and hot and you kept squish­ing me. I can’t sleep when you’re lay­ing on top of me.”

      “No prob­le­mo. To night, you can take the top. And here’s a thought. If you didn’t go to bed wear­ing ev­ery­thing in your clos­et, you might not be so hot. The on­ly thing miss­ing is body ar­mor.”

      If I had it, I’d wear it, I thought. I dragged my­self out of the kitchen and went to my liv­ing room win­dow to see if my car was in the park­ing lot. I got to the win­dow and my cell phone rang. An­tho­ny.

      “Hey, gor­geous,” he said. “Joe tells me I’m sup­posed to call you if I need some­thing.”

      “Yep. What’s up?”

      “I want Hal­loween can­dy. I want a cou­ple bags of that sug­ar can­dy that’s shaped like pump­kins and bats and corn. And I need more M&Ms.”

      “You called to tell me you want can­dy?”

      “Yeah. I know it’s un­rea­son­able, but I feel so crap­py. I’m de­pressed, and I think I’m run­ning a fever, and the nail holes sort of ooze blood when I walk around.”

      I felt my up­per lip curl back. I didn’t want to hear about his nail holes ooz­ing blood. Bet­ter to get him the can­dy than to hear about the nail holes. I dis­con­nect­ed and searched the lot for my car. No luck. Range­man hadn’t de­liv­ered it yet. An­tho­ny would have to wait for his pump­kins. Diesel’s Es­calade was still in the lot, but the Harley had dis­ap­peared.

      I looked back at Diesel. “What hap­pened to your bike?”

      “I gave it to Flash. I wasn’t us­ing it.”

      Two Range­man cars pulled in­to my lot and parked. Range­man cars are al­ways new, black, and im­mac­ulate. Their ori­gin is a mys­tery, but there seems to be an in­ex­haustible sup­ply. Hal got out of the sec­ond car. He was dressed in the usu­al black Range­man fa­tigues, and he was car­ry ing a small plas­tic bag. I watched him dis­ap­pear in­to my build­ing, and min­utes lat­er, he was at my door.

      “I have some good news and some bad news,” Hal said. “The bad news is there was a back win­dow open on your Jeep, and when we got there this morn­ing the Jeep was full of rac­coons. It looked like they were orig­inal­ly af­ter a buck­et of fried chick­en, but they pret­ty much tore up ev­ery­thing when they were done with the chick­en. And then they re­lieved them­selves.” Hal shook his head. “I’ve nev­er seen any­thing like it. It was like ev­ery rac­coon in the state came in there to . . . you know. We had to get it towed. They ate the driv­er’s seat.” He hand­ed me the plas­tic bag. “We found this game in the back. It still looks okay. And we took the reg­is­tra­tion and in­sur­ance pa­pers out of the glove com­part­ment. They’re in the bag, too. Ranger got rid of the wrecked Jeep and told me to loan you the one we just drove in­to your lot.” Hal hand­ed me a set of keys.

      I thanked Hal and went to the win­dow to see my new car. It was a shiny black Jeep Chero­kee.

      “I get the feel­ing this hap­pens a lot,” Diesel said.

      “I have bad car ju­ju.”

      My phone rang, and I knew from the ring­tone it was Lu­la.

      “I’m at the Shop and Bag. I fig­ured I’d pick some stuff up be­fore I went to work, and who do you think is here? It’s the guy who shot him­self in the foot. What­shis­name. He’s got his foot in one of them boot things, and he’s driv­ing a mo­tor­ized shop­ping cart. I wouldn’t mind go­ing over and beat­ing on him, but I thought you might want first crack.”

      “I’ll be right there.” I ran to the foy­er and grabbed my jack­et and bag. “Got­ta go,” I said to Diesel. “Lu­la’s spot­ted one of my FTAs.”

      “Make sure you’re back here by noon at the lat­est,” Diesel said.

      I sprint­ed down the hall, down the stairs, crossed the lot to the new Jeep, and looked in­side. Oh boy, leather seats. I slid be­hind the wheel and sucked in the new-​car smell. I missed Carl, but I had to ad­mit this smelled bet­ter than mon­key.

      Ten min­utes lat­er, I was at Shop and Bag. I had cuffs stuck in­to the back pock­et of my jeans, pep­per spray clipped to my waist­band, and a stun gun that might or might not work shoved in­to my jack­et pock­et. I jogged to the en­trance and called Lu­la on her cell.

      “He just went down the ce­re­al aisle,” she said. “He’s head­ing for dairy. I’m hid­ing out in per­son­al prod­ucts.”

      I turned down condi­ments and had him in sight. Lu­la was right. He was head­ing for dairy. Lu­la joined me and we fol­lowed him past the cheese and ap­proached him in front of yo­gurt.

      “Den­ny Guzzi?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he said, turn­ing his ve­hi­cle to face me. “Oh shit.”

      “You missed your court date,” I said. “You need to resched­ule.”

      “For­get it. There wasn’t a crime. I’m not do­ing the time.”

      “You robbed a store.”

      “I didn’t get to keep the mon­ey. It doesn’t count.”

      “That’s true,” Lu­la said.

      “It’s not true!” I told her.

      “Well, there does seem to be some in­jus­tice.”

      “Have you been hit­ting the medic­inal whiskey again?”

      “I was a lit­tle con­gest­ed this morn­ing,” Lu­la said.

      I reached for Guzzi with the cuffs, and he wheeled his cart around, clipped me with the bas­ket, and took off down condi­ments.

      “Help,” he yelled. “Crazy la­dy.”

      He was grab­bing jars off the shelves, throw­ing them at me, smash­ing them on the floor. Ketchup. Crash. All over the floor. Dill pick­les. Crash. All over the floor. Gi­ant-​size may­on­naise. Crash. All over the floor. Lu­la and I were slid­ing in glop, pick­ing our way around glass shards, pick­les, olives, sliced beets.

      “Cleanup in aisle nine,” came over the pub­lic ad­dress sys­tem.

      Lu­la and I turned and back­tracked in an ef­fort to out­flank Guzzi. We ran down aisle ten, round­ed the end­cap, and blocked his for­ward progress.

      “This is not a big deal,” I said to him. “It’ll on­ly take a few min­utes to get a new court date, and then I’ll bring you back so you can fin­ish your shop­ping.”

      This was a huge lie, of course, but I was des­per­ate. I need­ed the mon­ey, and be­sides, I didn’t like him. Call me crazy, but I don’t like peo­ple who shoot at me and hit me with their mo­tor­ized shop­ping carts.

      “Okay, how about this,” Lu­la said to Guzzi. “How about I root your crip­pled ass out of that rent-​a-​wreck and kick your butt all the way across the park­ing lot.”

      “What’d I ev­er do to you?” he asked.

      “You shot at me,” Lu­la said.

      “You dis­turbed me when I was in my home.”

      “I guess that’s true,” Lu­la said. “I wasn’t think­ing about it like that.”

      An­oth­er mo­tor­ized shop­per buzzed up to us. “What’s go­ing on?” she want­ed to know. “Is this a mug­ging? We got rights to be in these things. I got a hand­icap stick­er on my car and ev­ery­thing.”

      “Oh yeah?” Lu­la said. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “None of your beeswax,” the old la­dy said.

      “I bet you’re fib­bing,” Lu­la said. “I bet you don’t got no stick­er. I bet you’re a big liar.”

      “Go get the car and bring it around to the door,” I said to Lu­la. “I don’t want to drag this guy any fur­ther than is nec­es­sary.”

      “You and who else?” he said.

      And that was when I juiced him with the stun gun. He sort of slumped in his seat, and Lu­la took off.

      “It’s okay,” I said to the peo­ple gath­er­ing around. “He’s my broth­er. This hap­pens all the time. He just needs to take a nap. He’ll be fine.”

      I could have said I was a fugi­tive ap­pre­hen­sion agent, but that al­ways freaks peo­ple out. The store rent-​a-​cops mus­cle in, and the po­lice are called, and then I have to drag out all my pa­per­work. Bet­ter to lie and make a fast get­away.

      “He pissed his pants,” an old guy look­ing on said. “What’s the mat­ter with him?”

      “War in­jury,” I said. “You should stand back. He could get vi­olent when he comes around.”

      I grabbed two bags of Hal­loween can­dy from a dis­play by the reg­is­ter and gave the check­er a ten-​dol­lar bill. I got my change, snagged Guzzi by the front of his jack­et, and wres­tled him out of the cart. He was sort of flop­py and twitchy, but I man­aged to back my way out of the store en­trance with him in tow. Lu­la skid­ded to a stop in front of me and jumped out to help me get Guzzi in­to the back­seat. I cuffed him, thanked Lu­la, and drove my catch to the po­lice sta­tion.

      I off-​load­ed Guzzi at the back door to the sta­tion and dragged his un­co­op­er­ative body all the way to the dock­et lieu­tenant. I turned him over and my phone rang.

      “Where are my pump­kins?” An­tho­ny want­ed to know.

      “Keep your shirt on. I’ve got them.”

      “And the M&Ms?”

      Dammit, I for­got about the M&Ms.

      “It’s al­most lunchtime,” An­tho­ny said. “Maybe you could get me a sub from Pino’s.”

      Maybe I could add poi­son to the sub, shoot you with a re­al gun, and throw you in­to the Delaware Riv­er, I thought. Okay, Stephanie, take a deep breath. Re­mem­ber, his butt got nailed, and it’s part­ly your fault.

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ll get you a sub.”

      I got my body re­ceipt for Guzzi and ran to my car. I checked my watch. I had a half hour to get the sub and M&Ms, drop ev­ery­thing off at Morel­li’s house, and get back to my apart­ment.

      I pulled up to Morel­li’s house and my phone rang.

      “Mrs. Ar­de­nows­ki saw you at Shop and Bag, and she said you were abus­ing a hand­icapped man,” my moth­er said.

      “He wasn’t hand­icapped. He shot him­self in the foot while he was rob­bing a store.”

      “Mrs. Ar­de­nows­ki said he was in one of those mo­tor­ized shop­ping carts.”

      “Yeah, be­cause he shot him­self in the foot.”

      “They don’t give those carts to just any­body. If he had a cart, he had to be hand­icapped. And what are you do­ing ar­rest­ing peo­ple in su­per­mar­kets? Flo­rence Mol­nar’s daugh­ter doesn’t do that. She has a good job at the bank.”

      “I’ve got­ta go,” I said to my moth­er. And I dis­con­nect­ed.

      I used my key to get in­to Morel­li’s house. I gave An­tho­ny his can­dy and sub. I took Bob out for a short walk. Bob pooped on Mr. Fratel­li’s lawn, and Mr. Fratel­li came out and yelled at me to pick the poop up, but I didn’t have any bags with me.

      “I’ll send Morel­li over for it when he gets off from work,” I told Mr. Fratel­li.

      I was ten min­utes late get­ting home, which was pret­ty good, all things con­sid­ered.

      “Hey,” Diesel said.

      “Hey to you.”

      “Did you get your guy?”

      “I did! I took him down at Shop and Bag.”

      Diesel grinned. He grabbed me and kissed me on the lips. “Con­grat­ula­tions.”

      It was like a mild elec­tric shock run­ning from my lips to my toes. “Jeez,” I said, “my lips are tin­gling.”

      “Yeah, if I’d Frenched you, your sneak­ers would be smok­ing.”

      He was kid­ding again, right?

      “What’s next?” I asked him.

      “Road trip.”

      Diesel had a mud-​splat­tered Sub­aru SUV parked in my lot. A cart had been hitched to the Sub­aru, and the cart held two ATVs.

      “I thought the ATVs would give us a low­er pro­file and more flex­ibil­ity,” Diesel said.

      We took the Turn­pike to the At­lantic City Ex­press­way. My phone rang just as we got on the Ex­press­way, and I cringed at the dis­play. It was An­tho­ny.

      “Yes?” I said by way of greet­ing.

      “I need ice cream, and it’s all the way in the kitchen.”

      “And?”

      “I was hop­ing you could get it for me.”

      “I can’t help you right now. I’m in south Jer­sey.”

      “But Joe said—”

      “An­tho­ny,” I yelled in­to the phone. “Walk your bro­ken ass in­to the kitchen and get your own stupid ice cream.”

      And I hung up.

      “Sounds like that went well,” Diesel said.

      “Morel­li comes from a scary gene pool.”

      We reached the dirt road lead­ing to Gail Scan­lon’s com­pound and we off-​load­ed the ATVs.

      “Do you have a plan?” I asked Diesel.

      “I thought we’d start with Gail Scan­lon’s house. I’d like to see it for my­self. Af­ter that, we’ll play it by ear. Ride around and see what hap­pens. And in case my in­stincts fail, I have a hand­held GPS. Do you feel com­fort­able with this ATV?”

      Sure, aside from the fact I’d nev­er been on one. “It looks pret­ty straight­for­ward.” Like a big Ton­ka toy. Four wheels with ag­gres­sive tread tires, steer­ing wheel, gas ped­al, brake, some but­tons.

      We had no trou­ble find­ing Gail Scan­lon’s com­pound. The boo­by trap hadn’t been re­set, but some of the re­mains were still on the ground. We turned right at the fork and fol­lowed the road to the mon­key farm.

      We drove in­to the yard and got off the ATVs. Not a mon­key in sight. No oth­er cars in the yard.

      “Feels like a ghost town,” Diesel said.

      We went in­to the house and snooped around, find­ing noth­ing of in­ter­est. Af­ter the house, we went to the mon­key shed. I’d ex­pect­ed to find cages, but the shed was ac­tu­al­ly an in­door habi­tat with heat and elec­tric and run­ning wa­ter. On­ly thing miss­ing was the mon­key horde.

      I left the shed and stood in the mid­dle of the yard and called Carl, but Carl didn’t ap­pear.

      “Boy,” I said, “af­ter all I did for him. And this is the thanks I get.”

      “You’re freak­ing me out,” Diesel said. “You sound like my moth­er.”

      “You have a moth­er?”

      “If you’re go­ing to be mean to me, I’m not go­ing to let you make me any more grilled cheese.”

      “You let me make the grilled cheese?”

      Diesel smiled wide enough for his dim­ples to show.

      I shook my fin­ger at him. “Don’t you dare use those dim­ples on me.”

      Diesel rocked back on his heels, still smil­ing wide. “I can’t help it if I have dim­ples.”

      “Yes, you can. I know all about you and those dim­ples.”

      “Most wom­en like them.”

      “I’m not most wom­en.”

      “No shit,” Diesel said. “Get on the ATV.”

      We took the road lead­ing out of the com­pound un­til we came to the fork, and then we turned right. Af­ter sev­er­al yards, a rough path cut off in­to the pines, and I as­sumed this was the path Munch took when I chased him through the woods. I fol­lowed Diesel along the path, and we be­gan work­ing our way through a labyrinth of ATV tracks.

      Stephanie Plum, off-​road war­rior. Now, this was the way it should be, I thought. Tak­ing ac­tion. Haul­ing ass in the woods be­hind Diesel. Well, okay—truth­ful­ly, I want­ed to be in front of Diesel. I want­ed to ride point, lead the charge, be the big kahu­na. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, Diesel was the one who’d mem­orized the aeri­al map. And he was sup­pos­ed­ly the one with su­per sens­es.

      “Big whoop-​de-​do, su­per sens­es,” I said.

      “I heard that,” Diesel yelled back at me.

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      Ev­ery now and then I’d catch a glimpse of a mon­key with a hat, sit­ting in a tree or run­ning across the path, but I didn’t see Carl. We skirt­ed a bog­gy area and came on a rust­ed-​out trail­er set up on cin­der blocks. An equal­ly rust­ed-​out pick­up truck was parked not far off, and an old man sat smok­ing and drink­ing beer in front of the trail­er. His face and hands were weath­ered by the sun and the years. Ev­ery­thing else was hid­den away in a pink bun­ny suit that had seen much bet­ter days. The bun­ny ears hung limp along­side the old guy’s head, and the fur was moth-​eat­en and mat­ted. A mon­key with a hel­met hun­kered on the hood of the pick­up, watch­ing us.

      “What the hell?” I mouthed to Diesel.

      “East­er Bun­ny,” Diesel said. “Re­tired.”

      We got off the ATVs and walked over to him.

      “Why is the mon­key wear­ing a hat?” I asked.

      “Not my mon­key. And I don’t know. Just one of the many weird-​ass things hap­pen­ing in the Bar­rens. Are you folks tourists?”

      “No,” I said. “We’re boun­ty hunters.”

      He gave a hoot of laugh­ter, and I was able to count his teeth. He had two. They were big buck­teeth in the front of his mouth, and they weren’t in such good shape.

      “Boun­ty hunters,” he said. “I like that. We got a bunch of char­ac­ters here, but I think you’re the first boun­ty hunters.”

      “What oth­er char­ac­ters are here?” Diesel asked.

      “Sasquatch has a place up the road a ways. And Elmer the Fire Farter is there, too.”

      “Does he re­al­ly fart fire?” Diesel asked.

      “Fuckin’ A,” East­er Bun­ny said. “I’ve seen it. He has to be re­al care­ful what he eats or else he farts in his sleep and burns his house down. And then there’s the Jer­sey Dev­il. I don’t know where he lives, but he flies over my yard some­times.”

      “Any­one else?”

      “We got a mon­key horde. A bunch of them showed up to watch me make din­ner last night. And they were all wear­ing hats. And there’s some­one in the woods to the north, shoot­ing lights in­to the sky at night. Damn lights mess up my tele vi­sion re­cep­tion. I got a dish on the roof of my mo­bile home. It’s not cheap run­ning that dish, and now my re­cep­tion is crap. And some­times when the re­cep­tion is crap, all my fur stands on end. And then it rains. But it on­ly rains next to my truck. You see that big mud pud­dle? That’s where it rains.”

      “I can’t help notic­ing you’re wear­ing a rab­bit suit,” I said to him.

      “Seemed a shame to throw them all away just ’cause I re­tired,” the guy said. “And any­ways, the zip­per’s stuck on this one. I can’t get it off.”

      “I’m look­ing for Wulf,” Diesel said. “Have you seen him?”

      The East­er Bun­ny made the sign of the cross and hugged his beer bot­tle to his chest. “No. And I don’t nev­er want to see him.”

      “Why am I the on­ly one who nev­er heard of Wulf be­fore?” I asked Diesel.

      “You’re not an Un­men­tion­able. You don’t get the news let­ter.”

      “There’s a newslet­ter?”

      Diesel gave a snort of laugh­ter and tried to grab me, but I jumped away.

      “You’re scum,” I said to him.

      “I know,” Diesel said. “I can’t help my­self.”

      We got back on the ATVs, and I fol­lowed Diesel down the East­er Bun­ny’s drive­way and along the road that pre­sum­ably ran past Sasquatch and the Fire Farter. We saw no sign of Sasquatch or his house, but we passed a patch of scorched earth and two charred rem­nants of small mo­bile homes. We paused for a mo­ment and looked at the ru­ins.

      “I bet it was chili,” Diesel said.
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      FOURTEEN

      IT WAS DUSK when we re­turned to the Sub­aru. We hadn’t en­coun­tered any more peo­ple or hab­it­able hous­es. We’d rid­den around for hours, but we cov­ered on­ly a very small por­tion of the Bar­rens. Diesel se­cured the ATVs and locked the back gate on the trail­er. He pulled on­to the paved road and head­ed to­ward Mar­bury.

      “This isn’t the way home,” I said.

      “I’m look­ing for a place we can hang for a while. I’d like to see the lights.”

      Five miles down the road, we found a soft-​serve stand, closed for the sea­son. The small park­ing lot was emp­ty and dark. No am­bi­ent light for miles. Diesel po­si­tioned the Sub­aru so we were look­ing north, and we set­tled in.

      “What about food?” I asked Diesel. “I’m hun­gry.”

      “Sor­ry,” Diesel said, “you’re go­ing to have to live off your fat for a few hours.”

      I gave him a shot in the arm.

      Diesel grinned. “Let me rephrase that.”

      “Too late,” I told him. “You’re in big trou­ble.”

      There was a flash of light in the sky, and then it was gone. We sat per­fect­ly still, and two more flash­es shot out of the pine for­est.

      “Those weren’t beams of light,” Diesel said. “They were tails from a rock­et.”

      We had our win­dows rolled down, lis­ten­ing for rain or the crack­le of elec­tric­ity. Noth­ing car­ried to us.

      “Hard to tell ex­act­ly where the rock­et orig­inat­ed,” Diesel said, “but I have an idea of the gen­er­al area. I’ll go over the aeri­al maps again when we get home, and to­mor­row we’ll do more off-​road.”

      We found fast food just out­side of Ham­mon­ton and col­lect­ed bags of burg­ers, fries, onion rings, fried chick­en, and dough­nuts. Diesel took the At­lantic City Ex­press­way and con­nect­ed with the Jer­sey Turn­pike, eat­ing while he drove. Who says men can’t mul­ti­task?

      I WOKE UP with a start. The phone was ring­ing. It was still dark. Some­one must be dead, I thought. My grand­moth­er or my fa­ther. Heart at­tack while they slept.

      Diesel reached across me and got the phone.

      “Yeah?” he said to the caller, lis­tened for a mo­ment, and hand­ed the phone to me. “It’s Lu­la.”

      “Lu­la? What time is it?”

      Diesel looked at his watch. “It’s five a. m. ”

      “I’m a sick per­son,” Lu­la said. “I got the flu back. I can’t stop sneez­ing. And I can hard­ly breathe. I’m just about break­ing out in a rash. And I haven’t got any of my meds. Tank and I went out last night, and I left my purse in his car. He got ev­ery­thing. He got my de­con­ges­tant and my an­ti­his­tamine and my car keys.”

      “And?”

      “And he isn’t an­swer­ing his phone. He sleeps like a dead man. I need a ride over there so I can get my purse. Or else I need to find some store open so I can buy drugs.”

      “Why don’t you just call the Range­man con­trol room?”

      “He don’t live in a Range­man apart­ment any­more. He’s got his own place. It’s brand new. I haven’t even seen it yet.”

      “Give me a cou­ple min­utes to wake up, and I’ll be right over.”

      “You could call her a cab,” Diesel said. “And then you could stay in bed with me.”

      If there was an ar­gu­ment that would get me on my feet, that was it. I rolled out of bed, stum­bled in­to the bath­room, got dressed, and stum­bled out to the lot. I stood for a mo­ment in­hal­ing the cold air, will­ing it to go to my brain. I sat my ass be­hind the wheel and drove on au­topi lot to Lu­la’s house.

      Lu­la rent­ed the top floor of a very small house. Small liv­ing room, bed­room, bath­room, and a kitch­enette. Lu­la fit the apart­ment like she fit her clothes. It was all a tight squeeze. She was sit­ting on the stoop, wait­ing for me, when I stopped at the curb.

      “You could just drive me to the ceme­tery,” she said, slump­ing in­to the pas­sen­ger seat. “It would save time.”

      “I can’t be­lieve you left your purse in his car. That purse is prac­ti­cal­ly at­tached to your shoul­der.”

      “He picked me up, and we were gonna get some Chi­nese take­out and bring it back to his house on ac­count of I’ve nev­er been in his house. And we didn’t even get to Chang’s and I start­ed get­ting sick. Came on me like BANG. So I told Tank I want­ed to go home. By the time we got to my place, I was sneez­ing my head off, and I wasn’t think­ing good. I don’t even re­mem­ber get­ting out of the car.”

      “This comes on you ev­ery time you see Tank.”

      “It nev­er used to.”

      Lu­la’s hard-​work­ing, low-​in­come neigh­bor­hood was bor­dered by a slackard, no-​in­come neigh­bor­hood. Since there were no le­gal drugs to be had in the no-​in­come neigh­bor­hood, I drove back to­ward Hamil­ton and Broad, where there were a cou­ple all-​night con ve nience stores. I stopped at the first store with lights blaz­ing, and Lu­la lurched out of the Jeep and went in­side.

      Lu­la was wear­ing big, pink, fluffy slip­pers, pink sweat­pants, and a white down-​filled quilt­ed coat. A red flan­nel night­gown hung two inch­es un­der the coat. Her hairstyle was yikes.

      It was al­most six A.M. Morel­li and Ranger would be up. Diesel was most like­ly still asleep. Diesel wasn’t a morn­ing per­son. I di­aled Morel­li’s cell phone while I wait­ed for Lu­la.

      “Yo,” Morel­li said. “What’s up?”

      “Just call­ing to say hel­lo.”

      “That’s a re­lief. I was afraid your apart­ment was fire-​bombed again. You’re not usu­al­ly up this ear­ly.”

      “Lu­la is sick, and I had to take her out on a drug run.”

      “Maybe you can bring some over for me. I’m ready to start tak­ing An­tho­ny’s hap­py pills.”

      “Is he feel­ing any bet­ter?”

      “He’s bitch­ing less when he goes to the can. Did you re­al­ly tell him to get his bro­ken ass out to the kitchen and get his own ice cream?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re my hero,” Morel­li said.

      “Do you want me to take phone calls again to­day?”

      “Thanks, but no. I can man­age An­tho­ny to­day. I do have an­oth­er huge fa­vor though. Do you sup­pose you could talk to his wife? Maybe you can get her to take him back.”

      “You’re kid­ding. What on earth would I say? He’s a wom­an­iz­ing, cheat­ing, per­vert­ed id­iot. My ad­vice to her is to run like hell and don’t look back.”

      “Cripes, Stephanie, I’m try­ing to get rid of this guy. Help me out here. Lie. You do it all the time on your job. You’re good at it.”

      “You want me to lie to your sis­ter-​in-​law?”

      “Hell, yes!”

      “Okay, I’ll try to find time to talk to her.”

      Lu­la wrenched the door open, and I said good-​bye to Morel­li.

      “I got a bag full of stuff,” Lu­la said, hold­ing the bag open for me to see. “Pick one for me.”

      I chose one that was for al­ler­gies.

      “Tank is prob­ably up by now,” I said. “Do you want to stop in and get your purse?”

      “Yeah, that would be great. I need my car keys.”

      “Where does Tank live?”

      “He’s in a house on Howard Street, two blocks from Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et.”

      Good deal. There was a Dunkin’ Donuts along­side Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et. I was ready to kill for cof­fee, and I wouldn’t mind a cou­ple dozen dough­nuts, ei­ther.

      I point­ed the Jeep in the right di­rec­tion and drove with re­newed mo­ti­va­tion. Lu­la took a pill from the box I picked and then sam­pled a cou­ple more meds.

      “You should go easy on that,” I said. “I don’t think it’s good to mix and match.”

      “I fig­ure I’ll keep tak­ing them un­til I find one that works.”

      “They don’t work right away. You have to give them a chance.”

      “I don’t have all day for some dumb pill. I got things to do. I got no pa­tience for this.”

      “If you stop tak­ing pills, I’ll get you a bag of dough­nuts and a nice greasy break­fast sand­wich.”

      “I like the sound of that. And we could get some of them home fries, too.”

      “Right. Home fries. And cof­fee. Lots of cof­fee.”

      “I feel bet­ter al­ready,” Lu­la said.

      I drove to Tank’s house first. It was a small yel­low-​and-​white Cape Cod. Far from what I would imag­ine for Tank. It had a tiny front yard and a front porch with a white rail­ing. It was a to­tal lit­tle-​old-​la­dy house.

      “You sure this is the right house?” Lu­la asked. “This don’t look like no Tank house.”

      “This is the ad­dress you gave me.”

      Lu­la set her bag of cold aids on the floor, got out of the Jeep, and walked to the front door. She rang the bell and looked in the front win­dow. She rang the bell a sec­ond time, and Tank opened the door. He was dressed in Range-​man black, ready to go to work. Hard to see his ex­pres­sion from where I sat, but he had to be sur­prised. Not on­ly was Lu­la on his doorstep unan­nounced, she looked like she’d just es­caped from the elec­troshock room of the loony bin.

      Lu­la went in­to his house, and he closed the door. Min­utes lat­er, the door banged open, and Lu­la stormed out. She had her purse in her hand, and she was wast­ing no time get­ting to the Jeep. She ripped the door open and rammed her­self in­to the car.

      “I need food,” she said. “A lot of it.”

      Hard to tell what that meant. Lu­la ate when she was pissed off, hap­py, sad, tired, or bored. Food solved it all for Lu­la.

      “Dunkin’ Donuts okay?” I asked.

      “It’s per­fect. I love Dunkin’ Donuts.” And then she sneezed and fart­ed. “Ex­cuse me,” she said.

      “Well?” I asked her. “Was Tank re­spon­si­ble for that sneeze?”

      “He’s got cats! Three of them. Suzy, Miss Kit­ty, and Ap­plepuff. It’s no won­der I’m dy­ing here. I’m al­ler­gic to cats.”

      “I thought you said you weren’t al­ler­gic to any­thing.”

      “Yeah, ex­cept for cats.”

      “I didn’t know Tank had cats.”

      “He said that’s why he moved. He adopt­ed this fam­ily of cats, and he couldn’t keep them at Range­man. So I told him I was al­ler­gic to cats, and he was gonna have to make a choice.”

      “And then what hap­pened?”

      “He said he couldn’t get rid of the cats on ac­count of they didn’t have any oth­er home. He said I should get al­ler­gy shots.”

      “And?”

      “I’m not get­ting no al­ler­gy shots for a man who choos­es a cat over me.”

      “What are you go­ing to do? Is the wed­ding off?”

      “I don’t know. I got­ta call Miss Glo­ria. She al­ways said my num­bers weren’t so good with Tank’s any­way. And our moons didn’t line up, ei­ther. I should have lis­tened to her right from the start.”

      I pulled in­to the Dunkin’ Donuts lot and parked.

      “Maybe you should go in and get the stuff,” Lu­la said. “Tank wasn’t re­al com­pli­men­ta­ry about my ap­pear­ance.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He said I was scarin’ his cats.”

      “Shouldn’t you be cry­ing or some­thing?”

      “I guess, but I don’t feel like cry­ing. I feel like eat­ing,” Lu­la said.

      “What do you want?”

      “Ev­ery­thing.”

      “You got it.”

      I gave my or­der in and wait­ed while the food and cof­fee were gath­ered to­geth­er and bagged.

      “Of­fice par­ty?” the girl be­hind the counter asked.

      “No,” I told her. “Pity par­ty.”

      Lu­la was on the phone with Miss Glo­ria when I got back to the Jeep.

      “Okay” she said to Miss Glo­ria. “I ap­pre­ci­ate your tak­ing the time for me like this.”

      I set the cof­fee out and un­packed the sausage-​and-​egg sand­wich­es first.

      “I feel much bet­ter,” Lu­la said. “Turns out it wasn’t no­body’s fault. It was just to do with me be­ing on the cusp of some­thing, and Tank be­ing in the wrong quad­rant. Miss Glo­ria said it was good the cats came be­cause me and Tank were on a col­li­sion course with our moons and shit.”

      “Does this mean the wed­ding is off?”

      “Yeah. I was think­ing I might not want to spend eter­ni­ty with Tank any­way. I can’t sleep with that man. He snores, and he sweats. Is that some­thing I want to look for­ward to for the rest of my life? I don’t think so.” Lu­la pol­ished off her sand­wich and went to the dough­nut box. “You can count on Dunkin’ Donuts,” she said. “I’ll take a dough­nut over a man any day of the week.”

      “Your al­ler­gy sounds bet­ter.”

      “Yeah. I think one of them pills did the trick.”

      I dropped Lu­la off at her house and head­ed for home. Lights were on in the bonds of­fice when I drove by, so I made a U-​turn and parked. Con­nie was boot­ing up her com­put­er when I walked in. I gave her the body re­ceipt for Den­ny Guzzi, and I looked through the new FTA files on her desk.

      “Noth­ing in­ter­est­ing,” she said. “Do­mes­tic vi­olence, grand theft au­to, de­struc­tion of per­son­al prop­er­ty.”

      “Did you get an ad­dress on Gor­do Bol­lo?”

      “His em­ploy­er has him re­sid­ing at 656 Ward Street in Bor­den­town. I ver­ified it with his sis­ter. She post­ed the bond.”

      “I was on Ward. There’s noth­ing there. A ceme­tery and a ce­ram­ic pipe fac­to­ry.”

      “You must be miss­ing some­thing. Or maybe there are two Ward Streets. Are you feel­ing okay? You look sort of green.”

      “I had break­fast with Lu­la, and it’s not sit­ting well.”

      “What did you eat?”

      “Ev­ery­thing.”

      I shoved the new FTAs in my bag and left the bonds of­fice. Might as well get the ly­ing and beg­ging out of the way first thing, I thought. Vis­it An­tho­ny’s wife and get it over and done. It wasn’t a long drive to his house. He lived in the Burg in a house sim­ilar to my par­ents’ house. The sun was weak in the sky, the sky was gray with a thick cloud cov­er, and the air felt raw.

      An­tho­ny’s wife is named An­geli­na. Ang­ie for short. I think Stephanie Plum is an okay name, but An­geli­na Morel­li is a sym­pho­ny. If I was named An­geli­na, I’d mar­ry a Morel­li just for the name alone.

      Ang­ie opened the door as soon as I rang the bell. We went to the same schools but nev­er knew each oth­er un­til we both hooked up with a Morel­li. She was two years younger than me, and she was re­al­ly pret­ty. Clas­sic Ital­ian. Olive skin, brown eyes, lush body, and lus­trous black hair. She al­so had a splotch of ba­by barf on her shirt.

      “Omigod,” she said. “Let me guess. They sent you over to talk me in­to tak­ing him back.”

      “Yep.”

      “Come on in. I’m feed­ing lit­tle An­tho­ny.”

      Lit­tle An­tho­ny was in one of those ba­by-​chair con­trap­tions. Hard to say how old he was. All ba­bies sort of look alike to me. He had a lot of or­ange glop on his pa­ja­mas, and he didn’t smell all that good. I was think­ing I was smart to have a ham­ster.

      Ang­ie sat op­po­site Barf­man, and I took a chair as far away as pos­si­ble. She spooned some green stuff in­to him, and he gummed it around.

      “So,” I said. “Are you go­ing to take him back?”

      “Do you think I should?”

      “No.”

      Ang­ie laughed out loud. “You’re not sup­posed to say that. Didn’t they give you a re­hearsal?”

      “You have a nice house. It’s cozy. It’s a fam­ily house.”

      “I feel like the la­dy in the shoe who had so many kids she didn’t know what to do. We’re burst­ing at the seams.”

      “Yes, but it feels good in here.”

      Ex­cept for the kid with the spewed mush on his clothes. It was Sat­ur­day morn­ing, and the rest of her pack was in front of the tele vi­sion in the small liv­ing room. They were all eat­ing ce­re­al out of a box, not say­ing any­thing, mes­mer­ized by what ev­er was on the screen.

      “Is it eas­ier with­out An­tho­ny?” I asked her. “One less mouth to feed.”

      “No. He’s great with the kids. Not like his fa­ther. His fa­ther was a mean, abu­sive drunk. An­tho­ny is sweet. He’s just got too much machis­mo. All dick and no brain.”

      “You love him.”

      “Yeah. Stupid, huh?”

      “Yes, but in a good way. God knows, some­one has to love him. He’s pa­thet­ic. Did they tell you he got shot with a nail gun?”

      Ang­ie pressed her lips to­geth­er. “He is such a jerk. He de­served to get shot. And I’m not let­ting him back in this house un­til the stitch­es come out. He’s hor­ri­ble when he’s sick. He ex­pects to be wait­ed on hand and foot. A head cold is a ma­jor catas­tro­phe for him.”

      “So, you’re tak­ing him back?”

      “Prob­ably. Some­one has to haul the garbage out to the curb and shov­el the walk, and it’s not go­ing to be me. And maybe some­day he’ll grow up, or get a prostate con­di­tion. He’d be ter­rif­ic if he didn’t have go­nads.”

      “I guess my work here is done,” I said. “I have to go catch some felons now.”

      Ang­ie stood and walked me to the door. “It was nice to see you. Stop in any­time.”

      I gave her a hug, walked to the Jeep, wedged my­self be­hind the wheel, and called Morel­li. “I talked to Ang­ie,” I said.

      “And?”

      “There’s some good news, and there’s some bad news.”

      “I hate this good news, bad news shit,” Morel­li said.

      “How about this. There’s bad news, and there’s bad news. Do you like that any bet­ter?”

      “No.”

      “She’s tak­ing him back, but not un­til the stitch­es come out.”

      “I don’t sup­pose you’d want to come over for din­ner to night?”

      “You sup­pose right. Any­way, I’m try­ing to find Mar­tin Munch. Vin­nie’s in a rant over him. Any­thing new on your end?”

      “No,” Morel­li said. “But we found eight oth­er un­solved mur­ders spread all over the coun­try with the same MO.”

      “Ro­tat­ed neck and a burn that looks like a hand­print?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s creepy. Is that An­tho­ny yelling in the back­ground?”

      “He wants break­fast. He can’t find clean socks. He needs bat­ter­ies in the tele­vi­sion re­mote. It’s end­less.”

      “You’re be­ing an en­abler. He can do all those things for him­self, but he has no in­cen­tive if you do them for him. And he has no in­cen­tive to want to shape up and go home to his wife as long as you’re tak­ing her place. The on­ly thing miss­ing in your re­la­tion­ship is sex. And that might not be a big sell­ing point, since I sus­pect the sex scene in his house is go­ing to be very frosty for a long time.”

      “You’re right,” Morel­li said. “Let him find his own damn socks. I’m done.”

      “Got­ta go. Things to do.”

    

  
    
      Stephanie Plum 14.5 - Plum Spooky

    

    
      FIFTEEN

      DIESEL WAS ON the phone when I walked in­to my apart­ment. His hair was damp, and he was fresh­ly shaved, which meant he’d used my ra­zor. Diesel trav­eled light. He hung up and wrapped an arm around me.

      “You smell like dough­nuts,” he said.

      “I bought Lu­la break­fast.”

      “I have a guy fly­ing in to a small air­port just north of Ham­mon­ton. He’s go­ing to take us over the Bar­rens. I’m hop­ing we can spot the rock­et-​launch site from the air.”

      “How small is this plane?”

      “It’s not a plane. It’s a he li cop ter.”

      “Oh boy.”

      “Some­thing wrong with that?”

      “I’ve nev­er been in a he li cop ter. I’ve nev­er want­ed to be in a he li cop ter. They don’t look safe.”

      “Sweet­ie, noth­ing that flies looks safe, in­clud­ing birds.”

      He lift­ed my bag off the hook on the wall and draped it over my shoul­der. “Time to roll.”

      We took the Sub­aru with the trail­ered ATVs. If we found the launch site, we’d use the ATVs to get back to it. If we didn’t find the launch site, we’d ride around and hope we got lucky. I had mixed feel­ings about get­ting lucky. I want­ed to snag Munch, but I didn’t es­pe­cial­ly want to see Diesel in ac­tion, shut­ting Wulf down.

      At the best of times, Tren­ton isn’t es­pe­cial­ly pret­ty. And this wasn’t the best of times. The sky was the col­or and tex­ture of wet ce­ment, and ev­ery­thing un­der it felt like doom. I looked up at the sky, and I prayed for rain. I was pret­ty sure he li cop ters didn’t fly in the rain.

      By the time we found Ham­mon­ton Air­port, the sky had light­ened a lit­tle, and I knew I wasn’t go­ing to be saved by rain. The he li cop ter was sit­ting on a stretch of black­top, wait­ing for us. It was blue and white, had a clear bub­ble nose, and looked like a big drag­on­fly. It seat­ed four.

      “Oh God,” I said on a moan.

      “Think of this as an ad­ven­ture,” Diesel said.

      “I’m from Jer­sey. I get my ad­ven­ture on the Turn­pike. I on­ly fly if there’s a beach or a casi­no in­volved. And then it’s in a big plane serv­ing al­co­hol.”

      We parked and crossed the black­top to the pi lot. He was av­er­age height, av­er­age weight, and cov­ered head to toe with tat­toos. His gray­ing blond hair was pulled back in a pony­tail.

      “This is Boon,” Diesel said. “I’ve known Boon for about a hun­dred years.”

      I nod­ded a numb ac know ledg ment and stood in a cata­ton­ic stu­por.

      “She thinks he li cop ters aren’t safe,” Diesel said to Boon.

      “Hah. If ev­ery­thing we did was safe, we’d nev­er do any­thing, would we?” Boon said.

      I in­ad­ver­tent­ly whim­pered, and Diesel scooped me up and set me in the back­seat of the he­li­copter. He took the seat next to Boon and passed me a head­set with a mi­cro­phone.

      “Buck­le up and put the head­set on so we can talk to each oth­er,” Diesel said.

      Boon fired the bird, we lift­ed off the ground, and my heart rate went to stroke lev­el. I closed my eyes and chant­ed the rosary. This from a wom­an who hadn’t been to church in three years, and then it was just for Christ­mas Mass be­cause my moth­er had made me.

      “Open your eyes,” Diesel said over the head­set. “Help me look for a clear­ing where some­one could launch a rock­et.”

      We’d been in the air for five min­utes and hadn’t plum­met­ed to the ground in a smok­ing fire­ball, so I dredged up some courage, held my breath, and peeked out the win­dow.

      Diesel’s voice was in my ear again. “You have to breathe. And stop think­ing about flam­ing, twist­ed de­bris and body parts spread over the Bar­rens.”

      “Are you read­ing my mind?”

      “Yeah, and it’s creepy.”

      Boon was fly­ing grids, high enough for us to see a large area, low enough to pick out de­tails. We passed over Gail Scan­lon’s house and the mon­key habi­tat. It looked un­touched. The door to the habi­tat was still open. No ve­hi­cles in the yard. No mon­keys. No Carl. The thought made my heart con­strict. It was much eas­ier to un­der­stand the Bar­rens from our bird’s-​eye view. We could get a bet­ter pic­ture of how the paths con­nect­ed and led to camp­sites and aban­doned home­steads. There were plen­ty of clear­ings, but none that held any re­al in­ter­est. We didn’t see any rock­et launch­pads. We saw a num­ber of cab­ins and dou­ble-​wides that looked oc­cu­pied. A car in the drive­way of one. Smoke curl­ing from the chim­ney of an­oth­er. Not a lot of ac­tiv­ity. A truck bounced along a rut­ted road lead­ing to a lit­tle house with chick­ens scratch­ing around in the front yard.

      “Fly over this area again,” Diesel said to Boon. “I know it’s here, and some­how we’re miss­ing it.”

      “Maybe it’s not in this area,” Boon said. “Maybe the rock­ets get trucked in. Re­mem­ber when we were in Columbia?”

      “I hate that idea,” Diesel said. “That makes my life much more com­pli­cat­ed. They could truck them in from any­where.”

      “I don’t think they’re that far away,” I said. “Munch was in Gail Scan­lon’s neigh­bor­hood on his ATV.”

      “What ex­act­ly are we look­ing for?” Boon asked Diesel.

      “Wulf is hang­ing with a guy named Mar­tin Munch, a ge­nius work­ing with elec­tro­mag­net­ic waves. All of a sud­den Munch’s project man­ag­er is dead …”

      “Twist­ed neck?” Boon asked.

      “Yeah. And now Wulf’s got the man­ag­er’s sis­ter. I’m guess­ing Munch made some sort of dis­cov­ery, and Wulf is in­trigued by it.”

      “Had to be some badass dis­cov­ery to get Wulf in­to the Pine Bar­rens. Wulf is more Vi­en­na, Paris, Dubai,” Boon said.

      “I think they must be us­ing the Bar­rens for re­search,” Diesel said. “There’s lots of space here, and it’s close to ar­eas where Munch has sources for ma­te­ri­als.”

      “How much space does Munch need to do re­search?”

      “I don’t know,” Diesel said. “Could be as small as a room or as large as a barn. He’d need a source of elec­tric. Maybe a gen­er­ator. If he didn’t want to be picked up by he li cop ter surveil­lance, he’d need a garage for his ATV. He’d need a de­cent road to truck stuff in.”

      “We haven’t seen any­thing as big as a barn,” Boon said. “A gen­er­ator could be hid­den un­der tree cov­er. There was a ranch house with an at­tached garage. There was a dou­ble-​wide with a cou­ple out­build­ings. Both had dirt roads con­nect­ing them to civ­iliza­tion.”

      “En­large the grid,” Diesel said. “Fly us around a lit­tle more, then we’ll head back to the air­port.”

      WE WERE IN the Sub­aru, watch­ing Boon lift off and head for At­lantic City. Lucky him, I thought. Boon was go­ing to the land of the end­less buf­fet, and I was still stuck in the Bar­rens. It was ear­ly af­ter­noon, and I knew Diesel was itch­ing to mount up and check out some hous­es.

      “I’m not do­ing any­thing un­til you feed me,” I said.

      “How elab­orate does this meal have to be?”

      “Just get me some food.”

      Ten min­utes lat­er, Diesel pulled in­to a gas sta­tion and hand­ed me a twen­ty. “I’ll do the gas, you do the food,” he said.

      “Boy, you re­al­ly know how to treat a girl right.”

      “Now what? Would you rather pump the gas?”

      I played the vend­ing ma­chines and came away with a cou­ple gra­nola bars, a cou­ple snack packs of peanuts, two Lit­tle Deb­bie cakes, Reese’s Peanut But­ter Cups, an as­sort­ment of gum­mi bears, and two bot­tles of wa­ter.

      I got back in­to the SUV and put the bag be­tween the two front seats. Diesel looked in the bag and took one of the Reese’s.

      “I thought for sure you’d go for the gra­nola bar,” I said.

      “No way.”

      “Ranger would take the gra­nola bar.”

      “And Morel­li?”

      “The peanuts.”

      “And what about you?” Diesel asked.

      “The cake.”

      He put the SUV in gear and turned on­to the road. “I knew it would be the cake.”

      I ate one of the cakes, the re­main­ing Reese’s, and the peanuts while Diesel drove. He’d picked out five hous­es he thought de­served a clos­er look, and he was search­ing for the best road in to the prop­er­ties. We were in the heart of the Bar­rens, and I was bleary-​eyed with the monotony. Scrub pines, sand, and some high-​bush cran­ber­ries. I couldn’t imag­ine how Diesel was find­ing his way with­out a Taco Bell to serve as a land­mark. Re­mem­ber­ing to turn right at the large pine wasn’t go­ing to do it for me.

      “Here we go,” he said, swerv­ing off the paved road on­to hard-​packed dirt.

      He drove for a quar­ter mile on the dirt road and parked in a small clear­ing. We got out of the SUV and off-​load­ed the ATVs. The sky was grow­ing dark­er by the minute, hang­ing just above the tree­tops.

      I tipped my head back and stud­ied the cloud cov­er. “This doesn’t look good.”

      “No, but I can’t let rain stop me. I’m run­ning out of time. I can’t see Wulf hang­ing in the Bar­rens much longer. Even with the prox­im­ity of At­lantic City, it’s not go­ing to hold his at­ten­tion. If the tech­nol­ogy is worth some­thing to him, he’ll move Munch to a more ob­scure lo­ca­tion and lock him down. And then Wulf will find a more en­ter­tain­ing en­vi­ron­ment.”

      “Then let’s do it. Nei­ther rain, nor sleet, nor lack of a bath­room will stop me.”

      I fol­lowed Diesel’s ATV down the dirt road. There were sev­er­al forks, but Diesel knew his route. He slowed just be­fore he came to the first house and went off-​road in­to the pines. We parked the ATVs and moved in on foot. The house was more de­crepit than it had ap­peared from the air. The yel­low paint was fad­ed and peel­ing. The small front porch sagged. Its step had been re­placed by a cin­der block. A tricked-​out Ford pick­up was parked in the yard not far from the front door to the house.

      We skirt­ed the house and looked in the garage win­dow. The garage was wall-​to-​wall junk. A rust­ed wash­ing ma­chine, stacks of news­pa­pers, a bed mat­tress with the in­nards spilling out from a huge rip in the mid­dle. There was a moun­tain of big plas­tic bags, which I sus­pect­ed from the smell leak­ing out of the garage con­tained garbage. We walked around back and looked in the kitchen win­dow. The kitchen looked a lot like the garage.

      A skin­ny young guy in jeans and a wifebeat­er shuf­fled in­to the kitchen and threw an emp­ty beer can in­to the sink. The sink was al­ready full of beer cans, and the can rolled off the pile and fell on­to the floor.

      Diesel rapped on the back door and opened it, and the skin­ny guy looked at Diesel blank-​faced, too trashed to be sur­prised.

      “I’m look­ing for a friend of mine,” Diesel said.

      “He ain’t here, man. I’m the on­ly one here.”

      “Yeah, but maybe you’ve seen him around. Red hair, short guy, about your age or a lit­tle old­er.”

      “No, sor­ry. Haven’t seen the lit­tle dude.”

      “How about a guy with shoul­der-​length black hair and re­al­ly pale skin.”

      “The vam­pire. Shit, he al­most ran me off the road twice.”

      “Where did you see him?”

      “He was on the road that goes to the mon­key la­dy. He was in a big, black, jacked-​up truck. I mean, it was bad, dude.”

      “Does that road con­nect to your road here?”

      “No. I got a friend who grows some pri­mo shit back there. I was on a shop­ping trip.”

      A mon­key with a hat ran out of the woods and stopped inch­es from us.

      “Whoa,” the skin­ny guy said. “Do you see a mon­key wear­ing a hat?”

      “Yeah,” Diesel said.

      “Shit, that’s a re­lief,” the skin­ny guy said.

      We re­turned to the ATVs.

      “I’m think­ing he was Un­men­tion­able,” I said to Diesel.

      “Not in a good way,” Diesel said.

      We back­tracked to a road that led to the sec­ond house on Diesel’s list. It had start­ed to driz­zle, and I was wish­ing I had a hat. It wasn’t bad when the dirt road nar­rowed and the pines gave us some cov­er. It was a mis­ery when the pines part­ed and the rain soaked in­to my sweat­shirt and jeans.

      By the time we got to the sec­ond house, it was pour­ing. My hair was plas­tered to my face, I was squint­ing to see through the sheets of wind-​driv­en rain, and I was cold clear to the bone. The dirt road was mud. The mud clung to the wheels of the ATV and splat­tered ev­ery­thing in its path, in­clud­ing Diesel and me.

      We got off the ATVs, slogged to the house, and looked in the front win­dow. The house was emp­ty. No fur­ni­ture. The in­hab­itants had moved on. Diesel went in­side, did a fast pass-​through, and came out.

      “Ze­ro on this one,” he said. “We can cross it off the list.”

      “It looks dry in there,” I said wist­ful­ly.

      “Yeah, it would be per­fect, ex­cept for the dead rac­coon in the kitchen and the forty rats try­ing to fig­ure out what to do with it.”

      The yard in front of the house was a quag­mire, and on the way back to the ATV I lost my shoe in the mud. It sucked it off me. I took a step, and next thing, I was wear­ing on­ly one shoe.

      “Fuck!”

      Diesel turned and looked at me. “I don’t hear you us­ing that word a lot.”

      “I lost my fuck­ing shoe! The fuck­ing mud fuck­ing sucked it off my fuck­ing foot.”

      Diesel gave a bark of laugh­ter and re­trieved my shoe. We were both an­kle-​deep in mud, the dif­fer­ence be­ing he was wear­ing his beat-​up boots, and I was wear­ing sneak­ers. He swept me off my feet and car­ried me to the ATV. He set me on the seat, knocked most of the mud off my sneak­er, and laced it back on my foot.

      “Fol­low me,” he said. “We’re go­ing to the Sub­aru.”

      It was slow go­ing in the mud and rain. If it had been warm, it might have been fun slid­ing around on the slick, rut­ted road, but it wasn’t warm, and I wasn’t hav­ing fun. We reached the car, and I dragged my­self off my ATV.

      “I lied about nei­ther sleet nor snow, blah, blah, blah,” I said to Diesel.

      “You gave up your shoe for the cause,” he said. “You can’t ask for much more than that.” He re­leased the hitch on the ATV trail­er and hand­ed the car keys to me. “You’re go­ing home, and I’m stay­ing here. Call Flash when you get cell-​phone re­cep­tion and tell him to meet you some­where and swap out the Sub­aru. And then send him back here to wait for me.”

      “I feel like a wimp.”

      “Yeah, but you’re a cute wimp. And I’m an awe­some su­per­dude. Just don’t for­get to send Flash.”

      He took my phone and pro­grammed Flash’s num­ber in. Then he reached in­to the SUV and took a gra­nola bar and the gum­mi bears.

      “See you to night,” he said.

      “What about Wulf? Don’t you need me to dis­guise your bread crumbs?”

      “I’ll man­age.”

      So I’m a wimp. Bet­ter a warm, dry wimp than a dead, hy­pother­mic id­iot. And when I got the chance, I’d do some­thing nice for Diesel.

      I WAS ON the At­lantic City Ex­press­way, en route to the Turn­pike, and Mar­tin Munch blew past me. He was do­ing nine­ty in the rain, driv­ing a mud-​splat­tered Au­di. I would nev­er have no­ticed, but he cut out around me, and I caught a flash of red hair and a vi­sion of him hunched up on the wheel. I put my foot to the floor, and the Sub­aru lurched for­ward.

      Af­ter a mile, Munch pulled right, took the ex­it, and I fol­lowed. It was Sat­ur­day af­ter­noon, we were in the mid­dle of a mon­soon, and Mar­tin Munch felt com­pelled to drive two ex­its down the Ex­press­way to a junk shop mas­querad­ing as a crafts and an­tiques fair. The park­ing lot was vast and emp­ty. The build­ing was a ren­ovat­ed, in­dus­tri­al-​size chick­en coop. The walls were ce­ment block, and the roof was tin. In­side the chick­en coop, the rain on the roof was deaf­en­ing.

      I’d stealthi­ly squished across the lot and en­tered the build­ing sev­er­al steps be­hind Munch. I was wet and dis­gust­ing and not feel­ing at my best, but get­ting passed by Munch on the high­way was an act of God I couldn’t ig­nore. He cruised the corn­cob dolls and minia­ture wood­en hand-​paint­ed cran­ber­ry buck­ets that said PINE BAR­RENS, USA and, on the bot­tom in small let­ters, MADE IN CHI­NA. He me­an­dered in­to an aisle of dent­ed lunch box­es from the 1950s and Howdy Doo­dy pup­pets. He paused to heft an an­tique Etch A Sketch, and I thought, Come to ma­ma.

      “Mar­tin Munch?” I asked him.

      He turned and looked at me. “Yes.”

      Clink. I clapped the cuffs on him.

      “Do I know you?” he asked.

      “I work for your bail bonds­man. You missed your court ap­pear­ance. And I chased you through the woods yes­ter­day.”

      “Jeez. You scared the heck out of me. I thought you were one of those crazy Pine Peo­ple. There’s an old guy who thinks he’s the East­er Bun­ny. And the worst of all is the Jer­sey Dev il. You can hear him fly­ing around at night, and his eyes glow in the dark. I saw some­thing big and black with glit­tery eyes in the bush, and I start­ed run­ning.”

      “What were you do­ing in the woods?”

      “I was go­ing to check on a house, and I didn’t want to take the ATV through the bog in the dark.”

      “Gail Scan­lon’s house?” I asked.

      I nev­er heard his an­swer be­cause there was pain. It went through me like light­ning. I went to my hands and knees and saw a pair of ex­pen­sive black boots and black slacks with a ra­zor-​sharp crease step in­to my field of vi­sion. I looked up and saw Wulf star­ing down at me. He was even more im­pres­sive and fright­en­ing in day­light. He was big and ghost­ly pale. His eyes were black, shad­ed by thick black lash­es. He reached out to me, and when he touched me, there was more pain, and then noth­ing.
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      SIXTEEN

      MY MIND CAME awake be­fore my body. I was think­ing, and then I was hear­ing. I opened my eyes, and I could see, but I couldn’t move. I was stretched out on a bed, and Munch was pok­ing me like I was a yeast roll and he was test­ing my fresh­ness.

      “Stop it,” I said. “What the heck are you do­ing?”

      “I want­ed to see if you were awake.”

      “What hit me?”

      “Wulf. He’s awe­some. It’s like he’s not even hu­man or some­thing. It’s like he’s some sort of dark ti­tan.”

      I could feel tin­gling in my fin­gers and toes. The tin­gling moved along my arms and legs, and there was a rush of heat through­out my body.

      “He’s not a ti­tan,” I said. “He’s just a big, scary, creepy guy in ex­pen­sive clothes. What are you do­ing with him?”

      “We’re part­ners. We’re go­ing to take over the world.”

      “Get re­al.”

      “Ac­tu­al­ly, I don’t re­al­ly care about that,” Munch said. “I just want to be able to do my ex­per­iments. And I want to get chicks.”

      “Ex­cuse me?”

      “You know, girls. Pussy. Wulf said he’d make sure they were all over me.”

      “You need Wulf to get you girls?”

      “No way. I can get all the girls I want. It’s just that I’m busy, you know? I don’t have time to do the whole bar scene. Any­way, I think the bar scene is old. I mean, who does that any­more any­way, right?”

      “What, do they check your ID?”

      “Yeah. It’s hu­mil­iat­ing.”

      I pushed my­self up to a sit­ting po­si­tion and swung my legs over the side of the bed.

      “So how’s Wulf go­ing to get you girls?” I asked him.

      “He brings them in to me. Like you. You’re my first. We have the mon­key la­dy, but she’s kind of old and Wulf is us­ing her for oth­er stuff. Any­way, Wulf said I could prac­tice on you. You’re kind of a mess, but you’re nice and soft.”

      “Soft?”

      “Yeah. Your breasts are soft.”

      “You touched my breasts?”

      “I would have done more, but you’re all mud­dy. I fig­ure we’ll put you in the show­er now that you’re awake, and then I’ll have a go at you.”

      “How about if I have a go at you,” I said. And I kicked him in his Munchkins.

      He crashed to the floor and rolled around in a fe­tal po­si­tion, gasp­ing for breath. The door to the lit­tle bed­room opened, and Wulf looked in at us.

      “I see it’s go­ing well,” Wulf said.

      I want­ed to say some­thing clever, do a kung fu move on him and run like the wind, but truth is, my brain was numb with fear. Wulf scared the crap out of me. There was some­thing about him. The lack of fa­cial ex­pres­sion. The black eyes. The per­fect clothes over the body that ex­ud­ed evil pow­er. He was the dark side of Diesel.

      “I need to move you,” Wulf said. “You can walk with me, or I can in­ca­pac­itate you and drag you out.”

      “I’ll walk.”

      He stepped aside and mo­tioned me out the door. We were in a small but com­fort­able ranch-​style house from the sev­en­ties. He led me out the door and across the yard to an out­build­ing. It had stopped rain­ing, but the air was raw and the ground was over­sat­urat­ed. The out­build­ing was noth­ing more than a shed. Maybe five by five. A door and no win­dows.

      “I’ll be back,” he said. “And when I come back, you’re go­ing to have to be nicer to Mar­tin.”

      He closed and locked the door with a pad­lock, and I was in to­tal black­ness. Not a hint of light. No fur­ni­ture. No bath­room fa­cil­ities. Just a met­al shed. I felt my way around the shed, but there were no weak seams. I still had my cell phone clipped to my jeans, but there was no re­cep­tion.

      I was in a ter­ri­ble po­si­tion. My Jeep was in my park­ing lot, and Ranger had no idea I was in trou­ble. Diesel was ram­bling around in the woods, obliv­ious to my predica­ment. When he fi­nal­ly re­turned to ren­dezvous with Flash, Flash wouldn’t be there. Bot­tom line, I was on my own, locked in a shed, wait­ing for a mad­man to re­turn and give me over to a geek who want­ed to get laid.

      A half hour passed, and I heard a car drive away. A cou­ple more min­utes, and it sound­ed like some­one was clunk­ing the pad­lock against the shed ex­te­ri­or. There was si­lence and then more of the clunk­ing and some scratch­ing. The pad­lock clicked, the han­dle turned, and the door opened a crack. I cau­tious­ly peeked out. The sun had set be­low the trees, but the sky still held some light. No one was in the yard. I pushed the door ful­ly open, and that was when I saw him. It was Carl!

      I picked him up and hugged him to me.

      “Eeep,” Carl said.

      The pad­lock was on the ground, the key still stuck in the lock.

      “Is any­one else here?” I asked him. “Gail Scan­lon or Mar­tin Munch?”

      Carl shrugged his shoul­ders.

      This wasn’t one of the prop­er­ties Diesel had tagged for fur­ther in­ves­ti­ga­tion on his first sweep. The lit­tle ranch-​style house sat in the mid­dle of a cleared patch of ground. No garage. No gen­er­ator. Just the tool shed, which was big enough to hold a lawn mow­er and not much else.

      I crept to the house and looked in a win­dow. Lights were off. No ac­tiv­ity. I tried the front door. Locked. I worked my way around the house, look­ing in all the win­dows. No one was in the house. There was a yel­low pad on the kitchen counter. Dish­es in the sink. Some clothes on the floor in the sec­ond bed­room. Looked like jeans and box­er shorts.

      A win­dow was bro­ken in the kitchen, the glass cleared out with a stick that was left on the counter. I looked down at Carl.

      “I imag­ine that’s how you got the key to the pad­lock.”

      Carl scratched the top of his head.

      I reached through the win­dow, got the stick, and used it to break a win­dow in the back door. I opened the door, and we stepped in­side. My search was fast. I didn’t want to be there when Wulf re­turned. No phone that I could find. There was a pow­er cord for a com­put­er in the kitchen but no com­put­er. Milk and a cou­ple cans of so­da in the fridge. A jar of peanut but­ter, half a loaf of white bread, and an opened box of ce­re­al had been left on the kitchen counter. Min­imum clothes in the dress­er. A cou­ple T-​shirts and a pair of Pow­er Ranger’s briefs. A down jack­et in the clos­et.

      Munch was liv­ing in the house, but it looked more like a stopover than a res­idence. And he was work­ing some­place else.

      I dropped my wet sweat­shirt on­to the kitchen floor and zipped my­self in­to Munch’s down jack­et. The yel­low pad on the counter caught my eye. It looked like Munch had a gro­cery list go­ing. The first item was HTPB. The sec­ond was APCP. He al­so list­ed a trans­mit­ter, bar­ium, and Blue-​Bec rock­ets. I ripped the page off the pad and stuffed it in­to my jack­et pock­et.

      I left through the back door with Carl tag­ging af­ter me, clutch­ing the ce­re­al box. I guess life in the woods lacked ameni­ties like cook­ies and ce­re­al. We crossed the yard and fol­lowed the road. Af­ter a half hour, I heard a car ap­proach­ing and saw head­lights shin­ing through the trees. Carl and I ducked in­to the woods, crouch­ing low, hid­ing in the shad­ows. The head­lights swept around a curve and the Au­di passed us on its way to the house.

      As soon as the lights dis­ap­peared around the next curve, I took off run­ning. In a mat­ter of min­utes, Wulf would be hunt­ing me down. It was dark, and the road was slip­pery and pocked with pot­holes. I went down twice, scram­bled to my feet, and stum­bled for­ward. The dirt road widened slight­ly, and a short drive­way to my right led to a dou­ble-​wide. There was a pick­up parked in the drive. I ran to the pick­up and looked in the win­dow. Keys in the ig­ni­tion. Pineys are trust­ing peo­ple.

      I jumped in­to the pick­up, Carl scam­pered over me and sat in the pas­sen­ger seat, and I turned the key. I backed it out to the dirt road, and the door to the dou­ble-​wide opened and a big guy, more Wook­iee than hu­man be­ing, filled the door­way. He had to be over sev­en feet, wear­ing a T-​shirt and shorts, and he had hair ev­ery­where.

      He roared, there was a shot­gun blast, and the wind­shield was pep­pered with bird­shot that didn’t com­plete­ly pen­etrate.

      “Eep,” Carl said, eyes big and bugged out.

      I whipped the truck around and took off down the dirt road in Sasquatch’s bro­ken-​down heap that reeked of gi­ant pre­his­toric wet dog. In sec­onds, I was able to turn on­to pave­ment. I had no idea where I was. I didn’t rec­og­nize any­thing. I was in a stolen truck with half a tank of gas, no iden­ti­fi­ca­tion, no cred­it cards, no mon­ey, and a mon­key. I stuck to the paved road, and af­ter ten miles, I came to an in­ter­sec­tion with signs. The signs meant noth­ing to me, but just ahead I could see the glow of over­head lights to a park­ing lot. The lot was emp­ty ex­cept for one car. The Sub­aru. Some­how I’d found the junk store.

      I had the SUV keys in my jeans pock­et. I swapped out the truck for the Sub­aru and laid down rub­ber, wast­ing no time get­ting the heck on­to the Ex­press­way. I called Diesel while I drove. No an­swer. Diesel was prob­ably wait­ing for Flash and had no re­cep­tion. I need­ed to go back and get Diesel. Crap. I re­al­ly didn’t want to do that. I was afraid I’d run in­to Wulf.

      “What do you think I should do?” I asked Carl.

      Carl didn’t an­swer. Carl had dis­cov­ered Su­per Mario stashed in the con­sole and was be­yond hap­py, eat­ing his ce­re­al and mak­ing Mario jump around.

      I made a U-​turn at the next in­ter­change and head­ed back for Diesel. If I got to the pick­up point and he wasn’t stand­ing there with the two ATVs, I’d turn around and not stop driv­ing un­til I pulled in­to my apart­ment build­ing park­ing lot.

      My heart start­ed skip­ping beats a quar­ter mile away. I want­ed Diesel to be wait­ing for me, un­harmed. I want­ed to get him in the car and make a safe re­treat. And as far as I was con­cerned, Munch could stay in the wind for­ev­er. Vin­nie would just have to deal with it. My rent was due, but bet­ter to be evict­ed than be dead … or even worse, be a Munch toy.

      I was the on­ly car on the road. I switched to my high beams and slowed to al­most a crawl, look­ing for the dirt road, afraid I wouldn’t rec­og­nize it. For­tu­nate­ly, it wasn’t an is­sue, be­cause Diesel was at the edge of the road. He was stand­ing hands on hips, mud splat­tered and wet through to his skin. I stopped, he opened the pas­sen­ger-​side door, and Carl gave him a thumbs-​up.

      “I get the feel­ing I missed some­thing,” Diesel said, shoo­ing Carl in­to the back­seat and slid­ing in next to me.

      I gave him the short ver­sion of my eve ning ad­ven­tures.

      “Take me to the house,” Diesel said.

      “What, are you nuts? There’s one road in and one road out. And there are homi­ci­dal ma­ni­acs there.”

      “I can on­ly hope,” Diesel said. “I need to catch Wulf by sur­prise, prefer­ably with his back to a wall. I’m sure they’ll aban­don the house, but we might be able to get them in the pro cess.”

      The on­ly way I knew to find the house was to go back to the junk shop and re­trace my route.

      “This all looks the same to me,” I said to Diesel. “If you hadn’t been stand­ing out in the open, I prob­ably would nev­er have found you.”

      Head­lights swung on­to the road in front of me, and a po­lice cruis­er passed me go­ing in the op­po­site di­rec­tion. I took the road the cruis­er had just left, and hooray, there was the dou­ble-​wide. No doubt the po­lice had been re­spond­ing to the stolen-​truck re­port.

      I felt kind of bad about tak­ing Sasquatch’s truck, but it wasn’t far away, and I’d left it in good shape.

      I swapped seats with Diesel, and he cut the lights and drove the mud­dy road in the dark. He parked the Sub­aru just short of the clear­ing, and we got out. Carl stayed in the Sub­aru with his game.

      There were no cars in the yard. This meant I was re­lieved, and Diesel was un­hap­py. We crossed to the house and looked in­side. It seemed emp­ty.

      “Are you go­ing in?” I asked.

      “Maybe.” Diesel prowled the yard and found a large rock. “Get back,” he said. “Stand by those trees.”

      He heft­ed the rock and pitched it through a front win­dow. Sec­onds af­ter the win­dow shat­tered, the house was lit­er­al­ly blown apart by an ex­plo­sion.

      “No need to go in,” Diesel said.

      “What the heck was that?”

      “Mo­tion bomb. Re­mem­ber the Sky So­cial Club? Clas­sic Wulf. He loves that crap.” He took my hand and pulled me to the car. “We need to get out of here be­fore the po­lice and fire trucks clog the road.”

      “But the house is on fire!”

      “It’ll burn it­self out. There’s no wind, and the woods are wet from the rain. There’s a large enough patch of cleared ground around the house, so the fire won’t spread. I’m sure there’s no one in­side, and if there is, it’s too late to help them.”

      We ran to the Sub­aru. Diesel opened the door and groaned. The SUV was full of mon­keys. Six of them in all, plus Carl. They were all sit­ting in a row in the back­seat. All but Carl were wear­ing hats.

      “Get out,” Diesel said.

      The mon­keys sat tight and ex­changed ner vous glances.

      “I know you un­der­stand me,” Diesel said.

      I looked at the mon­keys. “They must be Carl’s friends.”

      “I don’t care if they’re mem­bers of Congress. They have to go.”

      “Carl did save my life,” I said.

      Diesel rammed him­self be­hind the wheel. “I don’t have time for this.”

      He drove in­to the clear­ing, turned the Sub­aru around, and drove out. He hooked a right at the end of the road and head­ed for the Ex­press­way. We could see the flash­ing lights of emer­gen­cy ve­hi­cles in our rearview mir­ror.

      “We can leave the trail­er and the ATVs here,” he said. “I have to get out of these clothes. I’m start­ing to mildew.”

      We stopped on the way home and got four large piz­zas and a six-​pack of beer. Diesel parked the Sub­aru in my lot, then we all got out and trooped in­to my apart­ment build­ing and in­to the el­eva­tor.

      “I feel like I mar­ried in­to the Brady Bunch,” Diesel said, mon­keys hang­ing on to his pants legs.

      I hit the but­ton for the sec­ond floor and got my key out of my bag. “Last time you came to town, I end­ed up with a horse in this el­eva­tor. These things don’t hap­pen when you’re not around.”

      “I don’t be­lieve that for a sec­ond,” Diesel said.

      I opened the door to my apart­ment, and we all rushed in­side. Diesel put two piz­za box­es on the floor for the mon­keys, and we ate ours off the counter. Who says I’m not civ­ilized? I just hoped my moth­er nev­er found out about this.

      Diesel ate an en­tire piz­za and chugged two bot­tles of beer. He kicked his boots off in the hall and dropped his still-​wet jeans on the floor.

      “I need a show­er,” he said.

      I was re­lieved to see he was wear­ing un­der­wear and that his T-​shirt cov­ered al­most all the good stuff.

      “I could strip down fur­ther,” Diesel said.

      “Not in front of the mon­keys.”

      He grinned, ruf­fled my hair, and saun­tered off to the bath­room.

      I cleaned up the mon­key mess, sat them all in front of the tele vi­sion, and tuned to the Car­toon Net­work. I nib­bled on one last piece of piz­za and called Morel­li.

      “How’s it go­ing?” Morel­li want­ed to know.

      “It’s av­er­age. Stole a truck. Blew up a house. Brought sev­en mon­keys home with me. And now I have a naked man in my show­er.”

      “Yeah, same ol’, same ol’,” Morel­li said.

      “What’s new with you?”

      “Pulled a dou­ble hom i cide. Shov­eled dog shit off old man Fratel­li’s lawn. Start­ed drink­ing at three o’clock.”

      “I as­sume An­tho­ny is still with you.”

      “He’s like a boil on my ass.”

      I took a show­er when Diesel was done. When I came out, he was in the kitchen. He’d re­moved all the mon­key hel­mets and was study­ing them.

      “I don’t get it,” he said. “It looks like a lit­tle an­ten­na on the top, but I have no idea what it’s sup­posed to do.”

      “Gail Scan­lon res­cued an­imals from labs. Hard to be­lieve she would turn around and use them for ex­per­imen­ta­tion.”

      “She was a wom­an liv­ing alone in a se­clud­ed area. She didn’t have a phone. I don’t think she had a gun. She kept in­trud­ers away with a piña­ta. If she had some­thing Wulf want­ed, like land or mon­keys, she’d be an easy tar­get.”

      “Why would Wulf want mon­keys?”

      “Don’t know the an­swer to that.”

      “Wulf has Gail. Munch said they had her locked away and that she was serv­ing a pur­pose.”

      “Maybe she’s wear­ing a hel­met,” Diesel said. “What are we go­ing to do with the mon­keys?”

      “They’re watch­ing tele vi­sion.”

      “They’re used to liv­ing in a habi­tat with­out flush toi­lets, and you just fed them piz­za. It’s go­ing to get ug­ly in here.”

      “You have a point. We need some­thing tem­po­rary un­til we find Gail. We can’t put them in a fenced yard be­cause they’ll climb out. If we call an­imal con­trol, they’ll put them in a cage.”

      “Maybe they’ll put them in a big cage,” Diesel said.

      Carl glared at him and gave him the fin­ger.

      “Carl doesn’t like that idea,” I said.

      “How do you know which one is Carl? They all look alike.”

      “Carl is wear­ing a col­lar.”

      “Maybe we should give Carl a cred­it card and let him find a ho­tel room,” Diesel said.

      “I have a bet­ter idea. I have a ge­nius idea. We’ll put them in Munch’s house. He isn’t liv­ing there.”

      “That’s re­al­ly rot­ten,” Diesel said. “I wish I’d thought of it.”

      We put all the box­es of ce­re­al, cook­ies, and crack­ers in a bag and led the mon­keys out of my apart­ment and down the hall. We herd­ed them in­to the el­eva­tor and in­to the Sub­aru and drove them across town. Diesel walked through Munch’s house to make sure it wasn’t be­ing used, and then we turned the mon­keys loose.

      I gave Carl the bag of food. “This should last you un­til to­mor­row morn­ing. The tele vi­sion re­mote is on the cof­fee ta­ble in the liv­ing room. You’re in charge. Ev­ery­one’s house-​bro­ken, right?”

      Carl looked around and scratched his armpit.

      I could feel Diesel smil­ing be­hind me.

      “I’m not com­ing back here,” he said. “I’m nev­er set­ting foot in this house again. And I’ll swear on a Bible I didn’t put these mon­keys here.”
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      SEVENTEEN

      THE FIRST THOUGHTS in my head when I woke up were about Gail Scan­lon and her mon­keys. The next thoughts were about the big guy sprawled on top of me.

      “Hey!” I said to Diesel.

      “Mm­mm.”

      “You’re on top of me again.”

      “Life is good.”

      “It’s not good. I can’t breathe.”

      “If you couldn’t breathe, you’d be dead.”

      “If you don’t get off me, you’re go­ing to be dead.”

      Diesel rolled to the oth­er side of the bed and set­tled in with a sigh.

      “I’m go­ing to take a show­er and go check on the mon­keys,” I told him.

      No an­swer. Diesel was al­ready asleep.

      A half hour lat­er, I had my hair fluffed out and my eye­lash­es gunked up, and I was anx­ious to start my day. Diesel was still sleep­ing, so I called Lu­la while I drank my cof­fee.

      “How are you feel­ing?” I asked Lu­la.

      “I’m feel­ing fine, but I have a crav­ing for an­oth­er one of them break­fast sand­wich­es.”

      “I have to check on Munch’s house on Crock­er Street. I could pick you up on the way, and we could stop some­where.”

      “I’ll be out­side wait­ing for you.”

      I fin­ished my cof­fee, took my bag from the hook in the hall, and saw Munch’s jack­et still ly­ing on the floor. I re­mem­bered the gro­cery list I’d tak­en from the yel­low pad and pulled the crum­pled piece of pa­per out of the jack­et pock­et. It was sog­gy but leg­ible.

      “Diesel!” I yelled. “Get out here.”

      Noth­ing. No sound of man get­ting out of bed.

      I stomped in­to the bed­room and yelled at him up close. “Diesel!”

      “Jeez,” he said. “Now what?”

      “I ripped this page off a pad in Munch’s house. So much hap­pened last night, I for­got about it. It looks like a shop­ping list.”

      Diesel looked at the list. “Bar­ium, rock­ets, HTPB.”

      “I have to go,” I said. “I told Lu­la I’d pick her up.”

      Twen­ty min­utes and ten traf­fic lights lat­er, I pulled to the curb in front of Lu­la’s house and Lu­la got in­to the car.

      “Why are you go­ing to Munch’s house?”

      “I have gro­ceries for the mon­keys.”

      “Say what?”

      “Long sto­ry short is we found some of Gail Scan­lon’s mon­keys yes­ter­day, and we stashed them in Munch’s house.”

      “That’s just wrong,” Lu­la said. “They’re gonna poop all over.”

      “It was me or Munch.”

      “Okay I could see that then.”

      Af­ter a fast-​food drive-​through ex­pe­ri­ence and five more traf­fic lights, I reached Crock­er Street. I parked in the al­ley and took a bag of what I hoped was ap­pro­pri­ate mon­key food to the back door. I opened the un­locked door, we let our­selves in, and I set the bag on the kitchen counter.

      “So far, so good,” Lu­la said. “No mon­key poop in the kitchen. No mon­keys, ei­ther, for that mat­ter.”

      I poked my head in­to the liv­ing room, where Carl was watch­ing tele­vi­sion.

      “Where are the rest of the mon­keys?” I asked him.

      Carl put his hands over his ears and stared at the tele vi­sion.

      I walked through the house, look­ing in all the rooms. No mon­keys.

      “Did some­one take the mon­keys?” I asked Carl.

      Carl hopped off the couch, walked in­to the kitchen, and point­ed to the pet hatch in the back door.

      I was stunned. I’d for­got­ten about the hatch.

      “The mon­keys es­caped,” I said to Lu­la.

      “How many mon­keys we talk­ing about?”

      “Six.”

      Some­where not far off, a wom­an’s scream pierced the air.

      “There’s one mon­key,” Lu­la said.

      I ran out­side, and two doors down, a wom­an was stand­ing in her back­yard. I took a box of cook­ies from the gro­cery bag and went to in­ves­ti­gate.

      “Is some­thing wrong?” I asked her.

      “I opened the door to take the garbage out and a mon­key ran in­to my house.”

      “Don’t wor­ry,” Lu­la said. “That mon­key es­caped from Mon­key Con­trol, and we’re here to catch the lit­tle bug­ger. Just step aside and we’ll take care of this.” Lu­la looked at me. “Go ahead. Go get the mon­key.”

      “You aren’t go­ing to help?”

      “Hell no. You know how I feel about mon­keys.”

      I went in­to the house and found the mon­key drink­ing out of the toi­let bowl.

      I held a cook­ie out to him. “Yum,” I said.

      The mon­key’s eyes got bright, and he fol­lowed me out of the house. I gave him two cook­ies and locked him in the Jeep.

      “One down,” I said to Lu­la.

      We walked through the neigh­bor­hood rat­tling the cook­ie box, and we cap­tured two more mon­keys.

      “These cook­ies are good,” Lu­la said, her hand in the box. “It’s no won­der mon­keys come to get them.”

      “We’ve been around the block twice,” I said as we com­plet­ed an­oth­er loop, “and we’re still miss­ing three mon­keys.”

      “Maybe Gail won’t no­tice,” Lu­la said.

      “That’s not the point. I can’t just let mon­keys loose in Tren­ton.”

      “Why not? There’s all kinds of crazy shit loose in Tren­ton.”

      We re­turned to the car, and a mon­key was sit­ting on the hood look­ing in at the oth­er mon­keys. I gave him a cook­ie and added him to the col­lec­tion. I re­trieved Carl from Munch’s house, set a box of Pop-​Tarts on the floor as mon­key bait, took the rest of the mon­key food, and closed the door. We all piled in­to the Jeep, and I slow­ly drove down the al­ley and did a cou­ple laps around the block. We didn’t see the re­main­ing two mon­keys.

      “My eyes are wa­ter­ing,” Lu­la said. “These mon­keys need some hy­giene lessons. What are you gonna do with them, any­way?”

      A mon­key dart­ed across the road. I stopped the car, grabbed the cook­ie box, and took off af­ter him. I chased him for half a block and cor­nered him against a chain-​link fence that ran along the but­ton fac­to­ry park­ing lot.

      “Want a cook­ie?” I asked him.

      He took the cook­ie and fol­lowed me back to the car. Do I know how to catch mon­keys, or what?

      “Now I’m on­ly miss­ing one mon­key,” I said.

      “This is a night­mare. Next time, I’m the one chas­ing the mon­key, be­cause I’m not sit­ting in the mon­key Jeep.”

      “I’m giv­ing it one more try,” I said. “I’m go­ing back to Munch’s house to see if my mon­key bait worked.”

      “Mon­key bait?”

      “Pop-​Tarts in Munch’s kitchen.”

      I re­turned to the al­ley and parked the car. Lu­la, Carl, and I got out and went to the back door and looked in the kitchen. Sure enough, there was my mon­key. I went in, con­fis­cat­ed what was left of the Pop-​Tarts, and we all marched back to the car.

      The car was locked.

      “Did you lock the car?” I asked Lu­la.

      “No way.”

      I looked in­side. The key was in the ig­ni­tion. The mon­keys had some­how man­aged to lock the car.

      “You got a prob­lem,” Lu­la said. “You bet­ter hope they don’t drive away. Where’s your ex­tra key?”

      “I don’t have an ex­tra key.”

      It was a lit­tle af­ter ten. I called Diesel, but he didn’t pick up. I could call a lock­smith, break a win­dow, or call Ranger. Since it was Ranger’s car, the choice was ob­vi­ous.

      “I’m locked out of the Jeep,” I told him. “The key is in the ig­ni­tion, and the doors are locked.”

      “Where are you?”

      “In the al­ley be­hind Munch’s house on Crock­er Street.”

      Ten min­utes lat­er, a black Range­man SUV eased to a stop be­hind the Jeep. Ranger got out of the SUV, walked over to me, and looked in the Jeep.

      “Babe,” he said.

      I blew out a sigh. I had five mon­keys in the Jeep and two sit­ting on the roof.

      Hal was left at the wheel of the Range­man SUV, and I could see he was turn­ing red, mak­ing an ef­fort not to laugh. Hal is one of Ranger’s younger guys. He keeps his blond hair cut short in a buzz cut, he has a per­son­al­ity like a St. Bernard pup­py, and he’s built like a stegosaurus.

      Ranger’s life is most­ly made up of se­ri­ous busi­ness, and it’s not of­ten you see Ranger laugh­ing, but I guess a car full of mon­keys was the tip­ping point be­cause Ranger was smil­ing.

      He took a key out of his pock­et and opened the car door. “Do you want the two on the roof in­side? Or do you want the five in­side to get out of the car?”

      “I want the two on the roof in­side,” I said.

      I rat­tled the cook­ie box and threw it in­to the back­seat. Gail’s mon­key jumped in­to the car, and all the mon­keys at­tacked the cook­ie box. Carl didn’t want any part of it. Ranger had re­gained his calm, and I thought he was prob­ably cal­cu­lat­ing the de­pre­ci­ation on his Jeep. Not that this was un­usu­al. I’d done worse to his cars.

      “I know I’m go­ing to re­gret ask­ing,” Ranger said, “but where are you go­ing with the mon­keys?”

      “I don’t know. Orig­inal­ly, they were in a habi­tat in the Bar­rens, but Carl opened the door and they all es­caped.”

      “Carl?”

      “Eep,” Carl said.

      Ranger looked at Carl, and Carl gave him a thumbs-​up.

      “Any­way, a lot hap­pened in be­tween,” I told Ranger, “but last night, Diesel and I were in the Bar­rens look­ing for Wulf and Mar­tin Munch, and we end­ed up with all these mon­keys in the car.”

      “Diesel’s been driv­ing these mon­keys around?”

      “More or less.”

      Ranger looked like he might burst out laugh­ing again, but he squelched it.

      “It’s not like they’re bad mon­keys,” I said. “It’s just that I don’t know what to do with them. Ex­cept for Carl, they be­long to Gail Scan­lon, but Wulf has her locked away some­where. I can’t bring them back to the habi­tat and leave them there all alone.”

      Ranger cut his eyes to the mon­keys. They were fight­ing over the cook­ies, shov­ing them in­to their mouths, cook­ies fly­ing ev­ery­where.

      “I can put a man at the habi­tat un­til this sorts it­self out,” Ranger said.

      “I don’t know if that’s safe with Wulf prowl­ing the Bar­rens.”

      “Wulf won’t go af­ter my man.”

      Ranger mo­tioned to Hal. Hal left the SUV and ap­proached the Jeep.

      “You’re go­ing to fol­low me in the Jeep,” Ranger said to Hal.

      Hal’s mouth dropped open and he went white.

      “The Jeep’s full of mon­keys,” Hal said.

      Ranger clapped him on the back. “You’ll be fine. Just don’t touch the cook­ies.”

      We dropped Lu­la off at her house, and Hal fol­lowed be­hind in the Jeep.

      “Hal looks ter­ri­fied,” I said to Ranger.

      Ranger checked him out in the rearview mir­ror. “This is go­ing to cost me. I’m go­ing to have to give him haz­ard pay for this trip.”

      We took the Turn­pike and the At­lantic City Ex­press­way. We ex­it­ed the Ex­press­way, and Ranger wound his way around the Bar­rens to Gail Scan­lon’s com­pound. He drove the SUV in­to the habi­tat yard and parked. Hal parked be­hind him, and we all got out. Four mon­keys had re­turned to the habi­tat and were hud­dled to­geth­er on an out­side ta­ble. They were still wear­ing their hel­mets.

      “We took the hel­mets off the mon­keys I had in the Jeep,” I told Ranger. “We couldn’t fig­ure out why they were wear­ing them.”

      “Did Gail Scan­lon put these hel­mets on?”

      “I doubt it. I think it must have been Munch or Wulf.”

      Ranger ap­proached the hud­dled mon­keys, re­moved the hel­mets, and gave them to Hal.

      “Put these in my SUV,” he said. “If Wulf wants them back, he can talk to me.”

      We wran­gled the re­main­ing mon­keys in­to the com­pound. We set food out and made sure there was fresh wa­ter. We closed and locked the door.

      “Eep,” Carl said, mon­key fin­gers curled around the chain-​link fence, look­ing out at me.

      I opened the door, let Carl out, and re­locked the door.

      “He doesn’t be­long with the rest of the mon­keys,” I said to Ranger.

      “No doubt,” Ranger said.

      We went in­to Gail Scan­lon’s house and took stock. It seemed ex­act­ly as I’d left it.

      “I’m go­ing to leave you here,” Ranger said to Hal. “Make sure the mon­keys have food and wa­ter. As soon as I get phone re­cep­tion, I’ll dis­patch some­one to bring in a cou­ple days’ sup­plies and com­mu­ni­ca­tion.”

      Hal seemed okay with that. He was out of the mon­key truck. Life was sweet again.

      Ranger, Carl, and I left the com­pound. Ranger stopped when he got to the paved road.

      “Do you want to look for Munch or Gail Scan­lon?” Ranger asked.

      “I wouldn’t know where to be­gin. They’re here some­where, but I have ab­so­lute­ly no di­rec­tion. We did aeri­al surveil­lance and couldn’t find any­thing.” I pulled Gor­do Bol­lo’s file out of my bag. “This is the guy who threw the toma­toes at me. He lives in Bor­den­town, and since it’s a week­end, he might be home. I’d love to catch him.”

      Ranger looked at the file and punched the ad­dress in­to his nav­iga­tion sys­tem.

      “What’s the charge on this guy?”

      “His ex-​wife re­mar­ried, and I guess he had un­re­solved mar­ital is­sues be­cause he ran over the new groom with his pick­up truck, twice.”

      A half hour down the road, Carl was squirmy in the back­seat.

      “Puh,” Carl said. “Puh, puh, puh.”

      Ranger’s eyes flicked to Carl in the rearview mir­ror.

      “Does he want to live?” Ranger asked.

      “Eep,” Carl said.

      The nav sys­tem got us to Ward Street, and it didn’t look any more promis­ing this time than it had last time. A ceme­tery ran down one side, and on the oth­er was scrub field and the ce­ram­ic pipe fac­to­ry. Ranger drove the length of it, turned, and drove back. He stopped at the en­trance to the ceme­tery.

      “Babe, there aren’t any hous­es here.”

      “Con­nie dou­ble-​checked this ad­dress.”

      Ranger called in to his of­fice and asked them to run Gor­do Bol­lo. Min­utes lat­er, the same ad­dress came back.

      “I’m sit­ting here, and there’s no house,” Ranger said. “It’s a field next to a ce­ram­ic pipe fac­to­ry. Go in­to the tax rec ords and see who owns this land.”

      Ranger wait­ed for the an­swer, and when it came, he dis­con­nect­ed.

      “Gor­do Bol­lo owns 656 Ward, but it’s a lot. No house.”

      DIESEL WAS AT the din­ing room ta­ble with cof­fee and my com­put­er when Carl and I walked in.

      “Ev­ery time I call you for help, you don’t an­swer your phone,” I said. “Where were you this time? Pe­ru? Mada­gas­car?”

      “I was in the show­er. You didn’t say to call back. I fig­ured you were pulling on rub­ber gloves and de­con­tam­inat­ing Munch’s house.”

      “The mon­keys all es­caped through the pet door.”

      “There’s a pet door?”

      “Any­way, I found them and took them back to the habi­tat. Ranger has one of his men stay­ing there un­til we find Gail.”

      “It looks like you didn’t take them all back to the habi­tat.”

      “I guess Carl had enough of the nuts and berries thing. What are you do­ing on the com­put­er?”

      “HTPB stands for hy­drox­yl-​ter­mi­nat­ed polybu­ta­di­ene. It’s a clear, thick liq­uid used for rock­et fu­el. APCP is am­mo­ni­um per­chlo­rate com­pos­ite pro­pel­lant, an ox­idiz­ing agent that helps burn the fu­el. Blue­Bec rock­ets are sound­ing rock­ets. They’re about eigh teen feet in length, and they car­ry in­stru­ments de­signed to take mea sure ments and per­form ex­per­iments in the sub­or­bital area of the Earth’s at­mo­sphere. They’re Cana­di­an made, and they’ve been around a long time. It would be fair­ly easy for Wulf to get his hands on some.”

      “Do you think this is what made the rock­et tails we saw when we were in the Bar­rens?”

      “No. I think we saw some­thing small­er.”

      Diesel punched a num­ber in­to his cell phone.

      “I need a fa­vor,” he said to who­ev­er was on the oth­er end. “Eu­gene Scan­lon was project man­ag­er at a re­search lab in Tren­ton, Bry­tlin Tech­nolo­gies. I need the names and ad­dress­es of ev­ery­one on his team.”

      Diesel shut down the com­put­er and went to the kitchen for fresh cof­fee. “Your rat is awake,” he said.

      “He’s a ham­ster.”

      “What­ev­er.”

      I gave Rex fresh wa­ter and dropped half a wal­nut and a ba­by car­rot in­to his bowl.

      “How will your con­tact get the names and ad­dress­es?”

      “I don’t know. He has ways. I imag­ine he’ll hack in­to the com­pa­ny com­put­er.”

      “That’s il­le­gal.”

      “You have a prob­lem with that?”

      “Just say­ing. Where will Wulf go to get the rock­et fu­el?”

      “I’d guess who­ev­er had the bar­ium al­so had the abil­ity to get the fu­el com­po­nents.”

      “Yeah, but Wulf blew one of those guys to smithereens.”

      Diesel an­swered his phone and wrote three names and ad­dress­es on the back of Munch’s shop­ping list. He hung up and shoved the list in­to his pock­et.

      “I want to talk to these peo­ple.”

      “It would go faster if we di­vid­ed them up. It’s Sun­day, and Gail has been miss­ing since Thurs­day. We have no idea what Wulf in­tend­ed to do with her, but it can’t be good. Maybe we should bring the po­lice in.”

      “Give me one more day. If Wulf learns the po­lice are comb­ing the Bar­rens, he’ll pack up and leave. And he’ll take Munch and Gail Scan­lon with him … or worse. There were two oth­er peo­ple work­ing un­der Scan­lon. Lu Kim Rule and Vladimir Strunchek. The third name I have is his su­per­vi­sor. Bar­ry Berman. Berman lives in north Tren­ton, Rule lives not far from here on Beck­er, and Strunchek was Eu­gene Scan­lon’s neigh­bor. You take Rule, I’ll talk to Berman, and we’ll meet back here and do Strunchek to­geth­er.”

      The Sub­aru was in the park­ing lot, but the Jeep that Ranger had loaned me was with Hal in the Bar­rens.

      “Drive me to my par­ents’ house,” I said to Diesel. “I can bor­row my Great-​Un­cle San­dor’s car.”

      When San­dor went in­to as­sist­ed liv­ing, he gave my Grand­ma Mazur his car. Since Grand­ma has had her li­cense re­voked, the be­he­moth ’53 pow­der blue and white Buick Road­mas­ter is mine to use in emer­gen­cy sit­ua­tions. It’s not my fa­vorite car, but it’s free.

      Diesel dropped me off, and I ran in­side to get the keys from my moth­er.

      “What hap­pened to your car?” my moth­er want­ed to know.

      I didn’t know where to be­gin. Was she talk­ing about the car that was de­stroyed by rac­coons or the car that was filled with mon­keys?

      “It’s get­ting ser viced,” I said. “Oil change, spark plugs, the works.”

      I grabbed a cou­ple choco­late chip cook­ies from the cook­ie jar and ran to the garage. I backed the Buick out and hoped no one was green in the neigh­bor­hood. The V-8 en­gine could be heard a block away, and the trip down the drive­way alone sucked up a quar­ter tank of gas.

      Lu Kim Rule lived less than a half mile away. It was a sol­id work­ing-​class neigh­bor­hood with mom-​and-​pop busi­ness­es mixed with two-​sto­ry, res­iden­tial row hous­es. A kid an­swered the door and yelled “Mom” when I asked for Lu Kim.

      Lu Kim was slim and of mixed cul­tures, with al­mond eyes and straight black hair. I in­tro­duced my­self and asked if I could talk to her about Eu­gene Scan­lon. Lu Kim stepped on­to her porch and closed the door be­hind her.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “I’m look­ing for Mar­tin Munch,” I told her. “I think he might be with Eu­gene’s sis­ter, and I think they might be in the Pine Bar­rens. Did ei­ther Eu­gene or Mar­tin ev­er men­tion prop­er­ty in the Bar­rens?”

      “No. They nev­er men­tioned prop­er­ty any­where.”

      “Tell me about Mar­tin Munch.”

      Lu Kim rolled her eyes. “Mar­tin Munch. A bril­liant guy but creepy weird. I nev­er had a con­ver­sa­tion with him that his eyes ev­er went above my breasts. And in the two years we worked to­geth­er, he nev­er said any­thing that wasn’t work re­lat­ed. It was as if he’d got­ten dropped from an­oth­er plan­et.”

      “And Scan­lon?”

      “My job for the group was more cler­ical than sci­en­tif­ic. Eu­gene gave me pro­fes­sion­al pa­pers to file, ex­pense re­ports, equip­ment req­ui­si­tions, that sort of thing, but he nev­er talked to me. I worked for him for a year be­fore I found out he wasn’t mar­ried. Most­ly, Eu­gene talked to Mar­tin. He thought Mar­tin was the rein­car­na­tion of Ein­stein. He had his eye on ev­ery­thing Mar­tin did.”

      “Do you know why Munch stole the mag­ne­tome­ter?”

      “I fig­ured he just grabbed some­thing and ran out of the build­ing. He wasn’t ex­act­ly with the pro­gram all the time. I’d find his cof­fee mug in the file cab­inet. And once he lost his car keys, and a week lat­er I found them in the freez­er.”

      “What about the re­search the group was do­ing?”

      “I wasn’t in­volved in that end of things, but it seemed like it was rou­tine. We were sub­con­trac­tors for a much larg­er project. It al­ways looked to me like we were work­ing with minu­tia, but I guess that’s the way it is in the sci­en­tif­ic com­mu­ni­ty.”

      I left my card with Lu Kim and chugged home in the Buick. I pulled in­to my lot and looked for the Sub­aru. I wasn’t sur­prised to find it miss­ing. Even with Diesel rig­ging the traf­fic lights, he had a longer drive than I did. I parked and de­bat­ed wait­ing in the lot for him. I checked my watch and thought about Carl. We’d left him alone in the apart­ment. It wasn’t a big deal. We’d left him alone be­fore. Still, I felt un­easy. I took the el­eva­tor to my floor. I plugged my key in, opened the door, and stepped in­side.

      I looked left and saw Carl on the kitchen counter, his back pressed against the ham­ster cage. Carl’s eyes were huge, and his mon­key fur was stand­ing on end. I looked right and saw Wulf.

      “It looks like my cousin has found a play­mate,” Wulf said. “Too bad I’m go­ing to have to ru­in his fun.”

      I turned and put my hand on the door­knob, but the door was locked and wouldn’t open.

      “Mar­tin is very de­pressed,” Wulf said. “He was look­ing for­ward to spend­ing time with you, but you man­aged to es­cape, and he’s been mop­ing ev­er since. As it turns out, when Mar­tin is de­pressed, he’s not pro­duc­tive. And I need Mar­tin to be pro­duc­tive. So you’re go­ing to have to come with me.”

      “I’m sure there are lots of wom­en who would be over­joyed to spend time with Mar­tin.”

      “Un­for­tu­nate­ly, he wants you. And since I can’t count on your co­op­er­ation, I’m go­ing to have to scram­ble a few neu­rons.”

      “Is that the touchy, painful thing? I hate that.”

      Wulf reached out for me, and I jumped off in­to the kitchen, grabbed the still-​un­washed fry pan off the stove, and threw it at him. He bat­ted it away, and I whacked him with the spat­ula. Still no ex­pres­sion on his face. He ripped the spat­ula out of my hand, grabbed my wrist, and it was good night. The last thing I heard was Carl.

      “Eep!”
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      EIGHTEEN

      I CAME AWAKE tired. Flat-​out ex­haust­ed to the point of be­ing bare­ly able to breathe. Too tired to open my eyes. Some­one was talk­ing to me, but it sound­ed like they were un­der­wa­ter.

      “Just let me sleep,” I said.

      “Steph!”

      I opened my eyes and looked at Diesel.

      “Are you okay?” he asked me.

      “No. I feel like death. Where am I?”

      “In your apart­ment.”

      “Oh yeah. I knew that.”

      I was stretched out on my bed, Carl was watch­ing from the dress­er, and Diesel had his hand wrapped around my wrist.

      “What are you do­ing?” I asked him. “My wrist burns.”

      “I’ve got a cold pack on it,” Diesel said.

      He took his hand away, and I saw he’d been hold­ing a face cloth filled with crushed ice on my wrist. Un­der the face cloth was a red welt in the shape of a hand. Wulf’s hand.

      “He burned me!”

      Diesel put the ice pack back on my wrist. “It’s not a bad burn. It’ll fade in a cou­ple weeks. Leave the ice on for a lit­tle while longer, and then rub some Bac­tine on the burn.”

      “I think I missed a chunk of ac­tion. The last thing I re­mem­ber, I was in my kitchen, and Wulf zapped me. I’m get­ting fed up with the zap­ping thing. That was the third time. How does he do it?”

      “It’s not dif­fi­cult. It’s a par­lor trick. Like bend­ing spoons.”

      “Can you do it?”

      “Yes. And you can, too, with a stun gun.”

      “How long was I out?”

      “Prob­ably ten to fif­teen min­utes. He had you over his shoul­der like a sack of flour when I pulled in­to the park­ing lot. He dropped you when he saw me, and he van­ished be­hind a flash of light. I have to ad­mit, I don’t know how he does the van­ish­ing thing. It’s new. I think it’s a lit­tle over the top with the light and the smoke, but that’s Wulf. He’s al­ways loved the dra­mat­ic.”

      “He said Munch was mop­ing around, think­ing about me, and wasn’t pro­duc­tive, so he came to get me for Munch.”

      “That makes my skin crawl. I don’t want you out of my sight un­til we re­solve this.”

      “Oh great.”

      “You’re sup­posed to be re­lieved be­cause big bad Diesel is go­ing to pro­tect you.”

      “I ap­pre­ci­ate the thought, but I like to think I can pro­tect my­self.”

      Diesel pulled me to my feet. “Don’t get car­ried away with the strong fe­male thing. Wulf isn’t nor­mal. And I don’t know how to break this to you, but you have no self-​de­fense skills be­yond kick­ing a guy in the nuts.”

      I was stand­ing, but I wasn’t feel­ing es­pe­cial­ly sta­ble. “I can’t feel my legs,” I said to Diesel.

      “You’ll come back faster if you walk around.”

      I took a step for­ward and went down to my knees. Diesel scooped me up and car­ried me to the foy­er, with Carl scut­tling be­hind him. Diesel shift­ed me to his shoul­der, grabbed my bag, and opened the front door.

      He looked down at Carl. “Stay here and keep away from the pay-​per-​view sta­tions.”

      “If you’d give me a mo­ment, I could walk on my own,” I said.

      “We don’t have a mo­ment. By the time we get to Strunchek, you’ll be fine.”

      He car­ried me to the el­eva­tor, across the lot, and load­ed me in­to the Sub­aru. I had feel­ing in my hands and feet, but my ass was pins and nee­dles.

      “What did you find out from Eu­gene’s su­per­vi­sor?” I asked Diesel.

      He took the wheel and drove out of the lot. “Not much. He wouldn’t talk about the project. Said Eu­gene nev­er talked about prop­er­ty in the Bar­rens. He knew Eu­gene had a sis­ter in Philadel­phia and a sis­ter some­where else, but that was all. He knew even less about Munch. He said Munch was bril­liant but hard to keep fo­cused. It sound­ed like Munch might have been on his way out. What about Lu Kim?”

      “I got even less from her.”

      All traf­fic lights were green, so we made Strunchek’s con­do com­plex in record time. I swung my legs out of the Sub­aru and walked a few steps. My ass had stopped tin­gling, and ev­ery­thing seemed to be in work­ing or­der.

      Strunchek an­swered the door with a can of beer in his hand. He was in his midthir­ties, had bad­ly cut brown hair, a body gone soft, and blood­shot blue eyes. I was guess­ing that be­fore start­ing on the beer he’d done some pre­lim­inary weed.

      “Get­ting ready for the ball game,” he said. “What can I do you for?”

      Diesel gave him a busi­ness card that just said DIESEL. Noth­ing else. Not even a phone num­ber. Strunchek took the card and looked con­fused. Prob­ably won­der­ing what the heck DIESEL meant.

      “We’d like to talk to you about Eu­gene Scan­lon and Mar­tin Munch,” Diesel said.

      “Mar­tin Munch. It’s al­ways about Mar­tin Munch. I hate him. The on­ly good thing he ev­er did was break Scan­lon’s nose with his cof­fee mug.”

      Diesel and I ex­changed glances and stepped in­side.

      “You want a beer?” Strunchek asked.

      “Sure,” Diesel said. “What’s the deal with Munch?”

      “Lousy pri­ma don­na. Boy ge­nius. Big whoo­pi­ty­do. We’re sup­posed to be work­ing on a sen­sor for the giz­mo.”

      “Mag­ne­tome­ter?” Diesel asked.

      “Yeah. I do all the grunt work, and Munch is all the hell all over the place. He’s de­sign­ing grids and he’s re­search­ing wavestrengths. Has noth­ing to do with our end of the project. Our end of the project is too bor­ing, too small for the boy ge­nius.”

      Diesel took his beer and chugged it. “What about Scan-​lon? Didn’t he keep Munch’s feet to the fire?”

      “Scan­lon’s lov­ing it. Scan­lon’s en­cour­ag­ing Munch. And then, like this isn’t in­sult­ing enough, all of a sud­den on­ly Scan­lon can see Munch’s re­search.”

      “Do you know what that re­search in­volved?” Diesel asked.

      Strunchek gave Diesel an­oth­er beer. “Not en­tire­ly. We were part of HAARP, and Munch was pulling in da­ta from them. In the be­gin­ning, he was just look­ing at it, say­ing it was in­ter­est­ing, and then he got in­to it. He was gen­er­at­ing com­put­er mod­els of the pow­er grid, and half the time I didn’t know what the heck he was talk­ing about. I’m an en­gi­neer. Munch is Fred Mac­Mur­ray in­vent­ing flub­ber.”

      “Do you know what the fight was about be­tween Scan­lon and Munch?”

      “I know this sounds crazy, but it was like they were ar­gu­ing over a wolf. I on­ly caught the end of it. It was af­ter work hours, and I came back for my wal­let. I’d got to the gas sta­tion and re­al­ized I left my wal­let on my desk. I walked in and heard them yelling. I don’t think they knew I was there. Scan­lon said the land was his, and there was no place for the wolf. He said the wolf was over­step­ping his bounds and would ru­in ev­ery­thing. He told Munch the wolf was out, and if Munch didn’t like it, his runty lit­tle ass would be out of a job.” Strunchek drained his beer can and got an­oth­er. “That was when Munch clocked Scan-​lon with the cof­fee mug and left. Munch was sen­si­tive about his runty lit­tle ass. You could call Munch an ass­hole and a whore­mon­ger, but you didn’t make cracks about his size.”

      “Do you know where Scan­lon’s land was lo­cat­ed?” I asked Strunchek.

      “No. That was the first I’d heard of it. I didn’t talk to Scan­lon any more than I had to. And he didn’t show a lot of in­ter­est in talk­ing to me.”

      “Munch was caught leav­ing with the mag­ne­tome­ter,” Diesel said.

      “Yeah, that was a lot of nerve. It was a pro­to­type. It had the sen­sor in it that I re­designed.”

      “What about his com­put­er?” Diesel asked. “Did he clean out his desk?”

      “No. He nev­er came back. Scan­lon went through the desk and had the com­put­er wiped clean.”

      “Thanks,” Diesel said. “We ap­pre­ci­ate your help.”

      “You sure you don’t want to stay for the game? I got a lot more beer.”

      “Some oth­er time,” Diesel said.

      We buck­led our­selves in­to the Sub­aru, and Diesel made a phone call.

      “I want to talk to some­one about HAARP,” he said. “I’ll be back at the apart­ment in ten to fif­teen min­utes.”

      He dis­con­nect­ed and looked over at me. “I could get the in­for­ma­tion off the com­put­er, but I’m Googled out and this will be faster.”

      Fif­teen min­utes lat­er, we stepped out of the el­eva­tor and I saw a young guy stand­ing in front of my door. He was cute, with brown hair that need­ed a cut, rat­ty sneak­ers, and bag­gy jeans. I put his age at twen­ty-​five. No wed­ding band. Five inch­es short­er than Diesel.

      He stared up at Diesel, smiled, and ex­tend­ed his hand. “Ivan. And you must be Diesel. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “This won’t take long,” Diesel said, open­ing my door, ush­er­ing Ivan in­to my apart­ment.

      “No prob­lem. I was in the area.”

      “Tell me about HAARP.”

      “HAARP stands for High-​Fre­quen­cy Ac­tive Au­ro­ral Re­search Pro­gram. The HAARP fa­cil­ity in Alas­ka has a high-​fre­quen­cy trans­mit­ter sys­tem that stim­ulates and con­trols iono­spher­ic pro cess­es that al­ter the per for mance of com­mu­ni­ca­tions sys­tems. In oth­er words, it trans­mits ra­dio waves in­to the Earth’s at­mo­sphere to heat and tem­porar­ily mod­ify the iono­sphere. At least, in the­ory.”

      “Walk me through it,” Diesel said.

      “A sig­nal is gen­er­at­ed by a trans­mit­ter. The sig­nal is de­liv­ered to an an­ten­na ar­ray. In the case of the Alaskan sta­tion, there are one hun­dred and eighty an­ten­nae re­quir­ing thir­ty-​six hun­dred kilo­watts of trans­mit­ter pow­er. The an­ten­na ar­ray di­rects the sig­nal in­to the at­mo­sphere, where it’s ab­sorbed at an al­ti­tude be­tween twen­ty to six­ty miles. The iono­sphere is heat­ed, caus­ing changes that can be mea sured with a mag­ne­tome­ter.”

      “What’s the pur­pose?”

      “It al­lows the sci­en­tif­ic com­mu­ni­ty to study at­mo­spher­ic phe­nom­ena.”

      “Why would Wulf be in­ter­est­ed?”

      “The Chi­nese have been ex­per­iment­ing with gen­er­at­ing Very Low Fre­quen­cy Waves in the iono­sphere, hop­ing to con­trol weath­er. So far as I know, they haven’t been very suc­cess­ful. If you could ac­tu­al­ly cre­ate weath­er, it would be worth some­thing.”

      “What role would bar­ium play in this?”

      “I sup­pose if you seed­ed the iono­sphere with bar­ium, you could in­crease the cold plas­ma den­si­ty and ac­cel­er­ate the pro cess of ma­nip­ulat­ing at­mo­spher­ic con­di­tions.”

      “Like weath­er,” Diesel said.

      “Yeah. Like weath­er.”

      “Jeez,” I said. “Do you think Wulf is mak­ing an Evil Weath­er Ma­chine?”

      Ivan looked over at me and smiled. “Civil­ians,” he said. “You got­ta love ’em.”

      Diesel grinned and tugged at my hair. “She makes a mean grilled cheese.”

      “Hey,” Ivan said. “You don’t want to un­der­es­ti­mate a good grilled cheese.”

      Diesel opened the door for him. “Thanks for tak­ing the time to talk to me. I ap­pre­ci­ate it. This was help­ful.”

      “Any­time,” Ivan said.

      Diesel closed the door, and I nar­rowed my eyes at him. “Grilled cheese?”

      “Now what?”

      “You could have said I was smart or brave or trust­wor­thy.”

      “I was go­ing to tell him you were hot, but I was afraid you’d think it was sex­ist and kick me in the nuts.”

      “Grilled cheese is sex­ist!”

      “I don’t sup­pose you want to make me some lunch. All this talk about grilled cheese is mak­ing me hun­gry.”

      “I’ll on­ly make you lunch be­cause you’re so pa­thet­ic.”

      I slapped to­geth­er three peanut but­ter and olive sand­wich­es. I kept one and I gave one to Diesel and one to Carl.

      “So is this a pity peanut but­ter sand­wich?” Diesel asked.

      “You have a prob­lem with that?”

      “Nope.” He looked at his sand­wich. “It’s lumpy.”

      “It’s the olives.”

      “No shit.” He took a bite and sent me the smile with the dim­ples. “I like it. It’s a sand­wich with a sense of hu­mor.”

      “Do you think Wulf is try­ing to con­trol weath­er? Munch said Wulf was go­ing to take over the world.”

      “Sounds am­bi­tious.” Diesel pulled the shop­ping list out of his pock­et. “Ranger mon­itors the po­lice bands. Ask him if WINK ra­dio has had any trans­mit­ters stolen. I want to know how much of this list has been ful­filled. I’m go­ing to the mall to see if I can find Solomon Cud­dles. I’d like you to stay here and do some re­search on the list. See if you can iden­ti­fy lo­cal sources for the rock­ets and rock­et fu­el. Do not go out of the apart­ment. Do not let any­one in. If Wulf shows up, call me im­me­di­ate­ly, and keep your door locked.”

      “What if he pops in?”

      “He can’t pop in, but he’s good with locks, so stay alert.”

      I called Ranger and asked him to check on the trans­mit­ter, and I looked in the Yel­low Pages for rock­et fu­el. None list­ed. I called Ranger back and asked him where I’d find rock­et fu­el.

      “Solomon Cud­dles would be the un­der­ground source for any­thing out of the box, rock­et fu­el in­clud­ed. There are a cou­ple chem­ical plants in the Bay­onne area that might al­so pro­duce the com­po­nents. I can check for you. I have the an­swer to your trans­mit­ter ques­tion. WINK hasn’t re­port­ed any­thing stolen. We called to dou­ble-​check, and they said noth­ing had been stolen, but one of their trans­mit­ters was dam­aged by freak light­ning last night, and it’s be­ing re­paired.”

      “Thanks.”

      I couldn’t re­mem­ber hear­ing rain last night. And ev­ery­thing seemed dry when I went out this morn­ing. I wouldn’t have ques­tioned the light­ning strike, but the weath­er-​con­trol seed had been plant­ed in my head.

      I di­aled Lu­la. “I want to check some­thing out at WINK, and I don’t want to go alone.”

      “You called the right per­son. I’m bored to death.”
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      NINETEEN

      WINK WAS IN a rat­trap, ce­ment bunker-​type build­ing in a part of the down­town busi­ness dis­trict that hadn’t been in­clud­ed in the beau­ti­fi­ca­tion pack­age. The park­ing lot was sur­round­ed by chain-​link fence, the gate con­trolled by a se­cu­ri­ty guard. There was a dish and a cou­ple an­ten­nae on the roof and a sign on the front of the build­ing telling peo­ple they were at WINK.

      I parked the Buick at the curb across the street from the lot, and we sat there for a half hour watch­ing the build­ing.

      “What are we do­ing?” Lu­la said.

      “Watch­ing.”

      “For what?”

      “There’s a flatbed truck backed up to the build­ing at the far side of the park­ing lot. It looks like there’s some­one in the truck, be­hind the wheel, but I can’t see him. Two men in kha­ki uni­forms are walk­ing from the truck to the build­ing, do­ing some­thing. I’m pret­ty sure they’re sup­posed to be re­pair­ing a trans­mit­ter, but I think they might be steal­ing it.”

      “No way. How would you know that?”

      I gave Lu­la the san­itized ver­sion of Wulf and the Evil Weath­er Ma­chine. And I told her about the shop­ping list.

      “Dou­ble no way” she said.

      I looked in my mir­ror and saw a black Range­man SUV pull in be­hind me. Tank was at the wheel. I didn’t rec­og­nize his part­ner. We all got out and stood hands on hips.

      “Ranger saw you parked in front of the ra­dio sta­tion and sent me to make sure ev­ery­thing is okay” Tank said.

      “It was okay be­fore you showed up,” Lu­la said. “Now I’m not so sure. Do you still have those cats?”

      “Yeah. You want to see pic­tures?”

      Tank pulled his wal­let out of his back pock­et and showed us a pic­ture of three cats sit­ting, look­ing at the cam­era.

      “This one’s Miss Kit­ty, and this is Suzy and this is Ap­plepuff.”

      “You’re car­ry ing around pic­tures of your cats?” Lu­la said. “You nev­er had a pic­ture of me in your wal­let, and we were en­gaged.”

      “I have big news about Ap­plepuff,” Tank said. “I think she’s preg­nant. I’m go­ing to have kit­tens!”

      “Kit­tens! Are you pre­pared to have kit­tens? That’s a re­spon­si­bil­ity. Does Ranger know about this? I have a mind to tell Ranger.”

      “I’m go­ing to find good homes for them,” Tank said.

      Lu­la sneezed and fart­ed. “See what you do to me. Get away from me. You’re full of cat cooties.”

      “I can’t get away,” Tank said. “Ranger wants me to stay with Stephanie.”

      “You’re too late,” Lu­la said. “I’m al­ready here. This could be a dan­ger­ous mis­sion, and Stephanie needs me. And there’s no car big enough for the both of us.”

      “There would be if you’d lay off the fried chick­en,” Tank said.

      Tank’s part­ner sucked in some air and took a step back.

      Lu­la leaned for­ward. “Did you just say what I think you said?”

      “No,” Tank said. “I didn’t say that. I don’t know where that came from. You make me crazy. Look at me. I’m sweat­ing. You scare the heck out of me.”

      “It’s un­nat­ural the way you sweat,” Lu­la said. “You should have it looked in­to.”

      Tank’s part­ner was mak­ing a big show of look­ing at his watch. “I should be get­ting back to Range­man,” he said. “I’m sup­posed to do some­thing.”

      Tank turned to me. “Ranger wants Jim to bring the Buick back to your lot, and I’m sup­posed to drive you around.”

      Good deal. I had Tank to pro­tect me from Wulf. I gave Jim the car keys, and Jim smiled wide.

      “Cool car,” he said. “I’ll take re­al good care of it.”

      Men love the Buick. Truth is, it re­minds me of Lu­la. A lot of rum­ble, you have to mus­cle it around, and it’s got great big head­lights.

      The flatbed truck was still parked, and I hadn’t seen the uni­formed men in a while. I was be­gin­ning to wor­ry I might be wrong. I mean, what are the chances that some­one could ac­tu­al­ly con­trol weath­er? Ze­ro? And what are the chances that these uni­formed guys were sent by Wulf to steal a ra­dio-​sta­tion trans­mit­ter? It was pre­pos­ter­ous.

      “You guys stay here and wait for me,” I said to Tank and Lu­la. “I’m go­ing in­side to snoop around.”

      “I got­ta go with you,” Tank said. “Ranger will kill me if any­thing hap­pens to you.”

      “Me, too,” Lu­la said. “I’m stick­ing to you like glue.”

      “I’m go­ing across the street to a ra­dio sta­tion. Noth­ing’s go­ing to hap­pen to me.”

      “I’ll be re­al dis­creet,” Tank said.

      As dis­creet as a six-​foot-​six, no-​neck guy weigh­ing three hun­dred and fifty pounds, all dressed in black SWAT clothes, with a Glock hol­stered at his side could be.

      “Me, too,” Lu­la said. “I’ll dis­creet your ass off.”

      Tank and I looked at her. She was wear­ing a traf­fic-​stop­ping, or­ange, fake fur jack­et, a poi­son green span­dex skirt that stopped just short of her ass, green an­kle boots that matched the skirt, and her hair was sun­flow­er yel­low.

      I al­lowed my­self a small sigh of de­feat, and I crossed the street with Tank and Lu­la on my heels. I pushed through the front door in­to a small, dark lob­by with a tat­tered rug and sad, worn-​out fur­ni­ture. No mon­ey in ra­dio, I thought. A wom­an be­hind a re­cep­tion­ist desk fo­cused on us.

      “Can I help you?” she said.

      “I’m from the Tren­ton Times,” I said. “We’re do­ing a fea­ture sto­ry on WINK, and I’m do­ing some pre­lim­inary work, scout­ing out a front-​page pho­to op.”

      “I didn’t hear any­thing about it,” she said. “You’re not on my sched­ule.”

      “Well, how about us?” Lu­la said. “Are we on your sched­ule?”

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m Lu­la. Who the heck do you think? And this here’s Tank.”

      The wom­an scanned her list of names.

      “Jel­ly bean count­ing con­test,” I told the re­cep­tion­ist. “They’re part of the pho­to shoot.”

      Lu­la sneezed and fart­ed. “Ex­cuse me,” she said to the re­cep­tion­ist. “It’s not my fault. I’m al­ler­gic to the cat la­dy here.”

      “That’s mean,” Tank said. “Men can have cats, too. Cats guard­ed roy­al hous­es back in Egypt.”

      “If they guard­ed my house, I’d be dead,” Lu­la said. “I’d sneeze my­self in­to the grave. And a lot you care. You picked a cat over me.”

      “It was one of those fate things,” Tank said. “It’s just these cats came along. It wasn’t like I was look­ing for them.”

      “I should have known. Right from the be­gin­ning, Miss Glo­ria said our moons were in­com­pat­ible.”

      The re­cep­tion­ist perked up at that. “I know Miss Glo­ria. Miss Glo­ria does my charts.”

      “Get out,” Lu­la said. “Don’t you love her? You couldn’t live with­out her, right?”

      “I don’t make a move with­out Miss Glo­ria’s say-​so. One time, I was driv­ing to work, and I was on the phone with her, and she told me I was gonna be in an ac­ci­dent, and next thing you know, I rear-​end­ed a guy.”

      “That’s scary amazin’,” Lu­la said.

      “I thought we might want a shot of the be­hind-​the-​scenes work­ings of a ra­dio sta­tion,” I said to the re­cep­tion­ist. “Where’s your trans­mit­ter?”

      “They’re down that hall­way all the way, and to the right, and out the door, but there are peo­ple work­ing on the main. We’re on back­up right now.”

      “I nev­er saw a ra­dio-​sta­tion trans­mit­ter be­fore,” Lu­la said. And she took off down the hall, open­ing doors, look­ing in­side the rooms.

      “You can’t do that!” the re­cep­tion­ist yelled af­ter Lu­la.

      “I’ll go get her,” I said. “She’s just ex­cit­ed. Miss Glo­ria told her this was go­ing to be her big break.”

      “Is that a re­al gun?” the re­cep­tion­ist asked Tank. “You can’t bring a gun in here.”

      “Bean coun­ters don’t car­ry re­al guns,” I said. “They shoot blanks.”

      “Do you want to see a pic­ture of my cats?” Tank asked the re­cep­tion­ist. “I’m pret­ty sure Ap­plepuff is preg­nant.”

      Lu­la got to the end of the hall and waved at me to fol­low. I ran af­ter Lu­la, and Tank stayed be­hind to show the re­cep­tion­ist his cats. Lu­la and I pushed through the door marked no ad­mit­tance and found the two uni­formed men winch­ing a huge ma­chine on­to the flatbed.

      “Is that a trans­mit­ter?” I asked them.

      “No hablo in­gles,” the one man said.

      The flatbed en­gine cranked over, and the truck idled while the two men strapped the ma­chine down and se­cured clamps.

      “They’re tak­ing off with the trans­mit­ter,” I said to Lu­la. “We need to get Tank. We need to fol­low them.”

      Lu­la and I ran down the hall, snagged Tank, and we all ran across the street and jumped in­to the Range­man SUV. The flatbed swung around in the lot and rolled to the gate. The gate opened, and the truck made a wide turn on­to the street. The driv­er of the truck looked di­rect­ly at me when he made the turn. His eyes went wide, and red spots in­stant­ly ap­peared on his cheeks. It was Munch.

      “That’s Munch!” I said. “That’s my man.”

      Munch put his foot to the floor and the flatbed took off down the street. Tank was close be­hind. Lu­la was in the back­seat with her head out the win­dow and her Glock in her hand.

      “Pull along­side him!” Lu­la yelled. “I’ll shoot out his tires. I’ll bust a cap up his ass.”

      “Got it,” Tank said, eas­ing up be­side the truck on a two-​lane city street.

      “Drop back!” I told him. “You’ll get us killed.”

      Munch swerved away from the SUV and took out three parked cars and a light post. The flatbed surged ahead, jumped the curb, and cut a cor­ner, send­ing two peo­ple scream­ing in­to a Star­bucks.

      “The lit­tle guy at the wheel can’t drive,” Tank said. “He’s all over the road.”

      “You’re scar­ing him,” I said. “Back off.”

      “Don’t lis­ten to her,” Lu­la said. “I got this bad boy in my sights.”

      Lu­la squeezed off two rounds and shat­tered the rear win­dow of a parked car. The flatbed ran a light, and cars swerved to avoid it, horns blar­ing. Tank slowed and crept through the in­ter­sec­tion. Six peo­ple gave him the fin­ger.

      “He’s head­ing for Broad,” I said to Tank. “He’s go­ing to the Pine Bar­rens.”

      Tank turned on­to Broad with the flatbed in sight. Sev­er­al cars were be­tween us and the truck. The flatbed took the or­ange light at Hamil­ton, and ev­ery­one be­hind him stopped for the red.

      “Don’t you have no flashy lights or any­thing?” Lu­la asked Tank. “Aren’t we an emer­gen­cy ve­hi­cle?”

      “Ranger doesn’t let us use them,” Tank said.

      “Ranger this and Ranger that,” Lu­la said. “Don’t none of you peo­ple think for your­self? I bet you can’t wipe your­self with­out Ranger telling you.”

      Tank looked at her in the rearview mir­ror. “I’m telling him you said that.”

      “I might have mis­spoke,” Lu­la said.

      We couldn’t see the truck any­more, but we could mea sure its progress by the de­struc­tion on the side of the road. Four more trashed cars, a flat­tened mail­box, two de­mol­ished street signs.

      We reached Bor­den­town and ap­proached the Turn­pike en­trance.

      “I haven’t seen any wrecked cars for over a mile now,” Lu­la said. “Do you think he took an­oth­er road?”

      “Maybe he’s learn­ing how to drive his rig,” Tank said. “What should I do here?”

      “Take the Turn­pike,” I told him.

      It was a gam­ble. There were three main roads go­ing south from Bor­den­town. The Turn­pike was the fastest. Tank took the Turn­pike south, and af­ter a few miles, I was feel­ing in­se­cure. The road stretched like an end­less rib­bon in front of us, and I didn’t see the flatbed. We passed Burling­ton and Cher­ry Hill and came to the At­lantic City Ex­press­way ex­it.

      “Now what?” Tank asked.

      “Take the ex­it to At­lantic City,” I told him. “We’ve gone this far. We might as well look around the Mar­bury area.”

      This was de­press­ing. I’d come so close to cap­tur­ing Munch, on­ly to have him slip through my fin­gers. A whole bunch of what ifs was run­ning through my head. What if I’d gone out and looked at the driv­er when the truck was idling at the ra­dio sta­tion? What if I’d called Ranger for help with the car chase? What if I was smarter, faster, braver, thin­ner … It was end­less.

      Tank drove through Mar­bury and dou­bled back along the road to the gift shop. He passed the gift shop and went north on a sec­ondary road. It was a two-​lane, black­top road run­ning through pinewoods, dot­ted here and there with small ranch hous­es. Ev­ery house had a mail­box set at the edge of the road. Sin­gle-​lane grav­el and dirt roads shot off the black­top road in­to the out­back of the Bar­rens.

      Tank stopped the SUV, and we all stared at the dirt road and pale green bun­ga­low in front of us. The mail­box to the bun­ga­low was de­mol­ished and heavy-​tread tire tracks were cut deep in­to the bun­ga­low’s front yard. The tire tracks ran over the smashed mail­box and swung on­to the sin­gle-​lane road, where they al­most en­tire­ly dis­ap­peared on the hard-​packed dirt.

      “Bin­go,” Lu­la said.

      Tank turned on­to the dirt road and fol­lowed it through the for­est for al­most a mile in­to a cleared area that re­mind­ed me of a small land­ing strip for a plane. The flatbed was parked in front of us, but it was miss­ing the trans­mit­ter, Munch, and his uni­formed crew.

      A rut­ted path large enough for an ATV led in­to the woods at the end of the cleared strip. Tank drove to the path, and we got out to take a look.

      “I can’t get the SUV down this path,” Tank said. “Do you want me to walk it to see where it goes?”

      “We’ll all walk it,” I said.

      I had no de­sire to lag be­hind and run up against Wulf all by my lone­some. I still had his hand im­print­ed on my wrist. Call me chick­en­shit, but if I came across Wulf, I want­ed to be hid­ing be­hind Tank.

      Tank led the way and Lu­la and I fol­lowed. It was twi­light, and Tank had tak­en a flash­light from the SUV. The path ob­vi­ous­ly served a pur­pose, be­cause the scrub had been worn away at the edge and there were some re­cent­ly bro­ken branch­es kicked to the side. We trudged through a thick stand of pines and stepped in­to a wood­land fu­el de­pot. There were rows of tanks that were the size you might use for a gas grill. Neat­ly placed in front of the tanks were some steel drums. Maybe twen­ty feet away, stacked like cord­wood un­der the roof of a three-​sid­ed shed, were rock­ets. Not Blue­Bec. These were small­er. From what Diesel had told me, I knew the Blue­Becs were about eigh­teen feet long. These were clos­er to six and nar­row­er in di­am­eter.

      “You could have a bar­be­cue here,” Lu­la said. “On­ly thing miss­ing is the ribs.”

      It would seem log­ical that if fu­el and some rock­ets were here, then the com­mand cen­ter and Gail and Munch shouldn’t be far away. Prob­lem was, there were no oth­er paths. And no build­ings. There was on­ly one way in to the tank farm, and we’d just walked it. Be­yond the flatbed and what looked like a land­ing strip, there were no roads, no build­ings, no ATV trails.

      Tank tipped his head back and looked at one of the pines by the shed. “There’s a cam­era stuck in­to that tree,” he said. “This area is un­der surveil­lance.” He looked around. “There are two more cam­eras that I can see.”

      To­tal pan­ic at­tack. I felt like some­one was squeez­ing my heart. “We have to get out of here.”

      “On­ly one way to go,” Tank said.

      We turned and start­ed to head out, and four ATVs driv­en by guys in kha­ki uni­forms pow­ered in at us.

      “Am I get­ting punked?” Lu­la said. “Is this re­al? This shit don’t hap­pen in re­al life.”

      My eyes were rolling around in my head, look­ing for an es­cape route.

      “Through the woods,” Tank said, grab­bing my hand, shov­ing Lu­la.

      “Stop!” one of the men shout­ed. “Stop, or I’ll shoot.”

      And he fired off a cou­ple rounds.

      “Damn,” Lu­la said. “Those are re­al bul­lets.” She pulled her Glock out of her bag and fired back. Her round missed the guy in the uni­form and zinged in­to one of the tanks. The cylin­der ex­plod­ed in­to a fire­ball and flew forty feet in­to the air. It hit the ground and ig­nit­ed ev­ery oth­er cylin­der and steel drum. Cylin­ders were shoot­ing in­to the air like fire­crack­ers, and the fire spread to the rock­ets. It was the Fourth of Ju­ly, Chi­nese New Year, and Ar­maged­don.

      “Oops,” Lu­la said. “My bad.”

      “Run!” Tank yelled in my ear. “Now! Run back to the SUV.”

      Lu­la and I took off, and Tank ran be­hind us. I went down twice, and Tank dragged me to my feet. Lu­la nev­er once went down. Lu­la was haulin’ ass. We had the SUV in sight when there was a sound like whoosh, and BANG— the SUV was toast.

      “Rock­et,” Tank said. “Ranger’s gonna hate this.”

      We turned and ran through the woods, keep­ing the dirt road in sight, head­ing for the paved road. A pick­up bar­reled down the dirt road. The back of the pick­up was filled with guys in the kha­ki uni­forms. We crouched low un­til they were past, and then we ran some more. We were al­most to the road when light­ning cut across the sky, and it start­ed to rain. A mist at first, and then, with­in min­utes, we were in the mid­dle of a tor­ren­tial down­pour.

      “I’m gonna drown,” Lu­la said. “I’ve nev­er been in a rain like this. This is un­nat­ural.”

      Head­lights ap­peared on the dirt road, an SUV go­ing slow in the rain, slid­ing on the road that was fast turn­ing to mud. Tank rec­og­nized it first. It was Hal in Ranger’s Jeep Chero­kee.

      We stum­bled out of the woods and climbed in­to the Jeep.

      “Get us out of here,” Tank said to Hal. “Fast.”

      Hal threw the Jeep in­to re­verse and ground his way through the mud to the pave­ment. It prob­ably on­ly took him five min­utes, but it was the longest five min­utes I could re­mem­ber. My heart was pound­ing in my chest, and I couldn’t breathe. I was in the back­seat with Lu­la, and I had a death grip on the sleeve of her soak­ing-​wet, fake fur jack­et. Lu­la was rigid along­side me, breath­ing like a freight train.

      The in­stant we were on pave­ment, the rain stopped. We looked back in­to the pine for­est, and it was still rain­ing, the rain damp­en­ing the thick, black smoke ris­ing from the fu­el de­pot and Ranger’s Chero­kee.

      “I swear,” Hal said, “this place is like the Bermu­da Tri­an­gle. It’s frig­gin’ spooky. I went out to feed the mon­keys last night, and I saw the East­er Bun­ny walk­ing down the road with Sasquatch. And now there are rock­ets shoot­ing in­to the sky from nowhere.”

      “Don’t think you’ll be see­ing any more rock­ets any­time soon,” Lu­la said.

      “What were you do­ing on that road?” Tank asked Hal.

      “The con­trol room fol­lowed your blip to the Bar­rens and saw you parked. They told me to take a look and make sure ev­ery­thing was okay. I’m a cou­ple miles away babysit­ting mon­keys.”

      “I knew I smelled mon­key” Lu­la said. “Now I rec­og­nize this car.”
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      TWENTY

      I STOOD IN front of my door and said a prayer. Please, God, don’t let Diesel be home yet. I held my breath, opened the door, and looked up at Diesel. Darn.

      Diesel grabbed the front of my wet jack­et, hauled me in­side, and held me three inch­es off the floor in front of him.

      “I told you not to go out,” he said, giv­ing me a shake for em­pha­sis. “I told you to keep the door locked.”

      “You were wor­ried about me,” I said.

      “Yes. And I’m not used to wor­ry­ing at that lev­el. I had to take some of your Pep­to-​Bis­mol. I was feel­ing like the fire farter.”

      He set me down and looked at me. “You’re wet again. And you smell like camp­fire.”

      I sniffed at my jack­et. “I think it’s rock­et fu­el. Lu­la ac­ci­den­tal­ly blew up Wulf’s fu­el de­pot. At least, I’m pret­ty sure that’s what it was. And then it rained on us, which was a good thing be­cause it prob­ably put out the fire. Oth­er­wise, the whole Bar­rens would have gone up in smoke.” I dropped my jack­et on the floor and kicked my shoes off. “Did you find Cud­dles?”

      “Yes. And Wulf hasn’t com­plet­ed the deal with him yet. I’m wait­ing for Cud­dles to call me back and let me know when the meet­ing will take place.”

      “Bad news. Be­ing that we blew up all Wulf’s rock­ets, he might not be need­ing bar­ium any­time soon. Al­though, it’s pos­si­ble the rock­ets we blew up weren’t the bar­ium car­ri­ers.”

      “Any­thing else I should know?”

      “Munch has his trans­mit­ter. And he ab­so­lute­ly can’t drive a truck.”

      “Have you eat­en din­ner?” Diesel asked me. “Do you want a grilled-​cheese sand­wich?”

      “Yes.”

      “Make one for me, too,” he said. “Do you have ba­con? I want ba­con on mine.”

      “Nice try, but no. And I don’t have ba­con.”

      I squished to the bed­room, took a quick show­er, and dressed in dry clothes. I took the laun­dry bas­ket from my clos­et, put my wet clothes in it, and car­ried it to the foy­er. There was a huge pile of damp, dis­card­ed clothes in the foy­er. Part mine. Part Diesel’s. I need­ed to do laun­dry.

      I left the bas­ket by the door and went to the kitchen and watched Diesel. He was mak­ing grilled cheese. He slid one out of the pan on­to a plate and hand­ed it to me.

      “Thanks,” I said. “This looks great.”

      My cell phone rang, and I looked at the screen.

      “It’s all ze­ros,” I said to Diesel.

      “It’s Wulf,” Diesel said.

      “Ms. Plum,” Wulf said. “It has been brought to my at­ten­tion that you were re­spon­si­ble for a fire that de­stroyed twen­ty-​three of my X-12 King rock­ets. I’m afraid I must de­mand that you re­place them in twen­ty-​four hours, or I will have to sac­ri­fice Gail Scan­lon.”

      “Sac­ri­fice?”

      “I’m sure you are fa­mil­iar with the term. You may call this num­ber when you are ready to de­liv­er my rock­ets.”

      “It was all ze­ros.”

      “Just do it,” Wulf said. And he dis­con­nect­ed.

      “Boy, he’s kind of cranky,” I said to Diesel.

      “He’s not used to hav­ing his rock­ets blown up.”

      I ate some of my sand­wich. “He said they were X-12 King rock­ets, and I had to re­place them by this time to­mor­row, or he’d kill Gail. Where am I go­ing to get twen­ty-​three rock­ets?”

      Diesel fin­ished his sand­wich.

      “Cud­dles might have a source. We’ll hit the mall first thing to­mor­row. If the mall is open, Cud­dles is there. Turns out he’s not too crazy about Mrs. Cud­dles. Likes to spend as much time as pos­si­ble at the of­fice.”

      SINCE THE MALL didn’t open un­til ten o’clock, I took the lux­ury of sleep­ing late. I strag­gled in­to the kitchen at nine-​thir­ty a.m., ate a straw­ber­ry Pop-​Tart, and pol­ished off a mug of cof­fee. Diesel was al­ready up, slouched against the counter, watch­ing.

      “Ready to rock and roll?” he asked.

      I put my cof­fee mug in the dish­wash­er, went to the foy­er to grab my bag, and re­al­ized I didn’t have any clean sweat­shirts. My den­im jack­et was in the laun­dry bas­ket soak­ing wet. Munch’s jack­et was in the laun­dry bas­ket. My on­ly re­main­ing jack­et was a black wool pea­coat.

      “What?” Diesel said.

      “I haven’t got a sweat­shirt to wear.”

      His back­pack was sit­ting on the floor in the foy­er. He pulled a black sweat­shirt out of the pack and tugged the sweat­shirt over my head. I had an ex­tra six inch­es on the sleeves, and the bot­tom of the sweat­shirt al­most came to my knees. Diesel pushed the sleeves up to my el­bows.

      “Per­fect,” he said. “Let’s go to the mall.”

      A half hour lat­er, we found Cud­dles in the food court suck­ing down a choco­late milk shake. He was in his fifties, av­er­age height, glass­es, ex­tra-​curly brown hair that blos­somed out in a white man’s Afro. Bald on top. Bag­gy tan pants. Red plaid shirt. He was the last per­son in the mall I’d pick out to be sell­ing con­tra­band rock­ets and bar­ium. He looked like Woody Allen all swollen up.

      Diesel and I sat down at Cud­dles’s ta­ble, and Cud­dles didn’t look hap­py to see us.

      “This ta­ble is for pay­ing cus­tomers,” Cud­dles said.

      “We might be pay­ing,” Diesel told him.

      “Oh?”

      “We need some X-12 King rock­ets.”

      “You and ev­ery­body else. Those are very pop u lar rock­ets. Very ver­sa­tile. How many?”

      “Twen­ty-​three,” Diesel said.

      Cud­dles worked his straw around, try­ing to get the last dregs of milk shake in­to his gut. “How soon?”

      “Now.”

      “Hah, that’s fun­ny. It’ll take a week, min­imum.”

      “I haven’t got a week,” Diesel said. “Where do I go to get them now?”

      “How about Cana­da?”

      “Do you re­mem­ber the con­ver­sa­tion we had ear­li­er to­day?”

      “The one about break­ing ev­ery bone in my body and then suck­ing my fat out with a Shop-​Vac and shov­ing it up my ass?”

      “Yeah, that one.”

      “Eeuw,” I said.

      “Bry­tlin Tech­nolo­gies might have some Kings. They de­sign some of the pay­load for the Blue­Bec sound­ing rock­et, and the King is es­sen­tial­ly a minia­ture Blue­Bec. It can be used to do more eco nom ical pre­lim­inary test­ing.”

      Diesel stood. “You’re go­ing to call me when you hear from Wulf.”

      “Yes.”

      I didn’t say any­thing un­til we got back to the Sub­aru. I buck­led my­self in and looked at Diesel.

      “Suck his fat out with a Shop-​Vac and shove it up his ass?”

      “It was one of those in­spired thoughts.”

      “How are we go­ing to get the rock­ets from Bry­tlin?” I asked Diesel. “It’s Mon­day morn­ing. It’s not like we can waltz in and buy them.”

      “We’re not go­ing to buy them.”

      I felt my eye­brows go up to my hair­line. “Oh no. No, no, no. I’m not go­ing to steal rock­ets. And the whole place is on cam­era. Re­mem­ber when Munch left with the mag­ne­tome­ter, and they got him on tape?”

      “Don’t wor­ry. I have a plan.”

      “Oh boy. A plan.”

      Diesel cruised the mall lot. “The first thing we have to do is steal a car.”

      “What?”

      “The Sub­aru can be traced to Flash, so we don’t want to park it in the Bry­tlin lot.” He pulled in next to an old Econo­line van. “This’ll work. It’ll be easy to load the rock­ets in­to this.”

      “We’re go­ing to jail,” I said. “I’m go­ing to have to use one of those steel toi­lets with­out a seat.”

      Diesel was out of the Sub­aru. “I wouldn’t let that hap­pen,” he said. “I’d make sure you got a good toi­let.” He opened the driv­er’s side door, got be­hind the wheel, and turned the en­gine over.

      “How did you do that?” I asked him.

      “They left the key in the ig­ni­tion. Get in.”

      I moped around to the pas­sen­ger seat. “I’m go­ing to be re­al­ly mad at you if I get ar­rest­ed.”

      “It could be worse,” Diesel said. “You could be Gail Scan­lon.”

      I looked at the ig­ni­tion. No key.

      “There’s no key in the ig­ni­tion,” I said. “How did you start the van?”

      Diesel held his fin­ger up.

      “You start­ed the car with your fin­ger?”

      “Yep. And that’s noth­ing. You should see what this fin­ger can do on a G-​spot.”

      “Good grief.”

      Diesel backed out of the park­ing space and took the ex­it to Route 1. “Put the hood up on the sweat­shirt and pull the draw­string tight so no one can see your face.”

      “What about you?”

      “I don’t pho­to­graph.”

      “How is that pos­si­ble?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just one of those weird things.”

      “Like your fin­ger?”

      “Sweet­ie, my fin­ger isn’t weird. It’s mag­ic.”

      BRY­TLIN OC­CU­PIES A sev­en-​acre cam­pus just off Route 1 and is cen­tral­ly lo­cat­ed in a sprawl­ing cor­ri­dor of tech­nol­ogy com­pa­nies. Diesel wound his way through the park­ing lots, look­ing at the red­brick build­ings, scop­ing it all out.

      “Ord­nance wouldn’t be kept in the main of­fice build­ing,” he said. “They have two build­ings on the perime­ter of their cam­pus that look to me like main­te­nance fa­cil­ities. I’m guess­ing our rock­ets are kept in one of them.”

      Both build­ings had a reg­ular door in the front and garage doors in the rear. Diesel backed the van up to one of the garage doors.

      “Stay here,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Are you in­sane? You can’t just walk in and steal rock­ets dur­ing busi­ness hours!”

      “No one’s over here.”

      “Yeah, but there could be some­one in­side.”

      “Then I’ll deal with it.”

      He opened a garage door, slipped in­to the build­ing, and min­utes lat­er, he reap­peared with an arm­ful of rock­ets. I jumped out of the van and opened the back door for him. He slid the rock­ets in­to the van and ran back for more. He load­ed a to­tal of twelve rock­ets in­to the van and closed the garage door.

      “That’s all they had,” he said. “Get in the van. I’m go­ing to check out the oth­er build­ing.” Diesel drove to the oth­er build­ing, parked, ran in­side, and in­stant­ly re­turned. “Just lawn mow­ers and snow­blow­ers in there.”

      We re­turned to Route 1, and Diesel called Flash.

      “I’m look­ing for eleven X-12 King rock­ets. See if any of the re­search labs on the tech cor­ri­dor bor­der­ing Prince­ton have any­thing. If you can’t find any there, try north Jer­sey.”

      Diesel drove the van back to the mall, and im­me­di­ate­ly we saw the flash­ing lights. A sin­gle cop car was parked in the lane be­hind Diesel’s Sub­aru. We were two lanes over, and we could see a scruffy young guy talk­ing to a cop, ges­tur­ing to the emp­ty park­ing space where his van used to be parked.

      Diesel slid from be­hind the wheel. “Drive the van to the oth­er side of the mall by the food court. I’ll get the Sub­aru and meet you there.”

      I climbed be­hind the wheel and drove to the food court en­trance. I found a park­ing spot with an emp­ty space next to it and parked the van but left it at idle. If I turned it off, I wouldn’t be able to get it back on with­out Diesel. I tied the hood tighter around my face and gripped the wheel. It wouldn’t be an ex­ag­ger­ation to say that at any mo­ment I might throw up. I was sit­ting in a hot van with twelve stolen rock­ets.

      A few min­utes lat­er, Diesel eased the Sub­aru in­to the spot next to the van. We trans­ferred the rock­ets from the van to the Sub­aru, cut the en­gine on the van, locked its doors, and drove away in the Sub­aru. The per­fect crime.

      “Are you okay?” Diesel asked me.

      “Sure. I’m peachy. And you?”

      “I’m good.”

      He stopped the SUV at the edge of the lot, un­tied the hood, and pushed it back off my face.

      “You look like you’re go­ing to faint,” he said. “Your face is white and your eyes are glassy.”

      “I’ve nev­er stolen rock­ets be­fore. I’m pret­ty sure it’s against the law. And what if they ex­plode?”

      “They aren’t go­ing to ex­plode. They’re just shells. No fu­el. No pay­load. No ex­plo­sive de­vice.”

      We sat for a few more min­utes, wait­ing to hear back from Flash. When the call came in, it was neg­ative. He hadn’t been able to lo­cate any com­pa­nies that might have X-12 Kings.

      “Call Wulf back and tell him you have his rock­ets,” Diesel said.

      I punched Wulf’s call­back, and he an­swered on the first ring.

      “I have your rock­ets,” I said. “Now what?”

      “Do you have all twen­ty-​three?”

      “No. I could on­ly find twelve.”

      Si­lence.

      “This is as good as it’s go­ing to get,” I said. “There are no more in the area.”

      “There’s an en­ve­lope in lock­er 2712 at the train sta­tion. Get the en­ve­lope and read the in­struc­tions.”

      “Do I need a key?”

      “No. You need Diesel to open the lock­er.”

      THE TREN­TON TRAIN sta­tion is to the south of cen­ter city. As with most of Tren­ton, it’s a mixed neigh­bor­hood where busy com­muters can min­gle with hook­ers and mug­gers and var­ious in­ter­est­ing bag peo­ple. It was just past noon, and traf­fic was slow around the sta­tion.

      Rather than chance sit­ting in short-​term park­ing with a car full of rock­ets, Diesel had me drive around the block while he ran in­to the sta­tion and re­trieved the in­struc­tions. I picked him up af­ter two laps, and I drove us to Cluck-​in-​a-​Buck­et. We got a buck­et of ex­tra-​crispy, ex­tra-​spicy fried chick­en and opened the en­ve­lope.

      The first in­struc­tion was that Diesel was not al­lowed to par­tic­ipate, that I had to run through the di­rec­tions with­out him. I would be di­rect­ed to five dif­fer­ent lo­ca­tions and close­ly watched. The fifth lo­ca­tion would be the drop where I would ex­change the rock­ets for Gail Scan­lon.

      “I know Wulf. He doesn’t care about the rock­ets,” Diesel said. “This is a way to get you. He’s go­ing to lead you around, and in the end, you’re go­ing to have to de­liv­er the rock­ets to him. And when you de­liv­er the rock­ets, he’s go­ing to turn you over to Munch.”

      “Do you think he’ll re­al­ly kill Gail if I don’t co­op­er­ate?”

      “Hard to say. Wulf doesn’t usu­al­ly kill in­no­cent peo­ple, but he’ll kill if it’s jus­ti­fied in his mind.”

      “Is there a way you can watch me with­out Wulf de­tect­ing you?”

      “No. I flunked in­vis­ibil­ity.”

      “I’ll be okay un­til I get to the fifth lo­ca­tion. I’ll take Lu­la with me, since he didn’t say any­thing about Lu­la. And I’ll use the Buick, so Ranger can track me. I can keep in phone con­tact with you. And we can reeval­uate af­ter the fourth lo­ca­tion.”

      Diesel dumped his half-​eat­en chick­en breast back in­to the buck­et, wiped his hands on his jeans, and cranked the en­gine.

      “Let’s get this over with,” he said. “It’s ru­in­ing my ap­petite.”
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      TWENTY-ONE

      I HAD THE twelve rock­ets rammed in­to the Buick’s trunk. Prob­lem was, they didn’t en­tire­ly fit.

      “Should I tie a red flag on one of them?” I asked Diesel. “I don’t want to get stopped by the po­lice.”

      “You need more than a red flag. You’ve got stolen rock­ets hang­ing out of the back of a Buick. We need to wrap them.”

      Ten min­utes lat­er, I had the rock­ets wrapped in my on­ly quilt.

      “I’ve got an open line to Range­man con­trol room,” Diesel said. “And I’ve got an­oth­er line open for you. I’ll be on the road, fol­low­ing you from a safe dis­tance.”

      Lu­la’s Fire­bird swung in­to my lot and parked next to the Buick.

      “Is that the rock­ets all wrapped up in the quilt?” Lu­la asked. “That’s re­al pret­ty. No one would guess they’re rock­ets.”

      That was true. Most peo­ple would guess dead body. Lu­la and I got in­to the Buick, and I drove out of my lot to Hamil­ton.

      “I’m sup­posed to go to the cor­ner of Broad and Third to get di­rec­tions,” I told Lu­la.

      “I know that block. The cor­ner of Broad and Third is a 7-Eleven.”

      I turned on­to Broad, and two blocks lat­er, I was at the 7-Eleven on Third. A man in a kha­ki uni­form was wait­ing in the lot. I pulled up to him and iden­ti­fied my­self. He looked in the Buick, then he gave me an­oth­er en­ve­lope.

      “I need one of them big pret­zels and a drink,” Lu­la said. “You want any­thing?”

      “No.”

      “Just park over there by the post,” Lu­la said. “I’ll on­ly be a minute.”

      “I don’t think I fit in that spot.”

      “Sure you do. Back up re­al slow.”

      A ’53 Buick is a whale. There’s no re­al be­gin­ning and no end. It’s like park­ing a gi­ant sub sand­wich. I inched back and crunch.

      “Uh-​oh,” Lu­la said, turn­ing in her seat, look­ing out the rear win­dow. “I think you dent­ed one of Mr. Wulf’s rock­ets. Maybe you need to pull for­ward a lit­tle. Do you want me to go around and take a look?”

      “No! I want you to get your pret­zel so we can get on with it.”

      I called Diesel and told him the next ad­dress. It was a mo­tel on the out­skirts of Bor­den­town.

      “He’s tak­ing you south,” Diesel said. “He’s go­ing to bring you to the Bar­rens.”

      “Okay” Lu­la said, back in the Buick with her drink and her pret­zel. “I’m ready to go. You al­ways need food like this on a road trip.”

      “This isn’t a road trip,” I told her. “We’re ran­som­ing Gail Scan­lon from a scary ma­ni­ac.”

      “Yeah, but I need to keep my strength up in case we need to kick ass.”

      An­oth­er uni­formed man was wait­ing for me at the mo­tel. He got in­to the back of the Buick and di­rect­ed me to a light in­dus­tri­al park just off In­ter­state 295. I couldn’t call Diesel, but I knew I was a blip on Ranger’s screen, and I sus­pect­ed Diesel was close. I wound through the in­dus­tri­al park to a ware house. A bay door rolled up, and I was told to drive in.

      “I don’t think so,” Lu­la said to the guy in the back­seat. “We don’t do none of this drive in­to a ware house shit. Some­one wants to see us, they gonna have to come out.”

      The uni­form got on his phone and re­layed the mes­sage. There was an en­tire con­ver­sa­tion in Span­ish. A man peeked out from the ware house, looked us over, and re­treat­ed. More Span­ish. Fi­nal­ly, a shiny black van pulled out of the ware house and drove up next to us.

      Four men got out of the black van, re­moved the rock­ets from the Buick, and load­ed them in­to the van.

      “This was easy,” Lu­la said to me. “We didn’t have to wor­ry af­ter all. We didn’t even have to go to all five lo­ca­tions. I might need to get an­oth­er pret­zel on the way home.”

      I wasn’t that op­ti­mistic. I saw five uni­formed guys with guns strapped to their sides. Two of them had as­sault ri­fles hang­ing on their shoul­ders.

      “Now you will get out,” the one uni­form said to me.

      “No way” Lu­la said. “You got your rock­ets. We’re gonna go get more pret­zels now.”

      Ev­ery­one aimed a sidearm at me.

      “Okay” Lu­la said. “We don’t need more pret­zels, any­way.”

      “You can stay with this car,” the uni­form said to Lu­la. “This oth­er one will go with us.”

      Okay, I said to my­self, so I go with these guys, they take me to the Pine Bar­rens, and Wulf gives me over to Mar­tin Munch. How bad could it be? He prob­ably isn’t op­er­at­ing at peak ef­fi­cien­cy af­ter that shot I gave him in the nuts. Maybe he’d be hap­py watch­ing Star Trek re­runs. Maybe he’s just lone­ly.

      “It’s okay” I said to Lu­la. “I’ll be fine. Take the Buick back to my apart­ment.”

      I was guid­ed in­to the back of the van and sat be­tween two of the armed men. No one spoke for the du­ra­tion of the ride. There were no side win­dows. No win­dows in the rear doors. It was dif­fi­cult to see the route through the wind­shield from where I sat. Once we were in the Bar­rens, it was all trees.

      The ug­ly truth is that I’ve had my share of ter­ri­ble mo­ments since I’ve be­come a boun­ty hunter. I’ve man­aged to sur­vive them, and while I wish none of them had ev­er hap­pened, I have to ad­mit there are things I’ve learned. I’ve learned that one of my best traits is that I’m re­silient. And I’ve learned that fear is a nor­mal re­ac­tion to dan­ger. And I know for cer­tain that pan­ic is the en­emy. So I sat in the truck and I tried to keep it to­geth­er.

      I felt the road change from smooth pave­ment to rut­ted dirt. Oc­ca­sion­al­ly, I would hear the scrape of brush on the side of the van. I checked my watch. We’d been on the dirt road for ten min­utes. The van took a right turn, and af­ter a cou­ple min­utes, we en­tered a cleared area and stopped.

      We all got out of the van, and I looked around. The clear­ing was small. Noth­ing that would at­tract at­ten­tion from aeri­al surveil­lance. A crude, one-​sto­ry, cin­der-​block build­ing had been erect­ed at the edge of the clear­ing. Maybe 1,500 square feet. The size of my apart­ment. It looked like new con­struc­tion. Noth­ing fan­cy. Util­itar­ian win­dows and doors. Tin roof. Sin­gle met­al pipe chim­ney stick­ing up out of the roof. The land around the build­ing was raw. No grass, no flow­ers, no shrubs to soft­en the land­scape. Grav­el had been dumped and grad­ed to make a drive court and walk­way to the build­ing.

      “What is this?” I asked one of the uni­forms.

      “House,” he said.

      Kind of grim for a house, I thought. The East­er Bun­ny’s trail­er was more ap­peal­ing than this.

      A black SUV with dark tint­ed win­dows drove in­to the clear­ing and parked be­hind the van. Wulf and Munch got out and made their way over to me. Wulf was wear­ing Ar­mani black, dressed more for Mona­co than the Pine Bar­rens. Munch was wear­ing jeans with the cuffs turned up and a Star Trek shirt.

      Munch was prac­ti­cal­ly vi­brat­ing with ex­cite­ment. Wulf, as al­ways, showed no emo­tion. His face was as cool and smooth as al­abaster, his eyes were ob­sid­ian.

      “We will try this one more time,” Wulf said to me. “I’ve brought you here so you can be nice to Mar­tin. If you kick him, bite him, spit on him, or break his nose, you will an­swer to me. Do you un­der­stand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Take her in­to the house,” Wulf said to the uni­form stand­ing next to me. “Re­strain her and leave two men to watch the house.” He turned to Munch. “We have ev­ery­thing we need to go for­ward.”

      “We don’t have enough bar­ium.”

      “The bar­ium is in tran­sit. The progress of this op­er­ation is de­layed by your sulk­ing. You have an hour to sat­is­fy your­self, and then I ex­pect you to re­turn to work.”

      “I’ve on­ly got an hour with her?”

      “We need to put a rock­et up to night. And you need to fin­ish your cal­cu­la­tions. When the rock­et is suc­cess­ful­ly launched and we’ve re­trieved the da­ta, you may re­turn to your toy. Ms. Plum will not be leav­ing us so long as you wish her to stay.”

      Munch looked at me and grinned ear to ear. I was Christ­mas morn­ing. Lucky me.

      The in­te­ri­or of the house wasn’t much bet­ter than the ex­te­ri­or. The smell of fresh paint min­gled with the smell of new car­pet. The fur­ni­ture was taste­ful but bland. Mar­riott meets col­lege dorm. There was a liv­ing room with a couch, two club chairs, a cof­fee ta­ble, and a tele vi­sion. Two small bed­rooms with queen-​size beds. A bath and a half. An eat-​in kitchen that opened to a fam­ily room that or­di­nar­ily would have had a tele vi­sion and a com­fort­able couch, but in this house was set up as an of­fice and lab. This was Munch’s house, I thought. Hasti­ly fin­ished when the ranch-​style house burned down.

      Munch, the En glish-​speak­ing uni­form, and three oth­er uni­forms with guns drawn led me to the kitchen. A uni­form pulled a wood­en kitchen chair to the mid­dle of the room, sat me down, and se­cured my hands be­hind the chair back with cuffs. He cuffed my right an­kle to a chair leg, my left an­kle to an­oth­er chair leg, and he took a step back and set the key on the kitchen counter.

      “Is that okay?” he said to Munch.

      “Yeah,” Munch said. “That’s great, ex­cept she’s got all her clothes on.”

      The uni­form opened a cou­ple kitchen draw­ers, found a pair of scis­sors, and hand­ed them to Munch.

      “Have fun,” the uni­form said.

      The four hench­men left, lock­ing the front door on their way out. There was the sound of two ve­hi­cles mov­ing on the grav­el sur­face, and then it was qui­et. Just Munch and me left in the ce­ment-​block house.

      “So,” I said to Munch, “see any good Star Trek re­runs late­ly?”

      “Yeah. All the time. I have the whole col­lec­tion. All the sea­sons. And all the movies.”

      “Wow, that’s amaz­ing. Do you want to watch some?”

      “Maybe lat­er. I on­ly have an hour to have fun with you.”

      “What does fun in­volve?”

      “You know . . . fun.”

      “It looks like you work here. That’s a se­ri­ous-​look­ing com­put­er.”

      “It’s okay. Most­ly, I work at the main fa­cil­ity.”

      “Where is that lo­cat­ed? Is it far away?”

      “It’s through the woods. Ev­ery­thing is through the woods here.”

      “Wulf said you were send­ing a rock­et up to night. That’s pret­ty ex­cit­ing. I wish I could see it.”

      “It’s not that ex­cit­ing. It’s just a small X-12 King. When we get the bar­ium, we’ll fly the big bird, the Blue­Bec. It holds twen­ty-​three hun­dred pounds of pro­pel­lant, and it’s got a full pay­load. It’ll be the first re­al test. If it works, we’ll go glob­al.”

      “Glob­al? What does that mean?”

      “It means we’ll be able to con­trol weath­er. Well, not en­tire­ly. I can’t do ev­ery­thing with the waves. At least, not yet.”

      “What can you do?”

      “I can make light­ning. Not just a sin­gle strike, ei­ther. I can cre­ate the most ter­ri­fy­ing storm you’ve ev­er imag­ined. And I can make it rain. Not a sus­tained rain, but a del­uge. I can make the kind of rain that can do dam­age. Rain the earth can’t ab­sorb fast enough.”

      “Why would you want to do that?”

      “I don’t know. Why do peo­ple want to paint pic­tures? Why do peo­ple want to de­sign skyscrap­ers? It’s just what you do. It’s what’s in your head. I tried to get Bry­tlin to fund my re­search, but they thought I was a nut. All they want­ed was a bet­ter mag­ne­tome­ter.”

      “What about Eu­gene Scan­lon?”

      “Eu­gene was okay. He saw what I was do­ing with the new an­ten­nae grid de­sign and the minia­tur­iza­tion. He’s the one who start­ed all this in the Bar­rens. He had some land here, and since the Bar­rens are filled with nut­cas­es, he fig­ured we wouldn’t be both­ered by any­one. The prob­lem was, we didn’t have any mon­ey. All I could do was com­put­er-​gen­er­at­ed stuff. We did a cou­ple tests with the lit­tle rock­ets, but then we were broke.”

      “That’s where Wulf comes in, right?”

      “Yeah. He’s got mon­ey com­ing out of his ears. I don’t know where he gets it. It’s like he makes it in the base­ment or some­thing.”

      “Why did he kill Eu­gene Scan­lon?”

      “Eu­gene want­ed Wulf’s mon­ey, but he didn’t want Wulf in­volved. Eu­gene want­ed to be the boss. And then Eu­gene got all in a snit and said he want­ed Wulf to buy him out. Eu­gene want­ed fifty mil­lion dol­lars or he was go­ing pub­lic with my re­search. So Wulf killed him. Wulf doesn’t mess around. He’s got four Blue­Becs on pads for me. You know what they cost? About two mil­lion apiece. Not that it’s a big loss. He’ll get all that mon­ey back and more. Once I’m up to speed, I’ll be able to de­stroy ev­ery pow­er grid in the coun­try. They’ll pay us what ev­er we want.”

      “You’d black­mail cities?”

      “Yeah. How awe­some is that?”

      “If Wulf has so much mon­ey, why did you steal the trans­mit­ter?”

      “It was go­ing to take too long to or­der one. We have a gen­er­ator that we’re us­ing now, but it doesn’t give enough pow­er. The ra­dio sta­tion had a mon­ster.”

      “Where’s Gail Scan­lon?”

      “She’s at the main fa­cil­ity. She’s part of a side ex­per­iment I start­ed. Turns out the hu­man brain op­er­ates on low fre­quen­cies of elec­tro­mag­net­ic en­er­gy. When you’re in ac­tive thought, it’s maybe at like four­teen cy­cles per sec­ond. When you’re sleep­ing, it’s more like four cy­cles. I can al­ter that with my ma­chine. On­ly prob­lem is, I need­ed to put the hel­met on my test sub­jects so their brain waves would match the res­onant fre­quen­cies I chose to gen­er­ate. I can’t re­al­ly con­trol thoughts yet, but I can make mon­keys fall asleep or get de­pressed or en­raged. Hu­man tri­als are my next phase.”

      Seemed to me that mon­keys spent a lot of time sleep­ing any­way. And as for de­pressed and en­raged, I’d feel that way, too, if I was forced to wear a hel­met while Munch con­duct­ed ex­per­iments on me.
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      TWENTY-TWO

      MUNCH PICKED THE scis­sors up from the ta­ble. “I should start work­ing on your clothes be­fore my time is up.”

      “These are the on­ly clothes I have with me,” I said. “If you cut them up, I won’t have any­thing.”

      “Yeah, but you won’t need any­thing. I fig­ure you’ll just go naked all the time.”

      “That feels sort of icky.”

      “You’ll get used to it. You’ll be like my sex slave. Be­sides, once I per­fect my mind-​con­trol de­vice, I’ll be able to con­trol your mood, if you know what I mean.”

      “Wouldn’t you rather have a girl­friend?”

      “Are you kid­ding?” Munch said, look­ing for a place to start with the scis­sors. “What man wouldn’t rather have a sex slave?”

      “Lots of men.”

      “They’re ly­ing. Sex slave is the way to go. You could do any­thing you want to a sex slave.”

      I was wear­ing jeans and Diesel’s sweat­shirt. The sweat­shirt was thick and didn’t have a front zip­per. Munch start­ed cut­ting at the bot­tom of the sweat­shirt.

      “Ow!” I said.

      “What?”

      “You stuck me.”

      “I did not. Stop squirm­ing.”

      “What do you mean, you can do any­thing you want to a sex slave? You aren’t weird, are you?”

      “I don’t know. I want to try stuff.”

      “What kind of stuff?”

      I re­al­ly didn’t want to hear any of this, but he on­ly had twen­ty min­utes left. If I kept him talk­ing, I could con­sid­er­ably de­lay the whole naked thing.

      “Ev­ery­thing.”

      “I don’t do ev­ery­thing,” I said.

      “A sex slave does ev­ery­thing.”

      “Not this one.”

      “Jeez,” Munch said. “Give me a break. I went to a lot of trou­ble to get you here. The least you could do is co­op­er­ate.”

      “I could co­op­er­ate bet­ter if you un­cuffed me.”

      “I don’t trust you. Last time, you kicked me in the nuts.”

      “I wouldn’t do that this time.”

      “Wulf would be mad at me. He told me not to do that.”

      “How are you go­ing to do ev­ery­thing if I’m at­tached to this chair? A lot of my best parts are in­ac­ces­si­ble.”

      “Wulf al­ready thought of that. He said I should have fun with you like this, and then when I want to do some­thing dif­fer­ent, like some of the ev­ery­thing stuff, I should get the two men out­side to help me.”

      I felt all the blood drain from my head, and I broke out in a cold sweat.

      “That would be rape,” I said.

      “You could think of it like it’s a sci­ence ex­per­iment,” Munch said. “And like those two guys are lab techs.”

      “If you un­locked the re­straints around my an­kles, you could pull my pants off,” I said to him. “It would be okay be­cause my hands would still be cuffed be­hind my back on this chair.”

      Munch thought about it. “I’d like to pull your pants off,” he said. “It’s go­ing to be hard to cut through the den­im with these scis­sors.”

      “I’m wear­ing a thong,” I told him.

      “Okay,” he said. “But you have to promise not to kick me.”

      “I promise.”

      Munch un­locked the an­kle cuffs and re­turned the key to the counter. He reached for the snap on my jeans, and I kicked him in the nuts. He went to his knees, his eyes bulged out of his head, and he crashed on­to his face.

      “If you so much as squeak, I’ll kick you again,” I said.

      I stood and worked my arms up the chair back. Once I was free of the chair, I took the key off the counter and un­locked the cuffs. Munch was curled in­to a fe­tal po­si­tion, the sweat soak­ing through his Star Trek shirt, his breath­ing la­bored.

      I need­ed a place to stash him. The bath­room was no good. I couldn’t lock the door from the out­side. Broom clos­et? Wouldn’t fit. Coat clos­et? No lock. Cel­lar door? Yes! The cel­lar would be per­fect. I grabbed the back of his shirt, dragged him moan­ing to the cel­lar door, and shoved him down the stairs. Bump, bump, bump, bump. I locked the cel­lar door and crept around the house look­ing out win­dows. The two uni­forms were in front of the house, laugh­ing and talk­ing, sit­ting on left­over ce­ment blocks.

      I tip­toed out the back door off the kitchen and qui­et­ly dis­ap­peared in­to the woods. My heart was pound­ing so loud I was afraid the guards might hear it in the front of the house. I had no idea where I was go­ing. The Pine Bar­rens were huge, and if I walked in the wrong di­rec­tion, I could walk for days and nev­er see a road or a hu­man be­ing or hut. Prob­lem was, I didn’t know the right di­rec­tion from the wrong di­rec­tion. I would walk a lit­tle and then stop and lis­ten. Soon­er or lat­er, Wulf would dis­cov­er Munch in the cel­lar, and he’d set out to find me. I walked for an hour and came to an ATV path that turned in­to a dirt road. I fol­lowed the dirt road, and in twen­ty min­utes, I was on a two-​lane paved road.

      I looked at my cell phone. Still no re­cep­tion. It was five-​thir­ty p.m. and twi­light. I saw a pick­up truck in the dis­tance, head­ing in my di­rec­tion. I could hear the bro­ken muf­fler a mile away. The truck was a wreck. Not some­thing I could see Wulf own­ing. I stepped in­to the road and flagged the truck down.

      “I need a ride,” I told the driv­er. “My car broke down on the dirt road. I need to make a phone call.”

      “There’s a gas sta­tion and con ve nience store at the cross­roads,” he said. “I could take you there. There’s a phone in­side the con ve nience store you could use.”

      I climbed in­to the truck. “That would be great. I re­al­ly ap­pre­ci­ate it. I’m Stephanie.”

      “Elmer.”

      He was in his late six­ties. His hair was gray and thin­ning on top. He was wear­ing a plaid shirt, a navy quilt­ed vest, and khakis. There was a thick lay­er of dust in­side and out­side the truck. The floor was lit­tered with fast-​food wrap­pers, and the up­hol­stery reeked of smoke. Not that I was go­ing to judge. I was hap­py to have a ride.

      “What road are we on?” I asked him.

      “This is Banger Road. The gas sta­tion’s at the cor­ner of Banger and Mar­bury. I guess you’re not from around here.”

      “I’m from Tren­ton. I was vis­it­ing a friend, and I got lost.”

      “Easy to get lost here. The gas sta­tion is just up ahead.”

      He reached the cor­ner of Banger and Mar­bury, and the gas sta­tion and con ve nience store were closed.

      “This here’s run by Booger Jack­son. I guess Booger had some­thing bet­ter to do than keep things open to night,” he said. “That’s the way it is in this neck of the woods.”

      I looked at my phone. Still no re­cep­tion.

      “I’ll give you fifty dol­lars if you’ll drive me to Tren­ton,” I said.

      “Fifty dol­lars. That’s a lot of mon­ey.”

      I wasn’t con­vinced his truck could make it all the way to Tren­ton, but I’d go as far as he could take me. If I had to flag down an­oth­er driv­er in Cher­ry Hill, it was bet­ter than stay­ing here.

      “Okay” he said. “I guess you must be in a bind to get home.”

      He took Route 206, and I didn’t ob­ject. I didn’t think the truck was Turn­pike ma­te­ri­al. Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, I had cell ser vice, and I called Diesel.

      “I’m on my way home,” I told him.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes. I’m sur­prised you’re not comb­ing the woods, look­ing for me.”

      “I was in the air with Boon all af­ter­noon. He just brought me back to Tren­ton. Ranger has twen­ty men on the ground. You need to call him.”

      “I have a fa­vor to ask. I have no clean clothes. Could you take the laun­dry bas­ket to my moth­er’s house and ask her to throw ev­ery­thing in the wash­er?”

      “I’m on it.”

      I di­aled Ranger.

      “I’m okay,” I said.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m on my way home.”

      Lu­la was next on my list, and then my moth­er.

      “I’m send­ing Diesel over with laun­dry,” I told my moth­er. “I’d re­al­ly ap­pre­ci­ate it if you’d throw it all in the wash­er.”

      “Where are you? I tried to call. I made lasagna. It’s still warm.”

      “Give some to Diesel when he gets there, and I’ll be there in about a half hour.”

      “Was that your mom?” Elmer asked.

      “Yes. She’s go­ing to hold din­ner for me. You can take me to her house in Cham­bers­burg.”

      “I haven’t been to Tren­ton in about twen­ty years. You’ll have to give me di­rec­tions.”

      IT WAS DARK when Elmer fi­nal­ly chugged to the curb and parked be­hind the Sub­aru at my par­ents’ house.

      I wrenched my door open and jumped from the pick­up. “I’ll be right back with your mon­ey” I said.

      “I’ll be here.”

      A black Porsche Tur­bo slid to a stop be­hind the truck, and Ranger got out. He closed the dis­tance be­tween us, pulled me to him, and held me tight.

      “Are you re­al­ly okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah. It was scary, but I got away be­fore any­thing bad hap­pened.”

      His voice soft­ened and dropped to a whis­per against my ear. “I had to see for my­self.”

      I al­lowed my­self a mo­ment to re­lax in­to Ranger. He was warm and strong, and all the bad, fright­en­ing things in life went away when he held me like this.

      “How did you know I was here?”

      “I have the Sub­aru tagged.”

      I could feel Ranger smile. He saw the hu­mor in his ob­ses­sion to keep me on his radar screen.

      “Does Diesel know?”

      “Hard to tell what Diesel knows.” Ranger pulled back a lit­tle and looked at me. “Diesel has su­per­bad en­emies, and the peo­ple he chas­es aren’t nor­mal. You need to be care­ful if you part­ner with Diesel.”

      “He popped in­to my apart­ment, and I can’t get rid of him.”

      “You could move in­to Range­man un­til he leaves.”

      “That’s go­ing from the fry­ing pan in­to the fire.”

      The smile was back. “In some ways.”

      “Any­way, he feels like a broth­er.”

      “I’m sure he would love that de­scrip­tion,” Ranger said.

      Grand­ma Mazur opened the front door and looked out. “Stephanie? Is that Ranger with you? Is that your truck?”

      “I have to go,” Ranger said. “Try to stay out of trou­ble.” He kissed me on the fore­head, jogged back to his car, and took off.

      Grand­ma came to see what was go­ing on with the truck. “Who’s this?” she said, look­ing in­side at Elmer.

      “This is Elmer,” I said. “He was nice enough to bring me home when I got strand­ed in the Bar­rens.”

      “He’s a cutie,” Grand­ma said. “He don’t look too old, ei­ther.”

      “I got most of my orig­inal teeth,” Elmer said.

      “We got a lot of lasagna,” Grand­ma said to him. “We kept it warm for Stephanie. You’re wel­come to come have some lasagna with us.”

      “That would be re­al nice,” Elmer said. “I’m starv­ing.”

      I looked back at the house and saw Diesel stand­ing in the door­way, wait­ing for me.

      “I had to buy more Pep­to-​Bis­mol,” he said when I reached him. “You’re giv­ing me an ul­cer.”

      “I have a lot to tell you.”

      “What’s with the sweat­shirt? It looks like some­one took a scis­sor to the bot­tom of it.”

      “Munch was try­ing to get it off me, but it didn’t work out.”

      Diesel grinned. “You kicked him in the nuts again, didn’t you?”

      “It’s my sig­na­ture move.”

      He looked be­yond me. “Who’s the guy with Grand­ma?”

      “Elmer. I flagged him down af­ter I es­caped, and I bribed him to drive me home.”

      “Elmer? And he’s from the Bar­rens?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Hon­ey, you didn’t bring Elmer the Fire Farter home with you, did you?”

      I glanced back at Elmer. “He didn’t say he was the fire farter.”

      Diesel hooked an arm around my neck and hugged me to him. “This is why I love you.”

      “Ev­ery­one sit down,” my moth­er said, set­ting the tray of lasagna in the mid­dle of the din­ing room ta­ble. “Frank,” she yelled to my fa­ther, “come to the ta­ble.”

      “I al­ready ate,” my fa­ther said.

      “You can eat again. Stephanie is here with guests.”

      My fa­ther heaved him­self out of his chair. “The big one isn’t a guest. I don’t know what he is.”

      “He’s like a mem­ber of the fam­ily,” Grand­ma said.

      My fa­ther looked down the ta­ble at Diesel. “Heav­en help us,” he said.

      Grand­ma poured Elmer a glass of wine and gave him a slab of lasagna. “We got red sauce for the lasagna, too,” she said, pass­ing the gravy boat to Elmer.

      “This looks good,” Elmer said, dig­ging in. “I can’t re­mem­ber the last time I had a meal like this.”

      Diesel ate some lasagna and leaned close to me. “This is filled with cheese and hot sausage. I hope Elmer isn’t lac­tose in­tol­er­ant. He’ll burn his truck down on the way home.”

      At the oth­er end of the ta­ble, Elmer was shov­el­ing the food in.

      “He doesn’t look lac­tose in­tol­er­ant,” I said. “He’s putting ex­tra grat­ed cheese on his lasagna.”

      My fa­ther was swiveled around in his seat, try­ing to see the tele vi­sion. He was miss­ing a Se­in­feld re­run.

      “It was re­al nice of you to bring Stephanie home,” Grand­ma said to Elmer. “Do you live in the Pine Bar­rens?”

      “Yep,” Elmer said. “It’s the best place on earth. It’s filled with in­ter­est­ing peo­ple, and you don’t hard­ly ev­er see any of them.”

      “I go to At­lantic City once in a while,” Grand­ma said, “but the bus don’t stop in the Pine Bar­rens.”

      “Too bad,” Elmer said. “We got some good things there. An­tique stores and such.”

      Grand­ma gave him a sec­ond help­ing of lasagna. “Do you have a job?”

      “No. I’m re­tired. It’s hard for me to keep a job on ac­count of I have an af­flic­tion.”

      “What kind of af­flic­tion?” Grand­ma want­ed to know.

      “I can’t talk about it,” Elmer said. “It’s un­men­tion­able.”

      Diesel and I ex­changed looks.

      “Oh boy,” I said.

      “Are we done yet?” my fa­ther asked.

      “We haven’t even had dessert,” Grand­ma said. “Hold your shirt on.”

      Elmer scraped his chair back. “I might have to use your re­stroom.”

      “It’s at the top of the stairs,” Grand­ma told him. “I’ll get the cof­fee start­ed.”

      Elmer climbed the stairs, and mo­ments lat­er . . . BA­ROOOOM!

      “What was that?” my moth­er asked. “It sound­ed like an ex­plo­sion.”

      Diesel pressed his lips to­geth­er, and his face turned red.

      “I ap­pre­ci­ate the ef­fort you’re mak­ing not to laugh,” I said to him, “but you’re go­ing to burst all the blood ves­sels in your head if you keep hold­ing it in.”

      “I can’t be­lieve you brought the fire farter home,” he said. “Couldn’t you have got­ten a ride from the East­er Bun­ny or Sasquatch?”

      “You should have been tak­ing bet­ter care of me. It’s all your fault. I got kid­napped by your cousin. I’m lucky Mar­tin Munch doesn’t have me pinned to a board like a frog in bi­ol­ogy class.”

      “You’re right,” Diesel said. “I should have done a bet­ter job of pro­tect­ing you. But that said, I would have thought twice about get­ting in a truck with the fire farter.”

      “I wasn’t think­ing. I for­got about the fire farter. I was stressed.”

      Elmer came back to the ta­ble, and Grand­ma trot­ted in with cof­fee and half an ap­ple pie. She served the cof­fee and pie, and Elmer reached for the cream and fart­ed.

      Broomph!

      Flames shot out of Elmer’s ass, set his pants on fire, and ig­nit­ed the up­hol­stered seat on the cher­ry­wood side chair. Elmer jumped up and dropped his pants, draw­ers and all.

      “Holy crap,” my fa­ther said. “That smells like the slaugh­ter house burned down.”

      My moth­er downed a glass of wine and poured her­self an­oth­er. And my grand­moth­er leaned for­ward to get a bet­ter view.

      “Don’t get to see this ev­ery day,” Grand­ma said.

      Diesel dumped a pitch­er of wa­ter on the chair and stomped on Elmer’s pants.

      “Ex­cuse me,” Elmer said. “The sausage was spicy.”

      “That was a pip of a fart,” Grand­ma said. “I’ve seen peo­ple fart fire on YouTube, but I nev­er saw any­one do it that good.”

      We got Elmer out­fit­ted in one of my fa­ther’s old work pants, Diesel gave him fifty dol­lars, and we sent him back to the Bar­rens.

      “GOT MY MON­EY’S worth out of that fifty dol­lars,” Diesel said, load­ing the laun­dry bas­ket in­to the back of the Sub­aru. “I got to see a guy fart fire.”

      I cut my eyes to him. “You were im­pressed with that?”

      “Hell, yeah. I can’t do it. At least, not with­out a Zip­po lighter.”

      “Maybe Elmer had a Zip­po lighter.”

      “I don’t care how he did it. It was an ex­cel­lent fart.”

      We got in the car, and Morel­li called just be­fore we reached my build­ing.

      “I’ve had the strangest feel­ing all day,” he said. “Like some­thing aw­ful was hap­pen­ing. Are you okay?”

      “Yes. How about you?”

      “I’m bet­ter than okay. An­tho­ny gets his stitch­es out to­mor­row, and then he’s go­ing home. His wife is tak­ing him back. I’m not sure why.”

      “She loves him.”

      “Yeah, well, I love him, too, but I don’t want to live with him. Al­though, I have to say we had fun yes­ter­day. We watched the game, and it was al­most like he was hu­man. What did you do?”

      “Blew up a fu­el de­pot, stole twelve rock­ets and made off with them in a stolen van, got kid­napped by a ma­ni­ac, and had din­ner with a guy who fart­ed fire.”

      “That would be fun­ny, but I’m wor­ried it’s all true.”

      “It’s been a long cou­ple days.”

      “Did he re­al­ly fart fire?” Morel­li asked.

      “Yeah. Set his pants on fire and burned my moth­er’s din­ing room chair to a crisp.”

      “Wish I’d seen it,” Morel­li said.

      “Men are weird.”

      “Cup­cake, we’d all like to be able to fart fire.”

      “Got­ta go.”

      “Love you,” Morel­li said.

      “Me, too,” I said. And I hung up.

      Carl was in the kitchen, feed­ing ce­re­al to Rex, when we got home. Carl would drop in a Fruit Loop, Rex would rush out of his can, stuff the Fruit Loop in­to his cheek, and rush back to his can. Carl would re­peat the drill.

      “Cute,” I said. “Carl has a pet.”

      “Ei­ther that or he’s fat­ten­ing him up for the kill.”

      “Do mon­keys eat ham­sters?”

      Diesel shrugged. “They eat piz­za with pep­per­oni.”

      Men­tal note: First thing to­mor­row, take Rex to stay at par­ents’ house for du­ra­tion of mon­key vis­it.

      I told Diesel about the ce­ment-​block house in the woods, and I re­peat­ed my con­ver­sa­tion with Munch.

      “There’s no point look­ing for the house,” Diesel said. “Wulf will move Munch. And we’ve caused him suf­fi­cient ag­gra­va­tion that he’s prob­ably in the pro cess of mov­ing the whole op­er­ation out of the Bar­rens.”

      “He can’t do that overnight. Munch said he had four Blue­Bec rock­ets sit­ting on pads.”

      “A rock­et that size can be trucked out fair­ly eas­ily. Most of its weight is in fu­el. I just don’t know why we aren’t see­ing it. I sup­pose he could cam­ou­flage a sin­gle rock­et if he put it in a stand of pines. And he might even be able to hide an an­ten­na ar­ray. What we should be see­ing from the air is com­mand cen­tral. He needs a place to house his men, track his rock­et, plant his trans­mit­ter. And he’d need a gen­er­ator. Why aren’t we see­ing all that?”

      “Maybe you’re look­ing in the wrong part of the Bar­rens?”

      “No. Ev­ery­thing he does is in the same area. I know Banger Road and Mar­bury Road.”

      “Ap­par­ent­ly, they have ev­ery­thing in place to send up the sound­ing rock­et, ex­cept for the bar­ium. They’re wait­ing on the bar­ium.”

      “I talked to Cud­dles. He said it would be in late to­mor­row.”
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      TWENTY-THREE

      I OPENED MY eyes and looked at my alarm clock. It was sev­en A.M. and the phone was ring­ing. Diesel reached across me and an­swered it.

      “It’s for you,” he said, hand­ing me the phone. “It’s the Bat­cave.”

      “This is Gene in the Range­man con­trol room,” a guy said. “I’m go­ing to patch you through to Hal.”

      A mo­ment lat­er, Hal came on. “I hope I’m not call­ing too ear­ly,” he said, “but a new mon­key just showed up, and he’s wear­ing a scarf.”

      “What kind of scarf?”

      “It’s a scrap of ma­te­ri­al tied around his neck. Like dec­ora­tion. Like you see on a dog some­times. It’s made out of hip­pie ma­te­ri­al.”

      “Tie-​dye?”

      “Yeah. Re­al bright col­ors. Like what you see in the house here.”

      “Hang on to him. I’m on my way.”

      I re­turned the phone to the night­stand. “Hal said a mon­key just showed up.”

      Diesel was al­ready out of bed, get­ting dressed. “I heard.”

      “How could you hear?”

      “I have good ears.”

      “I was talk­ing to him on the phone!”

      “I can’t find my shoes,” Diesel said.

      I took clean jeans and un­der­wear from the laun­dry bas­ket and head­ed for the bath­room. “Un­der the cof­fee ta­ble. Just like al­ways.”

      “We’ve been liv­ing to­geth­er too long,” Diesel said. “I’m not the man of mys­tery any­more. Your moth­er wash­es my un­der­wear, and you al­ways know where my shoes are.”

      “You’ve nev­er been the man of mys­tery. Ranger’s the man of mys­tery.”

      “Then who am I?”

      “You’re Diesel.” And just be­ing Diesel was more than enough.

      DIESEL AND I had break­fast sand­wich­es and cof­fee to go. Carl was in the back­seat of the Sub­aru with a break­fast sand­wich and a bot­tle of wa­ter. Our hope was that Gail had man­aged to tie a scrap of her skirt around the mon­key’s neck and set him free. And that some­how we could get the mon­key to lead us back to Gail. We’d brought Carl along as trans­la­tor.

      “This is go­ing to be em­bar­rass­ing,” Diesel said.

      “What?”

      “Talk­ing to a mon­key in front of Ranger’s man.”

      “How about if I tell Hal we need to talk to the mon­key in pri­vate?”

      “I know Carl seems rot­ten enough to be hu­man some­times, but I’m not com­plete­ly con­vinced he un­der­stands any­thing we say.”

      “He can play Su­per Mario,” I said to Diesel.

      “Yeah, but he can’t win. Mario keeps dy­ing.”

      Carl tapped Diesel on the shoul­der. Diesel looked at Carl in the rearview mir­ror, and Carl gave Diesel the fin­ger.

      “I’m just say­ing,” Diesel said to Carl.

      An hour lat­er, we were on the dirt road that led to Gail Scan­lon’s com­pound. It was ear­ly morn­ing, and the Bar­rens felt be­nign. The sun was shin­ing. It was in the mid­sev­en­ties. And there was no sign of the East­er Bun­ny, Fire Farter, Sasquatch, or the Jer­sey Dev il. Diesel drove in­to the clear­ing and parked close to the house, next to a black Range­man SUV.

      Hal came out of the house and met us in the yard. “I’ve got the new mon­key in the cage,” he said. “It’s still got the scarf around its neck.”

      We all walked to the cage and peered in­side.

      “The scarf looks like Gail’s skirt,” I said. “I saw the mon­keys be­fore Carl set them loose, and I can’t re­mem­ber any of them hav­ing a neck scarf.”

      “He doesn’t look very smart,” Diesel said. “He’s not even giv­ing me the fin­ger.”

      “Can mon­keys do that?” Hal asked.

      Carl gave him the fin­ger.

      “Cool!” Hal said.

      “So what do you think?” I said to Carl. “Can you get the mon­key to take us to Gail?”

      Carl looked at me and shrugged.

      Hal opened the door to the en­clo­sure, and Carl went in and si­dled up to the mon­key with the scarf. Carl picked some­thing off the mon­key’s head and ate it.

      Diesel gave a snort of laugh­ter.

      “It’s a so­cial rit­ual,” I said. “And you have no room to laugh. You were gob­struck by a guy who fart­ed fire.”

      “No way,” Hal said.

      “Swear to God,” Diesel told him. “Fire came out of this guy’s ass like a blow­torch. I saw him burn down a chair.”

      “Jeez,” Hal said. “I’d give any­thing to see that.”

      “Stop the plan­et,” I said. “I want to get off.”

      Carl did some chee chee chee and some whoo whoo whoo with the scarf mon­key, and then they scam­pered out the door and ran away in­to the pine for­est.

      “Boy, he sure took off,” Hal said.

      I nudged Diesel. “Okay, big boy, let’s see what you’re made of. Smell him out.”

      Diesel grabbed my hand and pulled me in­to the woods. “I sus­pect that was sar­casm, but as it hap­pens, I have a high­ly de­vel­oped sense of smell.”

      “Like a blood­hound?”

      “Yeah. Or a were­wolf.”

      “Are you a were­wolf?”

      “No. I have it on good au­thor­ity were­wolves aren’t re­al.”

      “What about the East­er Bun­ny?”

      “His name is Bernard Zumwalt, and he’s orig­inal­ly from Chica­go.”

      “San­ta Claus? Sasquatch?”

      “They’re re­al. Sasquatch comes from a big fam­ily. They’re all over the place. San­ta Claus is get­ting on in years. I don’t know how much longer he can keep it go­ing.”

      “I’m not tak­ing the hook,” I said to Diesel.

      “You were think­ing about it.”

      True. It was hard not to be­lieve Diesel. He looked trust­wor­thy. And “nor­mal” had a ten­den­cy to ex­pand in his uni­verse.

      “Are you sure we’re fol­low­ing the mon­keys?” I asked him af­ter a half hour of walk­ing on pine nee­dles and strug­gling through un­der­brush.

      “I’m sure we’re fol­low­ing them. I’m not sure they’re tak­ing us to Gail.”

      We were on an ATV path, and the next mo­ment, we stum­bled in­to the East­er Bun­ny’s yard. He was back in his chair, wear­ing the same sad rab­bit suit, and he was still smok­ing.

      “Hey, Bernie,” Diesel said. “How’s it go­ing?”

      “It’s not Bernie,” he said. “It’s E. Bun­ny.” He took a long drag, pitched his stub of a cigarette on­to the ground, and lit an­oth­er. “Oh hell, who am I kid­ding, it’s Bernie. The bas­tards re­tired me, suit and all.”

      “You don’t have to work any­more,” Diesel said. “This is the good life.”

      Bernie nod­ded. “It ain’t bad. I get to sit here and smoke all day. To­ward the end, they came in with all that no-​smok­ing crap­ola. That was a bitch. You know what it’s like try­ing to sneak a smoke in a rab­bit suit? It’s the shits.”

      “Did you see a cou­ple mon­keys go past?”

      “Yeah. One of them was wear­ing a scarf.”

      Af­ter an hour, I was think­ing ev­ery­thing looked fa­mil­iar. “Have we been here be­fore?” I asked Diesel.

      “Yeah. The stupid mon­keys are lead­ing us in a cir­cle. Bernie’s home­stead is just ahead.”

      “How did you know his name was Bernie?”

      “I Googled East­er Bun­ny.”

      “And it told you the East­er Bun­ny’s name was Bernie?”

      “Okay, so I asked around.”

      “Who did you ask?”

      “Flash. He has a friend at the DMV, and he looked up the rab­bit’s li­cense plate.” Diesel draped an arm across my shoul­ders. “Do you be­lieve me?”

      “No.”

      Diesel grinned. “Peo­ple be­lieve what they want to be­lieve.”

      We am­bled back in­to Bernie’s yard and stopped to watch Bernie blow smoke rings.

      “Looks like you’re still fol­low­ing the mon­keys,” Bernie said, squint­ing through the smoke at us. “You’re about three min­utes be­hind them. And watch out for the Jer­sey Dev il. He’s been in a re­al bad mood late­ly.”

      We walked about a hun­dred yards, and ran in­to Carl. He was sit­ting back on his haunch­es, look­ing de­ject­ed.

      “Where’s the oth­er mon­key?” I asked him.

      Carl looked up. The mon­key was in a tree.

      “What’s he do­ing there?”

      Carl shrugged.

      “This was a stupid idea,” I said to Diesel.

      “Yeah, but at least you walked off your sausage-​and-​egg sand­wich. It would have gone straight to your ass.”

      “I’m go­ing back to Gail’s house, and then I’m go­ing home. I don’t care about Munch. I don’t care about Wulf. I don’t care about their wicked weath­er ma­chine. I don’t care if it rains rhinoceros­es.”

      “What about Gail Scan­lon?”

      “She’s on her own.” I looked around. “Which way do I go?”

      “Wait,” Diesel said. “Do you hear some­thing rum­bling?”

      I stopped and lis­tened. “It sounds like Elmer’s truck with the bro­ken muf­fler.”

      We walked through the woods, fol­low­ing the sound. Carl tagged along, but the scarf mon­key stayed in the tree. The truck cut out, but we kept walk­ing in the gen­er­al di­rec­tion. The trees thinned, and we came to a large patch of scorched earth. A small, egg-​shaped Airstream trav­el trail­er sat on the edge of the clear­ing. Elmer’s truck was parked next to the trail­er.

      Diesel knocked on the trail­er door, and Elmer an­swered.

      “Holy cow,” Elmer said. “What a sur­prise. No­body ev­er vis­its me. Do you want to come in?”

      I gnawed on my lip. I didn’t want to be rude, but there was on­ly one door. If Elmer fart­ed and the trail­er went up in flames, I’d die a hor­ri­ble death.

      “No thanks,” I said. “We were just out for a walk.”

      “We’re look­ing for Gail Scan­lon,” Diesel said.

      “That’s the mon­key la­dy,” Elmer said. “I met her once. She was re­al nice. I heard she was miss­ing, and all her mon­keys got loose.”

      Elmer looked past me at Carl.

      “Is that one of her mon­keys?”

      Carl gave Elmer the fin­ger.

      “Yep,” I said. “That’s her mon­key.”

      “Do you have any neigh­bors?” Diesel asked.

      “The East­er Bun­ny is a cou­ple miles through the woods. And one of the Sasquatch boys lives down the road a ways. Used to be a young cou­ple liv­ing in a lit­tle house at the end of Ju nior Sasquatch’s road, but they moved out, and then the house burned down. I swear, it wasn’t my fault.”

      “Any­one else?”

      “Not in this lit­tle patch of the Bar­rens,” Elmer said. “There’s some busi­ness­es on Mar­bury Road. A cou­ple an­tique shops, the Fly­ing Don­key Mine, a bed-​and-​break­fast that don’t serve break­fast.”

      “Is it a re­al mine?” I asked him.

      “I sup­pose years ago it might have been. I don’t know what kind of mine, though. Then it was a tourist at­trac­tion. On­ly thing, there was hard­ly any tourists. It closed al­most as soon as it opened, and it’s been closed since. And, of course, there’s the Dev il, ex­cept he isn’t much of a neigh­bor.”

      “Do you know the Dev il?” I asked him.

      “Not per­son­al. I hear him fly­ing over the trail­er at night some­times. Late­ly, he’s been fly­in’ a lot. I tell you, the Bar­rens are strange and get­ting stranger.”

      “Have you ev­er been in the mine?” Diesel asked Elmer.

      “Nope. I thought about it, but it got closed be­fore I got around to vis­it­ing. I thought it might have been in­ter­est­ing.”

      “I think we should take a look at it,” Diesel said.

      “You can’t go in. It’s all board­ed up.”

      “Then we’ll look at it from the out­side,” Diesel said to Elmer. “You feel like driv­ing us over there?”

      “Sure,” Elmer said. “I’ll get my keys.”

      I glanced over at Diesel. “I thought you said it was a bad idea to get in a truck with the fire farter.”

      “He’s what we’ve got. If we don’t go with Elmer, we walk two hours through the woods to Gail’s house. That’s two hours less to find Munch and Wulf.”

      “Yeah, but what if we’re in the truck and he farts?”

      “If he farts, we’ll jump out of the truck and run like hell.”

      Elmer came out with the keys. I got in front with Elmer. Diesel and Carl climbed in­to the back.

      “Do you ev­er ex­plore around in the woods?” I asked Elmer.

      “Hard­ly ev­er. I got a creaky knee. Makes it hard to walk in the pine nee­dles. And the truck’s got­ta have a road. I hear them ATVs rid­ing around be­hind me, go­ing in the woods, but I haven’t got one of them.”

      It took twen­ty min­utes to get to the mine, and Elmer was right about it be­ing closed. A large, weath­er-​beat­en sign ad­ver­tised tours of the Fly­ing Don­key, but the sign was more of a tomb­stone than any­thing else. The Don­key’s gift shop win­dows were cov­ered with crude­ly nailed-​on sheets of ply­wood. The ply­wood was warped and wa­ter-​stained. The shop door was board­ed shut. The park­ing lot was large, made to ac­com­mo­date tour bus­es that nev­er came. Weeds strug­gled to grow in the cracks in the black­top. The mine it­self was sev­er­al yards be­hind the gift shop. A path led from the park­ing lot to the mine.

      Elmer parked close to the gift shop. We left Carl in the truck, and Diesel, Elmer, and I got out and took the path. An­oth­er sign was post­ed at the mine’s en­trance. closed was spray-​paint­ed over the tour times. A half-​assed chain-​link fence was propped across an en­trance that looked more like the ap­proach to a cave than a mine.

      A dirt path con­tin­ued past the mine en­trance. A small­er, bare­ly leg­ible sign an­nounced that this was a na­ture walk.

      “I’m feel­ing in the mood for na­ture,” Diesel said, set­ting off on the path.

      Elmer and I walked along with him, and it oc­curred to me that this was a main­tained path. It should have been over­grown by now, but the brush had been weed-​whacked away. Diesel stopped af­ter a cou­ple hun­dred feet and then qui­et­ly walked sev­er­al yards in­to the woods. We fol­lowed him and stared down at an air shaft. We re­turned to the trail and found six more air shafts at reg­ular in­ter­vals. We stood over the last air shaft, and muf­fled voic­es car­ried up to us. Diesel mo­tioned for si­lence, and we qui­et­ly walked back to the trail.

      “This is why we couldn’t see it from the air,” Diesel said to me. “These un­der­ground caves can be huge and wind around for miles. Ev­ery­one walk in a dif­fer­ent di­rec­tion. Go two hun­dred feet and come back. Look for any dis­tur­bance in the un­der­growth.”

      I walked about fifty feet in and saw a wire run­ning pine tree to pine tree, even with the top of my head. The pines were straight and tall and most of the low­er branch­es had been trimmed. An an­ten­na stretched along the trunk of the pine tree, dis­ap­pear­ing in­to the up­per branch­es. There were wires criss­cross­ing the stand of trees, and I count­ed twen­ty-​six an­ten­nae joined by the wires.

      I re­turned to the path and wait­ed for Diesel.

      “I found the grid of an­ten­nae,” I said to Diesel. “They’re hid­den by the pines.”

      “And I found a hatch that’s prob­ably the roof over a rock­et si­lo.”

      “I didn’t find noth­in’,” Elmer said.
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      TWENTY-FOUR

      WE WALKED BACK to the mine en­trance and pulled the gate away. A walk­way led in­to the mine in­te­ri­or.

      “This is con ve nient for them,” Diesel said. “You can pull a truck in­to the lot, off-​load ma­te­ri­als, and move ev­ery­thing along an un­der­ground path. They prob­ably have a cou­ple heavy-​du­ty carts. And prob­ably there’s an­oth­er en­trance to this cave. Maybe sev­er­al. I’m guess­ing if we go back to the fu­el de­pot and the two hous­es where Munch was liv­ing, we’ll find they all hook up with this cave sys­tem. And there has to be an­oth­er house or busi­ness where they can park cars.”

      “Now that we’ve found them, what’s next?” I asked. “Po­lice? Home­land Se­cu­ri­ty?”

      “That would ru­in my chances of con­tain­ing Wulf. I need to get in­to the mine and look around.” He turned to Elmer. “I want you to go to Gail’s house. You know where it is, right?”

      “Yep. I know ex­act­ly where.”

      “There’s a guy stay­ing there. His name is Hal. He’ll be dressed in black, and he works for a com­pa­ny called Range-​man. Tell him about the mine, and tell him Stephanie and I are in­side. Ask him to tell all that to Ranger.”

      “Okay. I got it.”

      Diesel took my hand and tugged me in­to the mine en­trance.

      “I hate this,” I said to him. “I’m claus­tro­pho­bic. And I can’t see in the dark like you can.”

      “Walk where I walk, and you’ll be fine.”

      Day­light fad­ed away be­hind us, and smoth­er­ing black­ness closed in around us. The path un­der our feet was smooth and lev­el. I was close to Diesel, my hand flat against his back in an ef­fort to ab­sorb some courage.

      We walked a short dis­tance and came to a fork. Diesel went right and stopped.

      “What’s wrong?” I whis­pered.

      “Door.”

      I felt Diesel put his hand to the door and push it open. Path lights dim­ly il­lu­mi­nat­ed the cor­ri­dor in front of us. We were in a rock tube, a habi­trail for spelunkers. Fu­el-​stor­age tanks lined the side of the tube, and elec­tric lines ran over­head. A nar­row tun­nel went off to the right, but we could hear voic­es ahead, and we fol­lowed the voic­es. We reached what ap­peared to be the end of the tun­nel and peeked around the edge of the rock wall in­to a cav­ernous room that looked like it be­longed in a low-​bud get James Bond film. Mon­itors sat on col­lapsi­ble rect­an­gu­lar ta­bles. Bun­dles of wires snaked across the floor. A cou­ple mon­ster com­put­ers were housed in a makeshift cu­bi­cle. I could see the open­ings to two more tun­nels on the oth­er side of the room. Three men in kha­ki uni­forms were help­ing Munch pack box­es.

      Wulf was mov­ing his op­er­ation out of the Bar­rens.

      Diesel backed us out, re­treat­ed down the cor­ri­dor, and took the nar­row side tun­nel. We came to an­oth­er large cav­ern, where cots were stacked triple-​deck­er and a kitchen of sorts had been built in­to a wall. Dor­mi­to­ry, I thought, but no one was in it, and the beds had been stripped of linens.

      The cave smelled musty, the walls were damp, and there was the con­stant whoosh of air get­ting pumped through the tun­nels.

      The tun­nel widened, and more fu­el tanks were stacked against the rock. There was an­oth­er door ahead, on the tun­nel wall, and be­yond the door, the tun­nel nar­rowed and slant­ed down­hill. Diesel lis­tened at the door, put his hand to the lock, and pushed the door open.

      It was a small, cell-​like room with a sink and toi­let at one end and a chair and cot at the oth­er. A sin­gle over­head bulb lit the room. Gail sat on the cot, her eyes dead in her face, her shoul­ders slumped. She was wear­ing a kha­ki jump­suit and sneak­ers.

      “Gail?”

      She looked at me and sighed. No ex­pres­sion.

      Diesel scooped her up, car­ried her out of the room, and closed the door. We hus­tled down the cor­ri­dor, re­trac­ing our steps. Diesel opened the door to the tun­nel en­trance, and Elmer and Carl walked through and squint­ed down the long cor­ri­dor. Carl stood back, not sure he want­ed to go fur­ther.

      “Look at this,” he said. “Isn’t this some­thing?”

      “What are you do­ing here?”

      “I got to the end of the park­ing lot, and I had one of them freak ac­ci­dents, and next thing, my truck was on fire. So I thought I’d come see what you were do­ing here, but I couldn’t get through the door.”

      I looked at Elmer’s pants and re­al­ized the seat was burned out and black around the edges.

      Two uni­formed guys stepped in­to the tun­nel at the far end. One raised his ri­fle and fired.

      “Oh crap!” Elmer said.

      I couldn’t hear over the ri­fle fire if he fart­ed, but the pack­ing box­es lin­ing the wall went up like tin­der, and flames en­veloped the first of the fu­el tanks.

      “Eep!” Carl said, and he turned tail and dis­ap­peared down the tun­nel to­ward the en­trance.

      Diesel pushed ev­ery­one through the door, closed it, and we all ran blind in the dark un­til we saw the light at the end of the tun­nel. Be­hind me, I heard POW POW POW, and I sus­pect­ed it was the string of tanks ex­plod­ing. We burst out of the tun­nel and didn’t stop run­ning un­til we were in the mid­dle of the park­ing lot.

      Four fire­balls rose out of the pines in­to the sky. There were more ex­plo­sions, and a wall of fire roared out of the mouth of the cave. Black smoke blan­ket­ed the for­est and park­ing lot, block­ing the sun, sting­ing my eyes. I heard wings flap­ping close over­head, but I couldn’t see through the smoke. A load of road ap­ples dropped from the sky and splat­tered on the black­top, miss­ing me by inch­es. The sound of flap­ping wings fad­ed.

      “I guess what with all the ex­plo­sions, we woke the Dev il up,” Elmer said.

      There was a lot of light­ning, and the sky opened up and dumped wa­ter on the for­est. The rain turned to hail and then back to rain. We walked to the road, past Elmer’s truck car­cass, and looked back at the pines. There was still a lot of smoke, but not a lot of fire.

      “Where’s the clos­est ride?” Diesel said to Elmer.

      “There’s a bed-​and-​break­fast a cou­ple miles down the road.”

      “Mal­lo­ry Eden’s place,” Gail said.

      It was the first she’d spo­ken, and we all turned to her.

      “Are you okay?” I asked her.

      She shook her head. “I’m so de­pressed.” Tears spilled down her cheeks. “My poor mon­keys. I couldn’t tell you about Mar­tin Munch and his part­ner. They had my mon­keys.”

      “Your mon­keys are okay,” I said. “We took their hel­mets off.” Most of them, any­way.

      “I want to go home,” Gail said. “I want to see my mon­keys.” She looked down at Carl. “Who’s this lit­tle guy?”

      “This is Carl,” I said. “He’s sort of mine.”

      We walked down the road in the rain. I ex­pect­ed to hear sirens and see fire trucks bar­rel­ing down on us, but the road was de­sert­ed. Maybe they came from the oth­er di­rec­tion.

      “I was scared,” Gail said. “I thought they were go­ing to kill me.”

      “Sor­ry it took us so long to find you. We didn’t know where to be­gin look­ing.”

      “I should have re­al­ized they’d even­tu­al­ly take me to the mine,” Gail said. “The mine was Eu­gene’s big dream project. He was go­ing to make his for­tune with it, but it turned out to be a bust.”

      “We couldn’t find any record of Eu­gene own­ing prop­er­ty in south Jer­sey.”

      “It wouldn’t be un­der his name. He had a part­ner, and they bought it un­der a hold­ing com­pa­ny. They had a fight over how the busi­ness should be run, and the part­ner dis­ap­peared and was nev­er seen again. I try not to think about that too much. Eu­gene didn’t have a will that we know of, so I sup­pose I own his share of the mine with my sis­ter now.”

      It had stopped rain­ing by the time we reached the bed-​and-​break­fast. Gail knocked on the door and ex­plained that we need­ed a ride to her house. Mo­ments lat­er, a van pulled out of the garage, and we all piled in.

      Gail was the first out when we stopped in her yard. She ran to the mon­key cage and count­ed them.

      “They es­caped,” I told Gail, “but they al­most all came back.”

      Hal am­bled over to us. “The mon­key with the scarf came back,” he said to me. “I put it in the cage.”

      “Did you send the mon­key with the scarf to get help?” I asked Gail.

      “No,” she said. “She just likes to wear a scarf. She’s al­ways worn it. You prob­ably just didn’t no­tice.”

      Diesel gave me a poke in the side, and I poked him back.

      “I told you it was stupid,” he said.

      “I’m sure the oth­ers will re­turn,” I said to Gail.

      “The truth is, they’ve es­caped be­fore, and they al­ways come back. They’re re­al­ly clever when it comes to locks and doors.”

      Hal looked re­lieved to see Gail Scan­lon. His term as mon­key man was al­most up. Diesel, Carl, and I got in­to the Sub­aru and head­ed for the Ex­press­way.

      “I’m wet again,” I said to Diesel. “I feel like I’m al­ways wet.”

      “I have to say, I’m go­ing to miss sleep­ing on top of you, but I won’t miss the Bar­rens.”

      “So you’re leav­ing?”

      “I al­ways leave.”

      “Do you mind al­ways leav­ing?”

      “Some­times, but it’s what I do. I’m the job.”

      “You’ll drive me home first, won’t you? You won’t just pop out in the mid­dle of the Turn­pike?”

      “I still have a loose end. Wulf made a deal to get bar­ium, and the bar­ium is sup­posed to come in to night.”

      “Do you think he’ll still want the bar­ium now that we’ve torched his project?”

      “Don’t know. Prob­ably Wulf will move on to some­thing new. He gets bored. Even as a kid, he was al­ways rest­less. Still, I have to see it through.”

      I called Morel­li when I fi­nal­ly got cell ser vice.

      “I have a sort of dis­as­ter to re­port,” I told him.

      “I hate when a con­ver­sa­tion starts like this.”

      “It’s not a big thing. It’s that this mine blew up in the Bar­rens, and I thought some­one should look in­to it, but I don’t know any of the lo­cal cops.”

      “I’m as­sum­ing it’s best if I don’t in­volve you?”

      “Yeah. You could say it was an anony­mous phone call. The thing is, there might have been peo­ple in the mine.”

      “Oh shit.”

      “I’m pret­ty sure they were bad peo­ple.”

      “That makes all the dif­fer­ence,” Morel­li said.

      “Lis­ten, it was an ac­ci­dent. I think Elmer might have fart­ed, and next thing, some box­es were on fire, and then it was one of those chain-​re­ac­tion things.”

      “But you’re okay?”

      “Yes. And Diesel and Carl are okay, too. And we res­cued Gail Scan­lon.”

      “An­tho­ny is gone, and I’m go­ing to be lone­ly to night.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind and get back to you.”

      Diesel was smil­ing when I hung up.

      “What?” I said.

      “You’re gonna get some.”

      “And?”

      “It would be bet­ter if it was me.”

      “You’re leav­ing.”

      “I could squeeze you in,” Diesel said.

      I burst out laugh­ing. “What’s so aw­ful about that is you’re se­ri­ous!”

      Diesel was laugh­ing, too. “I know. I want you bad.”

      We were about to get on the Ex­press­way. We stopped for a light, I looked left and re­al­ized Mar­tin Munch was along­side us, at the wheel of a scorched and dent­ed black SUV. There were four oth­er guys in the car with him. They were wear­ing the kha­ki uni­forms, and they were soot-​smudged and their hair looked singed.

      “That’s him!” I said. “It’s Munch.”

      “Hang tight,” Diesel said.

      The light changed, and Diesel got on the gas and rammed Munch, knock­ing him off the road, on­to the shoul­der, pin­ning the black SUV against the guardrail.

      Munch looked over at Diesel and me and raced the en­gine. He threw the SUV in­to re­verse, but the car couldn’t move. Diesel’s door was smashed against the pas­sen­ger-​side door of the SUV. I was out of the Sub­aru, round­ing the nose of the SUV, when Munch aban­doned ship. He hit the ground run­ning and didn’t look back.

      I ran him down, tack­led him, and punched him in the face. Diesel grabbed Munch by the back of his shirt and dragged him to his feet.

      “I could have out­run you,” Diesel said to me, “but I didn’t want to ru­in your fun. I fig­ured your day wasn’t com­plete if you didn’t shove some poor slob’s nuts halfway up his throat. As it was, you broke his nose in­stead. I’m pret­ty damn im­pressed.”

      “You guys are in big trou­ble now,” Munch said. “Wulf is go­ing to be re­al­ly mad. I wouldn’t be sur­prised if he doesn’t give you that Drag­on’s Claw thing.”

      “Where were you go­ing?” Diesel asked Munch.

      “We weren’t sure. We were just go­ing any­where. We want­ed to make sure we didn’t get the Drag­on’s Claw.”

      I looked back at the black SUV. It was emp­ty. “What hap­pened to the oth­er guys?”

      “Took off like roach­es when the lights go on,” Diesel said.
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      TWENTY-FIVE

      VIN­NIE WAS SAVED, I thought. I’d cap­tured his big-​tick­et bond. My on­ly out­stand­ing was Gor­do Bol­lo, and I’d go back to the pro­duce ware house wear­ing a rain­coat to­mor­row. I had Munch’s body re­ceipt in my bag, my mon­key hang­ing on to my leg, and in three min­utes, I’d be in my apart­ment and head­ed for a nice hot show­er.

      “I could make that show­er a lot more fun,” Diesel said, open­ing the door to my apart­ment.

      “Stop read­ing my mind.”

      He reached around me, flipped the light on, and we stared in­to the black eyes and eerie pale face of Ger­wulf Gri­moire. There was a mo­ment where anger flashed white-​hot fire in Wulf’s eyes, and then it was gone, the trans­for­ma­tion so fast and so com­plete, I wasn’t sure I’d ac­tu­al­ly seen the flare of emo­tion.

      “Hel­lo, cousin,” Wulf said, his voice per­fect­ly com­posed. “Ms. Plum.”

      “This is risky,” Diesel said to Wulf. “If I lay my hand on you, you’re mine.”

      “Ah, but you won’t. I’ve ac­quired a new skill, as I’m sure you’ve no­ticed.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “I thought I’d spare you the task of deal­ing with Solomon Cud­dles. I no longer need the bar­ium. And I hat­ed to leave with­out say­ing good-​bye. Hav­ing you fol­low­ing me to the ends of the earth is the on­ly re­al amuse­ment in my life.”

      “Jeez,” Diesel said, “that’s pa­thet­ic.”

      “Per­haps, but the stakes in this game are high enough to keep it in­ter­est­ing.”

      “It’s not a game,” Diesel said.

      “It is to me,” Wulf said. “Isn’t it iron­ic that I was al­ways the se­ri­ous child, and now you’re bur­dened with your un­pleas­ant job while I’m free to play.”

      “What’s next?” Diesel asked him.

      “I have a date with a witch,” Wulf said. “See you in Salem, cousin.”

      Wulf did his fire-​and-​smoke thing, and when the smoke cleared, he was gone.

      “Damn,” Diesel said. “I wish I knew how he did that.”

      I fanned the smoke away. “My cousin Jes­si­ca lives in Salem. Ac­tu­al­ly, she’s next door in Mar­ble­head. I haven’t seen her in a cou­ple years, not since she moved from Tren­ton.”

      There was a knock at my door, and for a mo­ment, I thought it might be Wulf re­turn­ing. Diesel opened the door, and Su­san Stitch stood there.

      “I’ve come back for my ba­by,” Su­san said. “I knew I could count on you to take good care of him. I hope he was a good boy.”

      “Yeah, he was an an­gel,” I said. “No prob­le­mo.”

      Carl jumped at Su­san and wrapped his arms around her neck.

      “Kiss, kiss,” Su­san said. “Mom­my loves Carl!”

      Diesel took Carl’s leash off the kitchen counter and gave it to Su­san.

      “Oh, yum,” Su­san said, eye­balling Diesel. “Are there any more of you on the shelf?”

      “How was your hon­ey­moon?” I asked Su­san.

      “Ex­cel­lent,” she said. “Re­al­ly ex­cel­lent.”

      I closed the door on Su­san and rolled my eyes at Diesel. “Yum?”

      “Hey, I’m yum. Deal with it.”

      I bent to un­lace my wet sneak­ers. “Can a mon­key be, you know, spe­cial?”

      “Un­men­tion­able?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good ques­tion,” Diesel said.

      I felt his hand on my ass, and I stood and turned to face him, but he was gone.

    

  