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   Summary:
 
   In Greek, Omega Fisher's name means "the end". Now there's real synchronicity in her name. Even her surname conjures up the biblical phrase "fisher of men" - she is now fishing for men, and she does, indeed, intend to END them. Is there some meaning in this correlation, or is it just another random alignment in a universe full of random alignments? It hardly matters. Meg Fisher is who she is, and she's going to do what she's going to do. Fish for them. End them. 
 
   Margo Benning is nowhere near so philosophical; she's just an ordinary woman, intent on running her thriving gym in Colorado Springs. It only takes one violent event however, to throw her life into chaos. Unable to bear reporting the crime against her, knowing there's every chance her attacker will go free, Margo decides to follow the lead of a recent vigilante. She's not sure how to keep her actions from her girlfriend and her best friend, both detectives with the Colorado Springs Police, but she's determined to deliver another, more appropriate, justice.
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Author's Note
 
   Another Justice was originally a screenplay that was inches away from being produced. I had met an Indian cinematographer who was in the states to take a class in filming from helicopters, and he was interested in the script and had a producer friend he wanted to involve. All was going swimmingly, until the cinematographer returned to India to set things up and fetch equipment. It was just before the tragedy of September 11th. After that horrible day, he could not gain passage back to the U.S. and the project floundered and died. I shelved it, but then returned to it again recently, feeling it should at least be novelized, since it was not apparently going to grace the big screen. Or the little ones, even.
 
   Aside from Also Known as Syzygy, I count this book as the hardest to write. Hard, because once I opened up this can of worms, I had to really look at them, watch them writhe, get my fingers in the dirt and muck and commune with them. It was the only way to tell this story; a story I feel needs to be told and re-told until all the right people hear it. 
 
   There are terrible men in this world who will do terrible things. And there's a sometimes terrible justice system that re-victimizes the victims while the perpetrators go free. I know I am not the only woman to has entertained the idea of a little vigilante justice. This book was just the embodiment of that idea, taken to its logical conclusion. I hope it will also be a source of dark entertainment, if only in the drama and suspense of it all. 
 
   To me, this is a mainstream novel, even though it has some lesbian characters in it. The story is not about orientation. It's about people who are dealing with extraordinarily difficult ethical dilemmas. It's about revenge. It's about the weaknesses in the justice system. It's about human nature. 
 
   This book also contains graphic scenes of sexual violence. It is not for the faint-of-heart. I am faint-of-heart myself, so it was a difficult book to write, but I felt it was important in order to tell the story that needed to be told. But be aware, dear reader, this book does not blink.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   DEDICATION
 
   As always, I dedicate this book to my love, my life, my soon-to-be wife, Kate Genet, even though we already feel married. Kate is a brilliant author as well. Not to say I'm brilliant, but that she most assuredly is. And I especially dedicate this work to her because without her help with the deep edit, this book would never have made it to print and digital. I do so love her DEEP EDITS. (Insert something funny about digital, here, as well. LOL.)
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The world is a dangerous place to live; 
 
   not because of the people who are evil, 
 
   but because of the people who don't do anything about it.
 
   ~Albert Einstein
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   She had woken with her cheek against the grass, the earthy scent competing with the charred smoke in her sinuses, the taste of her own blood in her mouth, the raw burning elsewhere. With little attention to logic, she stumbled along the sidewalk one lane over, walking until the cacophony in her head dulled into a drone. Shadows patrolled the streets, night lamps casting silhouettes of a frantic, grotesque cavorting of the macabre. 
 
   Neighbors stood on the sidewalk across from the conflagration, arms folded in the chill of the impending evening, talking amongst themselves. 
 
   What happened? 
 
   I don't know. 
 
   Was anyone inside? 
 
   She wondered if anyone had rushed into the house to rescue them. Now, the structure was engulfed. It was now a job for the fire department, and men with protective gear and high-powered water hoses.
 
   Something heavy and sharp moved in Meg's chest. No. No. I have to--What did she have to do?
 
   She looked down at the door of the Kia, and then met her own eyes in the glass of the window. A voice in her head told her she had to leave. She wasn't sure why. The same voice told her that she could not appear in the lobby of her dorm looking the way she did, her face and arms sullied by soot, her hair a tangle, eyes puffy and red, body bruised, mind shell-shocked. She couldn't just return to her dorm room, even if it was the only other place she called home. No. A hotel. She had to go to a hotel. She could make no sense of it, but it was the only voice which was operational, the only counsel she had access to. She couldn't think. Couldn't get her mind to function properly.
 
   One last look at the murmuring, voyeuristic neighbors, milling about, and the view of the water jets from hoses wielded by firemen, and she reached for the door handle and got in, driving away from the nightmare this day had become.
 
   Pushing into the neon-strobing hotel lobby, she jostled a rack of marketing brochures, ignoring the curious examination of the twenty-something earbud-wearing clerk, as she handed him her credit card. She signed the form and he gave her the keycard, which she carried tightly in one hand as she shuffled down the long corridor, entered the room, and collapsed on the bed.
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   Along the walk in front of the building there was a sense of tranquility, intensified by the stillness only night can bring. A breath of wind interrupted the hush, tossing leaves in the path of a young woman, walking her dog, dressed for mid-December, and a slight chill. 
 
   Inside the apartment, the bed moved another two inches, the headboard finally making contact with the wall. Leverage gained, the rhythm increased, as Margo's arms came up to clench at shoulders taut with strain.
 
   "Harder, Baby..." she whispered.
 
   Her lover complied, even as Margo knew she was being more demanding than usual. Up on her elbows, she grinned, lifting her hips, nudging her lover over. In one fluid move, Margo was on top, straddling, continuing their lovemaking. Her hands went to her own breasts, then, as she moved up and down, in control of the rhythm. 
 
   She arched her back, pumping, tossing her head back, her quickening breaths rasping from her throat. Margo keened a ceaseless, crescendoing moan, riding fiercely. An answering moan came from her lover, who clenched Margo's hips and thrust upward. 
 
   They climaxed together, and Margo fell atop her partner, a blissful smile pulling at her lips. 
 
   A dog barked outside, no doubt disturbed by the movement of crunky December leaves.
 
   They cuddled, and Margo's lover soon reached for a cigarette at the bedside.
 
   "You don't need a cigarette, Lucy."
 
   "Oh yes I do." Lucy Tipton was pushing forty; though the years hadn't found her skin, nor created any wrinkles. 
 
   "When are you going to stop sucking on those things?"
 
   She held the cigarette and lighter, regarding Margo with mild irritation.
 
   "Here-" Margo grabbed Lucy's head and shoved it toward her breast. "Why can't you suck on this instead?"
 
   Lucy nipped at her breast playfully. "Can't get any smoke out of that."
 
   "Oh, I thought we were smoking pretty good." Margo knew her influence would only go so far with Lucy.
 
   "Isn't it enough that you have me working out four times a week?"
 
   Margo saw that as her greatest victory with her lover. She resigned herself, rested her cheek on Lucy's shoulder, absently stroking her neck.
 
   Lucy grinned, reaching under the covers to unsnap the harness, pulled the phallic contraption out, covering it with a towel. She deposited the bundle on the floor, and then lit the cigarette.
 
   Releasing a lungful of smoke, Lucy said, "You'll put our man back under the bed, won't you?" 
 
   "After I run him through the dishwasher, yes."
 
   A detective with the Colorado Springs P.D., Lucy Tipton had first met Margo at the gym, when Lucy was convinced by her work-wife that keeping in shape was important for her job, and Margo then took over the motivational duties. 
 
   Margo had face-time with each of her new members, as she felt it was an important part of customer relations. But Lucy had been different. Margo had an immediate chemistry with her, and offered to give her a personal tour of the facility, and coach her on some of the machines. She always gave new members a personal tour, but she opted not to tell Lucy about that. By the end of the tour, it was obvious that the two women had some sparks.
 
   Before her post-workout shower that day, Lucy asked Margo out for coffee, and the romance bloomed.
 
   The paradox was that Margo's last girlfriend had a female-oriented job as a secretary, but was way more butch than Lucy, who worked in the male-dominated field of law enforcement, yet remained in touch with the relative merits of make-up and a great bra. Now, a year later, at Margo's apartment, Lucy gathered her things by the door, and Margo joined her there. "Sure you have to leave?"
 
   "I didn't bring anything with me, remember?"
 
   "I've got everything you need."
 
   "Mmm...yes you do...except for a file I need tomorrow. I left that at home."
 
   "I guess I should try to get a few hours' sleep before I have to get up, too."
 
   Lucy kissed her. "I love you, Margo."
 
   "Love you, too." She opened the door for her. "Be careful."
 
   Lucy smiled. "You always say that, and I always am. Do you think I forget each time?"
 
   Margo smacked her on the arm.
 
   Lucy stepped into the hall, and made her way down the corridor, turning halfway to smile at Margo.
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   At some point, she showered, her hands finding the bruises. Her filthy clothes were left in a heap on the floor as she slept naked beneath the sterile white sheet of the hotel bed. She showered repeatedly over the next few days, trying to wash off the stench of smoke and death. 
 
   Finally, the barriers in her mind crumbled, and the chronology came flooding back to her.
 
   Christmas break from classes. She had gone home to be with her mother and sister. Omega Fisher had really needed this time with her family.
 
   Meg sat with her feet propped on the coffee table, admiring the festive lights on the Christmas tree. Her mother always put together a great tree each year. Sipping eggnog, Meg watched her mother and sister in the kitchen, as they had an animated conversation about the respective virtues of getting Halle her first car.
 
   "It would keep you from having to haul me around all the time…" Halle reasoned.
 
   "I'm not sure you're ready for that, yet…" Rita Fisher said carefully, handing Halle a dirty dish to put in the dishwasher.
 
   "I'm sixteen! It's my right of passage."
 
   "I know, but-"
 
   Halle closed the dishwasher and switched it on. "Meg got her first car when she was sixteen. You're just not ready to let me be a grown-up."
 
   Rita Fisher glanced into the livingroom at her oldest daughter, who gave her an expression that said she's got you on that one.
 
   Rita sighed. "How much money have you saved from your part-time job?"
 
   "I've got enough for a down-payment, I think."
 
   "Well, we'll see about going to the dealership next week."
 
   "Awesome!" Halle enthused, giving her mom a hug before coming into the living room to hug her sister and whisper in her ear. "You were right. She couldn't argue with that..."
 
   Meg smiled. She remembered what it was like to be 16 and want nothing more than her own vehicle, her own independence. That had been nine years ago. In that time, she had graduated with honors from high school, got a few jobs to gain real-world experience, as her mom called it, and then finally enrolled in college to major in Criminal Justice. She hoped to do something in law enforcement, but wasn't sure which area, yet.
 
   "Meg, what am I going to do when a guy asks me out? Mom's gonna freak even more about that than the car."
 
   "Mom's just worried about your safety, that's all. I am too, frankly."
 
   Halle got up and whipped her hands around in front of Meg's face. "Maybe you could teach me some of that kung fu stuff--" She made a comical keening sound to mimic the sounds actors made in those old martial arts movies.
 
   Meg captured her sister's hands, easily, and applied a twisting motion that forced Halle to sit on the sofa next to her.
 
   "See?" Halle said. "That's what I'm talkin' 'bout."
 
   Meg laughed. She was fortunate to have such a close relationship with her mother and sister, even though her father hadn't been in the picture since Halle was a baby. She really hadn't missed having a father. Her mother had been so good with them. But she had moments when she wondered what it would have been like to be a daddy's girl.
 
   Rita Fisher had made sure her two girls had every-thing they needed. She had gone back to school when they were young, to train as an executive secretary, and had been with the same large software and technology firm for the last 18 years. She earned a decent salary, and made sure there was a college fund for both girls.
 
   Now, Halle was entering the dating stage of her young life, and Meg knew her mother was a little wary of another trip through that awkward terrain.
 
   Rita joined them, settling down to watch It's a Wonderful Life, as they had every holiday season. As Jimmy Stewart's name appeared on the screen, the doorbell rang.
 
   "Who could that be?" Rita murmured.
 
   "I'll get it," Halle said, jumping up to look through the peephole. "Some guy in a blue vest, holding a clip-board.
 
   "Tell him we're not interested," Rita advised.
 
   Meg said, "Wait--"
 
   Halle opened the door, saying, "I'm sorry, but--"
 
   Inexplicably, he was now wearing an eerie white Halloween mask.
 
   The man lurched forward and captured Halle around the neck with one arm, a pistol pressed to the girl's temple.
 
   Two more men entered, wearing replicas of the same mask, and closed the door.
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   What followed, was the stuff that nightmares are made of. 
 
   All three men had guns. The one who'd come in the door first went immediately to Halle, holding the gun on her and ordering her to remove her jeans and panties, while the other two men held Meg and her mother at bay, their pleas of mercy unheeded. 
 
   When the dark-haired man pushed Halle to the floor and knelt between her knees to shove her thighs apart, Meg and her mother screamed and flailed in their captors' grip. The man holding Rita Fisher struck her with his pistol, and Meg watched her mother fall like a marionette to the floor, unconscious. Meg felt a tiny shard of relief that her mother would not see what would befall her youngest daughter.
 
   The bald man holding Meg was strong, but she aggressively fought to free herself from his grip. Elbowing him in the diaphragm, he punched her twice in the face, and wrapped a beefy arm around her neck, now pointing his pistol at Meg. He had known intuitively that although Meg was a fighter, he could subdue her most easily by threatening her little sister. Though Meg thought perhaps death by gunshot would be more merciful for all of them. The rude reality was that in all the martial arts training Meg had, there was little you could do when threatened with a gun, especially when the gun was aimed at someone you love.
 
   Still, Meg struggled with him, tried to redirect the aim of his gun, but with the choke-hold he had on her, she was losing consciousness. He forced her to the floor, and wrapping his legs around her hips to pin her. From there, with the oxygen slowly leaving her brain, she watched the other man clench one thick-fingered hand around Halle's neck, as he shoved himself inside her. Halle had her head turned toward Meg, tears streaming, mouth gasping for air, and the look in her eyes sucked every ounce of energy from Meg's body. 
 
   Oblivion shrouded her brain and Meg lost her vision. Descended into some dark abyss where she floated in painful needles. When she opened her eyes again, the dark-haired man who had been with Halle was now ramming inside her mother, who lay stiffly on the floor, her hands clenched at her sides, staring off into some place that would offer her escape. She was tolerating the abuse. Just trying to accept and get through it. But Meg would not tolerate it. As the stringy-haired one took his turn with her sister,  she sent both fists above her head, hoping to make con-tact with her bald captor's face, but only felt her knuckles crumple the mask. He slammed the butt of his pistol into her temple, and again, she felt her awareness ebbing into a cavern of darkness. 
 
   Again she came to as the dark-haired man pressed his suffocating weight on her chest, and cringed when he invaded her, tried to push him off, but her arm muscles felt like cooked pasta. 
 
   As if in a hellish dreamscape, she drifted in and out of consciousness, each time seeing a different configuration. The three men were taking turns with each of them. She could no longer focus well enough to know if her mother and sister were still alive. They were always so still, lying there.
 
   A blink, and then her vision returned. On her side, she watched as the dark-haired man removed his mask, and took a candle from the mantle. He crossed to the Christmas tree as the other two men removed their masks as well. Meg intently studied their faces, each of them in turn, and then closed her eyes when one of them looked her way. The one with the ruddy complexion reminded her of an well-known actor, but she couldn't think of the actor's name. The crackling sound brought her eyes open again, and she saw the dark-haired man holding the candle flame to the tree.
 
   She closed her eyes again. So tired. Too tired. Sleep. She wanted to sleep.
 
   When the smell of smoke soon roused Omega Fisher, she stared at the crumpled figures of her mother and sister. 
 
   Struggling to her hands and knees, she was aware that her jeans were gone. She was naked from the waist down. And then she remembered what she wished she never could. Three different men, forcing her legs apart, ramming her, choking her, taking her dignity and her hope with their rutting, painful flesh-weaponry. She could still fill the fullness of them inside her, and the clenching refusal of her body to cooperate with the invasion. A montage of nightmare proportions, filtered by moments of unconsciousness weary resistance.
 
   Coughing, each outburst felt like a knife between her thighs, stabbing her tender places. Don't think about that. Don't think. Glancing to her side, she saw her pants, and dragged them over, laid back down to pull them on, wanting to cover herself, hide the evidence of the degradation that had been forced upon her.
 
   The dreadful knowing spread over her like hot molasses. Mom and Halle. A curtain of smoke eased back just enough for her sweeping eyes to find their still forms on the living room floor, only a few feet away. 
 
   She crawled over between her mother and sister, choking on the acrid, sooty air that hung like a canopy a few feet above the floor. Meg's tremoring fingers pushed into the carotid artery of her mother's neck and found nothing. She pressed her ear to her mother's chest, felt no rising and falling, heard no thumping of life. Leaning back to stare at Rita Fisher's battered face, a wisp of smoke floated past the blood trials now drying on her skin; Meg searched for a light in those frozen, staring eyes. A sob broke from Meg's throat as she spun to check her sister, and was met with the same result. No breath, no life. 
 
   Her mother, dead. Her sister, dead. The marks from strangulation still red on their necks. Meg could feel a constrictive band around her own throat. Why had she survived? 
 
   As the gifts beneath the tree caught flame and began to melt in a psychedelic clump, she felt the men inside of her. Each of them, in turn. Could still smell them as they grunted against her, grinding her spine against the floor. 
 
   Her stomach now convulsing in protest, Meg hacked uncontrollably, feeling she might heave the contents of her stomach onto the carpet. Her lungs ached from the invasion of smoke, tears flooded her eyes, first incited by smoke, then, by overweening grief.
 
   Her fingers caressed Halle's angry bruises, and she tried to cover her sister's exposed body with the hem of her T-shirt, but it wasn't long enough. 
 
   A whoosh of flame ate hungrily the draperies, and they fell onto what was left of the Christmas tree, sending it up into a conflagration of Technicolored horror. The sofa was ablaze on one side, the house was an oven, the heat growing more intense, and Meg could feel the sunburn sensation on her skin.
 
   On hands and knees, she crawled to the back door beyond the kitchen, weakened several times by the horror of her grief, and falling flat to the floor, seeking the strength to get up again. Finally, she made it through the kitchen, the living room now engulfed in blistering flames.
 
   She reached up through hacking coughs and slammed her palm on the release button, the hydraulic arm of the storm door bouncing open, and slamming back against her pushing shoulder. She shoved herself out and the door slammed behind her, sealing the fate of her mother and sister inside.
 
   Falling down the two steps to the patio, rolling onto the cold stones, her head smacked the Adirondack chair. She pushed up and ran into the yard, stumbling and falling by the swing set, images filling her head; pushing her little sister in an arc, her young laughter adorning the day with contentment. 
 
   Gone. All gone. Dead. She was dead. 
 
   No. It was a bad dream. Just a terrible dream. 
 
   The sirens of fire trucks ripped her back from the event horizon, the edge of the black hole that beckoned her with its desperate, yearned-for oblivion. She hacked the soot from her throat and lungs. 
 
   Not a dream.
 
   They were dead.
 
   The three demons had scurried away like rats from a sinking ship.
 
   But the squeak of brakes made her lift her head. In the circle of illumination from the street light along the back fence of the tiny yard, where an alleyway stretched, she saw the truck. Meg's eyes trailed upward to the driver, as he sat staring at the back of the house. The burning house. It was him. The one who had first brutalized Halle. The one who had squeezed the breath from her throat, taken her precious purity with the filth of his evil hunger. Her fingers twitched with the desire to claw at his eyes.
 
   Meg could make out the figures of two other heads in the truck, cocked around the driver to see the house, as well. Stringy hair. Bald. Were they admiring the apocalypse they'd brought down on her family?
 
   As the truck pulled away, she clambered to the fence and pulled herself up, squinting into the gathering darkness, just making out the license plate, as it grew smaller with retreat.
 
   510 or 810….ASD.
 
   ASD.
 
   All Soon Dead, she thought, before her knees gave way and she dropped down to the grass again, consciousness slipping away.
 
   Loud sirens woke her. Help arriving. Help too late. She heard the hiss of airbrakes, as the fire truck drew up in front of the house. But no one could bring Halle and her mother back. 
 
   She remembered the license plate, and some dark cavern of resolve in her mind told her what to do, though she could scarcely think past the almost autonomic response, of pushing herself up off the grass, coughing hoarsely from the roiling smoke coming her way as the wind shifted, feeling the constricting pain in her throat from the hands that had tried to choke the life out of her.
 
   She had no shoes. The soles of Meg's feet were raw, even beneath the socks, the usual white of them stained by dirt and soot. As she moved away from the deceptive warmth around the house, her socked feet growing painful with cold, the air grew frigid, and soon hung in her lungs like icy Fiberglas.
 
   Her hand fluttered to the small wallet she always carried in her front pocket. The thin leather fold with an emergency credit card. She'd never had to use it.
 
   She zipped and fastened her jeans with shaky hands, wrapped her arms around herself, thankful she had on a long-sleeved shirt.
 
   After a few moments of muddled contemplation, she circled the block a few homes down from the burning house. The house with the bodies of her mother and sister inside. Meg stilled that thought, refusing to look in that direction, even while the lights strobed just down the sidewalk. She stopped beside the driver's door of her Kia Soul, digging her keys out of her front pocket. It had been the closest parking spot she could find, when she came to visit her mother and sister for Christmas. 
 
   Her hand fluttered to the small wallet she always carried in the glove box. The thin leather fold with an emergency credit card. She'd never had to use it.
 
   The trees along the street were festooned with strings of lights, blue and green and red, and she could not avoid looking at the mimicry of lights atop emergency vehicles, parked in front of her mother's house. 
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   When sunrise burned through the parted curtains of the hotel, she stared at the black and red smudge on the pillow from where her cheek had rested. Tentacles of pain throbbed to points of violation. 
 
   Turning on the television, she clicked through the channels and saw the news reports of the fire. As is the nature of modern media, the reporters were able to put the story out before she had even been notified. Not that anyone knew where to find her. She wondered how many other family members had seen terrible news about loved ones on television, without hearing it first from some unfamiliar police officer who knocked on the door. Perhaps it was better this way. No one to see her response, no awkward grief in front of a stranger. And no reason to explain why she already knew about it. That she had been there. 
 
   Meg closed her eyes as tears soaked the pillowcase and sought the comfort of darkness and oblivion again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The next afternoon, it took several tries to get the television on, as her hands trembled too much to press the buttons on the remote properly. She awkwardly moved past the holiday commercials depicting happy families exchanging gifts. It was that time of year, after all, but there would be no exchanging of gifts this time. The colorful packages had all burned up in the house. The cashmere sweater and convection oven for her mom. The gold necklace and collection of Twilight novels for Halle.
 
   Another cursory check of the news told Meg that investigators believed the fire had started with faulty wiring in the Christmas tree lights. When the camera lens went to the gurney with a black body bag being guided out of the now-cold, charred house, she mashed twice before getting the power button on the remote to turn the TV off. 
 
   Meg lost count of the days, her brain choosing to sleep, even amid nightmares, until she could sleep no more. Hunger woke her. Her cell phone had burned up in the house, and she'd have to get another, but for now, she used the hotel phone to call for Chinese delivery. Though starving, she had no appetite, but knew she had to eat something. Happy Family seemed a bit too ironic to choose as her meal, so she went with Egg Foo Young and Lo Mein with egg drop soup, egg rolls and fried wontons on the side.
 
   While waiting on the food to be delivered, she oriented herself by checking her laptop, thankful that she had left it in the trunk of her car when she went to visit her mother. Checking the date in the system tray, she was mildly surprised. Two days, she had slept. 
 
   On the way to the toilet, Meg avoided a second look in the mirror, as the wreckage on her features only became the faces of her mother and sister, and she could not bear to see what had been done to them. It was enough to see the cut on her lip, the bruised cheeks, the darkened circle under her left eye, the swollen eyelid.
 
   After the food was delivered and she ate like a POW at a banquet, she desperately wanted alcohol, and managed a painful trip to the liquor store, hoping the cashier would understand that the ramifications of her appearance meant that alcohol was sorely required. Perhaps liquor store cashiers have seen all this before, she thought. 
 
   There was a thrift store on the way back to the hotel, and Meg stopped to pick out a change of clothes, again tolerating the concerned perusal of the clerk. Some people ask if you're okay, and some don't want to know. 
 
   Once back at the hotel, Meg uncapped the Kraken Spiced Rum and took a drink of it straight from the black bottle. Wincing as the liquor went down, she stared at the namesake creature on the white label. She wanted those tentacles around her. Cradling her, until she could swim in this ocean again without drowning.
 
   Having another slug of the rum, she took a deep breath, and gathered her things to check out of the hotel, sensing the welcomed blanket of numbness enveloping her, as the rum kicked in, and her resolve deepened.
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   Athena's Gym was situated in a strip mall on Cimarron, not too far from the Colorado Springs Police Department, the source of most of her clientele. The gym was behind the Convention & Visitor's Bureau and next to The Coffee Exchange, McCabe's Tavern and Southside Johnny's. And ideal location which guaranteed a steady stream of members.
 
   Margo's entry into the gym was accompanied by the strains of Baby Got Back from one of the aerobics rooms. A slightly feminine young man greeted her as she emerged, and he grabbed-in midair-the umbrella she lost control of. 
 
   He walked briskly alongside her. "Afternoon, Margo." 
 
   "It's only ten, Danny."
 
   "Really? Seems later with everything that's happened already. Afraid you weren't coming in today." 
 
   "Don't be a bitch. Just give me the scoop."
 
   He launched into the spiel. "Bodyworks is whining because accounts payable hasn't cut them a check yet for all that lovely new equipment, and they are threatening to fetch the equipment post-haste, if they don't hear from you before five." He handed her the appropriate pink message slip.
 
   "Where's Bonnie?"
 
   "On an errand," he said, handing her another message. "There's a leak in the men's shower, and one of the rich bitches from Black Forest is screaming liable for a nasty little infection she claims she got from a hot tub that wasn't properly sanitized." He handed her another slip, smiling with forced warmth at an older lady in a leotard, as they rushed by the workout room, then continued, "And the laundry truck had a blow out on 225 in transit with our towels, and we don't have enough to last through the aerobics class at six." As Danny gave her the last message, they rounded the corner into her office.
 
   Margo dropped her leather bag beside the desk and released a deep breath, glancing at the blinking light of her voice mail. "And now I have to make all this magically go away?"
 
   Danny opened the umbrella over his head and sang theatrically, "It's raining, it's pouring..." He paused for effect, or perhaps for applause, then, "Truly, I'm super-swamped out on the floor."
 
   "Your mama took you off the bottle too soon."
 
   He closed the umbrella and wiggled his eyebrows meaningfully. "Which is why I have an oral-fixation, now."
 
   "Spare me the sordid details. Did someone make a fresh pot of coffee?" 
 
   "Miss Bonnie did, ma'am. She should be back any second. Want me to have her fetch you some--along with a fresh bagel?"
 
   "Oh dear God, yes. And begone, serf, I have work to do," she said, waving the messages at him.
 
   He handed her the umbrella and bowed. "Yes, My Queen."
 
   The telephone rang and she left the umbrella on the floor beside her bag. "What fresh hell is this?" Pressing the speakerphone button, shuffling through messages, she answered, "Athena's, this is Margo."
 
   "Hi, Baby. How's it going?"
 
   Lucy. "Hi honey. Had a couple of fires to put out the second I walked in. Danny snagged me at the elevator and briefed me all the way to my desk. It's 10 o'clock, and I don't even have my first cup of coffee."
 
   "Poor baby. I've been here since seven, and I've polished off a whole pot."
 
   "Tease. I broke my carafe at home, so driving here was a real challenge."
 
   "Yeah, but isn't it good to know you're needed?"
 
   Leafing through the messages, she answered, "There's a fine line between feeling needed and feeling overused."
 
   "After three years, that line gets even finer." 
 
   "And you've been gliding in the breeze, right, Detective Tipton?" 
 
   "No, I've been overused, too."
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   At the precinct, Lucy was still holding the phone to her ear, and frowned as a thick file folder was slapped on her desk by her partner, Detective Walker. 
 
   Although the Colorado Springs Police Department was considered small, compared to bigger city precincts, it had a higher ratio of women detectives. Lucy and Steph were two. 
 
   Stephanie Turley pulled her chair up close to her desk across from her cohort. Steph was the color of coffee with cream, thirty-something, with straight black hair and a hint of mischief in her eyes. She snapped her fingers in quick succession at Lucy, feigning impatience.
 
   Lucy gave Steph a quick view of her middle finger, still focusing on her conversation with Margo. "Rusty wheels of justice, and all that. I'm out of lube for those wheels too."
 
   "I could make a crude joke," Margo said. "But instead--let's get away this weekend, and we'll both be able to recharge those dead batteries." 
 
   Opening the file Steph plopped in front of her, Lucy glanced at the papers with a frown. "I don't know if I can swing it this weekend."
 
   "'Til now, my powers of persuasion were up."
 
   "Sorry, Sweetie. I'll do my best, but don't count on it."
 
   "Well, I'm getting used to this." Margo had suffered social cancellations more than once, with Lucy's schedule. It was part of the deal, when you dated a cop. 
 
   "I might be able to take one night off this weekend. Maybe we could rent a bunch of movies and do a marathon." 
 
   Without enthusiasm, Margo said, "Yippee, skippee. Dinner tonight?
 
   "I'll have to call you on that one. Steph just slapped a fat file on my desk."
 
   "Tell her I hate her."
 
   Lucy delivered the message. "She said she hates you."  
 
   "Send her over here," Steph said.
 
   Lucy transferred the call to her detective-partner's desk. She answered. "Girl, you better watch out. I'm bigger than you and I got a gun."
 
   "I'm sure that strikes fear in the hearts of many."
 
   They both laughed.
 
   "I'd like to think so," Steph said.
 
   "You better not be keeping my honey too busy to see me. You know I only made friends with you so you wouldn't sleep with her."  
 
   "Yeah, too bad that didn't work, huh?"
 
   "You crack me up. Hey, how's the thing with you and Charlie going?"
 
   "The 'thing' is doing very well, thank you. It would help if I had time to see him, though."
 
   "How old is he again?" Margo chided.
 
   "Oh just shut up right now. I like 'em younger so they can keep up with me."
 
   "Right. Well, let me know when you can do lunch. I want to hear all the dirt."
 
   "I bet you do."
 
   "Call me back and let me know what day."
 
   "You know I will."
 
   "'kay, tell Lucy I love her." 
 
   "You know I will." Steph hung up the phone, and said to Lucy, "She said she hates you, too."
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   Mid-December snow slanted onto Dewayne Freeman's shoulders as he stepped off the bus in Colorado Springs. Swiping a rough hand down his face, he scratched at his three-day growth of beard.
 
   Unlike most ex-cons, Freeman wouldn't be checking into the YMCA, or crashing at some sleazy hotel, or a crack-house masquerading as low-rent apartments. To-day, he would be moving into the home of his cousin, Adam Taggart. Taggart had done some time himself, on a rape conviction, so he knew what it was like to reintegrate after jail time. Taggart had also managed to get him a job on his construction crew, starting on Monday.
 
   But this weekend, Freeman would begin his surveillance on the cop.
 
   Sentenced to eight years, Freeman was paroled in five for good behavior. That sort of irony made him laugh. He had been in his share of altercations. Most of them, though, had been unknown to the guards at the maximum security facility in Florence, Colorado, known as the Alcatraz of the Rockies.
 
   His time inside had hardened him even more, as prisons were wont to do. He had been preparing the entire time. Freeman believed the adage that revenge was a dish best served cold. He'd had five long years to think about it, and now that he was here, he wanted to focus on ways to serve that dish. 
 
   Taggart appeared in a thirteen year old maroon Pontiac Bonneville, and Freeman slid into the seat, shaking hands with the man.
 
   "Welcome to Colorado Springs," Taggart said on a smile. "Did you enjoy your vacation?"
 
   "The accommodations were a bit sparse and the maid service non-existent."
 
   Taggart chuckled.
 
   Glancing over at his cousin, Freeman buckled the seat belt. "What have you been up to?" he asked casually.
 
   "The usual," Taggart smiled, pulling out of the lot.
 
   The squalid little house on Quebec belonged to Taggart's mother, who was in the last stages of Alzheimer's in a local nursing home. This meant that Taggart was one of the few lucky ones who had a place to go when he was finally released. Lucky for Freeman, he paid it forward and gave him a place to go to as well.
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   Margo pressed the speaker button again, got a dial tone and hit an automatic dial button. A man answered.
 
   "Jimmy, this is Margo at Athena's. Can you spare a few towels for my six O'clock class?"
 
   "I think I can handle it. When?" 
 
   "Yesterday."
 
   "I'll send them right over." 
 
   "Thanks, honey, I owe you one."
 
   Margo hit the button again for a dial tone, punched in numbers. A female answered. "Hey, Judy? This is Margo Benning with Athena's. I understand there's a problem with our payment?"
 
   "Oh, hi Margo. Yeah, we never got a check."
 
   "I apologize. We're training someone in Accounts Payable. I'll have the check messengered to you within the hour, how's that?"
 
   "Great. I figured there was some glitch there. I wasn't worried about it." 
 
   "How's it going over there?
 
   "Just the crunch crunch crunch of numbers, all day long. Just like always." 
 
   Margo laughed. "You should pour some milk over those numbers and have a little breakfast, Judy."
 
   "Probably wouldn't taste good. Math isn't very flavorful. Thanks for calling. Have a good day, Margo." 
 
   "You too."
 
   As Margo clicked off the speaker phone button, Bonnie, her administrative assistant, carried in a mug and something in a napkin. Bonnie was Margo's age, and appeared out of place in a gym, her love handles on display under the snug spandex top, a blouse thrown over it, and jeans.
 
   "Here's your Breakfast of Champions," she said, placing a bagel and coffee in front of Margo.
 
   "Thanks. How'd your date go last night?" She  spread cream cheese on the bagel.
 
   "I defy the gods to find me a man who doesn't think of sex as currency."
 
   Margo chuckled. "I've heard they're out there."
 
   "And if yours was male, I'd beg you to find it in your heart to share."
 
   Margo glanced over at the photo of Lucy in uniform, her arms around Margo. "Nope. No sex change on the docket. And she belongs to me." She took a bite of the bagel. 
 
   "Stingy gut." 
 
   "Hey, before I forget: call Frank and have him fix the leak in the men's shower." She had a careful sip of coffee. "And also, get the name of the Black Forest Lady from Danny." 
 
   Bonnie squinted, puzzled.
 
   "He'll know. And also, I broke my carafe at home. Can you be a honey and go down the street to that kitchen store and get me a new one for my coffeemaker?" She handed her a slip of paper with the model on it.
 
   "Oh my God, I should do that first. I know how you are without coffee before you get here. How'd you even make the drive?"
 
   "By rote, I guess. I don't remember it at all. Thanks, Bon'.
 
   As Bonnie walked out, duly briefed and instructed, Margo sipped more coffee, and turned on her computer. Even though she had the latest in desktop PC's, she still couldn't get rid of the papers. Paper work. Work, work, work. The price she paid for wanting her own business. 
 
   Margo removed her glasses, placing them on the desk atop the papers, her fingers pressing her eyes, rubbing gently. The previous night's activities had left her more weary than usual. Lucy was in top form. Perhaps she shouldn't have pushed her so hard at her workouts here at the gym.
 
   Business had been better than projected and the clientele continued to grow. The new Nautilus machines had been a good investment. The recumbent bikes and elliptical machines, along with the Ab Cruncher insured that members had every opportunity to tone and firm. More and more men and women were more and more buffed. She liked the feeling it gave her--like she was contributing to the health and well-being of strangers. It was a rewarding altruism which had the added benefit of making her a living.
 
   Margo placed a hand on her own bicep and squeezed the firm muscle there. It was important that she set a good example. There's nothing worse than chanting words of encouragement to a huffing and puffing would-be gladiator, when you're flabby.
 
   Bonnie buzzed her to come out and greet a new potential member. He introduced himself as Barry, and she gave him the usual tour of the facilities. He even checked the men's dressing room and seemed impressed. He said he was going to check out another gym and he'd get back to her if he decided to join. She had heard that before. People wanted to get the best deal. She knew her facility could speak for itself, and if they had an ounce of sense in their head, they'd be back, signing a membership contract.
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   In her dorm room, Meg packed up the final box of belongings, and sat down on the bed. Her roommate was still on Christmas break. In fact, most of the college was closed down. The corridors were quieter than usual. Good. She just wanted to get this interview over with, and then load the rest of her stuff into the Kia and get out of there. She needed to be alone. Needed time to think. 
 
   She had returned the call, finally, from the police officer who left a voicemail. He had only said he needed to speak with her. But of course, she knew what it was about. The worst heartbreak she'd ever experienced. The death of not just one loved one, but two.
 
   Her thoughts jettisoned back to the first heartbreak, now paled in comparison to her current grief. After dating for six months and talking about marriage and happily ever after, her boyfriend announced his love for another, and then suggested that she and the usurper could be great friends. She had thought of a Janis Ian song, the lyrics running through her head: Go find a fence, locate a shell and hide yourself, go on, go to hell, go away from me. I need no charity… 
 
   The next man had flown in under the radar with his distinguished collegiate gentleman ways, his wad of money forever bulging in his pants like some sort of testimony to his financial virility. She had, perhaps, fallen prey to the idea of having the whole enchilada of love. But it was just heartburn, smoldering sharp and bile-ridden, in her throat. Heartburn. Her heart was certainly burning, now. Burning like her mother's house did…
 
   Meg had intended to escape the pain of those exercises in romantic futility by renewing her spirits with her family over the Christmas break. She had even taken time off work from her part-time job at the DMV to allow more time to visit. But she was only to learn that the treachery of men could fall to deeper levels. Deeper than a broken heart. Darker than the cavernous alcoves of their worthless souls.
 
   When she heard the knock, she knew it would be the officer.
 
   Opening the door for him, she turned and sat down again on the bed.
 
   He studied her, knowing soon enough that the information he had been unlucky enough to have to deliver, was old news. "Um…Ms. Fisher?"
 
   "I'll save you the trouble. I heard about it on television. The media always broadcasts everything right away."
 
   "I'm sorry you had to find out like that."
 
   She just stared at the floor, rubbing her thumb across the surface of her phone. 
 
   "You were out of town when it happened?"
 
   "Yes. On a little road trip. I was supposed to join my mother and sister for the holidays today." She looked up at him then, knowing he would see the condition of her face.
 
   His eyes widened. "What happened to you?"
 
   "Oh, this?" She pointed at her face. "I practice martial arts. Things got a little out of hand in my last sparring match."
 
   "Oh." He turned a page in his memo pad. 
 
   Meg ran a hand through her hair and sighed. "I just want this holiday to be over…"
 
   The awkward silence hung in the air for a moment, before he continued, "Well, I'm so sorry for all you've…been through. I'll just ask you a few more questions and then I'll be one less thing for you to deal with…" He asked her all the cursory questions, and jotted a few notes in his memo pad. She answered the questions succinctly, without looking at him much. 
 
   He closed his notebook and shifted his duty belt, and then turned the volume down on the dispatcher coming from his radio.
 
   Meg released a deep breath. "Do they know what caused the fire?"
 
   "Not quite yet. They suspect it was something about the wiring in the Christmas tree lights. That's a pretty common thing this time of year."
 
   "I told my mother to replace those lights…" She blinked once and continued her examination of the floor. She had told her mother that. It was true. But the lights had not started the fire. She knew what had started the fire. Who. He had held a candle to the wiring around a limb of the tree, and the thing had gone up, as Meg lay half-unconscious on the floor, watching him. Destroying evidence, she had remembered thinking.
 
   Raw images popped up in her mind's eye, and she squeezed her eyes shut, tears spilling over onto her cheeks.
 
   "Do you have someone you can talk to?" He asked gently.
 
   She nodded. "There are counselors here at the school." Counselors she would not go to. She had her own ideas about how to make herself feel better.
 
   "Well…here's my information." He handed her a plain white card with the Boulder police insignia on it. "Call if you need anything…anything at all."
 
   She stuck the card in her pocket and nodded.
 
   "I'm sorry for your loss."
 
   She sighed heavily. "Thank you."
 
   "I'll show myself out…" He exited quietly and quickly, probably relieved that this unpleasant chore was done.
 
   She gathered the rest of her belongings, and set the box down on the desk. Reaching under the mattress, she pulled out the 9 millimeter Glock, and shoved that in her inside coat pocket, then headed down the corridor, into the elevator, and out into the parking lot, where she put the last box in the seat beside her. 
 
   A flittering of snowflakes peppered the windshield, though it hadn't yet turned cold. Winter Solstice had begun, though winter had yet to rear its frigid head, though weather patterns suggested it wouldn't be long. She'd noticed the Colorado weather had gone milder in recent years. Climate change was indeed a reality. 
 
   And the climate was about to change again. From one of victim to avenger.
 
   For Meg, her mission would not be complete until three men were dead. She had already decided she would find them, and kill them.
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   After a full day of tailing that cop, using his cousin's Bonneville, Freeman was looking forward to poker night. He had gone with Taggart to the home of one of his buddies, who also worked on the same construction crew. 
 
   A Bronco and an old Ford F-150 were parked in the drive. Taggart and Freeman shoved their beer into the 'fridge, and Pratt ordered pizza. 
 
   Freeman was anxious to get on with the game, as he could use the extra cash. He'd learned quite a bit about cards during his stay in Florence. His cell mate was in for some sort of casino fraud, but before being caught, he had made a butt-load of money. The cell mate taught Freeman a few tricks of the trade, and he was confident he'd take these guys for all they had on them.
 
   At the card table to Freeman's right, sat Carter Pratt, clenching a fat stogie in his teeth that smelled like burning trash. Pratt was the obvious alpha dog of the pack. Everyone just naturally seemed to follow his lead. Freeman had seen it a hundred times while in prison, and on the outside. If there was a question that needed an answer, everyone looked at the alpha dog. If there was a decision that needed to be made, the alpha dog made it, and everyone got in line behind him. 
 
   Freeman had steered away from the alphas, preferring to read. He spent a great deal of time in the prison library, educating himself, simply because he was interested in how the world worked. He hated stupid, uneducated people, and would not let himself be one. 
 
   As Pratt shuffled the cards, Freeman studied his face again. Pratt looked an awful lot like Edward James Olmos, the actor. Same acne-scar-pocked face, square jaw, piercing black eyes. He could understand how an average guy couldn't afford to correct those ugly scars, but he wondered, absently, why a well-paid actor would not get plastic surgery to improve his looks, since Hollywood seemed so obsessed with beauty. He also knew that a female could not have enjoyed the same acceptance, had she looked like that. No matter what the castrating feminists said, looks mattered when it came to women, and they had to be beautiful to be accepted. It was a man's world. And Freeman was fine with that.
 
   Pratt-almost-Olmos had avoided a rape charge, through lack of evidence, but had done a stint for robbery in the Florence prison, and got out on good behavior five years ago, which was again ironic, since he'd shanked two guys while inside. Same thing had happened to Freeman, so he knew it wasn't a fluke, but more like standard operating procedure. 
 
   Rumor had it that Pratt had also taken part in the gangbang of another younger prisoner, too. As Pratt stacked his chips on the poker table, Freeman noticed he was missing the tip of his left pinky finger. He was sure there was a good story behind that.
 
   To his left, was Freeman's cousin Adam Taggart, gnawing on a Swisher Sweet Perfecto, which smelled infinitely better than the cigar Pratt enjoyed. Taggart was completely bald, since discovering that the downside of 40 brought a receding hairline that no amount of comb-over could hide. So he'd shaved it all off, and then taken to wearing a Denver Broncos ball cap all the time.
 
   Taggart went down for rape, but served only half his sentence before he was released early for economic reasons. The state had paroled him, along with other rapists, robbers and abusers, to ease their budgetary woes. Freeman never understood why they didn't release the lesser offenders, like the pot-smokers. In fact, the men put away on drug charges seemed to get tougher and longer sentences than the more hardened variety of criminal. He guessed they needed fuck-buddies for the hardcore guys. The system didn't make any sense at all.
 
   Directly across from Freeman, sat Glen Warrick, the youngest of the group. With his long, stringy, dirty blonde hair and a tendency to use the word dude, he came off like a surfer-boy, though he had never been on a surfboard in his life. Hard to do since Colorado had no oceans. His rap sheet was less intimidating: check fraud, assault, DUI, drunk and disorderly, and an attempted rape charge that didn't stick. On the rape charge, he managed to get house-arrest and an ankle bracelet, rather than prison. But Freeman figured he'd end up there at some point, especially if he continued to hang out with this crew.
 
   Society had a way of categorizing its citizens, mostly into the two main designations of white-collar and blue-collar. But Freeman thought of this bunch as no-collar. They hardly wore anything other than T-shirts.
 
   On the first hand, they each anteed-up on a game of five card draw.
 
   Warrick eyed Freeman. "You don't talk much, dude."
 
   Freeman gave him a wry smile. "I'm a good listener, though."
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   In the car, Steph and Lucy returned to the precinct after another fruitless excursion into the fear of a victim, unwilling to file charges.
 
   "Sometimes it feels like we have this make-believe job. We never seem to accomplish what we're here to accomplish."
 
   "We're only here to do what we can," Lucy said, glancing into the rearview mirror and frowning.
 
   "I want to feel like what I do matters, though." Steph's eyes darted to the mirror. 
 
   "It matters."
 
   Still staring in the mirror, Steph frowned.
 
   "What are you looking at?" Lucy asked.
 
   "I think we have a tail."
 
   Lucy checked her side mirror. "The maroon Pontiac?"
 
   "Yeah. He's been on us for the last ten miles."
 
   "Who is stupid enough to tail a cop?"
 
   "No telling." When Lucy made a turn, the Pontiac did too, staying behind them. "He's still there."
 
   Lucy said, "You're being paranoid."
 
   "Better safe than sorry," Steph said. 
 
   "What's his plate?"
 
   Steph looked up in the rearview mirror. "He's gone."
 
   "Like I said, Steph. Paranoid."
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   On the second floor of the precinct, officers mingled, conferring and refilling cups with coffee that used to be strong enough to patch the potholes in the parking lot, but now defied every police station coffee cliché. A well-known author had done a research tag-along, and to show his appreciation, bought the precinct one of those fancy coffee machines. 
 
   The morning chill was relieved only by thick rays of sunlight kaleidoscoping through the vertical blinds. 
 
   Lucy reached for her coffee cup, stealing a quick sip before picking up the buzzing phone. "Special Victims Unit, Detective Tipton...yeah, I have the report, but she won't look at a damn line-up...I know, but she backed out...you're preachin' to the choir, here...Hell yeah, but you know the drill...my hands are tied unless she cooperates...yep. 'Bye."
 
   Hanging up, Lucy glanced over at a photo--a copy of the one Margo had on her desk at the gym. Looking at the picture always gave her a needed lift. She punched the numbers on the phone, but her smile faded as she heard the outgoing message on Margo's voicemail. 
 
   After the insipid instructions on how to leave a message and that she must hang up when she's done, she spoke. "Hey, Baby. I called last night and this morning...I even called you at work, and Bonnie said she hasn't seen you...Where are you? It's almost noon...um...okay...call me when you can." She hung up, glancing at photo again.
 
   Steph carried two take-out sacks and two drinks to Lucy's desk. She handed her a bag and a drink.
 
   "What do I owe you?" 
 
   "My treat." Steph reached over and squeezed the foamy Christmas tree at the edge of her partner's desk, just as she did each time she arrived at their work area. She was strangely drawn to it. "Did you talk to the last vic'?"
 
   "Yeah, she's afraid to do the line-up." 
 
   "Damn it. We'll never get these creeps off the street if the victims won't do their part." She slammed her desk drawer angrily.
 
   "What happened to your professional detachment?"
 
   "It's been detached today." She set a file aside on her desk. "I interviewed that girl from the 5th street assault. She's not gonna file charges either. Afraid the guy'll come after her." 
 
   "Well. He might."
 
   "So the fuckers just get away with it."
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   Adjusting the focus on the binoculars, his view was better. He knew where her office was. Knew the general layout of the gym, and had access to it after hours. Tonight was the night.
 
   Freeman had always fantasized about the blonde's girlfriend, the cop, being thrown into his cell, so he could have a crack at her. Even better for him to instead go after what she cherished. And there was less likely to be a gun on the girlfriend, than the cop.
 
   Starting the engine, he pulled out of Athena's parking lot. He'd borrowed the Bonneville on the pretense of seeing his parole officer, and tonight, after Adam Taggart was snoring away, he'd borrow it again. To pay a visit to Margo Benning.
 
   On the way back to his cousin's house, Freeman stopped at a liquor store. He used some of his poker winnings to buy a bottle of Johnnie Walker Red. On sale, it still cost him 30 bucks. But it was necessary.
 
   He told his cousin that it was a thank-you gift for allowing him to stay there, and knew that Taggart would relish the scotch-whiskey he could hardly ever afford, and it would be a sure bet he'd overindulge, as always. Just enough for Freeman to slip out in the Bonneville for tonight's festivities.
 
   By sundown, Taggart, as predicted, lay on the sofa, a half-smoked Swisher Sweet in the ashtray, his Broncos cap pulled down over his eyes, the empty shot glass of whiskey still in the hand on his chest. He was snoring.
 
   Freeman had borrowed a black set of clothes from Taggart's closet, and while in there, noticed the Halloween mask. It was white, nondescript, but still spooky. He smiled to himself. It would do.
 
   He grabbed the mask and returned to the living room, put on his boots and snatched the keys on the way out.
 
   As he wound his way toward Cimarron, Freeman hoped the woman would still be there. She seemed to have a habit of working late, and tonight, he hoped that habit was still in play. If not, he'd just wait until next time. 
 
   Patience was something he'd learned the hard way, spending so much time in a 10 x 10 cell.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   10 [image: ]
 
    
 
   It had been easy to track Carter Pratt down, along with his partners in crime. She merely reported for work at the DMV, and asked if she could take a leave of absence in a few days--her supervisor, a woman, had been very understanding, since Meg had just lost her mother and sister. 
 
   Meg would use those two days at work to tie up some loose ends…but while there, when most were at lunch, and no one was paying attention, she looked up the partial license plate on the truck, narrowing it down easily, since the truck was old and there was only one that looked like it, along with the numbers assigned to it. The Ford F-150 was registered to a Carter Pratt.
 
   Meg thought about the subconscious way in which she had escaped her mother's burning house and sought shelter, hiding herself away, as if she had been the criminal. How she had misled the officer who came to give her the news. She understood, now, why her intuition had forced her to do such things. She'd watched enough forensics shows, both fiction and nonfiction, to know that it was all too easy for criminals to get off scot-free. And she couldn't let that happen. This was too important. On some intuitive level, she wanted the option of making sure they were punished, even if she had to do it herself. And now, having had time to recover her equilibrium, that option was not only still present in her mind, but had become strong enough to erase all other options. 
 
   Especially when she imagined how a cross examination of her might go at the trial of these three vermin.
 
   They had on masks, except for a few seconds before the fire, the defense attorney would say. And you were half unconscious, traumatized. How could you possibly be sure what their faces looked like?
 
   Because I saw them, Meg would answer.
 
   With a concussion, having been unconscious several times according to your own testimony? And when there were only a few seconds for you to see them?
 
   I know what I saw, Meg would say.
 
   The defense counsel would find all kinds of ways to discredit her testimony, starting with the fact that she had crawled out of the house without knowing for certain her mother and sister were dead. 
 
   But I checked their pulse, listened for a heartbeat. 
 
   And the defense counsel would say, are you a trained medical person? And how could you have heard or felt anything clearly with the house burning down around you? 
 
   And how, Ms. Fisher, could you have seen the license plate or their faces clearly when you were outside? After you had again passed out and come to, suffering from smoke inhalation and blood loss and a worsening head injury?
 
   I saw them, Meg would say again. I know what they looked like.
 
   Even if you did, the attorney would say. What if they were only slowing down to look at the house fire, just as any other human being would do? 
 
   Then the defense attorney would zero in on Meg, personally, and paint her as less than a law-abiding citizen, herself. And why should we believe you, when you didn't go to the police, didn't go to the hospital to do a rape kit to prove that the assaults happened, instead, you hid in a hotel, lied to the officer who interviewed you after the fire, and used confidential state information at the DMV to find these men? With the intention, I might add, of going after them and killing them?
 
   No, she could not take the chance of these animals getting away with the hideous crimes they had committed. She would become a relentless and fearless stalker. If there was any good reason for stalking, this would be it. A woman after justice. 
 
   After work, Meg went to Pratt's address and waited. The waiting was the hardest part. The oppression of memories still invaded her mind, but she was getting better at pushing them away. Thinking about other things. Like what she was doing to make it right. 
 
   It had been fortunate that Pratt's house on Quebec was within walking distance of a gas station. From the travel mart, she could still see the front of his house, and it afforded her a place to go to the bathroom and stock up on coffee and food, while she waited for his evil posse to visit. She could only assume they would, eventually. 
 
   It was Friday night, and after only one day of sitting in her car, her hunch had proved right. 
 
   A Bronco pulled up behind the truck, and she recognized the young man who got out. Long stringy hair, carrying a sack. Something lurched in her gut, and the concerted effort to push the feeling aside was like trying to move a slab of concrete from a sarcophagus.
 
   Soon thereafter, a faded Bonneville parked alongside the Bronco in front Pratt's house, and out stepped one of the other men. The bald one. That lurching in her stomach came again, and the hernia-inducing movement of the slab of anger and grief. She took a few deep breaths. The other man with Baldy, she didn't recognize. But she had located her evil trio of perpetrators. She jotted down the license plate numbers of the Bronco and Bonneville.
 
   She would go after Pratt first, for good reason. He was the leader. He was the one who came in the door first and grabbed Halle; he was the one who had first turn at raping them all; he'd given the orders; he'd burned the house. Meg suddenly felt the heat, the soot in her nose, caught the scent of three colognes, felt the scrape of rough hands on her skin. Yes, she would begin with the leader. If you cut off the head of a snake, the West African saying goes, it is then only a rope. And then she could use that rope to hang the other two.
 
   The first thing she had to do was go into work on Monday and look up the other two license plates, and then take her leave of absence. Then, she'd replace her iPhone with a new one, so she could have access to the apps and features she'd grown so fond of, though there were few people she would actually call. The gadget was more a PDA, than a phone to her. But it would come in handy very soon. After getting the phone, she would drive to Nederland and get a car from the small rental service at the touristy Sundance Café. She'd park her Kia at the Café, and drive the rental down to Colorado Springs.
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   The wood of the desk felt cool against her hot cheek. She leaned on one hip, her legs pulled up tight, her arms around herself. She'd never noticed that the carpet was worn this badly. She'd never had any reason to sit on the carpet in her office. She needed new carpet. She'd have to make some calls.
 
   Margo lifted her head and looked at the charcoal-gray, multi-buttoned telephone on the floor as the recording emanated from the uncradled receiver; a soft, pleasant female voice: If you'd like to make a call, please hang up and try again, or call your operator for assistance...
 
   She blinked at the receiver, wondering why it was on the floor. Something came next. Something important that she needed to think about. 
 
   Her sweat pants and panties lay a few feet away, torn.
 
   If you'd like to make a call, please hang up and try again, or call your operator for assistance... 
 
   She became aware of her own heartbeat, pounding...thumping...her womb ached. The tender skin between her thighs felt raw.
 
   She held onto herself as images emerged in her mind. The sharp pain of her hips being slammed against the edge of the desk, enduring the sensation of his big fingers tangled in her hair, pulling her head back so far she felt her neck would snap. 
 
   She experienced anew, the overpowering sensation of degradation, left forsaken, as he impaled her.
 
   If you'd like to make a call, please hang up and try again, or call your operator for assistance...
 
   A gloved hand pushed the door wide; black attire accentuated only by the creepy white Halloween mask he wore. He closed the door and thumbed the lock. She looked up, her pen aloft over the papers. He held a knife in his hand and strolled toward her.
 
   She pushed her chair back. 
 
   "You make a sound, and I'll cut you up," he said. 
 
   "There's no money in here," she offered feebly.
 
   "I don't want money." He came around the desk and she moved the opposite direction, trying to keep the desk between them. He circled back around, blocking her access to the door. He laughed. Laughed.
 
   Margo bolted for the door and he caught her, dragged her back toward the desk by her hair, pushing her against the edge of the desk, and holding the blade at her ear. "If you fight, I'll take a souvenir with me..." He pressed the blade harder against her ear. 
 
   Stepping back, he put the knife between his teeth to unbuckle the black belt of his trousers, black leather gloves on his hands. He pulled a square packet from his pocket, took the knife from between his teeth, and then used his teeth to tear open the packet. He unzipped, pulled himself out and rolled the condom onto his penis. "Don't want to catch any diseases from you," he said snidely.
 
   At that point, Margo no longer doubted what was going to happen. She had no hidden pistol under the desk, no pepper spray, no stun gun. Even though Lucy had given her all of those things, she never felt they were necessary. She always felt safe. Most of her members were cops or families and friends of cops. Some of them were probably in the main room right now, working out. Should she take the chance, and scream? Or would he be able to kill her before they heard her? Could they even hear her at all, with the ambient music that pulsed through the audio system? Would she rather die than be raped? 
 
   In every human mind, there is an element of staunch survival; a miniscule pinpoint of light that whispers hope into your ear. She did not want to die, and maybe she would be saved before the deed was done. It's against human nature to accept death. Better to merely stay alive at all cost. She felt this. Understood it. 
 
   He had the knife back in his teeth, and said through the shiny steel blade, "Turn around."
 
   Margo said, "No."
 
   He took the knife from his teeth. "I thought we understood each other, Margo." 
 
   He knew her name. She had no name plaque on her desk.
 
   "Turn around."
 
   She shook her head.
 
   His hand shot to her neck in a vise-grip, his other hand pushing the knife to her face. "I will put this blade into your eye socket and twist it. I said, turn around!"
 
   If you'd like to make a call, please hang up and try again, if you need help, hang up and then dial your operator...
 
   The masked man stood behind her, thrusting, slamming her hips repeatedly against the edge of the desk, her hair in his gloved fist, pulling her head back. 
 
   She frantically grabbed at his wrist at the back of her head. He responded with more violence, and her thrashing knocked the coffee mug into the floor.
 
   Now, she was jettisoned back into real time, in a continuum of confused awareness, her vision refocusing. On the floor next to her, she saw the memos from her desk, the ceramic Christmas tree Lucy had given her last year, now broken on the floor, the Chinese takeout box...she could detect the scent of Kung Pao chicken. A bottle of water lay on its side.
 
   Margo reached down to cup herself between her thighs with both hands as the images continued. 
 
   He was still pounding into her. "You want it, tell me you want it, bitch!"
 
   Then, a gap in the film of her mind's eye...he was buckling his belt, and pausing only to clench the diamond solitaire necklace around her neck, easily breaking the chain to take it with him. But he was leaving. She was sliding to the floor, the violation complete, though unfettered by relief; replete with promise of further torment, tempered by the fear that emerges fully-formed and without mercy.
 
   The broken framed photo lay in shards of glass on her desk, the phone still lay only a few feet away from her, the receiver upturned, the tinny, mechanical recording coming from it. 
 
   If you'd like to make a call, please hang up and try again, if you need help, hang up and then dial your operator...
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   The rope binding his wrists snaked out the passenger window of his truck, over the roof, and down into the driver's side window. Omega Fisher was holding that end of it with her left hand, keeping his wrists above his head. She glanced at the missing pinky finger of his left hand. Remembered being hyperfocused on it when he adjusted the mask he was wearing, as he was raping her. She considered cutting his fingers off, but why trim the limbs, when you could incinerate the whole tree?
 
   "You're being stupid," he said, straining at the bindings.
 
   As Meg drove, she kept her eyes on the winding dirt road that led through muted colors of the post-fall forest, pulling down on the rope a bit with her latex glove-covered hand, to keep his nine and a half fingers elevated. 
 
   "Do you hear me? This is stupid."
 
   She felt her own humorless smile. 
 
   "What if you're making a big mistake? What if you get caught and go to prison? Woman like you can't be locked up. I know that much about you."
 
   "Don't pretend you know me."
 
   Carter Pratt wriggled in the constraints around his wrists. "You really think you won't get caught?"
 
   "Shut up."
 
   After his friends had gone home, she crept over to his truck and opened the door, honked the horn a couple of times and then crouched down behind it. Soon, the front door opened and he stepped onto the porch. When he leaned in to look inside his truck, she appeared, holding the Glock on him.
 
   She directed him to get into the truck bed, and tossed him a pair of handcuffs she'd bought at the police supply store. She had him snap one cuff on a tie-down ring, the other around one of his wrists. Then she had gone inside and found his keys in a tray by the door, and started driving.
 
   His first discomfort would be the cold. Riding in the back of a truck in December. His second was the repeated stun-gunning, so that she could get his wrists bound.
 
   Now, as he sat on the passenger side, his hands bound up and out the window on the logging road, he continued to argue his case. "They'll know it was you. Cops got all that new forensic science. They'll find you."
 
   "Not before I get rid of you, pond-scum-fuck."
 
   "You won't do it…you can't…"
 
   Sounded more like he was trying to convince himself, rather than her. She said nothing.
 
   He laughed with sudden hubris. "You don't have the balls."
 
   Meg slammed on the brakes, pulled the pistol from its place nestled in the back waistband of her jeans, and smacked the butt of it into his forehead. An angry cut opened, a tiny snake of blood slithered and pooled at the top of his eyebrow. "I don't need balls, you prick. I have hatred."
 
   She stomped the accelerator and threw dirt and gravel, continuing along the road. 
 
   A loud pop tensed all her muscles, and the truck veered toward the edge of the road. She slammed on the brakes, and holding the Glock on him, Meg opened the door and wound the rope around the side mirror, making a quick slipknot. 
 
   Examining the tires on her side, she continued to the passenger side and saw that the right rear tire was flat. "Goddammit!" 
 
   For late December in Colorado, it wasn't very cold, if you didn't have to ride in the back of a truck, like he had, earlier. Her jacket was plenty warm enough. Weather reports claimed a cold front was on its way, but the snow had not yet arrived. 
 
   The forest around her felt heavy, cradling itself in silence, the cacophony of the truck engine now gone, leaving her with a sensation that all sound had been sucked out of the air. 
 
   She had to make a decision. 
 
   Pratt was watching her in the side mirror, and her eyes met the darkness of his own. He was an ugly man, with his pock-marked complexion and coal-black eyes. She imagined his soul looked much the same. If a man like that even had a soul. Again, she remembered. The flashes of images and sensations that would not ever completely go away. His huffing form crushing her mother, her little sister, brutalizing them both with fear and fists and then, horribly, with the weapon of choice for some men; taking her mother's dignity, her sister's innocence, and then both their lives. 
 
   Again, Meg was buoyed by her own sense of grief-stricken outrage, her own reassurance that he deserved punishment. The degree of punishment was decided by the nature of his crime. Meg had considered the possibility of just shooting him in the head. But then, that would be an obvious murder, and she didn't want anyone looking for her. She considered maiming him. Maybe even cutting his dick off. But he could identify her, maybe get some shark lawyer who would paint him as the victim, like that stupid husband of Lorena Bobbit…Meg sneered at the irony of a woman named Bobbit, hacking off the penis of her abuser. But no, Pratt might survive such things, and she could end up in jail. He was right about that. She could not spend years in a cell, locked up; her freedom taken away. Especially now. Meg had a grip on the wheels of justice, and though they were always turning, they were not always fair. Wheels. The tire.
 
   The flattened rubber of the old Ford waited for her decision. Meg reached into the tool box for the jack.
 
   She thought of making him change the tire, but feared that releasing him would be too risky, even though she had a gun. No telling what he would do to her if he gained the upper hand somehow. He could throw the tire iron at her. He had nothing to lose. She hated it when movies depicted stupid women doing stupid things that put them in danger. Some women weren't stupid. Omega Fisher was not stupid. 
 
   So she kept the gun nearby and changed the tire herself. 
 
   While she loosened and removed the lug nuts, she went over the details again, maintaining her focus on the plan. It might not ever heal the wounds completely, or make the pain subside, but she was sure as hell going to do it anyway. She had never felt pain and loss so cutting, so all-encompassing.
 
   Meg worked at removing another lug nut as she considered that perhaps she should have majored in psychology at UC Boulder, so that she could have recognized the signs of a man capable of betrayal. Perhaps ironically, choosing Criminal Justice as a major had been because she wanted to rid the world of people like the ones who had invaded her mother's house, invaded all three of them in the most horrid way. Now she was appointing herself judge and executioner, and could not locate an ounce of regret at the proposition. Her mother didn't deserve this. And Halle hadn't even begun to live her life.
 
   Now, as she placed the jack in under the frame and pumped it up tight to lift the truck, images ripped into her mind's eye. The same images that had prodded her out of nightmares rife with enormous grief. The worst was the memory of her 16 year old sister's eyes, as she was being beaten, debased, and polluted by a man who pinned her to the floor. This man. Carter Pratt. But they had all taken a turn at each of them. If Meg had had access to a gun, she would have blown their brains across the living room, splattering the green and blue globes dangling from the Christmas tree. But her mother had never believed in guns, unaware that the weapon she feared could have saved her. Could have saved all of them.
 
   The days she had spent huddling in that lonely hotel room, subsisting on take-out food, and allowing herself the time to cry her guts out as much as she had to, were the hardest few days of her life. But the grief ripened, then waned, then re-emerged like black chalk in her chest.
 
   She had made a decision. The ramifications were astonishing, yet she had remained surprisingly calm. Her mind had immediately gone into planning mode. 
 
   As she gathered the items she'd need, sketched out the process, she had felt strangely powerful. She'd dropped the empty rum bottle in the plastic trash bin, showered, and then had gone on a shopping spree.
 
   Now, in this remote swath through the forest, she grasped the tire iron, fitting the head on each nut, loosening them. Jerking the wheel free, she let it fall on the ground. 
 
   Climbing into the truck bed, Meg rolled out the spare and lifted it onto the bolts, replacing the nuts and tightening them down. Once she had lowered the tire back to the ground with the tire iron, her unplanned task was complete, and she could get back to more important things. 
 
   Returning to the driver's side, she untied the rope from her side mirror, pulling it over the roof as she walked in front of the F-150. Holding the gun on him, she muttered, "Get out."
 
   "Don't do this," Pratt pleaded. "You don't want to do this. You'll have this on your conscience for the rest of your life..."
 
   "Shut up." The rest of her life was a concept filled with dread and perhaps far too short to consider. Especially if she got caught. She had already decided that she would kill herself before going to prison. 
 
   But until that time, she had things to do.
 
   Directing him to stand twenty paces away from the back of the truck, Meg grabbed the bundle from behind the seat, and carried it to the back of the truck, releasing the string around it. She flicked the heavy canvas tarp so it rolled out flat on the ground just behind the tailgate. 
 
   Climbing into the bed, Meg threaded the rope through the metal ring behind the cab, and cinched him up close to the tailgate, which she had left down. "Lean forward onto the tailgate," she instructed.
 
   He eyed the tarp, at a loss for its purpose.
 
   "Do it!" she shouted, pointing the Glock at him.
 
   He leaned forward onto the tailgate, and she took up the slack until he was stretched tight, his bound wrists above his head. Knotting the rope in place, she jumped out and retrieved a few items from her backpack, behind the seat. Circling to the tailgate, she darted up behind him and jabbed the stun-gun into his back and pressed the button, holding it there for ten seconds as he convulsed. When she released the button on the stun-gun, he fell limp onto the tailgate, still conscious, but unable to move.
 
   She had to zap him a few more times to keep him helpless, but when he regained the use of his muscles, it was too late. She had used tethers around his ankles attached to tent spikes to secure both his feet to the ground. His pants were also gone.
 
   As he tested his bindings, he found that he was sufficiently unable to move, and further, exposed not only to the elements, but to her eyes; his backside naked. He struggled violently to free himself, but soon verified this was not going to happen. She allowed him the time to be clear about that.
 
   When he strained to look over his shoulder, he saw her standing there, with a strap-on dildo over the outside of her jeans.
 
   "Oh, fuck no! No you're not! Fuck you, bitch, fuck you!"
 
   "If it was good enough for me and my mom and sister, it's good enough for you," she said.
 
   She didn't even give him the courtesy of any lube, as she stepped forward and shoved the phallus inside him, pumping him hard, like a giant piston, while he screamed and cursed her with every filthy word he could conjure. With each thrust, she thought of the pain and humiliation he had inflicted on those she loved, and pounded him harder, the more she remembered the eyes of her sister, her mother, and what it felt like to have him grinding into her on the floor of her mother's house. She hammered at him until she had no strength left and he was bleeding and begging for mercy.
 
   Then she zapped him with the stun-gun until he lost control of his muscles again.
 
   When she released his ankles and loosened the rope, he slithered like human molasses onto the tarp below.
 
   Zapping him again for good measure, Meg arranged him on the edge, got his pants back onto him--which turned out to be more difficult than anything else. She wondered if parents went through this every day, and there was some kind of skill involved. Of course, most parents were probably not putting pants on a limp, 190 pound child.
 
   Re-panted, Pratt growled weakly as she rolled him up in the heavy canvas, letting the length of rope on his hands dangle out one end, and his feet stick out the other, pointed toward the truck. Another length of rope went around his ankles and attached to the bumper and hitch. She took out heavy duty duct tape, and wound it around the tarp over and over, leaving enough to finish off over his tied ankles. Stepping back, Meg admired the human cocoon she had created.
 
   She attached her end of the feet-rope securely to the hitch and bumper of the Ford. 
 
   By this time, the brain signals to his muscles were working again, and he resumed his screams, but she was already in the driver's seat, starting the engine. Pulling the shift into drive, she continued down the logging road, pulling him along the ground behind her like a human sled. His animalistic shrieks of protest and pain were just loud enough to be heard over the muffling of the tarp, and she allowed those sounds to bathe her like warm water. Feed her, like food, when she was starving.
 
   As she remembered what he had done, her foot pressed harder on the accelerator pedal. Images flickered through her memory and fed the fire of maniacal rage, as her mind's eye replayed the visages of her mother and sister being defiled, the abject fear and pain and helplessness in their eyes, and then the flames that had taken their bodies, as if they had never existed. They were both just gone. 
 
   More pressure on the pedal, and she was up to 15 miles per hour. A glance in the rearview mirror told her he was getting a good dose of payback. She could imagine how battered he was inside the tarp-cocoon. 
 
   His screams didn't even sound human anymore, but he had enough humanity still in him to be soundly ruing the day he decided that his deed would go unpunished. That he was above the law.
 
   Well, she was above the law, too, now. Outside of it, rejecting it. Reshaping it into her own.
 
   Finally, a clearing gave her a place to park. She stepped out of the Ford and watched him for a moment as he lay on the ground, groaning from his injuries, barely conscious. She leaned down and zapped him through the tarp again. Then she cut away the tape and unrolled him. Most of his injuries were internal, and that was fine with her. She imagined he must have broken bones throughout his body. It was satisfying to see that blood covered one eye, and he had nasty contusions all over his head and face.
 
   There was a reason she had rejected the nylon rope in favor of the cotton twist variety. Cotton was flammable. She had tested a piece of it before this part of her plan even began. She'd timed it. She knew how long it would take for the flame to travel down that length of cord.
 
   Severing a two foot length of it, she slipped it deep into the gas tank, pulled it out, and put the other end in, leaving a long, damp portion dangling down the side of the truck.
 
   After prepping the fuse, she bent to give him another jolt from the stun-gun, then untied the rope from the bumper, took out the folding knife, and sliced through the bindings at his feet, cut through the tape holding the tarp. He kicked at her, and she leaned out of reach, easily. Holding the gun on him, she circled back to the passenger side.
 
   "Get up," she ordered.
 
   Carter Pratt had long ago lost the belief that this was a surmountable obstacle. He was no longer cocksure that he would somehow talk her out of it, get the drop on her, or she would fold to the inherent weakness of the fairer sex. 
 
   He struggled to get his feet under him, finally crawling to the truck, and using the back tire, and the truck bed to pull himself to his feet, needing several at-tempts before he was upright. One of his shoulders was askew, and she was sure it was dislocated. His upper body swayed in a faint circle, his ugly pock-face pinched up in nausea and misery, jaws clenched tight. He was completely convinced, now, of her determination and resolve. She would deepen his belief in her righteous anger even more, soon enough. 
 
   Meg knew the incoming cold front would bring snow and ice to cover any evidence left behind in the dragging. The tarp had insured there would not be much of it. 
 
   With great difficulty, he stayed on his feet, and on the passenger side of the truck, Meg threaded the rope through the tie-down rings there, always careful to keep him far enough away so that he couldn't try anything. Not that he had the strength or ability to do much of anything, at that point. He was a still-breathing dead-man.
 
   Anchoring the end of the rope to the tie-down ring on the other side of the truck, she took up the slack in the rope, effectively pulling him close to the driver's side, and against the body of the Ford. His eyes fluttered to the short rope dangling from the gas tank, and understanding passed through his eyes.
 
   She retrieved her backpack from behind the seat and tossed it to the side of the road, rolled up the tarp and tape into the tightest bundle she could, and taped it securely, tossing it to the ground next to the pack.
 
   With the gas can and length of garden hose left near him, and with one cigarette butt left on the ground, swiped from his own ashtray, and another dead butt she dropped in the tank, the investigators would assume he ran out of gas and was smoking while refilling it, and blew himself up. The explosion and fire would destroy anything that might ever have been used for evidence. Fabric, blood, skin, bones.
 
   She could tell by his heavy, hopeless eyes that he had already given up. He already knew that no amount of pleading would release him from this fate. He was one of those tough guys who didn't ask for a blindfold when the firing squad loaded their rifles. And he had no strength left to plead. She had dragged it out of him. If she left him just as he was, he would probably die from internal bleeding. 
 
   But that would have left evidence, so there was still one more step.
 
   She drew the lighter from her pocket, setting fire to the makeshift fuse, Pratt's place against the truck far enough away, so that he couldn't even kick her, even if he'd had the strength or ability to do so, if only as a last effort to show his defiance in the face of death.
 
   "Happy Holidays--in hell," she said, facing him for a few seconds, so that hers was the last face he'd see.
 
   She peeled off the blue latex gloves and tossed them in the bed of his truck, as his last ounce of strength was used to voice the "fuck you!" which went unheeded. 
 
   Without another word, she grabbed her backpack and the tarp, and walked quickly into the frigid, winter-bitten forest.
 
   Only minutes later, an explosion severed the serenity, and she allowed the sound to wash over her. It was the sound of justice. She turned to see the fireball rise up, smoke filling the sky. She thought maybe she could detect the stench of his burning flesh in the brisk mountain air. 
 
   Poetic justice had been served, roiling and hot.
 
   And again, Meg was slightly surprised by her total lack of empathy. The three lead weights on her chest had just become one weight lighter. That clenching talon in her stomach had detached itself. One of the three giant power switches in her mind's eye had been pulled down to the off position. He was an animal. Carter Pratt. The obvious leader of the pack of wolves that had taken everything from her, and now, she had made him pay. An eye for an eye.
 
   For just a moment, a snapshot appeared in her mind--her mother and Halle, smiling.
 
   Turning back, she tapped up the compass on her iPhone, and continued her hike into the forest, the early afternoon sunlight warming her face as Aspen leaves crunched under her boots. The Black-Capped Chickadees were singing. She could hear them, now.
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   Near dusk, Meg finally arrived at the rental car, parked amid the transient tourists and locals at the Sundance Café on the outskirts of Nederland. She'd drive it back to Colorado Springs, where her Kia was parked.  
 
   A sudden memory of Halle begging to drive her Kia flooded Meg's mind. She had not only let her, but had given her driving lessons, which they both kept secret from their mother. Meg thought it was better that Halle had a head-start on practice before the driving test she was constantly begging her mother to allow. Now it didn't matter how well Halle did behind the wheel. She would never get to drive on her own. But at least one of her killers had just died next to his own vehicle.
 
   Tossing the backpack in the front seat of the rental, she went into the café only long enough to buy a bottle of water, then tapped up the GPS on her phone. She had no steadfast agenda, other than to head in a general direction, get the rental car returned. From her location, she could go East on Coal Creek Canyon Road, or South on Bridge Street. I'll cross that bridge when I come to it, the saying went. She had crossed a bridge. Apropos, then, to take Bridge. 
 
   Her eyes trailed down to the next geographic decision. There were selections of routes, depending on preference. Circuitous mountain highways, and major arteries. Arteries. On the map, the roads did look like arteries. Her eyes strayed to the heel of her hand visible below the phone, the stark blue veins running up into her wrist. Her eyes back on the map, she chose the route that looked most like the veins on her wrist. The 119 all the way down to 70.
 
   She pulled out onto the road and started driving. When the roadside became cliffs, she fingered the switch to lower the window, and tossed the rolled up canvas tarp like a Frisbee over the guard rail into the abyss.
 
   It would take an hour and half or so to get where she was going, but she felt like driving. It was meditative. And she had a lot to think about. When she found a stopping place, she would check into another hotel, have a hot shower, a few beers and a pepperoni pizza, and for the first time in days, sleep peacefully. A few night's rest would strengthen her enough for the next target. 
 
   Glen Warrick.
 
   He was in Colorado Springs.
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   Easing up into the driveway, Freeman glanced at the digital display on the stereo. 9:14. It hadn't taken long. He switched off the engine, carrying the mask with him.
 
   Unlocking the door, he swung it open to find Taggart still snoring on the sofa, though his hat had fallen to the floor, and the TV cast shiny reflections on his bald head. 
 
   Detouring only long enough to grab a beer, he crept into Taggart's bedroom, removing the zippy bag with the used condom, and the gold and diamond necklace from the pants pockets. Then he dropped the mask back where he'd found it, and replaced the dark clothing in Taggart's closet. 
 
   Wearing only briefs, he traversed the hall to his own room, closing the door, and enjoying a long draw of the beer. 
 
   In the small bathroom, he tossed the condom into the toilet, and dropped the zippy bag in the trash, then urinated into the toilet, on top of the condom. Flushing, he returned to the bedroom and set the diamond neck-lace down on the nightstand, wondering how much he could get for it at a pawn shop.
 
   He stared at the necklace, glinting slightly in the dim light of the lamp. He could still smell her on him, even though he had removed the clothes. He smiled with the memory. He had hoped that a lesbian might be tighter, since he preferred that. But Margo Benning had either had a child, or had dick before. But it had still been good. She fought him, some, and he enjoyed that.
 
   He touched the now scabbed-over scrape on his wrist, from her fingernails clawing at him as he took her without mercy. He clenched and rubbed the sudden ache in his cock, had another drink of beer and set it on the nightstand next to the necklace.
 
   Eventually the bitch-cop would find out what happened, but she would have no way of identifying him. She would only know that someone had violated her girlfriend. Freeman regretted that Lucy Tipton wouldn't know exactly who, but he couldn't risk going back to the can. It had to be enough to show the cop that there was payback. Even if she didn't know what for. Who knows, maybe he'd dish out a little payback to her, too. Then the two women could commiserate about how they'd both been raped.
 
   Still clad only in underwear, Freeman climbed into bed and used the remote to switch on the television atop the dresser. Thumbing through the channels, he paused on Law and Order: Special Victims Unit, and listened to the two detectives lament the rape of a woman. Appropriate.
 
   He set the remote down and slid his hand under the covers, thinking about Margo Benning, remembering how it felt to thrust inside her, remembering the sounds she made, her pleas, her sobs, and soon his boner grew. He wished he'd nailed Margo in the ass, too, before he left, but there wasn't enough time. Maybe he'd save that treat for the bitch-cop. 
 
   The thought of it was enough to send him over the edge, and he enjoyed sweet release for the second time that night.
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   Only a few hours after dawn, Margo perched on the rocks near a small watershed in Garden of the Gods Park, watching the ducks scud along the turquoise water, which fed back into the stream on the other side. Sandstone fingers millions of years old jutted toward the sky on the horizon, wearing toupees of white from an earlier dusting of snow. The frigid breeze found relief in sunlight streaming through low altitude cumulous clouds of fluffy cotton against an azure backdrop of Colorado sky. 
 
   She'd been sitting there for hours, ignoring the insistent supplications of her cell phone, periodically touching the empty spot where the gold solitaire necklace had been. Lucy had given it to her early, for Christmas, since she knew she'd have to work, and Lucy was also bad at being patient; Margo had only worn it one day, before it had been ripped off her neck.
 
   Her knees were drawn up close to her, and she snuggled tighter into her coat, holding a small bottle of Royal Crown. 
 
   Her mind's eye again tormented her. She saw him standing before her, the Halloween mask some macabre symbol of only hideous tricks without treats.
 
   Margo took a long drink, grimacing at the potent liquor as it went down, but thankful for its numbing affects. She squeezed her eyes shut, freeing more tears. 
 
   Her cell phone burst into a Latin tune for the fourth time, startling her. She should have turned it off. Releasing a shaky breath, she checked the incoming number, sighing heavily, and connecting the call. "Hey," she answered.
 
   Margo heard the slamming of metal and knew that Lucy was probably standing in front of her locker in the precinct locker room amid various officers milling about, or horsing around.
 
   "Margo! Where are you? Bonnie called me, and said you were still not at work. Are you okay?"
 
   "I just needed a break." 
 
   "Okay, well, I've got to work this weekend, so for sure, I can't make that little getaway--"
 
   "It's just as well. I've got...to work some things out."
 
   "I'm sorry, baby. Instead of the movie marathon, maybe we can have Steph and Charlie over for a quick dinner. I know we haven't had time to socialize much."
 
   "Maybe." 
 
   "What's wrong? You sound funny." 
 
   "Can I just call you later?"
 
   "Margo, what's wrong?" 
 
   "I'll call you later."
 
   "Where are you?
 
   "I've got to go. I'll call you later." 
 
   Margo punched at the call button, the display showing call ended and then stared at it, as if she could see Lucy. She wanted to see Lucy. But she couldn't yet face her. How does a lesbian tell her girlfriend she's been raped by a man? How does she tell her cop-girlfriend that she showered and destroyed the evidence and didn't call the police? How does she justify that innate understanding that she could not identify her rapist, and could not tolerate the horrible process that would ensue, if she did report it?
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   With the wooded cover of the Nederland mountains far behind her, Meg emerged onto Bear Creek Road, and saw the sign. Ascension House. Rise above. And in text below, the words "A safe place for women to rebuild their lives."
 
   She certainly was doing that, even if in a route as circuitous as the roads she'd traveled to get here. There would be more turns. More routes. And the trip would not be complete until each of the vermin had been dispatched. She wanted to burn them each alive, but decided this would create a pattern, and was more likely to get her caught before she could dispense this justice. It only mattered that they die, after all. And she had some ideas about that. 
 
   In the meantime, she needed a place to stay for the night, and it seemed fitting that she would take advantage of the Ascension House. Near Denver, it was for women who had been abused, and Meg certainly appeared to have been. Her wounds from the beating still colored her face. The Ascension House might serve as a pit-stop in the requiem for the souls of her mother and sister.
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   She introduced herself as Meg, which was what most people in her life had called her, though her legal name was Omega Fisher. 
 
   Her sister, Halle's meant "unexpected gift." Their mother only wanted one child, and thought Omega was it, which is why she named her Omega. In Greek, Meg's name meant "the end." But her sister had other ideas; implanting herself in Rita Fisher's womb, and so Rita Fisher named her Halle to signify that she was still loved as much, though unplanned.
 
   Meg thought now of the synchronicity of her own name. And her surname conjured up the biblical phrase "fisher of men" -she was indeed fishing for a few men, and she did, indeed intend to END them. Meg wondered if there was some meaning in this correlation, or if it was just another random alignment in a universe full of random alignments. Ultimately, it hardly mattered. She was who she was, and she was going to do what she was going to do. Fish for them. End them.
 
   Phoebe, the owner of Ascension House, showed her around, and Meg spent the afternoon sharing in the surprisingly delicious buffet food Phoebe provided for these women. She heard stories she never wanted to know about. It seemed that the cruelty of men was without limit. Now, talking to the women who were in this safe harbor, she was further enraged by a macrocosm of injustice. 
 
   One woman, Ellen, shared the story of how she escaped from her own home when she discovered her husband molesting her 10 year old daughter. The daughter confessed that it had been going on for over five years. There had been no way to prove the allegations, and the molester had walked free, but at least Ellen and her daughter were safe. Still, it didn't feel like enough to Meg.
 
   Soon, Meg discovered how risky it was to be at this warehouse with the protection of a private investigator and a female police detective. Even though there was such a thing as hiding in plain sight, she did not want to do anything that might foil her plan. She could not take the chance of being caught before her mission was accomplished.
 
   Conveniently, there was an ATM in the lobby of the building. After leaving an envelope with a cash donation in it at the receptionist's desk, Omega Fisher pulled out through the security gate and waved to the guard. She heard the theme song for Mission Impossible in her head. It had been on the female detective's ringtone, when she'd received a call only a few minutes earlier.
 
   Meg wished all the battered women of Ascension House well. 
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   Bonnie sat at Margo's desk, frowning at the mess, distracted by the broken picture frame. The coffee carafe was still in the sack by the door where she left it for Margo. 
 
   In the three years that Bonnie had been Margo's Administrative Assistant, the phone had always been in a specific place on the desk. This was the first time Bonnie had noticed it elsewhere. Not just askew, with the receiver cord draped over the buttons, but on the opposite side of the desk. 
 
   Margo's coffee mug was empty, but had stains down the side, and it had made a dark ring on a stack of papers. Very unlike Margo to be that careless with the tidiness of her desktop. The water bottle was empty and on its side near the computer mouse. Bonnie had also noticed the coffee stain on the rug. No, not like Margo at all. Something was just not--
 
   Danny flounced in, decked out in Spandex. "Hey! Heard from her yet?
 
   "Nope."
 
   "My class is about to start, wanna join us this time?"
 
   "You know how I hate to break a sweat."
 
   "How much?" he said, his hands on his hips.
 
   "As much as I love to eat." Bonnie was not concerned about her rotund physique. It didn't keep her from functioning and it didn't seem to keep her from getting dates.
 
   "You'd be a magnet for the misters if you toned up..."
 
   "Danny, I get laid by the misters more than you do."
 
   "That's debatable...but you know, it wouldn't hurt you to get a little exercise."
 
   "Oh yes it would. I'm allergic to exercise. I have to take pills for it." She plucked a stray fuzz ball off her shirt, and thumped it across the room, in his general direction. "And after work, I'm going to smoke a whole pack of cigarettes."
 
   Danny smirked and skipped off to his aerobics class.
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   In her black Nissan Murano, Margo took Mesa Road to I-25. In twenty minutes, she'd be at Athena's on Cimarron. She had decided against escaping to Shooks Run or Fountain parks, because they were too close to the police station, and she didn't want to run into Lucy just now. She hoped she wouldn't accidentally cross paths with Lucy out and about, interviewing witnesses or having lunch with Steph.
 
   Without warning, another driver cut her off, and she slammed her brakes. "Son of a bitch!" 
 
   The driver lifted his middle finger out the window to her. Angry, Margo honked her horn, for lack of any-thing to throw at him. The car sped off, and another car moved alongside her.
 
   Glancing over, she saw the driver.
 
   Wearing the white mask. 
 
   He crooked a come-hither finger at her.
 
   She slammed both feet on the brake, receiving the angry blare of other car horns behind her, and was forced to accelerate again. Margo stomped the brakes again, and her car swerved onto the shoulder, spitting gravel. As the other car pulled even with her own again, the mask was gone, and she saw only the face of a frowning cop. In a squad car.
 
   Seeing the exit for Cimarron almost too late, she swerved onto the off-ramp, inches away from hitting the exit sign. As she continued down the ramp, blue lights flashed behind her. 
 
   Cursing, Margo slowed, steering to the side of the road, hastily sequestering the liquor bottle in the con-sole, as she braked to a stop.
 
   The officer got out of his car and sauntered to her window, leaning down. "May I see your driver's license and registration, please?"
 
   Margo dug in her purse for the license, side-glancing at him, then started to cry.
 
   "Ma'am? Is there a problem?"
 
   "I'm having a bad day." She retrieved the registration from the glove box.
 
   He examined the documents. "Sorry to hear that. Were you aware that you were driving recklessly back there?"
 
   Why did they always ask if you were aware of having driven recklessly? No officer, I wasn't aware that I took out that sign post. "Yes. Yes, I know," she answered instead. "A guy cut me off, then, then he flipped me off, then I thought I saw--" She looked up at him suspiciously, frightened, but willing to believe it was her own imagination. "I guess I was just upset. Look, could you just give me the ticket and get it over with?"
 
   "Where are you headed?"
 
   Margo pressed a sleeve to her eyes. "To my...to my office."
 
   "Where's that?"
 
   "I own Athena's Gym."
 
   The officer leaned closer, smiling slowly. "I know you...aren't you, uh, a special friend of Detective Tipton?"
 
   Oh here we go. "I suppose you could call it that."
 
   The officer handed her documents back to her. "I know Lucy. Good cop." He paused to listen to the dispatcher on his radio, then turned the volume down, smiling at her again almost flirtatiously. "If I let this one go, can you behave yourself?"
 
   Slightly surprised by his amenable gesture, she said, "Yes. I'm sorry, officer. I'm just having an awful day."
 
   "A little road rage can be a dangerous thing. You never know when you'll come across a lunatic. I'd hate to see you get hurt. Maybe you could work off some of that stress in a safer way, huh?"
 
   Margo was afraid to look at him. What did he mean by that? Was he talking about the gym, or was it an allusion to lesbian sex? She maintained what little composure she had left. "That's a thought."
 
   "Have a good day, Ms. Benning."
 
   "Thank you." She glanced up at his name tag. Anderson. 
 
   As the officer returned to his car, Margo recalled Lucy talking about an officer named Anderson. Seemed he was always giving her a hard time about being gay, under the guise of good-natured chiding. Barely-contained homophobia, she had said.
 
   Merging back into traffic, she glanced back at the police car, snarling, "Prick." 
 
   At Cascade, she stopped for the red light, and it changed to green almost immediately, hardly worth the effort of slowing down and accelerating again. Impatient horns blared behind her. 
 
   Turning right on Tejon, she steered into the parking lot of Athena's. 
 
   Shakily, she rifled through her bag for a prescription bottle. She had been hoarding the Xanax for some time-ever since she'd allowed herself to become stressed about the gym, and couldn't sleep. Her doctor had given them to her months ago, when she developed a series of stress knots in her scalp. It caused her to have horrendous headaches that never quite went away. Now, the little peach-colored pills might help her keep her sanity. She washed down the tablet with the liquor from the small bottle in the console. 
 
   Margo had always been a responsible drinker, but somehow all of that seemed meaningless. She had a high enough tolerance that the cop didn't sense anything, so possibly, there was no danger at all. Not that she cared. 
 
   Emotions paraded through her, as she glanced in the mirror. She wasn't accustomed to seeing fear on her own face. Nor anger. Nor hopelessness and pain. Yet they were there, reflected back to her, some stark reminder of her own fragility. This was, in fact, the first time in her life she had felt fragile.  
 
   Pressing the lock button on her keychain, she secured the Murano, and checked the lot suspiciously before making her way inside.
 
   Moving down the corridor, the normally familiar sounds were distorted, like the soundtrack to one of those horrible slasher-movies-hissing echoes that promised a wide array of horrors. She wasn't sure she could make it to her office before spinning around and running outside. It was no longer her comfort zone.
 
   Stepping past the threshold with some effort, she paused, staring at her desk, trance-like. Margo took a step backward, and bumped into Bonnie, spooked by her voice.
 
   "Oops! Hey! There you are." The rotund woman moved closer, holding a watering can she'd been using on the potted plants. She noticed Margo's demeanor. "Are you okay, Hon? You're all pasty-looking--" Bonnie studied her. "Margo?"
 
   "Are there any messages?" Margo asked, more out of habit than because she wanted to know.
 
   Still concerned, Bonnie took in the way Margo was standing just inside the doorway, unmoving. "Why don't you sit down?" Bonnie hurried around her to the desk and pulled out the chair. Margo went to sit, placing her palms on the edge of the desk, as Bonnie picked up the picture frame, with broken glass. "What happened here?"
 
   "Just...I dropped it."
 
   Bonnie looked down at the carpet and Margo was sure she was wondering how she broke it by dropping it on something soft. "Hold my calls today," Margo said. "I've got a lot to do."
 
   "Margo, seriously, are you all right?"
 
   "I nearly had an accident on the way here. I'm just shaken. Hold my calls, Bonnie."
 
   "Oh. Okay. Lucy's been trying to reach you. Messages in your tray. Buzz me if you need me." Bonnie re-placed the frame on the desk, and returned to the front kiosk. 
 
   Margo took the prescription from her purse, as if to have another dose, looked at it, put it back. She hadn't even given the last dose a chance to work. She didn't want to pass out at her desk, after all. Picking up the broken picture frame, with its now scratched and bent photo, tears welled in her eyes.
 
   She saw the masked man, unbuckling his belt.
 
   Margo swallowed with difficulty, her face ashen, as the image faded again. 
 
   Rummaging through her desk, she found a leftover plastic lunch sack, and put the frame in it, placing it in a drawer. She leaned forward to put her cheek down on the desk, then raised her head to view the room for a long moment. 
 
   Getting up, she began to move furniture.
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   It had taken Lucy almost a half hour to finish up a report, and she narrowly missed spilling her coffee on it after she had finished, but did a fair job of dousing her shirt. She turned the paperwork in and headed for the locker room again, to see if she had a fresh one.
 
   As luck would have it, she had no spare, so was forced to use paper towels at the sink, dabbing at the dark stain in the front.
 
   "Need some help with that?"
 
   She met the eyes of Officer Anderson, smirking as always. "Bite me, Anderson."
 
   "You wouldn't like it. I have boy-teeth." 
 
   Good-natured laughter moved from Anderson to the other officers nearby. But perhaps they didn't realize, Lucy thought, that Anderson was, beneath it all, a true homophobe. Lucy knew that all his seemingly good-natured chiding belied his barely-contained hatred of those who were unlike himself. Another hazard of the job. One she didn't need, but could tolerate, as long as he did no real damage.
 
   "Stuff it, Anderson, I'm not in the mood."
 
   "Whoa, I was just kidding, Tipton."
 
   She redirected her attention back to the stain. "Sorry."
 
   "But seriously, if you need help with that stain--"
 
   More tolerant this time, she said, "Mighty neighborly of you, Anderson, but I think I can manage."
 
   As the other officers filed out of the locker room, Anderson moved to the sink beside Lucy, pumped soap from the dispenser and washed his hands. "Did you and the little woman have a fight or something?"
 
   She glanced at him. "Why would you think that?"
 
   "She's a little stressed out today, too."
 
   Lucy gave him a sidelong glance. "And how would you know?"
 
   He jerked paper towels out of the dispenser and dried his hands. "I pulled her over just a short time ago." 
 
   Frowning, Lucy turned to him. "What for?"
 
   "She was driving pretty recklessly. Nearly took out the Cimarron exit sign. She said she was having a bad day."
 
   Her brows still knitted together, Lucy asked, "What kind of bad day?"
 
   "You tell me, she's your special friend."
 
   Lucy hated the way he always referred to Margo as her special friend. Like it was some kind of game, two confused women playing house; there was an underlying suggestion that a relationship between women was somehow not real. She bet he was one of those who had voted against the legalization of gay marriage.
 
   Her thoughts back on the bad day he said Margo was having, she remembered the odd, abrupt conversation she'd had only a half hour ago with Margo. Something must have happened and Margo just wasn't telling her. Why did she feel she had to keep something from her? 
 
   Anderson tossed the paper towels in the trash. "You'll be happy to know I didn't cite her, as a professional courtesy. Though I could have given her more than one." He used a hand signal to indicate drinking, and made a watery noise.
 
   "Margo? Margo would never drink and drive."
 
   "Well I smelled it on her, clear as day. You're welcome."
 
   Lucy closed her eyes, hoping that when she opened them he'd be gone. "Thanks for letting me know, Anderson. I'll give her a call, and see what's up."
 
   Lucy frowned into the mirror. What the hell was Margo doing drinking and driving? And driving recklessly, at that? It wasn't like her at all. Something was definitely going on, and she needed to find out what it was. 
 
   As if he couldn't resist, Anderson swept past her, murmuring in a sing-song voice, "You owe me one."
 
   Dammit.  
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   Back at the partner desks, Lucy found Steph focused on something on her monitor. This holiday season had been a busy one.
 
   "Have you talked to Margo today?"
 
   Steph jotted something on a Post-it. "Nope. Why?"
 
   "Anderson just pulled her over for reckless driving and said he could detect alcohol on her breath."
 
   "What? He's a lying sack o' shit. Margo would never drink and drive."
 
   "That's what I thought."
 
   Reaching for her coffee cup, Steph took a drink and grimaced. "Dammit, I let my coffee get cold." She looked at Lucy's still-searching eyes. "He's probably just trying to get under your skin, as always. Don't let him do it."
 
   "I had a conversation on the phone with her a while ago, and she did sound like something was wrong. She practically hung up on me."
 
   Meeting her eyes, Steph said, "Well then, I guess you ought to find out what it is."
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   This time, Omega Fisher checked into an extended stay hotel in Colorado Springs, wanting to have more convenient accommodations.
 
   On the television, a news report announced that a park ranger in Nederland had seen the column of smoke, and found the burning truck. Preliminary information seemed to indicate that the man found burned next the truck, had likely caused the explosion because he had run out of gas and had dropped a lit cigarette while re-filling his tank with a gas can. So far, so good.
 
   She clicked off the TV with the remote and pulled out the eggs she'd purchased earlier in a trip to the grocery store, just to have some food in the room. It was a suite with a kitchenette-a microwave, a stovetop and a refrigerator. 
 
   She had been craving eggs. Perhaps she needed the protein for what she was about to do. She'd already had enough cheeseburgers, pizza and Chinese food to last her a while. 
 
   She stood in front of the cook top in her room and realized that she had forgotten to buy a pan. She had never made eggs in the microwave. But they turned out fine. She just put them in a glass bowl with salsa and cheese, and stirred them a couple times while cooking for a minute at a time. Good to know. 
 
   Even though the accommodations were sufficient, she felt like she was camping. But the comforts of home were not in the offing just yet. She had too much to do over the ensuing week.
 
   Munching the eggs, she used her laptop and the wireless in the hotel, while her underwear dried on a hanger in front of the heating unit. The clothes she had gathered had been from the hamper. She'd taken most of them to her mother's to do laundry while at home for the holidays, and the rest were left in the dorm, also needing washing. She knew she could have used the laundry facilities, or even bought fresh clothes, but it wasn't high on her priority list. All of her credit card balances and savings were being prioritized in order to take care of the two remaining animals who brutalized her family.
 
   That decided, Meg went back to her pet project, accosting Google, searching for news reports of accidental deaths, hoping to find another way to ensure the next one on her list. There were a million ways to die. Surely, she could select two that would suffice.
 
   She came across a story about a man convicted of raping a child. Another one? she thought. Just how often were children raped and molested? Police had chased the man and there was a shootout, in which the molester was killed. Good, Meg thought. Burn in hell. But the man had been later exhumed for collection of evidence that had not been gathered, and then re-buried. More police incompetence.
 
   Inevitably, in the news interviews, and of course on the television shows, cops used the word perp to refer to the suspects. As in Perpetrator. She now thought of the Terrible Trio as perps. That's where my perps belong…in a grave. And she planned to put them there.
 
   Filling the plastic hotel cup with merlot from the fridge, she settled back in front of her computer. Closing the browser window, she opened the Jigsaws Galore program and began to piece together a puzzle, while she thought it over. She began the process of grouping the different colors of pieces on the screen. An odd comfort was to be found in taking disparate, scattered bits of a picture and making sense of them…creating something beautiful. A place for everything, everything in its place. Computer jigsaw puzzles also relaxed her, while getting some other part of her brain going. The part that could figure things out. She often played a game before studying for a test at school.
 
   By the time she had completed the puzzle of a serene beach peppered with boulders and lined by palm trees, she had worked out the details of the second perp's demise.
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   Freeman warmed a chair, and wet his whistle with a beer, as the jukebox finished playing Sweet Home Alabama.
 
   Warrick nursed his beer. "I can't believe he blew himself up," he said.
 
   "I can," Taggart replied. "Pratt wasn't as smart as you think."
 
   "I would have gone hunting with him, but he didn't mention it." 
 
   "Then you would have been a crispy critter along with him." 
 
   Taggart swallowed a slug of beer, as the music changed appropriately to Stairway to Heaven. Though Freeman doubted that was the destination of Carter Pratt. 
 
   Warrick stared into his drink a moment. "Now we'll be one hand short on poker night."
 
   "Fuck that," Taggard said. "I'll have to find another guy to take his place on the crew."
 
   Freeman was already weary of the conversation. Weary, in fact, of his cousin's friends. He was right, though. Pratt wasn't all that bright. Freeman could tell in the few times he'd been around the trio. His status as a natural leader was largely because he was intimidating, not smart. He had just looked like a hardened criminal.
 
   But Freeman had more important things to think about. Like how clever he, himself, had been in gaining access to that gym.
 
   It had been simple. He wore a disguise in the form of a ball cap, over hair dyed black, and a fake mustache. Margo had given him the grand tour of the facility, and he said he wanted to have a look at the men's dressing rooms. While he was in there, he opened a few lockers until he found an unsecured one that had a bag in it, and a key card for the front door. He knew he'd have to use it quickly, because Margo had already told him that if a member lost their card, they were instructed to report it right away, so that another could be made, while the last one was deactivated. 
 
   Aside from the key cards, Athena's had other security features. The cameras in the workout room, and by the front door. All that would be easy to get around, since he now had passage to the door.
 
   He'd asked her if there would be someone there in the evenings to help him train, and Margo had said she was there late almost every evening and would be happy to help him if there was no other staff member. So after-hours was the perfect time to pay her a visit.
 
   Now, in this bar, cranked to ear-bleeding decibels, the jukebox offered up Wild Cherry's Play That Funky Music, drowning indecipherable voices, as patrons mingled, and morality descended into turpitude.
 
   At the tip jar on the bar, Freeman dropped two dollars, and returned to the table with the refills, compliments of the hundred bucks he got for the necklace. His cousin happily took the refill, intent on drinking him under whichever table was handy.
 
   Toasting Taggart's latest grandiose lie about the recent conquest of a mother and daughter, Freeman noticed that Warrick was uneasy with the story. Like he knew something. 
 
   The men guzzled beer and forgot about Pratt.
 
   Adam pointed to the cut on Freeman's arm, and Freeman gestured the concern away. 
 
   The cocktail waitress appeared at tableside, asking if they needed anything, and the men exchanged looks, and smirked. She rolled her eyes and continued her rounds, as all three sets of eyes followed her backside to the bar. Freeman could tell what they were thinking. He was thinking it himself.
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   She reached to click the heater a notch higher in the Kia, as she watched the front of the bar from her darkened parking spot, her dash lights turned to the dimmest setting. She had a sip from the Starbuck's cup, and replaced it in the console.
 
   With the Glock in a holster clipped inside her back waistband, Meg felt safer. CU Boulder didn't give classes on the operation of a 9 millimeter handgun, not even in the Criminal Justice curriculum. But self-study had always been a habit of hers, and she had long ago become proficient at handling and firing it, through frequent trips to shooting range. She believed whole-heartedly in the ability of a woman to protect herself from those men who would try to harm women, and felt the ironic surge of anger that blossomed in her chest like a cactus, that she hadn't had it with her that night at her mother's house. Hopefully, she wouldn't have to use it during her impending actions, but it was good she knew how, should the need arise.
 
   A man emerged from the bar and Meg leaned for-ward to see him, enlisting the help of the small set of binoculars. No. Not him. 
 
   She settled back against the seat again, pinching another Maple Nut Goodie from the open bag on the seat next to her.
 
   The only thing that concerned her about her agenda was that these three men on her chopping block were friends, and police might become suspicious that they had all died within a week or two of each other. She would have to either accept that as a risk, or find a way around it. She hoped that only she would know about the three men who had breached her mother's threshold and rendered Meg's life to shambles. And only she would know why they died: because of what they had done, and because she killed them.
 
   Though her trip to several stores meant she was well-stocked, now, with weapons and tools of self-defense, Meg appreciated the power a gun had. You could make people do things if you pointed a gun at them. That's because a gun was so deadly, and almost no one wanted to die. But some would, regardless. Like Pratt did. And soon, Warrick and Taggart. 
 
   After she'd followed Warrick to this bar, she'd crept up to the front window and looked inside. She had seen Warrick at a table with Taggart and the other man she'd seen with them before. Now, she just had to wait for Warrick to come out and go to his car.
 
   Shivering, Meg started the engine to get more warmth from the heater, and sipped more coffee. The stereo clock read 11:19. She'd been sitting here for three hours. 
 
   By midnight, she saw the lights inside the bar flicker on and off and few times, and recognized it as the universal sign that the bar was closing. A not-so-subtle way for the wait staff and bartenders to say we're closed, get the fuck out. 
 
   Meg switched off the engine, and leaned forward with her binocs, examining each departing patron in the neon beer lights and Christmas strings adorning the windows. 
 
   Finally, she saw Taggart, and the other man, and after that, Warrick, as they waved their goodnights and separated.
 
   Warrick had not parked in the front lot, and she noticed him heading down the alley between the bar and a restaurant next door. Grabbing her backpack, and the ski mask, she got out to follow him, clicking the key fob to lock the Kia behind her.
 
   She kept to the shadows, quietly following him until he reached his Bronco, parked behind a florist shop. As he stood swaying a bit, pulling his keys out of his pocket, she stepped up a few yards behind him, and said, "Glen Warrick." 
 
   He stopped fumbling with his keys, and turned, squinting into the dim light.
 
   "Unlock it, and the back door."
 
   He looked down at the gun in her hand, and back up to the ski-mask covering her face. "Got no money on me, girly. Drank it all up t'night…"
 
   They always assumed I wanted money. "Unlock the doors," she said again. 
 
   Meg watched him turn unsteadily and turn the key, then lift the peg on the back door. He stood there, swaying, and she realized her original strategy might need tweaking. Originally, she'd planned to ride in the backseat and make him drive, but she was now about to be chauffeured by a drunk guy. What if a cop noticed and pulled them over? How would she explain being in the back seat with a gun? Not something she had thought of before. Considering her options for a moment, she said, "Toss your keys over here."
 
   His eyes on the Glock, he tossed them, and they landed near her feet. 
 
   "Now, open the back door and lie down in the back seat."
 
   He just stared at her. 
 
   "I said, get in the back! Now, or I'll put a bullet in your nuts."
 
   He turned to the side, almost imperceptibly, as if shielding his groin, and glanced around them. Then he looked at the Glock again, and turned, opened the back door and slid into the seat. 
 
   The ShockTek Defense Tek-8 stun-gun looked like a fat cell phone or a large pager and delivered over six million volts, which sounded insane, but she learned it was the amps that were dangerous. One amp could kill, and there were no stun guns available with that amount. But it was enough to incapacitate almost anyone for a few seconds, sometimes more. 
 
   "Lace your fingers behind your head."
 
   He complied, and her eyes swept the small lot to make sure no one was around, before stepping forward and jabbing the stun-gun into his thigh, enjoying his convulsions, as she held down the button long enough to keep him almost paralyzed for the next few seconds. To the sound of his groans, she used the time to zip-tie his wrists behind his back, and his feet together.  
 
   He was in a fetal position, on his side in the seat, when she finished.
 
   She grabbed the keys from the ground, got in behind the wheel, and started the engine, heading out onto the main road. 
 
   Though Warrick had just lost his friend to a truck explosion, and now was being abducted by a woman, he didn't seem to make the connection. He couldn't see her face, so he probably thought this was just a mugging of some kind. So far, he didn't seem frightened, so much as disturbed. Probably because she was female. Men need to start taking women seriously, she thought.
 
   With the pistol under her right thigh, and the stun gun between them, she bent the rearview mirror down so she could keep an eye on him. Staying slightly under the speed limit, and obeying all traffic laws, she made her way to Hancock Avenue.
 
   After crossing Fountain Boulevard, she turned left on Transit. The small road continued on for a bit, until finally, she saw the marble sign. 
 
   Evergreen Cemetery.
 
   She parked off to the side under the shadows of a Maple tree, and got out to open the back door, taking wire snips to the ties at his ankles. "Get out," she said.
 
   Once he had his balance, he peered around in the dim lights at all the headstones.
 
   "What the fuck are we doing here?"
 
   Ignoring his question, she held her flashlight ahead of them, and had him walk, always at least six feet in front of her, through the paths until they came to a particular row of markers. "Stop." Her light found the headstone.
 
   He looked down at the freshly-covered grave. On the stone, were spray-painted expletives. Pervert! And Pedophile! and Fuck You, monster burn in hell were among them. She imagined the stone had been cleaned before, but would have new hateful graffiti on it soon enough.
 
   "Dude! Who the hell is Trenton Womack?" Warrick spat.
 
   "One of your soulmates," she said.
 
   Standing back several more paces, and slightly behind a tree, she kept the Glock trained on him and threw the shovel toward his feet. "Dig."
 
   He looked down at the fresh dirt, gone gray in the wash of moonlight which graced her enterprise, allowing her to watch him closely, lest he try to use the shovel as a weapon.
 
   "You want me to dig up this grave?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Dude….Why?"
 
   "You'll know, once you get the casket open."
 
   "So what the fuck did you want me to see? A corpse?"
 
   He probably still thought this wasn't about him, so she decided to let him keep thinking that way. It was easier to get his cooperation if he thought he wasn't in any real danger. "There's something in there that belongs to me, and I want it back. So just dig."
 
   He huffed, seeming more bothered than frightened. 
 
   "Dig, or I'll shoot you and dig it myself, and roll your body in there with him."
 
   As if a petulant child, he thrust the spade into the loose dirt, and began the arduous task.
 
   She worked him pretty hard, not allowing him many breaks. He complained about needing a drink of water. "I don't care if you're thirsty, keep digging."
 
   Glen Warrick was strong enough. She knew that. He worked construction on the same crew with Taggart and Pratt. And she had felt his strength the night he huffed and puffed on top of her. It also helped that the dirt was loose. Had it been an older grave, with frozen ground, it might not have been possible. The Universe seemed to be on her side. 
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   Four hours later, he was standing on the lid of the casket.
 
   She moved closer to the edge, careful to keep the Glock on him. "Throw the shovel up here."
 
   He did so, and she squatted to peer down at him, aiming the Glock at him, as she removed her mask. 
 
   He frowned, squinted.
 
   "What? You don't recognize me?"
 
   He stared at her, almost, but not quite seeing her.
 
   "What about my mother and my sister? Remember them?"
 
   "Fuck me," he said, low, one hand going to the wall of the grave 
 
   "That's right. You are royally fucked."
 
   He licked his lips, looked up into the darkling sky, speckled with stars, a faint glow of moonlight.
 
   "Now, open it."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Open the casket."
 
   "Look, this is--"
 
   "Open it!" she commanded.
 
   He slumped his shoulders, aware that he could do little but obey, when she had the Glock pointed at him. He braced his feet on either side of the box.
 
   "Open both lids."
 
   He leaned over to open the longest portion, covering the body, the dirt falling into the crevice to the back side, then did the same for the portion over the head and shoulders.
 
   The sunken face of the man in the box gave him a start. "Oh fuck…what kind of sick game is this?" Warrick looked away.
 
   "I'm not playing a game. And you're telling me you have a problem with dead bodies?" she asked. "What do you think my mother and sister were?"
 
   He rolled his shoulders back, and met her eyes. "They weren't dead when I was fuckin' 'em."
 
   After a comment like that, she wished the stun-gun was long enough to zap him in the nuts. But he made the mistake of looking away, back down at the corpse. The Glock was now on the ground beside her, and her grip tightened on the handle of the shovel, which she brought down with all her might on top of his head. He slumped down on top of the body, and after a few seconds of watching to be sure Warrick was out cold, she used the shovel to maneuver his arms and legs inside, then to force the lids back down over him. They didn't close all the way, but it didn't matter.
 
   Filling the hole back in only took her two more hours. Apparently it was easier to fill in a grave than to dig one up. 
 
   She looked at her watch. It was just after six in the morning. Sunrise would be in another hour. 
 
   She slid the Glock into the back of her waistband and walked away, the grave looking just like it had when they arrived.
 
   Returning the shovel to the groundskeeper's shed, she removed her gloves and headed for the main gate.
 
   Grimy and exhausted, Meg arrived at the Bronco, having a horrid moment when she imagined accidentally dropping the keys in the grave before she filled it in,  but then congratulated herself that they were still sequestered in her front pocket.
 
   She drove the Bronco to a rather seedy looking neighborhood and parked it in a Home Depot lot, then went across the street to a gas station with an outside bathroom. She went in, washed up, and changed into the clothes in her pack, and then made her way to the bus stop. Mass transit had become her partner in crime.
 
   She took a seat near the side door of the bus, and held her backpack on her lap, watching the flicker of streetlights strobe across the windows. Two down, one to go, she thought, popping a Maple Nut Goodie in her mouth. She was suddenly starving.
 
   On South Havana and Iliff, she pulled the cord, and a pleasant, pre-recorded female voice said stop requested. The bus eased to a halt, and she stepped out onto the sidewalk, and headed across the gas station parking lot toward her hotel, where she would shower, nuke some leftover pizza, and get another night's peaceful sleep.
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   Since Margo had things she wanted to do, to think about, and she didn't want to be disturbed, she gave Bonnie extra work to do. 
 
   Her trip to Garden of the Gods that morning had helped, but not enough to completely ease her mind. There had to be more she could do to get a handle on these wild-horse emotions. She surveyed her office. The position of the desk now allowed her to sit with her back against the wall. She liked that better. It felt more secure, and she needed that feeling quite a lot at the moment. The position of other objects were altered as well. She felt better. It was now a different office. Maybe, she thought, I'll have to buy a different desk.
 
   She sat down behind that desk, considering what her next action should be. Should she tell Lucy? File a report? Could she even face the prospect of all that? She'd heard far too many stories about how that could go. Was she up to it? There was no way she could even identify him. No sketch artist could help her. A mask was a mask. It's not like the rapist would be walking around wearing that thing throughout his normal day.
 
   Perhaps it was just random, but Lucy had told her that most rape victims knew their attackers. Was her rapist a stranger, or more horribly, a member of her club? 
 
   She stared at her Windows desktop. A surreal depiction of turquoise ocean and beach rocks, a woman with flowing dark hair wearing a billowy white skirt, leaning precariously off the edge of the boulders jutting into the sea. She felt like that woman. That she was falling toward a vast ocean. That she could drown.
 
   Clicking open the Athena's database, she stared at the list of names. Members were assigned numbers, and when entered into the spreadsheet, the new ones received a blank card which was swiped through the device attached to the computer, and the card was then encoded with that individual ID number--this ID could be cross-referenced in the database to find the person it belonged to. 
 
   Included in the card data was an expiration date so the card wouldn't work past a particular date. The slot mechanism in the front door sent the data to the computer about when that person used the card to enter and to exit. The member also had to sign in on a clipboard at the front kiosk.
 
   Margo knew that most after-hours members skipped the sign-in step. They simply used their key cards to enter. Looking at last night's log book would most likely prove fruitless. It's not like her rapist would have checked in and signed his name before his crime. But unless he slipped in behind someone else, he had to use a card to get in. This made it likely he was a member.
 
   At the security station in the far back corner of her office, she pulled up the computer logs of key card en-tries for last night's date and time. There were three entries around 8 p.m. Two women and one man. Cross-referencing, she saw that the man's card belonged to a Clyde Robinson. She looked him up and saw that Mr. Robinson was black. Her rapist was white. Even with a mask, she could see that by the color of the skin around his eyes. Maybe the rapist came in behind someone who had used their card, in which case, video was her only hope of catching him. Unfortunately, that meant she would actually have to look at the video. And she didn't relish the idea of laying eyes on her rapist again.
 
   Margo had a professional grade surveillance system on the Security Station PC and the last 30 days of video was stored on the hard drive. Bonnie would always transfer the previous month's video to rewritable DVD's at the beginning of each month. Last night's rapist could be on that video. Maybe he took off the mask after he left. Or even put it on after coming inside. She knew this would be the first thing a cop would do--access her security footage. She could let them do it. She could report it. Have Steph lead the investigation. But then, Lucy would know, and that was a whole can of worms she didn't want to open. Like worrying about what Lucy would do about it, how she would react. Would it change things between them? 
 
   With some hesitation, Margo clicked on last night's footage. All cameras displayed in synchronized time with eight small screens on the monitor. She clicked menu and ran the recording ahead to 8 p.m. 
 
   Fast forwarding, she saw both women enter and then the man. Her heart leapt to her throat. Stealthily, the darkly-clad man slipped in and on into the hallway, but she could see that even then, he was wearing the Halloween mask. She checked the cameras on the workout room, and no one paid him any attention. No one had seen him, not even in a mask. Perhaps if they had, they would have thought it a prank. And no one would be able to describe his face.
 
   Almost a half hour later, the black-attired man strode out the door, still wearing the mask. She was watching the man who raped her, come in and leave after his violation of her. She felt sick.
 
   Resting her head in her hands, she almost didn't notice the outside video showing a car leaving the lot.
 
   Running the recording back, she saw just a glimpse of the man passing the hidden camera outside. Then the car pulling out. She stopped the video and zoomed in, even saw him remove the mask inside the car, but could only see the back of his head at that point. 
 
   So this was his car. She redirected the zoom to the license plate. There it was. Legibly, his license plate number.
 
   She leaned back in her chair, staring at the mottled visage of the plate. 
 
   Her phone rang, and she jumped, staring at it like it was a serpent, come to sink fangs into her, inject poison. She had told Bonnie to hold her calls. Regaining her composure, she reached for it. "Hello."
 
   "Margo?" 
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "It's Steph. I've never heard you answer that way. It threw me. Girl, I think I can make it to lunch today. Lucy had to go downtown, though, it'll be just us."
 
   Steph. That's why the call was put through. Bonnie knew that Steph was her best friend, and exception to hold-calls rule. "Okay." Maybe she could have Steph run the plate. But could she even tell her why?
 
   "You okay?"
 
   "Where do you want to meet?
 
   "Um...we can go to Salsa Latina. They have a great lunch special." 
 
   "Okay."
 
   "Got a couple of things to wrap up here--" 
 
   She had an idea. "Well, I could meet you there at the station."
 
   "That works for me," Steph said. "You sound strange, girl, what's up?"
 
   Margo stared at the coffee stain on the office floor, remembering the cup falling, seeing it in slow motion. She reached for the cup and dropped it into the trash can under her desk. She'd have to buy a new one. She couldn't look at it anymore. "No sleep, and a stressful morning."
 
   "Been there." 
 
   "Okay, I'm leaving now."
 
   After they disconnected, Margo kept her eyes on the phone, concentrating, then haphazardly tossed things in her bag and got up. 
 
   Honestly, even though her office was rearranged, she still felt relieved to be going. The desk was the same desk, after all; the altar at which she had sacrificed her peace of mind, her body, her soul. The desk didn't bruise me, he bruised me, she thought, hoping she could hold fast to that idea.
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   Meg was a firm believer in Occam's Razor--the simplest answer is usually the best one. Rather than take unnecessary chances, she opted for keeping herself safe, maintaining control over the situation, and never giving him an opportunity to turn the tables on her.
 
   She watched the house, patiently. A few hours after dark, Adam Taggart emerged and got into the Bonneville, and she followed him, looking for an opportunity. When he stopped off at a liquor store, she found it. 
 
   After he went inside, Meg shrugged into the backpack, and verified that the back door of his Bonneville was unlocked. Waiting on the passenger side, she crouched down until he came out, carrying a brown paper bag. Getting in, he set the bag down in the seat next to him and pushed his keys in the ignition.
 
   Quickly, she opened the door and slid into the backseat. "Don't turn around." He peered at her in the rearview mirror, seeing only the ski mask, her blue eyes, and the Glock, aimed at his head.  
 
   "I just spent all my cash," he said.
 
   She almost rolled her eyes. That money-thing again. "I don't want your money."
 
   "What do you want, then?"
 
   "I want you to drive."
 
   "Where?"
 
   "Back to work."
 
   He checked. "It's after-hours. I'm off the clock."
 
   "You're about to clock back in."
 
   He frowned, not understanding what was happening. "Why would I do that?"
 
   "Because I have a gun pointed at your head."
 
   He gave that a moment, looked around the parking lot of the liquor store, and said, "Fair enough." He put the car in reverse and backed out, heading back the way he had come.
 
   Meg kept the gun on Adam Taggart, while he drove them to the construction site near an industrial complex. It was remote enough to afford her the concealment she wanted, and no one except the security guard was on site after hours. She'd watched him the night before, and know what his site-check routine was.
 
   On the way to the building site, Meg would not let her captive talk, though he tried to engage her. She didn't want to hear another word out of his nasty mouth.
 
   Having him park near the gate, Meg checked her watch. Only a few more minutes. 
 
   "So we just gonna sit here all night?"
 
   "Shut up. And keep your hands up on the wheel."
 
   He put his hands back on the wheel. "Because I could climb back there and find ways to pass the time."
 
   Meg leaned forward and shoved the stun-gun into his neck, zapping him for two seconds. Any longer than that, and there would be burn marks, and she didn't want that. The seat shook with his convulsion. Afterward, he seemed less anxious to make smart remarks, though he did say, "Bitch."
 
   "You don't know the half of it. Now shut the fuck up."
 
   She heard him take a deep breath, and knew he was trying to get the neurology working in his muscles, and likely feeling a bit queasy. 
 
   Meg pulled the handcuffs out of her pocket and tossed them in the front seat. "Cuff yourself to the steering wheel."
 
   "Kinky…" he said lecherously.
 
   She pressed the button on the stun-gun so he could hear the crackle of the electricity between the prongs, the car lighting up briefly with the glow.
 
   "Okay, okay…" He put the cuffs on, securing himself to the steering wheel.
 
   Meg took a length of duct tape and put it over his mouth and then got out.
 
   Creeping around the building, Meg cut through a doorway on the lower floor and waited until she heard the guard approaching. Remaining still, she waited until he passed, stepped out behind him silently, and tossed the pebble in front of him. He froze, shining his flashlight toward the sound. She twirled into a roundhouse kick, landing her heel on his temple. 
 
   The guard crumpled to the ground immediately. She took out the duct tape and taped his hands and feet, and put a piece over his mouth as well. Then she headed back to the Bonneville.
 
   Opening the driver's door, Meg placed the handcuff key in Taggart's fingers. "Unlock them and let them drop to the floor."
 
   His moment of hesitation was followed by her punching the button on the stun-gun again.
 
   He unlocked the cuffs, let them fall.
 
   "Drop the key too."
 
   He dropped it.
 
   "Okay, get out."
 
   The stun-gun in one hand, the Glock in the other, she directed him into the ground floor of the building, and into the personnel elevator, instructing him to stand facing the opposite wall of the compartment, with his fingers laced behind his head, telling him, "You move a muscle and I put a bullet in your head." 
 
   They rode to the top floor. 
 
   On the fifth level, they stepped out of the elevator a few paces, and she pulled the paper bag and carpenter's pencil from her backpack, and set it on a makeshift table-a piece of plywood across two sawhorses. Setting the paper and pencil down on the board, she said, "I want you to admit what you did."
 
   "What the fuck are you talking about?"
 
   She pulled off the ski-mask, and in a moment, he recognized her, the frown announcing the memory of that night seeping back into his mind. "You."
 
   "Too bad you didn't make sure I was dead, too."
 
   He looked around at the unfinished floor of the building, as if to locate a way of escape. 
 
   She inclined her chin toward the paper and pencil on the table. "You're going to write what I tell you."
 
   "What's this for? You want a confession? Well that's not gonna happen," Taggart said. 
 
   "I just want you to write, I've done something terrible, and then sign your name."
 
   He considered the gun for a moment longer than he considered her. Then he bent down and wrote the sentence, signed his name with an impatient flourish. "Now what? You're gonna shoot me?"
 
   "Not unless you make me." She moved to the plywood table and placed a discarded tape measure on top of the note, to keep the wind from taking it. Then she indicated the long piece of carpet runner, that extended all the way to the edge of the building. "Go stand at the end of the carpet."
 
   He obeyed, glancing down over the edge, then turned. "Oh, you're gonna shove me off?"
 
   "No, you're gonna jump."
 
   He laughed. "Right. Like that's gonna happen."
 
   "This is an eye for an eye. Except of course, I can't kill you twice to account for the lives of my mother and sister. But this looks like the next best thing."
 
   He snorted. "You don't know who you're dealing with here, bitch."
 
   "Nor do you. You don't do it, I'll just shoot you in both legs and both feet, and then I'll go pay a visit to your mother. She's so frail. It wouldn't take much to send her to her great reward."
 
   His mirth faded. "And I'll just go to the police, and tell them."
 
   "And then your mother will be dead."
 
   "You couldn't do that to an old lady…"
 
   "She's had a long life. My mother, on the other hand, had many good years to look forward to, and my little sister had only just begun. You stole that from them. And you stole the last ounce of give-a-fuck from me."
 
   "You don't have the balls."
 
   "Really? What do you think happened to your friend Pratt?"
 
   He frowned. "They said it was an accident."
 
   "Was it?"
 
   His frown deepened as he searched her eyes. 
 
   "Still don't believe me? Where's your other friend, Warrick?"
 
   His face smoothed out. "I don't know. Haven't heard from him."
 
   "And you won't, either."
 
   He blinked, looked at the Glock, and back up at her.
 
   "Now, you're gonna jump."
 
   He turned to look down at the looming ground below, and then back at her.
 
   "Jump, or I shoot you and go after your mother."
 
   "You still can't do it."
 
   "Don't pretend you know what I'm capable of."
 
   His eyes scanned the area, fell on the Glock again, then considered the descent one more time. He faced her. "I think I'll take my chances."
 
   "As you wish," she said, and reached up to grasp the length of rope dangling to one side from a rafter. Before he could see how she'd rigged it to a pulley above her head, she jerked down on it, and the rug whipped up and toward her. 
 
   As the carpet slid out from under him, he lost his balance and went careening off the edge.
 
   Taggart didn't scream on the way down. He was probably too shocked to find his voice. But she did hear the sickening thud of his body meeting the concrete be-low.
 
   She leaned over the edge to reassure herself that something soft had not suddenly appeared on the ground. Satisfied at the unnatural position of his limbs, the pool of blood already oozing from beneath him, she disassembled the pulley and put everything back where she found it, and got back into the lift, pressing the down button. She would be descending a bit slower than he did.
 
   She paused at the Bonneville only long enough to retrieve the handcuffs and key, and then left the car where it was, since it needed to look like he had driven himself there. 
 
   She hoped the security guard's coat and gloves would keep him warm enough until morning.
 
   Hoofing it to the nearest bus stop, she made the trip back to the liquor store, and got into her Kia.
 
   As she made her way through the sentry of trees along the sidewalks, garnished with glowing strings of white lights, she could almost feel the spirit of the season. Hopeful. Serene.
 
   In another few minutes, she'd be back in her Denver hotel, and would lift a glass to salute a job well-done. 
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   Taggart hadn't returned home last night after going to the liquor store. Maybe he'd finally found Warrick, and the two compadres were on a bender, Freeman thought. Maybe still grieving in their own way, for the death of their friend, Pratt. Though grieving, for them, didn't seem a natural response to the other man's death.
 
   Freeman got dressed and headed off to the bus stop.
 
   When he arrived for his shift, he saw the police cars. Pushing through the crowd of construction workers, Freeman saw the sheet-draped body on the concrete.
 
   "Who is that?" he asked one of the foremen.
 
   "Adam Taggart."
 
   "What the hell?"
 
   "Cops say he committed suicide."
 
   "Suicide? That doesn't make any sense. Maybe he just fell."
 
   "Nope. Say he left a note." The foreman indicated the upper floors with his chin.
 
   Freeman looked up at the open floors above. That was a long way to fall. His attention back on the body under the sheet a few yards away, he could see the pool of dark, dried blood, could imagine how broken Taggart's body would be beneath that covering.
 
   Since there was a police investigation in progress, construction was shut down for the day, and the workers were sent home to enjoy a day off. 
 
   DeWayne Freeman returned to the bus stop, and to his cousin's house, stunned. It was clear now why Taggart hadn't come home the night before. He'd killed himself. But Freeman hadn't noticed any depression, nor any other indication that Taggart was distraught about Pratt's death. He guessed there was no way to know what people would do, or what they were feeling.
 
   Freeman let his eyes sweep around the living room. Nothing there belonged to him. It felt strange to be in his cousin's house without him there, but he supposed since it was paid for, and Taggart was dead, he might as well stay where he was, for however long he could.
 
   He made coffee, and sat at the scarred table in the kitchen. If Taggart was dead, then where was Glen Warrick? The foreman said he hadn't seen him at work that morning. Maybe he had already been there, and had something to do with Taggart's demise. That would make more sense than suicide, although there was suicide note, apparently. Freeman wondered what it said. 
 
   Either way, it appeared that he had a place to live for the time-being. And a job. They would be short-handed now, and that helped ensure his continued employment.
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   With a bottle of Woodchuck Amber, Omega Fisher toasted herself in the hotel mirror. It was the only homage she could bear to give to the Christmas holiday, and to herself. The abduction and punishment of Pratt, Warrick and Taggart was now a done deal, but she could locate no regret, still. 
 
   On the bed, stretched out, she held the memo pad in one hand, the cider beer in the other. Inside the notebook, were the notes for each abduction. She'd have to burn the little notebook, just to be safe, though part of her felt a need to hang onto it, like a souvenir for a disturbingly pleasurable vacation to some exotic land. No, better to let go. She'd had to let go of her mother and sister, albeit in a roundabout way, but clinging to the past, and to reminders of its pain, was not going to serve her anymore. And besides, the notebook was evidence.
 
   Setting her drink down, she got up and crossed to the kitchenette. Taking the coffee can out of the cabinet, she dumped the remaining grounds into a leftover plastic salad bowl, and set the can on the stovetop. Switching on the ventilation fan on high above the cook top, she tore out a tiny sheet from the memo pad, and with a book of matches, lit it, and dropped it in the coffee can. She watched the paper darken and curl, the edges soon turning to black ash. Just like the ashes of her mother's house. The smell of the burning paper incited the images. Her mother. Her sister. The Christmas tree. The aftershave of each man. The beatings. The rapes. The sandpaper of grief in her heart. She added another sheet, and another, until the whole memo pad was empty, and she watched it burn until it was gone. Just like her mom and Halle. Ashes in a can.
 
   Dropping the remaining cardboard from the notebook into the trash, she returned to the bed, and drank deeply of the cider. 
 
   She wondered what was next, now that she had accomplished her goal. What did she do now that she was, to very real degree, a serial killer? Just go on with her life? Go back to college and continue as if nothing had happened? Everything had happened. She was changed, and there was no pretending.
 
   She still liked the idea that perhaps there was more she could do to help the other women of this world. More she could do to bring the criminals to justice. Much more than she could have done with a degree in Criminal Justice, and following all the rules. She didn't have much to lose now. She'd already killed three men. 
 
   Though pleased, she was surprised that it had been so easy to dispatch Pratt, Warrick, and Taggart. Either she had discovered a dark talent, or she had been lucky. Either way, it seemed somehow destiny-ridden. Perhaps it was her fate, even her duty, to remove the vermin she could get to. At least in her little corner of the world.
 
   She thought of the child molester who had defiled the ten year old daughter of Ellen, at the Ascension House. He had gotten away with his crime. He was out there, free to do these things to other little girls, and probably had already, more than once, even. That idea was immediately repugnant, and Meg felt she had to do something about that. But she was not prepared to kill someone who hadn't killed. Her revenge had been so deeply personal. And the punishment should still fit the crime. So maybe she'd give that child-rapist a taste of his own medicine.
 
   She placed her laptop on her thighs, and booted into windows, and then opened the browser.
 
   While trying to locate news reports of the vermin who had raped Ellen's 10 year old daughter, Omega was disappointed to find nothing. Ellen had said that Isaac Lovato seemed a safe, respectable choice for a husband, since he had been a youth pastor at some five different churches over the years. She had failed to do a back-ground check on him, however, assuming that a man of God would not ever do anything worth worrying about. She said she'd live with that guilt for the rest of her life. 
 
   Meg wondered if it would be easier to just search Lovato's name, instead. That's when she found what she was looking for. 
 
   Ten years earlier, Lovato had been accused of another child-rape. This time, the girl had been 15. It had been another case of too little evidence. The guy had been careful, and the court had acquitted him. During that trial, the girl had testified that Lovato, had told her it was "God's will" that he do those things to her. 
 
   Things like touching her all over. Making her touch him. And holding her down in the backseat of his car, shoving his penis in her mouth, and then pushing first his fingers inside her, and then himself, all the while speaking softly to her that she was special. That God had chosen her, and she would become a saint in heaven one day, but that all saints had to suffer a little, as a test of their faith.
 
   Meg's face felt hot, now, with disgust and anger, since this man had been in a position of trust, and was merely taking advantage of the children he was sup-posed to protect and mentor.
 
   Since then, DNA technologies probably could have improved enough to make a better case, but by that time, the double jeopardy rule applied--he could not be tried again for same offense. And the evidence was also damaged. But the worst part was that there was no plaintiff anymore.
 
   The 15 year old had committed suicide a few months after the trial, obviously unable to cope with the idea that this man was free; unable to adjust to the horrid thing that had happened to her, and the way the church had fallen in behind Lovato, and made her out to be just another troubled girl who needed Jesus in her life. 
 
   Since then, there was no telling how many other children Lovato had preyed upon.
 
   Mousing over to Google, she searched sex offenders registry, and found a collection of links to various sites of that sort. She clicked on the first one, and typed in Denver, Colorado. The map that appeared began to populate with little green squares. Each of these squares represented a registered sex offender. As the map filled, squares colorized outwardly, spreading like some virus under a microscope.
 
   That's not a fragment of society, she thought. That's an army. There was a whole army of rapists, in just this one city.
 
   There weren't that many dots on a map when you were looking for an apartment to rent. Or for fast food restaurants. And these dots just represented the offenders who got caught and charged or convicted. Even a large police force couldn't begin to keep up with them. And, according to the populated map, apparently didn't.
 
   Finally, the loading of the page stalled and Meg realized that the hotel's sub-par Internet connection was just not strong enough to handle the data. She was forced to go back to the Google results and click a different link. The Colorado Bureau of Investigation's site on sex offenders. 
 
   There, she clicked the button for Sex Offenders Registry, and found simple lists, and was able to type in Isaac Lovato's name and general location, and immediately found a record. His criminal history, and his last known address. Though not charged with the offense against Ellen's daughter, nor convicted of the 15-year-old's ten years earlier, Lovato had a criminal record dating back to the 80's including criminal attempt to commit sexual exploitation of a child, and criminal attempt to commit sexual assault on a child. How could the churches be so careless?
 
   This animal would pay. Meg would see to it.
 
   First, she would verify that he was still at the listed address. Then, she would do what God and the church couldn't.
 
   She reached into the nightstand drawer and pulled out a fresh memo pad.
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   Arriving at the police station, Margo paused to watch Steph work at the computer. 
 
   "Hey, girl. Almost done. You sounded--" she turned to look more closely. "--just like you look. What's wrong?"
 
   Margo's eyes flickered around the room, nervously, then to the computer screen. "Can you look up license plates on that?"
 
   "Yep. Why?"
 
   "Well, I had a little road rage incident on the way to work. The guy practically ran me in the ditch."
 
   "Wanna file a report?"
 
   "I was hoping you could run his plate and see if he's got any warrants or anything."
 
   "And I would do that because--"
 
   "Because otherwise, he gets away with it. I have his license number. Maybe if he had some outstanding warrants, you could go arrest the bastard."
 
   "Mmmm...I guess I could do that for my best friend in the world."
 
   "Thanks. Here's the number." She scribbled the digits on a scratch pad.
 
   Steph tapped away at the keys, bringing up a screen, then typed in the number. 
 
   A few seconds later, a record appeared on the screen, and over Steph's shoulder, Margo read the name Adam Taggart, along with an address. 
 
   "Nope. Sorry. No warrants. I don't have an excuse to go get his sorry butt." She looked closely, scrolling down. "Wait...mmm..."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Looks like he was in prison until five years ago."
 
   "For what?"
 
   "Rape. Guys like that usually have some anger issues."
 
   Well how obvious was that? "Yeah. I guess it wasn't surprising he would have some road rage."
 
   "Well, I wish I could pick him up, but he's clean right now. Wouldn't want to get smacked with a harassment charge."
 
   "No. Of course not." Margo tore her eyes away from the screen, as Steph turned to look at her. "Oh well, it was worth a shot."
 
   Steph rolled her chair back. "You ready for lunch?"
 
   Margo forced cheerfulness. "Starved, let's go."
 
   Steph hit the escape key to remove the record, almost as an afterthought.  
 
   As they departed, Margo glanced back at the screen.
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   Having verified that Lovato did indeed live at the last known address, Meg began the process of stalking him.
 
   A visit to the Internet café on 18th, garnered her mocha latte and the password for their free WiFi. Just in case she needed it.
 
   Now, in position on 18th street, a light snow tinked on the front window of the Kia. Meg could see his house on the corner of Bijou and 18th. Through her binoculars she examined the front windows hidden by tall Holly bushes, their rich green leaves and bright red berries capped with a light dusting of white, making the bushes seem more vibrant against the stark white. She wondered what he was hiding through those windows, and behind those bushes. 
 
   The snow was falling like white rain, when Lovato came out of the house and headed down Bijou, on foot. She put the car in gear and followed him to Bethany Baptist Church on West Colorado, saw him go into the building. He could be there the whole day, but she couldn't lose track of him. 
 
   Too far away from the Internet café, she activated the hotspot on her iPhone, and pulled up The Huffington Post online, losing herself in the numerous articles to be found there. December 21, 2012 had come and gone, and according to the article in the Science section, the world had not ended, regardless of what all the Mayan Calendar groupies had predicted. Well, the world had ended, but only for Pratt, Warrick and Taggart, as far as she knew.
 
   In other news, Barack Obama and family were headed to Hawaii for Christmas, Secularists announced their new holiday, Humanlight, NASA assured the public that Asteroid 012 DA14 would not hit the Earth, and The Broncos beat the Browns.
 
   Eventually, Meg wound up in the Crime section, and glanced at a story about how hard it was to predict who would become a mass shooter. She wondered if anyone could have predicted her becoming a killer. She couldn't have. 
 
   After consuming every article that even vaguely interested her, Meg put the laptop down and began to think about Lovato, going over the details in her head. She'd already scouted out an area to take him to, but just needed the opportunity to nab him. She'd already considered every possible obstacle, and hoped she hadn't overlooked something. This was not an exact science. But she could at least be as prepared as possible.
 
   Finally, she grew bored with ruminating over Lovato, and grabbed the laptop again to catch up on television shows she'd missed. One of her favorites, perhaps an almost laughable irony, was Revenge. After three episodes, her hunger began to gnaw at her, but the sensation was soon usurped by another sensation, when she saw Lovato emerge from the church and walk back toward his house.
 
   When he turned the corner, out of sight, she donned the long black wig and sunglasses and went inside the church. 
 
   In the foyer, there was a rack of pamphlets. Where Are You Going to Spend Eternity? one asked. Meg smirked. The quintessential burning question. Thinking of Lovato, she thought, In hell. Another pamphlet announced A Free Thinker is Satan's Slave. Meg snorted, but covered her mouth so she wouldn't draw any attention to herself. Yeah, don't think about anything. We want you mindless. Because we want you to be GOD's slave.  Another one said, Sexual Relations for the Christian. Apparently in Lovato's case, that included children. And her favorite: A Church Worth Dying For. Again with Lovato in mind, she thought, I can wish, can't I? They may as well all have said, The History of Fertilizer. 
 
   But to one side, she saw a pamphlet about church hours and services, and on it was a listing of staff. There, among the other names, was Isaac Lovato, Youth Pastor. So he just went from church to church, neighborhood to neighborhood, taking positions that would continue to allow him access to the most innocent among us. 
 
   She left the church before anyone noticed her, got back into her car and passed Lovato on her way back to the spot on 18th street. There, she watched him go back inside his house.
 
   Omega Fisher removed the wig and sunglasses, scratched at her head to relieve the itchiness of the false hairpiece, and opened the pre-made salad she'd picked up at Safeway. Munching on a baby lettuce blend with feta cheese, dried cranberries and candied walnuts beneath a raspberry vinaigrette, she noted the significance of Lovato's home location. Interestingly, it was situated only a few blocks from West Middle School. Perhaps this was the hunting ground he used to find victims, when he wasn't plucking them from the church. 
 
   After finishing the salad, she used the laptop again to access the news outlets she kept track of. The story of the truck explosion in Nederland had dropped out of the current queues, and last word was that it was believed to have been an unfortunate accident; some even accusing the victim, Pratt, of being in the running for a Darwin Award. The dubious honor was in reference to a tongue-in-cheek acknowledgment of those who kill themselves in stupid ways. Meg only wished more criminals were stupid, and then perhaps there would be fewer of them to visit pain on the world.
 
   The death of Adam Taggart was also still being considered just what it appeared to be, a suicide, and there was no mention at all of Warrick's disappearance. Probably because someone would have had to file a missing person's report, and apparently, no one cared to do so. What a shock. 
 
   Finally, at 3 p.m., Lovato emerged from his house, moving on foot again, and headed toward the middle school. Donning the wig and sunglasses again, Meg shoved her laptop under the seat and got out, locking the car and heading down the opposite side of the street, her earbuds in place, but no music in them. 
 
   Momentarily, she saw a few straggler kids on their way home, and realized it was the time that schools let out. Of course. For Lovato, it must have been like an open buffet.
 
   Lovato stopped near a girl, clutching her books to the front of her pea coat, and Meg pretended to be checking messages on her phone as she peered over at the two of them. The girl, perhaps 13, frowned at him, nodded to his question, and he joined her as she continued her trek. He was speaking to her, one hand going to her shoulder, and she was staring ahead of her, not engaging with him in the least. 
 
   Meg kept up with them, watching, until he delivered her to a house and then closed the front gate behind her, waving, and heading back to his house. Was he grooming her? She knew that pedophiles often spent a good deal of time earning the trust of their victims before making any moves.
 
   The girl was now sitting in a tree swing in the front yard, swaying gently as she spun herself in slow circles, staring at the thin blanket of snow on the ground, her breath making wispy clouds in front of her face. The tree was close to the fence, so Meg went over to her, leaning on the top railing, so as not to appear threatening. The girl looked up.
 
   "Hi."
 
   "Hi," the girl said meekly.
 
   "Are your parents home?"
 
   "Mom doesn't get off 'til five," she said.
 
   "What about your dad?"
 
   "Don't have one," she said.
 
   "Oh, I'm sorry." Figures. They always go after the ones looking for a father figure. "Listen, do you know where the nearest gas station is? I'm almost on empty."
 
   "There's one on 21st and Colorado." She pointed in that direction."My mom uses that one a lot."
 
   "Great. Thanks…" Meg looked in the direction Lovato had gone. "Hey…are you okay?"
 
   The girl looked up and nodded, without enthusiasm.
 
   "Was that man bothering you?"
 
   Her eyes widened. "No…he was just walking me home again."
 
   Again. "Do you know him?"
 
   "Sure, he's the youth pastor at my church."
 
   "Why does he walk you home?"
 
   Her face screwed up in thought, as she pushed the swing backward and swayed forward. "I'm not sure. I guess he just knows I don't have a dad and wants to make sure I'm okay."
 
   Right. "You don't seem to like him." Meg tried to give her a casual smile.
 
   She shrugged and shot a glance in his direction. "He's…he creeps me out a little."
 
   "Why? Has he ever done anything weird?"
 
   She looked up at Meg and swallowed, then looked back at her sneakers again. "No. Well, sorta."
 
   "What kind of sorta?"
 
   "He likes to touch me a lot."
 
   "Touch you how?"
 
   "Just…my hair, holding my hand sometimes. It's just…it's…"
 
   "It makes you uncomfortable?" Meg offered.
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Well, you know you can tell him to stop. You don't have to be touched by anyone if you don't want to."
 
   Her eyes trailed along the fence, as if this was a new idea. 
 
   "Has he done anything else that makes you uncomfortable?"
 
   She nodded. "He likes to take pictures of me with his cell phone."
 
   Fuck. "What kind of pictures?"
 
   "Just, you know, while we're walking or talking."
 
   "Well, you can tell him to stop doing that too…I'm Meg, what's your name?"
 
   "Charlotte."
 
   "Charlotte, will you do me a favor? Will you promise to tell your mom what you told me?"
 
   She laced her fingers together around the swing's ropes. "She'll just think I'm--"
 
   "No, she'll want to know if a man has been touching you and taking pictures of you, and spending time alone with you. If she doesn't, will you call the police and tell them?"
 
   She seemed to understand but still asked, "Why?"
 
   "Because, Charlotte, there are some men out there who are sick, and they like to take advantage of little girls. You've got to protect yourself, you know?"
 
   She nodded. 
 
   "You'll tell your mom?"
 
   She looked toward the front door of the house. "Okay."
 
   "Now, doesn't that make you feel a little better?"
 
   She half-smiled. "Yeah, I guess it does. But I'm not sure why."
 
   "It's because now you know you can do something about it. It's called empowering yourself." 
 
   Charlotte studied Meg closely for the first time, but said nothing.
 
   "Okay, I've got to go. You be careful, okay, Charlotte?"
 
   She nodded and watched Meg walk away. 
 
   Retracing her steps, Meg stood by her Kia, staring across at Lovato's house. She'd have to wait until dark to do anything more.
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   A light clicking on in the house, and Lovato moving past the window, told her he had indeed gone back into his house. A few minutes after 6 p.m., with sunset bringing darkness over an hour ago, Meg wondered if she'd be there until the next day, waiting on an opportunity; but she was pleased to see Lovato leaving again. 
 
   After he backed the LeSabre out onto Bijou, he headed down 19th to Uintah. She drove by as he parked and went into the Subway restaurant. So he was getting dinner. She circled back and returned to his neighborhood, parking the Kia in the same spot again. Putting her  black leather coat back on, she slid her fingers into gloves, and got out, trotting down the sidewalk. Taking up a place in the bushes along his driveway, she pulled the ski mask on.
 
   A few minutes later, he steered the LeSabre back in-to the drive, and got out. She darted out of the bushes and said, "Hey--"
 
   Only a few feet away from his car, Lovato turned, with the Subway sack in his hand. His eyebrows went up, then he saw the Glock, and frowned. "You're welcome to my wallet, friend..."
 
   Friend. I'm not your friend, you fuck. All that fake Christian shit was really too much. It made her want to clock him over the head with the gun. "Keep your hands where I can see them, and unlock your car."
 
   He held his keys up obligingly and then used the remote fob to unlock the doors.
 
   As she followed him to the car, she heard the foot-steps, and the soft voice.
 
   "Come on boy--" The man passing in front of the house was talking to the Pomeranian on the leash, who was sniffing at Lovato's mailbox.
 
   The man with the dog paused as his eyes fell on her standing behind Lovato. It was too late for her to pocket the gun. He had seen it, and she knew he had seen it.
 
   So here is finally my first glitch, she thought, her pulse pushing at her throat while tingles spread over her like pine needles, piercing the fabric of her clothes.
 
   Under the glow of the porch light over the child-rapist's garage, the man with the dog continued to stare, looked at Meg in her dark clothes and ski mask. His attention went to Lovato, then back at her, meeting her eyes behind the ski mask. She stood frozen, still holding the Glock on Lovato, feeling her hand begin to quiver. 
 
   The neighbor man said quietly, "Beautiful evening…." Then he gave her a quick two-fingered salute and kept walking, the little Pomeranian trotting along beside him.
 
   She knew it was unlikely she could be identified in the dim light, especially with her black clothing and ski mask; but even if it was possible, it didn't appear this man cared to do so. What was more likely, was that he knew who lived in this house, and he would do nothing to stop another person from harming him.
 
   She got him behind the wheel, and sat in the back.
 
   "Keep your hands on the wheel at all times," she instructed him, as Cimarron became Midland Expressway. 
 
   Lovato looked up into the mirror at her. "Are you going to tell me what this is about?"
 
   "I'll give you three guesses," Meg answered. "and the first two don't count."
 
   He looked back at the road. "I really have no idea."
 
   "You'll know soon enough."
 
   At Red Rock Canyon Open Space, she directed Lovato to park the LeSabre, and then she had him get out. Pulling the miner's headlamp out of her pack, she put it on her head over the mask and switched it on. By the light of the headlamp, Meg walked Lovato into the heart of the locale--a remote, wooded location that she'd scouted out earlier, before parking herself in front of his house. 
 
   It took twenty minutes to get to the bench made from hewn logs. In the dim light from the waning moon and early starlight, supplemented by her headlamp, Meg reached into her cargo pocket.
 
   "What are you going to do?" he asked, a quaver in is voice. He seemed to be having trouble swallowing.
 
   She pointed at the bench. "There's something I want to give you."
 
   He turned to look. "What?"
 
   "This," she said, stepping forward for a quick second, to zap him with the stun gun. She held it steady, until his spasming body slumped to the ground.
 
   She clicked the safety switch on the stun gun and pocketed the device. As his eyes rolled around, his muscles useless in the grip of confused signals to his brain, she reached down and unfastened his pants, jerking his shoes off, and clenching the bottom of his pant legs, tugging a few times to get his pants off. 
 
   Pulling out the stun-gun, she zapped him again, and when he was limp once more, she grabbed him under the arms, thankful he wasn't a bigger man. Dragging him closer to the bench, she dropped his torso on it, then pulled one of his legs over the bench.
 
   Then she grabbed his ankles and slid him backward on the bench until his knees were on the ground. Swiping a sleeve over the sudden beads of sweat on her forehead, she realized the hardest part was getting his dead-weight onto the bench, and made a mental note to start lifting weights. 
 
   With zip-ties, she bound his arms under the bench. Not wanting to touch his underwear, she took out the folding knife and cut them off him. He moaned like a stroke victim with no control of vocabulary.
 
   Meg pulled the portable power pack out of her backpack, along with the Pièce de résistance, and placed both on the ground. 
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   It only took a few more seconds to regain his muscle control, and become fully aware that he was lashed to the bench, naked from the waist down. His bare cheeks were already pinkening in the cool night air.
 
   "What's--" He craned his neck to look back at her, then pulled on his tethers. "Look, I have some money in my wallet, please, just take that--"
 
   "You can't buy your way out of this one, Lovato," Meg told him.
 
   "What's this about? You know, it doesn't have to go any further. Just let me go and I promise I won't report it."
 
   "Report it or don't, but I'm not letting you go."
 
   "I don't understand."
 
   "Well let me edify you, then. You have a history of sexual assault on children. Your police record is clear on that. You raped a 15 year old girl ten years ago and got away with it, while she was so distraught she committed suicide. And you have no doubt molested others since then. You are right now grooming another little girl who goes to your church, and statistically, there's little chance you will stop until you have something very real to lose."
 
   "Those charges were bogus!" he defended weakly. "There are some troubled kids out there and I've always tried to help them, show them God's love."
 
   "Yes I know about the love you showed them."
 
   "Please," he squirmed against his restraints, as he lay on his stomach on the log bench. 
 
   "You, Lovato, are a sick bastard who is such a coward, that you would prey on the weakest among us. There is no rehabilitation to be had for men like you. The only solution is to show you how it feels to be violated and helpless."
 
   She moved in front of him so he could see her donning the contraption she pulled from her bag.
 
   "Oh sweet Jesus, no…you can't…this is a terrible, sinful thing--"
 
   She pulled the flashlight from her black cargo pants and struck him hard across the temple. He groaned. "You are a hypocrite of the lowest order, Lovato. The sin you have committed against innocent, helpless children is beyond forgiveness. I hope you really do believe in this hell of yours, because if you touch another child, I will find you and make sure you die and burn in it."
 
   "I won't! I won't do anything ever again! I swear it on the blood of Jesus."
 
   And there is the actual confession, born of fear and desperation. "That's good to know. But you still have a lesson coming to you." 
 
   "No please! I beg you, don't do this…let me…let me pray for you…"
 
   She pulled the duct tape from her pocket and put a piece of it over his mouth. Then she took her position behind him, and pressed the enormous phallus into the most sensitive place, while he wriggled maniacally to free himself, to no avail.
 
   "The only scripture you need to think about right now is an eye for an eye, Pastor Lovato." And before he could conjure a prayer in his head, she proceeded to dispense biblical justice. 
 
   Behind the duct tape, he screamed until his throat was raw, and she rendered his penance without mercy.
 
   When she was finished, he was sobbing uncontrollably. She zapped him again, cut the zip-tie, and flipped him to his back on the bench. Then she put a new zip-tie on his wrists beneath the bench, and did the same with his ankles. 
 
   Setting the portable power pack on the bench above his head, she ripped the duct tape from his mouth, freed the tattoo gun from its pouch and plugged it in. It whirred to life above his face, as his eyes went impossibly wide.
 
   "What are you doing?" he cried, wriggling at the bindings.
 
   "Call it the Mark of Cain," she said, and swung a leg over to sit on his chest.
 
   Lungs compressed, he wheezed, coughed, sobbed and pleaded with her. "Don't oh please don't…I'll never do anything again. I swear it on everything holy…"
 
   "There is nothing holy to you." She picked up the stun-gun where she'd laid it near his neck between her legs. "And furthermore, shut the fuck up." She zapped him with it, knowing it was safe to have contact with him while using the stun-gun, because the electrical charge was used up in the muscle tissue of one being stunned, and could not then travel out to anyone else.
 
   While he groaned and tears streamed down over his temples, she held his head with one hand and began carving the word into his forehead with the tattoo gun.
 
   Lovato cried like a child throughout the whole thing. Cried like the unknown number of children he had abused.
 
   Finally, she leaned back and with her headlamp, admired the work she'd done. "Not pretty, but it doesn't have to be pretty. It just has to be legible."
 
   She turned the tattoo gun off and got off him, packing away her implements.
 
   Marching him back to his LeSabre, she put him in the passenger floorboard, wrists and ankles zip-tied, another tie keeping his hands secured to the frame under the seat.
 
   She drove the LeSabre near the emergency entrance of Penrose, and stopped in a darkened area. With the stun-gun, she zapped him for three full seconds, and attached the note to his penis, taped his driver's license to his chest. She zapped him again, cut the tie holding his wrists under the seat, and leaned over to open the door. Then she swiveled in the seat to use her feet to shove him out onto the pavement, and drove away slowly.
 
   Returning the LeSabre to his house, Meg walked the several blocks to her car, passing the home of little Charlotte on the way, giving the front of the house a little nod.
 
   Back at the hotel, she settled in for dinner and a movie.
 
   Propped up on the bed, she watched one of her favorite movies, Grosse Pointe Blank, and slurped the delivered Fettuccini Alfredo from Pizza Hut. Biting into the warm garlic bread, Omega Fisher thought about Lovato, and expected to feel at least a twinge of guilt, based upon some ethical core she believed resided inside herself. But again, there was no twinge. She was completely comfortable with the knowledge that she had defiled and humiliated this terrible man, and let the whole world know about it.
 
   It even made her more determined to track down others of his ilk. Her earlier acts of vengeance had blossomed into a vocation that did not show the slightest chance of waning.
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   In the fully-lit room, Margo sat at the computer, a browser page open to the Google search bar, where she had typed, "Rape statistics." She hit enter and watched the results generate. Clicking on a link, a page generated, and she scrolled down to a set of statistics. 
 
   On screen, she saw the statements,
 
    
 
   "In the United States, 1.3 women are raped every minute" 
 
   and
 
   "1 out of every 3 American women will be sexually assaulted in her lifetime" 
 
   and 
 
   "78% of rape victims know the attacker" 
 
   and
 
   "Only 16% of rapes are ever reported to the police. In a survey of victims who did not report rape or attempted rape to the police, the following was found as to why no report was made: 43% thought nothing could be done, 27% felt it was a private matter, 12% were afraid of police response, and 12% felt it was not important enough." 
 
    
 
   Tears stole down her cheeks, and she smacked the heel of her hand onto the stapler, a mashed sliver of metal falling out of it onto the desk. Was this all her life was going to be, now? Being afraid to come to her own office, her own business? Constantly looking over her shoulder for the rapist to come after her again? Living in fear? 
 
   There had to be a way to get her power back. To feel safe again.
 
   On screen she read again: "78% of rape victims know the attacker."
 
   Did she know Taggart? Had they met? Was he a delivery man she had dealt with? Or even a member of her gym? Maybe it was just random, in her case.
 
   Clicking down to the taskbar, she opened the file titled "members." Entering Adam Taggart, she hit enter, and the database returned a zero
 
   At least that was some consolation. He wasn't a member.
 
   Where could she have crossed paths with this vermin? It occurred to her then that she needed to know what he looked like. She hadn't been able to see a photo when Steph pulled up his file at the precinct.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Danny was leading an aerobics class; a room full of women and men of all shapes and sizes sweating and straining to the loud music as he shouted over it.
 
   "I will be thin! I will be thin! Five, six, seven, eight!" Danny chanted. "Do it like you mean it, people! One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight!
 
   "Christmas-time means heavy food! Heavy food means fat! The more you work it off right now, the more you'll have of that!"
 
   Breathless titters move through the rank and file of huffing, puffing participants. 
 
   Margo had paused at the window to watch through the plate glass windows of the aerobics room. He waved at her and she waved back.
 
   As the music finally ended, Danny announced the next class over the din of the scattering class-members, relieved to be released from the jaws of cardiovascular health.
 
   Margo turned and made her way out as well.
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   The holiday season was supposed to be a festive, good-natured time of year. Now, it would forever be tainted by Margo's worst nightmare, realized. It had been a cruel time to commit such an ugly crime. 
 
   Stopping at a light, she watched groups of people on the crossing, carrying bags from various stores--gifts that would delight and disappoint, but still honor the spirit of the season. The people were laughing, smiling, enjoying the ambience that only this holiday could provide. 
 
   Margo dry-swallowed another Xanax. 
 
   When the light changed, she steered the Murano through a residential neighborhood, looking at the house numbers. Most of them were easier to see in the glow of holiday lights that adorned every other residence.
 
   Finding the address she sought, she parked down the street, reaching into the glove box for the revolver, and placed it on the seat beside her; it made her feel safer to have the pistol nearby. She waited, watching her rearview mirror.
 
   The neon clock on her dashboard, glowed 8:37. This time last night, she thought, I was sitting on the floor of my office after he raped me.
 
   Margo checked her mirror, popped the bones in her neck, and repositioned, waiting, watching. 
 
   At 10:35 headlights bathed the inside of Margo's car and she slid low in the seat to avoid being seen. In her rearview mirror, she saw a car that looked like Taggart's, pulling into the driveway of the house. 
 
   A man got out and went inside. She had no way of recognizing him, but wondered if the twisting in her gut was about the possibility that he was the rapist, or about some intuitive knowing that he was. 
 
   Margo stepped out of her car, taking the gun with her. Creeping over to the Bonneville, keeping low, she checked the license plate number. It matched.
 
   Returning stealthily to the Murano, Margo did the math. She saw him leaving in that car only seconds after the rapist stepped outside to the lot, even saw him re-moving the mask. He was not a member, and there was no other reason he would be in the club after hours. There was little doubt in her mind that she had found her assailant. It had to be him. How else could she explain his presence at the gym?
 
   Buckling her seatbelt, she started the engine and pulled away. 
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Back at her apartment, she grabbed the bottle of wine and opened it, pouring herself half a glass and downing it quickly, before refilling it and sitting down on the sofa. With the remote, she clicked on the television, which was still tuned to local news. After a weather report, the anchor related a breaking story about a youth pastor at a local church, who had been dumped, naked, at the emergency room of a local hospital, with his driver's license taped to his chest, and a note attached to his penis. The note read,
 
    
 
   I say I am a man of God, and yet I raped at least two little girls and got away with it. Someone stronger raped me back. Let the punishment fit the crime. Long live Another Justice.
 
    
 
   According to the report, the man had been sodomized. And, in an even more inspired consummation, the word pedophile had been tattooed on his forehead.
 
   Margo leaned back in her chair. That pretty much got the job done, she thought. Was fate on her side, then?
 
   Rubbing her temples, she considered her options. Perhaps the problem had been solved for her.
 
   After a long moment, she turned off the TV and gathered her things.
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   Stopping at a light in an older part of town, Margo recalled that Lucy had warned her to stay away from the area at night. Still, she continued on past pawn shops and Mexican restaurants, stopping in the lot of a store aglow with neon, and after only a moment's thought, she went inside. 
 
   Emerging a short time later, she placed the large sack on the seat beside her, and then she was on her way to Denver to buy a tattoo gun.
 
   When she got back to the Springs, she went back inside her apartment only long enough to change into black pants, black turtle neck, and boots, and to gather the other items she required, Margo was in her Murano again, on her way back to Taggart's house.
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   Hovering in the shrubbery across the street, in her all-black attire, to include black surgical gloves and a black leather jacket, and wearing a backpack, Margo checked the street both directions. No one walking dogs. No one strolling beneath the streetlamps. She darted over to the hedge by his front window, and crouched down, picking up a handful of pebbles from the shrubbery bed. Tossing one at his dining room window, it ticked against the glass. She waited. Nothing. She tossed another, without any success. No movement in the house, only the reflecting change of color from the television in the livingroom. After tossing an entire handful of pebbles at his window, one by one, with no response from him, she picked up a larger rock. One the size of her fist. 
 
   Looking around again to see if the coast was clear, she stood and pitched it at the dining room window. An abrupt shattering sound let her know she'd hit her target.
 
   The porch light came on.
 
   Yes! She put the Grim Reaper mask on.
 
   The door opened, and he emerged onto his porch. Exploring the area around the yard and along the sidewalk, he stood there for a minute, looked at the hole in his window and cursed. Then taking a last look around the quiet street, he turned as if to go back in. 
 
   Hastily, she picked up another rock and threw it over the roof of the Bonneville, so it landed in the shrubbery on that side. His frown was obvious in the porch light. He seemed to consider the importance of it, and obviously decided it wasn't worth his effort. He went inside and closed the door.
 
   "Dammit!" she spat. What was she thinking? Even if her rock-throwing plan had worked, he probably wouldn’t have his car keys on him. How in the world had she planned such an elaborate scheme, and overlooked the obvious first step--how to get to him?
 
   Taking a moment to think about it, she hurried back across the street and down the block to her Murano, and opened the hatch. In the sundry emergency supplies she kept in a container, she rummaged through, and pulled out a roll of duct tape. That'll do, she thought. She closed the hatch and walked nonchalantly back to his yard, stepped onto the porch, rang the bell, then flattened herself against the outside wall.
 
   When he opened the door, she jammed the duct tape roll into the door by the hinges and lifted the revolver toward him. 
 
   He looked from the duct tape roll she held in place, to the Grim Reaper mask she wore. He could see only her eyes behind the mask, just as she had seen only his eyes behind his mask that night 
 
   "What the hell?" he said.
 
   "Get your car keys."
 
   He tried to close the door, but the tape made it bounce back open. 
 
   She cocked the revolver, which was what most people with guns did in the movies when they wanted someone to know they meant business. "Get your car keys," she said again.
 
   He frowned at her, at the gun. Then he turned and stepped to the table by the wall.
 
   She moved just inside the door. "Don't try anything or I'll kill you right now."
 
   He snatched the keys and she backed out, jumped over the steps to the yard, to keep distance between them, then motioned him toward the driveway. 
 
   He took the walk to the Bonneville. Stopping at the front fender, he held the keys aloft. "Take it," he said. "It's yours."
 
   "Open it!" she commanded.
 
   Even in the dim illumination of the streetlamps, his eyes bore into her; the eyes of a monster. She thought they would seem familiar, but maybe in this light, there was no way to know.
 
   The man was not alarmed, almost smiling. 
 
   "You're hands are shaking. Maybe you ought to put that thing away before it goes off."
 
   An allusion to the fact that she was female, no doubt, and therefore not a real threat, nor capable of handling a gun. "Get in the damn car or it will."
 
   He opened the door and slid into the seat, and Margo did the same in the back seat behind him, training the pistol at his head, and placing her backpack on the seat next to her. 
 
   Smartly, he said, "Is this going to be Trick or Treat?"
 
   "Trick for you, treat for me. Keep your hands on the wheel where I can see them." Margo knew, by virtue of being involved with a cop and having a cop as a best friend, that most guys like him weren't intimidated by a woman, even if she did have a gun. 
 
   "You wanna give me a clue about why you're pointing a fucking gun at me?"
 
   "You're Adam Taggart, aren't you?"
 
   "Nope."
 
   She felt the blood drain from her face beneath the mask. "You're not Adam Taggart?"
 
   "Nope, you got the wrong guy."
 
   She glanced at the nameplate of the Bonneville on the dash. "Why are you driving this car?"
 
   "It belongs to my cousin.
 
   "Who's your cousin?"
 
   "Adam Taggart," he said with a degree of mirth.
 
   He was playing mind games, that was all. "Take out your wallet--very slowly--and toss it back here."
 
   He followed her instructions, moving almost too slowly. The wallet landed on her lap. She opened it and drew out the license. It was going to expire soon, but it was the real thing. And the name on it was not Adam Taggart but Dewayne Freeman.
 
   Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck.
 
   She looked back up as he eyed her in the rearview mirror. What if she did have the wrong guy? He'd call the police, most likely, and report it and then it was only a matter of time before they'd come to her house and arrest her. Attempted kidnapping, terroristic threatening? She hadn't done anything to him yet, so there would be no other charges. Should she just run away? She was wearing a mask after all, maybe he wouldn't be able to--
 
   "Since you got the wrong guy, can I go now?"
 
   "Where's Taggart?"
 
   "Dead."
 
   "Dead? How?"
 
   "He committed suicide."
 
   "When?"
 
   "Look, if you wanna come in for a drink, I'll tell you about the entire family tree."
 
   "When?!" she repeated, almost shouting.
 
   He considered her in the mirror a moment, and a smirk lifted one corner of his mouth. "This morning."
 
   Oh fuck. Think. Think, Margo.
 
   If Taggart killed himself out of remorse for the rape, that would…make some kind of sense…but how could she know? She hadn't heard about it on the news, but then, she could have missed it. Her mind had been on other things. But she could find out. She pulled her iPhone out and clicked into the browser, going to the local news site.
 
   "Lady, can you--"
 
   "Shut up!"
 
   Scrolling through the news stories for that morning, she saw nothing about the suicide. She used one thumb to type in Adam Taggart on the search bar, while keeping the revolver trained on Freeman, checking him every few seconds to make sure his hands were still on the wheel.
 
   She got a hit on the search. A man named Adam Taggart had jumped off a building at a construction site. Two days ago. "You lying sack of shit. He killed himself two days ago, in the morning."
 
   "Well I've been so grief-stricken, I must have lost track of the days," Freeman retorted. 
 
   He was still smirking in the mirror. The son of a bitch. It was him. It had to be. It was simple, wasn't it? If Taggart died two days ago, in the morning, then he could not have been my rapist two days ago, at night. And Freeman obviously had use of Taggart's car. The one she'd seen on the video leaving the lot. The one with the same license plate she'd had Steph run. 
 
   And Freeman had just lied about the time of Taggart's death. Why would he do that? Because he knew who she was and why she was here, and he didn't want to take the rap for his own crime, that's why.
 
   Her suspicion was back on the man in the front seat. Freeman.
 
   This is my rapist. His name is DeWayne Freeman.
 
   "Drive," she said firmly.
 
   "Where are we going?"
 
   "Just drive, goddammit. Toward 25 North."
 
   "Yes ma'am." He put the car in reverse.
 
   "Both hands on the wheel at ten and two." He obeyed, and when his half-rolled sleeves drew up, Margo noticed a tattoo on his forearm; the demonic depiction of some otherworldly creature. Probably a portrait of his mother, she thought snidely. He had been wearing long sleeves the night he raped her. Likely because of the telling tattoo. There was a fresh cut beyond the demon, at his wrist. Had she inflicted that when he had her hair in his fist, and she reached back to grab at him? She flashed on the moment, and knew she had clawed at him.
 
   She could remember all of it. The way he sounded. This voice sounded like that voice. The way he smelled…in this enclosed space, now, she could smell him. She leaned forward to verify the scent. That awful Stetson aftershave. The smell of it made her want to retch. No way she would forget that smell, now.
 
   Bolstered by more evidence, she leaned back against the seat and kept her eyes on him, the gun aimed at the back of his head.
 
   He glanced into the rearview. "What's this about, Lady?
 
   "You know what it's about."
 
   "All I know is there's a crazy bitch with a gun in the backseat." 
 
   "And don't you forget it." 
 
   Margo directed him Northeast to Briargate Parkway, and then Chapel Hills Drive. Turning onto Divot Trail, she had him park in front of the Pine Creek Golf Club.
 
   "Oh we're going to play a round of golf. I see."
 
   His stupid sarcastic voice. She hated him. "Shut the fuck up."
 
   The 17th hole at Pine Creek was surrounded by trees. And as is the nature of golf courses at night, there would be little chance of running into anyone other than the four-legged, furry variety. Night-walkers used lighted parks. 
 
   Margo climbed out and opened his door, checking to be sure his hands were still on the wheel where she could see them. She slipped the long black flashlight out of her back pocket, holding it aloft by her left ear, just as she knew Lucy did as a matter of standard operating procedure. 
 
   She directed the beam of light into his eyes. "Lace your fingers behind your head, and get out." 
 
   He sighed, as if exasperated by some imaginative toddler he was babysitting; still undaunted by her threats.
 
   Her right hand kept the pistol trained on him, as he swung both feet to the ground and stood up, awkwardly. 
 
   "Walk toward the course."
 
   He obliged, and they walked until they came to the 17th hole, where she had him veer off toward the groundskeeper's shed. He stumbled and fell, and then pushed back up off the ground. She knew it was hard to see some of the uneven parts of the ground in this light, and was pleased that he had fallen down. Not very dignified. And he was soon going to be even more undignified.
 
   There, next to the small hut, was a golf cart. "Stand against the front of that cart."
 
   Again, he obeyed, and when he had his hips against the cart, his back to her, she ordered, "Lean forward over it."
 
   "C'mon...what the hell is this?" He dropped his hands and started to turn around, and she cocked the revolver in warning.
 
   Cursing, he turned back, but then whirled and a cloud of dirt landed in her face. Flinching and stumbling back, wiping at her eyes, she was too late to recover.
 
   Suddenly, Freeman was on her, wrenching the revolver from her hands and backhanding her. She fell to the ground, stunned, still holding the flashlight. For a moment, she felt like the ground was spinning, but then her senses returned. She realized he had stumbled and fallen on purpose, so he could grab a handful of dirt. She shook her head clear, and saw his boots stop next to her.
 
   "Marrrrrrrrrgoooooooo…." He tormented her. "Do you think I'm stupid?"
 
   He reached down and fisted his hand in her hair, jerking her up to her feet.
 
   Margo twirled the flashlight, jabbed it roughly into his thigh like an epi-pen, and pressed a button. The darkness erupted in a flash of electrical current as the Lightning Rod Flashlight and Stun-Pen delivered 800,000 volts into him.
 
   He jerked and cried out during the surge, as if sitting on a washing machine during a particularly violent spin cycle, and stiffened like he was having a Grand Mal seizure. With her other hand she grabbed the revolver out of his frozen hand, and it slipped away easily, as she stunned him again. He fell to the ground, and she scrambled away from him, grabbing the flashlight, her lungs heaving with adrenaline-pumped oxygen. 
 
   Getting to her feet, she trained the light and the pistol on him again, trying desperately to quell the tremoring in her hand. She added the other hand to steady the pistol, waiting for him to recover from the shock, tasting the blood in her mouth from where he had struck her.
 
   He had said her name. Maaaaaargoooooo! No way Freeman could have known her name unless he knew exactly who she was, and that she had been his victim the night before.
 
   He made it up to his elbows, gave his head a shake, blinking rapidly, then squinted up at her. 
 
   She snarled, "Get up, and over by the cart."
 
   Swallowing and releasing a few deep breaths, his hand rubbing his thigh, he struggled to his feet and walked shakily to the cart. 
 
   Drawing the handcuffs from her pocket, she tossed them to him. He almost caught them, but they dropped to the ground. Good indication that his reflexes were a little fried. "Pick them up."
 
   He did as he was told.
 
   "Now cuff yourself to the canopy frame."
 
   "Fuckin' bitch…" he growled, murder now in his eyes.
 
   She said through the mask, now hot with condensation from her breath, "I'm not going to tell you again."
 
   He stood still, as if contemplating the degree of her resolve.
 
   "Or I could put a bullet in your nuts."
 
   He turned and snapped the cuffs on as instructed. She heard the telling clicking that meant he had fastened them properly.
 
   Pocketing the flashlight, she relied on the faint glow of stars, moonlight and a night lamp at the other side of the trees. Approaching him carefully, she jabbed the Stun-Pen hard into his left ass cheek, holding it there against the paroxysms of his body. He was grunting, drawing his elbows against his chest, squirming spasmodically, groaning. When he seemed too capable of operating his own muscles, she hit him with it again. Perhaps she held it on him a few seconds too long. Must be so painful, she thought with wicked satisfaction. She zapped him again, and he seized once more and went limp, his muscles still convulsing. 
 
   This would be the most dangerous part. But she couldn't imagine he would be able to fake the weakness after jolts like that. The worst he could do was try to kick her, or capture her head in his legs. She'd have to be careful.
 
   Standing to the side of the cart, hoping it would offer her some protection, should he try anything, she quickly slipped a plastic zip-tie from her pocket and lassoed one wrist, her other hand still on the stun-pen, just in case. He was limp, still, and she added the other wrist to the tie and cinched it tightly closed. Then she took the cuff key from her pocket and unlocked the cuffs, putting them back in her jacket. 
 
   For good measure, she added a second zip-tie to his wrists, and then another two through those two, and around the steering wheel post of the cart, securing it tightly.
 
   Then she removed the tattoo gun from her backpack.
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   Dewayne Freeman soon recovered from his palsied state, his head dangling off the edge of the dash toward the floorboard of the golf cart. He discovered he was secured quite formidably over the front of the cart, but his wrists were now stretched above his head and attached to the steering column. His ankles were each tied to the side of the cart, legs apart. He was naked from the waist down.
 
   Margo stood behind him waiting, looking at the contents of his wallet, still wearing black surgical gloves. She had already taken the sixty dollars from it. Not because she needed it, but just because it was his, and she wanted to take as much from him as possible.
 
   As he came to, realizing his predicament, he glared back at her. "What the fuck do you think you're doing?"
 
   "You've been accused of the crime of rape. How do you plead?
 
   Laughing harshly, he said, "You're crazy, lady."
 
   "How do you plead?"
 
   "I didn't rape anybody."
 
   "You broke into a gym last night and…" No point in saying raped a woman. He knew who she was. She pulled the mask off and faced him. He was now able to see more than just her eyes. There was no longer a need for the mask. He knew who she was. "You raped me. How do you plead?"
 
   Angrily, Freeman struggled at his tethers, but to no avail. "You better untie me, bitch, or--"
 
   "Or what? You'll rape me, again?"
 
   "I'll fuckin' kill you!"
 
   She reached forward to zap him with the Stun-Pen. He spasmed as she said, "I'm only after a confession."
 
   At the end of a breathless grunt, he said, "You won't get jack-shit from me, bitch."
 
   She leaned forward, cocking the gun loudly in his ear and pressing it to his cheek roughly. "Maybe I'll blow a hole in your head...or maybe I'll just stun gun your dick..."
 
   He struggled at the ties again.
 
   "You think you're a big man, huh? How tough are you tied up with your ass exposed?"
 
   He wrestled with his bindings again. "I'll fuckin' kill you!"
 
   "Go ahead." She stun-penned him for a quick second, and he shook with the jolt, then growled in discomfort and rage, clenching his fists, and pulling at the plastic bindings, the cart tilting just a little, but it was too heavy for him to move. 
 
   "Fuckin' untie me, NOW!"
 
   "Not until you confess." She was actually enjoying this, now. This complete and utter power over him. Just like he had wielded his power over her then.
 
   "You can't prove a thing."
 
   "Oh I have all the proof I need. Especially now that you said my name. No way you could know that unless you were the rapist. I just want your confession." He tried to spit at her, and she zapped him again, listening to him growl at her. "I'll leave you here. The bears love to forage on this course at night. I'll pour honey all over you-and I'll start with your dick."
 
   "FUCK YOU."
 
   "You've shown no remorse. I pronounce you guilty of the crime of rape, and the punishment will fit the crime." She pulled the tattoo gun out of the backpack. When he saw the contraption, his eyes grew wide, and he struggled against his constraints again. She could tell she'd have to find a way to keep his head stationary if she hoped to make the tat legible. Looking around, her eyes fell on the broken golf club in the back of the cart. She smiled.
 
   Taking the length of the club, Margo attached it with duct tape to either support poles of the cart, pulled his head up and said "Eat this." She shoved his mouth onto the golf club, and then used the duct tape to secure his head to the metal rod. Then she plugged the tattoo gun into the outlet at the side of the groundskeeper's hut. Likely, it was used to test weed-eaters and use various power tools. Now, it was going to be used to forever imprint Freeman's identity on his forehead for all the world to see. She clicked the switch and the tattoo gun whirred to life.
 
   He screamed at her through the gag of metal.
 
   "Oh don't be a baby," she said, as though reprimanding a child. "You've had a tattoo before. That lovely portrait of your mother you have on your arm."
 
   Growling at her like a badger, he tried to resist, but it was no use. She continued until the word was legible enough, and then put the equipment away.
 
   Digging in her backpack again, Margo pulled out the next implement of torture.
 
   Freeman strained to see her behind him. "What the fuck are you doin'?"
 
   "Only the same thing you did."
 
   She pocketed both the pistol and the stun-pen, and obliged him by moving within his field of vision, making a production of wiggling into the harness holding the massive dildo. His eyes grew to twice their size as it finally dawned on him what was about to happen. Margo's expression of victory was now visible without the Grim Reaper mask. Repeating his words from that night back to him, she said, "Tell me you want it."
 
   He watched in horror as Margo stood in front of him so he could see her roll a condom on the phallus. "Wouldn't want to catch any diseases from you," she said. He struggled at his bindings again, as she tightened the straps around her pants. 
 
    
 
   Stepping back, she positioned herself between his legs. As he felt the dildo touch him in an intimate fashion, the reality of his situation destroyed an illusions he had about escape. Still, he struggled violently, just as she had that night, while knowing it was useless; that his fate had been sealed as surely as hers had been. 
 
   As she moved behind him, positioning herself between his legs, Freeman cursed her with loud, spitting fury around the metal rod of the golf club. 
 
   Night birds took flight from nearby trees, and Margo's voice echoed into the trees as she shoved the phallus in hard, and thrust inside him to the sound of his screams, tormenting him with his own words. "It's just sex! You want it! Right? It's just sex! You evil fuck!"
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   After finishing with him, Margo repacked all her gear in the backpack and left him there. He was crying. Trying to hide it, but crying.
 
   Good. Now he knows how it feels, she thought. And let him stay out here all night naked, and freezing.
 
   Trudging across the green, she returned to the Bonneville and headed back out on Divot.
 
   Ten minutes later, Margo parked Freeman's car in front of his house again, returned to her own, and drove away.
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   A twelve year old sedan crawled onto Chapel Hills Drive, its driver searching for the golf course sign through squinting eyes, as morning sunlight streamed through the vehicle. Pausing at an intersection, Jack Randall studied the GPS on his phone again. Always after that big story, Randall jumped when his police scanner had crackled only ten minutes ago, and a dispatcher announced a call about a naked man tied to a golf cart. Early-bird golfers had found him on the 17th hole. How rich was that? Probably just a college prank, but you never know. 
 
   As he looked for Divot Road, a police cruiser swept up and turned in front of him. There was Divot. He followed the police vehicle, its light flashing but the siren off. Over the scanner, came a few more bits of information that told him this was more than a college prank. Someone had used a stun-gun on the guy, and apparently, he had been sodomized. Now that was a story.
 
   He parked behind the police car and hurried toward the small group of golfers who were all gawking in one direction. Pausing behind a stand of trees, he saw the victim. Lashed to the front of a golf cart, the poor guy was screaming at the female cop, who seemed too stunned to know what to do. 
 
   Pay dirt! He lifted the digital camera from the strap around his neck and started filming as the wail of a siren grew louder in the distance.
 
   Finally, the cop cut the bindings holding the man, and Randall saw the guy ask for his pants, and while the cop fetched them a few feet away, he freed the string holding the note to his dick. A note. There really was a note attached to his dick. The guy read it quickly, and in a clandestine manner, when the cop's back was turned to speak on her radio, the guy wadded the note up, and tossed it angrily into the trash receptacle nearby.
 
   Randall smiled. He'd have to snag that note when the opportunity presented itself.
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   In the living room, Margo sat on Lucy's lap in a big soft chair. Steph was on the sofa close to Charlie, a young man small in stature, late twenties, with short jet-black hair and a deep tan. The TV droned in the background.
 
   Lucy pushed Margo away from her. "God, don't lean on me, Babe. I'm as full as a tick."
 
   Margo cringed. "Lucy! I hate that!"
 
   Lucy chuckled, puffing out her cheeks. Margo slapped her playfully on the arm.
 
   Steph said, "Margo, that was the best meal I've had in...well, since the last one you cooked several months ago."
 
   "See, now?" Margo said. "You could eat like that all the time if you'd come over here."
 
   Charlie piped up, "I'll come over here!"
 
   "Not without me here, you won't," Lucy warned.
 
   They all laughed.
 
   Knowing she was treading on dangerous ground, since she had slept with a few women during her earlier years of sexual discovery, Steph retorted, "Not afraid Margo will jump the fence, are you, Lucy?"
 
   "Shut up, splinter-butted one."
 
   They all laughed again.
 
   Margo offered, "I don't think I'll be fence-jumping anytime soon--no offense, Charlie."
 
   "None taken."
 
   Steph said, mockingly, "She's very accepting of us Breeders."
 
   Charlie pointed at the television. "Look." Their attention turned to the screen, as Charlie pushed the volume on the remote. 
 
   The Anchorman, Dave, introduced reporter Jack Randall. The words RECORDED EARLIER were printed across the screen. 
 
   In the report, Randall stated that a man named Dewayne Freeman was found bound to a golf cart that morning, with no pants, and speculated about homosexual activity. The victim claimed he was attacked, but would not reveal any details.
 
   Jack Randall spoke toward the handcam, the beams of sunrise illuminating him. "I'm standing here at the Pine Creek Golf Club, near the 17th hole, where only minutes ago, early-morning golfers found a man bound to a golf cart, naked." He pointed to the cart behind him, for effect. "According to the medical personnel on the scene, the man had been shocked by a stun gun numerous times. The man is identified as Dewayne Freeman, a local carpenter-"
 
   "That name sounds familiar," Lucy mused.
 
   In the living room, Margo glanced at Steph, knowing she would not recognize the name, since she'd run the plate on Adam Taggart. So far, her secret was safe.
 
   On TV, Jack continued. "...suffered a mild concussion from a blunt instrument, and has multiple burn marks believed to have originated from a stun gun. There was a note written with a magic marker on a plain sheet of copier paper, and fastened to his genitals with a rubber band--the note read--" He referred to his notepad. 
 
    
 
   I raped a woman, I was raped back. Long live Another Justice.
 
    
 
   "Paramedics on the scene believe that his other injuries were consistent with being sodomized."
 
   From his place on the sofa, Charlie giggled. "Dude said his name...man, yellow journalism at its best."
 
   Lucy gave him a hard look, and he covered his mouth and looked back at the TV.
 
   Margo glanced at Steph and looked away quickly.
 
   On screen, Jack was still reporting. "Freeman's attacker also left him with something else--an actual tattoo on his forehead that said simply, Rapist. Before the paramedics could complete the examination, Freeman broke away and ran off the course, and was picked up later and transported to his home by police. Mr. Freeman could not be reached for comment.
 
   "And it seems this isn't the first time the mysterious organization, Another Justice has made its presence known. Another man had been dumped at the emergency room just a day before, with a similar note and forehead tattoo, claiming the local youth pastor had raped at least two little girls. I'll have more details on these stories as they develop." 
 
   Charlie muted the TV again and leaned back, half-smiling.
 
   Lucy frowned at Charlie. "What's so funny?"
 
   "Nothing, just…hell, the note tied around his dick--"
 
   Lucy shook her head in dismay. "Something always happens after work-hours."
 
   Steph stared at the TV. "I wonder who'll get assigned the case?"
 
   On television, anchorman, Dave, added, "The report we just aired was recorded earlier. Jack Randall now has an update to the story. Jack?"
 
   "Thanks Dave. Since this morning, police have begun to speculate that there might be a connection to two other cases. As I reported earlier, another man had been dumped naked in front of the emergency room, with a similar note attached to him. This note was also signed by the mysterious vigilante organization, Another Justice. Now, the second victim, Dewayne Freeman, lives with his cousin, who committed suicide a few days ago. The cousin--" he referred to his notes. "An Adam Taggart--jumped off a building on a construction site where both he and Freeman worked. I'll have more on this intriguing story as it develops. Dave?"
 
    
 
   Steph turned to gawk at Margo with suspicion, though she said nothing. Finally, Steph's persistent scrutiny forced Margo into the kitchen. "Anyone need anything else to drink?"
 
   "I need another beer," Lucy answered.
 
   Margo got a bottle of Sam Adams Light from the refrigerator, glancing over the door to Steph, who was still staring at her intently. She brought the bottle to Lucy, as Lucy lit a cigarette. 
 
   Steph's eyes darted first to Charlie, then to Lucy, and back to Margo. Then she stood up abruptly. "Well, I gotta get up early. We should go."
 
   Charlie stood agreeably. "Thanks for that killer meal, Margo."
 
   "You're welcome."
 
   Lucy drew on the cigarette and rubbed her stomach absently. "Yeah, I think it'll last me a few days."
 
   Retrieving her jacket from the hook by the door, Steph periodically cast her eyes to Margo, who avoided the engagement. Steph said to Lucy, "See ya bright and early." She glanced at Margo another time, then back to Lucy. "Don't forget, we have that interview. Don't make me wait on you."
 
   "Yes, mother."
 
   They said their goodnights, and Margo headed for the kitchen again, gathering dishes, wiping the counters. A confrontation with Steph might be pending, and she understood this fact, but chose oblivion over reality. At the very least, she knew Steph would ask her about it.
 
   Lucy took a long drink of beer, pulled on the cigarette, while standing in the doorway watching Margo clean up. "I noticed you're not wearing the necklace," Lucy said. "Don't you like it?"
 
   Margo stopped wiping the countertop. "Oh…yes, of course. I love it…it just looked like the setting was loose, so I dropped it off at a jeweler to fix it."
 
   "Oh." As Margo leaned back over the chopping block in the center of the kitchen, wiping it down, Lucy dropped her lit cigarette in the ashtray, moved over to her, and pressed against her, pushing suggestively.
 
   Margo's reaction was primitive, fearful. She struggled to break free, but Lucy held her there, one hand going to her hair. In one violent movement, Margo pushed Lucy away, slapping her reflexively.
 
   Lucy teetered back, confused and wounded. "What the hell--?"
 
   "I'm...sorry..." She touched Lucy's reddening face. "Lucy, I'm sorry--"
 
   "What was that about?"
 
   Margo only rubbed her own forehead with both hands, then looked up at her lover.
 
   Lucy lifted her hand suppressively, snuffed out her cigarette in the ashtray, and started for the door.
 
   "Lucy, please. Don't go--"
 
   At the door Lucy paused. "I just wish you'd tell me why you suddenly find me so repulsive."
 
   "I don't, baby. I'm...it's my hormones, I guess. I just didn't like that--"
 
   "You've liked it before. Why didn't you just say stop?"
 
   "I know. I just don't like it right now."
 
   Angry now, Lucy said, "That's not helpful to me at all. You've been a thousand miles away lately. Have you decided you don't love me anymore? Is there someone else? What? What is it?"
 
   "I love you, Luc'. And no, there isn't anyone else." 
 
   "Then it's just me. You just don't want to be with me."
 
   Margo went to her, drying her hands on a towel, and used it to capture her around the neck and pull her close. "I'm PMSing...I'm not sure why I reacted that way...I've been stressed lately. Maybe I need to make a doctor appointment..."
 
   Lucy studied her for several moments, then said awkwardly, "Yeah, maybe get a refill on the Xanax. What kind of stress would change your personality? Are you having some financial problems again with the gym?"
 
   "No...it's fine...I'm handling it."
 
   Lucy considered Margo a moment longer, saw that she would get nothing more. She turned and picked up her keys from the counter, and moved to the door, taking her jacket off the hook. "Call me when you want to play nice."
 
   Margo didn't respond, but watched Lucy go. She locked the door and on her way back to the kitchen,  paused in front of the TV, watching the weatherman move his lips in silent narration of the upcoming storm front. She stared at him, ceasing to see him, but still staring. She flashed on that moment when the masked man jerked the necklace off her. 
 
   When the doorbell sounded, she jerked out of her reverie.
 
   Moving back to the door, she squinted through the peephole. Steph was standing in the hall, her form disfigured by the magnification. "Shit." Margo turned, and leaned against the door, chewing the inside of her cheek. 
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   "Open the door, Margo."
 
   Margo's eyes swept the apartment as if searching for an escape hatch. 
 
   "Margo--" Steph called.
 
   Margo sighed heavily, and swiped both hands down her face wearily. She opened the door.
 
   Her best friend brushed past her and went directly to the sofa, and sat on the edge, elbows on her knees, leaning forward a bit as if preparing for an impact. "Talk."
 
   Margo sank into the chair. "I think I'm going to take up smoking."
 
   "That's the same guy, Margo. The same one you had me run the plate on. Taggart. Tell me what I'm thinking is wrong."
 
   "Taggart committed suicide. So I don't know what you're thinking."
 
   "Taggart was living with Freeman. Taggart is dead, and Freeman was just sodomized and left tied up on a golf course. And then there was the youth pastor before that. There's a connection, and I just want to know if you have anything to do with any of it."
 
   "I thought Taggart was the one who…tried to run me off the road, but found out that Freeman was actually driving Taggart's car…"
 
   "And how did you find that out?"
 
   "I asked him."
 
   "You went to his house and asked him?"
 
   "Yes." Hopefully, that would suffice, Margo thought.
 
   Steph regarded her friend. "It makes no sense that you would go to a guy's house to confront him about reckless driving. That's just one of those things we let go. Something is just not right, here. I feel it in my gut. What are you not telling me?"
 
   Damn Steph's cop-instincts. "Look, Steph, I was angry, and stressed, and I just felt I wanted to confront him."
 
   "So what happened?"
 
   "Nothing. I said what I had to say to him, and left."
 
   "And then that same night, he winds up tied to a golf cart and sodomized?"
 
   "Well, apparently, someone else was angry with him."
 
   Margo could tell that Steph was running all the details through her mind, as her eyes tracked back and forth along the floor. 
 
   Finally, Steph said, "Lucy said you've been acting strangely the past few days. She's convinced you're keeping something from her. And I can tell you're not yourself. And I noticed you have a cut on your lip."
 
   Margo touched her lip, and said nothing. She wasn't sure that anything she said would help, and didn't want to say something to make it worse.
 
   More of that piercing scrutiny from Steph.
 
   "You didn't want his plate because he ran you off the road, did you?"
 
   Fuck. A moment of silence was suspended in the air between them, before Margo answered. "I don't expect you to understand."
 
   "Christ, Margo..." Then in a swift moment, she realized. "Did he--?"
 
   "He raped me."
 
   Steph swallowed thickly, closing her eyes. "I'm sorry, I guess I should be thinking about that, instead of--oh my God, are  you--"
 
   "I'm okay."
 
   "Did you see a doctor?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Why not?"
 
   "I'm sure you know all the answers to that one."
 
   "Have you...slept with Lucy, since--?
 
   "For God's sake, Stephanie."
 
   "I had to ask." Steph set the wine down. "You have to be tested, Margo. I know an out-of-the-way clinic. Very discreet. You can get the results right away if I go with you. I'll take you."
 
   Margo got up and retrieved the remaining wine from dinner, sitting again, swallowing a large portion from the glass.
 
   Steph placed a hand on Margo's knee. "Chances are good that there's nothing to worry about, Margo. But you have to...I know it's hard to think about, but--"
 
   "He wore a condom."
 
   Steph frowned. "The man who raped you wore a condom?"
 
   "He made a big production of it, saying it was for his protection against catching something from me. I guess he thought that was entertaining."
 
   "More like he was trying not to leave any DNA evidence."
 
   "Doesn't matter, anyway, I showered at the gym soon after it happened."
 
   "Oh God, Margo, why? You know that we could have done a rape kit and--"
 
   "I showered because I had to…get the smell of him off me."
 
   Steph fell silent, pressing her fingers to her eyes. She wiped at the tears that slipped out. "Margo, when are you gonna tell Lucy?"
 
   "I can't tell her. She'll freak out. She'll want me to file a report. Isn't that what you want me to do?"
 
   "These creeps don't get punished otherwise."
 
   "Some of them do."
 
   Steph blinked her way into and out of that one. "Most of the evidence is gone now, anyway. I'm barely wrapping my head around this…what you…Shit. What about Lovato? 
 
   "I didn't have anything to do with him."
 
   "Swear."
 
   "I swear."
 
   "So there's a…a copycat out there too."
 
   "Not a copy cat. The original. I was the copycat."
 
   Steph sighed heavily and leaned back into the sofa. "So…when it happened…did you…did you get any details, get a look at him?"
 
   "No, he wore long sleeves and gloves and he had on a Halloween mask. A white...mask."
 
   Steph thought for a moment. "You have security cameras at the gym--"
 
   "I've already looked at the footage. He wore the mask in and out. He somehow stole a member's key card."
 
   "Okay, I'm...I don't know what to--" A long pause. "Shit."
 
   "Go ahead and ask the next question."
 
   "You did this, right? You raped the guy back?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   Steph sighed. "And the stun-gun?"
 
   "A stun-pen, actually." She added inanely, "It has a flashlight in it, too..." Then, "Lucy gave it to me a long time ago for protection."
 
   "I'm familiar with them, yes. And you left him on that golf cart with that sign on his--"
 
   "Yes."
 
   Steph gave a half laugh that dissolved into something much more serious. "Christ."
 
   "On the video, I noticed him pulling out of the parking lot. I could see him removing the mask, but didn't get a look at his face...That was caught on one of the hidden cams outside. I zoomed in and got his plate number. That's why I asked you to run those plates. I got his address by peeking when you pulled up his file. Do I need to explain this to you?"
 
   "No. Hell no. But...Margo--"
 
   "No speeches. I know the drill."
 
   Steph stood up and ran her fingers through her hair. "I took an oath, Margo. I'm supposed to arrest you right now."
 
   Margo touched the bare spot where her necklace had been. "He's the one who should be arrested."
 
   "But he won't be, because you didn't report it, destroyed the evidence, and even if you hadn't, you won't file charges."
 
   "And you know why. You've said it yourself. He'll get off scot-free after I've been dragged through the mud. And Lucy, too..." She took another drink of wine. "The Family Focus group and those like them will paint me as morally corrupt, because I sleep with a woman, and of course, because I'm gay, I simply must be a man-hater--"
 
   Steph said feebly, "This isn't the stone age, Margo."
 
   "No, but Family Focus has a home office here. There's still a pervasive idea that sex is dirty. You know that. It's even dirtier if you sleep with the same gender or another race. You're dating a white man--so you're considered bane to the Religious Right yourself. Never mind the discomfort of talking about rape. I know that only about sixteen percent of rapes are even reported. Why do you think they don't report it?"
 
   "Shame and Fear."
 
   "So maybe Another Justice is the only kind to be had."
 
   "Vigilante justice is not an alternative."
 
   "Well, it was for me. I figured my crime would be added to the list perpetrated by that organization. And it's not as if I didn't know for sure that he was the one. He was."
 
   "You say that, but how do you know?"
 
   "He thought there wasn't a camera outside, simply because he didn't see it. I saw him leaving, taking off the mask. I got his plate number, you ran it and I got his name and address, and I went to his house and watched him, and then that's when I formed my plan. The glitch was that I thought the man I was after was Taggart, but it was Freeman."
 
   Margo related the incident when she realized that she had been wrong about his identity, yet still had the right man. She related the small clues that led her to believe Freeman was the rapist. "I made him drive his car to that golf course. Just before I tied him up, he threw dirt in my face, and got the drop on me, and took the gun, but I still had the Stun-Pen, so I zapped him with it a few times and got the gun back." She told Steph about the whole process of using the cuffs to secure him while she tied him up and then removed the cuffs.
 
   Steph was staring at her, her mouth agape with surprise. "If I didn't know better, I'd think you had the mind of a criminal."
 
   "I did what I had to do, Steph."
 
   "Margo, are you absolutely sure he's the one?"
 
   "Steph, when he took the gun away from me, hit me…he called my name. Maaaargooooooo….he was taunting me. He could not have known my name unless he was the one who raped me. Don't you think?"
 
   "Yeah…" she admitted. "That's pretty conclusive."
 
   "So I gave him his punishment, and then I drove his car back to his house and got in mine and came home early this morning."
 
   "And then you made dinner for your friends," Steph offered wryly.
 
   "I knew you wouldn't understand." Margo pushed off the sofa and went into the kitchen for a new bottle of wine.
 
   Steph followed her, taking the wine and opening it, pouring herself a glass. "What would you have me do, Margo?" Steph asked. "He's committed a crime, and I have no way to prosecute him. You've admitted a crime, and I'm a cop. Am I supposed to just forget about it?"
 
   "You do what you have to, Steph. That's what I did."
 
   "Are you prepared to go to jail for what you had to do?"
 
   "Are you prepared to take me there?"
 
   Steph considered her friend for a few seconds. She took a swallow of wine. "No...No. As much as I'm a cop, I'm a woman, too, and you're my best friend...and God knows I see this sort of thing all the time. I understand it more than you know. I get angry, too. I know what you're going through."
 
   "I don't think you can know." Margo refreshed her wine glass. "Not even if it's been your job."
 
   "It's been my experience."
 
   Margo looked up. "What?"
 
   "It happened to me."
 
   Margo stared at her in stunned silence.
 
   Steph sat down at the counter, and moved the salt and pepper shakers around each other. "College. Frat party. Everyone was drunk, including me. I just couldn't seem to fight him off. He was a respected journalism major, he worked for the school newspaper...A Big Man on Campus. I knew no one would believe me."
 
   "Oh, Steph..."
 
   "I reported it, but it didn't go very far...I wish I'd pressed charges. But it became clear that I was the pariah. His frat brothers wrote things on my car like WHORE and BITCH, and they'd drive past me when I was on my way to my car, and throw things and scream obscenities. I couldn't go to classes anymore, I felt like everyone hated me, and thought I was a liar. I had to drop out. I was the one who was violated, and I had to uproot myself, start over, while he got to go on like nothing happened. That was almost ten years ago. But that's when I decided to enroll in the academy. I worked hard to become a detective in the Special Victims Unit, because I thought I could do something about it, from the inside. I was naïve."
 
   "That was your way of dealing with it." Margo paused. "It just wasn't mine."
 
   "It was Jack Randall."
 
   "What?"
 
   "The reporter. Jack Randall. Ironically enough. The same guy who reported this story."
 
   "That's unreal."
 
   Long moments passed as each of them absorbed the ramifications of their shared secrets, their individual decisions.
 
   Steph picked up the salt and pepper shakers and stared at them. "Are you the only one?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Is there really an organization called Another Justice?"
 
   "I told you, I didn't have anything to do with the first one. That's where I got the idea. Subterfuge."
 
   "Jesus. So there really is some other chick out there, doing this?"
 
   "I guess so. Or I guess it could be a man."
 
   "Well, that remains to be seen." Steph stood and went to the living room again, standing by the back window. She parted the curtains and looked out, as Margo moved up beside her. "What did you use? On him, I mean."
 
   "I bought a strap-on dildo."
 
   Steph sighed. "What did he do--while you were...nailing him...was he angry?"
 
   "At first. Then he just screamed and cried like a baby."
 
   Still studying the street in front of the upscale apartments, Steph whispered, "God."
 
   Margo touched her on the shoulder and Steph moved into her arms. They embraced for long moments.
 
   Steph spoke into her friend's shoulder. "What about Lucy? You two go after it like bunnies. Have you had to put her off, I mean, sexually?"
 
   Margo stepped back, and wiped some tears. "As a matter of fact, we had nasty incident just before she left. She was being amorous...came up behind me, pushed me against the edge of the counter--"
 
   "What did you do?"
 
   "I slapped her. I just flashed back on what happened...that's how that animal did it...he bent me over my own desk...and he just kept slamming into me..." Margo set her wine on the small occasional table, unfastened her jeans and pulled them down enough to reveal dark purple bruises.
 
   "Sounds like a little PTSD." Steph put her arms around her again. "Honey, I'm so sorry this happened to you..." 
 
   "I just freaked out with Lucy. I got confused, and I took it out on her."
 
   Steph leaned away. "How in the world did you explain your reaction?"
 
   "I stuttered a lot. Then I said something about hormones and PMS..."
 
   "Well, that was pretty good. But Lucy has hormones too, and she's a cop, and that story won't hold water very long."
 
   "I know. She knows something's up. I just can't seem to talk about it with her." They stood with their arms around each other, looking out the window.
 
   "Can you live with this?" Steph asked.
 
   Margo answered softly, "Do I have a choice, now?"
 
   They spent another few moments in silence, before Steph decided to go. Margo held the door open for her.
 
   "Watch your back, girl."
 
   Margo nodded, kissing her on the cheek. 
 
   "Careful," Steph grinned. "The neighbors."
 
   Margo smiled wanly, closing the door after her, turning the lock. She crossed the living room and collapsed into the sofa. 
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   Lucy was reading the news story by Jack Randall. "I'm pretty sure I arrested Freeman, but that was years ago…" She looked at the headline, Man raped and tattooed by woman, left naked on golf course. Then she clicked over to the other story, the headline, Youth Pastor sodomized, tattooed and dumped at ER with note. "But this vigilante person…" She shook her head with dismay. "What a psycho."
 
   Steph was at her own desk, looking at the same website, across from Lucy. "Oh sure. She's a psycho. What's he? Maybe he got what he deserved."
 
   "How can you say that?" Lucy asked. "You're a cop. What she did was against the law."
 
   "So's what he did."
 
   Lucy looked back at her screen, almost sullen. "That doesn't make it right."
 
   "You sound like a man. Are you sure you don't have a penis?"
 
   "Yes I do. I keep it under the bed in a box."
 
   Lifting a palm toward Lucy, Steph said, "That's more information than I needed." 
 
   Lucy clicked off the website without finishing the piece. "Yellow journalism."
 
   Steph had read the entire story, and the treasure was to be found in its tell-all nature. Isaac Lovato and Dewayne Freeman were in a very humiliating spotlight for what they had done. 
 
   Pulling up the database, Steph found Dewayne Freeman's file again. Scrolling through his arrest history, she paused on the time period just before his incarceration. Her eyes fell on the arresting officer. L. Tipton.
 
   She looked across the desk at her partner. Obviously, Margo's attack wasn't random. It was revenge. She considered telling Lucy, but decided she'd better talk to Margo first.
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   Margo was typing furiously at the computer key-board when Bonnie entered, closing the door behind her. She surveyed the room, quickly, confused. "You moved everything."
 
   "I needed a change."
 
   Continuing forward, she asked, "Did you see the news this morning?"
 
   "Nope. Been here since six-thirty."
 
   Bonnie dumped some papers in Margo's inbox. "Seems they found a man tied to a golf cart the other night. He was buck-naked." 
 
   "Oh?"
 
   "He had a sign tied around his penis that said, I raped a woman, I've been raped back. Long live Another Justice. And there was another case before that where a naked guy was dumped with another note saying almost the same thing. There are vigilantes among us. And the reporter last night even said the victim's name on the air. I didn't think they could do that."
 
   Margo shrugged, still typing, avoiding eye contact with Bonnie.
 
   "I thought I'd seen everything."
 
   "Yeah, me too. Hey, did Frank fix the leak in the men's shower?"
 
   "Sure did. He just left. Receipt's in the folder."
 
   "Thanks." Margo took a sip of coffee, peeping over the computer monitor at Bonnie as she left, then turned her attention back to her work.
 
   She wasn't able to get much done, since thoughts of Steph kept invading. She wondered what her best friend would do. Whether she'd say anything to Lucy about it. And if she did, what would Lucy do? Arrest her?
 
   Regardless, Margo couldn't undo what had already been done. She would just have to face the consequences, whatever they might turn out to be.
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   At the bar, he was only half-watching the ballgame on the big screen across the room. Wearing Taggart's Broncos cap, partially to hide the tattoo, and partially to hide his face in general, he hoped no one would recognize him, though his face had only been on camera for a few seconds. His name, though. That was everywhere. It's a good thing he paid cash for everything, or someone would notice the name on his card. Maybe he should be wearing that white mask again; the one he'd borrowed from his cousin's closet.
 
   He figured he'd better get used to wearing hats, too, since she had permanently placed the word rapist on his forehead. He would never have the money for the plastic surgery to remove that. He shifted on the hard bar chair, aware of the discomfort he could still feel where that bitch had violated him. He had never felt anything so painful, so humiliating. He wanted to shove hot pokers in the cunt's eyes and listen to her scream.
 
   At work, it was all he could do to get through the day. The other guys on the crew were always looking at him, whispering; some smirking. He knew what they were talking about. It wouldn't take much to smash one of their faces in. None of them better make a single comment within earshot, or that's what would happen. If he didn't need the job so much, he'd just quit. But quitting, or even beating the living fuck out of those snickering guys on the crew, would violate his parole, and he'd go back to prison. He couldn't let that happen. He had things to do.
 
   His construction job began at dawn, most mornings, and he was off by two. This would give him ample time to keep an eye on Margo Benning, let her know he was there, watching for an opportunity to slit her throat, and it gave him time also to plan for Jack Randall's payback. No one would even know what had happened to him, if that fucking reporter, Randall, hadn't blurted his name on the air.  
 
   He had managed to avoid the hard-handed touch of the other inmates the whole five years he was inside. He lifted weights every day and played everything hard-core, even shanking the one guy who got too close. And then he lopped off the bastard's dick and fed it to him. They never found out who did it. But the inmates knew. And they stayed away from him after that. He was not easy prey.
 
   There was something so infuriating about being the victim of an assault after he got out; and by a woman, no less. He hadn't even thought that a possibility, until it happened to him.
 
   He had underestimated the backbone of this Benning bitch. Had he stumbled into the heart of a vigilante organization, as the media would have him believe? Or did she fabricate this group of femme fatales? 
 
   And more importantly, how had he let her or this vigilante group get the drop on him? How could he have let his guard down enough to let a woman take his manhood?
 
   Freeman guzzled beer and thought about Margo Benning. He wasn't through with her. He'd make her life hell, and he'd enjoy it when he finally watched her choke on her own blood in front of him. But there would be lots of fun before that happened. He'd spend an appropriate amount of time teaching her a few lessons about pain and humiliation. She'd be begging to die.
 
   Her time was coming. 
 
   Freeman noticed the blonde waitress hurrying by with the tray above her head. She looked like the Benning bitch. He almost wanted to drag her into the alley and fuck her half to death, just to make himself feel better. But he'd have to play smart. The bitch knew his car, now. Maybe he'd have to trade Taggart's Bonneville for something else. He'd have to make a plan. Show her he meant business.
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   A small television droned on the kitchen counter in the background as Margo and Lucy prepared a New Year's Eve dinner, in lieu of going out. Margo said she didn't feel like dealing with crowds of people.
 
   Things at least seemed to be back to normal; Margo had made a grand effort to soothe the hard feelings with Lucy. 
 
   Grabbing a knife from the chopping block, Lucy touched Margo's back softly as she went by, and at the center island of the kitchen, she started chopping vege-tables for the salad, periodically taking sips of beer.
 
   The news anchor recapped the story about the raped man, and the one before him got an honorable mention as well.
 
   "Can you believe that?" Lucy said.
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "I hope you're not like all the other females at the station. They're all applauding this vigilante group."
 
   "Maybe that's because they're women, too."
 
   "I'm a woman, and to me, it sounds like feminist crap. You don't approve of what she did, do you?"
 
   "It's not about approving of it, it's just that I understand." Margo listened to the rest of the story on the newscast. 
 
   Lucy said, "She's as much a criminal as he is, now." She sliced the cucumber.
 
   Margo gave her a sidelong glance. "You really think so?"
 
   "Hell, yeah." Coring the bell pepper, Lucy started chopping it into thin rings.
 
   As Margo stirred the sauce on the stove, she said, "Well, when a man is accused of murder, and is sentenced to death, why don't we consider the jury and the judge murderers too?"
 
   "That's different." Lucy scraped the chopped vegetables into the salad bowl atop the lettuce. "That's our system of justice. There are checks and balances. Vigilante justice is never the answer. You can't just go after someone."
 
   Margo taste-tested the spaghetti sauce. "But the police can do that?"
 
   "The police are authorized to do that. That's their job. If everybody went around dispensing justice on their own terms, there'd be a big mess, it would be anarchy, I guarantee it."
 
   "And fewer rapes, I'll bet."
 
   Lucy eyed her oddly. "What's your deal? You know it's best to let the police handle these things."
 
   "Then why do the rapists usually go free? You said they do. You told me that yourself."
 
   "Margo...there's a process...it's in place for a reason. If she had reported it, we would have found this guy and put him away."
 
   Pulling a towel from a drawer, she dried her hands. "Well, A: you've told me a hundred times what a woman goes through when she reports it, and B: you don't al-ways find the guy, and C: he does very little time, if any at all."
 
   "Well, good, you know your ABC's. What's wrong with you?"
 
   "I'm just repeating what you told me. It just seems like your entire opinion on the matter has changed since this happened."
 
   "It's because this is different."
 
   Margo made a harsh face. "It's because you're un-informed."
 
   "What's that supposed to mean?" Lucy was standing in the center of the kitchen holding the salad bowl.
 
   "I see why men feel that way, but not you." Margo said, tapping sauce off the spoon into the pot. "It hits a little too close to home. You know, when a man gets racked up, every other man in the room grabs his crotch in sympathy." She filled her wine glass. "They cringe at those rare scenes when a man is violated, like that Deliverance movie. They cringe, because they know how awful the idea is--to be raped. Problem is, men haven't had to deal with that. They've had the luxury of being the rapist."
 
   Lucy gawked at her. "Who are you?"
 
   Pouring the hot noodles into a colander in the sink, she said, "I'm a woman."
 
   "So am I."
 
   "You don't sound like it."
 
   A tense silence permeated the space between them as they brought the food to the table and sat down to dinner. They ate quietly, looking up at each other periodically. Out the kitchen window, Margo could see frilly snowflakes twirling past the streetlamp, and collecting on the neighboring roof. She should have felt warm and cozy, here, having dinner with Lucy, but the air inside seemed as frigid as it looked outside.
 
   Finally, Margo put her fork down and wiped her mouth with napkin. "Lucy, I really can't deal with this tension."
 
   Lucy dropped her fork, too, and her hands fell into her lap. "I don't care for it either, Margo, but I just feel like I don't know you." 
 
   "Why? Because I have an opinion that differs from yours?"
 
   "That's not fair. I've always let you be who you are. It's just that I can't believe you'd condone something like that."
 
   "I never said I condone it. I just have some mixed feelings, and I think I'm responding to the double standard, here..." She took a bite of spaghetti, chewed, swallowed. "I mean, it's like rape is acceptable in some way if the rapist is male."
 
   "Rapists aren't acceptable at all. Male or female."
 
   "Maybe this isn't about rape. I mean, this woman was obviously seeking justice she felt she wouldn't get otherwise."
 
   "It's still wrong."
 
   "I don't know. I mean, in a strange way it makes sense to have the punishment fit the crime. You and I both know that incarceration or rehabilitation does not work. Rapists get out of jail and rape again. Statistically, that's a fact. There are thousands of sexual predators living all over this city. In every city. Maybe, just maybe, these animals will think twice before they do it again, if they know they might suffer the same thing."
 
   Lucy shook her head. "That's just twisted thinking."
 
   "Obviously, you've never been raped. Maybe you'd feel differently."
 
   Lucy froze, then asked quietly. "Have you been raped?"
 
   Margo hesitated, not wanting to say too much. She thought of Steph. "I had a close friend in college who was."
 
   Lucy seemed relieved, but had apparently lost her appetite. She pushed her chair back to carry her plate to the kitchen, and Margo followed her to the kitchen with her own plate. "I'm not the enemy Margo," Lucy said. "I'm a cop. I'm coming from a cop's point of view, not a rapist's point of view." She stared at her half-eaten dinner. "I see these rape victims coming in all the time. I've been directly involved in the process. I've heard all their stories. It's terrible for them, and they don't always get a fair shake. But when people take the law into their own hands, it always turns ugly."
 
   "So what do you think these guys are gonna do? Report the woman? If they do that, it's as good as confessing to the rape. They won't do that. The very thing that makes them predators, also ensures that they won't seek legal recourse. It's not manly to admit you've been violated by a woman." Margo scraped the remaining food from her plate into a storage bowl. "Seems like the problem sort of solves itself at this point. They'll keep quiet, justice will be served, and they have a new understanding of what it feels like to be raped. It's not much different than those tough love programs."
 
   "You're starting to sound like a vigilante yourself."
 
   "Maybe I am."
 
   They held each other's eyes in silence for a time, and Margo returned to the table to refill her wine glass. She knew she was drinking more than usual, but it was only wine, and she knew, a temporary response to overwhelming stress. "Can we just change the subject? We're treading water, here. Let's just agree to disagree."
 
   Lucy crossed to retrieve her keys from the table by the door. "I don't know if it's that simple."
 
   "Are you leaving?"
 
   "I have to get up early."
 
   "You're mad at me."
 
   "I don't know what I am, Margo. I just don't recognize you. You're not the same. And you're keeping me at arm's length."
 
   "What are you talking about?"
 
   "Don't play dumb. Every time I've tried to touch you tonight, you pulled away. Just like the other night, when you freaked out and hit me."
 
   "I apologized for that. I've just been tired--"
 
   "I'm tired too, but I still want to be with you."
 
   "Lucy, don't be like this."
 
   Lucy pulled her coat from the rack by the door. "I just feel weird around you. This conversation tonight didn't help." 
 
   They stood in silence for a moment.
 
   Margo said, "Call me tomorrow?"
 
   "Yeah, 'nite."
 
   Margo watched her lover go, thinking that they hadn't even had that traditional kiss at midnight. She took a long drink of wine. At the sink, she rinsed the remaining dishes and placed them in the dishwasher, wondering how much longer she could keep her dark secret from Lucy. She feared the choice would either be the secret, or her relationship. 
 
   And she wasn't prepared to part with either.
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   It wasn't clear how long she could get away with her vigilante behavior, but Omega Fisher was determined to do it for as long as she could. She had been careful, each time, not to leave any evidence. Her classes in Criminal Justice at CU Boulder had at least armed her with the specifics of the law and she knew a little about investigative procedure. She was more equipped than most to do what she was doing. And since she had begun her quest with the murders of three men, vengeance-rape seemed less daunting. She didn't have to go around killing anyone. Those circumstances had been quite specific, and now it was over. 
 
   Her eyes went to the two urns on top of the hotel refrigerator, then looked away, unwilling to let herself think about what she had lost, and how her actions had not resurrected her sister and mother. But justice had been served. And now, she was doing the same, on a lesser level, with these rapists. What better way to ring in the New Year? She was just giving them back what they gave.
 
   Attention back on the laptop screen, Meg looked at his picture again. Quinton Alto.
 
   The article told her what she needed to know:
 
    
 
   …He is being held on $250,000 bond. According to police, Alto would enter the girl's bedroom at night and assault her. The victim told police that the first time was Feb. 11, 2010, a date she remembered because it was a friend's birthday.
 
    
 
   The most recent time, she told police, was Sept. 19. The victim told police that Alto would come to her room and sit "on my bed like my mother would do." He would then touch her, even though she told him to stop, police said. According to the victim, Alto said, "If you tell anybody, I will kill your cat."
 
    
 
   More recent stories revealed that Alto was released, for lack of evidence. And then the story dropped out of the news queue. It seemed to be the general trajectory of all these cases. Not enough evidence, perps being let go to visit their horrible acts on other children. 
 
   It was hard to prove a case with children. There was usually no evidence at all except the report of a child, and often the abusers would manipulate them to the point where they were too afraid to say anything. Like threatening to kill their pets, or even harm their mother, or that their mother would be mad at them, or that it was perfectly natural for a grown man to touch a child that way, it was a way of showing affection, or to show how special they were.
 
   Well, Meg had an idea about how to show them how special she was. Special as in unusually determined.
 
   She returned to the CBI website and tapped in Alto's name, found him, and read the previous charges on his record. All the usual fare, to include a case of sodomy against a five year old girl who awkwardly told the story of Alto abusing her in a broom closet at school where she attended kindergarten, and he worked as a janitor. Alto had lured her into the closet to show her a newborn litter of kittens, and then raped her, anally. 
 
   By the time the girl's mother had noticed her aversion to sitting down, and a general discomfort, and then found blood in the underwear in the hamper, it was a little too late. She tried to question her daughter, but got a muddled story about a broom closet and the janitor and that he had somehow hurt her. There was no physical evidence, and the little girl had refused to talk about it. In fact, the little girl had stopped speaking altogether. She went months without saying a word. Alto vehemently denied the accusations, and was released without charges.
 
   Meg wrote down Alto's last known address and planned to spend New Year's day tracking him down, and stalking him until she found more evidence. Just enough to ease her mind that there was no mistake. That Alto was indeed the monster she thought him to be.
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   January first was a popular time at most gyms, as all the New Year's resolutions were still fresh. Most of the enthusiasm faded for the less-disciplined among the populace, but Margo was always working on the first day of the year.
 
   At her computer, she was sipping bottled water almost cheerfully. Much could be said about self-empowerment. It had a way of creating equilibrium.
 
   There was a new picture frame on her desk with a fresh copy of the photo of her and Lucy.
 
   Bonnie came in, holding a stapler. "Oh my God, I can't believe all this talk."
 
   "What?"
 
   Bonnie waved the stapler around. "Everybody. Everybody has an opinion on these guys getting raped. Now there's another one, did you see that?"
 
   Margo tried to appear uninterested. "What's the general consensus?"
 
   "Hard to say. Some think it's horrible. Some think it's great. Usually the men think it's horrible, and the women think it's great."
 
   "What do you think?"
 
   "I think it's horrible. I mean, that woman--they say it was a woman, according to the victims--well, she has a screw loose to do something like that. I mean, what kind of woman uses a dildo to rape a man?" She pressed on the stapler and a spent staple fell to the floor. "I understand that she was angry and everything, but, holy cow, there are therapists for that."
 
   Margo looked away quickly.
 
   "I mean, could YOU do that, Margo?"
 
   "I don't think any of us can predict what we'd do in a case like that."
 
   "I can. I'd just go turn the creep in."
 
   "What if you were afraid of the humiliation or something?"
 
   "What could be more humiliating than the rape itself? Oh, here's your stapler. I borrowed it, mine's broken." She placed it down on the desk. "I say just do the right thing and try to get on with your life."
 
   Margo looked down at the desk. She felt like that spent staple; flattened, useless.
 
   Bonnie snatched a few paperclips from the holder on the desk. "I need these." With that, she returned to her desk.
 
   Margo stared at her computer screen, her hands in her lap, her earlier equilibrium sorely tested.
 
   Understanding could often only be found through comparison, and she had nothing to compare this experience to. She had, until a few days ago, been spared the abhorrent ordeal of sexual violence. Her childhood had been normal, if a little dull, and no morally corrupt uncle had taken liberties with her as a child. All she had to go on was what she had acquired through common knowledge, and the fact that Lucy dealt with rape in her job. 
 
   Now, she was confronted with a form of evil that had otherwise been a thing of fiction; a scenario upon which made-for-TV movies had been created. How was she to assimilate this dreadful event? Was she supposed to be angry? Was she supposed to rise above it? Was it expected of her to accept it as part of living in a violent society, and blithely continue her existence as though it had never happened? 
 
   Her upbringing had not been overtly religious, and in fact, there had been no real encouragement in that regard. Her parents had been primarily agnostic, and even her admission of sexual preference had not rendered them clichéd guilt-ridden hand-wringers, entreating God to give them insight into what evil they had done to deserve such a blaspheme. They had merely accepted it as though she had told them she was going to wear blue clothes instead of brown clothes. 
 
   "Whatever makes you happy, dear," her mother had said. They hadn't even seemed interested in the usual gift of grandchildren. Her parents were only abnormal in their apathy about such things. Her father had even seemed relieved that his daughter's orientation would not produce children that he would then have to babysit or buy gifts for. He only wanted to enjoy his early retirement with frequent golf games and lots of television.
 
   Lucy's parents, though, had been the antithesis. They believed firmly that their daughter was going to burn in hell. If not for doing a "man's job" then most assuredly for pretending to be one, by loving women. Lucy had not even spoken to her parents for five years. The constant disapproval had been too much for her to bear. Was that why Lucy was so staunch about her beliefs concerning right and wrong? Did she need that to justify the choices she had made?
 
   What if Margo just told Lucy what happened? Not the revenge, but the rape itself? It would explain what had been happening to Margo, and perhaps get them back on track. But how would Lucy behave the next time intimacy was shared between them, after that? Margo closed her eyes and imagined Lucy pulling away when Margo touched her; looking at her like she was tainted, somehow. It would be unbearable. Would Lucy feel repulsed by the idea that a man had violated the woman she loved? Or would she instead offer tenderness, support, patience?
 
   Margo didn't know. Answers were not forthcoming, and she had few resources that could offer her more than a cursory explanation. She needed insight, though the source of it was not so easily revealed.
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   Captain Pete Bryce entered the room, striding past the four waiting officers, and stood in the front at the podium. At five foot five, he had to look up to most other men. His full head of gray hair was brushed back on the sides, and accentuated by a widow's peak, which was the most prominent feature of his face; it seemed his careful attention to his hairstyle was merely a method to distract people from his height.
 
   "You're all here today because you've been chosen for a special task force."
 
   Lucy, Steph, Anderson, and another officer Steph didn't recognize, exchanged looks, and the Captain held up his hand. "We have the beginning of something here that needs to be shut down before it gets out of control."
 
   "What's that, Cap'?" Steph asked.
 
   "This damn vigilante group. Another Justice." He pointed to the display board with pictures of the victims of Another Justice. Isaac Lovato. Dewayne Freeman. Leon Holmes. "I want all these vics interviewed, and case files prepared as soon as possible. We need to start running down every lead, until we locate the person or persons responsible."
 
   Steph unfolded her arms and sat down on a sigh.
 
   "Is there a problem, Detective Turley?"
 
   She turned back. "Cap', we can't keep up with the cases we have. The SVU won't be able to help the female rape victims, if we're off chasing a few male ones--ones who are criminals, by the way. Why are they more important than these women and children?"
 
   The captain's tone held an underlying hardness. "Well don't be afraid to speak your mind, Detective."
 
   "Cap', seriously. Vigilante activity has never been a pervasive problem. It dies out soon after it starts. There's simply no historical reason to expend precious resources on this."
 
   "When you're in charge of running this department, Detective, you can make that call. But until then, just do your job." He opened the folder in front of him. "Now then. Let's begin…"
 
   Steph suffered through the briefing, and the captain called to her as she was filing out behind the others. "Detective Turley. A word."
 
   The other officers filed out.
 
   "Yes, Captain?"
 
   "If you ever undermine my authority again, you'll be a beat cop before the end of the day."
 
   "Cap--"
 
   He cut her off emphatically. "Are we clear?"
 
   "Yes sir," she said with measured respect.
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   Lucy found her outside, having coffee, staring off into the parking lot filled with squad cars.
 
   "Are you still brooding?" She noticed the thin cigar in Steph's hand. "I smell chocolate…"
 
   Steph lifted the cigar. "It's these. They're chocolate mint."
 
   "I didn't know there was such a thing as chocolate mint cigars. And I didn't know you smoked."
 
   "I don't really. Used to have one of these every so often. Been a while."
 
   Lucy slid up on the retaining wall. "I'm learning all kinds of new things about you today. Like the cigar-thing, and how you have a death wish for your career."
 
   Steph tossed the spent cigar on the ground.
 
   "Oh, and that you're a litterbug," Lucy added.
 
   "Lucy, just fuck off, okay?"
 
   "Hey, easy, there, tiger. I just came out here to see if you're okay."
 
   "Well I'm not."
 
   Lucy wiped debris from her hands from the retaining wall. "It's politics. That's all. Cap' has to think about how it looks to have vigilantes in the city. Most of the top dogs in the department are men. You get the correlation, right?"
 
   "Yes, I get it," she said, sipping her coffee. "But it's stupid to waste all those resources on a few random cases while so many women can't even get their cases addressed."
 
   "I know, I heard your argument in the briefing."
 
   Steph turned to look at her. "And?"
 
   "And, I agree with you."
 
   "But?"
 
   "But, I want to keep my job."
 
   "I liked it better when he just stayed out of our grills and let us do our jobs."
 
   "Well, so did I, but all good things must come to an end."
 
   A swift wind billowed across the lot, rolling the cigar butt a few feet past Steph's boots. She folded her arms against the chill. "What is Captain Bryce trying to prove?"
 
   Lucy hopped off the wall and started inside. "He's short, he'll always have something to prove."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Back at their desks, Lucy and Steph began to examine what little evidence they had on the vigilante cases. Mostly just three short police reports.
 
   Lucy stared at the phone. "I called Margo this morning and she wasn't at work. Bonnie said she wasn't sure where she was."
 
   "Is that a problem?"
 
   "Well insofar as I can't seem to keep track of her whereabouts."
 
   "Well sometimes people just need time to themselves, Luce'."
 
   "But not Margo. She's never seemed to need time off."
 
   "Maybe that's precisely the point. She's been running this business for three years, and in that time I've known her to work 60 hour weeks more often than not. Maybe she's just burned out and needs the rest."
 
   "Maybe."
 
   Steph grabbed her empty coffee cup and headed toward the coffee station. "Don't take it personally, partner. Maybe it's not about you at all."
 
   "What do you mean? Do you know something about what's going on with her?"
 
   Steph paused, he cup in hand. "I know she's been stressed and tired." There, she didn't have to lie.
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   Climbing the front steps of St. Anthony's Catholic Church, Margo moved awkwardly down the aisle, spotting the confessional booths. She went to one, and slipped inside, closing the door.
 
   Through the small cutouts in the shape of crucifixes, she said, "Bless me, Father...it's been...forever since my last confession."
 
   The priest chuckled. "Welcome back. How long is forever, young lady?"
 
   "I don't know. I was raised Catholic. I stopped going to church when I was about eighteen."
 
   "Why did you stop going?"
 
   "I stopped believing."
 
   "What is your confession?" the priest asked.
 
   "I've inflicted revenge on someone for something they did to me."
 
   "What sort of revenge?"
 
   "I did the same thing back to him. An eye for an eye."
 
   "Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord." 
 
   "The Lord didn't get raped."
 
   A tense silence. Then, the priest asked, "What did you do to this man?"
 
   "I told you. The same thing he did to me."
 
   "You raped him?"
 
   "Yes I did."
 
   He reflected on this a bit, then said, "What do you think you should do to atone for this sin?"
 
   "I don't know if it is a sin, Father."
 
   "Inflicting harm on another is not what God would have you do."
 
   "And God's a man, supposedly. So are you."
 
   "God is much more than gender. And I am a man of God."
 
   "But you're a man, nonetheless. Why should I believe anything you tell me?"
 
   His silence exuded surprised hesitation. "Perhaps... you should seek counseling on this matter. I would be happy to--"
 
   "Counseling, so that I can forgive this animal? Counseling, so that you can make me feel guilty for making him pay for what he did to me? To err is human, to forgive, divine, right, Father?"
 
   There was an awkward beat of silence, before the priest found his voice again. "Wouldn't you like to be free of your anger?"
 
   "I'd like to be free of the whole damn thing." Composing herself, she added, "I don't know whether you're speaking as a man of God, or just as a man."
 
   "Say twenty Hail Mary's and--"
 
   "You've got to be kidding."
 
   "Young lady, you came here for a reason."
 
   "The wrong one, obviously."
 
   "You seek absolution, don't you?"
 
   "I'm not so sure."
 
   "Something has drawn you back to the Church again," he said.
 
   "And something's making me leave again." Margo launched out of the confessional and left the church behind.
 
   Answers were apparently still predicated on tradition and mindless ritual. Even the Catholic church had been guilty of crimes against women and children. They had, in fact, tried to cover their crimes up, but had mostly gotten away with it, just as the rapists in secular society had. What made the Church any different than those other criminals then? She realized then, with a large degree of embarrassment that the Catholic church was absolutely the wrong choice for answers to this dilemma.
 
   She was clear that Catholicism was not a belief system that served her well. She had tried to adopt the tenets of the religion when she started college, feeling a need for foundation and the comfort of ritual. She took part in mass regularly for a time, but hadn't felt any form of delivery from her angst.
 
   Finally, she just settled on becoming a successful business woman, and seeking joy wherever it may appear. 
 
   Her first excursion into joy-seeking involved men, but none of them had been able to fill the void. It wasn't until her first encounter with a woman in college, that the lights went on, and she suddenly made sense to herself. Most of her relationships had been long term, but as she got older, the length of these alliances grew shorter, until she finally had to realize that it wasn't her inability to thrive on commitment as much as it was her inability to tolerate less than she needed to be happy.
 
   When she met Lucy, her life started to make sense again. She had found someone who understood her, and treated her as a peer, rather than a conquest.
 
   Now that relationship itself was in danger of being sullied by the decisions she had made. How ironic, that her business depended upon the patronage of police officers, and none of them had been nearby to save her when Freeman inflicted his own brand of torture upon her. 
 
   Ultimately, women were on their own in this world. No one could save them. They had to save themselves. They had to defend themselves. She was more and more certain that Another Justice was the only kind to be had.
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   Sleet tinkled onto the pavement of the television station lot, as Jack Randall parked the old sedan. He got out, putting his key in the door to lock it, and in the light of a parking lot Nightwatchman, a figure appeared, reflected in the glass beside him. The white-faced visage was at once more startling than the fact that the masked man held a bat high in the air. But Randall was soon focused on the long tube of wood.
 
   Jack whirled, lifting his arms in protection. "What the--!" The masked man brought the bat down on his shoulder, and Randall slumped toward the car, groaning. 
 
   The masked attacker stood there, holding the bat, taking deep breaths born of rage.
 
   Jack tried to move away from him, the injured arm dangling painfully, his hand other hand in front of him-self protectively, straining through the increasing drizzle. "Who the hell are you?" he squeaked.
 
   "I'm your worst nightmare, you fuck."
 
   Jack squinted in the paltry light of the night lamps, unable to see anything but the white Halloween mask and the bat. "Why are you-"
 
   The masked man lifted the bat ominously. "I'm gonna smash your skull in, Randall."
 
   "Wait!" Jack pleads. "If you just tell me why you're angry, maybe--"
 
   "Maybe what?"
 
   Maybe he didn't know. But he sure wanted to find a way to avoid getting his skull bashed in. "Do I know you? Just tell me what you want."
 
   "Tell you what I want?"
 
   "Yeah," Randall said. "Maybe we can work out a deal--"
 
   The masked man lowered the bat. "A deal?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   His hopefulness wasn't genuine. The attacker lifted the bat and smashed the back window of Jack's car. Jack cowered by the driver's door, shielding his face. 
 
   The masked man moved to the front of the vehicle and made short work of the front windows, the fender, the side-mirror.
 
   Jack vaulted into a dead run toward the back doors of the station, holding his painful shoulder, the bat-wielding man hot on his heels. He caught him, knocked him to the ground roughly, amid nettles of freezing water.
 
   Jack screamed in pain as the man straddled him, punching him in the face repeatedly. 
 
   A security guard appeared from the side of the building and ran toward them. "Hey!"
 
   The masked man drew himself up and delivered a hard kick to Jack's ribs before escaping into the drizzly darkness.
 
   Shrinking into a fetal position, Jack's face lay in a puddle as the Security Guard leaned over him. "Mr. Randall? You all right? Mr. Randall?"
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   When the call came through, Steph was suddenly glad that Lucy wasn't in the unit. She had run in to get  sushi at Café 36. Lucy had been craving it for days, and Steph kept putting it off, since she wasn't a sushi fan. The restaurant was popular enough that it would take a while for Lucy to get through the line and be served. Just enough time, Steph thought, for her to slip over to the scene of the crime that had just come through from dispatch, and get back before Lucy was any the wiser.
 
   The news station was only a few blocks away.
 
   Steph parked in the alley beside the station and went around to the parking lot. She could see him still lying on the pavement. There wasn't much time. A responding unit would be here any minute.
 
   His face was turned away, so she cocked back her right boot and delivered a hard kick to his ribs. He grunted, and moaned.
 
   She turned and sprinted back to the car, driving past him, her car tires splashing Randall with slushy cold water as she veered back onto West Dale.
 
   Parking in the same spot, she waited another five minutes, until Lucy emerged, smiling, holding the bag of her beloved sushi.
 
   She got in and reached for the towel in the back to soak up the random moisture on her clothes and face. "Did you hear dispatch?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Well are we going over there?"
 
   "Sure." Steph put the car in gear and headed back to the TV station.
 
   When they arrived, a squad car was parked nearby, the officers walking toward the back door of the station, and the EMT's were putting Randall on a back board. He wasn't exactly lucid, but was awake enough to moan, and was shivering violently.
 
   Lucy looked over at Steph. "Why are you smiling?"
 
   Steph shrugged. "It's just good to see some people get what they deserve."
 
   Lucy frowned at her. "I don't know what's stuck in your craw, but you're pretty cold these days."
 
   "Just fed up with the bullshit." Steph said. "Let's go talk to the security guard." She stepped around the gurney the EMT's had just put Randall on, and headed toward the back door of the station, as Lucy followed, still frowning.
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   On the chair in front of the gas log fireplace, Margo tried to concentrate on the book she was reading, but wasn't having much luck. Dean Koontz had always been one of her favorite authors, and could always take her away from her own world and into his, but tonight, it only reminded her of how thin the line is between fact and fiction. There are evil people in the world, and no matter how many times she had been pleased by the happy ending of Koontz's stories, the truth was, the good guy didn't always win.
 
   The phone saved her. 
 
   "Hey girl. Everything okay?" Steph asked. 
 
   "Yes. Where are you?"
 
   "I'm outside the station in the car, waiting on Lucy to come out. Jack Randall was assaulted last night."  
 
   "The reporter who--?"
 
   "Yep. Someone beat the crap out of him in the TV station parking lot." 
 
   Margo felt an immediate frisson of righteous pleasure, if only on behalf of her friend. More poetic justice, of the vigilante variety. Maybe Koontz had it right, after all. Good should triumph over evil.
 
   "The guy attacked him with a baseball bat. Broken collar bone, cracked ribs, and some nasty contusions on his face."
 
   "Who attacked him?" 
 
   "Get this...it was a big guy in a white Halloween mask."
 
   "Freeman."
 
   "Yep. He was still incognito, but at least we can question him again. Lucy wants to pick him up tonight, if he's at home." 
 
   "Steph, you didn't-"
 
   "No. I didn't tell Lucy. But Freeman had motive and opportunity. Randall blasted his name all over the TV about being a rape victim. It's probable cause enough to bring Freeman in."
 
   "Well, good." 
 
   "I only have a minute...Lucy mentioned the slap. I covered for you. Said hormones can really make a girl crazy." 
 
   "Thanks."
 
   "You have my cell number...call if you need me. I'll swing over there afterward if you want."
 
   She did want that. She wanted to have those people around her who made her feel safe, since safety was a thing ripped from her hands in recent days.
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   Steph stopped the unmarked white squad car by the curb in front of a house, and Lucy radioed the station, announcing their intention to arrest Dewayne Freeman on the assault charges. 
 
   At the door, Steph rang the bell, one hand on the grip of her Glock.
 
   The porch light came on, and Freeman opened the door.
 
   "Dewayne Freeman?"
 
   "Who wants to know?" he said gruffly.
 
   Steph flashed her badge. "I'm Detective Turley. This is Detective Tipton. We need you to come with us down to the station."
 
   "What the hell for?"
 
   "You're wanted for questioning in the assault and battery of Jack Randall."
 
   In the glow of the porch light, Freeman's eyes bore angry holes in her direction. "I don't know any Jack Randall."
 
   Steph glanced past him to the chair by the door. Across the arm of it, lay a grey jean jacket. "Do you have your keys and wallet with you?"
 
   Freeman actually smirked. "I'm not going anywhere with you."
 
   Steph knew she had just seen probable cause for questioning. The assailant had worn a grey jean jacket, and though she didn't see the bat propped against the chair, the jacket along with Freeman's previous arrest record, was enough. "I'm afraid you don't have a choice, Mr. Freeman. Either we do this the easy way or the hard way, but either way, you will be coming down to the station."
 
   He started to close the door defiantly, and Steph placed her trusty steel-toed boot between it and the jamb, pushing it back open, as Lucy drew her weapon to back her partner, training it center-mass on Freeman.
 
   Steph snared him by the front of the shirt and hauled him outside, twisting his arm behind him in one swift move, and forced him off the porch to the frigid ground, her knee grinding into his back.
 
   Lucy kept her gun on him as Steph applied cuffs, and patted him down as he lay on the frigid ground. 
 
   "This could have been so much easier, Freeman. Do you have your house keys with you? Your wallet?"
 
   "They're on the table by the door, goddammit."
 
   Steph disappeared inside to retrieve them, and lo and behold, a bat was leaning against the wall. In plain view, so no search warrant required. She grabbed it, along with the jacket, and followed Lucy as she crossed the yard to the cruiser, guiding Freeman in front of her.
 
   Steph opened the back door and handed the bat and the jacket to Lucy before shoving Freeman in, bumping his head.
 
   Lucy balked. "Hey, take it easy."
 
   Steph just offered her partner an expression of apathy, and closed the door, circling to the driver's side to get in, while Lucy frowned at her, making her way to the passenger side.
 
   On the way to the precinct, Steph took a curve a little fast, the momentum tossing Freeman over in the seat.
 
   Steph checked him in the rearview mirror and smiled, while Lucy continued to gawk at her behavior.
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   "And can anyone corroborate that you were at home between six-thirty and seven?" Steph asked Freeman.
 
   From his place across the table from her, in the interrogation room, he glared at her. "You could speak to my cactus plant."
 
   "Cute." She wasn't surprised at his choice of vegetation. Prickly, and requiring little nurturing. "But that leaves you with no alibi, and quite a bit of motive."
 
   "That doesn't sound like evidence to me," he said, smug.
 
   "Don't underestimate the power of motive in a court proceeding, Mr. Freeman. I mean, there are some men who would be livid-pissed if a woman took a dildo and rammed them in the ass."
 
   While Lucy looked horrified at Steph's remark, Freeman's face flooded crimson, his eyes growing dark.
 
   Freeman growled, "Randall is a hack who wanted to make up a good story. There's no proof that happened."
 
   "Well, there wouldn't be," Steph said with fake agreeability. "Since a dildo doesn't have any semen."
 
   Freeman stood abruptly, leaning forward as if to get in Steph's face. Steph never broke eye contact with him. Lucy was now standing as well. "Sit down, Freeman."
 
   Freeman looked at Lucy, the hatred never waning as his eyes moved from one to the other.
 
   "Now!" Lucy commanded.
 
   He eased back down to the chair.
 
   Steph continued, unabashed. "But we're not relying on just motive. There are a couple other things working against you here. There was a bat and a grey jeans jacket inside your house. Both of those items were present at Randall's assault."
 
   "That's not admissible. You had no search warrant."
 
   "Didn't need one, Freeman, they were in plain sight when I went in to kindly get your keys and wallet."
 
   Freeman sat back against the chair, unwilling to admit defeat, scowling.
 
   "Now, I'm sure that forensics will be able to find some fragment of evidence on the bat that will match up with Randall. A hair, a skin cell. Amazing what they can find these days. And that, Mr. Freeman, will make it open and shut. I'm afraid your parole has been violated, so you're on your way back inside with your butt-buddies. They'll appreciate you more, now that you've had some practice."
 
   Freeman launched out of the chair and reached across the table at Steph, who backed up and pulled her Glock.
 
   Lucy quickly cuffed Freeman. "You're under arrest for the assault and battery of Jack Randall. You have the right to remain silent…" Lucy shoved him out of the room toward booking, but not before she cast a look of dismay at Steph, who was reholstering her weapon with an expression of profound satisfaction.
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   Margo put an eye to the peephole before opening the door to Steph.
 
   "Hey."
 
   "Come in. I just made coffee."
 
   Steph followed Margo to the kitchen. "You okay?"
 
   "Yes...yeah. Thanks." 
 
   Steph adjusted the shoulder holster under her blazer. "Well good news. Freeman is on his way back to prison. So at least you can stop worrying about that."
 
   Margo sighed heavily. "That's a huge weight off me. Thank you, Steph." She poured the coffee, shakily.
 
   "Well I got lucky. I found the bat and the jacket he was wearing during the assault on Randall. If all I'd had was the mask, I couldn't have used it, because you didn't report the crime."
 
   "What's done is done." Margo sipped her coffee with trembling hands.
 
   "I need you to ID something." Steph pulled up the pictures app on her phone and held the image out to Margo.
 
   The mask. The eerie white face mask. She put a hand on the counter to steady herself, staring at it.
 
   "I can tell by the lack of color on your face, you recognize it."
 
   "Yes. It is the exact one he wore when…he raped me."
 
   "I'm sorry, honey. I had to know. Randall described it and we had him help us find a photo of one like it on the Internet." Steph put her phone down, taking the cup Margo offered.
 
   Margo sat across from her on at the counter, sipping her Costa Rican Peaberry with cream.
 
   Steph tested her coffee, too. "Mmm. Your coffee is better than Starbucks…" 
 
   "You know I don't actually grow the beans. I just order it from a coffee service."
 
   "Still." She watched Margo for a moment. "You know, even though there probably isn't any danger of passing something to Lucy, you're going to have to tell her."
 
   Margo stared down into her cup. "I know, but I'm afraid of her reaction." 
 
   "Margo, she loves you, and you need all the support you can get right now."
 
   "Not that. I mean, if she knows about the rape, it's only a matter of time before she knows the rest. And I don't know how she's going to take that."
 
   "I work with her every day, and I'm not sure I can answer that either." Steph breathed in the steam of her cup, looked at Margo's hands. They were still trembling. Her phone rang, and Steph picked it up, looked at the display. "Speak of the devil…" She answered. "Hey partner, what's up?...what?...how did--?....fuck." She ended the call.
 
   Margo frowned at her. "What now?"
 
   "Freeman. Some rookie left him unattended at booking, and he managed to slip away."
 
   "Slip away? How did that happen?"
 
   "Like I said. A rookie."
 
   "Why would he do that?"
 
   "I guess he feels like he's got nothing to lose. He was going back to jail."
 
   Margo considered the ramifications. "So he's just…out there somewhere, free, and desperate? Did he do that so he could come after me?"
 
   "I don't know, Margo…but it sounds like he hadn't finished what he'd planned to do, yet, so…you're…probably in more danger than we thought." 
 
   Margo put her hands over her face, spoke through her fingers. "Steph…what am I going to do?"
 
   "Well, I have a suggestion. I could keep an eye on you. I could sleep on your couch."
 
   "I'd like that, but what about when Lucy comes over?"
 
   "Then you wouldn't need me here, now would you?"
 
   "True."
 
   "We can tag team you." She sipped more coffee. "Maybe you should take some time off from work. I know you tend to work late and be out after dark..."
 
   "I guess I could...Bonnie and Danny can take care of things for a while."
 
   Steph turned her mug around as if trying to screw it down into the counter. "Do you own a gun?"
 
   Thunder grumbled outside, and rain broke out of the clouds in a torrent. "Yes. The revolver Lucy gave me. I've only used it once."
 
   Steph's eyebrows shot up. "For?"
 
   "Freeman."
 
   "Well, you might have to use it for him again."
 
   "Steph--" she almost whined.
 
   "I'm sorry, but that's the reality here."
 
   "I guess I'm trying not to think about it." Agitated, Margo moved into the living room.
 
   Steph followed her to the sofa. "You better start thinking about it, girlfriend."
 
   "If he tries anything, won't he incriminate himself?"
 
   "He may not care."
 
   "I guess I conveniently overlooked that."
 
   "Well you can't overlook it anymore."
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   Quinton Alto woke in the emergency room when the duct tape holding his driver's license was ripped off his chest by a nurse. The tape had effectively become a hair-removal tool. 
 
   Alto tried to sit up and the doctor put a hand on his shoulder. "Lie still, Mr. Alto. You're in the hospital, can you tell me what happened?"
 
   The man shook his head, struggled to get off the table. "No, let me go…" 
 
   He began to flail and the doctor ordered a shot of Ativan. Momentarily, the  man calmed and relaxed against the exam table.
 
   One of the nurses dabbed at the congealed blood at Alto's forehead with a saline-soaked gauze pad. The cleansing revealed the word tattooed there. Pedophile. 
 
   The nurse stepped back, disgusted. "Oh no, uh-uh. I'm not treating this man." She removed her latex gloves and threw them in the medical waste can on her way out. 
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   Margo languished in a dreamless nap on the sofa when the doorbell shocked her out of slumber. She performed the ritual of checking the peephole, before opening the door.
 
   Steph kissed her cheek and closed the door behind her. "Oh, I'm sorry, I woke you up."
 
   "It's okay. I didn't even hear you leave."
 
   "Yeah, you were out like a light when I left a few hours ago."
 
   Margo wandered into the kitchen, making coffee by rote.
 
   Steph followed. "Lucy and I just interviewed another domestic violence victim. Rachel Vernon. Pretty sad. The girl looked like she'd been dragged behind a horse. Her ex-boyfriend didn't like the idea that she was gonna leave him."
 
   "Is she filing charges?"
 
   Steph took her coat off and hung it up by the door. "At first, no. But I talked her into it. Small victory, but a victory nonetheless. At first, she said she'd rather just forget it and move away."
 
   Margo met her eyes, and they exchanged knowing looks.
 
   "I can understand that." Margo poured water into the coffeemaker.
 
   "Yeah, me too. It's just not right. But every so often, I come across one who does the right thing."
 
   "How can you do that, day in, day out? Your job seems so hard." 
 
   "It's like trying to nail Jell-O to the wall."
 
   Margo added the grounds to the basket and clicked the brew cycle on, retrieved cream cheese danishes from the 'fridge. Sitting down on the bar stool, Steph joined her, helping herself to a danish.
 
   "Lucy asked me to talk to you," she said around the treat.
 
   "About what?"
 
   She chewed, licking her lips clean of the sugary glaze. "God this is good...she told me about your conversation. She's worried. She's hurt."
 
   Margo sighed. "I know."
 
   "She wants to help you, Margo."
 
   "We've been through this. I'm like that girl, Rachel, I just want to forget and move on."
 
   "What if Freeman rapes someone else?"
 
   Margo's eyes darted up to meet Steph's.
 
   "You haven't thought of that, have you?" She paused. "You hoped that revenge would teach him a lesson."
 
   "It still might."
 
   "Maybe that would work with some guys. But he doesn't seem sufficiently humbled."
 
   "What can I do, Steph? You know the situation."
 
   "I know. Did you see the morning paper?"
 
   Margo went to get cups out of the cabinet. "No."
 
   "Some female soldiers from Freeman's old reserve unit have come forward with charges of past sexual harassment from him. That was before he went to jail. The first time."
 
   Margo stirred cream in the mugs. "Good, maybe that will slow him down."
 
   "Maybe. Maybe he'll pack up and leave town, too."
 
   Margo brought the cups over. "Yeah, if we're lucky." She thought about Steph's own nemesis. "How can you stand to be in the same town with Jack Randall? I mean, it must be hard to see him on the news all the time."
 
   "I watch another channel."
 
   "Isn't it hard not to try to find something to arrest him for?"
 
   "Oh believe me, I have. I keep an eye on him from the shadows. If he steps out of line one time, I'm going to make his life hell."
 
   "I can't believe he hasn't already done something. He doesn't strike me as the most law abiding citizen in town."
 
   "Well, I don't want to get slapped with a harassment suit either."
 
   "Isn't that crazy? You're worried about HIM accusing YOU of harassment."
 
   "I know. That kills. But if I take him down, it'll be squeaky clean on procedure and probable cause."
 
   "Does it occur to you that he won't be able to complain much, since that would mean he'd have to admit to giving you a reason to be after him?"
 
   "True. But I still want to be careful. If yellow journalism was a crime, he'd already be behind bars. But Jack Randall is not the same species as Dewayne Free-man. Randall did this as a drunken frat boy. Randall did this as a grown man, and he's just plain evil."
 
   "Why do you think Freeman is the way he is?"
 
   She sipped coffee, nibbled at the danish. "Usually guys like that have a history of abuse. They were abused in some way as kids. But sometimes, nothing happened to them. They're just a bad seed."
 
   Margo would never have imagined herself doing what she did to Freeman. Her parents didn't abuse her. Maybe that made her somewhat of a bad seed herself. 
 
   "I was thinking about seeing Charlie tonight." Steph said. "Why don't you call Lucy and have her over?"
 
   Margo didn't respond, just sipped coffee.
 
   "She's really concerned about you, girl."
 
   "Maybe. Maybe if I just sleep with her she'll stop asking questions."
 
   "Are you ready for that?"
 
   "I don't know. I mean, I'm really clear on the fact that she didn't do anything to me. She's always been great to me. I just don't want to get to the moment of truth and then push her away."
 
   "Don't force yourself. It's not worth it. But then, if this celibacy goes on too long, you'll have to tell her."
 
   "She's already noticed."
 
   Steph looked at her watch.
 
   "Got somewhere to go?"
 
   "Yeah..." She took one last drink. "Thanks for the Java. Page me if you need me."
 
   They hugged, and as Steph showed herself out, Margo returned to the bar, to her coffee and danish, and stared at her cell phone, debating about calling Lucy. It was difficult for Margo to feel connected to her, now. Secrets had a way of driving wedges, and wedges were the surest way to kill a romance. Margo knew that Lucy didn't understand what was really happening, and for that she felt guilty. But Lucy's fervor about the law and its requisite defense, was the reason Margo couldn't confide in her. That wasn't Margo's fault. 
 
   Blame could be shared equally, then. 
 
   If she thought for one second that Lucy would be receptive, understanding and non-judgmental, she'd tell her. Margo knew, however, that wasn't going to be the case. But she had Steph. Steph understood. That would have to be enough for now.
 
   Margo decided she didn't like the idea of being trapped in her own apartment, so she nestled the Stun-Pen into its holster underneath her jacket, and headed off to Borders to find another book to read.
 
   While enjoying Seattle's Best raspberry mocha in the café upstairs, she perused a stack of books she was considering buying. At some point her attention was caught by a feeling of discomfort. She lifted her gaze from the self-defense manual and scanned the café. Nothing out of the ordinary.
 
   Dropping her gaze the floor below, where all the shelves of books were, her eyes caught on a man browsing. Involuntarily, her heart began to thumb wildly, and her face felt suddenly hot.
 
   She stared at the man in a ball cap, who had his back to her down below. In the next instant, he turned, and she expected it to be some stranger, some nondescript school teacher, taking the morning off. But it wasn't. The man looked up at her, met her eyes with unabashed directness.
 
   Freeman.
 
   He had followed her. Was he watching her every move? Just waiting in the shadows for an opportunity to pounce? Her blood pressure escalated with every beat of her thumping heart. He was smiling at her. A smile devoid of humor, that looked more like a snarl.
 
   Awkwardly, she pulled her cell phone out of her coat pocket and hit the speed dial for Steph. She got her voicemail and disconnected.
 
   Freeman put the book back in the shelf, glancing back at her smugly, and slid on his sunglasses, and headed for the exit. She could see him crossing the lot through the upper windows. He got into an old Chevy and drove away. He wasn't driving the Bonneville anymore.
 
   He had wanted to make a point. He wanted to frighten her. Her terror mingled with doubt, and she didn't trust her eyes that he was actually gone. He could still be there on another corner, waiting. Planning to run her off the road, or worse, violate her again, to illustrate his own invincibility.
 
   She couldn't leave until she reached Steph; that much was clear. She redialed her number.
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   A half hour later, Steph's car pulled into the Borders lot, and she watched her come inside, and look around. Margo hurried to the staircase and came down. Steph hugged her. 
 
   "I checked all around out there. I don't see him. But I'll follow you home."
 
   "Okay."
 
   Margo felt immediately safe since Steph arrived. Funny how just the presence of her could calm her fears. But unless Steph was willing to revisit her days of lesbian love, it wasn't likely she could have her around all the time. At some point, Margo had to fend for herself. How was that possible, with Freeman roaming around? His name was apropos: Free Man. Even though his freedom was predicated on an escape, he was still able to move around at will. Why did he get to be free, while she was imprisoned in her own life?
 
   At the apartment, Steph checked to make sure all was safe, and went back to work after she heard Margo engage the lock.
 
   Margo spent the rest of the day cleaning and doing laundry and then settled down in front of the fire to continue her Koontz novel. One Door Away From Heaven, it was called. She knew that she was one door away from hell.
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   Dreams were no escape from the clawing fear, hovering, stone-cold in the labyrinths of her psyche. Against the wall of her mind, projected a sinister tableau of savage degradation. His words, spoken through the slit in a hidden face, "Turn around." Unbuckling his belt. The thrusting violation. The breaking picture frame, coffee mug falling...buckling of his belt again...the mask again, beside her on the highway, and gone again....
 
   Margo launched out of the dream abruptly, her breathing labored, mouth dry. The glowing green numbers told her it was 2:40 a.m.
 
   From the glass at bedside, she tried to slake her thirst, but halfway through the drink, her eyes went to the doorway. 
 
   Something was wrong.
 
   Sometime in the last few hours, the light snow had turned to rain, and the drops pattered against the window. But other than that, she heard nothing.
 
   Gingerly, she opened the drawer of the bedside table, and withdrew the .38 Special that had served her so well only a few nights ago. In her other hand, was the Lightning Rod Stun-Pen. 
 
   Clicking on the flashlight feature of the Stun-Pen, she got out of bed, and crept to the doorway, peeping in-to the hall. Continuing, holding the gun close to her body, the light above her left shoulder, she entered the kitchen, using the Stun-Pen to switch on the overhead light. 
 
   Nothing.
 
   The harsh breaking of thunder caused a spasm of fear.
 
   Back in the living room, Margo switched on the lamp. Nothing. A sigh of relief.
 
   Pausing by the phone table, she glanced down. The end of the phone line lay there, but the phone was missing. 
 
   Thunder grumbled outside like a jungle beast.
 
   Frowning, she surveyed the room and saw it. The phone was on the table by the door. She went to it, sequestering the Stun-Pen under her arm, reaching for the phone. Pressing her back to the wall, keeping the .38 level, she turned, scanning the room again. Nothing else awry. 
 
   A cannonade of lighting illuminated the room in scintillating brilliance, and dimmed again as the resonate drumming followed behind.
 
   Margo returned the phone to its place, plugged it in, punched in numbers and waited.
 
   Still holding the revolver aloft, she backed against the kitchen wall. "Steph. I'm sorry to wake you...I'm not sure...something's weird. I think someone's been in my apartment."
 
   Lightening erupted into the room once more, startling her.
 
   "What? Are you sure?"
 
   "I was having a bad dream, and I woke up and found the phone unplugged and moved in the living room..."
 
   "Stay in a safe spot with the gun. I'm on my way over."
 
   Margo hung up and waited in the darkness, strobed periodically by lightning, and underscored by the rumble of thunder.
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   Standing at the kitchen island, drinking wine, Margo stared at a prescription bottle on the counter in front of her. The doorbell sounded, and picking up the .38, she hurried to the door. Through the peephole,  she saw the welcomed distortion of her friend.
 
   Steph entered, setting down a small bag, and gave her a hug. "Are you all right?"
 
   "My nerves are shot." Margo slid the drawer open on a small desk and put the revolver inside.
 
   "Where did you find the phone?"
 
   Margo pointed. "Right there. Like someone just unplugged it and moved it, for no reason."
 
   "There was a reason. I'm not gonna ask you dumb questions like 'could you have done it yourself and forgot'."
 
   "He's been in my apartment, Steph. While I'm sleeping. How is that possible?"
 
   Steph toured the apartment, looking for evidence. "He must have waited until you were alone or not at home. You really need a thumb lock." She checked the doorframe for any bite marks from a tool.
 
   "You can't babysit me twenty-four hours a day, Steph. What am I going to do?"
 
   "Lots of possibilities. The first thing you're gonna do is get me a pillow and a blanket. The next thing you're gonna do is have the locks changed tomorrow."
 
   Steph retrieved her bag and sat on the sofa, pulling off her shoes.
 
   Margo turned off the superfluous lights, fetched the blanket and pillow from the hall closet, and plopped down with them across their laps, leaning into Steph. 
 
   Steph put her arm around Margo and they sat, listening to the salvo of thunder, squinting at the flickering of lightning in the shadowed room.
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   Through the windows facing the city, the warming rays of sunlight lasered into the room, a respite from the ebon bickering of last night's storm. 
 
   Margo and Steph were still on the sofa together, Margo now lying half on top of Steph, lost in slumber.
 
   Margo awakened, and watched Steph's eyes flutter open.
 
   "I hope you still respect me now that we've slept together."
 
   Steph kissed her full on the mouth. "I'm not afraid of you."
 
   Margo grinned. "Get off me, you wild woman."
 
   The trilling of a cell phone pierced the languid moment. Steph disentangled herself, and snatched her iPhone from atop her overnight bag. She checked the number. "It's Lucy." She tapped the screen. "Hey, partner. Did you go in early or haven't you left yet?...no, I'm not at home..." She winked at Margo, who pushed up to go to the kitchen.
 
   "What?" Stricken, Steph covered her face with one hand as she listened. "When?...I'll be right there." She ended the call, looking up at Margo who was standing in the kitchen doorway holding a coffee bag and a scoop.
 
   "I've got to go."
 
   "What's up?"
 
   Snagging her boots, Steph pulled them on, leaving the laces loose. "That girl we interviewed yester-day...she's been killed. Raped...and beaten...and killed."
 
   "Oh, no."
 
   Steph gathered her things hastily, pulling on her jacket. "I'll call you later. Lock the door, and stay alert. Don't take any chances. Don't even leave here today unless you have to, and call me if you do."
 
   Margo kissed her friend's cheek and closed the door behind her. As she turned, she saw the desk drawer. The revolver was in there. Freeman hadn't found it. She should put that in a less conspicuous place. Grabbing the pistol, she went into the bedroom and pulled the backpack out from under the bed, put the .38 inside with the other tools of her revenge, and shoved the bag back under the bed.
 
   Back in the living room, she peered around, as if to check for other things that needed adjusting. Shaking her head clear of paranoia again, she turned on the TV, if only to feel she was not alone, and wandered back into the kitchen to wait on coffee, agitated.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rachel Vernon's apartment was low-rent, with peeling paint, and obvious wood rot, which emanated a generic implication of concealed cockroaches.
 
   Various police personnel moved around taking samples, dusting for fingerprints.
 
   At the door, Steph flashed her badge and stepped in, immediately sobered by the grim presentation of the body on the floor next to the end table.
 
   Rachel was on her back, the curly phone cord wrapped around her neck, the phone upside down next to her. Her tight black skirt was bunched up around her hips. Bruises smeared with blood, defiled her thighs.
 
   Her face was swollen with fresh contusions and lacerations. More dried blood caked her mouth.
 
   Lucy stood staring down at the girl, holding her notebook and pen. 
 
   "Who found her?"
 
   "The Super," Lucy said. "He heard a lot of commotion, and kept banging on the floor. He lives above."
 
   "Why didn't he come check things out?"
 
   "He said that noise wasn't unusual from this apartment."
 
   A forensics lab technician hovered over the body.
 
   Steph touched the technician at the elbow. "Be sure to get samples from under her nails." To Lucy, "Looks like she was trying to call for help."
 
   "Yeah. Homicide oughta be here any second."
 
   A flash from a police photographer's camera momentarily blinded Steph. "Maybe I shouldn't have talked her into filing charges."
 
   Lucy looked at her as if she were crazy. "You're the one who's always so gung-ho about getting them to file, even when they don't want to."
 
   "I know. But there are consequences. We can't protect all of them, even when we say we can. The whole system is fucked up."
 
   "You're preaching to the choir. I've already put out an APB on Leon Holmes. But you know homicide will take over from here."
 
   Steph stared at the lifeless form of Rachel Vernon. "I can't stay here any longer. I'm going to go get our files in order. Homicide will be asking for them."
 
   "Aren't you going wait and talk to them here?"
 
   "No." Steph was out the door before Lucy could think of a response. It was the first time she'd ever left a crime scene prematurely.
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   On the way back to the precinct, Steph pulled the car over in a parking lot, put her head on the steering wheel, and sobbed.
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   A single slice of pizza remained in the box on the coffee table. Lucy sat on the sofa, fingers laced behind her head comfortably. Margo was in the kitchen, refreshing their soft drinks.
 
   Lucy said, "Want this last piece of pizza before I eat it?"
 
   Margo entered the living room and sat down beside her, setting their drinks down. "No. I'm stuffed."
 
   Lucy happily grabbed the slice, and took a huge bite.
 
   "Pig."
 
   Lucy spoke around the pizza in her mouth, "I could arrest you for insulting an officer like that."
 
   Margo held out her wrists to her willingly, for cuffing. 
 
   "I'll just let you off with a warning this time."
 
   Margo took a used paper towel and wiped up some crumbs from the table and tossed the whole thing into the empty pizza box. "I tried to call Steph earlier, she out with Charlie for once?"
 
   Lucy's attention was on the final minutes of an episode of Human Weapon. "Huh? I don't know..." 
 
   Margo grabbed the remote and arrowed down the volume, just as a news report came on.
 
   "Hey! Turn that up." Lucy took the remote from Margo and punched the volume up again.
 
   On screen, above the LIVE REPORT caption, the evening anchor was saying, "--just minutes ago. The man was found outside Penrose emergency room, another victim of the vigilante organization calling itself Another Justice. Jack Randall has more."
 
   Margo frowned in dismay at the screen.
 
   Jack Randall appeared, standing with microphone in hand, outside the hospital emergency entrance, his face still marred by the recent beating. "Thanks, Dave. I'm standing on the very spot that hospital personnel found the latest victim of the vigilante group, Another Justice. The man was found bound and gagged, with a sign around his …around a certain unmentionable body part, reading--" he referred to his notepad.  
 
   I abused, raped and killed a woman. I have been punished. Long live Another Justice.
 
   "I spoke with several people who say the man is the ex-boyfriend of Rachel Vernon--"
 
   "Oh shit," Lucy whispered. "It's Leon Holmes."
 
   Randall continued, "--beaten and killed earlier this week. From here, Dave, it looks as though the vigilante group Another Justice has struck again."
 
   The anchorman asked, "What's the condition of the man, Jack?"
 
   "A hospital spokesman tells me that he is in serious condition. He suffered several broken ribs, and a concussion, and his face is swollen and bruised from the beating. There is evidence that the man was also sodomized. Police have no suspects at this time. Dave?"
 
   "Jack Randall with that special report tonight. In other news--"
 
   The word MUTE appeared on the screen. Lucy put down the remote control. "What did I tell you? Now there's a full-fledged organization out there dispensing justice on their own terms."
 
   Margo was silent.
 
   "Aren't you gonna say anything?"
 
   "What is there to say? We don't agree on this."
 
   "You're all for it, aren't you?"
 
   "Why are you taking this so personally?"
 
   "Because I'm a cop, damn it! Why are you NOT taking it personally?"
 
   "Because I'm a woman, damn it!"
 
   "You act like I'm not. I'm getting really sick of hearing that. Maybe you should just go join that Justice group."
 
   "Maybe you should just go."
 
   After a pregnant pause, Lucy said, "What?"
 
   "I'm tired of arguing about this, and I'm getting really weary of your attitude. You'd feel differently if it was your mother or your sister or you getting raped or beaten or killed."
 
   "No, I wouldn't. I'd arrest the bastard and make sure he goes to jail."
 
   Margo pushed off the sofa and grabbed the pizza box. "These are the lies we tell ourselves."
 
   "I think I'm qualified to say what I would and wouldn't do."
 
   Angry now, Margo paused on her way to the kitchen with the pizza box, confronting Lucy. "Okay, what if it was me? What if a man raped me? How would you feel?"
 
   Lucy studied Margo, and words failed her.
 
   "You're just not sure, are you?"
 
   Lucy regained her composure. "But it's not you, so why bring it up?"
 
   "What if it was?"
 
   "You're just trying to trip me up. I stand by my beliefs. I'd arrest the guy. I'd do my duty."
 
   "I don't think you'd be thinking about your duty if it was me."
 
   "How do you know how you'd feel, either?"
 
   "Because I've been raped."
 
   Her statement hung in the air between them like a dark cloud. Lucy finally found her voice. "When?"
 
   "It doesn't matter when. But it happened. That's why I feel the way I do. It happened to me."
 
   "Did you report it?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Why not, Margo?"
 
   "You know why not."
 
   "Did this happen...since I've known you?"
 
   "I don't want to discuss it. I just wanted to let you know, since you have such a hard time figuring out where I'm coming from."
 
   "Margo, you've got to tell me--"
 
   "I don't have to tell you anything. It happened. I dealt with it, and moved on. The point is, you don't know what you would do in every situation."
 
   Lucy leaned back against the sofa, frowning.
 
   Margo threw the pizza box toward the trash can, and missed. It fell to the floor.
 
   Lucy stood and moved toward her.
 
   Margo held up a preemptive hand. "I'm tired. You need to go."
 
   Lucy touched her arm. "Babe--"
 
   She pulled away. "Don't."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "I don't feel very close to you right now. I want you to go."
 
   Lucy scrutinized her for a long moment and then retrieved her keys, and looked back at Margo, distressed, before leaving.
 
   Margo picked up the remote and turned off the television.
 
   Her cell was on the end table, and she clicked Steph's number, but only got her voicemail. She hung up and tapped in another number. "Charlie? Sorry to call so late. Is Steph over there?"
 
   "Nope. Haven't seen her today at all. I thought she was working." 
 
   "Yeah, she probably is. Sorry to bother you."
 
   "That's okay….are you all right?" 
 
   "I'm fine. Thanks, and sorry if I woke you."
 
   "No problem, Margo."
 
   She said goodnight, and ended the call, staring at the screen for an extended moment. She could see her reflection in it. She looked older.
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   Margo and Steph entered the apartment, and dropped their things by the door. "Want a drink?" Margo asked as she headed for the kitchen.
 
   "You're hittin' the bottle pretty hard these days."
 
   "It'll pass." She pulled out a couple of bottles. "How about a Sobe orange cream?"
 
   "Sounds good." Steph took the orange bottle offered, and twisted off the cap, turning it around between in her fingers as she watched Margo. "You know, you don't have to be strong all the time."
 
   Margo turned with an momentary air of nonchalance, then her resolve faded. She softened. "I know."
 
   She took a long drink and stood in the kitchen. "I'm afraid if I let myself go, I'll never have control over anything again."
 
   Steph crossed the floor to embrace her. "I know it was hard to get that test today."
 
   "I'd prefer to not think about it. Allow me my denial."
 
   "You know..." She peeled at the label of the Sobe. "I'm sure it's all fine. But there's the other thing. I know I couldn't sleep with anyone for a while after my rape. You can only make that PMS and yeast infection thing last so long, and she's gonna be suspicious. She already is. She's gonna know you were raped recently."
 
   Margo laughed in spite of the dismal topic. "I catch your oh-so-subtle drift." Serious again, she added, "I guess I'll know when it's the right time to tell her. We just spend all our time arguing, so it never seems like the right time. I'm afraid it's going to break us up, actually."
 
   Steph sat at the bar and twirled the bottle cap in her fingers. "It would make it easier on you if she knew, I mean, just about the rape being recent...because then maybe you'd be able to have a somewhat normal sex life, with limits."
 
   "Limits like no penetration?"
 
   "Margo. I don't have to tell you. I know you like it, but you don't have to always have penetration. There are plenty of other, less threatening things you can do until you work back into it."
 
   "I wasn't aware that you knew about them."
 
   Smiles from both.
 
   Steph said, "I bet I could give YOU pointers." She tossed the bottle cap at her. It pinged off the counter and into the floor. She watched Margo become pensive and sad again. "Hey, it's gonna be okay. It'll work out. Have some faith in her. And yourself."
 
   "I just don't feel safe with Lucy anymore, because of this head-butting we're doing. But I've always felt safe with you, Steph..."
 
   Steph smiled faintly. "I know."
 
   "I feel like we can tell each other anything. Especially now."
 
   "What are you drivin' at?" She took a drink of the orange cream, and moved to the refrigerator, looking inside.
 
   "We saw the news last night."
 
   "Oh yeah. More vigilantes. I knew it would come to that. Copy cats. You've created a monster."
 
   "…it wasn't you?"
 
   Steph raised up to peer over the refrigerator door. "Me? You think that was me?"
 
   "Well I know that Rachel was one of your cases. I know how it must have upset you that she was killed after you talked her into filing charges."
 
   Steph closed the refrigerator a little too hard. "Margo, let's get something clear. Your way is not my way."
 
   Margo searched her friend's eyes, reconsidering her suspicions. "I'm sorry...I just thought--"
 
   "I know what you thought. You thought wrong."
 
   Margo absorbed the wound from Steph's harshness. Steph noticed, and went to her. "I'm sorry, honey. I'm stressed about it. This girl didn't deserve to die. I feel guilty, you're right. I convinced her to file charges and now she's dead, and we all know who did it. That little druggie fuck who beat her up last time. Well, so some-one gave him a dose of his own medicine. I won't pretend I'm broken up about it." She slugged some Sobe. "I have an idea, let's change the subject."
 
   "Gladly. I recorded some movies a while back I haven't seen, want to join me?"
 
   "Sure."
 
   Margo swept her eyes around the room, searching. "Where's that DVR remote? "
 
   Steph checked the sofa cushions. "Don't see it."
 
   "I just used it last night...I'll look for it in a minute--go pick out some movies...they're in alphabetical order. I'll go start some popcorn."
 
   Steph crossed to the DVD shelf and looked at the titles, as Margo punched in the time on the microwave, starting the popcorn.
 
   Back in the living room, Margo renewed her search for the remote. 
 
   Steph began calling out the names of movies. "Let's see...Halloween, Mask, Bound--"
 
   "What?" Margo straightened, frowning over at Steph.
 
   "Halloween, Mask--"
 
   "Oh my God."
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "They're out of order...they...Halloween, Mask...he wore a Halloween mask when he raped me..."
 
   Steph looked back at the movies and then at Margo. "You're sure that Lucy didn't just--"
 
   Margo's eyes moved and froze on the trophy cup perched on the shelf. One end of the DVR remote was protruding from it. "The remote...in the trophy...he moved that too! He's been here again. Steph! He's been here!"
 
   Steph surveyed the room, as if trying to find a ghost. 
 
   "He must have come in while we were at the clinic."
 
   "Didn't you have the locks changed like I told you?"
 
   "I...called, but he couldn't make it until tomorrow...I thought it'd be okay 'til then, since you were with me and..." A sudden shiver traversed her spine. "I can't stand it, Steph. I can't stand the thought that he's been here. Touching my things...looking around...maybe snooping...he could know all sorts of things about me, now..."
 
   At the entry, Steph pulled the door open, to examine the outside and the jam. "No signs of forced entry. He must know how to pick locks."
 
   "What's the use in changing them, then?"
 
   "Well, we'll put a deadbolt on it. There are some types that can't be jimmied from the outside. A thumb lock. And I'll just make sure I'm around as much as possible. He's gonna screw up sooner or later, and we'll put him away for good."
 
   The microwave beeped to a halt, sounding like an ambulance, backing into a receiving bay.
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   Lucy was seated on the sofa, with Margo at the other end. The distance between them was both figurative and physical. They were watching a movie, and halfway through, Lucy announced a need to relieve herself of some of the beer she had been drinking. Margo paused the movie and went to refill her wine, while Lucy headed to the bathroom.
 
   Returning to the sofa, she looked up at the new deadbolt on the door. It seemed a paltry solution. Like putting a Band-Aid on a broken leg. 
 
   When Lucy came back into the living room, Margo looked up at her and saw the expression on her face, then saw the backpack in her hand. Oh fuck.
 
   Lucy said softly, "Margo…what the hell is this?"
 
   Margo didn't know whether to make a sarcastic remark like it's a backpack, or stay silent. The look on Lucy's face convinced her to choose the later.
 
   Lucy plunged her hand inside the pack and drew out the tattoo gun and tossed it on the sofa beside Margo. Then she pulled out the duct tape and dropped that be-side it. Then the Grim Reaper mask, the Stun-Pen flashlight, the .38 revolver, and finally she just dropped the whole backpack on the sofa too.
 
   Margo sighed heavily and leaned back against the sofa, closing her eyes.
 
   "I would ask for an explanation, but I think the whole story is right here in this backpack."
 
   "It's not the whole story."
 
   "You're the vigilante group. My girlfriend is Another Justice. How could you commit all those crimes?"
 
   Margo dreaded what was to come. "Don't freak out."
 
   "Don't freak out? How is this supposed to make me feel?"
 
   "Since when is this about how you feel, Lucy? It's not about you, goddammit."
 
   Lucy dropped onto the arm of the sofa, picked up her beer and downed the rest of it, staring at the items scattered on the sofa. "Why, Margo…please just…tell me why…"
 
   Margo hesitated, sighing. There was no use in holding back, now. The cat was out of the bag, as it were. Along with the tools of the crime. She had a drink of wine. "I told you I was raped. I was. Just before Christmas."
 
   Lucy slid off the arm of the sofa onto the far cushion. "This--this Christmas?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "But-that's--"
 
   "It was Dewayne Freeman."
 
   Lucy's features smoothed in complete shock. Her mouth dropped open, but no sound came out.
 
   "I didn't know what to do. I couldn't tell you at first, and then after what I did about it, I knew I couldn't say anything. You've been making it very clear how hardcore you are about vigilante justice."
 
   Lucy absorbed the newest layer of the information. "Margo, please tell me you're not--you didn't--"
 
   "I'm only the first copycat of Another Justice. Me. He was stalking me. I thought he was going to kill me. I raped Freeman and left him on that golf course. The others might have been copycats, too, as far as I know."
 
   Lucy fell back against the sofa, mouth open again, unable to form words.
 
   "Call it revenge. Call it temporary insanity--but I couldn't bear to go through a trial and I couldn't bear to see him get away with it."
 
   Lucy leaned forward, her head in her hands. "Oh no...Margo, what have you done..."
 
   "Don't start that moral cop-thing with me. What's done is done." She thought of Freeman, loose out there, somewhere, most likely moving in for the kill. "But the problem now is--"
 
   "The problem now is, you've broken the law! You could have come to me, I would have nailed the fucker!"
 
   Margo released a deep breath, trying to steady her-self; stop the sudden need to scream.
 
   Lucy stood up. "What am I supposed to do now? If I don't report it, and this gets out, I'll lose my job!"
 
   "Your job? Your JOB?! I was raped, Lucy! Raped! A man invaded me in the worst way and you're worried about your fucking job?"
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   Outside Margo's apartment complex, a nondescript car was parked in the shadows across from the en-trance. 
 
   Inside, Steph took a sip of coffee from the covered mug and watched.
 
   A drunk in a long, bedraggled coat staggered along the walk in front of the apartments. 
 
   Steph looked at him and sighed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Lucy faltered. "I'm sorry, I--" She sat back down and reached for Margo, but she pulled away. "I don't know what to think--what to do...I want to kill him myself for what he did to you but--I--shit!" Lucy got to her feet again, backed up a few paces, her hand over her mouth, considering the implications again.
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   Steph continued to keep her eye on the drunk, who was now digging in the trash and scattering it all over the walk. With a huff, she got out and approached him. "Sir...I'm afraid you'll have to--"
 
   Before she could finish her sentence, the bat jetted out of his coat, and he struck her.
 
   She fell to the ground, her head spinning, his features coming into focus for only an instant before she murmured, "Freeman…" and collapsed on the sidewalk.
 
   Freeman dragged her into the shrubbery beside the stairs and climbed the steps to the outside entrance of the apartments.
 
   He continued up the second staircase, and stopped at Margo's door, listening, hearing their voices, obviously in a heated argument. He moved on to the next stairwell and waited.
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   Softly, with care not to let her anger take over, Margo asked, "What are you going to do?"
 
   "I don't know," Lucy said. "I don't know." 
 
   The tears welling in Lucy's eyes helped assuage some of Margo's anger. She still had not told her she was in danger...that Freeman had been in her apartment. "Lucy--I  need to tell you some other things--"
 
   Lucy was at the door, opening it. "I can't hear any more right now..." Lucy stepped over the threshold. "I just need some air--" 
 
   "Lucy--" 
 
   Stepping into the hall, Lucy headed for the exit. Margo followed her into the corridor, and all the way over to the outside door. "Lucy, wait--" 
 
   "I'm so fucked…" Lucy said. "I need...I need to think about this..." She pushed the door open. "I just need to take a walk or something..."
 
   The barricade dissolved, then. Margo's battle with patience had been lost. "That's what I want you to do. Take a walk. Take a walk and don't ever come back."
 
   "Margo, this is complicated..."
 
   "No, it's simple. I'm done. This is over." Margo closed the door between them. She could see Lucy frowning through the glass.
 
   They stared at each other. Margo, with her jaw set firm with resolve and betrayal, and Lucy, bewildered, then angry, and finally turning to descend the steps to the street.
 
   Margo pressed her hands against the glass of the stairwell door, her breath fogging the pane, as Lucy disappeared below, into the light snowfall.
 
   Moving slowly, almost trancelike, she went inside her apartment and locked the door.
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   The young woman always walked her dog past the apartments each night. She always paused as her terrier sniffed at the bushes, leaving contrails of breath in the air, straining at his leash.
 
   "C'mon boy...do you have to sniff everything?" the young woman said, pulling her scarf tighter. The terrier pulled harder at the leash. "C'mon--what is it?"
 
   Leaning down to peek through the puff of shrubbery, at the two shiny black protrusions, she realized they were the toes of boots. When she looked closer, she saw the boots were attached to legs, clad in black, and partly obscured by the collected sheeting of snow. 
 
   "Oh my god!" The woman knelt and crawled under the shrubs on her hands and knees. Copious amounts of blood, made more stark by the contrasting white all around, told her this was no passed-out bag lady. She patted Steph's arm. "Hey...are you okay? Hey!"
 
   Steph's eyes fluttered open. She looked around, dazed, then focused on the young woman. "I'm a cop." She lifted her hand to touch the blood on her head, then began to shiver violently. She was aware that perhaps the cold snow-blanket around her had slowed the blood flow, and probably kept her from bleeding out. 
 
   Wincing, speaking with difficulty, she told the woman, "Listen to me...My car is across the street behind the tree line..." A huff of air rendered itself fine clouds. "Go use my radio to call dispatch...Tell them there's an officer down...I'm going inside the apartment to help someone ...204…apartment 204...tell them…"
 
   The woman helped her out of the shrubs and ran across the street, her dog in tow. 
 
   Steph pulled herself to the steps leading up to the apartments. Sliding on the slick steps, she held onto the rail, and ascended, step by step toward the entrance, her gun loosely in the frozen fingers of one hand.
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   Margo stood by the butcher block island, drinking wine, though she knew she shouldn't continue to rely on its sedating effects. Lucy was not capable of under-standing...they had finally found the one thing that could tear them apart. So be it. She downed the rest of the wine.
 
   From the shadows came a sinister voice. "Trick or treat..."
 
   Margo started, turning to face him, taking a few steps back. 
 
   Freeman stepped forward into the light from the window. "I told you I'd kill you, bitch."
 
   She saw the tattoo on his forehead. Rapist. Above the angry inscription, she saw that his hair was blond. She knew this meant he had bleached it to avoid detection while he stalked her. He also wasn't wearing the mask. Margo knew that this meant he had no need, now, to hide his identity, because he intended to kill her.
 
   She backed away, threw the goblet at him. He ducked and it shattered against the floor. Where is my gun? In the livingroom. Still on the sofa.
 
   She reached for a knife in the block on the counter.
 
   He lunged at her, and she struck out at him with the knife. He was toying with her, laughing...
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Struggling up the stairs, leaving bloody handprints on the rail, almost fainting, Steph forced herself to keep climbing. She was so cold. So cold she could barely manage to move her limbs. They were heavy and burning, feeling as though they were filled with molten lead.
 
   Opening the entry door felt every bit as difficult as moving the stone from a tomb. 
 
   Falling twice before reaching Margo's apartment, she tried the knob, but it was locked. "Margo!" her shout came out raspy, ineffectual. She tried again. "Margo!" She pounded on the door, tried to break it in with her shoulder, but had little strength left. She thought, inanely, that a body made of molten lead should have been more effective.
 
   From inside, she heard Margo scream. "Steph! He's in here! Steph!"
 
   Bolstered by the fear in her friend's voice, she found some strength. Steph tried to kick the door in, almost fell down, her head spinning. She probably had a concussion. She shouted through the door, "More cops are on their way, Freeman!" Continuing to try to break open the door, Steph's head was swimming, her heart aching with dread.
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   Freeman was enjoying the game. Toying with her,  making attempts to take the knife away from her, and laughing each time she lunged it toward him and missed.
 
   For all the power that Margo had felt the night she took his pride, served up his punishment, she now felt twice that amount in frailty, and ineffectual effort. She wanted to cut him. Wanted to plunge the knife blade into his guts like he had plunged his male weapon into her, that night in her office. But he was too quick, too adroit with his movements, as if he'd had hand-to-hand combat training. It was like a mountain lion, toying with a frightened field mouse. She could hear Steph yelling, hear the impacts on her door, but she had engaged the deadbolt. And she had not given Steph a key.
 
   She knew that eventually, Freeman would gain the advantage, and she would become his victim. Again. And for the final time.
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   Hearing the ruckus, tenants began to file into the corridor.
 
   "I'm a police officer!" Steph shouted toward them, holding out her badge weakly for all to see. "I need your help--help me break down this door!" 
 
   Two men burst into a sprint down the hall toward her, and counted to three before kicking the door. Having not been trained in the proper way to do it, they weren't having much luck. 
 
   "Kick by the…by the knob…" Steph told them, trying to get her head to clear. Another larger man appeared, and all three of them kicked and rammed it, until door gave way. Steph swept a bloody hand at them, her pistol at her side. "Stand back…all of you, stay away…go back to your apartments…"
 
   Mustering the remainder of her strength, she entered, the gun level in both hands, sweeping left, then right. She saw them in the kitchen. 
 
   Freeman had Margo around the neck, the knife to her throat. 
 
   Lifting her Glock with both hands, still frozen, but now tingling harshly within the warmer air, Steph took aim, sighting down the barrel. 
 
   "I thought I took care of you, bitch-cop. You have a hard head."
 
   She said, "You're going to be surrounded in about two minutes, Freeman."
 
   He smiled in the dim light. "Two minutes is all the time I need."
 
   "Don't add murder to your charges. Let her go."
 
   Steph let Margo see her more clearly, by stepping cautiously into the kitchen, her gun still trained on Freeman. She was blinking rapidly, and wiping at her eyes with her shoulder to clear the blood that threatened to obscure her vision. Margo must be horrified by all the blood around Steph's face. Horrified by the sensation of this terrible man holding her tight against him. The cold steel of the chef's knife was pressed to her neck, and Steph knew Margo was feeling Freeman's power again, clenching her, his breath near her ear. The scent of him assailed Steph's nose. She smelled it now. That damn Stetson aftershave that Margo told her about. Sweat. The scents that she was sure only summoned hideous, violent imagery for Margo, of the night he raped her.
 
   "Don't make this worse than it has to be, Freeman," Steph said. "Drop the knife...let her go."
 
   Beyond Steph, a voice shouted, "Margo!"
 
   Lucy. Thank all fucking deities, I have some back-up.
 
   "Behind you, Steph," Lucy told her partner. Steph knew it was so that she wouldn't have to take her eyes off Freeman. 
 
   Lucy had her own weapon trained on Freeman as she moved parallel with Steph, and skirted to the other side of the kitchen to form a triangle between herself, Freeman, and Steph. "Drop the knife, Freeman!"
 
   "Or what? You'll shoot? What if you hit your little friend, here?" He pressed the knife to Margo's throat for effect, and Margo tensed, closing her eyes. "I found out quite a lot about you all while I was visiting...It's a good thing I had that little date with Margo, or she wouldn't know what it was like to be with a man..."
 
   Steph felt Lucy's anger. "Stay cool..." she whispered to her partner.
 
   Margo began to cry then. 
 
   "Awww..." Freeman mocked. "Don't cry, Margo. We can have another date..."
 
   Lucy moved a step closer, her aim over the center island. 
 
   "Easy…" Steph whispered to Lucy.
 
   Margo's hand fluttered out to the counter next to her--reaching for another knife. 
 
   Lucy and Steph exchanged looks. They'd both seen what Margo was trying to do. 
 
   Blood trailing down the side of her face, Steph moved forward, her Glock trained on Freeman's head. 
 
   He moved back some, against the counter, smiling. 
 
   Margo's hand was almost on the knife.
 
   Lucy said, "What are you gonna do, Freeman? There's no place to go...just put the knife down..."
 
   Steph took another measured step toward him.
 
   "I wouldn't come any closer, if I were you--"
 
   Steph was hoping Margo could sense her signal. "You're not me."
 
   Fingers grasped the knife, pulling it free of the block and ramming it into Freeman's leg. He cringed toward it and Margo spun away in the opposite direction, and dropped to the floor, rolling out of the way. 
 
   Lucy and Steph fired at him, two slugs in the chest, even though Margo was safely out of his grasp. It was an instinctual need to destroy a beast intent on killing. 
 
   Freeman fell back, turning to slump onto the counter, and knocking a coffee cup onto the floor, where it shattered. 
 
   Lucy moved forward, her finger tight on the trigger, kicking the dropped knife away. 
 
   Margo crawled toward Steph, then stood up beside her, as Freeman reached into his front waistband and twisted with a gun in his hand, aimed at Margo. 
 
   Steph stepped in front of her friend, and took a bullet in the chest.
 
   Simultaneously, Lucy fired three shots at Freeman. He grappled at the cabinets, his fingers finding the drawer handle. He tried to pull himself up, but his weight was too much, and he fell, bringing the drawer out with him, its contents crashing into the floor. His body painted a smear of blood along the cabinet door, as he hit the floor, lying amid wooden spoons, ladles, and a turkey baster.
 
   The cacophony of falling utensils was punctuated by sirens screaming, halting outside.
 
   Margo quickly cradled Steph on the floor, sobbing. "Oh, no. Oh no, no, no-Steph?"
 
   Steph looked down at her chest, wincing, unsnapping her shirt to reveal a bullet proof vest. "First time I ever put one of these damn things on."
 
   Margo sobbed her relief and hugged her, perhaps too tight, as Steph winced again.
 
   Other cops rushed in, and saw that the scene was secure, and chaos soon gave way to order. Procedure. Finality.
 
   Lucy holstered her weapon and went to the two women on the floor, hugging them both. 
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   Lucy, Margo, and Steph sat on the sofa in Margo's living room, talking to Captain Bryce, who remained standing, as he often did. That height issue of his had colored a great deal of his personality.
 
   Margo noticed that the backpack, along with its incriminating contents, was gone when they all moved into the living room. 
 
   Steph was still rubbing her chest as a paramedic nursed her head wound, and Freeman's body was taken out on a gurney.
 
   The captain smoothed his snow-white hair back on both sides. "So what's the connection here, Tipton? Why would Freeman come after Margo?"
 
   A second of tension passed between Margo and Steph as they awaited Lucy's response. The moment of truth had arrived, and all that remained was what Lucy had decided about which truth to tell.
 
   "Well, I was Freeman's arresting officer. Sent him to prison. He was victimized by the female vigilante group, and that just fueled his anger even more. He needed to inflict some pain on someone. He couldn't find the vigilantes, so he just took it out on Margo. It's the way he is. What better way to get back at me than through Margo?"
 
   Simple, yet elegant. 
 
   After a thoughtful moment, the captain nodded.
 
   Margo reached over and took Lucy's hand.
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   There was no reason for Omega Fisher to build some normal semblance of a life. No need to buy a home, or finish college, or try to find love again. She was living on borrowed time. All that mattered, all that she cared about, was finding bad men and making them pay for their crimes.
 
   Parked along a concealing hedge in her Kia, Meg sat outside the frat house and watched the activity, watched for each of the five frat brothers who had so brutally raped the female student. Everyone had been drinking at that party, and likely the girl had been just as drunk as the rest of them. But those young collegians were still capable of doing something they knew was wrong, drunk or not. And the girl had not been able to defend herself.
 
   Meg peered through the binoculars, took notes on everything she saw, every idea she had, and enjoyed the plan forming in her head. It would be a real challenge this time, as she had to deal with five of them, and there was only one of her, copycats notwithstanding. 
 
   But she'd take her time on this one; make sure she had everything covered. Scrutinize every last detail.
 
   And then, one night when they had forgotten their crime, the spoiled rich frat boys who maimed and brutalized the girl would be reminded. And they would sport the tat on their foreheads, feel the same pain they had inflicted.
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   The only light to be had, came from the car radio, as the driver sat obscured by shadows in the parking lot. The late-night talk show continued as the host read the copy. 
 
   "…Local law enforcement officials have declined to comment on this and instead continue to direct a good portion of their resources toward ending the vigilante group. Recent polling, however, reveals that a majority of the public believes the police ought to leave Another Justice alone, and get back to catching criminals themselves. In the 6 months since the vigilante group Another Justice began its shocking, clandestine activities, the rape and domestic violence statistics have fallen considerably…" 
 
   A hand reached to turn off the radio, and in the mirror, the woman smeared the Clown White face paint around her eyes.
 
   Sitting in her car on a side street, she watched as a man came out of a bar, finishing the last of his beer and throwing it in the gutter. 
 
   There are some organizations worth joining.
 
   Pulling the ski-mask over her head, Steph Turley reached for the door handle, and stepped out.
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