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B
 enjamin Hartman paced the hardwood floor, the board groaning with the same anxiety that had plagued him for the past two days. Still dressed in the clothes from the pickup, sweat dirtied his shirt. The cabin didn’t have any air conditioning.

He’d barely slept, plagued by restlessness. He spent most of his time pacing, trying to figure a way out of this mess. But all he could think about was what he had seen.


Who
 he had seen.

Benjamin stopped pacing. He swayed. The room was spinning. All of this was uncharted territory. He was a world away from the boardrooms and newsrooms of his empire. He had told himself that this would be difficult, but he had underestimated his opponent. Now, all that mattered was surviving.

Benjamin returned to the window and peered through the glass. He had lost count of how many times he had looked outside. He stared down the narrow dirt road that cut through the forest, waiting for his visitor who was already late. They were miles away from civilization, and the isolation made him nervous.

The evening light had now completely faded, and the darkness outside added an ominous tone to the wilderness. The shapes of the trees and bushes shifted into something more monstrous, and every rustle of a branch or leaf triggered alarms. Benjamin couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching him.

The silence of the wilderness was maddening. He had always hated nature. He preferred the concrete jungle. He thrived on the noise, and lights, and chaos. It fueled him, and being at the center of it was like catching lightning. And the city was where the stories lived.

But Ben’s quest for the truth had led him into uncharted waters. And for the first time in his career, in his life really, he was afraid.

Ben feared where the truth would lead him. He feared what it would do to him. He feared the repercussions of the story he was chasing. He wasn’t a young man anymore. And he had been foolish enough to believe that he was rich enough, influential enough, to be untouchable. He was wrong.

Because while all of Ben’s clothes were custom-fitted, made from the finest fabrics, stylized by the Rolex on his wrist, and while he owned the Range Rover outside and a Seattle penthouse with the best views in the city, none of that afforded him the kind of power his enemy possessed.

Ben had entered a world of decadence and exuberance he didn’t even know existed. And now that world was coming after him without prejudice.

“Daddy?”

Ben turned away from the window at the sound of his daughter’s voice, finding Kaylie clutching her favorite blanket with both hands tucked under her chin. “Sweetheart, what are you doing out here?” He picked up his daughter and kissed her cheek. “You should be in bed.”

“I got scared,” Kaylie said. “I don’t like it out here.”

Ben sighed. “Me, either.”

“When do we get to go home?” Kaylie asked.

It was a question he had asked himself a lot over the past forty-eight hours. And he still didn’t have an answer.

“Soon,” Ben answered.

Headlights pierced the window of the living room, catching Ben and Kaylie’s attention. He set down his daughter, and then gently pushed her in the direction to her room. “Back to bed. Is your friend still asleep?”

“She’s not my friend,” Kaylie answered, frowning.

“Be nice,” Ben said. “I love you.

“I love you, too, Daddy,” Kaylie said, and then reluctantly disappeared into her room.

Benjamin clung to those last words from his daughter. He realized that he had never truly cherished what they meant. But he would never take them for granted again.

The vehicle headlights shut off, and Benjamin hurried toward the door. He hoped his contact would have the answers he needed because he wanted to get out of this mess.

Benjamin opened the door and saw a gun barrel aimed between his eyes.

The visitor was not who Ben had expected.
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T
 he waiting room in the therapist’s office was small but clean and orderly. The stack of magazines rose in a perfectly rectangular pile. She was the only person in the room, and her eyes drifted between the clock on the wall and the therapist’s closed door.

Detective Kerry Martin had overestimated traffic this morning and arrived five minutes early to pick up her son, hence the waiting. Her husband, Brian, had dropped Jake off before he started his shift, and it was Kerry’s job to make sure he made it to school on time.

A restless night had caused Kerry to oversleep, and she had rushed through her morning routine. She had applied little makeup, and her auburn hair was pulled back into a ponytail and still damp from the shower. Freckles dotted a pretty face, and dark crescents underlined a pair of strikingly blue eyes.

It was hard for Kerry to look away from the door. She had spent a lot of time waiting over the past few months. She had waited for her body to heal. She had waited for her family to heal. She was waiting for a decision from work that would decide her future. And she was still waiting to forgive herself for what she had done.

Kerry relived the nightmare from four months ago every day. And she knew her son relived it as well. The circumstances were beyond her control. Everyone else told her that she was too hard on herself, but she didn’t believe that was true.

A day of reckoning was coming. She felt it as much as she did the stiffness in her hip when she sat for too long. She was able to hear the distant rumble of ominous storm clouds on the horizon whenever she sat alone in silence. And the silence in this waiting room was deafening.

The quiet allowed Kerry to reflect on the events that led her son to this place. The doctors had told her she was having panic attacks. She reimagined the case in such detail that her mind tricked her body into thinking it was happening all over again. Like now.

Heat spread outward from the center of Kerry’s chest and then crawled up her neck. Her cheeks flushed red. She bounced her knee nervously, and just when she thought she was going to sprint out of the room, the silence ended.

Dr. Sharpe opened the door and stepped out of the room, Jake next to her. “Oh, it looks like Mom is already here.” She smiled, and Jake sprinted to Kerry, slamming into her legs and hugging her tight.

And that was all it took for Kerry’s anxiety to vanish.

“How was it today, bud?” Kerry asked.

“We talked about the nightmares.” Jake cast down his head. He didn’t enjoy talking about his abduction, but therapy had helped him to open up. “It wasn’t so bad this time. I still get scared.”

“It’s okay to be afraid, Jake,” Dr. Sharpe said. “But it’s important to acknowledge those fears. We shine a light on the darkness, remember?”

Jake nodded, keeping close to his mother’s side.

“Anything else?” Kerry asked.

Dr. Sharpe smiled and clasped her hands together at her waist. “Actually, I was hoping we could have a quick chat before you left.”

Kerry’s heart skipped a beat. “Is everything all right?”

Sharpe’s smile widened. “Of course. I just want us to go over a few things. Jake, why don’t you hang out here for a second.”

Kerry gestured for Jake to sit down, and then she followed Sharpe into her office.

“Take a seat.” Sharpe closed the door and then took the chair across from Kerry. She took her time getting settled, and Kerry’s anxiety returned.

“What’s up?” Kerry asked, eager to get the conversation going.

“I just wanted to tell you that Jake has made such great progress in our sessions,” Sharpe said. “The differences I see between his first day and today are remarkable.”

“That’s good news,” Kerry replied, waiting for the inevitable “but” that would follow.

Sharpe nodded, but her smile faded. “I did want to address his bedwetting. Aside from the nightmares, it seems to be the only other consistent issue. Typically, bedwetting is a form of regression, but because he’s made such progress in every other area, I wanted to collect your thoughts on the matter.”

“My thoughts?” Kerry asked.

“Have you noticed any behavior differences?” Sharpe asked. “Has he been acting out of the ordinary? I just want to make sure I’m not missing anything during our sessions. Maybe I’m not asking the right questions.”

Kerry gave it some thought, and then she shook her head. “Neither Brian and I have noticed anything out of the ordinary, except for the nightmares and the bedwetting. In fact, both of us have mentioned to each other how Jake seemed to be returning to normal.”

Sharpe steadied her elbow on the armrest, slightly tilting her head to the side. “I’m afraid that if Jake doesn’t get his bedwetting under control, it could cause him to regress. Has he spoken to you at all about his nightmare of being trapped in the cage again?”

Kerry shuddered, but she hoped Sharpe didn’t notice. “Yes. He has nightmares two, maybe three times a week. We talk about them after, but we only practice the affirmations you showed him. They usually work after about five minutes and he’s calmed down again. I haven’t noticed anything particular during the day that would trigger when the nightmares occur.”

“I think we should start Jake with a bedtime routine,” Sharpe said. “Make sure he understands that his bed, his room, are safe places. Have him repeat that to himself before he falls asleep.”

Kerry nodded. “We can start doing that.”

When Sharpe said nothing else, Kerry wasn’t sure if the meeting was over. The therapist studied Kerry with thoughtful eyes.

“How are you holding up?” Sharpe asked.

“I’m great,” Kerry answered, a little too quickly. “What you’ve been doing for Jake… Brian and I are very thankful.”

“I’m happy to help,” Sharpe said. “But I was asking more about your own mental health. As a mother and a detective, I’m sure you see a lot on the job that causes you to worry about your children.”

Kerry clasped her hands between her knees, fighting the urge to bolt toward the door. “I’m able to keep it under control.”

“Have you considered talking to a therapist?” Sharpe asked.

Kerry tried to shrug off the question. “I don’t think I need it.”

“I only ask because your leg hasn’t stopped bouncing since you sat down,” Sharpe said.

Kerry glanced at her left leg, which was firing like a jackhammer. She immediately stopped but continued to struggle to sit still. “I spoke with a few department therapists before I was cleared for duty. I passed all the evaluations.”

“I understand,” Sharpe said. “But sometimes it can be helpful to spend some time going a little deeper into the issue.”

“Jake was the one abducted,” Kerry said. “Not me.”

“Still, it must have been traumatizing for you,” Sharpe said. “I can’t imagine what it would have been like to work your own child’s case, knowing how violent the suspect was?”

Kerry tensed. What kind of question was that? Of course, it was hard. A murderer and pedophile took her son. The man had done unspeakable acts to dozens of other children over the years. Jake’s abduction was the hardest case of her life. It had pushed her to the brink. And even after she and Jim had rescued Jake, her family had to deal with the fallout from all of the media attention. News crews parked outside of her house. Her family’s faces plastered over television screens, computers, phones, and newspapers. It was enough to make anyone snap.

“Kerry?” Sharpe asked.

Kerry took a breath. “It was difficult, but I’m fine. Really.” Kerry had been in enough interrogation rooms to know that Sharpe wanted to say more, but the doctor bit her tongue.

“Well, if you ever change your mind, just let me know,” Sharpe said, standing. “I can refer you to some highly qualified colleagues.”

“I appreciate it,” Kerry said.

Thankful to get out of the therapist’s office, Kerry collected Jake, and then the pair walked to the car. Jake was quiet on the ride to school, but Kerry’s mind was alive with activity. All she could think about was what Sharpe had said.

Deep down, Kerry knew she needed to talk to someone, but right now, the focus needed to be on Jake. The last thing she needed was to put more pressure on her family by taking a step away. Between the media coverage of Jake’s abduction, his therapy, getting back to work, and her pending criminal trial, they had enough on their plate.

Kerry pulled into the drop-off lane at the school and then reached over to Jake and kissed him on the cheek. “Be good.”

“You too,” Jake said, and then slid off the seat and jogged to his friends, his backpack bobbing like a floater behind him.

Kerry watched Jake until he disappeared into the building. Back on the road, she received a call, one she had been dreading.

“Detective Martin,” Kerry said.

“Kerry, it’s Fred,” he said. “You have a sec?”

“It’s why I picked up the phone, Fred,” Kerry answered.

Fred Ammon was Kerry’s legal counsel provided to her by the police union. He had been guiding her through the assault charges the DA was trying to leverage against her. Fred was confident he could get the charges dismissed and prevent a trial from even happening.

“The hearing’s been bumped,” Fred said.

Kerry groaned. “When?”

“Eleven o’clock,” Fred answered. “You gonna be able to make it?”

“Do I have a choice?” Kerry asked.

“No.”

“Then, there you go.”

“Listen, this is a good thing,” Fred said, trying to sound reassuring. “The judge usually bumps up cases when he wants to dismiss.”

“Or he has a big lunch planned,” Kerry said.

“Glass half-full, Detective,” Fred replied. “We’re almost done. After today, you can put all of this behind you.”

Kerry sighed. “Right.”

“See you at eleven.” Fred ended the call as Kerry pulled up to a stoplight.

She found her blue eyes in the mirror. She looked tired. She was tired.

Fifteen years on the force and Kerry had never had a single complaint or reprimand issued in her file. She had been above reproach. She had toed the line. And she had done that because she didn’t want to become her father.

Roy Solomon was Seattle’s most infamous dirty cop. He was currently serving a life’s prison sentence at a Washington State penitentiary. When he was finally brought to justice, the ensuing firestorm brought their family to the brink of ruin.

Kerry had vowed never to do that to her family, but her assault of John Mellows—a man who she believed had taken her son only to discover Mellows was a stooge—had echoed sentiments from people who believed the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.

It had taken thirty-five years, but Kerry was finally starting to fill into the shadow left behind by her father, a man she had vowed never to become.

Today would decide whether or not Kerry would keep her badge. She desperately wanted to avoid a trial. After all of the media attention her family had already received, a trial would only make things worse. Not to mention, she would lose her badge. As of right now, the union was keeping the administration offices downtown off her back, but a trial would give the chief of police all the ammunition he needed to sink her career.

But after what she had done to John Mellows, Kerry wasn’t sure if she deserved to wear the shield she had worked so hard to earn.
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The Law Offices of Mueller,
 Corbin, and Faulk were impressive. From the Persian rug over the spotless oak floors to the crystal chandelier hanging from the vaulted ceilings, the law firm had worked hard to produce an image of power and influence.

Every employee who walked the halls was dressed in fine suits, and everyone was well-groomed. Nothing was out of place, except for the man sitting in Mr. Corbin’s waiting room.

Detective Jim North wore a suit, but it paled in comparison to the designer clothes that passed him. He wasn’t necessarily a mess, but his curly, brown hair was currently too long and unruly to comb, and while his suit wasn’t fitted, his muscular six-foot frame filled it out nicely. A handsome face framed rich chocolate-brown eyes, and he kept his palms pressed against his thighs, concealing the scars on his skin.

Wealth had always made Jim uncomfortable. He had seen and experienced, how much evil big money could enact on the innocent.

But Jim had come a long way from the frightened orphan with nothing. He had closed the door on the demons of his past. He was ready to move forward.

“Detective North?” The receptionist looked up from her desk. “Mr. Corbin will see you now.”

But the past refused to forget about him. “Thank you.”

Jim stood and smiled at the receptionist as she held the door open for him.

If the waiting room was meant to impress, then Corbin’s office was meant to distract. The first thing Jim noticed was the view. Floor-to-ceiling windows covered three walls of the office, offering a breathtaking view of the city, the mountains, and the sea.

“Detective North.” Winston Corbin walked over from his desk, hand extended to greet Jim. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“It’s fine,” Jim said. “What’s this about? I wasn’t given much detail over the phone.”

Corbin gestured to a pair of chairs by the window facing the sea. “Well, it’s a bit of a touchy subject I’m afraid. It’s about your father, Domenic Turner.”

Jim flinched. Turner was Jim’s biological father. And a murderer, sadist, and high-functioning psychopath. But Turner was dead.

Corbin eased back into his chair. “I don’t know how much of the news you’ve been watching over the past several months, but there has been a lot of legal action happening with your father’s assets.”

“I was told federal authorities seized most of it,” Jim said.

“Yes, that’s typical protocol for a case of your father’s magnitude—”

“He’s not my father,” Jim said. “Not where it counts.”

Corbin held up his hands in apology but continued, “In any matter, as the representation for you fath—Mr. Turner, it was our job to ensure that whatever money remained, or what we were able to recover from the authorities, be distributed equally among those named in his will.”

Jim rubbed the scars along his palm, a twitch he hadn’t been able to kick since he received them when he was a child.

“You were named as the primary beneficiary in Domenic Turner’s will, Detective,” Corbin said, clarifying the details.

Jim stared at his scarred palms. The raised flesh marked a memory from his past that he had finally put to bed. Jim believed he had rid himself of Turner as well. But it seemed the man had stretched one hand out from beyond the grave to torment Jim one last time.

“In fact, you were the only
 individual named in his will,” Corbin said.

Jim looked up from his hands. “And what did he leave me?”

Corbin cleared his throat and then picked up a folder on the table. “Well, that’s what I wanted to go over with you.” He opened the first page and donned a pair of glasses. “Now, before Mr. Turner’s… indiscretions were brought to light, he had a net worth of 1.3 billion. That included his shares of stock, real estate, other capital, etc. Now, most of that money you’ll never see. But, our firm did manage to recover…” He flipped to the next page and scrolled to the bottom. “Sixty-five million, three hundred twenty-seven thousand, forty-three dollars and ninety-seven cents.”

The numbers floated in the air, Jim unable to grasp the amount. “Sixty-five million dollars,” Jim said.

“Yes,” Corbin said, setting the folder back on the table. “Now, if you’d like, we can refer you to some excellent wealth management—”

“I don’t want it,” Jim said.

Corbin frowned. “I’m sorry?”

“I don’t want Turner’s money,” Jim answered. “Keep it. Burn it. I don’t care what you do with it.” He stood and headed towards the door.

“Mr. North—” Corbin shot up out of his chair and intercepted Jim before he left. “Please, wait.” He took a moment to catch his breath. “It’s not quite as simple as you think to get rid of it.”

“I’ll sign whatever you need me to sign,” Jim said. “Just draw up the paperwork.”

Corbin held up his hands, the man struggling to comprehend how Jim was so willing to give up the money. “Mr. North—”

“It’s Detective,” Jim said.

“Detective,” Corbin said, his shoulders slumped. “Are you sure you want to give all of this up? I understand the nature of where the money is coming from isn’t ideal, but… This is a life-changing sum. Hell, it’s a generational life-changing amount of money.”

Jim stepped closer to Corbin and lowered his voice. “I don’t want a cent of Turner’s money. Do whatever is necessary to make this go away.”

Defeated, Corbin finally nodded. “It’ll take some time to draft the paperwork, but… if that’s what you want?”

“Good,” Jim said. “Anything else?”

Corbin smoothed out his jacket. “Yes.” He walked to his desk and picked up an envelope. It was bulged in the corner, showing that it held something besides paper. “This was to be given to you.”

“You can burn that too,” Jim said.

“I’m afraid we can’t,” Corbin said. “We’re liable to give this to you. Take it.”

Jim stared at the envelope. The last thing he wanted was a letter from Turner. Whatever the man had to say should stay in the grave with him. But Jim saw the lawyer wasn’t going to budge. He took it and decided he could throw it away on his way out.

“My team will be in contact with you about the paperwork,” Corbin said.

Jim nodded and left the office, gripping the envelope by a single corner. On the way out, Jim searched for any nearby receptacle, but he found none and then became distracted by his phone. Jen was calling him.

“Hey,” Jim said.

“How’d it go?” Jen sounded concerned.

“It was about Turner,” Jim answered.

Jen was quiet for a moment before she replied. “How are you feeling?”

“I’ll feel better once they draft up the paperwork to take me out of Turner’s will,” Jim answered.

“What did he leave you?” Jen asked.

Jim told her the amount of money, and she was unable to stifle her gasp.

“And it’s all yours?” Jen asked.

“Not for long,” Jim answered. “I’m getting rid of it.”

“Jim, are you sure?” Jen asked. “That’s a lot of money.”

Jim was surprised, slightly taken aback by his girlfriend’s response. “You know what he did. Who he was. Why would I want his money?”

“I understand that,” Jen answered. “But think about the good you could do with that kind of money.”

Jim knew she was right, but the idea of attaching himself to anything that belonged to Turner, even for something good, was difficult.

“Maybe just think on it,” Jen said.

“Okay,” Jim replied. “We still on for lunch?”

“Absolutely,” Jen answered, her chipper tone returning with enough force to make Jim smile.

“All right,” Jim said. “I’ll see you then.”

“Bye.”

Jim tucked the phone back into his pocket as he stepped out of the building downtown and onto the sidewalk, Jim spied a trashcan near a bus stop. He approached it and went so far as to place the envelope on the edge of the trash bin’s open mouth.

But the single word scrolled over the face of the envelope prompted Jim to stop.


Family
 .

The word caused Jim to tremble. He slowly pulled the envelope away from the trash can’s opening and held it in front of him.

Once Turner had determined that conventional medicine couldn’t keep him alive forever, he decided the next best thing to immortality was producing an heir. Turner believed he could pass on his particular genetic traits to another.

Turner had fathered several children over the years in hopes of replicating himself. But Turner’s ambitions for his successor went beyond board room meetings with his company.

Domenic Turner had been one of the most violent child abduction and murderers in the state’s history. And it had been Jim and his partner, Kerry, who had finally brought him down. It was also during the case when Jim learned that Turner was his biological father.

Jim ended up killing Turner himself when the man refused to yield. Jim hadn’t wanted to do it, but the man had left him with no choice. It was him or Turner.

Jim had already found two of his half-siblings, but he had been unable to find the others. He stared at the envelope, studying Turner’s neat handwriting.

The screech of bus brakes snapped Jim out of his daydream, and he quickly returned to his car, slamming the door shut. He tossed the envelope into the passenger seat. His breathing quickened. Turner’s voice crawled back into his bed.


You can’t turn away from this one, Jimmy boy. You need to know who they are. You need to find the rest of your family.


Jim gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles blanched. He clenched his jaw and then slammed the back of his head against the headrest, shaking the entire driver’s seat.

Jim hadn’t anticipated this move from Turner. In fact, he hadn’t anticipated any move from Turner. The man was dead. But somehow, he was still causing trouble beyond the grave. One final dig into his firstborn.

Life had finally started to return to normal for Jim. He had finally moved on from the bulk of his past and was ready to start a new life. He finally had a good work partner, his career was stable, and he was in the happiest relationship of his life. He and Jen were even thinking about moving in with each other.

Jim glanced into the rearview mirror and saw the law office’s marquee. It seemed no matter how far Jim made it, the past was never far behind to remind him he was still nothing more than the orphan who grew up in the system having to fend for himself.

Jim’s phone rang, and he answered it. “This is Jim.”

“Got a case,” Sergeant Wolfe said. “You need to head up north to Cedar’s Grove. Got a cold one waiting for you.”

“Homicide?” Jim asked. “You sure they asked for me?”

“You and Kerry,” Wolfe answered.

“All right, we’ll be up soon,” Jim said, and then hung up.

Jim reached for the envelope and turned it over in his hands. He then tucked it into the pocket inside his jacket.












3











J
 im picked up breakfast for him and Kerry before they met at the precinct. They ate in the car on the drive northeast of the city.

Kerry balled up the wrapper of her breakfast sandwich and tossed it into the brown paper bag on the floorboard. “Did the sergeant give any more details about why they wanted us on a body?” She sipped her iced coffee, the condensation from the cup dripping onto the seat’s cloth.

“No,” Jim answered. “He said the detective didn’t give him much, only that they needed a consultation with us.”

Kerry laughed. “Consultation? I didn’t know we were charging by the hour now.”

“If we were, I don’t think they could afford us,” Jim answered.

Kerry sipped from her coffee again and then placed it in the cupholder and drummed her fingers on her knee.

Jim noted the anxious twitch. “How’s Jake?”

“The therapist says he’s making big strides for improvement,” Kerry answered. “He’s talking a lot more, which is good. Some days when I watch him, it’s like what happened to him… never happened.”

“I’m glad he’s getting better,” Jim answered.

“He still has trouble at night,” Kerry replied. “Wetting the bed, things like that. It doesn’t happen all of the time. But… yeah.”

Jim understood. He had experienced the same horrors as Jake. The pair had been abducted by the same man, fifteen years apart. They had been placed in a cage, collected like trophies by one of the sickest and smartest pedophiles Jim had ever encountered: Daryl Thompson.

Thompson had obsessed over Jim’s escape for years and then decided to enact revenge on Jim by kidnapping his partner’s son.

But Jim and Kerry had beat Thompson, though their victory wasn’t without its sacrifice. Lives had been changed forever, and all any of them could do moving forward was put together the pieces that remained.

“He’s going to get better, Kerry,” Jim said, trying to offer encouragement. “He’s getting the right kind of help.”

“I know,” Kerry said. “It’s just hard knowing what he went through, knowing that he went through it because of our job.”

“Because of me,” Jim said.

“No,” Kerry replied. “Don’t do that, Jim.”

“It’s all right,” Jim held up his hand, trying to diffuse the situation. “I’ve gone through my own kind of therapy. I’ve come to terms with it.”

“None of us blame you,” Kerry said. “Not me, or Brian, or Jake. This had everything to do with one man. Daryl Thompson.”

Jim adjusted his grip on the steering wheel. Even mentioning the man’s name made Jim uncomfortable. But Thompson was locked away in a federal facility, and the district attorney had practically thrown away the key. The man would rot behind bars, never breathing free air again. And more importantly, never touch and harm any child ever again.

“And how are you?” Jim asked.

“Hip still aches sometimes,” Kerry answered.

“I’m not talking about your hip,” Jim replied.

Kerry sighed. “First Doctor Sharpe, and now you.”

Jim raised an eyebrow. “Jake’s therapist?”

Kerry bounced her leg nervously. Jim had noticed the habit ever since she had come back to the job after the medical team had cleared her for duty. She had been more on edge.

“I passed every psyche evaluation the department threw at me,” Kerry said.

“You and I both know how easy it is to fake your way through a thirty-minute eval by some administrator who has ten other cases he needs to get through by the end of the day.” Jim changed lanes, heading off the highway to their exit, and cast his partner a heavy dose of side-eye. “No one would blame you if you took more time off.”

“I’m fine,” Kerry said. “Am I still dealing with some stuff? Sure. But I promise my head is clear.” She sighed and glanced out the window. “Everything will be back to normal after the hearing.” She looked back at Jim. “It was moved up to eleven, by the way, so we’ll need to leave the cabin by ten so I can make it downtown.”

“You nervous?” Jim asked.

“My legal team assures me the judge will dismiss the case,” Kerry answered.

It wasn’t an answer, but Jim didn’t push the subject further. He knew Kerry would talk about it when she was ready. Jim only hoped that she would be ready sooner rather than later. He understood better than anyone how things could build up.

“Ammon is a good lawyer,” Jim said.

“That’s what people keep telling me,” Kerry said. “What about you? What did Turner’s lawyers want?”

Jim laughed involuntarily, prompting raised eyebrows from his partner. He regrouped and rubbed his left temple. “Turner named me his sole beneficiary in his will.”

“Really?” Kerry asked.

“He left me… a lot of money.”

“I thought all of his assets were tied up in litigation?” Kerry asked.

“They were, but the firm he hired to handle his estate after his death was able to recover some of it,” Jim answered. “They’re very good at their jobs.”

“How much did he leave you?” Kerry asked.

“Sixty-five million,” Jim answered.

Kerry fell silent, staring at Jim with her jaw slack.

“Sixty-five million,” Kerry said.

Jim nodded.

Kerry scoffed, and then faced forward in her seat. “Holy shit.” She laughed. “That’s incredible.”

“I turned it down,” Jim said.

“What?” Kerry said.

“I don’t want Turner’s money,” Jim said. “I don’t want anything to do with the man. Not his name. Not his money. Nothing.”

“Jim…” Kerry struggled to find the right words. “That kind of money is life-changing.”

“You sound like Jen,” Jim said.

“You’re going to turn down sixty-five million—” Kerry shut her eyes, and reset. “Jim, that kind of money could do a lot of things.” She pivoted in her car seat to face him. “Think of what you could try to change.”

“After what happened… It’s just hard for me to separate the man from the money. He wouldn’t have left it to me if there weren’t some ulterior motive. He never did anything out of the kindness of his heart. That money is meant to serve a purpose, and until I know what that purpose is, I don’t want to touch it.”

Kerry didn’t object and faced forward in her seat. “I understand.” She fidgeted in her seat, staring out the window. She was quiet for a little while and then looked to Jim. “But if you don’t want it, I’ll take it.”

Jim laughed, and it triggered Kerry to fall into chuckles as well.

“I can finally buy that island I want,” Kerry said, still laughing.

“I know how much you’ve wanted one,” Jim said.

Kerry wiped at her eyes, the laughter dying down. “Wow.”

A single cruiser was stationed at the turn-off road from the main highway in the mountains, and Jim flashed his badge, informing the officer they were expected at the scene. Once cleared, Jim traveled up the narrowed road. The path into the woods was curvy, and it slowed their pace up the mountainside.

“How far back is this place?” Kerry asked.

“Far enough for someone to hide,” Jim answered. “Or at least think they were hiding very well.”

Jim made a note of the odometer when they turned onto the road, and by the time they saw more vehicles and crime scene tape, they had traveled seven miles into the woods.

“There is nothing out here,” Kerry said, unbuckling her seatbelt. “I don’t see any power lines.”

“Could be solar,” Jim said, studying the small cabin structure ahead. “Or underground utility lines hooked up from the road.”

“Well, let’s see why we’re needed,” Kerry said.

The pair exited the vehicle, and Jim and Kerry both checked in with the crime scene unit supervisor, jotting down their badge IDs before they stepped beneath the yellow police tape that circled the entire house.

Jim spied the homicide detectives standing outside the open front door, staring at a body surrounded by evidence markers as members from the forensic team collected samples beneath the victim’s fingernails and mouth and snapped pictures. The cause of death looked like a bullet to the head.

“John, Bucky, what do we have?” Jim asked.

Detectives John Harold and Bucky Lorne turned their attention away from the stiff. Harold towered above everyone on the scene, standing around six and a half feet tall. He was known around the precinct as Mr. Clean because of his shaved head and because he always seemed to be in a good mood, even though he worked homicide.

Lorne was more reserved but a smart detective. He was around Jim’s height with black hair trimmed short and neat, sporting a mustache that aged him even though he was young.

Jim had noticed the stache making a comeback in the precinct, but he wouldn’t be joining the trend.

“Jim, Kerry,” John said. “Glad you could make it.”

“Not sure what good we’ll be to you,” Kerry said. “Dead guys aren’t really our specialty.”

“The stiff isn’t the reason we called you out here,” Bucky said. “Well, he’s not the only reason we called you out here.”

“So, what’s going on?” Jim asked.

Bucky and John exchanged a glance before Bucky motioned for them to had around the side of the cabin. “Let’s take a walk.”

Unsure of the endgame, Jim followed, eager to learn why they were needed.

“Full disclosure, this case is probably going to be handed off to the state,” Bucky said.

“Jurisdiction?” Kerry asked.

“Optics,” John answered. “The victim you saw is Benjamin Hartman.”

“As in Hartman Media?” Jim asked.

“Yeah,” Bucky answered.

Jim glanced at the cabin. It was newer but small by billionaire standards. And the location wasn’t optimal for hiking, and it didn’t offer any breathtaking views that so many people buy a vacation home to enjoy. Measuring the size and the simple design, Jim suspected that this was a hideout intended for its visitor to vanish from the public eye.

“From what we can tell, Hartman was shot the moment he opened the door,” Bucky said. “Nine millimeter round, still working on possible make and model, but we’ll know more when we get the ballistic report back.”

“We’re also in contact with Hartman’s assistant, trying to get a list of any valuables that might be on the property,” John said.

“You think this was a burglary?” Kerry asked.

“Not sure,” Bucky answered. “But forensics have only found one set of adult footprints, so our shooter never stepped inside the house.”

“Hit job?” Kerry asked.

“High-profile target like Hartman?” Bucky asked. “It’s a possibility.”

“If Hartman knew about the hit on him, it might explain why he was all the way out here,” Jim said.

“What are you thinking?” Bucky asked.

“This house wasn’t meant to be found.” Jim turned around to face the surrounding landscape. “Dense foliage around the entire property. One access road seven miles off of any highly trafficked areas. No trail markers. No visible utility lines. This was designed to be off the beaten path. I wouldn’t be surprised if the entire area were bought up by some dummy corporation.”

Jim stared out into the woods, sensing that something was watching them. He faced John and Bucky. “Hartman came out here because he was running from something, and it scared him enough not to tell anyone.”

“How’d you know he didn’t tell anyone?” Bucky asked.

“Because the only people here are cops,” Jim said. “If his people knew where he was, then they would be here. Someone like Benjamin Hartman always has people close by. He can’t go to the bathroom without someone knowing it’s on his schedule.”

The detectives contemplated Jim’s hypothesis, each of them rubbing their jaws as they considered the possibility.

“So why did you call us?” Jim asked. “I feel like I got ahead of myself.”

“We spoke to Hartman’s ex-wife after we discovered who he was,” Bucky said. “She’s catching a flight over here as we speak. She told us some information about their daughter.”

Jim and Kerry exchanged a glance. “Let me guess,” Jim said. “The daughter was staying with Hartman?”

“Winner winner chicken dinner,” John said.

“And you’re sure the girl was here,” Kerry said. “Hartman was the only body left behind?”

“Yes,” Bucky said. “C’mon, we’ll show you what we found.”

Jim and Kerry followed the homicide detectives into the house. Jim heard the forensic team near the front door still working, collecting information.

“This is why we called you out,” John said.

“Oh no,” Kerry muttered.

Jim was the last to enter. The room was small, barely large enough to fit the twin bed on one side and a dresser on the adjacent wall. But the occupant hadn’t needed much space. Jim studied the walls and saw the drawings made by small hands act as makeshift wallpaper.

“How old is she?” Kerry asked.

“Six,” Bucky answered.

Jim studied the pictures, taking his time, and then glanced down at the bed, which was unmade. He reached for his gloves inside his jacket pocket. “Has forensics already cleared this room?”

“You’re good,” John answered. “Just don’t get too liberal.”

“Copy.” Jim took a knee and examined the sheets. He saw both ends of the bed were turned up, which he found odd. He also noticed pillows at the foot and head of the bed. He examined the sheets, looking for any signs of blood or urine. “You said the shooter didn’t enter the house.” He looked up to Bucky and John. “Do you think the girl ran away?”

“The back door was open when we arrived,” Bucky said. “We think the girl heard the shot and then made a run for it out the back. The shooter makes a dash for her around the side and snatches her up.”

“No sign of shell casings behind the house?” Kerry asked.

“Nothing,” Bucky answered. “But we’ve ordered a second sweep once the team is done with Hartman.”

Jim stood, thinking. Something wasn’t sitting right with him. “A kid hears a gunshot, they don’t run. They hide.” He looked at the door and then back to the bed. “Why would she—” Jim tilted his head to the side. “Two pillows.”

“Yeah?” Bucky asked.

“A six-year-old girl on a twin bed doesn’t need two pillows,” Jim said. “Especially one on each end, and look.” Jim pointed to the sheets. “Both ends of the sheets are pulled up.”

“Hartman only has one child,” Bucky answered. “We confirmed that with his ex-wife.”

Jim removed his gloves and stepped past Bucky and John in the hallway and returned outside. He stared out into the woods while the other detectives joined him. “The girl ran because she was protecting someone. Or someone was protecting her.” He turned back to John and Bucky. “We need every uniform you have to canvas the woods. Get K9 up here as well.”

Jim approached the edge of the woods and then removed his jacket, realizing it was going to get hot. Kerry joined his side and did the same.

“You know, even if there were two kids, there’s no reason to think the shooter didn’t take both of them,” Kerry said.

“We’ll find out soon enough.” Jim turned back to John. “What’s the daughter’s name?”

“Kaylie,” John answered.

Jim and Kerry were the first into the brush. It was thick, dense, and hard to move through but provided plenty of places to hide. He took his time, making sure to examine all of the surroundings. If the kidnapper had come at night, the darkness would have made it even more difficult to catch the young girl, even if the abductor had a flashlight.

“Kaylie!” Jim yelled, the young girl’s name echoed by the rest of the officers who scoured the dense brush, but there was no response.

“How far do you think they would have gotten?” Kerry asked.

“Depends on how much of a head start they got,” Jim answered. “But I doubt they went beyond that ridge. If they weren’t abducted, then they would have wanted to keep the house in their line of sight. It would provide some comfort against the darkness.”

Kerry studied the ground with concern. “There are no snakes out here, right?”

“Not sure,” Jim answered, not picking up on Kerry’s worry.

Jim continued to search the weeds and any hiding places he spied. But just when the cabin was stepping out of its line of sight, he paused, noticing something on a bush. He approached and saw a piece of clothing. It was pink, possibly from the pant leg of a girl’s pajama.

“Kerry!” Jim called out, and she joined him. “I think she’s close.” Jim bagged the evidence and then continued forward, slowly. He didn’t imagine the girl would have gone much farther than this.

And as he approached a small rock alcove where he thought the girl might be, he stopped, noticing something out of the corner of his eye to the left. He turned slowly and saw a figure duck back into a hole in a tree.

Jim held out his hand to Kerry, stopping her, and then pointed at the tree. She nodded. They approached together.

Jim peered around the tree trunk and into the hollowed out inside. Sitting all the way in the back of the tree was a young girl, alone and shivering.

“Kaylie?” Jim asked.

The girl didn’t respond, and Jim held out his hand, wondering who she might be.
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A
 side from the fatigue of spending the night in a hole in the tree in the woods, the girl looked unharmed, physically at least. The paramedic who examined her said the girl had suffered from some minor malnutrition, but otherwise, all vitals were strong and well.

Detectives Harold and Lorne confirmed that the girl was not Kaylie Hartman, which confirmed Jim’s suspicions that there were two girls with Hartman. Now they needed to figure out where Kaylie was and the identity of the second child.

Jim and Kerry stood off to the side while the paramedics finished with their mystery girl. She held a stuffed rabbit that she refused to let anyone else touch. She gripped it as though her survival depended on it.

“Who do you think she is?” Kerry asked.

“I’m not sure,” Jim answered. “But I think the bigger question here is why the hell would Ben Hartman have another child?”

“Love child?” Kerry asked. “Maybe from an affair when he was married to the ex-wife?”

Jim knew anything was possible at this point, but he found it strange that the gunman who killed Ben Hartman would take the daughter and leave the mystery girl. Not that they weren’t certain Kaylie Hartman was still out in the woods, but after finding their mystery child alone, Jim doubted the heiress was still here.

“Maybe the shooter didn’t know the second girl was here,” Kerry said.

Jim winced. “I doubt it.” He glanced at the area surrounding the cabin. “We’ve already established that this place is off the books. Whoever knew how to find Hartman out here was a professional. They probably already knew about the second girl but didn’t care.” He looked back to their young witness sitting in the ambulance.

Kerry sighed. “Well, we can check the missing person database and see if we get lucky. Whoever the girl is, she’s probably young enough that she might have been abducted within the past week or so.”

“Looks like we’re up,” Jim said.

The paramedics waved Jim and Kerry over once they had finished and gave the girl a clean bill of health.

“She did a great job,” Larry—the name stitched on the medic’s left breast—removed the IV needle from the girl’s arm and then placed a princess Band-Aid over the small hole in her arm. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone so brave.”

The girl didn’t respond to the comment or to the needle coming out of her arm. She remained stoic, keeping hold of the dirty stuffed rabbit with her right arm.

Jim had seen that look on other children before. Children who had already witnessed some sort of unspeakable act of evil that their young eyes were too young to grasp. Jim had been one of those children himself many years ago. Growing up in the foster care system had exposed him to horrors he still remembered to this day. But Jim needed to understand what the girl knew. Right now, he believed that it was even more important than her identity.

“Does he have a name?” Jim asked, pointing to the stuffed rabbit.

The girl pulled the rabbit closer to her and away from Jim.

Jim held up his hands. “It’s all right. I won’t take him. I don’t think I could even if I tried the way you’re holding him.” He smiled, but the good-natured grin didn’t lower the girl’s defenses. She was too smart for that.

“Do you think you can help us?” Kerry asked. “We’re looking for a friend of yours. Kaylie.”

The girl flinched at the name.

“Did you know her?” Kerry asked. “The girl you shared a room with in the cabin?”

The girl studied Kerry with doubt in her eyes. Eventually, she shook her head.

“Is that a no you weren’t in the same room with Kaylie?” Kerry asked. “Or a no that you two weren’t friends?”

The girl hesitated a moment and then shook her head again.

Kerry smiled. “Okay.” She turned around and leaned close to Jim’s ear so only he could hear her. “I don’t think we’re going to get anything from her right now. Our best bet is to figure out who she is and then work backward from there. She probably just needs time.”

Jim studied the girl, who continued to stare at them with accusing eyes. He nodded. “Agreed.”

Kerry turned around and smiled. “We’re going to go now, but I was hoping we could talk to you later?” She tilted her head to the side. “If that’s okay with you?”

The girl adjusted her grip on the little bunny and considered the offer. She switched her gaze between Jim and Kerry, focusing more on Jim. But she finally nodded her consent.

“Thank you,” Kerry said. “Larry is going to take you to the hospital now to meet with some other doctors. But we’ll meet you there later, okay?”

The girl nodded, and Kerry waved goodbye. Jim did the same but only received the same glower from the girl as before.

“She doesn’t like you,” Kerry said.

“I noticed,” Jim replied.

“You’re usually so good with kids,” Kerry said, grinning. “I’m a little surprised.”

Jim noted Kerry’s smile. “You’re enjoying this a little too much.”

“Oh, don’t pout.”

“I’m not pouting,” Jim said, though his tone was more petulant than he intended.

Kerry laughed. “I have to say it’s kind of nice to be the likable one for once.”

The pair found Bucky and John again before they left, making sure they were on the same page moving forward.

“So we’ll probably be seeing a lot of each other,” Jim said. “You’re good with sharing what you have?”

“So long as you share what you’ve got,” John said. “Don’t get stingy on us, North.”

The foursome shook hands, and then Jim and Kerry returned to their cruiser. Once buckled up inside, Jim stared at the back of the ambulance as it headed down the single road with their lone witness riding in the back.

“I can’t imagine what she’s been through,” Kerry said.

Jim nodded, grunting in agreement. But Jim held firm that whatever the girl had seen, whoever she was, it was all intertwined with the murder of Ben Hartman and the abduction of Kaylie Hartman.

“Do you think Kaylie’s still alive?” Kerry asked.

“I do,” Jim answered.

Kerry exhaled a breath riddled with doubt. “What the hell went on out here?”

Jim started the cruiser and shifted into drive. “Let’s find out.”

By the time they had returned to the precinct in the city, the only theory Jim could make stick was the fact that Benjamin Hartman had gotten into something way over his head. And for a man with as much wealth and power as Hartman possessed, that was saying something.

“You have anything?” Kerry asked as they walked through the parking lot and into the precinct’s front entrance.

“Nothing good,” Jim answered.

“I’m surprised,” Kerry replied. “Whenever you go quiet on me, it usually means you’ve pinned something down. You losing your touch, Jim?”

“You know, I am the one who found the girl in the first place,” Jim said.

“You know the old adage,” Kerry said, pulling the chair out of her desk and sitting down across from Jim. “What have you done for me lately?”

Jim removed his jacket and placed it on the back of the chair. “I’m working on it.”

Kerry turned on her computer. “I’ll start searching the recent missing person files. I’ll go national and see how many we get. Our girl might not even be from the area.”

“Good call,” Jim said.

“I’m on a roll this morning,” Kerry said.

“North, Martin.”

Jim and Kerry looked up from their desks and saw Lieutenant Susan Mullocks standing on the edge of the bullpen.

“My office,” she said. “Let’s go.”

Jim glanced over to Kerry, who arched an eyebrow.

“I guess that’s my reward for being cocky,” Kerry said.

Jim and Kerry walked out of the bullpen and headed down the hall toward the lieutenant’s open door. When Jim stepped inside, he saw a mountain of a man dressed in a black suit, white shirt, and black tie sitting in one of the lieutenant’s chairs. He was clean-cut, freshly shaven.

The sight of the big man caused Jim to pause at the door, and it wasn’t until Kerry pushed past him that he moved again.

“Shut the door, Jim,” Mullocks said.

Jim did as instructed and then joined Kerry on the opposite side of the room from their mysterious guest.

“Detectives, this is Chad Hickem,” Mullocks said. “He’s the director of Missing Persons for the FBI.”

Jim raised his eyebrows, unable to hide his surprise.

“What are the Feds doing here?” Kerry asked.

“The Hartman case,” Mullocks answered.

Jim studied the big man in the chair. He looked indifferent to the situation and slightly smug. It was hard to tell exactly since Hickem was sitting down, but Jim pegged the guy at around six foot six, and close to three hundred pounds. But the suit could be making the man bigger than he really was.

“You want to jump in, Hickem, or do you expect me to do all of the talking?” Mullocks asked, a hint of frustration in her voice.

“You’ve always been good at talking, Susan,” Hickem replied. “I was just waiting until you ran out of steam.” He smiled, and it caused the lieutenant to lean back in her chair and roll her eyes.

The interaction between the two told Jim the pair had a history.

Hickem cleared his throat and crossed his left leg over his right, folding his hands in his lap, remaining comfortable in the chair. Once he had settled, he focused his attention on Jim and Kerry. “Benjamin was working with us on a case.”

“He was an informant,” Kerry said.

Hickem tilted his head to the left and right. “In a way. More of bait, really.” He smiled.

“He’s dead,” Jim said, not taking kindly to Hickem’s arrogance.

“That’s what usually happens with bait,” Hickem said, remaining indifferent.

“Why don’t we jump to the point, Hickem,” Mullocks said.

Hickem held up his hands in a gesture Jim assumed was supposed to act as an apology. “Hartman was working with us on a case that I’ve been building for over a year now,” Hickem said. “I have reason to believe that there is a high-end society that caters to a very specific group of clientele. I’m talking the point one percent of the point one percent.”

“And what do these super-rich folks do in this society?” Kerry asked.

“Whatever they want,” Hickem answered. “No matter how vile, or how sick, or perverse. Ask and they shall receive.”

“And you wanted Hartman to infiltrate this secret society,” Jim said.

“He was going to be our point person,” Hickem said. “After we vetted him, my people believed Hartman would be a good fit. He’s one of the wealthiest men in the country, and his money opened doors that we couldn’t unlock otherwise.”

“And this secret club is based here in Seattle?” Kerry asked.

“We have reason to believe that this society has clubs located in every major city around the world,” Hickem said. “I’ve been working with a few contacts with Interpol, but right now, we’re leading the charge with the investigation. The tip of the spear.”

“Does this society have a name?” Jim asked.

“The Greeks,” Hickem answered.

Jim and Kerry exchanged a glance. It sounded farfetched, but the fact that a director with the FBI was sitting in the chair in front of them told Jim that there had to be truth to it. Not to mention the dead body and mystery girl they had just seen less than an hour ago.

“Never heard of them,” Kerry said.

Hickem flashed a smile that was all teeth, the expression unnatural on the big man’s face. “You think I’m blowing smoke up your ass.” He gestured to Mullocks. “Show them the file.”

Mullocks lifted a thick manilla folder from her desk and handed it to Jim.

“You know the story about Pandora’s box?” Hickem asked, causing Jim to pause before he opened the file.

“Some lady opens a box she’s not supposed to and ends up bringing death and destruction to mankind,” Kerry said.

Hickem pointed to the file in Jim’s hands. “This society is what came out of that box.”

Jim returned his attention to the file and then opened it to the first page. It was a picture in black and white. The image caused Kerry to cover her mouth, stifling a gasp, but Jim remained calm and still like pond water on a lake.

The picture revealed a young woman, stripped naked, her wrists bound together above her head where she hung from a hook. Her body dangled lifelessly, the tips of her toes almost able to scrap the carpet. A belt was clamped tight around her neck, causing the flesh to bulge at the belt’s edges.

“That first picture was from a client who had a fetish for hurting young women,” Hickem said.

Jim turned the page again, this time finding three children, each of them naked, none of them older than seven, staring at the camera with lifeless eyes.

“Another client who happened to be a pedophile,” Hickem said.

Kerry turned away, but Jim moved onto the next photo. More innocent lives ruined. Page after page after page of nothing but torture and death.

Halfway through, Jim snapped the folder shut, his complexion pale and his stomach uneasy.

“I pieced all of that together over the past year,” Hickem said. “I’m sure there is much more. This group has been around for decades. They’ve operated under the nose of every law enforcement agency across the world. And I can’t stand for that.”

Jim took a breath, composing himself as he placed the folder back onto the lieutenant’s desk. “Do you have any leads?”

“Nothing substantial,” Hickem answered. “But Hartman was close to giving us something concrete. He had finally passed the preliminary screening into the society.”

“So, you have nothing?” Kerry asked. “Just a bunch of pictures collected from this society’s clients?”

Hickem glared at Kerry, pausing for effect, but Jim had to repress a grin. The FBI Director had no idea how tough his partner was.

“If you have anything, Hickem, now is the time to share,” Mullocks said.

Hickem shifted in his chair and flicked the end of his tie. “We were hoping Hartman would give us a location to match a time.”

“A location to what?” Jim asked.

“The Greeks have auctions,” Hickem answered. “It allows their members to purchase their… merchandise. That girl you found at Hartman’s cabin? She was his merchandise.”

“Jesus,” Kerry said.

“We have it on good authority that another auction will happen at midnight tonight,” Hickem said. “We were hoping Hartman would be able to provide us with the location of where it would take place. If we catch them in the act, then we can RICO anyone involved with the society.”

It was a smart play, but Jim didn’t understand what he was missing. “You must have had a handler on Hartman to watch his movements, right?”

“We did,” Hickem answered. “But the location Hartman arrived at for his preliminary screening wasn’t the actual sight of the auction where he picked up the girl. He was taken to another location once he was inside.”

“How did you know where to find Hartman’s body then?” Kerry asked.

“Anonymous tip,” Hickem answered. “Gave us Hickem’s name and location. And no, we weren’t able to track the caller.”

Jim slowly wrapped his head around the situation, which had just expanded into something far more complex than Jim anticipated. But he hoped that he wouldn’t be taken off the case. This was something he needed to solve. Kerry had once described Jim as a dog with a bone.

“So, where does that land us?” Kerry asked.

Jim looked to the lieutenant.

“Hickem’s team will be running point,” Mullocks replied. “But since the case involves Seattle, and since you two are already privy to the details, you’ll be working the missing girl angle.”

Jim nodded, thankful for the opportunity. But when he looked at Hickem again, he saw the FBI director staring at him with malice. It was only for a moment, but it lingered long enough for Jim to understand the sentiment.

This was Hickem’s case. And he wasn’t about to allow some lowly city detective to take it away from him.

Jim had dealt with men like Hickem before, though he was sure Hickem believed he was unique in that regard. Before he was partnered with Kerry, however, Jim was subjected to the kind of vitriol by his fellow officers reserved for the most mortal of enemies.

Jim had given up one of his previous partners to Internal Affairs after he discovered the man was helping criminals for cash. It resulted in a fight for his life and had thrust him into partnership with Kerry, who had, at the time, just received her detective’s shield, even though she was ten years older than Jim.

But what had started out as a forced partnership had transformed into one of the best relationships Jim had ever known, professionally and personally. They helped one another.

And Jim suspected that this case, despite the dire circumstances surrounding it, would provide a new challenge for them to overcome.

“The FBI will remain on point, and anything you find will go through Hickem’s team,” Mullocks said. “I expect everyone to play nice.” She glared at Hickem, who again held up his hands in neutrality.

Hickem stood, rising to his full height and buttoned his jacket closed. He was around the height Jim suspected, but the man was leaner standing up, more muscled. He looked like he could have played football for the NFL.

“If we can’t find the location of the auction by tonight, then all our leads will have dried up,” Hickem said. “And that means we can kiss both The Greeks and Kaylie Hartman goodbye.” He passed both Kerry and Jim on his way to the door. “Susan, I assume you’ll keep me abreast of any changes?” He stopped at the door before he opened it, waiting for her answer.

“You’ll know what I know,” Mullocks said.

“Excellent.” Hickem smiled brightly.

“You know it wasn’t just sickness, pain, and death inside Pandora’s box,” Jim said. “Hope was inside as well. It wasn’t until Pandora’s husband, Epimetheus, opened the box that it was finally let out.”

“If you’re banking on hope to find these people, Detective, I think I’d rather keep you off the case,” Hickem said.

“Hope doesn’t bring people home,” Jim said. “But I do.”

Hickem nodded to Mullocks. “I see why you like him. Always good to see you, Susan.” He then stepped out of the office, not bothering to shut the door behind him.

Kerry closed it and then stared at the lieutenant. “He’s full of himself.”

“You have no idea,” Mullocks said, pinching the bridge of his nose as though she had a headache.

“So how close to the chest do we play this?” Jim asked, looking to the lieutenant for confirmation of what he was thinking.

Interdepartmental communication was always murky water to navigate. On the exterior, everyone was all smiles and people were united in the common cause to fight crime.

But behind closed doors was another story. People were just as concerned with positioning their department or their own careers to get ahead when the case was finished. Jim had been around those types of cops most of his career.

But Kerry and the lieutenant were different. And it was the reason why Jim had stuck around for as long as he had.

“Hickem comes off as an ass,” Mullocks said. “And, well, frankly, he is one.” She took a breath, and her hardened stare softened. “But he’s on our side.”

Jim nodded. “Good. I don’t like playing hide and seek when it comes to information. The only thing that matters is bringing Kaylie Hartman home.”

Mullocks leaned back into her chair. “Well, then you two better get to work.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jim said.

“Lieutenant,” Kerry said, nodding as she followed Jim out of the door and they returned to their desks in the bullpen. “Hey, I’ve got to head to the courthouse.”

“Right,” Jim said. “I’ll get started here. Let me know when you’re out.”

“I will.” Kerry collected her purse but hesitated before she left. “Why’d she open the box?”

“Pandora?” Jim asked, and Kerry nodded. “She was tricked.”

“Hmm,” Kerry said. “Sounds like gaslighting to me.”

“Hey,” Jim said. “You’re going to be fine.”

Kerry nodded, her posture rigid. “Right. I’ll see you later.”

Jim watched his partner leave and hoped she’d be all right. The last thing he needed was to work this case alone. He never believed he’d say this to himself, but he needed Kerry as a partner.
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T
 he courthouse across the street was a bland, off-white building. There was nothing remarkable about it. If anything, it looked like it should be torn down or refurbished. But the building’s function wasn’t to look pretty. Inside were the courts of justice, where Kerry would soon discover her fate.

Kerry couldn’t concentrate on anything for longer than a few seconds the entire ride over. By the time she had reached the parking lot across from the courthouse, her nerves had only worsened.

The worst possible outcome for the hearing today wasn’t just going to trial; it was everything that would come with
 the trial.

She would lose her badge, of course. The department would be forced to suspend her until the trial concluded, given the gravity of the charges, though the optics alone would have prompted the action. And while Kerry loved her job, she loved her family more.

If this case went to trial, then her family would continue to be subjected to the microscopic lens of the media. After everything Kerry’s family experienced as a result of the fallout from her altercation with Mellows and from Jake’s abduction, she knew it would be best for this to end today. She didn’t want her family to continue to slog their way through the mud.

Kerry remained in the car, eyes closed behind her sunglasses as she took a few deep breaths. She knew she wouldn’t be able to calm the nerves rattling around in her stomach, but she hoped to gather enough strength to make it up the steps of the courthouse without falling.

When Kerry was certain she could at least make the walk, she stepped out of her car and made her way toward the courthouse.

Kerry saw the press waiting for her on the courthouse steps. There weren’t as many reporters as there had been before but still enough to make sure she would be a story on the six o’clock news.

Kerry tried to go up the far side of the steps and sneak inside undetected, but one of the cameramen who had spotted her halfway up the stairs undermined her efforts.

“Detective Martin!” The lead reporter was a woman, and she stuck the microphone into her face as the cameraman caught up to them. “What can you tell us about today’s trial?”

Kerry knew the drill. No comments. Not a word, no matter what they tried to pull. Silence was her best defense.

“Will you be making a statement to Mr. Mellows in court today?” she asked and then fired off another question when Kerry remained quiet. “Do you have any remorse for nearly beating a man to death who only wanted to find his child?”

Kerry flinched, but she didn’t take the bait. She neared the doors and entered, the press following, but they were stopped when they reached the security line.

“Detective Martin, do you have anything to say about what you did?” the reporter shouted, her voice echoing into the justice building’s high ceilings.

Kerry collected her belongings after she passed through the body scanner and left the reporter without any answers.

Kerry found her lawyers waiting for her outside the courtroom. Both of them were men, both of them with cups of coffee in their hands as they chatted about something other than the case until she joined them.

Kerry had never had any particular feelings toward lawyers other than the general assumption that all of them were sharks sniffing for blood in the water so they could feed. But she was grateful for the team the Union reps had put together for her. They were bulldogs in the court when they needed to be and used a velvet touch at the right time.

“Detective, cutting it close with the time.” Fred Ammon was completely bald, had ears like an elephant, and was as tall as a giraffe. He was more caricature than man. But he was a competent lawyer.

“Traffic was tight, and I was working a case—doesn’t matter.” Kerry took a breath and then straightened out her blouse and jacket. “Are we ready?”

“It should go just like we spoke about.” The shorter man was Thomas Mathers. In comparison to Ammon, Mathers was more shrew-like. All of his features were centered closer to the middle of his face, accentuated by a pair of glasses that were too large for his head. “The prosecution will make their final statements to the judge, and then we’ll make our final statement. All you have to do is sit back and remain impartial.”

“Is Mellows here?” Kerry asked.

“He is,” Ammon answered. “But like you, he is here strictly to observe.”

Yeah, to observe me, Kerry thought.

“All right,” Ammon said. “Let’s go in.”

Kerry followed her two lawyers into the courtroom, which was fairly empty. It was mostly comprised of a few people who were simply waiting for their turn in court.

Kerry glanced over to the prosecutor's table and saw Mellows’s lawyer, but no Mellows. A part of her was relieved, but the relief was short-lived.

Mellows was escorted through the prisoner’s door as Kerry and her lawyers settled at the table. The moment he entered, he found Kerry’s eyes, watching her during his entire walk to his team.

Prison had changed Mellows’s physical appearance. He was leaner, but you couldn’t tell in the face because he now sported a beard. A few bruises were visible on his arms, and he had a bandage on one of his knuckles, probably the result of a fight.

Mellows’s gaze was cold and hard. It was unforgiving in nature, and while most people would have believed Mellows was angry at Kerry for the beating she had given him, she knew the truth. Because only a parent who had lost a child could express that kind of rage.

Mellows had only acted the way he had to save his son. And Kerry had only acted the way she had to save her
 son. The pair had been pitted against one another by someone smarter than both of them combined. And now they were dealing with the fallout of their actions.

“All rise for the Honorable Judge Wheaton,” the court official said.

Everyone stood as Judge Wheaton climbed the steps to his chair and settled in. “All right, that’ll be enough. Be seated.” He collected the papers in front of him and put on a pair of glasses so he could read the documents and make sure this was the correct case he was set to hear. “Mellows vs. Martin, court document A729513Z5.” He cleared his throat. “I will now hear the final statements before I deliver my decision. Ms. Flannery, you have the floor.”

“Thank you, your honor.” Jackie Flannery was one of the DA’s office rising stars. A young woman who, if the rumors were to be believed, was on a path to becoming the state’s new DA once the current district attorney was either retired or forced out. She held a command of the courtroom that Kerry likened to television shows. And like her choice of words, everything articulated with the exact care and precision in which she wanted to deliver them; her physical appearance mirrored her courtroom style. The suit was simple but sophisticated, and she had a face and figure that could have landed her a modeling gig with Victoria Secret. But her looks were designed to distract, and it wasn’t until she landed the final knife-like blow with her argument that the judge, jury, and defendant realized it was over.

“Detective Kerry Martin has had a distinguished career with the Seattle PD,” Flannery said and picked up a folder on her desk. “Fifteen years on the force and not a single reprimand or complaint. She has followed the rules of the of the law down to the last letter.” She glanced at Kerry and nodded. “By all accounts, she has served the city and her community, dutifully.”

Kerry offered no reaction, sticking to her lawyer’s advice, but it was hard not to admire the woman, despite the fact she was trying to railroad Kerry’s career.

Flannery glanced down at her notes, and then lifted her head, focusing on Judge Wheaton. “But a history of excellence does not excuse Detective Martin for her actions against John Mellows.” She walked over to an easel covered with a sheet, which she removed with authority, revealing photographs of John Mellows, taken within an hour of the altercation. “It does not excuse Detective Martin of this violence.”

Kerry tensed. She knew making any movement now would only draw attention to herself, but all she wanted to do was to bolt for the door.

Not because of the pictures, which were by all accounts gruesome and violent. Mellows had two black eyes. Multiple lacerations covered his face and neck. Dried blood crusted beneath his nose and on his upper lip and chin. There was no question whether or not the force was excessive, but what Kerry’s legal team would argue was that it was necessary.

But she wasn’t so sure about that.

After a pause, allowing Judge Wheaton to examine the photographs, of which he had already seen, Flannery stepped away from the easel and to the center of the room.

“Detective Martin was under extreme distress during the case that involved John Mellows,” Flannery said. “A man, who through no fault of his own, was thrust into this chaos by an individual who is thankfully now behind bars. And while Mr. Mellows was wrong for his deceitful ploy against Detective Martin and the Seattle PD, he was simply a man who believed he was protecting his son. I don’t think any person would fault him for that. In fact, our office has been flooded with calls and letters, asking for Mr. Mellows’s sentence to be overturned. Maybe it will be one day. But today, we are here because of what a police officer did to a suspect in custody.”

She paused again, returning to her position behind her counsel table. “I have no doubt that Detective Martin worked the case of her own son’s abduction with the same fervor any mother would, given a chance. I even believe Detective Martin understood why Mr. Mellows did what he had done. After all, her son, Jake, was taken by the same lunatic as Mr. Mellows’s son.” She shifted her tone, her voice deepening. “But Detective Martin used her position as a police officer to beat a man whom she believed was responsible for taking her son. All of that anger she held, all of the hate, was funneled into Mr. Mellows after he had been detained. She was angry. And understandably so, but she had no right to use her position of authority to batter a suspect further after he was subdued. That is the definition of abuse of the law and excessive force. And just as Mr. Mellows was held accountable for his crimes, Detective Martin must be held accountable for her actions. Thank you.” Flannery bowed her head and returned to her seat, picking up a pen and paper, and immediately wrote down a note.

“Thank you, Ms. Flannery,” Judge Wheaton said. “The court will now hear final statements from the defense.”

Kerry tensed again when Ammon stood, buttoning his suit as he stared down at his notes one last time.

“Thank you, your honor,” Ammon said. “The prosecution, in their eloquent statement, highlighted the actions taken by both Mr. Mellows and my client, Detective Martin, as crimes of passion. Passion for their children, of whom they would do anything to bring home safely. The love of a parent transcends both law and morality. Anyone who is a parent understands that notion. And Mr. Mellows and Detective Martin went above and beyond to do just that.” Ammon stepped out from behind the table, stopping at the side. “But what the prosecution fails to address is the fact that Mr. Mellows attacked Detective Martin. He evaded her, set her to chase him, and then ambushed her in the woods. Detective Martin was fighting for her life. She was alone, without backup, against a man who outweighed her by sixty pounds. And during that fight for her life, she still retained the peace of mind not to use any deadly force against Mr. Mellows because she didn’t want to jeopardize the case to find her son.” He pointed to Flannery. “The prosecution claims that Detective Martin’s actions were based on revenge and anger and hate. If that were the case, why would Mr. Mellows be alive today? Detective Martin was alone in the woods, with no witnesses, fighting a man who had been the first to draw blood and was going to kill her
 to save his son. She didn’t pull the trigger. Why?

“By the prosecution’s standards, Detective Martin would have pulled the trigger to satisfy her desire for revenge.” He held out his hands and shrugged. “Or maybe Detective Martin wasn’t seeking revenge. Maybe she was trying to apprehend a suspect who, at the time, was believed to be the same individual who had abducted and imprisoned two other children that same day? Maybe, when John Mellows attacked
 her in the woods, she was fighting him just to stay alive? Maybe she was simply performing her duties as a detective with the Seattle Police Department.

“If it sounds like that’s what she was doing, that’s because that’s what she was
 doing. The only evidence the prosecution has been able to provide has been Mellows’s account of what happened. And while everyone here can acknowledge what he did was centered around the mindset of a scared father—” Ammon pointed at Mellows “—he broke the law.” Ammon pointed to Kerry. “And Detective Martin enforced the law. It’s as simple as that.” He walked back to his position behind the table. “The defense rests, your honor.”

Kerry studied the judge during the entire speech, hoping to discern some way or another which way he was leaning, but she couldn’t be sure what her future would hold.

Judge Wheaton removed his glasses and then cleared his throat. “This court has reached a decision.”

Kerry stood, unaware of her motion. Her heart was beating quickly, and she struggled to catch her breath, even though she was perfectly still. The lights in the courtroom grew incredibly bright, and she became dizzy. But she pinched her arm, keeping herself upright.

“Detective Martin, the state seeks to charge you with assault and excessive use of force against the plaintiff, John Mellows,” Judge Wheaton said. “I want you to know, along with Mr. Mellows, that this was not a cut and dry case. The context within which both parties were involved was extraordinary, to say the least. However, it is the decision of this court not to take this case to trial based on the lack of physical evidence in regards to the intent of Detective Martin’s actions against the plaintiff. Case dismissed.” Wheaton smacked his gavel.

Kerry stood there for a moment, unsure of what exactly that meant. She turned to Ammon. “What just happened?”

“We won,” Ammon answered, keeping his voice low as he collected his papers and his briefcase.

Kerry wasn’t sure what to do, so she stood, her legs shaking. She had to grip the back of the chair to keep herself from falling over. After all of that time worrying, it was over.

While Kerry should have felt good about the decision, her head was still spinning, and her stomach was performing backflips. This might have been the best-case scenario from a legal standpoint, but Kerry felt no closure on the case.

And she wasn’t alone.

Kerry turned toward the exit, but along the way, she locked eyes with John Mellows. The face Kerry saw staring back at her was one of indignation and rage.

“You killed my boy!” Mellows shouted, barking in anger as the officers in the court tried to escort him out the way he came in. “You hear me, Martin! You killed my boy!”

“C’mon,” Ammon said, gently taking Kerry’s arm as he turned his back to Mellows’s outburst. “You don’t have to stay for this.”

Kerry jerked her arm away. “Yes, I do.”

Mellows was cuffed by the ankles and the wrists. He couldn’t cause any harm to Kerry even if he tried with all of his might, and that’s what he was currently doing. It took three officers to restrain him and pull him back.

“This isn’t over, Martin!” Mellows’s face was blood red from his effort against the authorities. “I will hurt you the same way you hurt me! I swear it!”

The officers finally managed to push Mellows through the door and then keep it closed. But even after the man was gone, Kerry still heard his screams muffled by the walls. Muffled like the justice he would never receive for his son.

“You all right?” Ammon asked.

“I’m fine,” Kerry answered, but the words felt hollow.

“C’mon,” Ammon said, once again gently taking her arm and steering her out of the courtroom.

This time, Kerry didn’t resist. She allowed Ammon to guide her back into the hallway where they stopped, and Ammon went over a few procedural details, which Kerry didn’t necessarily hear all of it.

Something about the union making a statement to the press and putting all of this behind them. They congratulated her again on the case and then disappeared.

Kerry wasn’t sure how long she stood in the hallway before she started walking again, but Mellows’s threat echoed in her mind.

She knew there wasn’t anything he could really do. He wasn’t a true criminal. He didn’t have any affiliations with powerful people. He was just a guy who happened to be a father caught up in an unfortunate situation that didn’t have anything to do with him.

Kerry stared down at the shield clipped to her belt. According to the judge and all of the psyche evaluations, she was still fit to wear it. But she couldn’t get Mellows words out of her head. And while she was still allowed to wear the badge, she began to wonder if she still deserved it.
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J
 im kept the file on his desk open, slowly examining the pictures Hickem had provided of The Greeks’ dirty deeds. He waited until the images were ingrained in his memory before he moved onto the next one.

The images were fuel for Jim. They would help propel him toward the truth even when the investigation became hard. And Jim knew the investigation would be difficult with such a high-profile case.

Jim closed the folder, set it aside, and then picked up the second folder, which detailed Hartman’s involvement with Hickem’s investigation.

It didn’t reveal much.

Jim had an inkling that would happen. Hickem was still holding some cards close to his chest. Jim tossed that file aside and then went to work on developing a profile for Kaylie Hartman.

Jim had wanted to assemble an Amber Alert package, but Hickem’s team denied his request. They believed they still possessed an advantage in thinking that if The Greeks believed whoever Hartman was working with was still in the dark, they would let down their guard.

Jim wasn’t sure if Hickem’s strategy would pay off, but he knew if he went behind Hickem’s back on this, he would be taken off the case. And that wouldn’t help Kaylie Hartman at all.

A small file had been constructed with some of Kaylie’s information. Her picture was on the inside jacket. It was a school picture, the bland, generic background a dead giveaway along with the portrait style they offered.

Kaylie smiled bright and wide. She wore pigtails in the photo, though her hair was almost too short for her to pull off the look, making it look like she had little horns wrapped in pink hair ties. She was a cute kid, but as Jim studied the picture, he remembered the other photographs Hickem had given him.

Dozens of children were in those photos, each of them caught in a horrible situation. There were no smiles in those pictures. The light had gone out of those children. Jim wanted to make sure he found Kaylie before she lost that smile too.

Aside from the picture, age, birth date, and general health information—no health problems to speak of—Kaylie’s file provided no other pertinent information.

If The Greeks took Hartman’s daughter alive, then they wanted her to serve a purpose. Most likely to set an example, and the best way to do that would be to sell her at the auction that was happening at midnight tonight. It would act as a form of retribution and a warning for anyone who thought about ratting out the society.

So, with Jim unable to procure any leads with Kaylie Hartman, he turned his efforts on discovering the identity of the girl they had already found.

The missing person database was filled with tens of thousands of unsolved cases, but Jim narrowed his search down to the past week, and that helped narrow it down into the thousands. Selecting females cut those results in half, and after checking off the girl’s various physical features, he was down to less than one hundred possible names.

Jim started scrolling.

It never ceased to amaze Jim just how many children were abducted around the country. Every day, every hour, kids went missing. No one really understood the dangers facing children these days. Between cyber predators and the hundreds of thousands of sex offenders littered throughout the country, there was no truly safe place. Danger was literally lurking around every corner.

Jim continued to scroll through the pictures, checking back with the photo they had snapped of their girl back at the cabin to make sure they had something to compare it to, but Jim’s mind wasn’t just working the pictures on the screen. He was also thinking about Turner’s will.

Jim had been a detective long enough to know that coincidences in his line of work didn’t exist. If there were a connection between two people, two cases, or two scenarios, then there was a purpose behind those connections. And Jim couldn’t stop wondering about the envelope still tucked inside the pocket of his jacket.

Jim pushed aside the distraction and then stopped on a picture of a young girl. He expanded the image, opening the file. He had found her.

Lilly Barker, aged six, was reported missing by her single mother, who lived in Southern California.

“Long way from home,” Jim said, muttering to himself.

The location of Lilly’s home only confirmed Hickem’s theory that this was a global organization.

The Greeks believed they could snatch anyone from anywhere at any time. That kind of unchecked arrogance wasn’t only dangerous, it was evil. It led to the kind of deviant behaviors portrayed in the photos Hickem had provided.

Jim saw the number of the local police station who had filed the missing person’s report and dialed the local number. Thankfully, the detective who filed the report had provided his direct line, so Jim didn’t have to go through the system.

“Detective Higgins,” a stoic voice said.

“Detective, my name is Jim North. I’m a detective with Seattle PD.”

“What can I do for you, Jim?”

“I’m working a case up here and found one of your missing girls,” Jim answered. “Lilly Barker.”

Higgens was quiet for a moment. “You said you’re calling from Seattle?”

“That’s right,” Jim answered. “We found the girl, and she’s currently at Seattle General downtown. I wanted to notify you before we contacted child services on our end.”

“Right, uh,” Higgens sounded like he was shuffling paper around. “Thanks. Can I get your direct line?”

“I’ll just give you my cell,” Jim said, and then spoke the number slowly and clearly so he wouldn’t have to repeat himself. “Lilly looked shaken up, but from a medical standpoint, she didn’t seem physically harmed. I haven’t received a final confirmation from the doctors at the hospital yet, but I’m sure they’ll say the same thing.”

“Okay, got it,” Higgens said. “I’ll contact the parents, and we’ll be in touch. Thanks, Jim.”

“You’re welcome,” Jim said. “And, hey, before I let you go, did you have any leads on suspects for who might have taken her?”

“No,” Higgens answered. “The girl was picked up by someone after school on the playground. No witnesses. She was there, and then she was gone.”

“CCTV?” Jim asked.

“Nada,” Higgens answered. “There was one camera, but it wasn’t working.”

“Right,” Jim said. “Okay, just thought I’d ask. Thanks.”

Jim hung up the phone and then leaned back in the chair. He figured the mother would come up to collect Lilly herself. He might be able to get some more information out of her, but he already noted one particular piece of information.

Single mom.

If The Greeks were smart—and Jim suspected they were given how long they managed to operate undetected—then the people they abducted and trafficked were most likely high risk. Adults and children from broken homes or people with financial trouble.

Jim’s mind slowly turned back to the envelope in his pocket, Turner’s voice tickling his ear.


I wonder if any of your other half-siblings are at risk?


Jim shut his eyes. He hated that Turner’s voice had come back. He had believed he’d rid himself of the man. But the envelope in his jacket was burning a hole in the pocket and his head.

Jim removed the envelope and stared at the word “Family” written across it. He touched the bulging section of the envelope and felt that it was hard. Tired of playing the guessing game, Jim dumped the contents onto his desk.

The hard object turned out to be a gold ring, and it landed with a thud. A folded piece of paper trailed after it, covering it up. Jim set the paper aside and examined the ring.

The gold color was incredibly vibrant, and Jim noted the size of the ring signified that it belonged to a man, most likely Turner.

The top of the ring held a circular piece of gold with an image carved onto it. Even though it was small, it was very detailed: a pedestal surrounded by four Roman columns.

Roman. Greeks. It seemed Turner might have been a part of the secret society, which would have made sense given Turner’s wealth and the fact that he was a psychopath.

Jim turned over the ring his in hands, examining the piece of jewelry from different angles, making sure that he didn’t miss any details. Without even thinking about it, Jim went to put it on his finger.

But he stopped.

The movement had come so naturally to him that it frightened him half to death, and he dropped the ring and leaned back from the desk.

Jim didn’t know why Turner had left him the ring. It could have been some kind of incriminating evidence, or maybe it was one last game Turner wanted to play. Jim stared at the folded piece of paper.


Gotta catch ’em all, Jimmy.


Jim shut his eyes, Turner’s cackle tormenting him.

When he finally pushed Turner’s voice out of his head, Jim reached for the piece of paper. He held it a moment before he unfolded it, and then he stared at the list of names scribed in the same neat, legible handwriting as the face of the envelope.

A dozen names were written and nothing else. The letter wasn’t signed or addressed to anyone. It provided no instructions, not that any further information was needed. Jim already knew what the names meant. But what he didn’t know was why Turner had finally given them to him.

Jim stared at the ring again, studying the engraving. Was it a coincidence that Turner happened to bequeath these items to Jim just as he was working a case that involved a mysterious society known only as The Greeks? Despite Turner’s intelligence, even he didn’t possess that amount of foresight.

Jim set down the paper and then opened a new search field into the missing person database: Reggie Copeland. He hit search and was immediately rewarded with Reggie’s missing person profile, which was filed yesterday.

Jim typed the next name: Samantha Herd.

Missing since yesterday.

Kyle Moffit reported missing two days ago.

Larry Winnet—missing two days ago.

Kurt Zippen—missing since yesterday.

Jerry Schmidt, Kendall Conners, April Yeast, Cooper Morrill, Tanner Peineve, Sarah Smith, Tim Potts, all reported missing within the past forty-eight hours.

Jim slunk back in his chair, staring at the twelve faces on the screen. They were all gone. And the symbol on the ring couldn’t have been a coincidence. Turner wanted Jim to track down The Greeks, and he had used his own offspring as bait to trigger Jim into the chase.

It didn’t matter how Turner did it; the man was dead. All that mattered now was making sure he recovered the children. And Jim had the sinking suspicion the deadline at midnight tonight was for all of them, because he believed Kaylie Hartman wasn’t the only child who would be sold at auction.

Jim’s phone rang, and he answered it while still staring at the faces of his half-siblings on the screen. “Hello?”

“Hey, it’s me,” Kerry answered. “I’m finished in court. Still have my badge.”

“Good,” Jim replied, still distracted by the twelve missing person profiles. “I was able to identify our mystery girl: Lilly Barker. We need to talk with her again before her mother comes to pick her up.”

“Want me to meet you at the hospital?” Kerry asked.

“No, I’ll come pick you up,” Jim answered. “Just have a uniform come and pick up the car you used.”

“Sounds good,” Kerry said. “See you in a sec—”

Jim hung up before she finished. He didn’t realize he’d done it and knew Kerry would bring it up when he picked her up. He’d have to examine each of their files more closely, but he could do that at a later time. The kids were already in a specific location by now, and most likely, any leads had run dry. But he would follow up. He would find them.

All of them.
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K
 erry waited for Jim down the street, away from the courthouse and the reporters, beneath a maple tree, standing in the shade. The sun had come out, and it was unusually hot for this early in the morning. She noted the cigarette butts that littered the ground and figured this was the go-to spot for people because of the shade. She was still amazed at how people could still smoke, knowing what it did to their bodies. But she supposed addictions, in any form, were hard to break.

After Jim arrived, she climbed into the passenger seat and shut the door, glad to have the courthouse behind her.

“I’m glad it went well,” Jim said, hands at two and ten. He always drove so rigidly; Kerry didn’t know how he found that comfortable.

“I don’t know if ‘well’ is the way I’d describe it.” Kerry stared out the window, watching people walk about their day, staring at their phones, encased in their own little bubbles. She couldn’t stop thinking of Mellows, and the way he’d looked at her in the courtroom. She had been stared down by plenty of criminals in her day, but nothing like what Mellows had done.

“His boy died because of me,” Kerry said.

Jim glanced at her. “What are you talking about?”

“Mellows’s son,” Kerry said, still watching the random pedestrians they passed. “We didn’t get to him in time because I was too busy beating him to a pulp because I thought he was our guy. And then the real kidnapper burned the boy alive in a cage.”

Kerry didn’t realize she was crying until one of the tears dripped from her jawline and struck her hand. She wiped her face and faced forward in the seat. She didn’t realize how much she’d been holding back.

Jim was quiet and reflective. He was always like that, but somehow it was amplified to Kerry, probably because she knew him so well, and she desperately wanted his opinion.

“What did he say to you?” Jim asked. “Mellows.”

Kerry wasn’t sure how Jim knew, but she didn’t bother trying to figure it out. He had a sixth sense about him. He always had.

“He told me that it wasn’t over. He told me that he was going to come get me.”

“And do you believe him?” Jim asked.

“No,” Kerry answered, but then quickly changed her response. “Yes—I mean…” She groaned in frustration as she was unable to articulate how she was feeling. “It wasn’t what he said, or even his tone. It wasn’t even about Mellows. It was about me, Jim.” She glanced at him. “I betrayed the badge. I betrayed everything I stood for. I had fifteen years under my belt without so much as a single incident. I was above reproach. And the moment I put my hands on John Mellows all of that work—my entire history with the department—it was ruined. I don’t know how I’m supposed to come back from that.

“Even though the department has cleared me and the legal side is done, I don’t know how I’m
 supposed to clear me. Every time I think I’m getting closer to knowing what I should do, the answer slips out of my hands. And the one answer that I have been able to get a hold on scares the shit out of me. Because every time I think about turning over my badge and quitting, everything inside of me tells me that’s a good decision to make. But I love my job. And I know I’m good at it. But my morality was what made me so good. And now I’m lost.” Kerry surprised herself with everything that spilled out, but once she had started, the dam had burst and there was nothing holding her back.

“You sound like me,” Jim said, smiling sadly. “Looks like I’ve finally rubbed off on you. Sorry about that.”

Kerry laughed and wiped at her eyes. She felt her muscles relax slightly, but the calm was only a temporary release. The noise and conflict would return. And Kerry would be thrust back into the spotlight, searching for the answers she hadn’t been able to find on her own. It was rare for her to seek answers from someone else.

Ever since she was a little girl, Kerry had always been independent. She had always wanted to do things her way. It wasn’t about the act of doing it alone, but the satisfaction that came after the deed was performed.

There was power in the self. There was power in being able to find things out on your own. She had learned that at a very early age.

Kerry had gotten better at asking for help over the years, but she still handled most of her problems internally. She didn’t bother Brian, even though he would jump at the chance to assist, and she wasn’t going to burden her children the way her father had burdened her.

But Jim was close enough to understand her, and yet was still out of her essential family unit. He was the cousin or uncle who could offer sage wisdom. And she trusted him. Above everything else, that was what mattered to her most.

Not that she didn’t trust her family, but she knew her family loved her and would want to spare her from pain. Jim wouldn’t spare anything other than the truth. It was just how he was wired.

“You broke the rules,” Jim said. “But you fessed up to the mistake, and you took it on the chin. And if there is anyone who understands something that is physically over but emotionally still very present, it’s me. You can spend the next few days, months, or even years battling out what happened in your head until you’ve chased away all of the good things in your life. Or you can face what’s really frightening you and be done with it.”

Jim pulled to a stop at a red light and looked at his partner. Kerry was desperate for what came next.

“You’re afraid you’re becoming your father,” Jim said. “Just as I was afraid I would become like mine.”

It was the answer Kerry had been dreading but not one she hadn’t anticipated. A horn honked behind them, and Jim accelerated back into the flow of traffic while Kerry tried to let her mind rest.

“I don’t have an answer for that question right now,” Kerry said.

“Me either,” Jim said. “So why don’t you and I just focus on the case. Let the work distract us.”

Kerry knew that was Jim’s preferred method of dealing with any sort of internal, emotional crisis, and while it potentially backfired on him, Kerry didn’t have a better solution. So she went with it.

“Hey, what happened to Mellows’s son wasn’t your fault,” Jim said. “We were both outsmarted by a man who was more cunning than either of us realized.”

Kerry looked at her partner with bloodshot eyes.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Jim said, his voice soft and kind.

The words almost caused Kerry to break down again, but she saw the signs for the hospital ahead, and she forced herself to regain her composure.

“So, what’d you find on Lilly Barker?” Kerry asked, trying to get back into the swing of the investigation.

“Nothing helpful,” Jim answered, finding a parking spot near the front. “The detective working the case told me she was taken after school at a playground. No witnesses. It was like she vanished into thin air.”

“They couldn’t give you anything?” Kerry asked, surprised.

Jim shook his head and then reached inside his jacket pocket and removed an envelope and handed it to Kerry.

“What’s this?” Kerry asked.

“Turner’s lawyer gave it to me this morning during our meeting,” Jim answered. “Open it.”

Kerry removed the contents, a piece of paper with several names on it, and a golden ring with an engraving. She studied the names on the paper first. “Who are they?”

“My half-siblings,” Jim answered.

Kerry turned to her partner in surprise. “Are you sure?”

“I haven’t confirmed it officially yet, but I can’t think of any other reason why Turner would give me an envelope with “Family” written on it with a list of names,” Jim answered. “He told me he had fathered other children. I think these are his offspring.”

“Oh my God,” Kerry said.

“I looked them up, and they’ve all been reported missing over the past forty-eight hours,” Jim said.

“Jesus,” Kerry said, quietly. “Jim, I’m sorry—” She jerked her attention toward him. “Do you think this is connected to The Greeks?”

“Check out the ring,” Jim said.

Kerry picked it up, examining it from the sunlight through the windows.

“Four Roman columns surrounding a pedestal,” Jim said. “I think Turner might have been a member of The Greeks.”

“How the hell would he be able to tie all of this together with Hartman?” Kerry asked. “Turner’s been dead for months, but Hickem only recruited Hartman a few weeks ago.”

“Coincidence?” Jim answered. “Not sure. But I I think the only reason I wasn’t given this information earlier was because of the legal battle Turner’s lawyers were fighting in regards to his will. The case with Hartman just happened to coincide with the letter.”

Kerry studied the ring for a little while longer and then returned it to the envelope along with the piece of paper and handed it all back to Jim. “You think the kids will be at the auction tonight?”

“I do,” Jim answered. “We find out where the auction is. We find everyone.”

“Then let’s go see what our girl Lilly knows,” Kerry said.






* * *




Jim knew
 that since Lilly was the only witness to the crime, it was imperative they learn what she knew before the girl returned home. What she had seen could change the course of the investigation.

Seattle General was the largest hospital in the city, and it also happened to be where Jen worked. She was the lead coroner for the city and mainly worked out of Seattle General, though she wasn’t at the hospital today.

Kerry confirmed Lilly’s room number with reception, and they rode the elevator to the third floor to see their young patient. But when they approached Lilly’s room, Jim saw they weren’t the first person to visit.

A uniformed officer guarded the door, and Jim read the name on his uniform as L. Murphy.

“Who’s that?” Jim asked.

Murphy turned to look inside the room. “Someone from DCF.”

“She had ID?” Jim asked.

Murphy nodded. “It checked out.”

Jim and Kerry stepped into the room, Jim studying the woman intently. He didn’t recognize her from the Department of Child and Family Services. Because of the nature of the cases that Jim and Kerry worked, they often relied on the staff from DCF for help in locating the families of missing children. Jim was always surprised at how many parents didn’t even care their child was missing.

“Detectives.” The woman smiled and offered her hand. “Good to meet you. I was just catching up with Lilly.” She turned back to the little girl. “She’s very excited to go home, aren’t you?”

Lilly glanced up at the detectives. She still held onto the stuffed rabbit, and she had a lollipop tucked into her mouth and a few more bandages on her arm.

“And you are?” Kerry asked.

“Oh, Sam Walker.” She pointed to the visitor pass with her name on it.

“And you work for DCF?” Jim asked.

Sam laughed, the motion slightly forced, though it the woman could have just been awkward. “Oh, no. I’m afraid not. I’m with Chad Hickem’s team.”

Kerry rolled her eyes.

“Do you have identification on you?” Jim asked.

“Yes, of course.” Sam reached for her purse and removed her government ID.

Jim looked it over and handed it to Kerry, who did the same and then returned it to Sam, who placed it back into her purse.

“Is everything all right?”

“It’s fine,” Jim said. “We just need to speak with Lilly for a minute.”

Sam frowned. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. I’m under strict instructions to take her home.”

“I’m sure you could spare a few minutes,” Kerry said.

“No, I’m sorry,” Sam replied. “The mother doesn’t want her involved in any of this anymore. She just wants Lilly home.”

Jim glanced between Sam and Lilly. He sensed something was off, but he didn’t know what. And if Lilly were scared, she wasn’t showing it. She seemed content to go home with this woman.

“We’ll call Hickem,” Kerry said. “See if we can arrange something.”

Sam laughed. “You can try, but good luck getting ahold of anyone in his office. Government bureaucracy at its best, am I right?”

Kerry smiled, but as she turned around, she motioned for Jim to follow, and the pair whispered out of earshot.

“Something smell rotten to you?” Kerry asked.

“It’s funky,” Jim said. “I just don’t know why.”

“I’ll make the call,” Kerry said. “You want to watch the girl?”

Jim nodded, and Kerry stepped out. Once it was just the three of them in the room, Jim walked closer to the bed where Lilly sat.

“How long have you been a detective?” Sam asked.

“Over five years now,” Jim answered.

“Wow,” Sam replied, her eyes widening. “That’s impressive—Oh.” A buzzing sound came from her purse, and she retrieved her phone. “Could be the office. Excuse me.” She turned away, pressing the phone to her ear.

But as Sam turned, she pulled her hair back behind her ear, exposing a tattoo on the pale patch of flesh between her ear and her hairline, where it normally would have remained hidden. It was small, and if Jim hadn’t seen the image already, he wouldn’t have made the connection.

The tattoo was a pedestal surrounded by four Roman columns.












8











J
 im tensed, and his cheeks flushed red as a flash of heat caused him to break out in a sweat. Sam was still on the phone, her back turned. If Jim was going to make a move, then he needed to do it now. He wasn’t sure he’d get the chance again.

Jim reached for the pair of handcuffs behind his back and stepped toward Sam. But she faced a window, and she caught Jim’s movement in the reflection. The rest happened quickly.

The harmless and unassuming Sam Walker immediately pocketed her phone and charged Jim, catching him off guard with a quick strike to his throat.

The simple but effective hit caused Jim to drop the handcuffs and clutch his neck. While he was still reeling from the first hit, Sam proceeded with her second and third moves, which were two more quick strikes to the gut and Jim’s groin, which dropped him to the floor next to the cuffs.

Paralyzed from the pain, he watched as the uniformed officer stepped inside to investigate the commotion, and while Murphy stared at Jim on the tile, Sam Walker was already on him.

She repeated the same combat strikes as she had performed on Jim, but she then pinned Murphy’s hand behind his back, kicked the back of his legs, dropped him to the floor, and used the man’s handcuffs to tie him up.

In a matter of thirty seconds, the woman had disabled two grown men.

Sam then quickly walked over to Lilly and snatched the girl off the bed. She squirmed and kicked, but she didn’t scream, and Jim locked eyes with her as she disappeared out of the room.

The expression on Lilly’s face was the same he had seen on dozens of other children who were abducted. She was confused and terrified. She didn’t understand why all of this was happening to her. All she wanted was to go home.

Another twenty seconds and Jim managed to catch his breath again, drawing in quick, wheezing gasps and forced himself back onto his knees. He loosened his tie, and that helped increase his airflow. His stomach and groin were still throbbing, but the pain subsided enough for Jim to stumble toward the door and glance down the hallway where Sam and Lilly had disappeared.

Jim opened his mouth to try to yell to catch someone’s attention, but he only wheezed more.

Leaning against the doorframe for support, Jim shut his eyes and gathered his strength. They were on the third floor of the hospital, which meant she probably took the stairs to draw less attention to herself. That would buy him some time.

Jim glanced in the opposite direction, looking for Kerry, and finally saw her step back from around the corner at the intersection of hallways closest to the room. The moment the pair locked eyes, Kerry sprinted to her partner

Hand on the grip of her pistol, Kerry glanced inside the room while Jim continued to catch his breath and find his voice.

“What the hell happened?” Kerry exclaimed.

“She took the girl,” Jim said, his voice raspy, but audible, and he pointed in the direction where he believed she had taken off. “Go, hurry.”

Kerry sprinted down the hall, yelling at some of the staff to call security and seal the building. But Jim knew it was too late for that. Whoever they were dealing with was a professional. This had been planned, and Jim figured the woman already had an escape route.

But he’d be damned if he wasn’t going to try.

Strength returning and his breathing almost normalized, Jim stepped out of the room and headed in the opposite direction of where Kerry had run. There was another stairwell nearby, and while Jim limped forward, he managed to gain some momentum on his descent over the steps.

Jim stepped out onto the first floor, spinning around to catch his bearings, and then headed toward the nearest exit, which happened to be the emergency room doors.

Outside, Jim managed to break out into a jog as he searched the parking lot to the left and right, scanning for any sign of a car moving quickly out of the lot. He knew the woman had a head start, but if Lilly kept causing her trouble, it could have slowed her down. There was still a slim chance to at least catch the make and model of the vehicle.

But Jim had no such luck in the sea of vehicles that filled the parking lot around the hospital. He saw no such sporadic movements, no one driving like they had just taken a child.

“Jim!” Kerry shouted from another exit door on the north side of the building. She held up her hands and then dropped them by her sides.

“Shit,” Jim said.

But a thought pricked his head. If the woman thought she was getting away scot-free, then she might not be in a hurry anymore. Jim could use that to his advantage.

Jim sprinted back to the hospital, fishing his phone out of his pocket, and called the precinct. “Hey, it’s Jim. Put me through to Missy.”

Missy Logan worked in the cyber unit of the precinct. She was a civilian contract, but she had been instrumental in several cases Jim and Kerry had worked during their tenure together. She was a miracle worker.

“Yeah,” Missy said, her voice void of any emotion.

“It’s Jim,” he said, out of breath as he stepped back into the hospital. “Are you able to get live feed from traffic camera footage in downtown Seattle?”

“What am I looking for?” Missy asked, the sound of her quick typing like background music.

“I’m not sure yet,” Jim caught the attention of the nurse at the welcome station. “I need access to your security footage.” When the woman didn’t say anything, Jim slammed his palm on the counter. “Now!” Jim exclaimed.

“You sound excited,” Missy said.

“Excited isn’t exactly how I would describe it,” Jim said.

Kerry joined the fray as the security guard stepped out of his office nearby. Jim relayed the same request to the guard, and he and Kerry followed the short, thin man into his office.

“What am I looking for?” he asked.

“I need all footage from the past five minutes on every exit out of the building,” Jim said.

The man worked quickly, thankfully, and filled the screen with footage that all played simultaneously. There were only four cameras.

“Do these cameras cover every exit?” Jim asked.

“Yes, sir,” he answered.

The footage played, the seconds ticking past. Finally, Jim caught a break. “There!”

Sam walked out of one of the buildings, Lilly still in her arms, though the girl wasn’t squirming anymore. She was motionless, and Sam had her propped up against her shoulder, almost like she was carrying a sleeping child.

“Can we follow her?” Jim asked.

“Uh, hold on.” The security guard switched footage on the center screen, which was a wide shot of the parking lot. “It doesn’t show everything, but you might be able to see what she’s driving.”

Jim waited until he spied Sam again, and once he pinpointed her, he followed the woman to a sedan. “What color is that? Blue?”

Kerry leaned forward, squinting. “I can’t really tell. Looks like a Ford, though.”

“Ford Taurus,” the security guard answered. “My wife drives one.”

Jim watched as the Ford Taurus pulled out of the parking lot, and then returned his attention to the call with Missy. “Did you catch that?”

“Ford Taurus,” Missy answered. “I’ve got a few options that I’m currently looking at, but only one close to the hospital.”

“Follow it,” Jim said, pulling Kerry out of the room and back out into the parking lot. “Where are they located now?”

“Fifth and Third,” Missy said. “Heading west.”

“Fifth and third,” Jim said, throwing Kerry the keys. “West.”

The pair buckled up, and Kerry floored the accelerator, heading out of the parking lot like a bat out of hell.

“Lights?” Kerry asked.

“No, keep them off,” Jim answered, the phone still glued to his ear. “If she thinks she’s gotten away, then I want to sneak up on her.”

Kerry nodded and weaved her way through traffic, driving like a maniac. Jim gripped the hanging bar as Kerry took a tight turn, his shoulder pressing against the door and windshield.

“Where are they now?”

“Still heading west on Third,” Missy said.

“Where the hell is she going?” Kerry asked.

Jim tried to rack his brain. “The docks. She’s heading for the docks.”

“I know a short cut,” Kerry said, and then took a heard left to the south, triggering an eruption of honks and middle fingers as they cut across traffic.

“Just make sure you don’t kill us before we get there,” Jim said.

“I haven’t killed us yet, have I?” Kerry gripped the steering wheel at two and ten, eyes focused on the path ahead.

“Status,” Jim asked, his knuckles whitening from the grip on the phone.

“They just made a southbound turn onto First,” Missy answered. “But I’m about to run out of cameras if they make another turn west.”

“Just stay on them for as long as you can,” Jim said, and then checked out the window for the nearest street. They had already made it to Fourth Street. Just a few more blocks.

A red light flashed up ahead, and Kerry floored the accelerator, flipping the sirens and lights before they reached the intersection.

“Holy shit!” Jim pressed himself back against the seatback and thrust one arm forward to brace against the dashboard as they crossed the intersection.

Three cars slammed on their breaks, one of them coming within inches of colliding into the cruiser’s trunk, but they came through unscathed.

Kerry flipped off the lights and sirens. “Had to break stealth mode.”

“Next time, why don’t you give me a little heads up?” Jim asked.

“And miss the expression on your face?” Kerry asked. “No way.”

“They just turned off of First, heading west,” Missy answered. “Cross street was Seventh south. But I don’t have any more camera access to follow.”

“Run the make and model and see if you can get the license plate,” Jim said. “I want to know everything we can about that car.”

“On it.”

Jim ended the call. “Seventh south. That’s where they made their turn toward the docks.”

“Almost there,” Kerry said.

Jim watched as they neared the final turn. He wasn’t sure what the woman had planned, but he suspected if they rented a boat to take them someplace, it would take some time to get out to the vessel and even longer to untie. They still had time to stop her.

But when Kerry finally turned west off of First and toward the docks, Jim was stunned to find the Taurus driving toward the docks with hastened speed.

“What the hell?” Kerry floored the accelerator and then flipped the lights.

Several long piers stretched out from the seawall and into the bay where most of the areas commercial fishers called their home port. Not to mention tourists and city-goers who enjoyed walking along the waterside.

But everyone was sprinting out of the way of the Taurus as it picked up speed. It finally drove onto one of the piers and continued down the wooden planks. The space was just wide enough for the vehicle to fit.

Anyone who was in the way of the vehicle was either struck or jumped off of the pier and crashed into the cold Pacific waters.

Jim immediately reached for the radio. There was no point not to call the calvary now. “This is Detective Jim North. I need all available units to the docks near pier seventeen. I also need the harbor police and a dive team.”

“Jim…” Kerry said as they both watched the Taurus near the end of the pier. “She’s not slowing down.”

“Get as close as you can,” Jim said.

Kerry followed the trail of wreckage left behind by the Taurus, and Jim couldn’t help but jolt forward when he watched the vehicle break through the railings at the end of the pier and launch itself toward the water.

Kerry stifled a gasp as the vehicle disappeared from sight. When she finally slowed near the end of the dock, Jim already had his seatbelt off and the door open. He sprinted toward the edge of the pier, removing his jacket on the run and never stopping to check how far the drop was into the water as he plunged over the side.

Jim’s stomach floated up into chest, doing backflips there until he hit the water with a hard splash. The frigid waters shocked Jim’s senses all at once when he was submerged; his world suddenly cold and dark. He quickly clawed his way to the surface to catch his bearings.

Waves splashed water into his nose once he finally broke the surface, and one deep inhale froze his lungs. Despite his deliriousness from the plunge and the water blurring his vision, Jim saw the Taurus’s rear bumper as it flipped upward on the vehicle’s slow descent into the water.

Jim swam for it, knowing that once it got too deep, he wouldn’t be able to get to it no matter how hard he swam.

Jim grabbed hold of the bumper just before it submerged and took a deep breath before he disappeared into the sea.

Jim used the car to guide himself forward to the backseat. The saltwater stung his eyes, but he refused to keep them closed. It took his vision a second to adjust, but he saw the rear door handle and reached for it.

It was harder to open because of the water, but Jim muscled it free, and in the backseat, still strapped in her seatbelt, was a motionless Lilly.

The pressure built in Jim’s head as he fumbled over the seatbelt as they continued to sink lower into the ocean.

Once Lilly was free, Jim stole a quick glance at the front seat. It was empty. The woman was gone. He then pulled Lilly from the car and kicked for the surface, holding Lilly tight. He gasped for breath when he finally broke the surface and checked Lilly’s vitals.

“Lilly! Lilly!”

She remained unresponsive.

“Jim!” Kerry waved her arm, drawing his attention to a rope she had thrown down.

Jim swam to it quickly, and then tied the rope around the girl’s waste. “She’s not breathing!”

Kerry motioned to someone else behind her, and then they pulled the rope, Lilly quickly ascending toward the pier, water dripping down, her body limp and motionless.

Jim swam for the nearest ladder, his body exhausted by the time he finally reached the steps. Soaked to the bone, Jim climbed the ladder and then sprinted back toward the end of the pier, where a crowd had gathered around Kerry and Lilly.

“Move! Step aside!” Jim shouldered his way through the crowd and dropped his knees next to Lilly, where Kerry was performing CPR.

Kerry switched between breaths and chest compressions, trying to revive the little girl. “C’mon, Lilly, stay with us.”

Lilly’s face remained blue and lifeless, and Jim reached for the little girl’s hand. She looked different, and Jim realized she didn’t have her bunny with her. It was still in the car, which was now probably at the bottom of the Pacific.

The crowd grew more emotional the longer Kerry performed CPR, and Lilly remained unresponsive. Jim believed they were too late.

“Kerry—”

Lilly spit up water as she convulsed, and Kerry quickly tilted her to the side so the girl could breathe.

“Good girl,” Kerry said, patting Lilly on the back.

The crowd broke into applause, and Kerry gently laid Lilly down on her back. Jim and Kerry exchanged a smile as Lilly caught her breath.

But their mystery woman was gone, and Jim wasn’t sure what they would find at the bottom of the ocean.
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O
 nce again, Jim and Kerry found themselves staring at Lilly Barker from a distance while a paramedic checked the girl. Jim was in the back of another ambulance covered in blankets as he and Kerry waited for the all-clear to talk to the girl.

“How do you think she’s holding up?” Kerry asked.

“I don’t know,” Jim answered. “I can’t imagine what’s going through her head right now.”

“Two abduction recoveries for the same girl in four hours is a record for us, I think,” Kerry said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Kerry turned toward Jim, arms crossed beneath her chest. “Why didn’t Lilly say anything about the woman?”

“What do you mean?” Jim asked.

“Well, I’m assuming this Sam Walker, or whoever she was, is the same person who murdered Hartman and took Kaylie, right?” Kerry asked.

“That’s possible,” Jim answered. “Maybe Lilly never got a good look at the woman’s face?”

“Maybe,” Kerry said, her brow creased in frustration. “And if that little girl knew something to kill her over, why not kill her at the cabin along with Hartman?”

“I don’t know,” Jim answered. “But whatever we’re dealing with is another level. You remember the symbol on the ring Turner gave me?”

“Yeah,” Kerry answered.

“I saw that same symbol tattooed on our mystery woman’s neck,” Jim said.

Kerry stepped closer. “These people are more dangerous than I thought.”

“Yeah,” Jim said.

Flashing lights pulled Jim and Kerry’s attention toward the barricade, which had been constructed around the pier to keep the crowds and the reporters from encroaching on the crime scene. A section of the barricade was removed, and a black SUV with tinted windows was granted access.

“Brass?” Kerry asked.

“Hickem,” Jim answered.

Hickem and Lieutenant Mullocks stepped out of the vehicle, the pair making a beeline for Jim and Kerry at the ambulance.

“What the fuck?” Hickem asked, his tone angry, but he kept his voice down.

“Calm down,” Mullocks answered.

“A fucking car chase?” Hickem directed most of his anger toward Jim, even though it had been Kerry who had done the driving. “Why the hell didn’t you call this in at the hospital?”

“I made a judgment call,” Jim said.

Hickem arched his eyebrows. “A judgment call? It’s not your job to make judgments; it’s your job to follow the protocol and the chain of command.”

“You brought us on the case,” Jim said. “Which means you think we have something to contribute, which I’m sure our lieutenant confirmed. So don’t stand there and pretend that this is all on us. If we hadn’t acted, Lilly would have died. And now we also have another suspect to deal with.”

Hickem backed off a little, and his anger faded. “Sam Walker.”

“You find anything on her?” Kerry asked.

“It’s an alias,” Hickem answered. “We’ve only seen her once before. There was an incident in New York. She killed one of our agents.” He narrowed his eyes when he studied Jim. “You’re lucky to be alive.”

Jim knew that was the truth. Based on the way the woman had attacked them, in combination with her escape plan, she was a professional. “Do you know anything useful about her?”

“Only that she’s been used by The Greeks before,” Hickem answered. “She doesn’t come out to play very often, so you should consider yourself very fortunate to have graced her presence.”

“So, what now?” Kerry asked. “We try to put out an APB on the woman? We must have her face recorded on the security footage at the hospital.”

“We can try, but she’ll be long gone by now,” Hickem said.

“It’s worth a shot,” Mullocks replied. “We’ll put it together.”

“Fine,” Hickem said.

“We’ll need access to Hartman’s house,” Jim said.

“My team isn’t finished working the scene yet,” Hickem said.

“Good, that means they haven’t screwed anything up yet,” Jim said.

Hickem flushed red. “You’re working the missing girl. Not Hartman’s death.”

“And our missing girl lived with your dead informant,” Jim countered.

Hickem stiffened. “When my people are done, we’ll let you know.” Hickem turned away, leaving Mullocks with Jim and Kerry.

“What the hell doesn’t he want us to find?” Kerry asked. “Lieutenant, you’re sure we can trust this guy?”

“Hickem operates in a different world than we do,” Mullocks answered. “I’ll work him a little bit to ease up on the information plug, but you’re going to have to watch yourselves. He might like the two of you, but you don’t want to get on his bad side.”

Kerry laughed. “That was him liking us?”

“Stay sharp,” Mullocks said.

Once the lieutenant was gone, Jim knew there was only one way they were going to get to the bottom of this, and that was if they took the matter into their own hands.

“I don’t like that face,” Kerry said.

“We need to go to the Hartman house,” Jim said.

Kerry sighed. “So, you just want to break in?”

“Call it what you want,” Jim answered. “But, we need to learn more about both Hartmans.”

Kerry bit her lower lip. “Jim, I understand the urge to follow the case, but why don’t we stick with what we know so far. There are other leads we can follow. Like Sam Walker.”

Jim shook his head. “No, Hickem was right about the woman disappearing. If she’s managed to stay off of police radar for this long, then we’re not going to have any luck. We can’t be the first person to have captured her picture.”

“What about Lilly?” Kerry asked, pointing to the ambulance where the little girl was still being treated. “She might know something.”

“I’m certain she does,” Jim answered. “But the girl has been through a lot. She needs a break. We’ll circle back to her after she’s had some time to rest.”

Kerry slumped forward. Jim could tell she didn’t like the plan.

“You don’t have to come,” Jim said. “I can go by myself.”

Kerry scoffed. “Yeah, because you make such good decisions when you’re alone.”

After a brief stop at home to change into different clothes, Kerry and Jim drove toward the high-end suburb of Broadmoor, where Hartman had a sprawling estate.

Kerry did a quick drive-by, circling the block to look for any agents Hickem might have had watching the house. But neither Kerry nor Jim spotted anything out of the ordinary, and so they parked one street over and talked strategy.

“I’m guessing the Feds already looked at the house,” Jim said. “Which means they probably turned off all of the security footage that might be running around the property, so I don’t think we have to worry about any alarms going off.”

Jim and Kerry stared out the window, trying to figure out the best way to approach. The entire estate was fenced in, but large oak trees lined the back of the property.

“We might be able to climb over the wall using the trees,” Jim said.

“Good thing I stretched this morning,” Kerry said.

“You’re sure you’re okay with this?” Jim answered. “I don’t have a problem going in by myself.”

“I’m fine,” Kerry answered, holding Jim’s gaze. “Anything, in particular, we should be looking for?”

“We’ll start with the daughter’s room, and work our way back from there.”

“Got it.”

Kerry and Jim stepped out of the car and moved quickly along the sidewalk and then slipped between two properties where they could reach the trees outside the perimeter of the Hartman estate. They managed to find one with a few low hanging branches, and they went up one at a time, landing gracefully on Hartman’s perfectly manicured lawn.

Jim moved quickly toward a side door, which was locked. He didn’t want to have to pick the lock, so they worked their way toward the front door, which was unlocked. And as Jim suspected, there was no alarm.

The power was off, but the sunlight through the windows provided enough light to see, and Kerry let out a low whistle as she glanced around.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like this before,” Kerry said. “It’s like an episode of MTV cribs.”

“Of what?” Jim asked.

“Trashy television,” Kerry answered. “You wouldn’t like it.”

The inside of the house was impressive, and the three-story vaulted ceilings in the foyer, which offered three directions to travel in a combination of rooms and hallways, provided an immediate fork in the rode.

“I’m guessing the daughter’s room is upstairs,” Jim said. “We’ll start up there and work our way down.”

The pair headed up the staircase, and while Jim and Kerry searched for the room, Jim noticed one peculiar item missing among all of the statues, paintings, and technology.

No pictures of the family.

In every house Jim had ever visited, there were always pictures of the family. And while Jim understood that Hartman was most certainly a different class of civilian than he was used to dealing with, he found it odd that there were no pictures of the Hartman clan.

After a few tries, Jim and Kerry wandered into Kaylie’s room, her name written on the door. Inside they found a typical little girl’s room, if the room had the budget of a small film.

Anything and everything the girl could have ever wanted was in the room. Computer, television, sound system, stuffed animals, toys, pillows, blankets, a closet that was as big as some people’s apartments.

“Wow,” Kerry said.

“This is bigger than some of the houses I lived in during my time in the foster system,” Jim said.

Kerry walked over to the dresser and put on her gloves before she opened the drawers. “They could have just taken the girl for blackmail.” She turned, looking at Jim, who was examining the bed. “Try to get something from the mother.”

“Maybe,” Jim said, tilting his head to the side as he donned his own pair of gloves. He reached for the pillow and checked inside. He figured if the girl had anything to hide, she would have kept it close. But she was only six. Six-year-olds might have secrets, but they didn’t necessarily write them down in a diary.

“You think—”

The sound of a door opening echoed up from the first floor, and Jim and Kerry froze. After they exchanged a quick glance, they both drew their weapons and made their way back toward the staircase.

Jim held up his hand for Kerry to pause and then peered over the railing just in time to see someone disappear into one of the rooms on the left. Jim headed down the steps quietly, and Kerry followed.

Jim trailed the intruder to the living room, his back toward Jim. He wasn’t an FBI agent. The guy was dressed in a hoodie, like a burglar.

“Don’t move,” Jim said. “Keep your hands at your sides and bring them slowly to the top of your head.”

The intruder complied, raising his hands to his head.

“Now, get on your knees,” Jim said.

“Please, I can explain—”

“On your knees now!” Jim barked, and the suspect complied.

Jim kept his gun trained on the suspect while Kerry moved forward and cuffed the man’s hands behind his back.

“This is a mistake,” he said, yelling with his left cheek pressed against the carpet. “I was invited here.”

Kerry finished a pat-down, but she only found a tape recorder, phone, keys, and wallet. No weapons. “Okay. Up.” She helped the suspect to his feet and then put him in a chair.

“Who are you?” Jim asked.

The guy was young, around Jim’s age, maybe even younger. Scruff covered his face, and he wore a pair of black-framed glasses. And even with the hoodie and the jeans, Jim could tell the guy was skinny. His shoulders were so bony they looked like right angles.

“My name is Frankie Byrd,” he said. “I’m a reporter. I worked for Mr. Hartman.”
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A
 quick Google search on Kerry’s phone confirmed Frankie’s identity. He ran an investigative column for the Seattle Times
 , a paper owned by Hartman Media. Once Kerry and Jim were convinced the reporter wasn’t a threat, Kerry uncuffed him, and they all sat down to have a conversation.

“Talk,” Jim said.

The reporter wasn’t as nervous as he was before. He glanced between Jim and Kerry, rubbing his wrists, which were red from the cuffs. “What the hell do you mean?”

“What are you doing here?” Jim asked.

Frankie stared down at his wrists and then stopped rubbing them. He leaned back, relaxing a little, and folded his hands in his lap. “I was supposed to meet Hartman last night, but he never showed.”

“What was the meeting supposed to be about?” Kerry asked.

Frankie narrowed his eyes, and Jim saw the wheels turning in that investigative brain. “Why would I talk to you two about it?”

“Because we both want the same thing,” Kerry answered.

Frankie laughed and shook his head. “I doubt that.” He settled his eyes on Kerry again, and this time he pointed at her. “I know you.” He narrowed his eyes. “Holy shit. You’re Kerry Martin. You’re Roy Solomon’s daughter.”

Kerry clenched her jaw, and Jim knew the reporter had struck a nerve.

“You were in the papers yourself recently,” Frankie said, continuing to poke the bear. “Something about a police brutality charge. You had a hearing today. I guess they left you off with a warning.”

“All you reporters are alike,” Kerry said, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “You think you’re on some noble quest to bring me and every cop in the city down? There might be bad cops, but I’m not one of them. And neither is he.” She pointed to herself and then to Jim.

“And I want the truth,” Frankie said. “I want to know how you get away with nearly beating an innocent man to death, mistaking him for the real criminal. I forget how that works? Did you have to get some of your cronies to back you up on what happened?”

“You don’t care about the truth,” Kerry answered.

“I do,” Frankie answered. “I’m just not afraid to look truth in the eye. All you care about is ferreting out someone who fits the bill for a crime and then hand them over to the DA for the case to be settled in court. And then you move onto the next case, and the next, just churn and burn.”

“And you print whatever the hell you want without any consequences of what it might mean to the people in your articles,” Kerry said, and then she stood. “I’m so sick of you people standing up on your soapboxes and preaching to the rest of us that what you’re doing is in the name of truth and justice. All you care about are the details of a story to exploit so you can boost your readership, or clicks, or whatever the hell it is that you want.”

Frankie stood, meeting Kerry’s anger and frustration, and Jim knew that this could go on for days if he didn’t step in.

“You both think that you’re right,” Jim said, pulling both of their attention toward him. “And when both sides think they’re right, it only leads to conflict. Neither of you is going to solve the long-standing issues between the police and the media in the next twenty minutes, so why don’t we all sit down and try to use our time more productively?”

Jim knew how much Kerry hated reporters. But she had made a mistake, and while Jim didn’t agree with the way the media wrote about it, neither he nor Frankie could change what had happened.

Kerry was the first to back down, and she returned to her seat, but she remained disgruntled. Jim turned his attention to Frankie, hoping the reporter would play nice now that they had a moment to get whatever was upsetting them out of their system.

“What do you know about Hartman?” Jim asked.

“I know that he stood me up,” Frankie answered.

Jim titled his head to the side. “Is that all you know?”

Frankie remained tight-lipped. He wasn’t going to share anything about what he was working on without a gesture of good faith.

“Hartman was found dead this morning,” Jim said.

Kerry snapped her attention toward her partner, and Frankie’s eyes lit up with surprise, though the reporter tried to mask his reaction.

“Where?” Frankie asked.

“Off-grid location,” Jim answered. “His staff didn’t even know about it.”

Frankie glanced between the two detectives, and Jim saw the uncertainty in his eyes. He was wondering if Jim was just feeding him a line. But beneath the uncertainty there was something else, something more… emotional.

“But you don’t seem surprised that it hasn’t hit the wires yet,” Jim said, studying the reaction. “Which means you know who Hartman was working with.”

“You’re as good as people say, North.” Frankie quickly wiped his eyes, trying to pass it off as satisfying an itch. “Hartman told me he was working with the Feds. He’d been keeping me in the loop about what he was doing.”

“And the Feds didn’t know about your involvement,” Jim said.

“No,” Frankie replied. “Hartman was careful to keep it separate.”

“Why?” Kerry asked.

Frankie cleared his throat. “Well, I think we’ve already established how certain members of the media feel about some of the authoritarian establishments in this country. Hartman knew that the Feds might want to distort some details on the case. So he told me everything that was happening, so we could have the real story if the Feds decided to run their own version of events.”

“He was building leverage,” Jim said.

Frankie tilted his head to the left and right and then winced. “Sounds dirty when you say it, but yeah.”

“What did he tell you?” Jim asked.

Frankie paused again, his eyes darting between the pair of detectives. “The Feds have boxed you out.”

“Not as much as you think,” Jim said. “We shared, now it’s your turn. C’mon.”

Frankie inched forward to the edge of his chair. “Hartman was working with the Feds to infiltrate some sort of secret society. The kind where money can get you whatever you want. Apparently, it’s only for the super-rich and powerful though, but it caters to any and every fantasy that you could possibly want to have, no matter how dark the desire.”

So far, it wasn’t anything new, but Jim let the guy go through his process. The last thing he wanted was to stop when things got good.

“Things were going well for a while,” Frankie said. “Ben passed all of the early tests and checked all of the entry criteria. Wealthy, powerful, all that was left was to focus on his request and what he wanted to use the society to obtain.”

“Did he meet with anyone?” Jim asked.

“No,” Frankie answered. “Everything was done by email and or text. No verbal communication.”

“Did Hartman give any of the correspondence to you?” Kerry asked.

“He couldn’t give it to anyone,” Frankie answered. “The links and emails would delete sixty seconds after opening.”

“He couldn’t try to save it?” Jim asked.

“The people Hartman was dealing with,” Frankie said, struggling to explain, “they are not the usual criminal. This society, whoever they are, have access to resources that you and I don’t even realize exist.” He held up a hand and started ticking off the items one at a time. “Technology. Personnel. Infrastructure. They can move anything, anywhere, anytime they want.”

“Did Hartman give you anything concrete?” Kerry asked.

“That’s what the meeting last night was supposed to be about,” Frankie answered. “Ben told me that he was finally admitted into the circle. The people had accepted him, and all he had to do was follow through with his request.”

Jim realized what the request was before Frankie spoke it aloud.

“The Feds wanted to bring the society down on human trafficking charges because those would impose the strictest sentences,” Frankie said. “The Feds requested that Hartman ask for a child.”

Jim and Kerry exchanged a quick glance.

“Hartman was supposed to receive the kid last night in some kind of ceremony,” Frankie said. “Afterward, Ben was going to meet up with me, and the girl was going to be our proof.” Franke held up his arms and then reclined back in his chair. “But he never showed. Something spooked him.”

“He didn’t call you or reach out to you in any way?” Jim asked.

“Nothing,” Frankie answered. “I fucking told him something like this was going to happen, but he wouldn’t listen to me.”

Kerry scrunched up her face. “So why the hell would he tell you all of this?”

“Because he wanted to make sure the truth came out,” Frankie answered.

“Yeah, no, I get that, but why specifically you
 ,” Kerry said. “You look like you’re what… Twenty-three? Why not give this to a more seasoned reporter.”

Frankie’s cheeks had reddened. “Because he trusts me.”

Jim was slowly connecting the dots. “You two are lovers.”

Frankie’s expression was all Jim needed to confirm the truth, and Frankie opened his mouth, trying to come up with some kind of excuse or story that would counter the truth, but eventually, Frankie slumped. “We were involved. Yes.”

“Hartman was gay?” Kerry asked.

“He was a complicated man,” Frankie answered, tearing up. “But he was a good man. That’s why he wanted to do this. Because he was tired of watching terrible people get away with whatever they wanted. No one followed a stricter code than Benny. He built his company on the foundation that truth mattered and what we contributed to the world made a difference!” He grew more emotional, and Jim sensed the kid was losing control. “He didn’t deserve to die.”

“No,” Jim replied. “He didn’t. But right now we have a bigger problem. His daughter was taken.”

Frankie wiped his eyes, confused. “What?”

“She was with him when he was murdered,” Jim answered.

“No, she wasn’t— She was here in Seattle?” Frankie asked. “Her mother was supposed to have custody through the rest of the month.”

Jim found that interesting, but he wanted to capitalize on Frankie’s sudden distress. It was important for them to extract as much information out of him as possible.

“Frankie, what else did Hartman tell you about the society?” Jim answered. “Did he mention any locations, times, anything?”

Frankie took a few breaths to regain his composure, but he shook his head. “He didn’t mention anything else, but—” He paused, his eyes widening. “Actually, he did.” He reached for the notebook that he kept on him and flipped through the pages until he found what he was looking for and showed it to Jim and Kerry. “This.”

The sketch wasn’t the best drawing, and if Jim hadn’t already seen the pedestal and four columns, then he might not have known what he was looking at. But he’d seen it already, and he did know what he was looking at.

“It’s their symbol,” Frankie said, unable to conceal the disgust and contempt in his voice. “For their secret society. It’s a pedestal surrounded by four Roman columns.”

“We’ve seen it,” Jim said. “It was tattooed on the neck of a woman sent to kill the girl that Hartman had received from his orientation into the society.”

Frankie’s eyes brightened. “The girl is still alive? Has she said anything? If you could get her to talk—”

“She’s six,” Jim said. “And she’s been through a lot.”

Frankie calmed. “Of course.” He stared down at the symbol for the society. “These people need to pay for what they’ve done.” He looked up to Jim and Kerry. “For once, I’d like to see you guys pull through.”

With no further information to be exchanged, Jim, Kerry, and Frankie stepped out of the house, each of them returning the way they came in.

“I don’t think it goes without saying that everything we spoke about goes off the record,” Jim said, catching Frankie before he was gone.

Frankie failed to hide his disappointment, and he reluctantly nodded. “Same goes for me. You never saw me. Cool?”

“Cool,” Jim answered.

Jim and Kerry returned to the car, and once they were safe inside the confines of the vehicle, Kerry finally spoke.

“Did you buy all of that?” Kerry asked.

Jim stared at the rooftops of Hartman’s mansion. “I did.” He turned to Kerry. “I don’t think we’re going to learn anything from Hartman and the house. But we might be able to learn something from the ex-wife.”

“You think she knew about Hartman’s double love life?” Kerry asked.

“It’s possible,” Jim answered. “Women have a way of finding out the truth.”

“Why would Hartman bring his daughter into this?” Kerry asked. “He must have known the risks. I would think that he’d want her as far away from all of this as possible.”

“The only reason I can think of was that he didn’t trust anyone else to keep her safe,” Jim said. “And I guess he didn’t trust his ex-wife.”
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T
 he ride back to the precinct from the Hartman estate provided Jim time to think while he unconsciously fingered Turner’s ring in his pocket. He had been trying to establish a reason why Hartman would have run, but each time he believed he was getting close to the truth, he was plagued by flashes of pictures from the file Hickem had given them of The Greeks’ victims, which were intermixed with the images of the list of names Turner had given him.

Jim let go of the ring and folded his hands into his lap. “Hickem’s keeping something from us.”

“Of course he is,” Kerry said. “He’s FBI.”

Jim rubbed the scars on his palms to help him think. “It wouldn’t make sense for Hartman not to contact Hickem if he saw something that spooked him. The sole purpose of Hickem’s team was to provide support.”

“Maybe Hickem’s team has a leak,” Kerry said. “I mean, if The Greeks are as powerful and influential as Hickem believes, who’s to say they don’t have someone in his unit on their payroll?”

“It’s possible,” Jim answered.

When they returned to the precinct, Jim and Kerry noticed a pair of media trucks along the street next to the building.

“You think Frankie squealed?” Kerry asked.

“I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” Jim answered, studying the scene. “They might just be fishing. I would have expected more station outlets if they knew what was really going on.”

Jim and Kerry managed to enter the precinct without incident from the reporters, who seemed too distracted by their phones than to try to flag down the detectives for a comment. Neither Jim nor Kerry complained when they entered the station unbothered.

“Looks like we’ve got some of Hartman’s financials,” Kerry said, checking her email from her phone as she sat down at her desk. “You want to tackle it, or do you want me to handle it?”

Jim logged into his computer, returning to the missing person files from the list of names Turner had left for him. He removed the ring from his pocket and examined it under the florescent lights of the office.

“Jim?” Kerry asked.

“Yeah,” Jim answered, clearing his throat as he set the ring down. “You can handle the financials.”

Kerry nodded and went to work, while Jim returned to the staring contest with the ring, and then looked at the twelve faces on his computer screen that he believed were his half-siblings. They were all varying ages, genders, races, and ethnicities. The only thing connecting them was Turner. But Jim needed to confirm that for sure.

Jim picked up the phone, calling up the detectives who had filled out the paperwork for each child. In every instance, Jim was able to confirm the parents of the child were all single mothers. And the four single mothers Jim actually managed to speak with were able to confirm the pregnancy came out of either rape or a one night stand. And the man they all described was exactly the same.

Tall, dark, handsome, sophisticated, and violent in the bedroom. It fit Turner perfectly.

Jim set down the phone and then picked up the ring again. Secret society, secret symbol, secrets, secrets, secrets. Jim needed to learn more about his enemy. And he needed to do it before the auction at midnight, which was only eight hours away.

“I’m going to go perform some recon,” Jim said.

“Okay,” Kerry replied, distracted by the information on her screen.

Jim had a wealth of street knowledge at his access in the department, and he walked back to the VICE unit where Detective Connie Loughlin and Detective Glenn Ruther worked.

Ruther had tattoos up and down his arms, a mixture of designs and pictures he had accumulated throughout the years. He was in his fifties, and he looked more like an aged-out biker than a detective with the VICE unit, but he had done extensive undercover work throughout his career, and that had sharpened his edges over the years.

Loughlin was younger, with fewer tattoos, but she possessed a hardness to her that Jim had associated with the VICE unit. It attracted a specific breed of cop. From what Jim remembered, their own lieutenant had started out in VICE before she had earned her shield and made detective in Missing Persons.

The pair had been in the VICE department together for a decade. They were the most seasoned team in the precinct. If there were any cops who had heard of The Greeks before, it was these two.

“Hey,” Jim said. “You ever seen anything like this? He handed the ring to Glenn, who examined it, and then passed it over to Connie.

“Doesn’t look familiar to me,” Glenn said.

Connie squinted her eyes and then tilted the page to the side. She chewed gum. “What the hell is this supposed to be anyway?”

“It’s a pedestal, surrounded by four Roman columns,” Jim answered. “Have you seen anything like that associated with gangs on the streets?”

Connie handed the paper back to Jim. “Nah, nothing like that.”

“This have something to do with why the Feds are here?” Glenn asked.

“You heard about that?” Jim asked.

Glenn smiled, exposing the dimple on his left cheek. “I like to keep my ear to the ground.”

“All right, thanks anyway.” Jim pocketed the ring and then headed toward the rear of the building, hoping he’d have better luck from a technical standpoint. “Missy.”

Missy Logan was tucked away in the back corner of the cyber room. She was the youngest member of the cyber team—early twenties with a pixie black haircut, a pale complexion, and dressed in a sweatshirt, a puffy black skirt, black leggings, and black boots.

The ceiling light above her had the bulb removed per her request. It wasn’t normal, but Missy had done such a good job for the department that maintenance allowed her oddities.

“Yeah.” Missy typed quickly, her long acrylic nails transforming her fingers into talons.

“I was hoping to get your help on something,” Jim said, as he placed the ring next to the empty coffee cup on her desk, the inside stained black from never being washed.

“You always need my help with something,” Missy replied, never taking her eyes off the screen. She had a dozen windows open, flitting between them with incredible ease.

Every time Jim saw her, she always had a screen in front of her face. Jim was confident Missy slept with her phone on and her eyes open.

“I need to know everything about the engraving on that ring that you can find,” Jim said, pointing to the piece of jewelry that Missy still hadn’t even looked at.

“I need coffee,” Missy said, her fingers a blur over the keyboard as she continued to type and flip between screens.

Jim stared down at the empty cup as Missy didn’t move from her desk.

“Yes, that means go and get me some coffee,” Missy said.

Jim rolled his eyes and snatched the cup off the desk. He moved quickly toward the breakroom. He filled the mug and bypassed the cream and sugar. Missy drank it black.

By the time Jim returned to Missy’s desk, the ring hadn’t moved, but Jim saw the windows on Missy’s screen had changed.

“What’d you find?” Jim asked.

“Coffee?” Missy asked.

Jim handed her the mug, and she sipped, then grunted a noise Jim assumed meant the coffee was satisfactory, and she set down the mug and maximized one of the windows on her screen.

“In ancient Greece, there was a common practice called pederasty,” Missy said. “It was when a grown man developed a sexual relationship with a young boy.” Missy made no attempt to keep her voice down, and the comment caused every head in the room to look up from their computer screen with raised eyebrows. “Funny how things become taboo and not taboo,” Missy said. “Not so funny for the boys I’d imagine, though.”

Jim stared down at the picture, and his stomach soured. “Can you find anything that might relate to that type of practice in modern day? This is a priority.”

Missy looked up from her computer and sipped her coffee. “You do know that you have to specially request those speedy returns.”

“Consider the coffee the completed paperwork,” Jim said.

Missy offered one boisterous “Ha!” and then swiveled to face her screen. “I’ll send you what I find.”

“Thanks, Missy.” Jim picked up the ring and then returned to his desk, where Kerry was still working.

“Anything useful?” Kerry asked.

Jim stared at the ring. “No. You?”

“Hartman’s bank statements are more complicated than my taxes,” Kerry said. “But I’m not finding anything out of the ordinary. No triggers for offshore account payments or anything like that.”

Jim nodded and then returned his attention to the images of his half-siblings still on the screen.

Kerry arched an eyebrow. “Do you think we have a problem with Hickem?”

“The lieutenant says we can trust him,” Jim said. “And I trust her judgment.”

Kerry nodded in agreement.

It had been a long time since Jim trusted any of his superiors. But Lieutenant Mullocks had been the first to give him a break when no one else would ever consider it. Jim was at the end of his rope when he was offered a position here. If Mullocks hadn’t made the offer, Jim wasn’t sure if he would have ever worked with a badge again.

Kerry planted her elbows on her desk and then leaned forward. “So, what’s next—”

“Where is she?” The voice was so loud that it silenced the normal chatter throughout the precinct.

Every head turned, including Jim and Kerry, and everyone watched as a tall woman marched through the precinct, trailed by three men dressed in suits.

“Where is my daughter?”

Jim and Kerry exchanged a quick glance, both realizing who had arrived, and they quickly stood to intercept the ex-Mrs. Hartman before she ripped someone’s throat out.

“Ma’am,” Jim said. “I’m Detective Jim North, and this is my partner—”

“Are you the ones in charge of finding my little girl?” The ex-wife wore heels, but even without them, she still would have looked down on Jim. She was dressed in a business suit and jacket, but beneath the expensive clothes, Jim saw the figure of an athlete.

“We’re handling Kaylie’s disappearance,” Jim answered.

Mrs. Hartman stepped closer to Jim, shortening the distance between them, and her cheeks glowed red from frustration, bags beneath her eyes signaling a lack of sleep. “Have you found her?”

Jim sensed the situation ready to be blown out of hand, so he settled for a more diplomatic approach. “Why don’t we go into one of the conference rooms where we can sort this out.”

Kerry stepped aside and gestured down the hall. “If you’ll follow me, Mrs. Hartman—”

“I’m not married to him anymore,” she said. “Sheila Ford is her own woman now.”

Kerry cleared her throat. “Of course. If you can follow me this way.” She arched her eyebrows to Jim on her way past, and Jim brought up the rear, following the three suits Sheila Ford had brought with her.

“This should be interesting,” Jim said.

Once everyone had settled in the conference room, Jim felt like he was on the losing side of some court proceedings. The three men Ms. Ford had brought with her were her team of lawyers from a very expensive law firm in New York.

Sheila Ford—no relation to the car company—leaned in to the whispers from the lawyers on either side of her, nodded, and then folded her arms on the table, staring down Jim and Kerry as if they were the ones responsible for Kaylie’s disappearance.

“Why have you two failed at bringing my daughter home,” Sheila said.

“Ms. Ford, this is going to go a lot faster and be much more efficient if you’ll allow my partner and me to conduct this interview,” Jim said.

Sheila arched her eyebrows. “So I’m the one on trial now? Am I understanding that correctly?”

“Ms. Ford, you know you’re not on trial,” Kerry answered, an edge to her voice as she grew more irritated with the woman’s martyr-like demeanor. “We just need to ask you some questions so we’re able to collect as much information about your daughter. The more we know, the more likely it is for a successful recovery.”

Sheila fidgeted uncomfortably for a moment, and Jim saw she was struggling to keep herself from blowing up again. But she eventually calmed and then leaned back into her chair. “Fine.”

“Thank you,” Kerry said. “Now, when was the last time you saw your daughter?”

“Three days ago,” Sheila answered.

“Is that when she left to go stay with her father?” Jim asked.

Sheila opened her mouth to answer but then paused when the lawyer to her left whispered in her ear. She nodded after he was finished. “Ben came to collect her without my knowledge or consent. He picked her up from school and brought her back with him to Seattle.”

“What is the custody agreement between you and Mr. Hartman?” Jim asked.

“I have her for half the year, and Ben has her for the other half,” Sheila answered. “There are built-in visitation times for both of us, though, when Kaylie is with the other parent.”

“And was Ben’s visit to New York on the day he took Kaylie back with him one of those visitation days?” Jim asked.

Again the lawyer on her left whispered in Sheila’s ear before she replied. “No.”

Jim drummed his fingers on the table, studying Ms. Ford with a scrutinous gaze. The fact that she had barged in here with a legal team in tow made Jim believe she was overcompensating for something else.

Was it normal for a parent to be outraged when their child was taken? Of course. But this show Sheila was putting on seemed more of a façade. The woman was acting as though this was how she was supposed to react. There was a lack of sincerity that Jim found suspect.

“Why didn’t you report the abduction to the police?” Jim asked.

The lawyer was about to whisper in Sheila ’s ear again, but she held up her hand to stop him. She never looked away from Jim, and she leaned forward with a sense of frustration. “Do you have any idea how rich Benjamin is? Or how much influence he has? Our marriage failed, and while there is a heavy layer of resentment between the two of us, I know Ben is a good man. He is a good father. And the last thing I wanted was to call the police and start a paper trail that would have caused more trouble than it did good.”

“So you believed that Kaylie was safe with her father,” Kerry said.

“Yes,” Sheila replied, and then her eyes grew red and glassy. “Apparently, I was wrong.”

“Did you speak to your daughter between now and the time she was taken from New York?” Jim asked.

“No,” Sheila said.

“And when was the last time you spoke with Benjamin?” Jim asked.

“I don’t recall,” Sheila answered.

It was obvious to Jim that Sheila wasn’t telling the whole story, so Jim tried a different tactic. “What did you know about your husband’s current life?”

“He’s busy,” Sheila answered.

“Anything specific?” Jim asked.

Sheila sighed. “I thought we were supposed to be talking about Kaylie. Ben is dead. My daughter is still missing. We’re wasting time!” She slammed both fists onto the table, and the lawyer to her left immediately leaned into her ear, whispering, and she finally calmed. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Jim said, dismissing the apology. “And it’s a fair point. But your husband was dealing with some individuals, and those people killed him. Now, in order to find out where your daughter was taken and who took her, we need to know more about what you knew of Ben’s recent dealings with the FBI.”

It was only a second, but it was all Jim needed to confirm that Sheila already knew about the FBI’s investigation. And by the time she recovered her expression to feign surprise, it was too late. “FBI? What would Benjamin be doing with the FBI?”

“I need the truth from you, Sheila.” Jim never understood why people lied. He would always ferret out the truth, so to him, the woman was just wasting time.

“I will not be treated like this.” Sheila ’s cheeks reddened, and she quickly stood. “If you won’t find my daughter, then I’ll hire someone who can.”

“Ms. Ford, please,” Kerry said, but it was too late.

Sheila marched out of the conference room, her lawyers following, shutting the door behind them, leaving Jim and Kerry without any answers and stuck with only more questions.

“She knew,” Jim said. “She knew about the FBI investigation.”

“You’re sure?” Kerry asked.

“Either Hartman told her or Hickem did,” Jim answered. “And I’m betting by the way she marched out of here that it was Ben. She’s knows something, and she’s not telling us.”

“We could bring her in as a suspect,” Kerry said. “I think that’s the only way we’ll be able to talk to her again, but if we do that, she’ll probably bring even more lawyers. It’ll be a dead end.”

Jim nodded, chewing the inside of his cheek as he traced the scars along his left palm. “I know you’re right. I think we need to—”

The conference room door burst open, and Hickem plowed his way inside, making a beeline toward Jim. “Was it you?”

“What are you talking about?” Jim asked.

Hickem never broke stride as he stepped around the table and pointed his massive meaty finger into Jim’s face. “Don’t play stupid!” Hickem screamed, his face transforming into a giant red tomato.

Mullocks quickly appeared in the conference room, coming to Jim’s aid. “Hickem, back off!”

“No!” Hickem roared, his anger growing. “He fucking spoke to the press! Hartman’s death is all over the news! Any element of surprise we had is gone!”

Jim shut his eyes; Frankie had led with the story. “I can explain—”

“You’re off the fucking case!” Hickem said. “You don’t even know what kind of shitstorm I will rain down upon you. Your days as a detective are over!” He spun around, stomping so hard the walls shook and slammed the door shut behind him.

Jim turned to the lieutenant, who looked upset as well. “LT, I can explain—”

“Save it,” Mullocks said. “Why don’t you take a walk, North, while I handle damage control for what you just did.”

Jim had expected more shouting from the lieutenant, and when she said nothing else and walked out of the conference room, Jim knew he had royally screwed up.

“Hey,” Kerry said. “This will blow over.”

But Jim wasn’t so sure. Hickem had been at his post for a long time, and he most likely had connections to other people, powerful people. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility for Hickem to make a call to the mayor, or governor, or the police chief and make a request.

The administration could find any number of reasons to suspend Jim. Of course, he would always fight it with the backing of the union, but it would get tied up in court for a long time, and given his history in the department, it might not be a fight he could win.

“So, what’s next?” Kerry asked.

Jim looked to his partner. “I don’t know if you were listening, but it sounds to me like we’re off the case.”

Kerry shrugged. “Since when has that stopped us?”

“Are you sure you want to hitch your wagon to this train wreck?” Jim asked.

“We’re partners,” Kerry replied. “I don’t have a choice.” She smiled, and Jim couldn’t help but grin in return.

“All right,” Jim said, taking a moment to reset. “If we’re going to move forward, then we need to take a new approach.” He rubbed his palms together. “It stands to reason that if this society has people in every city, then they have some home bases of operation. Their customer base might be well-vetted, but they’ll want convenience and consistency. And if they’ve been operating here for as long as Hickem believes they’ve been operating, then there has to be someone who’s at least heard about them.”

Kerry nodded, following along. “So, we need to talk to someone who is familiar with the seedy underground of Seattle.”

Jim nodded, and while he didn’t want to talk to the man, Jim knew that if there was anyone who could help them, it was Cutters.
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T
 racking Benjamin Cutters was a job that an entire police department couldn’t even handle. The man was a ghost, harder to find than Jimmy Hoffa’s remains. But Jim and Kerry’s previous interaction with Cutters gave them a leg up on locating the man.

Cutters frequented a strip club on the coast. He was currently dating one of the dancers, and it didn’t take long for Jim and Kerry to track down the girl’s home address.

“You think this is the best play?” Kerry asked on the drive over to the dancer’s house.

“I don’t think there is another way,” Jim answered. “Unless you have a better idea.”

“I don’t,” Kerry said. “But Cutters is a very private man. I don’t think he’s going to take kindly to us tracking down his girlfriend and using her to get to him.”

“Cutters is a criminal,” Jim said. “He’s lucky we don’t haul him in instead.”

Kerry cast Jim a heavy dose of side-eye. She, like Jim, understood that their working relationship with Cutters was more complicated than he was letting on. Because despite Cutters’s nefarious deeds, more than once, he had been able to bail Jim and Kerry out of a bind and helped them solve a case.

But Jim wasn’t convinced the few good deeds Cutters had done for the department balanced out the lifetime of crime the man had committed in the name of his greed.

Because that’s all men like Cutters were: people smart enough and cruel enough to take advantage of a system that could be corrupted through the use of bribes and bullying.

But Kerry believed the real reason Jim hated Cutters was because he was a man who took advantage of the system. Jim had grown up with people like that. He had experienced extensive cruelty at the hands of those who took advantage of the foster care system and the defenseless children they were supposed to protect.

It had been those experiences as a child that had propelled Jim into his line of work. Every beating and verbal assault, the nights that stretched into days without food, he used every bit of that to fuel his desire to help those who couldn’t help themselves.

Every case Jim took on was personal because he knew what it was like to be that child. He understood the helplessness that accompanied an abduction. He had experienced the fear and pain and uncertainty of the future. A future where you’re unsure if you’ll even survive.

So Kerry knew Jim didn’t care what Benjamin Cutters thought of him tracking down his girlfriend in order to contact him. If Cutters didn’t want the police involved in his personal life, then he shouldn’t have started a life of crime.

When it came to those on the other side of the law, Jim had no patience. And for the longest time, Kerry was the same way.

But ever since her altercation with Mellows, Kerry couldn’t help but now see herself as a hypocrite. She had crossed a line she had always promised herself she would never cross. And then, when she did, she was still able to keep her shield.

The rumblings had been fairly quiet around the precinct, but Kerry noticed a difference in the way some of the officers looked at her now. It felt like it did when she had first started when everyone saw her as the daughter of Roy Solomon, the murderous detective.

Kerry had hated her father for years for what he had done to their family, but ever since her partnership with Jim, she had opened up a dialogue with him in prison. She wouldn’t say their relationship was fixed, but it was in a far better spot than it had been before.

“What I did to Mellows,” Kerry said, catching Jim’s attention. “Do you think I should have lost my badge for it?”

Jim studied his partner, and she saw the wheels behind those dark eyes turn. “No. He attacked you.”

“And after I had him subdued, I nearly killed him,” Kerry said.

“But you didn’t,” Jim said.

Kerry nodded and then dropped the subject as she parked on the street outside of Cutters’s girlfriend’s townhouse.

The area was nice, but it wasn’t rich. Middle-class homes in a safer neighborhood of the city. Kerry doubted the woman managed to afford this on dancing alone, but she didn’t know how much money could be made on the pole. It was a cash business, so she probably wasn’t claiming all of her earnings on her taxes. But Kerry wouldn’t be surprised if Cutters was bankrolling her home.

Kerry knocked on the door, while Jim watched the windows to the left and right. He wasn’t sure if the woman would try and make a run for it, but she answered, eliminating the need for a chase.

“Can I help you?”

“Maribeth Williams?” Kerry asked.

Maribeth was attractive and young, probably early twenties. She was curvy, very tan, and had blond highlights against her natural black. She crossed her arms beneath her chest, growing concerned. “Yes, that’s me.”

“I’m Detective Kerry Martin, and this is my partner Detective Jim North,” Kerry said, each of them showing their badge. “We’d like to come inside and speak with you.”

Maribeth didn’t move, keeping herself in the doorway, making it difficult for Jim to see past her from his position on the steps. She wore a green tank top and pink workout shorts, though she was also barefoot. She didn’t have on any makeup, and her hair was a tangled mess of dark curls. She was pretty. “Speak to me about what?”

“Your boyfriend,” Kerry answered. “Benjamin Cutters.”

Maribeth glanced between Jim and Kerry, and Jim sensed the defensiveness growing. “Is he okay?”

“We need you to contact him for us,” Kerry said. “He could even meet us here if that’s convenient for him.”

“I don’t understand,” Maribeth said. “Why do you need to speak to him? Is he in trouble?”

Kerry doubted Maribeth didn’t know about Cutters’s real line of work. But Kerry noted the sincerity in the woman’s voice.

“It’s about a missing child,” Jim said, hoping to speed things along. “We think he might be able to help us find her.”

“Oh my God,” Maribeth said, and she stepped aside, opening the door. “Yes, please. I’ll give him a call.”

“Thank you,” Kerry said.

The inside of the townhouse had recently been updated, which made the mess of clothes and old take out boxes that lined the counters, tables, and floor less gross.

“I just need to go get my phone,” Maribeth said as she bounded up the stairs.

Jim and Kerry waited downstairs, Jim performing a quick scan of the lower level to ensure they were alone. When he finished, he walked back over to Kerry, who was standing in the living room next to the front door.

“We’re clear,” Jim said. “Unless she’s got someone hiding upstairs.”

“I’m not getting the impression that she’s a criminal mastermind,” Kerry said.

Jim said nothing else as Maribeth returned downstairs, phone in hand.

“I just texted him and told him what was happening,” Maribeth said. “He said he’s on his way over.”

Jim positioned himself next to the front living room window and pulled back the curtains so he could see the street in both directions.

“Does Cutters have a key to the house?” Jim asked.

“He does,” Maribeth said. “This is actually one of his places, but he’s letting me crash here until I can get on my feet.”

“Did something happen?” Kerry asked.

“I quit dancing,” Maribeth answered. “I was just tired of it. I’m starting classes at SCC in a couple of weeks at the start of the new semester. Online classes.”

“What are you studying?” Kerry asked.

“Nursing,” Maribeth answered. “I wanted to get as far away from anything erotic as I could.” She laughed, but the smile faded. “I just don’t want to be in that life anymore, you know?”

“Good for you,” Kerry said.

Maribeth beamed, smiling. “Thanks.”

Jim remained by the front window until he saw a black SUV quickly park behind the cruiser on the street. Jim smiled when he saw Cutters jump out of the vehicle and outrun his bouncers, who he waved back as he bounded up the front steps.

“Mary!” Cutters yelled as he entered.

“Hey, I’m here,” Maribeth said.

Relief flooded Cutters’s face. He was incredibly sweaty, his cheeks flushed from the short run. He was a short, paunchy man in his early fifties. He had long, purple hair, which was his latest dye job that he changed frequently, and he was dressed in a Hawaiian shirt, tan cargo shorts, and flip flops. He was a small man, and his baggy clothes swallowed him up.

But Cutters’s appearance was a mirage for what the man really was, and that was the most powerful drug dealer on the West Coast. He had built an empire, feeding on people’s addictions.

“What are you doing here?” Cutters walked into the living room, standing between Kerry and Jim.

“We need some information,” Jim answered, trying not to enjoy Cutters’s fury.

“You have a lot of balls showing up here,” Cutters said. “Harassing my girl.”

“Benny, they weren’t harassing me,” Maribeth answered.

“See?” Jim said.

Cutters took a few breaths either to compose himself or to catch his breath from the sprint inside. Maybe both. When he calmed down, he walked toward Maribeth and then whispered something in the girl’s ear.

“Are you sure?” Maribeth asked.

“Please, darling.” Cutters took the girl’s hands into his own.

Maribeth nodded. “Okay.” She bent over and kissed him and then headed upstairs. Once she was gone, Cutters turned around to face Jim and Kerry.

“What kind of information are you looking for?” Cutters asked.

“They’re called The Greeks,” Jim answered.

The name immediately registered on Cutters’s face, but it wasn’t the reaction or expression either Jim or Kerry had anticipated. For the first time in all of their interactions together, Kerry saw fear in Cutters’s expression.

“I didn’t even know they were still around,” Cutters said, and then he glanced around the room as if he had forgotten where he was. He found a chair which he sank backward into, his body going completely limp.

Jim and Kerry moved closer to Cutters.

“You know them,” Jim said.

Cutters wiped the sweat from his brow. “Those aren’t people you want to know, but, yes. I’ve interacted with them before.” He looked at Jim. “How the hell did you two get involved with them. They’re not exactly on your radar.”

“They took a kid,” Jim said. “We need to get her back.”

Cutters glanced between Jim and Kerry and then scoffed. “The kid’s either dead or wishes they were dead by now.”

“You don’t even know how long the kid’s been missing,” Kerry said.

“I don’t need to,” Cutters said. He leaned forward, growing more animated as he remained nervous. “The very moment that girl was pulled into that world, there was no chance in getting her back again. She’s gone. End of story.”

Jim shook his head. “That’s not acceptable.”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s acceptable,” Cutters said. “It’s a fact. Undisputable. Irrefutable. Fact.”

“Let’s just pretend that it is possible,” Kerry said. “Do you have any contacts with that organization.”

“No,” Cutters answered quickly. “And even if I did, I wouldn’t risk my life and my business to get involved with the two of you.”

“She’s six,” Jim said. “She’s scared and afraid, and—”

“I don’t need the sob story,” Cutters said. “I told you that I’m not going to help you. So you’re wasting your time.”

“Ben.”

Everyone turned toward the staircase where Maribeth stood, staring at Cutters.

“Mary, you shouldn’t be here,” Cutters said. “Please, go back upstairs, honey.”

Maribeth walked toward Cutters and knelt in front of him in the chair. She held his hands the same way he had held hers only minutes before. “If this little girl is in trouble, then you should help.”

“Sweetheart, this is… very complicated,” Cutters said.

Maribeth smiled. “You’re smarter than you give yourself credit for. You can figure this out. I know you can. You can do such good things, like helping me with school, and finding this place. You’re a good person.”

Kerry studied Cutters’s reaction, surprised by the fact that the man seemed genuinely moved by the young woman’s words. And whatever their relationship, Cutters did seem to care for the woman, and even more surprising that she cared for him.

Cutters kissed her hands, but then the gentleness on his face disappeared. “I’m not going to tell you again. Go back upstairs and stay there until I tell you to come down.”

The words surprised Maribeth, and she leaned back, unsure if Cutters was serious. But Kerry knew the man wasn’t joking around, and the young woman eventually scurried away. Once she was out of sight, Cutters turned his attention to Jim and Kerry.

“Both of you leave,” Cutters said. “Now.”

Kerry saw Jim’s anger, and she knew the situation was a potential powder keg, so she jumped in before Jim could say something to trigger a spark.

“It’ll never come back to you that you helped us,” Kerry said.

“You think The Greeks don’t already know you’re here?” Cutters asked. “Then you’re dumber than I thought you were.”

“If they think we’re already here, then what does it matter if you help us?” Jim asked.

“I prefer my deniability,” Cutters answered. “I can mitigate that type of exposure. Pay them off, give them something… I don’t know.” Cutters rubbed his face.

Kerry knew there was more at stake than just Kaylie Hartman on this case. If Jim’s hunch was right about the other twelve kids that Turner had fathered, then by midnight tonight, all of them would be sold off to the highest bidder and subjected to unspeakable acts.

“Think of it as an opportunity to get a leg up on the competition,” Kerry said, grasping at straws to get anything to make him listen. “If The Greeks are brought down that’s more business for you—”

“You don’t get it!” Cutters screamed, his face turning red, his loose cheeks wiggling from anger. “Those people have connections everywhere! They do whatever they want with impunity! I’m not getting involved with them. Not now, not ever!”

Jim stared at Cutters for a moment longer, and then walked out of the house, leaving the door open as he returned to the car, leaving Kerry alone with the man.

Kerry knew that if they didn’t get something here, they would be stuck at a dead end. They couldn’t leave here empty-handed. “How many cops do you have on your payroll?”

Cutters looked up at Kerry, confused. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“I’m assuming you’ve got people in the department on your payroll,” Kerry answered. “You’d have to for as much business as you do.”

Cutters leaned back in his chair, studying her more closely now. “Maybe I do. Maybe I don’t.”

“I thought so,” Kerry said. “But you don’t have me on your payroll.”

Cutters laughed, caught by surprise. “You’re joking.”

“You give us some information, and I’ll start working for you,” Kerry said.

Cutters rubbed his palms together, resting his elbows on his knees. “And what makes you so special?”

“You know my father,” Kerry said. “Roy Solomon still has contacts. Contacts who could be useful to a man like you.”

“Solomon doesn’t do work like that anymore,” Cutters said. “He’s turned over a new leaf.”

“That’s true,” Kerry said. “But if his daughter asked him to do something… He’d do it.”

Kerry knew she had caught Cutters’s attention, but she wasn’t sure if the bait was big enough for him to bite.

“I do this, and I will be coming to collect,” Cutters said. “Are you sure that’s something you want?”

Kerry didn’t know what she wanted. She only knew it was her job to find those kids. If she could only do that, then so be it. “Do you want the deal or not?”

Cutters stood. “Let’s go for a drive.”
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J
 im didn’t know what Kerry said or did to convince Cutters to help them, and Cutters wasn’t saying a word to Jim.

Cutters was on the phone most of the time. His responses to whoever he was speaking with over the phone were limited to “yes,” “no,” and “hmm.”

Jim knew the man was angry at him for forcing his hand by going through his girlfriend, but Jim still didn’t feel any remorse. As far as Jim was concerned, Cutters could pout all he wanted, but that wasn’t going to change the facts. No matter how much “good” Cutters believed he was doing by throwing Jim and Kerry a few scraps when they worked a case, Cutters was a criminal.

Cutters finally ended the phone call, which he handed to one of his cronies in the front passenger seat. He turned around to face Jim and Kerry, who sat in the back row of seats.

“There’s a building downtown,” Cutters said. “It’s one of the skyrises in the business district. The TD Financial Tower. Now, there are hundreds of businesses that operate out of those offices, but the penthouse level that is owned by a law firm. Mueller, Corbin, and Faulk.”

Jim and Kerry exchanged a glance, which Cutters noticed.

“Familiar with them?” Cutters asked.

“Keep going,” Jim answered.

Cutters grumbled something but continued, “Two of the partners, Corbin and Faulk, are straight players. They might represent some shady people, but they don’t shit where they eat. Mueller, however, is a different story. The penthouse at the top of the tower is his personal office, off the books.”

“Is Mueller a member?” Kerry asked.

Cutters sighed with a mixture of exhaustion and frustration. “He’s involved, but I’m not sure if he’s a full-fledged member. The people in this society run a tight ship. Tighter than mine because they don’t have to deal with two annoying detectives.”

“You think very highly of yourself, don’t you?” Jim asked.

Cutters locked eyes with Jim, no longer afraid of whatever repercussions that might come his way. “You’re a talented detective, Jim. I have no doubts about that. But if you and I ever go toe to toe, I will mop the floor with you. I’ve been in this business longer than either of you have been in law enforcement. You don’t even have the slightest clue how deep my roots run and who’ve I got in my pocket. And don’t pretend that you do because I’d know.”

“And if my experience in law enforcement has taught me anything, it is that every dog has his day,” Jim said. “And yours is coming sooner than you think.”

Cutters then turned and cast an expression at Kerry that Jim couldn’t quite decipher before turning back to Jim as they reached the TD Tower building downtown.

“Drop them off in the alley,” Cutters said when he noticed the driver was going to stop and let them out in front of the building. “I don’t want anyone connecting us to these two.”

The driver complied, and they were shuttled down an empty alley between two other buildings.

“I’ll be seeing you soon, Cutters,” Jim said, stepping out of the vehicle.

“No,” Cutters said. “You won’t.” He reached out his hand to prevent the door from closing. “And if either of you goes near Maribeth again, I’ll make sure you that you don’t make it home. That’s a promise.” He slammed the door shut, and then SUV drove forward down the opposite alleyway and disappeared into traffic on the next street over.

Once Cutters was gone, Jim turned to his partner. “What was that in the car?”

Kerry frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“The look Cutters gave you,” Jim asked, and then furrowed his brow. “What did you tell Cutters to convince him to help us?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Kerry said, walking past Jim and toward the building. “Let’s go.”

Jim made a mental note to pick up on that piece of conversation later, but for now, he focused on their strategy.

“You think it’s a coincidence the same law firm Turner used to make his will also happens to be connected to the very secret society we’re trying to find?” Kerry asked.

“No,” Jim answered. “How do you want to play this?”

“Well, if this society is as secret as everyone says it is, then they must be pretty arrogant,” Kerry said. “Even if we walk in there with our badges, flashing them to everyone, I doubt any of them will be nervous. They’ve gone this long without being caught. There’s no reason to think that they’ll stray from the principals that have gotten them this far.”

“So we play it straight,” Jim said.

“Yeah,” Kerry said.

With a plan of action, Jim and Kerry entered the building, which, even at its most basic level, was more secure than other buildings in the downtown area. Jim took that as a sign that the building’s owners, who he assumed were The Greeks, were taking extreme measures to ensure they didn’t have any problems with intruders.

Jim figured the security would be even tighter on the penthouse floor, and he was right, but it was more behind the scenes than the display of authority on the building’s first level.

The lobby was covered by every square inch with hidden cameras. Even from just a peripheral glance, Jim counted at least ten. He noticed a door in the wall to the left of the penthouse’s entrance with a padlock on it. He figured that was where the security team was waiting.

Most people wouldn’t have noticed the layout, but Jim had worked enough cases to know when he was being watched.

The receptionist that greeted Jim and Kerry with a smile the moment they stepped out of the elevators was meant to circumvent the hidden security.

“And you two must be the detectives.” The woman was middle-aged, but the combination of immaculate hair and makeup made it difficult to nail down a specific year. She wore a handless headset piece, with three computer screens in front of her. Why she would need so many screens for secretary work was suspect. She might have a feed into the security cameras herself. “I was told by the security team that you were coming up. How can I help you?”

“We need to speak to Mr. Mueller,” Jim said.

“Did you have an appointment?” The secretary asked.

“No, but—”

“I’m afraid Mr. Mueller’s schedule is very busy today,” she said, interrupting. “Perhaps we can schedule something for later in the week?”

The doors behind the reception desk to the left opened, and a middle-aged, white man stepped out, dressed in a tailored suit that fit his thin physique perfectly. “Margaret, it’s okay. I can meet with them.” He walked around the desk and extended his hand. “John Mueller. Nice to meet you. What can I do for you, Detectives?”

“We had a few questions regarding a case we’re working,” Jim said, noting the man’s over-exuberance. He was trying to head this off before it became part of an official inquiry. Best to play nice now and avoid the paper trail later.

“Well, if I can help, I’d be happy to offer what I can give.” Mueller smiled and then invited Jim and Kerry into the back of his office.

The office was big and flashy and provided a beautiful, sweeping view of the city. It reminded Jim of Corbin’s office where he had visited to collect what Turner had left him in his will.

But what stood out to Jim the most was the artwork that hung on the walls. Several pieces depicted Greek architecture and mythology. He noticed Kerry saw it too.

Once everyone was seated around a small coffee table, Mueller flashed another warm smile. “Oh, can I get you two anything? Water? Coffee?”

“No, thank you,” Jim answered, Kerry agreeing with him.

“Okay then,” Mueller said, still grinning warmly. “How can I help you?”

“We’re here because of the death of Benjamin Hartman,” Jim said, tossing his cards on the table very early. “And we want to know your connection to Hartman.”

Mueller retained his goofy grin, glancing between the pair of detectives. “Benjamin Hartman?” The smile faded into something more serious.

“We’re looking into his death,” Jim said. “And the disappearance of his daughter.”

Jim knew that bit hadn’t been reported, and revealing the information was a gamble, especially if Cutters’s information was wrong, but Jim rolled the dice anyway.

“We are working a few leads, and your name came up in one of our interviews,” Jim said, hoping to trick the man into a corner.

Mueller glanced between Kerry and Jim, sporting an expression that revealed he wasn’t sure if Jim was joking or not. “I don’t know Benjamin Hartman.”

“You’ve never worked with him as a client?” Jim asked. “With the number of high profile people you represent, I’m sure you’ve at least seen him at a party?”

Mueller stuttered over his response before finding his footing. “Well, we might have met in passing at an event, but—”

“So you did know him,” Jim said, remaining on the offensive.

“I didn’t know him well enough to have longer than a three-minute conversation with him at an event I didn’t even know he was attending,” Mueller said, growing slightly more defensive, and he frowned. “Who told you that I knew him more personally?”

Jim changed subjects, keeping Mueller on his toes. “The FBI has provided us with substantial resources to uncover the truth about Hartman’s murder.”

“I didn’t realize it was a murder,” Mueller said. “The news said—”

“What did you two talk about?” Jim asked.

Mueller frowned. “What?”

“The three-minute conversation with Hartman,” Jim explained. “What did the two of you talk about?”

“I don’t recall,” Mueller answered.

“I notice your art has a similar theme,” Jim said, gesturing to the paintings on the walls. “Each of them has very ‘Greek’ influences.”

Whatever remained of Mueller’s hospitality vanished at the mention of the paintings. “If this is turning into some kind of witch hunt, then I need to ask if I’m a suspect in this case.”

Jim leaned forward, locking eyes with Mueller, refusing to back down no matter the cost. “You know why we’re here. Why we’re really here.”

Mueller’s complexion reddened, and he stood. “Unless I am under arrest, I will ask both of you to leave. Immediately.” Mueller reached into his pocket, and he must have pressed a button because a few moments later, the doors to Mueller’s office opened and two very large private security guards appeared.

“Good day, Detectives,” Mueller said.

Jim and Kerry stood, neither saying another word as the security guards silently escorted them to the elevator where they pressed the down button for them and stared menacingly until the doors closed and they descended toward the first floor.

Once they were alone in the elevator, Kerry finally turned to Jim.

“We talked about playing it straight I didn’t know we were going to play it that straight,” Kerry said.

“We’ll talk outside,” Jim said, eyes still facing forward. “Not sure who might be listening.”

When the elevator doors opened and they reached the first floor, Jim made a beeline toward the nearest exit, making a mental note how the team of security officers that had checked them in were watching them leave, making sure they vacated the premise.

Outside, Kerry jogged to catch up to Jim, who was still walking briskly down the street and away from the building.

“Will you slow down?” Kerry asked.

“We need to keep moving,” Jim answered. “We’ll need to radio for an officer to bring us a car.”

Kerry jumped in front of Jim and stopped their brisk walk. “And where are we going?”

“I doubt these people have ever faced any threat of exposure at a high level as this,” Jim said. “He’s going to panic and either make a call to someone or go meet someone in another location. We need to be ready to follow.”

“Flushing them out,” Kerry said. “Smart.”

“I hope so,” Jim said. “A lot of kids are depending on the fact that we know what we’re doing.”
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A
 fter Jim made the call to the precinct for an officer to come to drop off an unmarked cruiser, Jim’s immediate next call was to Missy Logan over in cyber crimes. He instructed her to find out everything she could about John Mueller and his law firm. She said she’d do what she could.

While Jim waited for their ride, Kerry walked to a nearby café and picked up a couple of sandwiches, water, and coffee. Jim ate the sandwich quickly, not even realizing how hungry he was until the food touched his lips.

The food was gone by the time the vehicle arrived, and Jim resigned to sipping on the coffee as they watched the building’s garage. There was only one entrance and exit, so it made staking out easy.

“He might just have a helicopter,” Kerry said. “That would make all of this pretty pointless.”

“If we see a chopper, we’ll call the FAA and see where the chopper is headed,” Jim said, and he glanced up into the cloudy Seattle afternoon, knowing it would be harder for them to follow.

“Hey,” Kerry said, sitting up in her seat as she put her coffee in the cupholder. “We’ve got some movement.”

Jim watched as a black SUV pulled out of the parking lot, and Jim quickly jotted down the plates and ran them against the database. “Okay. That’s Mueller. Let’s go.”

Kerry pulled out into traffic, and they started to tail the vehicle.

The vehicle wasn’t in a hurry, and Kerry maintained a safe distance so they wouldn’t get made by Mueller’s security detail.

“What do you think he’s going to do?” Kerry asked.

“I don’t know,” Jim answered. “I don’t think it’ll be anything too drastic, but it might be enough to point us in the right direction. Mueller is probably just a middle man, a broker. We need to get to someone who is actually on the inside.”

“And you think he’s going to reach out to that person?” Kerry asked.

“Yes,” Jim answered.

“But without a wiretap, how are we supposed to find out who he’s talking to if it’s on the phone?” Kerry asked.

“We’ll cross that road when we come to it,” Jim answered, though he already had an idea of how he was going to figure it out, but he would need some help from Missy when the time came. His phone rang. “Someone’s ears were burning.”

“Huh?” Kerry asked.

“Nothing,” Jim answered and then accepted Missy’s call. “Hey, what did you find?”

“Skipping the pleasantries,” Missy answered. “I might be rubbing off on you, Jim.” There was a hint of a smile in her tone. “So Mueller, Corbin, and Faulk have a list of clients that are mainly corporations, which is a big red flag to me.”

“They’re laundering money for unsavory individuals,” Jim said. “What else?”

“Turns out Mueller has investments in several of Hartman’s businesses,” Missy answered. “They were hard to track down at first because they were all subsidiaries of Hartman Media, but some of the companies include a microprocessor company and a small telecoms firm that I’ve never even heard of before, but they have a presence in every major U.S. city.”

“What’s the name of the telecoms company?” Jim asked, intrigued, and remembering how Hickem had mentioned this secret society had people in every major city across the country.

Missy was quiet for a moment, and Jim thought he had lost the connection.

“Missy?” Jim asked.

“It’s called Pedestal Media Group,” Missy answered.

Jim tightened his grip on the phone. “Get everything you can on that company. And I mean everything.”

“Got it,” Missy said.

“But keep your phone close by,” Jim said. “I might need you in a little bit.”

“You do know I have other cases I need to work, right?” Missy asked.

“Maybe, but none as interesting as this,” Jim answered.

“You know my weakness,” Missy said.

Kerry continued to trail their suspect through the city streets, and it took a moment for Jim to realize where Mueller was going. But then he saw the subdivisions they passed on the left and right.

“Looks like he’s going home,” Kerry said.

Jim kept Missy on the line. “Can you pull house blueprints?”

“If they’re public domain, yeah,” Missy answered.

“And if they’re not public domain?” Jim asked.

Missy hesitated. “Send me the address.”

“Will do.” Jim hung up and then sent Missy Mueller’s address. The call ended, and Jim pocketed the phone. “Mueller was invested in one of Hartman’s’ subsidiary companies. It was a telecom company called Pedestal Media Group.”

Kerry arched an eyebrow. “Not very conspicuous. What are you thinking? Was the company something Hartman created to get into the society?”

“It’s possible,” Jim answered, and then opened the car door

Mueller’s black SUV pulled through a gate of a sprawling two-story estate that was walled like Hartman’s home.

“What is it with rich people and walls?” Kerry said, parking on the side of the street.

Jim scanned the rest of the neighborhood, searching for a place where they might be able to get a better view of over the walls. The area was hilly, and Jim spied a street perpendicular to Mueller’s house that might provide them a look inside. “Head over there and point us at the house.”

Kerry hesitated for a moment, but she complied and drove to the next location. Once parked there, she shut off the engine. “So now we wait?”

Jim opened the glove box and retrieved a pair of binoculars, which he used to stare inside the house. “We wait.”

The afternoon faded into evening, and Jim saw no other movement in the house. Kerry wasn’t as attentive as Jim was throughout the stakeout, and she continually checked her phone and the time.

Another twenty minutes passed before Jim finally saw anything of value, but when a black sedan arrived with windows tinted so dark no one could see inside, Jim believed he had their fish on the hook. “Jackpot.” He put down the binoculars, jotted down the license plate of the car, and handed it to Kerry. “Run that, and see what you get.” Jim opened the door.

“Where are you going?” Kerry asked.

“I need to stretch my legs,” Jim answered.

“Jim, I don’t think—”

Jim slammed the door shut and then moved quickly down the sidewalk. He hoped Kerry wouldn’t follow and was glad when she didn’t. There was no need for her to risk more than necessary. But Jim didn’t have what Kerry had. No family, no kids. All he had was his career. Though he suspected that his relationship with Jen would suffer should he go to jail for what he was about to do next.

It took a little time before Jim was able to find a spot around Mueller’s property that was conducive to jump the wall.

Once on the other side of the wall on the east side of the house, Jim didn’t have much coverage on his approach to the house, so he moved quickly.

Jim hoped the fading evening light helped conceal him, and he paused at the wall of the house, waiting to see if anyone noticed him. After a minute, he figured the coast was clear.

Jim made his way around the house’s perimeter, searching for the fire breakers on the outside of the house. One flip of those and the power in the house would go out, and Jim would be able to slip inside undetected.

Jim passed a few windows, glancing inside, but saw no one. His pocket vibrated, and Jim checked to see a text from Kerry.


Second floor
 .

Jim smiled. “Thanks, partner.”

Jim finally located the fire breaker box and used his keys to pry it open. He checked his phone again to see if Missy came through with the blueprints and saw a notification in his email.

“Atta girl,” Jim said.

Jim studied the map, mentally preparing his trip through the house, and knowing where all of his exits were located. The moment the security detail realized the power was out, they would secure the perimeter, so Jim knew he’d need to move quickly and efficiently.

Jim reached for the breaker and pulled it down.

The breaker killed the power to the house, and Jim sprinted for the side door into the garage, quietly shutting the door behind him. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, but Jim finally saw the outline of two sports cars.

Muffled shouts permeated through the walls of the house, and Jim knew he was already running out of time. It wouldn’t take long for the goons to figure out what happened, and then they would know someone else was on the property. Those breakers don’t just trip themselves.

Jim moved toward the house entrance, and when he cracked it open, he heard hurried footsteps heading toward the front of the house, the security detail working to secure the perimeter like Jim had suspected. But that meant the house would be mostly empty.

It was dark inside, but Jim’s vision quickly adjusted. The interior was modern, new, sleek. But it was a house stylized without any warmth to it. The kind of house that was cold with sharp edges.

There was nothing in it that signaled someone actually lived in the home, more that it was a model home with a permanent occupant. Even though it was filled with the most expensive items money could buy, there was nothing of value.

The more time Jim spent around the super-wealthy, the more he realized how detached they were about life. It was a general observation, and Jim knew that it didn’t necessarily apply to every rich person, but Jim had noticed the trend. He didn’t know what it was about money that made people forget what life was truly about: living.

Jim saw no life here. Just like he had seen no life at Hartman’s house, save for his daughter’s room. It seemed that even the wealthiest children understood what it meant to be messy. There was life in messy, the good kind of life too.

But adults didn’t like messy. They enjoyed the neat and orderly. They wanted everything to look clean and nice. Somewhere along the way, as children grew up, they lost a piece of themselves. And then they turned into creatures who could cause great harm.

After moving through the house quickly, Jim found the staircase to the second floor. He made sure the coast was clear before his ascent because he knew the moment he was on the staircase that he would be exposed. The last thing he wanted to do was trap himself in the house.

Jim paused at the top of the staircase, glancing down each of the hallways, listening for where Mueller and his visitor might be. After a minute of nothing but silence, Jim heard someone clear their throat down the hall and to the left.

Jim drew his weapon, knowing that if he were caught, he doubted the security team would stop to think before shooting him. He might be able to sight extenuating circumstances after the fact to get him out of any legal trouble for breaking and entering a home without a warrant, but that wouldn’t help him in the heat of the moment. He needed to make sure he protected himself from the dangers lurking nearby.

The closer Jim moved toward the end of the hallway, the more he started to hear voices coming from a room. They weren’t whispers, but the pair were speaking quietly. Jim tilted his ear toward the room so he could hear better, but in doing so, he turned his head toward an open door to the right, and the glimmer of what he saw inside caused him to stop.

Jim kept his weapon aimed into the room, clearing it before he allowed himself to investigate, but once he was inside, he lowered the weapon in shock.

“Oh my God,” Jim whispered to himself, and then quickly shut his mouth when he heard one of the security guards bound up the steps and head toward the room where Mueller and his guest were currently speaking.

“Sir, we haven’t found anyone on the perimeter, but the rest of the houses on the street seem to have kept their power,” he said.

“How long is this going to take, Harry?” Mueller asked, his voice exasperated.

“It shouldn’t be much—”

The lights in the house flickered back on, the hum of power returning along with the lights, and Jim knew that he was fucked.

“Ah,” Mueller said. “Problem solved. Thank you, Harry.”

“Sir.”

Jim tensed as the security guard passed the room. He didn’t realize he was holding his breath until the sound of the security detail’s footsteps faded down the staircase.

Jim readjusted the grip on his weapon and took stock of the situation. He knew he needed to get out of there, but he wasn’t about to leave without getting some piece of evidence. He glanced at the painting on the wall and then reached for the phone in his pocket. He walked over to the painting, making sure he could get the entire picture of it on his phone, and then snapped the image, taking two more just for posterity.

Once the image was captured and saved, he sent a text of it to Kerry in case something happened to him. He then pocketed the phone and returned to the door.

Mueller and his guest were talking more normally now, but there was something odd about the second person’s voice. It had a raspy quality to it and maybe even an accent? He couldn’t be sure. He was about to step out of the room when he heard Mueller and his guest’s voices grow louder as they stepped into the hall.

Jim ducked back into the room he had been hiding for cover, back pressed up against the wall as Mueller and the guest walked past him.

“We’ll deal with the detectives,” Mueller said. “Nothing to be concerned about. I’m sure they’re just blowing smoke, but I wanted to make sure you were aware of the… other problem as well.”

“Just see to it that the loose ends are tied up,” the raspy voice said. “I want us back to business as usual by tomorrow.”

“Of course,” Mueller said.

Jim peered around the side of the open doorway and turned just in time to see the back of the two heads as they descended the stairs, but Jim couldn’t see the second person’s face. He was only certain the second figure was a man.

Jim frowned, he had missed his opportunity to uncover the contact’s identity, but now he needed to figure out a way to get out of here before he blew his cover.






* * *




Kerry couldn’t sit still
 in the car after Jim had stepped out. She bounced her legs nervously, peering through the binoculars at the house, but once Jim had disappeared inside, it was difficult for her to keep track of him.

Kerry groaned in frustration and out of her own helplessness. But she knew Jim wasn’t stupid, even though he was acting a little rash right now. Cutting the power had been a smart idea, especially when it pulled the majority of Mueller’s security outside.

However, it didn’t take the detail long to figure out what Jim had done, and now that the power was back on, they were still aggressively searching the perimeter and the house. Kerry didn’t know how the hell Jim was going to make it out undetected.

Her pocket buzzed, and Kerry saw the text from Jim. It was three images of what looked like a painting. She stared at the images for a while, trying to make sense of what it was she was seeing, and then it finally dawned on her.

“Oh my God,” Kerry said.

Kerry knew they needed to get the pictures to Missy, and Kerry sent them, asking for as much detail about the painting as she could find. Artist, buyers, sellers, anything.

It might turn out to be nothing, but Kerry figured it was as good a start as any. She picked up the binoculars one more time and peered through, staring at the house, which now had its power restored.

“C’mon, Jim,” Kerry said, her nerves beginning to fray. “Get out of there. C’mon!”

It made it easier to see inside the house once the power was back on, the light providing some context through the windows. She caught shadows moving about, their slow, steady pace telling Kerry it was probably the security detail.

But Kerry was looking for the quick movements darting around the house because she knew that would be Jim trying to hurry to get out before he was caught.

Kerry continued to scan the windows, searching for her partner as his opportunity for escape grew smaller and smaller.

Finally, Kerry spied Jim on the second floor as he sprinted down the hallway. Kerry followed him until she couldn’t see him anymore and then quickly found the first window she could find on the first floor. From what she could see, there was only one security guard on the inside, stationed at the front door. She doubted Jim would go that route, so she checked the other exit points around the house with the use of the blueprints Missy sent them.

There were two side doors, one on the east side of the house and one on the west side in the garage. She figured Jim would assume the front door was being watched and keep to the east side of the house where he was already being watched.

But when Kerry looked on the east side of the house, she saw two of the security detail approaching the area where Jim would most likely step out of.

“No,” Kerry said, watching as the security team and Jim drew closer to a confrontation. She reached for her phone to try to text him, but she knew there wouldn’t be enough time. She needed to do something immediately.






* * *




Once Jim reached
 the first floor he figured one of the security members would be posted up by the front door, which he would have to pass if he wanted to go out the way he came through the garage, so he stayed on the east side of the house, heading for the third exit.

Jim believed he was in the clear, but just before he reached the door, an alarm broke.

It was distant and muffled by the walls, but it caused Jim to break out into a sweat and freeze. He wondered if he had done something or if he had been caught, but then shouts from the security team sounded like they were disappearing, and Jim quickly ducked outside.

The alarm that sounded belonged to a car, and Jim saw the flashing lights by the gate. One of the vehicles had been hit with a rock, and it was where the security team had congregated. Jim wasn’t sure what had happened, but the distraction provided him the perfect opportunity to escape, and then he jumped the wall and hurried up a side street.

When Jim returned to where he and Kerry had parked, he found the car gone. Jim glanced around, looking down at the busted vehicle that had triggered the alarm and saw the security team disable the alarm and then continue their rounds.

Jim smiled, glad to put them all on edge.

Headlights pulled Jim’s attention behind him, and he saw Kerry pull up next to him in the unmarked cruiser. He climbed inside and shut the door. “Was that your handiwork down there?” Jim asked.

“You’re welcome,” Kerry answered. “I got your text.”

Kerry pulled around, and they drove out of the neighborhood in the opposite direction of Mueller’s estate with Jim looking back.

“Is it what I think it is?” Kerry asked.

“It is,” Jim answered, reaching for his phone so he could pull up the pictures.

The painting was the same as the symbol on Turner’s ring. A pedestal surrounded by four columns. But the painting had one glaring difference. Standing on the pedestal was a young boy draped in white cloth.

“We should go to the hospital,” Jim said.

“You want to talk to our girl?” Kerry asked.

“I want to see if she’s willing to talk to us,” Jim answered.
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J
 im wasn’t sure if returning to the hospital to visit Lilly Barker would reveal any further information, but Jim wanted to give her one last chance to speak.

The girl had seen something, or someone, that could lead to the successful recovery of Kaylie Hartman and expose the cruel and vicious individuals behind these heinous crimes.

Kerry called ahead with their team stationed at the hospital to make sure the medical staff had cleared the girl for visitors. Neither Kerry nor Jim wanted to interrupt Lilly before she was ready to speak, but Jim understood the urgency to get the information from the girl while it was still fresh in her mind.

Time had a way of fading the images and clarity of a situation. And Jim understood what he would be asking of the little girl. In order for Jim to obtain the information he needed from her, then he would need the girl to remember the events of her capture and what she experienced during that time. She would be forced to relive terrible moments. It was the only way Jim and Kerry were going to get into the truth.

“Jim, we need to figure out what happens if this girl doesn’t talk,” Kerry said. “I know she could provide some pivotal information, but if she doesn’t say anything, then we need to have another route we can take.”

“I’m aware,” Jim said.

“You don’t seem worried about this,” Kerry said.

“Hang on a sec,” Jim said as they passed the nurse station, and Kerry stopped while Jim veered off course. “Excuse me, do you have a package for Detective North?”

The nurse behind the desk arched her eyebrows and then glanced around her desk, and then checked underneath. “Ah, here’s something.” She picked up a brown bag with a note on it. “Detective North.” She handed Jim the bag.

“Thanks,” Jim said, and then rejoined Kerry.

“What’s that?” Kerry asked.

“Hopefully, a little good will,” Jim answered.

Lilly’s room now had two guards on it, working in four-hour shifts around the clock. She had also been moved to a more secluded area of the hospital, making it harder for anyone to sneak inside and walk out with her if they managed to get past the beefed-up security.

Both Seattle PD and the FBI had a man stationed outside of the door, a sign most would see as a sign of cooperation between the two law enforcement agencies, but Jim knew it was only because neither agency trusted the other to get the job done.

Lilly was in the hospital bed, tucked beneath the sheets. She had a cup of ice cream in her hands, chocolate sauce smeared over her face, and her eyes were glued to the television screen mounted on the wall across from her where SpongeBob SquarePants played.

Lilly didn’t notice Jim and Kerry at first, and it wasn’t until they were by her bedside that she put her guard up.

“It’s okay,” Jim said, holding up his hands. “We’re not here to take away your ice cream or change the channel, all right?”

Despite the claim, Lilly regarded Jim and Kerry with suspicious eyes, holding her ice cream close to her chest. She said nothing.

Jim found two nearby chairs, and he and Kerry sat down on the same side of the bed. He didn’t want to place one of them on either side of Lilly and make her feel like she was trapped. There had been enough of that already in Lilly’s world.

Lilly continued to regard Jim and Kerry with suspicious glares, but Jim had a trick up his sleeve that he hoped would bring the girl onto his side.

“I brought something for you,” Jim said, reaching for the package he had picked up from the nursing staff when he first walked in. “I think it belongs to you.”

Lilly stared at the package and then stared at Jim, and then, she finally set down her ice cream as she reached for the paper bag. She opened it slowly, almost as if she were afraid something would pop out of it and destroy her. But when she finally saw the contents inside, she quickly snatched it out and flung the paper bag aside as she hugged her stuff bunny tight.

“I thought you’d like to see him again,” Jim said.

Lilly carefully inspected her fluffy friend to make sure it was still completely intact. After the inspection, Lilly turned to Jim, and while there was still a hint of suspicion, the guard had come down just a little. Hopefully, it was enough to open a dialogue.

“Lilly, I need to talk about your friend,” Jim said. “Kaylie.”

Jim waited patiently for an answer, not wanting to push his luck, even though he had brought the bunny back to Lilly. While the act was a gesture of good will, Jim didn’t want to use up that good will so early and easily by demanding an answer from the little girl.

Kids didn’t work like that. What people tended to forget about children was how powerless they felt sometimes, and never did they feel more powerless than when violence or some type of force threatened them. It was like trying to coax a turtle out of its shell by kicking it.

“Kaylie was the girl I stayed with?” Lilly asked.

“Yes,” Jim answered, struggling not to become too eager. “Did you not know that was her name?”

Lilly shook her head. “I think her dad told me, but I can’t remember.”

“That’s okay,” Jim said, remaining cool, calm, and collected. “I wanted to talk to you about Kaylie’s dad anyway.”

“He’s the man who picked me up?” Lilly asked the question as if Jim knew the answer, and while he didn’t really know, he assumed as much.

“Yes,” Jim answered. “He was the man who picked you up and brought you to the cabin.”

“Oh,” Lilly said, nodding as she lifted the bunny’s floppy ears. “He was nice.”

Jim nodded. “He was. Do you remember where you were before he picked you up?”

Lilly stopped playing with the bunny. She grew still and quiet and small.

“Lilly?” Jim asked. “I know it might feel scary to talk about it, but it’s important to let us know what you went through. Do you remember anything after you were taken?”

Lilly bowed her head, placing her hands together in her lap, and she started to shake.

“Sweetheart, it’s okay.” Jim reached to place a hand on Lilly’s shoulder, but the girl jerked out of reach. Jim quickly retracted his hand. “Sorry. I’m sitting back. Okay?” He leaned back in his chair. “Is that better?”

Lilly didn’t say anything, but she reached for one of the bunny ears, gently stroking the soft fur. “I was taken to a big room.”

Jim perked up, but he didn’t make any sudden movements forward. “What do you remember about the big room?”

“It was hot,” Lilly answered, a single line creasing above her eyebrows as she frowned. “I remember I was really thirsty.”

“Do you remember anything about the people who brought you to the big room?” Jim asked.

Lilly shook her head.

“Do you remember if they were boys or girls?” Jim asked.

“They were boys,” Lilly answered. “They kept my hands tied with sticky tape. It hurt when they took it off, but when I started to cry, they yelled at me to stop. I was scared, so I did.”

“Were you alone in the big room?” Jim asked.

“No,” Lilly answered. “There were other kids in the room too.”

“Did anyone say anything to you?” Jim asked. “The other kids or the other adults?”

“The adults told all of us to sit still, be quiet, and wait our turn,” Lilly said. “When they called our name, we were brought into a smaller room where another man made me change out of my clothes and put on a dress. Then they put stuff in my hair and goop on my face.”

“Goop,” Kerry said. “Like makeup?”

“Yeah, like my mom wears,” Lilly answered.

Jim’s stomach turned. “And then what happened, Lilly?”

Lilly continued to play with the bunny’s ears as she spoke. “They pulled me into another room where I waited by myself. I waited for a long time. I was hungry and tired, but they told me I could eat and go to sleep after I finished. But I didn’t know what I was supposed to do.” She picked up the rabbit and then hugged it closer to her chest. “When they called my name, a man opened a door and told me to step into the circle. It was really bright when I walked into the other room, and I had to shut my eyes for a little bit because the lights hurt.” She squinted as if she could see them again.

“What happened next?” Jim asked though he sensed his own trepidation in his voice. While he needed to know the answer, he didn’t want to know. At all.

“The lights stopped being so bright after a while, and then I saw the circle I was supposed to stand in,” Lilly said. “I stood in the middle, and then I looked around and saw mirrors. I almost didn’t know who the person in the mirror was at first, but then I raised my hand to wave and saw that it was me.”

Jim figured they must have been one-way mirrors, with the potential “buyers” of children on the other side.

“I stood there for a little bit and smiled like they told me to, even though I didn’t want to, and then one of the men came and picked me up out of the room and brought me into another small room where I waited,” Lilly said. “And then Kaylie’s dad came in. He whispered that everything was going to be all right and then asked if he could pick me up. I nodded, and then he carried me out of there.” Lilly finally looked at Jim, her eyes bright and wide and glassy as she squeezed the bunny tighter. “That’s all I remember.”

Kerry leaned forward. “What do you remember about last night in the woods?”

Lilly paused, growing still. “They came back for me again.”

“Who?” Kerry asked.

“The bad people,” Lilly whispered.

“Did you see these bad people last night?” Kerry asked. “Could you see their faces?”

Lilly shook her head. “When I heard the bang, I ran for the door. I took Kaylie with me.”

“Kaylie followed you outside?” Kerry asked.

Lilly nodded. “But she wouldn’t go into the woods. She said she was too scared.” She bowed her head. “So, I left her. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault, Lilly,” Jim said.

Lilly didn’t respond. She only squeezed her bunny tighter.

“The woman who took you from this hospital, had you ever seen her before?” Kerry asked.

Lilly shook her head.

“Did you see the person who broke into Mr. Hartman’s house?” Kerry asked. “The person who took Kaylie?”

Again, Lilly shook her head.

Jim stood, and Kerry followed his lead. “You can finish your ice cream now, and I’ll be back to check up on you later if that’s okay?”

Lilly nodded.

“You’re a very brave girl, Lilly,” Jim said.

Lilly smiled and quickly pressed her face into the bunny to hide it.

“Bye, Lilly,” Kerry said.

Lilly waved goodbye as Jim and Kerry stepped out of the room, and once they were alone in the hallway, Kerry spoke.

“If she didn’t see the assassin the night of the murder, then there’s no way to tell if the assassin also murdered Hartman,” Kerry said.

“Maybe,” Jim said. “I’m more concerned with Lilly’s description of where she was taken.”

“She was being auctioned off,” Kerry said. “Along with all of those other kids.”

“Yeah,” Jim said.

“Jim, we have to stop these people,” Kerry replied.

“I know,” Jim said, seeing they only had four hours left. “And we’re running out of time.”






* * *




A gray Chevy Malibu
 sat parked near the front entrance of the hospital, positioned toward the hospital’s emergency drop-off lane, where there was a clear and unobstructed view of the entrance. The vehicle’s windows were tinted dark enough to obscure the driver but not dark enough to warrant suspicion from law enforcement.

The driver had followed the pair of detectives back here from their little trip to Mueller’s estate. She knew they were seeing the girl again.

She could have gone after the girl a second time. Even with the extra security detail, she knew she would have been able to pull it off, but she had received an update that the girl was no longer a threat. She had seen nothing, knew nothing, and could provide the authorities with no further details. Her termination wasn’t worth the risk of further exposure.

However, the pair of detectives she had followed to the hospital were growing more disruptive, and they showed no signs of stopping. And her employers wanted something done about it.
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T
 he drive back to the precinct was a quiet one, Jim contemplating what he had seen and heard in Mueller’s estate. Whoever the hooded figure was must have been important, and whatever “needed to be done” couldn’t bode well for their investigation and Kaylie’s recovery. The longer Jim dwelled on it, the less any of it made sense.

Kerry was on the phone, the device glued to her left ear while she drove with one hand on the steering wheel. “Yeah, okay. Got it. Thanks.” She hung up, dropping the phone into the cupholder. “We have a hit on that license plate number for our mystery guest over at the Mueller estate. It was registered to a small security firm based here in Seattle. Only five employees.”

“What’s the name of the firm?”

“United Protections,” Kerry answered. “We can pull more info about the employees when we get back to the station.”

“I doubt they’ll spill anything important,” Jim said. “Those types of firms usually have NDAs with most of their clients. Discretion is part of the package.”

“Maybe,” Kerry said. “But it’s something.”

Jim sighed. “None of the pieces fit together.”

Kerry glanced at him. “What are you talking about?”

“Hartman taking his daughter away from his wife without permission,” Jim answered. “The sudden reason why Hartman would even involve himself in something like the investigation with the FBI. I mean, how many billionaires do you know who would willingly risk their life, their fortune, and their reputation to bring down some Illuminati-type society?”

Kerry shrugged. “He has a daughter. Maybe that was reason enough once Hickem showed Hartman the evidence they had collected. Like what he showed us.”

Jim circled the thought for a moment. “Hickem never clarified if they went to Hartman, or if Hartman went to them.”

“Does it matter?” Kerry asked.

“Yeah,” Jim answered. “I think it might.”

Once the pair arrived at the precinct, Jim made a detour to Mullocks’s office before they spoke with Missy, and when he saw Hickem already there, Jim knew this was a good opportunity to clear the air.

“You mind telling me what you were doing speaking with Lilly Baker?” Hickem asked.

“You mind telling me how Hartman got involved in this mess?” Jim asked.

“Detective,” Mullocks said, the warning in her tone evident. “Let’s tread carefully.”

Jim heeded the lieutenant’s advice.

“I already told you, Hartman was a part of our investigation into the society,” Hickem said, his tone reserved but still angry, highlighted by the twitch at the corner of his left eye while he maintained a stoic expression, which made his voice sound even more strained than if he relaxed a little.

“But did you approach Hartman, or did Hartman approach you?” Jim asked.

Hickem remained pensive and then tapped his finger on the armrest. “Mullocks always had a penchant for a detective who would go the distance.” He glanced at the lieutenant. “No matter the cost.”

Jim knew the FBI director had a choice to make. He could either cut ties with the Seattle department and move forward with the investigation himself, losing the resources SPD offered, which would cost Hickem time he might not have. Or, Hickem could dig both himself and everyone else into the room deeper into the rabbit hole.

“We went to Hartman,” Hickem said, finally conceding ground and making his choice. “We had some dirt on him that we used to leverage him into cooperation.”

“What kind of dirt?” Kerry asked.

“The kind that would cost him his business,” Hickem answered, refusing to clarify.

“We need to know what it is, Hickem,” Mullocks said. “If we’re going ahead with this, there is no sense in holding anything back.”

Hickem grumbled something, and then he adjusted himself in the chair, sitting up straighter. “He had some dealings with some companies in Asia where he was peddling copyright material and patents to certain communication devices—phones, computers, satellites. It was enough to where we could bring charges of treason. It was enough to prompt him into cooperation.”

“And what about the mole?” Jim asked.

“Mole?” Hickem asked.

“Hartman was spooked,” Jim replied. “He went to that cabin for some reason, and the only one I can think of was because he didn’t trust you and the rest of the FBI. Do you know who the leak is?”

“There is no leak,” Hickem answered. “I’ve kept a tight lid on this from the get-go. I know The Greeks have officials in high federal positions. But my team, the people working this case, are solid.”

“How do you know for sure?” Jim asked.

“Because I trust them,” Hickem answered. “Just like Mullocks trusts you.”

Jim knew he didn’t have a rebuke on that particular note.

“Now, it’s my turn,” Hickem said. “What did Lilly Barker tell you?”

“Nothing incredibly useful,” Jim answered. “It didn’t make it any less harrowing to listen to though.”

“It’s disgusting,” Kerry said.

“We do have another contact, though,” Jim said. “Someone who we believe is a part of The Greeks circle here in Seattle. A lawyer, John Mueller.”

“You’re sure,” Hickem said.

“We visited him today,” Jim said. “He got spooked, and we tailed him to the house. He had a visitor. We couldn’t make out who it was, but Kerry pulled the license plate. The car was registered to a company, a private security firm based here in Seattle called United Protections. It’s an LLC, but the company is very small. Only five employees.”

“It’s not unusual for the society to hire outside muscle,” Hickem said. “But we might be able to get a few answers out of the owner if we can find some dirt on him.”

“And you’ll be sure to share whatever information you find,” Mullocks said. “Right, Director Hickem?”

Hickem smiled, spreading his arms wide, that easy and arrogant confidence spreading over him as he stood from the chair. “We’re a team, aren’t we?” He clapped Jim on the shoulder on his way past. “We’ll be in touch.”

Kerry closed the door to Hickem after he was gone, and both the detective turned to the lieutenant who stared at them expectantly.

“So what didn’t you tell, Hickem?” Mullocks asked.

“I’m not sure yet,” Jim answered. “I need to make sure it’s relevant. But when I have more information, we’ll share it.”

Mullocks laughed, but it was a mocking tone, and she leaned back into the chair, shaking her head. “You know you’ve got a lot of spunk to come in here and blow smoke up Hickem’s ass.”

“It wasn’t smoke,” Jim replied. “It was information that could—”

“Tomato, tomahto,” Mullocks replied. “Just make sure you two pull this one through. I want to make sure all of these man hours aren’t going to waste.” She stood. “I’m heading home for the night. Keep me posted.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Jim said.

Once Mullocks was gone, Jim headed toward the cyber unit to speak with Missy, and Kerry jogged to catch up to him.

“Why didn’t you tell Hickem about the painting?” Kerry asked.

“Because I want to know what we’re dealing with,” Jim answered.

Most of the cyber team had gone home when Jim stepped into their office, but Missy was still at her desk, sucking down a smoothie with a straw long enough for her to still type with both hands.

“I hope you have some good news,” Jim said.

“I’m on break,” Missy said, eyes still glued to the screen, which had a dozen windows on it.

Jim stared at the screen, noting a change in her usual media fare. Shopping sites, video platforms, and music were all playing at the same time.

“Can you even hear everything that’s happening?” Kerry asked.

Missy closed the windows and finally swiveled to look at them. “This is supposed to be me
 time.”

“You can have your time later,” Jim said. “I need to know what you found. Don’t hold out on me.”

Missy stared blankly up at Jim, holding his gaze, which made the moment even more uncomfortable, but she finally swiveled back to her screen. “Fine. But this is all you’re getting from me for the rest of the day.”

Missy pulled up three windows, each filling one of her three screens. “So the painting was done by an obscure European artist who goes by the name of Plato.”

“That’s presumptuous of him,” Jim said.

“Very,” Missy said. “He’s only done a handful of pieces, and every one of them depicts a very suggestive form of pedophilia.”

“Has he been flagged?” Jim asked.

“No,” Missy answered. “It seems Plato is very good at hiding his identity but not very good at covering his bank account transfers.” She pulled up another window that replaced the one with the painting. “Interpol tracked Plato through three transfers that happened last year, and then traced the bank account to this man.” She pulled up another window. “Jean Bryer. He’s a French expatriate who lives in Italy. He was arrested on drug charges and is currently serving a five-year prison sentence.”

“So he’s a dead end,” Jim said.

“Yes, but I managed to track down some of the other buyers of Bryer’s work, and found that the piece you found was originally purchased by a shell company based out of Brazil,” Missy said. “Long story short, the trail dead-ended, but halfway through my journey, I found the painting was appraised by an art gallery in New York City.”

Jim perked up at the news.

“I ran a cross-reference check for the wealthiest one percent who have used that art appraiser over the past year, and I found three names worth checking out,” Missy said and then grabbed a piece of paper and handed it to Jim.

“Kurt Milos, James Furrows, and…” Jim paused, blinking to make sure he was reading the name correctly. “Sheila Hartman. Benjamin Hartman’s ex-wife?”

Missy folded her hands behind her head and leaned back in her chair. “One and the same.”

Jim folded the paper with the names in half and then placed it into his pocket. “Anything else that’s noteworthy?”

Missy looked up at him. “Yes. Don’t bother me when I’m on break again.” She swiveled back to her screen, and brought back up the windows she was looking at before Jim had interrupted.

Jim and Kerry left Missy to her devices, and then returned to their desks to contemplate the next move. But one thing they were certain of was a few more questions to ask Sheila Hartman.

“The ex-wife,” Kerry said. “She’s the reason Hartman went back to New York to retrieve Kaylie. He found out his wife was a part of The Greeks.”

Jim nodded. “But did she know what Hartman was up to?”

“If she did, I think we found our rat,” Kerry answered.

“I think you’re right.” Jim frowned, realizing he owed Hickem an apology.

“So, what next?” Kerry asked. “We track down Sheila?”

“We need to pin her with something more concrete,” Jim said. “She’s too rich and powerful for us to go after her for buying a painting.”

“Right,” Kerry said. “So how do we do that?”

Jim’s phone rang. It was Jen. “Hey.”

It was quiet for a minute, and Jim checked the signal to make sure the call hadn’t ended.

“Jen?”

“Jen’s busy.” The voice was female, and it took a moment for Jim to recognize it, but he knew it was the same woman from the hospital. The assassin. “Don’t talk. Just listen. I’m at your house. Jen is with me. You come alone and bring the file you’re putting together for The Greeks, or I put a bullet in her head. I even get the slightest inkling you brought someone else with you, and I put a bullet in her head. Get the picture?”

“Yes,” Jim answered.

“Good,” she said. “It shouldn’t take you longer than twenty minutes to drive from the precinct to your house. You take longer than that... Bang
 .”

The call ended, and Jim stared at the phone until Kerry broke him out of his stupor.

“Hey, are you all right?” Kerry asked.

“I’m fine,” Jim answered, but his throat had suddenly gone dry. “I need to go home.” He pocketed his phone and gathered up the loose papers of the case he’d spread across his desk and added them into the file. Once everything was packed, he headed for the door. “I’ll be back soon.

Outside, Jim couldn’t stop his hand from shaking when he reached his car keys. He had no doubts the woman’s threats were real. After seeing what she could do, Jim knew he had to play by her rules.
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W
 hen Jim turned onto his street in the small, quiet, and barely affordable neighborhood he had been lucky to purchase when prices were still considered reasonable, his blood went cold at the sight of Jen’s car in the driveway. He parked his car next to Jen’s and then took a moment to assess his options.

The one bargaining chip he had was the file sitting in the passenger seat. He wasn’t sure how strict this woman was going to be, but if he could figure out what she wanted before he handed the file over, then he might stand a chance.

Jim stepped out of the car, leaving the file inside, glancing around the sleepy neighborhood, and then walked up to the front door, which was cracked open. Unsure of what he’d find when he entered, he drew his weapon and approached the house like any other home invasion. He cleared the corners the moment he stepped inside and quickly scanned the living room, finding it empty.

The entire house was completely silent. The longer Jim went without seeing any sign of Jen, the more worried he grew. But at least he didn’t see any blood. At least not yet.

Next was the kitchen, which was walled off from the living room. He headed for the kitchen entryway, stopping to clear the hallway to the left before he finally stepped into the kitchen, and he found them.

“Let her go,” Jim said.

The assassin held a gun with a suppressor attached to it pressed to Jen’s temple, and she had duct-taped her mouth shut. But Jen had bright, expressive blue eyes, and they locked onto Jim like a sailor who had fallen overboard in search of a life raft.

“It didn’t have to be this way.” The assassin was using Jen as a shield, and Jim couldn’t risk firing off a shot without hitting Jen. “You could have just let me kill the girl, and all of this would be over.”

“It’s not over until Kaylie is back and you're behind bars,” Jim said.

The assassin smiled. “I’ve been around for a long time, and I’ve done a lot of jobs, seen a lot of small-time detectives just like you. I know, you think you’re different. You think you’re smarter. But you are not the first cop to ID me, and no way in hell are you going to be the first to bring me down. I could have killed you ten times today.”

Jim didn’t move forward, not wanting to provoke something he couldn’t take back. “So why didn’t you?”

“Killing cops is all about timing,” the assassin said. “In order to keep the heat off of me, I need to make it look like an accident. No question you’ve already told your friends about me.”

Jim glanced at Jen. “Are you all right?”

Jen groaned something but then nodded.

“She’s not much of a fighter,” the assassin said. “I took you for someone who liked strong women.”

“What do you want?” Jim asked, knowing that the sooner this dog and pony show was over, the sooner he knew what he was dealing with and could formulate a plan of action.

The assassin was still for a moment, and then she reached for something in her pocket, which was concealed by Jen’s body. Jen trembled. While she might have dealt with death on a daily basis, she wasn’t used to having a gun pressed to her temple.

“Put the gun on the table,” she said.

Jim complied.

Once Jim stood barehanded, the assassin reached into her own pocket and removed her phone. She dialed a number, keeping eyes on Jim the entire time, and then pressed the phone to her ear.

Jim stared at the phone, wondering if it was a burner or something more permanent, but whoever was speaking to the assassin on the other side must be part of The Greeks. If he could get to that phone and trace the number she’d called, then he would be one step closer to finding the kids.

The assassin never spoke on the call, and then hung up, pocketing the device.

“Call your partner,” she said.

Jim frowned, unsure of why she would want him to call Kerry. “If I call her—”

“When she answers, hang up,” she said. “Do it. Now.”

“I’ll need to reach into my pocket for my phone,” Jim said.

“Do it,” she said. “Slowly.”

Jim complied and kept his eyes on Jen most of the time.

“Turn it to face me,” she said. “I want to see who you’re dialing. And put it on speaker.”

Jim complied, and he found Kerry’s name and number and gave it a call. The phone rang, and just when Kerry answered, Jim hung up as instructed.

“Good,” she said. “Now put the phone on the table next to the gun. Slowly.”

Jim did as he was told, and then stepped back, hands raised in the air. “So, what’s the plan here? I assume you do have one.”

The assassin pressed the end of the pistol’s barrel harder into Jen’s temple. “Where’s the file?”

“In my car,” Jim said.

The assassin barred her teeth. “You were supposed to bring it with you.”

“I did,” Jim said. “It’s in the car.”

The assassin flared her nostrils. Jim had pushed his luck, but she finally motioned with her head for Jim to walk. “I’ll follow. But you try anything and she’s done. You hear me?”

Jim nodded and headed toward the front door to return to the car. The assassin followed, keeping Jen in front of her the entire way, but her eyes still carefully watched Jim. Jim knew the only chance he was going to get at a move was during the handoff of the file. It was the only bargaining chip he had left.

Outside, there was no one around to try to make contact with, no one to see anything wrong. Jim moved at a leisurely pace to the car, not too slow, not too fast. He opened the passenger side door, keeping his back to the assassin as he reached for the file. He performed a quick scan of the car, but there was nothing within reach that he could use as a weapon. There was the coffee mug from earlier, but he couldn’t conceal that.

File in hand, Jim shut the car door and returned to the house.

“Shut the door,” she said, keeping hold of Jen.

Jim did, and he even locked the door.

“Why did you do that?” The assassin raised her voice to a shout, what little bit of her cheek Jim could see flushing red.

“Habit,” Jim answered, though he did have an ulterior motive.

The assassin regarded Jim with scornful eyes. “Put the file onto the table, and then step back.”

Jim spied the coffee table she was referring to. Back before Jen became a frequent visitor, the coffee table would have been completely empty, nothing on it. But Jen enjoyed clutter a little more than Jim did, and there were several candles, remotes, and magazines on the table.

What most people didn’t realize in a hostage situation was that the hostage was merely a negotiating chip. The attacker didn’t want to kill the hostage—at least most of the time—they simply wanted what they requested.

In this scenario, if Jim were going to make a move, he knew the assassin’s reaction time—as quick and efficient as it was—would still be delayed because her instinct would be to shoot Jim instead of shooting Jen.

All Jim had to do was get close enough to make sure he could reach the assassin before she could pull the trigger on him. He also needed a distraction.

Of all the items laid out on the table, Jim noticed that candle was the closest and would provide the most effective distraction if he could grab it and throw it in time. The throw wouldn’t need to be accurate or meant to damage anything, just enough to pull the gun off of Jen, and then Jim could make his move.

The moment Jim dropped the file onto the table, he immediately reached for the candle, flipping it forward and up, and it actually knocked into Jen’s chest.

But the motion caused the assassin to react exactly how Jim suspected, and she removed the end of the pistol from Jen’s head and pointed it at Jim. But Jim was already barreling forward, and he grabbed hold of the assassin’s wrist just as she pulled the trigger, but the bullet fired harmlessly into the adjacent wall.

Jim shoved Jen toward the couch, and she landed safely on the cushions, while Jim took a hard blow to his ribcage that loosened his grip on the weapon. But Jim quickly countered with a right hook of his own, surprising the assassin enough to leave her stunned.

Remembering the phone, Jim reached for the assassin’s pocket. He missed on the first try, and the second attempt wasn’t any better as his hand was too big for the pocket itself, but he managed to get one finger inside and flip the cell from the pocket and onto the carpet.

Jim reached for the device, but the assassin was faster than Jim, and she quickly twisted his arm and dropped him and the pistol to the carpet, and she retrieved her phone.

With Jim’s right arm pinned in a standing crossbar, Jim used his size to swing his body around and slammed the assassin’s legs into the coffee table, causing her to lose her footing.

She buckled to the ground, and Jim used the momentum to land on top of her. But even with the upper hand, Jim lacked the necessary skill and speed to keep the woman down for long. Two quick strikes: the first to the groin, the second to the throat, were enough to stun Jim into submission.

It was only a few seconds, but it was enough time to allow Jen to pick up the gun the assassin had dropped. She wasn’t a good shot, and even though there were only five feet between them, Jen missed when she pulled the trigger, the weapon bucking wildly in her hand.

The assassin moved quickly, easily disarming Jen, but Jim was already on his feet and used all of his strength and speed to collide into the assassin, catapulting both of them over the couch and through the single-paned glass windows at the front of the house.

The crash through the glass was a bit of a blur, but when Jim finally came to, there was sharp pain around his left shoulder, almost radiating up to his neck. He touched the area and winced when he felt the shard of glass sticking out of his flesh.

Jim blinked, struggling to get his bearings, but then he saw the black case in the grass. It was the assassin’s phone. Jim grabbed it and saw that the screen was locked. He looked at the unconscious assassin on the grass and reached for her finger to unlock the screen.

Once Jim was granted access, he turned to the last number dialed in the call log, but before he could write it down, the assassin woke up.

The pair stared at one another, both of them exhausted, but then Jim noticed the piece of glass in her hand and how her arm was poised to strike.

But two quick gunshots from the house sent the assassin running, and Jim turned to see Jen with the gun gripped in both hands, catching her breath as she stood, aiming the weapon through the open window. Her shots had missed their target, but the distraction had saved his life.






* * *




Jim sat
 at the chair in his living room while Jen stitched him up. He had removed his shirt, his body covered in sweat, with grass, dirt, and smaller bits of glass sticking to his skin.

“You look like you just got thrown through a window,” Jen said, carefully stitching Jim’s wound on his neck.

“That sounds about right,” Jim said, wincing from the pain of the needle and thread.

“You’re sure you don’t want to call an ambulance or go to the hospital?” Jen answered. “I usually only stitch up dead people.”

“I trust you,” Jim said, and then turned his face up to look at Jen, “with my life.”

Jen paused and then kissed Jim. “Ditto.” She returned to the stitches and furrowed her brow in concentration. “So, what was the deal with the phone?”

“I needed to know who she called,” Jim answered, staring down at his phone. He had already sent the number he saw on the call log to Missy so she could work her magic. “I have a feeling it’s the same person I saw when I broke into Mueller’s house.”

Jen stopped. “You did what?”

Missy replied, and Jim opened the text. He read it twice, the words on the screen not really permeating through to the rest of his skull.

“Jim?” Jen asked.

“I need to make a call,” Jim answered, getting up before Jen had a chance to finish. He stepped into the living room and called Kerry.

“Hey,” Kerry said. “Why’d you call me earlier? Butt dial?”

“No,” Jim answered. “I uncovered some new information. I need you to come to pick me up at my house.”

“What’d you find?” Kerry asked.

“Exactly what we need to leverage Sheila Hartman in telling us what we need to know.”
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J
 en had patched Jim up as best she could by the time Kerry arrived at the house. He saw the alarm on her face the moment she stepped out of the car.

“What the hell happened?” Kerry asked.

Jim held up his hand, failing in his attempt to calm her down. “I’m fine.”

“You sure as shit don’t look fine,” Kerry said, and then she bypassed Jim and looked to Jen. “Are you all right?”

Jen nodded. She was still shaken up from the encounter, though she walked away without a single scrape or bruise, at least nothing physical.

“The woman from the hospital,” Jim said. “The one who took Lilly Barker. She came here. To my house. She had Jen hostage at gunpoint.

“Jesus,” Kerry said, then looked to the broken front window, the bits of jagged glass clinging around the frame while the rest covered the grass outside. Bits of blood speckled the yard as well. She studied Jim a little closer. “We need to get you to the hospital.”

“That’s what I told him,” Jen said.

Jim raised his hands in frustration. “Listen. She wanted to eliminate us because of the investigation. But I know who she’s working for now. Sheila Hartman.”

“I guess that confirms our suspicions of her involvement with The Greeks,” Kerry said.

“We need to get to Sheila before the assassin lets her know the plan failed,” Jim said. “Catch her by surprise.”

Kerry took a breath as she nodded. “All right, so let’s call for back up and head over there.”

Jim considered that, but he didn’t think that would work. “If Sheila is part of The Greeks, then I doubt she would have okayed the abduction of her own daughter. My guess is she wants to find Kaylie as much as we do.”

“What are you suggesting?” Kerry asked.

“We go to her,” Jim answered. “You and me.”

“Jim, we don’t even know where she’s at—”

“Hartman’s house,” Jim answered. “Missy confirmed it.”

Jim could tell she still wasn’t on board.

“We’re running out of time, Kerry,” Jim said, his tone urgent. “We have less than three hours before the auction now, and if we wait to get other people involved, we’ll be bogged down with bureaucracy.”

Kerry reexamined Jim’s injuries. “You’re sure you don’t need to be checked out?” She glanced past Jim to Jen, hoping for some help, but Jen was still shaken up by the entire ordeal.

“I’m fine,” Jim answered. “But I’ll get checked up with a doctor after we figure this all out. We’re close, Kerry.”

Kerry grimaced. “Being close to something like this isn’t always a good thing, Jim.”

He looked at her in a way that suggested he was now worried about her state of mind, but before he could ask any questions, Kerry walked to Jen.

“You need to head to the station,” Kerry said. “We’ll let the desk sergeant know you’re coming.”

“Yeah, okay,” Jen answered.

Kerry hugged Jen and then headed to the car, allowing Jim and Jen to say goodbye, and then Jim entered the car, and they drove away.

Kerry wrung the steering wheel as she drove. “I can’t believe the ex-wife is involved like this. I mean, she has a daughter. How can anyone with a child be a part of this type of organization?”

“We’ll know soon enough,” Jim said.

When Jim and Kerry returned to the Hartman estate, the place was much livelier than their first visit. Sheila Hartman looked to have flown in an entire staff to help take care of her and the mansion, during her stay in Seattle.

“So, how do you want to do this?” Kerry asked.

“We don’t know if the assassin has already contacted Sheila about the failure of the hit, but if she hasn’t, then Sheila is going to be very surprised to see us. We can use that to our advantage.”

“I’ll follow your lead,” Kerry said.

The pair entered through the front door, which was already open, and Kerry saw movers bringing out paintings and furniture and loading them into a truck. The woman wasn’t wasting any time in liquefying her ex-husband’s estate.

Eventually, a member of Sheila’s security detail stopped both Jim and Kerry from moving any farther into the house, and they were forced to show their badge.

Kerry knew it would have been better for them to have run into Sheila in person, but without a warrant, she knew they weren’t going to get past the woman’s security detail unless she wanted to talk to them.

“Okay,” the guard said. “She’ll see you. Follow me, please.”

They followed the security guard to the back of the house and onto the covered patio that overlooked the expansive back yard and a massive swimming pool. The area had multiple chairs, tables, and several lounge areas. It was a space meant for entertaining a very large party, but there was only one woman beneath an umbrella, sipping a drink.

There were two other chairs in the area where Jim and Kerry could have sat down, but both remained standing.

Shelia Hartman had since changed out of the clothes she had worn at the station. She now wore sunbathing gear, even though it was night time, complete with a floral sarong, and a wide-brimmed floppy hat that was far too big to be practical.

“Detectives,” Sheila said, her speech slightly slurred as she sipped a drink, and Jim wondered how many of those high-ball glasses she had sucked down after she had left the station. “What can I help you with today?”

Jim glanced back to the pair of guards who were still watching them. The workers inside the house were still busy going about their duties, and Jim didn’t think Sheila was bold enough to make a move against them with so many witnesses. But he knew that depended on just how bold the woman really was. Maybe it was time to find out.

“Are you surprised to see me?” Jim asked.

Sheila remained quiet and still, and Jim wasn’t sure if she’d heard him until she sipped from her highball glass and then set it down and called out to her security guards.

“Leave us,” Sheila barked.

The security guards disappeared, leaving Jim and Kerry alone with Sheila on the patio. In the time since she had visited them at the police station, Sheila looked to have aged significantly. She stared at Jim, then at Kerry, before finally settling her gaze on Jim.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” Sheila said.

“And where am I supposed to be?” Jim asked.

Sheila’s lower lip quivered. “The job was supposed to be finished already.”

Jim wasn’t sure if this was supposed to be an omission of the hit, or if Sheila was talking about something else. “Why’d you hire her?”

“I’m surprised she didn’t get the job done,” Sheila said, reaching for the highball glass again. “She’s very reliable.”

“So, you’re admitting it?” Kerry asked. “To hiring the assassin?”

Sheila laughed. It started small and innocent, but then rolled over into louder cackles until she coughed, then hiccupped, and then sipped from the thin black straw in her glass.

“Yes,” Sheila said. “I did.”

Sheila finished her drink, the straw slurping as the liquid at the bottom of the glass disappeared. She roughly set down the glass on the small side table next to her chair, and then folded her hands in her lap, tilting her head sideways as she stared blankly at Jim and Kerry.

“I hired her to kill you because that’s what I was told to do,” Sheila answered, her voice hardening.

“Told by who?” Jim asked.

Sheila stared at Jim, stoic. “You know who.”

“The Greeks must not take kindly to one of their own trying to out them,” Jim said.

Sheila snarled. “I didn’t know Benjamin was involved until it was too late. He’d always been a stupid man. Naïve and stupid.”

“So you kill us, and they give you back your daughter,” Jim said. “Do you really believe they would do that? Sounds like you’re getting played.”

Sheila grew still and quiet again. “My daughter was never supposed to be a part of this. If Benjamin would have just kept out of this—” She closed her eyes, taking a breath.

The more Sheila spoke, the more pieces came together. “Hartman went into hiding because of you. He came and took Kaylie because he found out you were a part of The Greeks.”

Sheila’s face twitched with rage.

“How could you be a part of something like that?” Kerry asked, no longer hiding the disgust in her voice. “You have a daughter.”

“I’m not a pedophile!” Sheila yelled. “The society provides more than just children to sickos. What I used them for was my own business.”

“And now that business has gotten your daughter abducted,” Jim said.

Sheila stood, staring down at Jim. He had forgotten how tall she was. “If Benjamin would have just left it alone. If he would have just…” The anger subsided, and the fight went out of her. “It doesn’t matter how we got here.” She looked at Jim. “I just want my daughter back.”

Jim knew the only reason he and Kerry were still alive was that Sheila was out of options. “What did they tell you?”

“All I received was proof that my daughter was still alive,” Sheila answered, struggling to retain her composure. “They told me they would let her go if you two were dead.” She clenched her fists, flashing anger.

“And is that something you still believe?” Jim asked.

Kerry glanced behind her to the entrance to the house and saw the pair of security guards had returned. Both were big, both armed, and both looked like they had plenty of combat training. They were staring with clinical observation.

“I don’t know what I believe,” Sheila said.

“I think I can offer a solution that benefits all of us and Kaylie,” Jim said.

“I don’t suppose this will end well for me,” Sheila said.

“You’ve already made your bed,” Jim said. “Now you have to decide what’s more important. Your daughter’s life, or your freedom—”

Sheila slapped Jim across the face, and she raised her hand to strike him again, but she stopped herself. She closed her hand into a fist and then pointed a long finger at him. “You don’t know a damned thing about me, my life, or my family. Do you understand me, Detective? I’ve been trying to get my daughter back since I found out she was gone!”

A red mark appeared on Jim’s cheek where he had been struck, but he never broke his concentration. He was locked in now.

“We need to know what you know,” Jim said. “Everything. No matter how bad you think it’ll blowback on you, because if your daughter really is alive, then she’s not going to stay that way for much longer.”

Sheila eventually lowered her hand and then leaned back into her seat, her anger deflating in the realization that she knew the only way out of this was the way Jim had explained. She was going to have to cooperate if she wanted her daughter back.

“Benjamin saw me at one of the events,” Sheila said. “It spooked him, and that’s what triggered him to take Kaylie and hide out in the woods.”

“You didn’t know he was working with the Feds?” Jim asked.

“Not until it was too late,” Sheila answered. “If I had, I would have simply had him killed and avoided all of this chaos with my daughter.”

“Did you know Benjamin was at the cabin?” Jim asked.

“I wasn’t sure, but I’m not the one who ratted him out,” Sheila answered. “The society most likely found some old records. They have people everywhere.”

“I’m starting to see that,” Jim said.

“Why didn’t you tell us this before?” Kerry asked. “We could have helped you.”

Sheila scoffed. “Two detectives versus the entire society? I wouldn’t bet on you. And I was still under the impression I would have my daughter returned to me if I did as I was told.”

“Was there payment?” Jim asked. “I doubt this woman you hired works for free.”

“I wired one million to an offshore account,” Sheila answered. “I’ll give you the routing information I was provided. Some bank in the Caymans. I don’t remember the name right now. Royal something.”

“We’ll need that information now,” Jim said, removing his phone.

Sheila yelled for one of the security guards to bring her computer over, and a few moments later, she had the device in her hand. She relayed the information to Jim, and Kerry saw Jim was texting Missy.

After he sent the message, Kerry leaned into Jim’s ear and whispered. “Do you think she’ll be able to track the information?”

“If anyone can do it, she can,” Jim whispered back, and then faced Sheila once more. “Have you had any further contact with the assassin?”

“No,” Sheila answered. “So, what happens now?”

Jim’s phone buzzed, and Kerry glanced at the text from Missy. She had been able to track it. Kerry didn’t know how the hell the woman was so good at her job, but she was definitely glad the lady was on their side.

“I need you to reach out to the assassin again,” Jim said. “I want you to hire her for another job.”

Both Kerry and Sheila raised her eyebrows in surprise.

“Do you have some kind of death wish, Detective?” Sheila asked. “I’m not sure you want to test your luck on this.”

“It’ll be different this time,” Jim said. “Because we’ll know exactly when and where she’ll be going.”
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T
 he set up was simple, but the execution would be tricky. Jim needed to capture the assassin. The moment she was in custody, he knew she would make a deal with the Feds. The amount of information she knew would be her only ticket out of trouble, but before that happened, Jim needed the time to pry out the only piece of information that was important: where The Greeks were hiding the children for tonight’s auction.

Which was now only two hours away.

Once Sheila made contact, they chose to use the story they already had. Jim and Kerry had managed to track down Sheila and were currently at the estate. The pair were talking on the back porch, and Sheila was sending the text “secretly” to the assassin to show up at the house ASAP.

But after some forethought, Jim knew that wouldn’t work, so instead, they decided to have Sheila tell the assassin that they came and questioned her, but they’re still outside the house watching.

“You all right with us baiting ourselves?” Jim asked.

Kerry hadn’t said much after the Sheila had made the call. She sat low in the seat, performing a continuous scan of her surroundings. “I don’t know if this is the best course of action. Even with the line of sight, we’re sitting ducks out here.”

“The glass will hold from sniper fire,” Jim said. “So long as she’s not using a fifty caliber.”

Kerry turned to her partner. “You’re sure about this? Putting ourselves out as bait? You don’t think the assassin is smart enough to sniff out something’s wrong?”

“I expect the assassin to finish the job she was hired to do,” Jim answered. “She might be skeptical, but Sheila told us the money hadn’t finished being wired yet. Which means our girl hasn’t been paid. She’ll come for the money. Those kinds of people always come for payment.”

Kerry nodded, and then she sat up a little straighter in her seat. She stared at the house down the street.

Jim reached for the radio link in his ear that connected him to the rest of Sheila’s security team, who were acting as their second pairs of eyes from the house. “Coms check.”

“Coms clear,” a voice said.

Speaking to the security detail was like trying to communicate with low-level androids. Jim could tell they were nervous about the job, but they had agreed to it when Sheila offered to double their pay rate. Jim just hoped it was enough money to keep them in the fight once the bullets started flying.

The waiting was incredibly nerve-wracking.

“I don’t like this,” Kerry said, fidgeting in her seat.

“We’ll be fine,” Jim said. “I promise.”

Kerry arched an eyebrow. “We’re not supposed to make promises on cases, remember?”

“Breaking the rules once won’t hurt,” Jim answered.

“I’m not sure about that,” Kerry said.

“This is the best way to get what we need, Kerry. With the time we have, there’s too much that could happen to Kaylie and the other kids between us going through the proper channels. This is our best shot.”

“I believe you,” Kerry said. “But that doesn’t make this any less dangerous.”

They remained quiet for a long time, Jim periodically checking in with the security detail to make sure they didn’t have any problems. But after two hours and no sign of their assassin, Jim was beginning to think that they had made the wrong move.

“C’mon,” Jim said, glancing out in the neighborhood.

“I don’t think I’ve ever met someone so inclined for someone to come to hurt them,” Kerry said.

“After the childhood I had growing up, you get used to it,” Jim said. “I guess I miss the thrill of fighting for my life.”

Kerry punched his arm. “Don’t talk like that. I hate it when you talk like that.”

Jim rubbed his arm. “Sorry.” He glanced back out to the street.

The road, the sidewalk, both were empty. No one was even out of their house. And just when Jim was about to call it a bust, the call came in over the radio, but it wasn’t the call they had expected.

“Sheila’s down! Sheila’s down!” The calls over the radio were panicky and charged with energy.

Even though the phrase was repeated several times, it took Jim a minute for the message to resonate. The assassin had sensed the trap, and with the security detail distracted on watching Jim and Kerry, the killer had decided to take things into her own hands and take out the only other loose end outside of the two detectives.

Jim leaned forward in his seat, staring at the house, which looked perfectly normal from a distance. “Do you have eyes on the target?” He paused for a response, but after a period of silence, he spoke again. “Do you have eyes on the target?”

“I don’t think they’re playing nice with us anymore, Jim,” Kerry said, and then leaned forward to start the car. “We need to get out of her before—”

The crash happened quickly. The vehicle rammed Jim and Kerry from behind, thrusting them forward several dozen feet before the momentum of the vehicles ended. The airbags deployed, but the impact from the bags was still hard enough to bruise and lacerate each of their faces.

Jim opened his eyes, his vision cloudy and his head spinning.

All of the windows were cracked, shattered, or broken. Jim couldn’t see outside, but even if he could, he wasn’t able to keep his eyes open for very long. A terrible pain in the back of his head that started at the base of his skull pierced all the way to his left eye.

After a moment, he finally looked to his partner and watched Kerry slowly come back to life like a newborn deer.

“Kerry?” Jim asked, but he wasn’t sure she had heard him. He could barely hear himself. “Hey, are you all right!”

“Yes!” Kerry shouted back. “Christ, my head.” She held her hand up to her forehead, covering a gash that was producing a large amount of blood. “I can’t see anything.”

Jim spun around to look back through the rear windshield, but the glass was frosted and broken with millions of tiny lines.

“We need to get out of the car,” Jim said, fumbling with his seatbelt, and then reached to help with Kerry’s once he was free. “We need to get out of the car now, Kerry!”

“Okay, just—”

The gunshot shattered the rear window, and the second bullet punctured one of the airbags that had retained some of its fluff.

Both Jim and Kerry ducked, and Jim tried to open his door, but it was jammed from the collision. He looked over at his partner as Kerry tried the same, but hers was stuck as well.

When the pair locked eyes, neither of them said a word, and instinctively reached for one another’s hand. He wondered what the final blow would feel like, but the gunshot never came.

A heavy thud hit the side of the cruiser. Jim and Kerry opened their eyes and slowly lifted their heads as the driver's side door was pried open.

“You two all right?” Lieutenant Mullocks had a crowbar in her hand and was catching her breath. On the pavement at her feet was the assassin in handcuffs, a shimmer of blood on the top of her head from the blow that knocked her unconscious.

Kerry stuttered as she spoke. “W-what are you d-doing here?”

“Jim texted me,” Mullocks answered. “Told me about his idiot plan to put you two as bait.”

“It worked, didn’t it?” Jim asked, but he winced from the pain still throbbing through his skull.

Mullocks studied the two for a moment. “Yeah. Worked like a charm.”
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Once Jim
 and Kerry were out of the car and treated by the ambulance called to the scene, Jim discovered that Mullocks had told Hickem about their plan. Unbeknownst to Jim, in addition to Sheila’s security detail watching their car, there was also a team of federal agents standing by as well.

However, the assassin still managed to kill Sheila, but now that they had her in custody, they needed the information Jim sought, or all of this had been for nothing.

“We need to talk to her,” Jim said, sitting next to Kerry in the back of the ambulance as an EMT applied some butterfly stitches to her wound.

“Hickem is pissed about all of this,” Mullocks said.

“But?” Jim asked, knowing there had to be more.

“But, he’s glad to have the assassin,” Mullocks said. “Apparently, she’s wanted on every continent save for Antarctica. She’ll have a lot of information they’ll be looking to pilfer.”

“We need a crack at her before the Feds take her away,” Jim said. “She’s our contact into getting Kaylie back. Hickem doesn’t care about the kids. He only cares about the society.”

“C’mon, Lieutenant,” Kerry said. “Don’t let this perfectly executed plan vanish into thin air.”

Mullocks cracked a smile. “All right.”

Jim nodded. “Good.” He glanced up at the paramedics. “Are we good?”

The medic treating them was a young woman who looked like she was fresh out of high school. “You should really be taken to the hospital for some X-rays just make sure nothing’s broken or fractured—”

“I’m fine,” Jim said and slid off the back, landing awkwardly, then turned to Kerry. “She good?”

“I’m finished,” the second medic said, an older black man. “But my colleague is right. Both of you need a check-up at the emergency room. That was a nasty crash.”

“No time,” Jim said, then turned to Mullocks. “Let’s go.”

Kerry caught up to Jim and the lieutenant in a shambling hobble and nudged Jim with her shoulder. “Next time, I’d prefer to decline my own medical help?”

“Sorry, but the clock’s ticking, Kerry.”

The trio walked past an army of federal agents, which had closed off the street leading up to the Hartman estate. It was probably the first time this neighborhood had experienced such a flood of law enforcement.

Jim spied Hickem talking to a few of his team members behind an armored transport van. He assumed that’s where the assassin was being held.

“Hickem,” Mullocks said. “We need to talk to the shooter.”

Hickem chortled. “You’re joking.”

“My detectives are the only reason you have a shooter,” Mullocks said. “Show some gratitude.”

Jim was sure Hickem was going to deny their request or site some weird law or rule, but to his surprise, the FBI director offered no resistance.

“Let them in,” Hickem said, gesturing toward the van, and then he turned to Jim. “Five minutes. That’s all you get. So make them count.”

The doors opened, and Jim stepped inside while Kerry stood on the pavement, the doors remaining open.

The assassin was chained to the floor by her ankles, wrists, and neck, complete with a steel bar that connected all three pieces of chain. She smiled at Jim like a teenager would smirk at a principal after being called into his office, but the smile brightened when she saw Kerry.

“Don’t want to come inside and say hello?” the assassin asked.

“I step into this van and I’ll forgo my self-control and snap your neck,” Kerry answered.

The assassin laughed. “Not much of a fair fight, but I understand. I’m an opportunist myself.”

“You’re at the end of the line,” Jim said, trying to redirect the conversation, knowing his time was limited. “Who is your point of contact with The Greeks.”

“Last I checked you weren’t FBI,” she said. “So
 , I’ll be saving all of my savory details for them. K? But thanks for stopping by.”

Jim inched closer, almost within range for the assassin to reach over and bite him. But Jim knew she wouldn’t. “How many years in the system?”

The assassin laughed again. “I’ve never been to jail—”

“I’m not talking about jail,” Jim said.

It took a moment for the assassin to realize what Jim was referring to, and when it finally struck her, the smile vanished from her face.

“We’re always easy to spot,” Jim said. “I was a lifer. Eighteen years. Fifteen of them bad.”

“And you think you know bad, Detective?” The assassin asked.

“I do,” Jim answered.

The assassin had gone cold, and Jim knew this wasn’t a subject she was comfortable talking about. “I bet you do. I always do a little research before a job. You’ve brushed up against some very, very naughty men.” The playfulness returned a little bit but faded quickly. “So you think that since we’re both orphans, I’m going to give you information?”

“Yes,” Jim answered.

“And why’s that?” she asked.

“Because you just orphaned a kid,” Jim answered. “Kaylie doesn’t have anyone in her corner right now, except for my partner and me. Tell me where she is. It’s no skin off your back.”

Jim couldn’t tell if the words had reached her. The woman was a cold-blooded killer after all, but he also understood that people never forgot their childhood, especially traumatic ones. And then he realized something.

“You let the girl go,” Jim said, connecting the dots. “Lilly Barker, you knew she was there at the cabin, but you let her go, didn’t you?”

“Bit of a stretch considering I went back to finish the job, don’t you think?” the assassin said, her tone snarky.

“Maybe, the second time you might not have had a choice,” Jim answered. “I’m guessing even assassins can have their bell rung, and you didn’t want the extra heat on you. That’s why you dumped the car into the river and knocked out the girl first. You didn’t want her to feel anything. You were trying to be kind.”

From the cracked expression on her face, Jim knew he had struck a chord.

“In less than an hour a lot of other kids are going to be tortured,” Jim said. “Help us.”

Jim wasn’t sure if his plea was going to work or not, but the assassin finally leaned back into her seat, at least as far as the chains allowed.

“I had a meeting I was supposed to go to in less than thirty minutes,” she said. “I was to meet my contact there. I assume it was because they wanted to kill me before I was caught. They probably thought I knew too much. Which I do.”

“Where is the meet?” Jim asked.

“North Harbor,” she answered. “Past the city. But you should know that you’ll be walking into a trap.”

“Yeah, well, it won’t be the first time that’s happened today,” Jim said.
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T
 he moment they heard about the meeting, Jim wanted to go, but Kerry wanted to tell the Feds. They settled on deferring the decision to Mullocks, who agreed with Kerry’s original suggestion of bringing Hickem and his team on board.

“We don’t know if all of them are clean,” Jim said, talking to Mullocks in their small circle where they spoke amongst themselves out of earshot from Hickem and the other Feds. “I know you trust Hickem, but you have to accept the possibility that not everyone who works for him could be on the straight and arrow. Just like how not everyone who works for you is on the straight and narrow. Right?”

Mullocks considered the request, and Jim saw that he had struck a chord. Their lieutenant had dealt with more than her fair share of questionable police officers during her time with Seattle PD. She knew there were bad cops. They were like weeds, choking the life out of communities.

“He might have people working with this society,” Mullocks finally replied after giving the idea at least some type of forethought. “But we can’t assume that what the assassin was telling us was right. If they were meeting her to kill her, then they would have a lot of guns ready to go. Taking out someone like her isn’t a one-person job, as we discovered for ourselves.”

“Lieutenant, I know this isn’t—”

“We’re telling Hickem,” Mullocks said. “And that’s final.” The Lieutenant stepped out of their small circle, leaving Jim and Kerry on the fringe.

“Shit,” Jim said, whispering angrily through his teeth. “She doesn’t know for sure.”

“We need to trust her judgment,” Kerry said. “This is the right call, Jim.”

“The right call for who?” Jim asked. “The right call for us? For Hickem? Because I sure as shit know it’s not the right call for Kaylie. Or the twelve other kids who were taken because of Turner!” He turned away, still fuming and angry.

“I know you’re dealing with a lot right now after Turner gave you that list with your half siblings,” Kerry said. “But we need to think of the bigger picture here.”

“Bigger picture?” Jim asked, incredulous. “I can’t believe you right now.”

“Jim, I understand you’re upset—”

“Of course I’m fucking upset!” Jim spun around, no longer trying to keep his voice lowered. “These kids are alone and scared! And the people who are supposed to be looking for them are too busy trying to figure out the best way to save their own skins!”

Kerry reached for Jim’s arm. “You’re not thinking straight. Listen to yourself.” She let go of him. “You’re not a lone wolf anymore, Jim. You haven’t been for a long time, so don’t start acting like one now.”

Kerry always had a way of talking him off the ledge. He didn’t know how she did it, or even why. He didn’t always make her life easy, especially during times like this, so he sometimes wondered why she stuck around.

“I have to find them, Kerry,” Jim said.

“And we will,” Kerry said.

Once Mullocks spoke to Hickem and brought him up to speed on what they had learned, they organized a small strike team to be ready to move out to the meeting’s location.

“We’ll assume anyone who is attending the meeting is already in position,” Hickem said. “So we’ll have my guys set up a perimeter and watch all of the exits to make sure any of our adversaries won’t be able to escape. But we will need some bait to draw them in to make sure they don’t think anything is happening out of the ordinary.”

Jim noted Hickem’s smile when he spoke and turned to him.

“I was hoping we might have some volunteers,” Hickem said. “Seeing as how you’ve already done the job once today.”

“I’m in,” Jim said.

“Me too,” Kerry said.

“It’ll be better if I go alone,” Jim said, though he spoke to Hickem. “They’re expecting one person.”

“They’re also expecting a woman,” Kerry countered, and Jim knew he had struck a chord. “Last I checked, you didn’t fit that criteria.”

Jim turned to his partner, hoping she would understand. “I’ve got this.” It was his tone that finally provided Kerry to agree, and that was all Hickem needed before he gave the order.

“All right then,” Hickem said. “Let’s get you into your ride.”

Hickem provided Jim with a sedan, domestic, a very nondescript gray Chevy Malibu.

The vehicle wasn’t anything special, but the windows were tinted enough to hide Jim’s identity until it was time to step out of the vehicle. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to.

“The moment you’re in position, you wait until they show themselves,” Hickem said. “If we can get eyes on the bad guys beforehand, then we’ll be able to make our move faster. I’m guessing they’ll have one person at the meet, someone visible to lure you out for an easy hit.”

“The person I’m supposed to meet is a member of the society,” Jim said. “At least that’s what the assassin said. It’s important that we keep that person alive. We need to know what they know. So tell your guys to watch the crossfire.”

Hickem nodded. “You have Kevlar?”

“It was in the trunk,” Jim answered, gesturing back to the crashed vehicle.

“We have some extras,” Hickem answered. “We’ll get you suited up and then head over there after our guys are in position. I don’t want everyone showing up at the same time to draw suspicion. Our contact runs and all of this is for nothing.” He pointed a finger into Jim’s face. “So no cowboy shit.” He walked away before Jim had an opportunity to respond and then selected a piece of Kevlar that would fit him all right.

Once the armor was secure, Jim climbed behind the wheel of the Malibu, noting a faint smell of cigarettes.

Sitting behind the wheel, Jim couldn’t help but wonder what it might be like to just drive away.

Away from his job, from his life, from everything that haunted him here in Seattle. He recognized that he would be leaving behind some of the best things that have ever happened to him, but he would also just be walking away from Turner’s ghost.

What if Jim decided not to play Turner’s stupid little game? What if he shrugged off the responsibility of finding those who were lost? What if he focused solely on himself moving forward?

After all, Jim had become a detective because of the atrocities that had affronted him as a child. He had witnessed terrible things happen to himself and to other children. It really hadn’t been his choice to become a detective. It seemed to have been chosen for him by the adults who were supposed to have protected him.

“Jim?” Kerry asked, snapping him out of his daydream. “Are you all right?”

“I’m good,” Jim answered, and then cleared his throat.

“Just remember to drive like you’re an assassin,” Kerry answered. “And not like a ninety-year-old grandmother on her way home from church.”

Jim started the engine. “I’ll remember that.”

“Be careful, all right?” Kerry said. “Let Hickem’s team take care of the hard stuff. You don’t need to do anything that’s going to get you hurt.”

Jim could tell that Kerry sensed at least a small portion of what he had been thinking. She always had a way of reading his mind.

“I’ll be careful,” Jim assured her, but deep down, he knew he was going to do whatever it took to get the job done.

Kerry nodded. “Hickem wanted you to have this.” She handed him a radio. “So, you know what’s going on with the strike team.”

“Thanks.” Jim placed the radio in the center cup holder. “I’ll see you when all of this is over.”

“You better,” Kerry said.

After Kerry was gone, Jim took a moment to survey his surroundings. He was oddly calm, despite knowing that he was about to enter into a meeting that could get him killed. Jim had never been someone who had been out for the thrill of the chase, but he had never shied away from danger. Perhaps it all went back to his childhood. He was sure Freud would have something to say about the subject.

Once Jim received the all-clear, he entered the address of the meeting place for North Harbor into his GPS—even though he already knew how to get there—because he wanted the fastest route.

It was only a twenty-minute drive, and along the way, Jim felt his nerves flutter occasionally, but for the most part, they remained steady. He thought maybe he’d have another flutter when he arrived at North Harbor, but they never reappeared.

North Harbor was an old marina that was once the centerpiece of the downtown Seattle fish market before the new, larger port opened. Now, the place was mainly used for boat storage, though the harbor had tried to reinvent itself over the past few years by hosting farmer’s markets and rebranding themselves as chic tourist sites.

Mostly it was just old, though, and the owners hadn’t invested enough into the property to make sure it was going to flourish.

The exact address Jim had entered into the GPS took him past the docks and toward the storage area for the boats. A chain-link fence guarded the section with barbed wire. Dozens of rows of boats filled the space like a grocery store.

Aside from the rows of boats stacked five stories high in the yard, the fence also guarded a large warehouse that was even taller than the stacks of boats. And according to the GPS coordinates, the meeting was to take place in the warehouse.

Jim pulled the car to a stop outside of the gated entrance. There was a call box outside, but Jim didn’t know what number he should enter. But as if the gate was reading his mind, it opened automatically. Jim reached for his radio.

“Hickem, are your guys in position?” Jim asked, letting his foot off the gas as he passed through the open gate.

“We’ve got eyes on the yard,” Hickem answered. “But the building is a blind spot. We don’t know what’s inside without trying to break in.”

Jim had a feeling The Greeks would throw a monkey wrench into their plans. They must have wanted a nice, enclosed space to do the deed. “I’ll get as close to the entrance as I can. I’ll wait to see if I can pull anyone out. But they might force my hand.”

“Jim, you go into that building and we can’t guarantee that you’re coming out,” Hickem said.

“We’ll see what happens.” Jim set down the radio, eyes peeled for anyone as he navigated between the tall rows of boats, the security lights reflecting off the chrome of the propellers.

The big warehouse structure was located in the center of the storage facility, and when Jim took his final turn down the next aisle of boats, he stopped when he saw the closed doors.

Finally, the storage doors opened, revealing the dark, cavernous space inside. Jim reached for the radio.

“They’ve opened the doors,” Jim said.

“Copy that we have visual,” Hickem said. “My team is trying to relay what they can see from their positions—stand by. Someone’s coming out.”

Jim squinted, staring into the same darkness as the rest of the SWAT team, and then, he saw what they had seen emerge from the shadows.

A man in a black trench coat, both hands in his pockets, stepped to the edge of the light. He was too far away for Jim to see his face, but the white crop of hair on the man’s head suggested he was older. He stared at Jim in the car for a long time, and Jim wasn’t sure what he should do.

“Hold position,” Hickem said, reading Jim’s mind. “We might have a shot.”

Jim jerked in his seat for the radio. “No! We need to confirm the contact.”

“The shot would only maim him,” Hickem said.

“You’re the one who said not to play cowboy,” Jim said.

“It’s pragmatic, Jim,” Hickem said.

Jim grew nervous. He knew he couldn’t get out of the car, or the sight of him would cause the man to run, along with anyone else in the storage building. If he was going to make a move, then he needed to do it quickly before it was too late.

So Jim took his foot off the brake.

The car rolled forward, and the man disappeared back into the shadows.

“Jim!” Hickem sounded angry over the radio. “What are you doing! Stand down! We can’t cover you if you go inside!”

“Give me three minutes after those doors close,” Jim said, drawing closer to the entrance. “Then send in the calvary.” He turned off the radio before Hickem could reply and gripped the steering wheel with both hands as he entered the storage warehouse, and the doors closed shut behind him.

The lights from the Malibu helped provide some illumination, and Jim saw two black SUVs ahead of them, with three more armed men standing around the man in the trench coat. Jim knew this guy must be someone high up within the organization. A protection detail like this wasn’t for anyone.

“I know it’s not her!” the man in the trench coat yelled. “And I know about the men you have posted around the building. So why don’t we stop playing pretend.”

Jim realized he needed to make a move. So he pulled the only one he had at his disposal and reached for The Greeks ring inside of his pocket and slipped it onto his finger before he stepped out of the car.

The armed guards immediately trained their weapon on Jim, but Jim kept his hands up to show he wasn’t a threat.

“Who the fuck are you?” the man in the trench coat asked.

“My name is Jim North,” he answered, realizing that if he was going to pull this off, he needed to tell the truth. Or at least start off with the truth. “I’m a detective with the Seattle Police Department. Missing Persons Unit.”

“You’ve got balls saying that out loud.” Trenchcoat kept his hands in his pockets. “How often do you think we don’t kill cops who tell us they’re cops?”

“Probably as often as they have one of these.” Jim lowered his right hand and formed a fist so the man in the trench coat could see the ring.

“How’d you get that?” Trenchcoat asked.

“I’m a member,” Jim answered.

Trenchcoat narrowed his eyes. He didn’t believe Jim, but the odds of Jim just picking up that ring from off the street were slim to none. “How the fuck does a SPD Detective afford our membership.”

“Domenic Turner,” Jim said. “He’s my father.”

The name still garnered recognition, and without a word from their boss, the armed guards lowered their weapons.

“You’re one of Turner’s kids?” Trenchcoat asked.

“I’m his oldest,” Jim answered. “Listen, we don’t have much time. In less than sixty seconds, the Feds are going to bust down this door, and we’re all screwed. They found out I’m a member, and I’m toast.”

Trenchcoat let Jim’s words marinate for a moment, but Jim could tell the man believed him, and finally, he turned to the armed guards. “Let’s go.”

Jim hesitated, unsure if he should follow, but then Trenchcoat looked back at him and gestured him to get into the SUV. Jim took a seat in the back next to Trenchcoat while the other two guards sat in the front seat.

“They’re watching the entrance,” Jim said.

“I know,” Trenchcoat was incredibly calm.

Jim wasn’t aware of any other exit out of the harbor, but he wasn’t about to argue with the man. But he did wonder how Hickem and the rest of the unit would handle this.

To no surprise, the SUVs turned around and headed toward the opposite end of the warehouse. But instead of going out the back doors, they took a sharp left, and Jim watched as a second, smaller garage door opened at the press of a button.

The SUVs kept their lights off, darting down the side of the building, and it was in this silence Jim wondered what the hell he had just done, and if he could keep up the charade long enough to survive and rescue the children before they were sold in less than thirty minutes.
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N
 o shots were fired. That was a miracle in and of itself as far as Jim was concerned. Trenchcoat and his thugs had somehow managed to find a way past the Feds that had circled the area. Apparently, Hickem didn’t bring enough men to cover the entire harbor.

The path they took out of the harbor didn’t look like a path at all. More than once, Jim was certain a boat, or a piece of scrap, would fall on top of the vehicle or block their path ahead. But that never happened, and after several snaking turns that felt like they were traveling through a labyrinth, Jim watched as they pulled out onto a street and headed southeast, away from North Harbor and the danger of the Feds.

“Turner’s son,” Trenchcoat said, and then got a better look at Jim now they were in closer proximity. “You’re the one who killed him. I remember your face in the news.”

Jim kept his cool. “He tried to kill me first.”

“So tell me how a detective with Seattle PD becomes a member of The Greeks?” Trenchcoat asked.

“Turner’s money granted me entry,” Jim answered. “Money opens many doors, after all.”

“But that doesn’t explain… you,” Trenchcoat said, still studying Jim with that intense gaze. For a thug, the man had incredibly studious eyes. “I’ve seen you on the news. You don’t look like…” He struggled a moment to find the right words, “someone who would be involved in this sort of lifestyle.”

Jim noted the guards in the front seat glace back at him, and he knew that he wasn’t out of the woods yet. He figured this was some kind of a test that would either tell these people that he was friend or foe.

“The easiest way to trick the police is to be within the police,” Jim said. “If you control the narrative, then people only see what you want them to see.”

“And what is it that you want people to see?”

“Depends on the people.”

“What do you want the cops to see?”

“I want the cops to see that every possible action is taken to recover children,” Jim answered. “But sometimes…” He sighed, tapping into the kind of arrogance and vile he remembered Turner showcasing in their interactions with each other. “Sometimes kids just don’t get found.”

Trenchcoat continued his long stare at Jim, and after a while, he finally faced forward again. “I don’t know what game you think you’re playing, but that ring will only get you so far.”

Jim glanced down at the piece of jewelry he had so detested but had adorned so willingly when the time suited him. He figured Turner would have been happy to see Jim where the ring. Turner had always wanted to pass the torch to Jim. And now Jim would be forced to play the role of ascending heir if he were to rescue the children.

Jim looked out the window to identify any physical markers that would allow him to decipher where they were heading. It didn’t take long for Jim to realize they were heading downtown.

The idea of going into Seattle’s most densely populated area struck Jim as odd. But he wasn’t going to question the tactics of the people who now outnumbered him and were armed to the teeth.

Jim stole a few glances at the trench coat man while they drove. He wanted to see if he recognized the man from any place particular, but couldn’t. Maybe he was a mercenary, like the assassin, paid by The Greeks to perform a job and nothing else.

Jim’s thoughts turned to Kaylie and his half-siblings and wondered what they were thinking. He wondered if any of them knew why they were taken, or if they understood they were the child of a psychopath.

Turner was the epitome of a monster who lurked in the woods, praying on the innocent and anyone who stood in his way. Killing wasn’t just easy for him; it was the ultimate game.

Jim had always considered himself intelligent, but he had been arrogant when he believed Turner’s death would be the end of the game. But now Jim found himself a pawn in Turner’s afterlife chess game.

Killing Jim beyond the grave would have been something Turner would have enjoyed. It probably was what Turner had been thinking about in the final moments of his life. That smile he gave to Jim that revealed something was coming even after he was dead and gone.

The high rises grew taller at the center of downtown, and the SUVs took a turn into an underground parking garage beneath a building filled with luxury apartments.

Jim had never considered The Greeks having a location so open in the middle of the city, but he figured with as much money and power as these people possessed it as only fitting for them to be operating in plain sight.

Once the vehicles were parked, Jim waited until Trenchcoat opened his door to step out before he did the same. He followed the three other men toward an elevator, which required a key card, and then when they stepped inside, Trenchcoat inserted another key that would take them to the penthouse level that wasn’t even an option on the elevator’s button pad.

The ride up was cramped with all four men inside, but Jim didn’t sense any of them were going to make a move, and he wasn’t stupid enough to try to do something in a space this small. He had come this far to see the inside of this society, and he wasn’t about to do anything that would jeopardize that mission.

The ride was long, the building incredibly tall, but finally, the doors opened.

Jim was in the back of the elevator next to Trenchcoat. It wasn’t until the two larger bodyguards stepped aside that Jim finally got a better look at the inside of the penthouse.

It was large, open, and decorated in the classical Versailles style of wealth. Ornate furniture. Persian rugs. Paintings and mirrors hung on the walls. The floors were marble. The ceiling was fitted with buttresses and crown molding. Everything about the place made it look like a museum for only those who had the bank accounts large enough to visit.

The guards remained at the elevator as Trenchcoat stepped around them, gesturing with his head for Jim to follow.

Their footsteps echoed off of the tile and rose up into the ceiling, only to be muted by the next steps that followed. The cycle continued until they reached a small study tucked on the north side of the building.

“Stop.” Trenchcoat held up his hand, keeping Jim in the hallway while he stood in the doorway. “I need your piece.” He held out his hand, waiting for Jim to hand over the weapon. Once he did, Trenchcoat tucked the pistol into his waistband. “Wait here.”

Jim did as instructed, unsure of who or what was waiting for him in the study. He heard voices, low enough for Jim to know there were only two people in the room, but not loud enough for him to hear the exchange.

Trenchcoat remained in the room for a very long time, but finally reappeared, hands clasped behind him. “You should know that once you walk through this door, you won’t be able to walk back out again. Not after what you will see. I want to know if this is a task you still want to follow through.”

Jim wasn’t sure if the guy was trying to play tough, or if this were some weird riddle he was meant to solve. Jim finally settled on the idea that Trenchcoat was speaking plainly, and somehow that terrified Jim even more.

“I didn’t come all of this way only to leave without answers,” Jim said.

Trenchcoat refused to step aside, and Jim realized it wasn’t the answer to his question.

“Yes,” Jim said. “I understand the risk.”

“It’s not a risk,” Trenchcoat said. “It’s a fact.”

But then the man stepped aside and walked back down the hallway the way they had entered. Jim turned to face the doorway. There was a warm glow coming from inside. The light was either from candles or fire. Or some kind of bulb that Jim wasn’t aware even existed.

Jim stared down at the tips of his shoes, which were still dirty from the marina ground. He could feel his mind commanding his leg to move, but his feet remained glued to the floor. It was at that point Jim realized he was shaking.

He was shaking because he was afraid of what happened when he stepped through that door. He was afraid of what it meant to put on the same ring Turner had worn. But the fear that alarmed him the most was uncovering the truth of what lay beyond. Because Jim’s recent past had taught him how frightening the truth could be.

Finally, Jim managed to lift his leg and step through the room to uncover another truth. Was the rest of his family still alive?
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T
 he moment the doors opened and they only found Jim’s Malibu, Kerry knew Jim had gone off script with the plan.

“Shit!” Hickem roared and then slammed his massive fist onto the Malibu’s hood, leaving behind a crater even the most skilled tradesman would have difficulty removing. “He’s a piece of work, isn’t he?”

Kerry would have smirked if she weren’t so worried about her partner. She tried to think of any reason why Jim would have gone with these people, but before she arrived at an answer, Hickem was in front of her, shoving a massive finger in her face.

“What did he do?” Hickem shouted, the question more of a demand.

“I don’t know what he did,” Kerry answered.

“Bullshit!” Hickem wiped the spittle from his chin, his face growing red, and a vein pulsating on the top of his forehead. “You need to come clean right now, or I will have your damn badge!”

Kerry stiffened. She had been threatened by plenty of people over the years, far more dangerous than Hickem. “You don’t have the authority.”

Hickem’s face reddened to a purple, and Kerry thought his head would explode right then and there. Thankfully, Mullocks arrived before Mount Saint Hickem erupted over the marina.

“Blood pressure, Hickem,” Mullocks said. “You’re one bad tantrum away from a coronary.”

Hickem glared at the lieutenant with the same level of disdain, but eventually, he calmed his breathing, his complexion returned to normal, and the vein in his head stopped pulsating so fast.

“Well, you can damn well expect that this will be heard by the chief of police and the mayor’s office,” Hickem said, the threat sounding hollow because of the man’s petulant tone.

“Jim wouldn’t have gone with them if he thought there was another way,” Kerry said. “We have to trust him.”

Hickem laughed. “Trust him? He just walked off with the enemy. And why the hell wouldn’t they just shoot him on sight, huh? I think there might be more to your partner than you realize, sweetheart.”

“Don’t patronize me,” Kerry said.

“Enough!” Mullocks said, ending the argument. “Why Jim went with them, why they let him go with them, none of that is as important as where
 he went. You’ve got some of the best cyber forensic units in the country over at the FBI. Put them to work.”

Hickem lingered for a moment, stewing in his anger, but he eventually relented and stepped away from the situation to go speak with his team.

Alone with her lieutenant, Kerry wasn’t sure how Mullocks really felt about the situation, and she braced herself for a silent chewing out. But to Kerry’s surprise, that dressing down never happened.

“Did you know about this?” Mullocks asked.

“No,” Kerry answered.

Mullocks nodded, choosing to trust her detective instead of trying to sneak behind her back and figure something out on her own. Kerry had always respected that about the lieutenant. Kerry’s previous superiors never trusted her word for anything.

“We need to figure out where Jim went,” Mullocks said.

“Then why did you tell Hickem to find him?” Kerry asked.

“Two teams working a problem are better than one,” Mullocks answered. “We need to head back to the precinct and regroup. You can ride with me. I brought my cruiser. Riding with Hickem gets tiring after a few seconds.”

Mullocks drove both of them back to the precinct, and while Hickem might have made a few calls to his people, he had also made the call to remove his people and their resources from the precinct.

“Looks like someone doesn’t want to share anymore,” Kerry said.

“C’mon,” Mullocks said. “Hickem isn’t the only person with a crack cyber team.”

Kerry and the lieutenant headed to the back of the building, and both women immediately found Missy in the back corner of the room, though she was packing her bags.

“Missy, we need you to do some work for us real quick,” Kerry said.

Missy groaned, flinging her head back with her bag in her hand. “How many times do I have to save you people today?” She looked at both of them, her eyes bloodshot from staring at the screens all day. “I’m tired. I want to go home. I’ve already put in twelve hours today.”

“Jim’s in trouble,” Kerry said, her voice on the verge of pleading. “We need you to help us find him.”

“Jim’s always in trouble,” Missy said. “Or you’re in trouble. Or someone else is in trouble. There is always someone in trouble.”

“Well, you do work at a police department,” Mullocks replied. “If you don’t want to deal with people getting into trouble, then I might suggest a different line of work.”

Missy stared at Mullocks, and it was probably the first time Kerry had ever seen Missy show any sign of fear. But Kerry understood. The lieutenant was very intimidating.

Missy dropped her bag and sat back down in her seat. “What happened?”

Kerry stepped to Missy’s left, and Mullocks slid into the right, each of them glancing over Missy’s shoulders as she booted up her computer again.

“Jim disappeared with some people outside of North Harbor,” Kerry said. “We need to figure out where they went.”

“Well, so long as they didn’t go out into the water, I should be able to find something.” Once Missy was settled into her chair, she got to work.

Images appeared and then vanished on the screen as Missy searched through the available CCTV in the area. She eventually got close enough to the harbor and then pulled up an image that showed the entrance.

“This is one of the only cameras pointed in the direction of the marina,” Missy said.

“We already know they didn’t go out the front gate,” Kerry said. “You’re sure there isn’t anything else?”

Missy typed quickly again, her long nails moving across the keyboard with a level of skill and precision that Kerry wasn’t even sure a robot could perform. “No more cameras pointed in the area, but we have a few down some of the sides streets half a mile away.”

Mullocks leaned closer. “Check the roads north of the entrance. So long as they came out of on the east side, we might get lucky with something.”

Another few keystrokes and Missy was able to pull up the requested information, and they had six screens to watch.

“Roll back to the time where they left,” Kerry said. “You should be able to use the same timestamp from us entering the marina.”

Missy rewound the data until she reached the requested timeline, and then they all waited.

“We’d be looking for black cars, probably high end,” Mullocks said. “These people love their SUVs with tinted windows.”

“I actually might be able to speed this up then,” Missy said. “If we have a parameter of what we’re looking for…” As she typed, a series of images appeared on the screen until it stopped on a pair of black SUVs heading southeast down one of the side roads and away from the harbor. “Looking for something like that?”

“Yes,” Kerry answered. “Track them. Find out where they went.”

Kerry pulled Mullocks aside. “We need to get some kind of strike team ready.”

“It’ll take too long for our guys to get ready,” Mullocks said. “I’ll call Hickem. He’ll have a team that’s most likely already geared to go.”

“Can we trust him?” Kerry answered, stopping the lieutenant before she had a chance to make the call. “Really trust him?”

“Yes,” Mullocks said, without hesitation.

Kerry let the lieutenant’s arm go, and then Missy spun around in her chair.

“I’ve got a location.”
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T
 he moment Jim stepped into the room, he only made it another two steps before he stopped again. He saw the man in the chair, facing him. Light radiated from a chandelier that hung from the center of the room.

It was small, modest as far as chandeliers were concerned, but it cast a warm and seductive glow around the entire room. It was as though the light itself only existed to draw attention to the man in the center of the room.

“You look a little like him,” the man said.

Jim didn’t recognize the man. He hadn’t been anyone on their radar. It was rare for Jim to approach a stranger nearing the end of the investigation. It was even more strange to find himself at a loss for words. But he recognized the raspy voice. It was the same he’d heard at Mueller’s house. He cleared his throat, finally mustering up the strength to reply. “What?”

“Your father,” the raspy man said. “Turner. You look a little like him.”

Jim grimaced in response. The last thing he wanted was to be connected to Turner in any way. But he absentmindedly rubbed Turner’s ring on his hand at the mention of his biological heritage.

“He kept tabs on you for a long time,” the man said, uncrossing and then re-crossing his legs, almost as if he were growing tired of the conversation. “He had high hopes for you. I told him that you would never come over to the dark side. The circumstances around your life wouldn’t allow you to be so deviant. You experienced too many horrible things at a very impressionable age. Nothing he could do or say would be able to change your mind of how you viewed the world and the manner in which you were strangled into submission. Plus, you had always had good intentions. That’s not something you want in this line of work.”

The longer Jim stood in the room and became acclimated to his surroundings, the easier it was to regain the footing that he had lost. But he still couldn’t hide his shock.

“You don’t know who I am,” the raspy man said.

“No,” Jim replied, realizing there was no sense in playing games.

“I imagine you’re not used to being stuck on the receiving end of such news,” he said. “A man of your talent always finds the boogeyman hiding in the shadows. But the thing about us is, there are hundreds of boogeymen. Just like me. We’re in your cities and suburbs, we’re in your elected offices and institutions, we’re everywhere we need to be in order to remain anonymous. Unless, of course, we let someone into our circle.” He flicked his eyes down to the ring on Jim’s finger.

It was true Jim had expected to uncover some singular person pulling the strings, but he never imagined having to deal with more than one psycho at a time.

The man tilted his head to the side and smiled. “We’re not as easy to pin down as you’d thought we’d be. Well, it’s been a while since we’ve had any real threat of exposure, so it’s nice to know that the systems we have in place are still solid. Not that we’ll be able to keep them now, of course.” He stood, the leather groaning along with the man as he straightened up. “It’s important to remain adaptable, Jim. To make sure the people chasing us remain behind us.” He walked toward a small table lined with liquor and empty crystal glasses. He picked one of the dark liquids and poured himself a glass. “I am surprised that you’re here, though. You must have been backed into quite the corner to come here on your own.”

“My team will find me,” Jim said, meaning for it to sound like a threat, but it only made him sound childish.

“I’m sure they will,” the man said. “But the only question is, will they find you dead or alive?”

“Is that what you want to do with me?” Jim asked. “You want to kill me?”

The man sipped his liquor and then leisurely walked over to Jim until both men were standing face to face. He was young, early forties maybe, but the comfortable lifestyle he enjoyed made him look younger by at least a decade. His hair was slicked back and glued down with gel. He wore a beautifully tailored suit, some designer brand. He looked like the evil Wall Street villain in every eighties movie ever made.

“That’s a loaded question,” he answered. “Because what I want isn’t necessarily what I’m supposed to do.”

“I thought you were the boss?” Jim asked, unsure of why he was egging the man on.

“I am,” he answered. “But I made Turner a promise. And I always keep my promises, Jim.”

“I didn’t think integrity existed in your line of work,” Jim said.

“Integrity is the only thing keeping this institution thriving.” The man hardened his tone, anger slipping through the cracks of his easy-going persona, but he reigned it quickly after another sip of booze. “Despite what you might think, integrity isn’t just for cops and do-gooders, Jim. In order for this organization to survive, everyone who’s involved needs to follow the rules. I’m no exception.” He swallowed the rest of the alcohol in one gulp, and then set the empty glass on a nearby table. “Follow me.”

Jim hesitated, unsure of how much farther he wanted to go down this rabbit hole. But there were still questions to be answered, and Jim wanted to make sure he stayed alive long enough to hear the truth.

The rest of the penthouse was just as decorative and ornate as the entrance, and the closer Jim glanced around, the more he noticed certain “Greek” themes. Antique vases, a few decorative columns that added to the extravagance of the space.

Everything here was designed to be noticed, to catch the eye, to distract the visitor from the lack of taste the owners possessed.

Flashy designs in homes were always a front for something the owner didn’t want people to see. Rich people were magicians like that, covering up their flaws with gaudy trinkets, distracting the crowd.

But Jim wasn’t distracted by such things. He hadn’t forgotten about Kaylie, and he hadn’t forgotten about his half-siblings. He might have been granted entry based on the good faith of his despicable biological father, but he wouldn’t lose his sense of self.

The man eventually led Jim to the south side of the penthouse, which was completely walled off, with a heavy door that looked more like the entrance to a vault than a room.

The door was metal, with two large locking bars near the top and bottom. The door itself would have made the space stand out, but the door wasn’t the only oddity of the space.

Unlike the rest of the area, the wall that the door was attached too wasn’t decorated at all. The wall was completely bare, painted a dull gray. But it was the incongruity of the wall that made it stand out. It was meant to be noticed. It was the first thing in the apartment that Jim had seen that made him nervous.

“People have been looking for us for years,” the man said. “But we have always been able to evade the authorities, and those who believed they were trying to do the ‘right thing.’” He placed his hand on the door, flattening his palm against the metal, almost as if the door were a living thing.

Jim studied the man, noting the arrogance in his words. Normally, Jim would have dismissed the comments as nothing more than bluster, but after what he had seen, he doubted the words were hollow. This society—those who ran the organization called The Greeks—were very well organized. And for the first time in a very long time, Jim wasn’t sure if the bad guys would get their due.

The man removed his palm and then turned to face Jim. “Turner was a founding member of the organization. He was the one who even came up with our name. Do you know why we chose that name, Jim?”

“I don’t care,” Jim answered, unable to keep his words from trembling. He hated that he sounded weak in front of this man, this stranger, this person he had never seen or met, and knew nothing about.

“Yes, you do,” he replied a hint of a smile on his face, but not in his voice. “The moment you were handed that ring, you wanted to know who we were. You wanted to know how Turner was connected, and you wanted to know the role you had to play. You can’t help but wonder, Jim. It’s in your nature.”

“Where’s Kaylie?” Jim asked. “And the others?”

“Your long lost brothers and sister?” the man asked. “I’m afraid you might be getting ahead of yourself.” He tilted his head to the side. “What do you want with the Hartman girl? Both of her parents are dead. She no longer has a home to return to. Wouldn’t it be better for her to be with other people?”

“Your people?” Jim asked, incredulous. “I’m not leaving the girl to your society so she can be abused by some sicko who should be behind bars instead of in a penthouse apartment.”

“Noble,” he said. “Turner said you were hardheaded. You get that from him. Whenever Turner wanted something, he sank his teeth in, refusing to let go.”

No longer disoriented from the shock of not knowing this man’s identity, Jim stepped closer. He was getting angry. “Where are they?”

The man regarded Jim with a curious gaze. He remained quiet, and then finally stepped away from the door, circling Jim while he kept his hands behind his back. “I’ll make you a deal, Jim,” he said. “I will give you Kaylie, but in return, I keep your brothers and sisters.”

“No,” Jim said, the speed of his reply surprising both himself and the inquisitor.

“No?” He asked. “Then I keep Kaylie, and you can have your brothers and sisters.”

“Everyone comes home with me,” Jim answered. “Or I don’t come home at all.”

The man laughed, the cackle echoing across the open floor plan of the space. “You really are something else, aren’t you? You don’t know when you’ve been bested. You’re alone, Jim. You don’t have a way out. You don’t know where Kaylie and the other children are, and you don’t have the slightest clue who I am. You’re dead in the water.”

“I’m not dead until I’m not breathing,” Jim said. “And I am not alone.”

The man raised his eyebrows. “You’re referring to your team. The ragtag group over at the fifth precinct. You do realize that we’ve been operating in this city for decades. We have all the right people in our pocket. What is it you think you’re going to accomplish?”

“So you’re just going to let me walk out of here,” Jim said. “With one of the choices you give me? I don’t think so. I’ve seen too much.” Jim considered this for a moment and then stared down at the ring on his finger. “What did Turner want you to do exactly? It couldn’t be to try to persuade me to join you. If I wouldn’t take over his enterprise, there was no way you’d believe that I’d join this one.”

“Of course not,” he said.

“So why haven’t you killed me?” Jim asked.

“I’m honestly surprised you haven’t figured that out yet.” The man smiled and then stepped closer as the realization dawned on Jim’s face about the real reason he was here. “Turner wanted you to make one last choice.”
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O
 nce Missy had worked her magic and they had tracked the SUVs to a luxury apartment building in the heart of downtown, Kerry and Mullocks headed out toward the cruiser, the lieutenant on the phone with Hickem.

“We found him,” Mullocks said, opening her car door. “Downtown. I’ll text you the address—” She grew silent as she dropped down into the seat and remained completely still. “Hickem, what are you—”

Kerry watched the lieutenant’s reactions and immediately knew something was wrong. Unable to hear the other side of the conversation, it was all she could do but sit and wait in trepidation as Mullocks angrily ended the call without another word.

“Son of a bitch,” Mullocks whispered through clenched teeth and then slammed her phone into the cup holder so hard Kerry thought it might have broken.

“What happened?” Kerry asked.

Mullocks took a deep breath and then slowly leaned back into her seat. “Hickem received orders to move to another location. Some kind of hostage situation. His case against The Greeks is being handed over to the terrorism unit.”

“What?” Kerry asked. “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would they—”

“Because Hickem’s bosses are part of the society,” Mullocks said. “They knew he was getting close, that we were getting close, and they pulled the plug. We’re on our own.”

“I thought you said we could trust him?” Kerry asked. “You said that he was a good guy, that he was on our side—”

“Kerry,” Mullocks said. “It’s out of his hands. And until he can prove that his superiors are involved, there’s nothing he can do. They outplayed us, and now we have to deal with what resources we do have.”

“So, what happens next?” Kerry asked.

Mullocks chewed it over for a little bit, and then picked up her phone again. “We can swarm the building. Call in all units. We’ll overwhelm them.”

Kerry nodded, but she wondered if all of this was too little too late.






* * *




A choice.
 Jim should have seen it coming. Turner understood Jim couldn’t be corrupted into joining his ranks, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t leverage Jim’s morals into the ultimate crucible: choosing between the job and family.

“I have to say, the way Turner spoke about you, I was rather worried about what you might be able to find out about us,” the man said. “But after Turner died, you were simply glad the business was done with and you could move on with your life. You never even took a passing glance into who Turner really was, because you didn’t want to acknowledge the truth that he was your father.”

It was all true. Jim had wanted to separate himself from Turner as much as possible. And he hadn’t even really looked into the other children Turner had fathered. He had told himself he would, but he never spoke it out loud to anyone else so he wouldn’t be held accountable.

And Jim was now guilty of the same thing that so many of his foster parents had done to him growing up: he had neglected those who needed help.

Jim could have tracked them down, but he didn’t. He could say that he didn’t have time, or that he was busy with work, or that it would have been too difficult, but if there was one thing that this job had taught him over the years, it was that Jim could solve any case handed to him. The idea that something was too hard for him to complete or finish was ludicrous. He was one of the best detectives Seattle had ever seen. He could have figured out what had happened to the rest of the children Turner had fathered.

“You’re a man plagued by guilt,” the man said. “You’ve always been that way, even when you were little. You have a hard time letting go.”

“Are they here?” Jim asked, glancing back at the closed door the man had walked him too. “Kaylie and the others?”

The man was quiet and then folded his hands in front of him as he studied Jim a little more. “I see what Turner liked about you. Always moving forward. That’s how your mind works. No matter the obstacle in your path, you’re always looking for a way around it. Turner was like that too. The curse of an active mind is harder than most people believe.”

Jim tried to think about who might be behind the door. It made more sense for it to be his long lost brothers and sisters than it did for it to be Kaylie. The girl had most likely been sold already.

“I need to know who you want to save,” the man said. “That part of the deal is non-negotiable. And I’m afraid you’re running out of time because I’ll be leaving soon, and once I’m gone is your chance to save them.”

How was Jim supposed to choose between one life and another? Who was he to pass judgment on which life held more value? But he knew if he didn’t decide then no one would be saved. And while Jim’s immaculate streak of recovering missing children was the proudest accomplishment of his career, he knew it would end here.

“My siblings,” Jim said, his mouth dry. “I choose my siblings.”

The man smiled. “You really are surprising. But I suppose blood is thicker than water.” He walked past Jim and removed a key from his pocket. He used it to unlock both padlocks and then stepped back, gesturing for Jim to open it. “Go on. It’s all yours.”

Jim stepped forward, unsure of what he would find. He opened the door, and instead of finding a massive room, he saw only a small closet-size space. On the floor was a box.

“Best of luck to you, Jim,” the man said, checking the time on his phone. “I’d like to say we’ll meet again, but… Well, you understand.” He turned to leave, and Jim simply watched him go.

Unsure of how much time he had left, Jim reached for the box and opened it. Inside was a small GPS tracker with a blinking light. He homed in on the location and then heard a chopper landing on the roof. It must have been the man’s escape plan.

It took a moment for Jim to get his bearings with the tracker, but he eventually discovered that his half-siblings were right next door. Jim rushed to the window and looked over to the building’s penthouse level, but the windows were glazed with a mirror covering that concealed the interior. If he was going to know what was happening inside, then he was going to have to go over there himself.

Jim wasn’t sure if the two goons would be waiting for him when he reached the elevator, but he was relieved to see that they had fled with their boss. He briefly thought about taking the stairs in case the elevator was booby-trapped, but he quickly dismissed the idea, knowing the stairs would take up too much of the thirty minutes that remained to him.

Jim rode the elevator, studying the digital tracker as he quickly descended to the ground floor. The little blue dot hadn’t moved at all, even though Jim was going down, but Jim knew that it wasn’t going to stay that way forever. He needed to get there before those kids were sold to the highest bidder, lost forever into a world of pain until they grew so numb that they wouldn’t feel the final bullet that would end their lives after the rich bastard who had taken them was no longer satisfied with his purchase.

The elevator doors opened at the ground floor, and Jim sprinted out through the lobby, dodging the high-level security guards that shouted at him to stop, but Jim didn’t even bother to flash the badge so they would stop chasing him. He was too quick for them to catch him anyway.

Jim glanced down at the GPS tracker only once, confirming the blue dot was still where it was supposed to be and then made sure he had a clear shot over to the next building.

The building had similar security, but Jim had the momentum, and he broke through the check-in point, easily evading the pair of security guards who were too distracted by their conversation to realize what Jim was trying to do.

The elevator doors closed before the guards reached Jim, and he quickly ascended to the top floor. He noticed there was key access for the penthouse, but he also knew there would be required emergency stairs. All he had to do was break down the door.

The elevator opened at the highest floor Jim could reach, and he quickly rushed to the staircase and climbed the next flight of stairs to a locked door. Jim didn’t have his gun, but there was a fire extinguisher in the stairwell. He broke the glass with his elbow and used the fire extinguisher to smash the door handle and break into the penthouse stairwell.

When Jim finally stepped through the open doors, he paused, listening for what might be waiting for him up the stairs. But he heard nothing.

Jim checked the GPS tracker one more time, making sure the blue dot hadn’t moved, and then quietly marched up the steps that led him to another door. He quietly pressed his ear against the door and then listened.

Still nothing.

Jim looked down at the handle and was about to raise the fire extinguisher to smash it into bits, but he stopped himself. Instead, he placed his hand on the door handle and was surprised to find it unlocked. He cracked open the door, and light escaped from inside.

Jim opened the door wider, the glow spilling into the dark, windowless hallway. He stepped into a hallway. The walls were blank, and the hallway itself was narrow. He had stepped into the end of the hallway, and from his current position, he couldn’t see where it led. He decided to keep the fire extinguisher, unsure of what kind of resistance he was about to run into, and he wanted to have at least one weapon to fight them.

The hallway eventually reached a right turn, and Jim paused, peering around the corner before he committed himself to pressing forward. Once Jim verified that the coast was clear, he turned the corner and continued down.

The light remained the same, but the farther he walked, the more Jim was able to hear what was happening inside.

Voices became audible through the walls. It was a mixture of adult voices and the whimpers of children. Jim hastened his pace, almost breaking out into a run until he came across another closed door. He stopped.

The hallway continued, turning another corner, but Jim slowly turned his head and gently pressed his ear against the wood, he heard more frightened whimpers inside.

Jim would have recognized those sounds anywhere. He had made those sounds at the hands of adults who had wished to hurt him and exploit him simply for being too weak to fight back. But Jim wasn’t a child anymore, and he wasn’t going to sit idly back and leave these kids to their fates.

Jim knew he would have to react quickly once he was on the other side. There was no telling how many armed guards they would have waiting for him, and if he didn’t strike fast and accurate, then all of this would have been for nothing.

Unlike the entrance to the hallway, this door was locked, and Jim knew the moment he busted the lock, the clock would start ticking. He would be at a disadvantage in the fight. But the whimpers were growing louder. And Jim had never shied away from a fight.






* * *




Mullocks drove even more recklessly
 than Kerry toward downtown, and Kerry had a brief understanding of how Jim might have felt whenever Kerry was behind the wheel.

They arrived at the building downtown, and Mullocks mounted the curb, parking on the sidewalk. Kerry always thought it was strange how people were drawn into violence and chaos. She supposed it was like watching a fire burn, something about destruction drew people closer to the chaos.

But before Kerry and the lieutenant even entered the building, they noticed something was wrong. A security detail was at the doors, communicating with another security team from the building next to them.

“They’ve moved,” Kerry said. “We need to go there.” She tilted her head back, staring up at the top stories of the floor. “They’ll most likely be on the penthouse level.”

“Let’s go,” Mullocks said and moved strategically toward the second high rise.

The guards inside offered some pushback, but they quickly backed down the moment Mullocks barred her teeth. Even though she was a short woman, it was rare Kerry had ever seen anyone not step out of her way when she was angry.

Kerry made sure to collect the penthouse key from the security guard, but the man didn’t relinquish it willingly.

“Let’s go!” Mullocks shouted, and the pair rushed to the elevator. The doors closed, and Kerry inserted the key, and they began their ascent to the penthouse floor.






* * *




Jim raised the fire-extinguisher high,
 making sure he would be able to knock the door loose on the first strike.

Jim brought the canister down hard onto the handle, the break clean. Jim then shouldered the door open, and his eyes found the first target standing to the left, gun in hand.

The only reason Jim didn’t receive a bullet in the head the moment he stepped through the door was because of the shock that covered the man’s face at the sheer surprise of Jim’s entrance. He had somehow weaseled his way inside a place that was supposed to be airtight.

Jim used the pause to smack the canister across the side of the gunmen’s head, dropping him to the ground with a single blow.

The children in the room didn’t scream or cry; they all simply recoiled and retreated to the far corner of the room, away from all the adults.

Jim saw the fear in the children’s eyes when he looked at them. To them, they saw no difference in the man who had the gun and Jim. Both were strangers. Both could be dangerous.

Because it had been adults who had taken them, adults who had thrust them into this life, there was no trust to build upon. So Jim would have to rely on their desire to be free.

Jim quickly patted down the guard, removing the pistol from his jacket, and the earpiece from around his head. He then moved the body so it didn’t block the doorway, and he opened the door.

“Go,” Jim said, gesturing for the children to leave.

The children didn’t move, all of them holding onto one another. There was safety in numbers, and no child wanted to be the first one to make a move.

“Go!” Jim shouted, and then stomped over to the children, which forced them to move out of fear, and he chased them around the room until they were running down the hallway, back the way Jim had entered.

There was no other route for them to take, and Jim knew they would find the stairs. But he couldn’t rest on his laurels for long because the second door in the room burst open and another armed guard aimed to kill him.

The gunman never managed to fire a shot though as Jim lunged forward, disarming the man by twisting his arm. The gun dropped to the floor, and the guard countered with a stiff left hook, which grazed Jim’s face.

The contact stung, but it didn’t cause enough damage to bring Jim down, and he quickly retaliated, striking the man in the center of the face, right on the bridge of the nose, disorienting the man long enough for Jim to bring him to the ground and put him in a sleeper hold.

The guard struggled, but he eventually succumbed to Jim’s grip, and he passed out on the floor. Jim picked up the second guard’s weapon as well and stepped into the room where the guard had just come from.

The light was brighter here, and Jim shielded his eyes as he waited for his vision to adjust. When it did, Jim saw himself in a mirror. He looked like a crazy person. He was sweaty and red-faced, his hair was disheveled, his shirt undone and smeared with bits of blood.

His eyes drifted to the pair of pistols, one in each hand, and he flexed his grip over the handle, the mirror image doing the same. And he suddenly realized where he was standing.

This was the auction block. Behind those mirrors were the people who had come to buy the children Jim had just sent scurrying down the hall to safety. Behind the mirrors were the very scum he had been hunting for, these members of The Greeks.

Without hesitation, Jim raised the weapons in his hand and fired at the reflections of himself, shattering all of the glass in the room until every reflection was gone and Jim was able to see behind the looking glass.

All of the rooms were still filled with members. Everyone was in shock. None of them thought anyone could catch them. They were too rich, too powerful, so far above the reach of the law that no one could ever expect to catch them in the act.

But Jim had found them. He reached for his badge, flashing it to each and every one of them so they could see who he was and what he represented.

“You’re all under arrest for the solicitation of a minor,” Jim said, breathing so quickly he thought he might hyperventilate. “You have the right to remain silent. You have the right to an attorn—”

The shouting came from behind The Greeks’ members to Jim’s left, and he turned just in time to see three more guards appear, each of them armed, guns at the ready to fire.

Jim darted back behind cover before the gunmen could take aim, and when the first bullet was fired, it broke The Greeks’ members from their shock, and everyone scurried out of their viewing booths.

Jim retreated into the room where the children had been held and noticed that the guards he had knocked out were beginning to stir. Jim paused, standing his ground, and then turned around to fire back at the people who were shooting at him. But Jim was caught between a rock and a hard place, and he didn’t know how much longer he was going to last.






* * *




The ride
 up the elevator was the quickest—and slowest—ride of Kerry’s life. Neither Mullocks nor Kerry were sure of what they would find once the elevator doors opened. Kerry knew they were cutting it close to the midnight deadline. She prayed they weren’t too late.

The elevator doors opened with the sound of a ping, and Kerry and Mullocks stepped out into a decadent foyer, decorated with lounge chairs, candles, and classical music playing in the background. The space looked like the waiting area in a spa room.

But the serenity didn’t last very long, and the sound of gunshots triggered screams. Kerry and Mullocks chased the chaos.

They stepped out of the lounge room and into a hallway that curved in a circle, but before Kerry and Mullocks could decide which way they were going to go, the doors opened and people flooded into the curving hallway.

Everyone wore fine gowns and suits, varying in age, race, and ethnicity, but all of them possessing the class of wealth that allowed them to do whatever they wanted. Or at least, they thought they could do whatever they wanted.

“Down on the ground!” Mullocks shouted, gun aimed to the left while Kerry took the one trying to flee on the right. “On your stomachs, now—”

The lieutenant’s voice was drowned out by more gunfire, and Kerry glanced into one of the open doors where she saw three armed men chasing someone off of a platform. But she didn’t need to see the person to know who it was.

Kerry left The Greeks’ members on the floor and sprinted into one of the viewing rooms, jumping up through the hole left behind from the shattered glass and aimed her weapon at the back of the three men who didn’t seem to notice she was there.

“Drop the weapons—” Kerry’s order was drowned out by gunfire as the shooters opened fire on their target in the next room. With the combatants already opening fire, Kerry joined the firefight, bringing down two of the guards before the third turned around and forced her back behind cover with their gunfire.

Kerry jumped through one of the other open window frames, landed awkwardly on a table, and crashed to the floor in a heap.

Disoriented from the fall, Kerry thought she had gotten hit when she heard the gunshot, but when she looked up, she saw the guard had been hit and had fallen to the ground. She stood and saw Jim standing in the center of the platform, gun in hand.

“Jim,” Kerry stood and then climbed up onto the platform. “Thank God you’re alive.” She hugged him but noticed that he didn’t return the embrace. She stepped back from him. “Where are the kids?”

“They took the stairs,” Jim said.

Kerry waited for more detail, but none came. “Are you all right?”

Jim hesitated. “How did you get here?”

“I thought like you did,” Kerry answered.

But the joke didn’t land, and Jim’s eyes grew red and misty. “Kerry… I…”

Kerry frowned. “Jim, what happened?” She hadn’t seen him like this in a long time. And it frightened her.

“Kaylie’s not here,” Jim said. “I had to choose… between Kaylie… and my half-siblings.” He dropped to his knees. “She’s gone.”

Kerry glanced around at the carnage, the broken glass, the blood, and the broken man on his knees. She had no doubt this was all planned by his terrible father. Jim’s entire life had been nothing but a crucible, forced to choose between nothing but terrible options. And it was only because Jim played by the rules.

But Kerry was done playing by the rules. “Let’s go,” Kerry said.

Jim looked up, his eyes watering. “What?”

“We’ll let the lieutenant handle the clean up here,” Kerry said. “C’mon. I’ll explain on the way.”

Kerry reached for her phone as she led Jim out of the penthouse and back toward the elevator. She smashed the buttons, the doors opened, and then they stepped inside. Kerry dialed the number and held the phone to her ear.

“Seattle Correctional Facility,” the operator said.

“I need to speak with an inmate,” Kerry said. “My name is Kerry Martin. I’m a Detective with Seattle PD. Badge number 48294. Fifth Precinct.”

The operator was silent for a moment and then cleared his throat. “All right, Detective Martin, who do I need to call up for you?”

“Roy Solomon,” Kerry answered.

Kerry knew that she could have tried calling in as a civilian to make a call, but it was much faster to go through these channels. And while Kerry didn’t think Roy would refuse a call, the correctional officers were usually more persuasive in getting an inmate to answer a call from authorities. But none of that was necessary because three minutes later, as Mullocks was entering downtown traffic, Roy picked up the line.

“Kerry, it’s a little late for a call—”

“Dad, I need a favor,” Kerry said.

Roy was quiet for a moment. “Christ, I can’t remember the last time you called me dad. What’s the favor?”

Kerry hadn’t even realized she called him dad until he had pointed it out, but she didn’t dwell on it. They didn’t have the time. “I need the contacts for your hit jobs.”

Roy remained quiet for a moment. “Kerry, I don’t think we can—”

“It’s a secure line,” Kerry said. “And anything we talk about isn’t admissible in court. I need you to give me the names. It’s a matter of life and death.”

“You realize that if I give you these names, and you go down this road, then you’re making a choice, Kerry,” Roy said. “The kind of choice that you won’t be able to unmake, no matter how hard you try to convince yourself that what you’re doing is right. Understand?”

Kerry had often wondered what her path down this road would look like. She wondered if it would happen slowly or all at once. But it seemed that like most things in life, it had happened a little bit at a time, like water eroding a beach. It wasn’t noticeable over the course of a day, or even a week, or a month. But after a few years, you were able to see the difference just as Kerry saw the difference in herself now.

“I understand my choice,” Kerry answered. “Now, give me the contact.”

Kerry repeated the name and number, committing it to memory and then ended the call with her father. “Who did you speak with?” She looked at Jim, who was still staring at her, dumfounded. “Jim, who did you meet with from The Greeks.”

“Um, he was younger, mid-forties maybe, and rich obviously,” Jim answered. “He had a raspy voice. I think he owned the penthouse next door. That’s where I met him.”

Kerry dialed the number, and a man answered on the second ring.

“Yeah,” he said.

“I need a pickup and drop off,” Kerry said.

“Name?” he asked.

“Working on it,” Kerry said.

The elevator doors opened, and they returned to the building next door that Jim had gone to first. She flagged down the security team and then had Jim run through security footage of the building’s regulars until he was able to identify the individual. From there, they pulled his name from a tenant list.

“Lars Hatchet,” Kerry said.

The man was silent on the other end. “Where do you want the drop?”

Kerry thought about it for a moment and then had the perfect location. “I’ll text you the location.”

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll let you know when I have him.”

The call ended, and Kerry looked to Jim. “Now, we wait.”

But Jim looked at Kerry like she was a stranger.

Kerry had been trying to get her mind right, but for the first time in her career, she wasn’t sure which side of the law she was now on. Sure, she still had her badge and a gun, but what she had just done forced her to step outside of herself and into a different world. She wasn’t sure what she was anymore.

“Kerry,” Jim said, his voice gaining strength. “What did you just do.”

“What was necessary.”






* * *




The moment Kerry had arrived,
 Jim’s world had turned into a haze. He didn’t understand what was happening. The only thing he could concentrate on was the auction stage he had stepped onto when he had been surrounded by mirrors.

All he kept thinking about was how easily it could have been to have himself up there when he was a kid. Or one of Kerry’s children.

“Okay, I’ve got it,” Kerry said, sticking her phone back into her pocket after receiving a text. “Let’s go.”

“Where are we going?” Jim asked.

“We’re going after the one who got away,” Kerry said.

The ride was quiet. Jim didn’t ask any more questions about where they were headed. Kerry didn’t speak of their destination. The sound of the road played as background music to their silence.

Eventually, Jim noticed that they had left the city, and they were traveling through the woods. After a while, they were the only car on the road, and Jim suddenly realized they were heading back to the cabin in the woods where they had first been called to assist on Hartman’s homicide. It was where they had found Lilly Baker.

Jim cast his partner a questioning glance, and she said nothing as they continued to drive up the bumpy dirt road.

Kerry parked in front of the cabin and then stepped out of the car. “C’mon.”

Jim lingered behind for a moment but eventually followed his partner. They walked inside the cabin, the door unlocked, the police tape taken down. And when Kerry opened the door, the headlights from the car shone inside, revealing a man who was bound and gagged on the floor.

It was the man Jim had spoken to earlier. The one from the penthouse. The man who had been so far beyond his reach that Jim wasn’t sure if he would ever see him again. And now here he was, tied up on the floor with duct tape over his mouth.

“How did you do this?” Jim asked.

“I called in a favor from my dad,” Kerry answered. “He knew a guy who owed him a favor. So I cashed it in.” She shrugged. “These people stack the deck in their favor. I figured why not be able to use their weapons against them?”

Jim couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Kerry had always been the one to walk the straight and narrow. She was the rule follower.

“Kerry, why did you bring him out here?” Jim asked.

Kerry stared at the man, and Jim noticed she had her service pistol out. “No one knows he’s here. Just you and me. Mullocks knows some, but not enough to incriminate herself or us. We could kill him, Jim. Right here and now. He’s one of the big fish. We can torture him, make him give us what we want until he screams, and then kill him. We can do whatever we want to him.” She turned and stared at Jim, her eyes boring through him.

Whoever this person was, Jim knew it wasn’t his partner, and the fact that she was in a moral crisis helped pull Jim out of his own fog. “Kerry, we have to take him in.”

“What’s the point, Jim?” Kerry shouted, becoming more emotional. “Maybe this is how we do things now. Maybe this is how we fix the broken system! He’s not a good man! We’d be heroes for killing him.”

“We’d be murderers,” Jim said.

Kerry wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her jacket, still holding the gun. “I don’t know what I am anymore, Jim.”

Jim slowly walked over to his partner and then carefully removed the gun out of her hand. “You’re a good cop. And I think you should keep it that way.”

Kerry sobbed, crying harder than Jim had ever seen her do before, and she collapsed to her knees, burying her face in her hands.

Jim turned toward the man. He squirmed on the floor like a worm. Jim walked over to him and then ripped off the piece of tape covering the man’s mouth, and he groaned in pain.

“Where’s Kaylie Hartman?” Jim asked.

The man coughed and took deep, hyperventilating breaths as if he were about to die of asphyxiation. “You’re both fucked. You know that? You have no idea what I will bring down on your heads! Fucking cops!”

Jim inched closer to the man and lowered his voice. “Where’s Kaylie Hartman?”

The man remained angry for a little while, but then eventually, he whimpered. “I don’t know.”

“Wrong answer,” Jim said, and he stood, walked around to the back of the man’s hand, and pressed down on it until he thought the bones were going to break. “Where’s Kaylie Hartman?”

The man screamed, writhing in pain, but Jim didn’t let up the pressure. Finally, the man cracked. “She’s with a client!”

“Who is the client?” Jim asked, and after a moment of silence, he pressed down harder, and the man screamed again. “The client.”

“Congressman Newhart,” the man answered through gritted teeth. “He took her back to his house. He has a room there. Private.”

Jim kept his foot on the man’s hand for a little while longer, but then released it and picked him up. “Then let’s go for a ride.”






* * *




The show
 of force that arrived at the congressman’s doorstep didn’t allow any room for negotiation for the politician. Once the news vans showed up, his reputation was all but sunk.

Jim and Kerry weren’t part of the team that infiltrated the house. Both were content to sit back and watch as the congressman was cuffed and Kaylie was brought out of the house.

Jim thought about what her life would be like now, an only child. He didn’t know if she had other family who could take her in. If she did, he hoped they were good people. She had seen enough bad things.

“So it’s done then,” Kerry said.

“For us, yeah,” Jim said. “I imagine Hickem will want to speak with our friend.”

They had also passed off the mystery man Jim had spoken to in the building to Hickem and his FBI friends. Jim knew that dealing with the fallout of this organization was far beyond his capacity as a local detective. He didn’t have the time and resources to go after them.

“You think he’ll get off?” Kerry asked.

“Maybe,” Jim answered. “People like that always have an ace up their sleeve.”

Kerry nodded and then crossed her arms and bowed her head. “Thanks. For earlier.”

Jim was careful with his words, unsure of Kerry’s mental state. “You all right?”

“I don’t know,” Kerry answered. “All I’ve ever done is try to do the right thing. But lately… I feel like I’ve drifted from my path.”

Jim touched her shoulder. “Everyone strays from time to time. But that doesn’t mean we can’t find our way back. Trust me.”

“Thanks,” Kerry said.

Jim watched his partner smile, and he acknowledged the appreciation, but Jim sensed there was something else happening in Kerry’s mind that she wasn’t letting out. He didn’t pry, but he hoped she worked through it sooner rather than later.
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Three Days Later











T
 he Law offices of Mueller, Corbin, and Faulk were far busier now than Jim’s first visit. Several members of The Greek society captured in the raid at the auction had spilled everything they knew in exchange for a plea deal with the Feds. And some of them knew quite a lot about Mr. Mueller.

“Detective,” Corbin replied, stepping out of his office, sounding winded even though the trip out into the reception area was less than twenty steps. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting.” He bowed, the gesture causing his thin wisps of hair to flip forward. When he straightened up, he brushed them back into place. “Please, come inside.”

Jim followed Corbin into the office again and found the space filled with dozens of boxes.

“I apologize for the mess,” Corbin said, taking a seat by the window, hastily moving some papers off the table before he sat down. “Well, I’m sure I don’t need to explain it to you.”

He didn’t, and he didn’t really need to explain it to anyone. The media had done a fantastic job at putting The Greek society center stage along with anyone who was involved. And while Hickem’s team was still in the process of tracking down as many members as possible, Jim knew the coverage would cast most of the people into hiding. They would be forced to stop their services.

At least for now.

“I understand you came to a decision about what to do with Mr. Turner’s will,” Corbin said.

“I have,” Jim replied, and then he removed a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Mr. Corbin, who started to unfold it. “I want half of the money to be distributed evenly among those names. Set up a trust where they can withdraw money once they turn eighteen.”

Corbin studied the list. “I see. These are Turner’s other children, aren’t they?”

“Yes,” Jim said, figuring Corbin must have been watching the news as well. The Greeks weren’t the only ones making the news cycle. Jim’s half-siblings had been the face of the victims that The Greeks had manipulated and abused.

“And the other half?” Corbin asked.

“The other half will be used to set up a foundation for at-risk youth in the Seattle area,” Jim said. “I’ll leave it to you to find someone capable of running it.”

Corbin set the paper with the names down, and then looked at Jim once more. “You’re not leaving any money for yourself.”

“No,” Jim said.

“Why?” Corbin asked. “Turner is dead. You’ve done right by the rest of your siblings. After everything you’ve gone through, you deserve to have something for yourself.”

Jim had considered keeping some of it. He had a long conversation with Jen about it, who was supportive either way. She could have pushed for him to keep it, but she kept her opinion to herself and simply listened. And when Jim finally told her that he wasn’t going to keep any of it, she only smiled and kissed him and told him how much she loved him.

It was the best response Jim could have received.

“I’m not like Turner,” Jim said. “As much as he wanted me to be like him, I’m not. He wants me to give in, just a little, but I won’t.”

Corbin sighed. “Well, you’re a far better man than Turner ever was. I had the unpleasant fortune to have met him a few times while he was alive. He never set well with me. But I suppose some people are better at hiding who they are than others.”

Jim figured Corbin referred to his former law partner, Mueller, who was currently in the throes of a legal fight for his life.

“Well, we can certainly make your request happen,” Corbin said, his tone cheery, but he sounded tired. “I will draft the paperwork myself and be in touch with the others. Once I get your signature, we’ll be off to the races and I’ll be able to contact the others.”

Jim nodded and then walked out of the office and outside. He stopped on the street, and he reached into his pocket and removed the membership ring to The Greeks. He twirled it in his hands for a little while.

Sunlight reflected the gold, and it looked brilliant in the early morning light. It was strange to think Turner had worn this ring. Or maybe he didn’t and it was only designed as a keepsake. Whatever the reason, Jim had no need for it anymore. He walked to the garbage can by the bus station and dropped it into the wastebasket without any hesitation.

He was done with Turner.






* * *




Kerry stood outside
 of the correctional facility for a long time before she finally went inside. She didn’t have an appointment, and visiting hours were over, but one quick flash of her badge and she was granted entry along with a small room to speak with an inmate.

Roy Solomon was escorted inside, and a mixture of surprise and happiness stretched over his face at the sight of his daughter at the table. “I didn’t know you were coming today,” Roy said. “I would have put on my nice oranges.”

Kerry smirked, but the correctional officer didn’t so much as crack a grin as he hooked her father to the bolt in the floor by the table and then pushed him down into the chair.

“You have five minutes,” the CO said, and then he slammed the door shut.

“He doesn’t like me,” Roy said, whispering even though the correctional officer was gone. “So, what are you doing here?”

Kerry wasn’t sure where to start. She wasn’t even sure why she was here. The only thing she was certain on was how she had felt over the past three days, and for the first time since she was a little girl, she needed advice from her father.

“I messed up,” Kerry said. “At work.”

Roy’s face was wrinkled and tired. The years behind bars had not allowed him to age gracefully. For the first five years, he was constantly being put in isolation or the medical unit after he was violently attacked or beaten up. The beatings had died down as he became old news, but the damage had already been done.

“I figured something must have been up when you asked me for my contacts,” Roy said.

Kerry felt like she did when she was little and forced to confront her father when she had done something bad—before it was revealed that he was a dirty cop, of course. It was stupid for her to fear what he might say. After all, he had done much worse. But Kerry knew that wasn’t an excuse.

“You know what I did to that man, right?” Kerry asked. “John Mellows.”

Roy nodded. “He was the one who attacked you in the woods.”

“Right,” Kerry said. “Well, the judge decided to dismiss the case.”

Roy frowned. “Isn’t that good news?”

“It didn’t feel like good news,” Kerry answered. “All it felt like was that I got away with something that I shouldn’t have done.”

Roy tilted his head to the side. “What are you looking for here, Kerry?”

The tears came involuntarily, and Kerry didn’t know how to make them stop once they started. “I sold out the badge. Everything I worked so hard to earn, I ruined the integrity of it.”

“I don’t think fighting for your life against a criminal is—”

“It’s not just with Mellows,” Kerry said. “I made a deal with someone in exchange for information on a case. A deal that involves me breaking the law. And then I made that call to one of your old associates and… I don’t know how I got here. And I don’t know what to do next.” She stared down at her palms. “It’s like I can’t get clean anymore.”

Roy was quiet for a long time, and Kerry wasn’t sure if he didn’t know what to say or if he was choosing his words carefully. But the silence was deafening.

“I’m asking you what I should do,” Kerry said.

Roy shifted in his seat, the chains from his restraints scraping against the concrete floor and metal table. He looked uncomfortable, almost like he was in pain. But, finally, he spoke.

“You’re given a lot of time to think in prison,” Roy said. “I think about all of the things I did when I was a cop. The people I killed. The lives I ruined.” He pursed his lips and twisted his mouth to the side. “It keeps me up at night even after all of the years.” He cleared his throat, and then he looked at Kerry. “But I can tell you that none of those things compare to how I hurt you and your mother. The time I lost being with both of you as a result of being in here…” He shook his head, a single tear falling down his cheek. “It’s time I’ll never get back.”

Roy wiped at his eye, having to crane his neck down so his hand could reach his face because of the chains. “You know, when you told me you were going to become a cop, you know what I felt?”

Kerry shook her head.

“Relief,” Roy said. “I know most people would be worried about their child joining law enforcement, but I knew who you were since the moment you were born. You were good. All the way through. I don’t know where you got it from. Certainly not me. And while your mother wasn’t a bad person, she wasn’t as good as you probably thought she was. But that doesn’t matter. What matters is who you are. Who you’ve always been.”

“And who am I?” Kerry asked, curious to know what her father believed.

Roy leaned forward. “You’re the best detective I’ve ever seen. And you’re someone who wouldn’t have been friends with me on the force. I would have hated you.” He laughed. “You think that a few bad decisions make you a bad cop? No. It’s what you do after those decisions that matters. Just like everything in life.”

Kerry knew her father was just trying to help, but that didn’t make what she did right. “I used the badge for personal gain.”

“Are you sure about that?” Roy asked. “Because to me, it sounds like you used your badge to help find some little kids. You did something good, Kerry. Maybe the means weren’t perfect, but you can’t tell me that bringing children home doesn’t justify what you did.”

Kerry hadn’t thought about it in those terms. “But what happens if one day I decide to use the badge to help myself?”

Roy smiled, and for a moment, he reminded Kerry of the man she remembered when she was a little girl. Back when she had still called him dad. “You won’t,” Roy answered.

“How do you know that?” Kerry asked. “How can you be certain I won’t end up like you?”

“Because that’s not who you are,” Roy answered. “Not even on your worst day, could you even think about being like me. And that’s the truth.”

Kerry leaned back in her chair, pondering her father’s words. She had a decision to make.






* * *




When Jim had woken
 up for work on Monday, it was after pretty much sleeping all weekend. He and Jen had done nothing but stayed at the house. They ordered in, watched movies, read, and spent enough time in the bedroom to make Jim never want to go back into work.

But when Monday came, Jim returned to his normal morning routine. He briefly thought about the case and The Greeks and wondered what would become of it, but he knew he wouldn’t dwell on it for long. There would be more cases for him to work, more children that needed help. And that was where Jim knew he could do the most good.

Jim hadn’t spoken to Kerry since they had seen the arrest of the congressman. He hoped she had spent time with her family. He had even suggested she take some time off. He wasn’t sure if that was something she was going to do or not.

Jim texted Kerry on the way into work, asking if she was still up for breakfast, but she replied that she was already at the office. He asked her if she wanted anything from their usual spot, and she replied with a “no thanks.”

Jim arrived at the precinct with his croissant and his coffee, and he raised his cup to Sergeant Hale behind the desk, who raised his in return.

There were some chatter and questions shot at Jim about the case with the Feds on his way into the bullpen, but he downplayed the case.

“It’s out of our hands now,” Jim said.

When he spied his and Kerry’s desks, he noticed that Kerry wasn’t there. No purse. And her computer wasn’t even turned on. He set down his coffee and breakfast, wondering where she could be. He was about to text her when the lieutenant called his name.

“My office,” Mullocks said.

Jim grabbed his coffee and headed down the hallway, wondering what case the lieutenant had for them to work. When he stepped inside, he saw Kerry already sitting in a chair. She was in plainclothes, but not her usual detective’s suit she wore.

“Hey,” Jim said.

“Hey,” Kerry said.

“Close the door and have a seat, Jim,” Mullocks said.

There was a strange energy in the room, and Jim was hesitant to follow the order. But he did and sat uncomfortably next to his partner. He noted that Kerry was having a hard time looking Jim in the eye, and that’s when he noticed the badge on the desk.

“Jim, we need to—”

“No,” Jim said, turning to Kerry and speaking directly to her. “You can’t.”

“It’s not your decision,” Kerry said.

“Take some time off,” Jim said, growing more hysterical. “You’ve got the PTO, use it! Talk to a shrink, take a vacation, anything but quit!”

“I made some decisions that I’m not comfortable with,” Kerry said. “I’ve caught the lieutenant up to speed. I just wanted to be the one to tell you in person.”

Jim was so angry he could scream, but he held it in. “Don’t do this. Don’t quit!
 ”

“It’s a sabbatical,” Kerry said. She was oddly calm. And that frightened Jim.

“How long?” Jim asked, growing quiet and sinking back into his chair.

“I don’t know,” Kerry answered. “I just know that I have to get my head on right before I put on that badge again.”

Jim didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know what to do. “Kerry…”

“I know.” Kerry smiled, and then reached for his hand, squeezing it firmly. She let go and then turned back to the lieutenant. “You have what you need?”

Mullocks nodded.

“All right then,” Kerry answered. She stood, but both Jim and Mullocks remained seated. She smiled again at Jim, the kind of reassuring gaze a person offered a friend when they knew they were hurting them. “I’ll talk to you later, all right?”

The sulking was instinctive. Jim couldn’t help himself, and he only nodded. He was mad. Furious, really. Kerry said nothing else as she placed her hand on Jim’s shoulder, and then she walked out of the room, closing the door behind her.

“Fuck,” Jim said.

“Jim, you need to go talk to her,” Mullocks said. “Don’t let her walk away like this.”

“I don’t think I can convince her to stay,” Jim said.

“I’m not talking about convincing her to stay,” Mullocks replied. “I’m talking about making sure she knows you’re in her corner. I’ve seen enough detective pairings during my career to recognize the ones that only come around once in a career. Don’t lose it over this.”

Jim knew she was right, and he quickly shot up out of his chair, leaving his coffee on the armrest and chased after Kerry.

He caught up with her in the parking lot and stopped her before she climbed into the car.

“Hey,” Kerry said.

“Hey,” Jim said, catching his breath. “Listen. I didn’t—I’m not sure how I’m supposed to react to this.”

“Me either,” Kerry said.

“But I want you to know that I’ve got your back,” Jim said. “No matter what. And you take as much time as you need.”

Kerry smiled, and then quickly wiped a tear away from her eye. “You know… Stepping back from this is one of the hardest decisions of my life, not just because I love my job, but because I love my partner.”

The words cracked Jim’s heart. He walked to Kerry and hugged her, their embrace firm but gentle. “I’ll make sure no one takes your desk.”

Kerry laughed. “Thanks.”

They separated.

Jim stepped back as Kerry climbed into her car and then drove off. Once she was out of sight down the road, Jim returned to the bullpen and sat down at his desk. He stared at the empty chair across from him and didn’t look away until his coffee appeared in front of him.

Mullocks stood next to him. “You all right?”

Jim took a breath and then nodded. “I will be.”

“Good,” Mullocks said, and then she dropped a case on his desk. “Cause it’s time to get work.”
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