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      Carrie Parker sipped chardonnay from her light-blue insulated Yeti cup. It had been months since she had decided to bring wine to the park instead of coffee. It was her little secret. Even as a wife of fifteen years, and a mother of one, she still believed she was entitled to secrets. After all, everyone else seemed to keep them.

      “God, I need a vacation.” Margaret Teller groaned into her own “coffee” container. She sat next to Carrie, watching their kids on the playground in the distance.

      “Blanchard Park isn’t doing it for you?” Carrie asked.

      “Hardly.” Margaret took another drink and then sloshed the remaining chardonnay around in her container.

      “I’d slow down,” Carrie said. “Playtime’s not over yet.”

      “It is for me,” Margaret said.

      “It’s not that bad out here,” Carrie replied.

      “Yeah, well, not everyone can live your fairy tale, Carrie,” Margaret said.

      Carrie caught the glint of her wedding ring reflecting the sun. “It doesn’t feel that way.” She took another drink.

      “What do you have to complain about, huh?” Margaret asked. “Your rich, your hot, you have an annoyingly well-behaved child and a husband everyone wants to sleep with, me included.”

      Carrie shot Margaret a sharp look, but Margaret laughed.

      “A girl can dream, can’t she?” Margaret asked.

      “First off, our husbands work together, so I know you’re swimming in money, too; second, you’re also hot and have three incredibly annoying well-behaved children and a husband who adores you.”

      “Well, when you put it like that,” Margaret said. “But if you ever want to swap, just let me know.”

      Carrie slapped Margaret on the leg and then glanced over to the other mothers who sat closer to the playground. “They don’t like us.”

      “They’re jealous,” Margaret said.

      “Same thing,” Carrie said.

      Both Carrie and Margaret home-schooled their children, and three years ago, Carrie came up with the idea of creating a recess club where other homeschooled children in the area could meet up and play with one another. But while it was a chance for the children to socialize, it was also a chance for the mothers to have a break. What started with Carrie and Margaret had grown into a community of a dozen local parents.

      It wasn’t unusual for Carrie and Margaret to separate themselves from the other mothers. The pair had clicked right away and had bonded like sisters.

      Most of the women were nice enough, but there had been an incident three weeks ago, and ever since, a rift had developed amongst the parents.

      Carrie swirled her chardonnay and eyed one mother in particular: Emma Cole. She was young, pretty, and new to the group. She reminded Carrie of herself fifteen years ago. She was a second wife, an upgrade for one of her husband’s friends. And despite the flattering pleasantries Carrie exchanged with the young wife, deep down, she feared she’d be replaced. But Carrie had already taken steps to protect herself from a similar fate.

      Carrie was fully aware of the way Thomas, her husband, had looked at her recently. It wasn’t pitying or loveless, but it was passionless. Their marriage had been that way for some time.

      The pair had fallen into a routine, the fate of any couple who stayed together long enough. Carrie had tried different tactics to re-ignite the spark, but while strangers might have believed they had the perfect, sexy love life, the truth was they hadn’t been intimate in months.

      Carrie eyed Emma again, unable to look at anything else now. Everything was smooth and firm and soft, exactly where it should be. She was undeniably beautiful, and judging by the rock on her left hand, which Carrie saw sparkle even from this distance, her new husband was eager to please. The husband might have believed he had landed a trophy, but so did the new bride.

      “Lord, it’s hot,” Margaret said, downing the rest of her wine and then pressing the empty cup against her neck to cool her off. “We should bring more wine next time.”

      “You say that every time we come out here,” Carrie said.

      “And I’m always right,” Margaret said.

      Carrie gestured to the group of mothers. “We should probably head over.”

      Margaret flung her head back and stomped her feet in a comical display of rebellion.

      “Don’t make me put you in time out,” Carrie said.

      “Don’t threaten me with a good time.”

      Carrie and Margaret returned to the rest of the group, and when they neared, the women quieted as if they’d been talking about them.

      Politics were inevitable in any large group, even amongst friends. Everything from silent gestures to strange glares and unspoken words helped weave a narrative. And while Carrie had been the one to start the group, she was beginning to feel like an outsider.

      “How are you ladies doing?” Carrie asked, breaking the ice.

      “We’re fine, Carrie,” Nicole answered. “How was tending bar?”

      The rest of the mothers giggled. They all ran in the same circles, went to the same restaurants, their husbands all formidable businessmen who were, at the very least, acquaintances. And while Carrie would have loved to put Nicole in her place, she took the high road.

      “I thought we should all do a girl's night,” Carrie said. “Emma is new, and I think it would be a good chance for all of us to get to know her better. Find out what kind of drinker she is.”

      “Oh, I don’t drink very often,” Emma said, laughing. “Bit of a lightweight.”

      “Even better,” Carrie said. “Why don’t we all check our calendars and come back next week with some dates we’re available, or you can just put them in our group chat. Whatever works.”

      Some mothers avoided eye contact with Carrie, and she knew why. Today, she and Margaret’s exile on the park bench wasn’t strictly self-imposed. The incident from three weeks ago was still fresh in their minds.

      Carrie checked the time and smiled, knowing she wouldn’t win everyone back in a single day. “Well, it looks like that’s our forty-five minutes.”

      The other mothers nodded and collected their things. They called out to their children on the playground, waving them over, and one by one, they returned to their parents. But when Carrie looked for her daughter, Natalie, she couldn’t find her.

      “Natalie?” Carrie shouted. “Natalie, time to go!”

      The playground emptied, but there was still no sign of her daughter. Margaret and a few mothers also noticed Natalie’s absence, and Carrie turned to them.

      “Did anyone see Natalie?” Carrie asked, hurrying toward the playground.

      “She was playing on the swings last time I saw her,” Shelly said.

      “Natalie!” Carrie stood in the middle of the playground, her heart hammering in her chest.

      “She went over to the woods.” Beckett, one of the other girls in Natalie’s same grade, spoke up. “She said she wanted to explore, but we were all too scared.”

      Carrie turned toward the woods nearby and then sprinted over. “Natalie! Natalie, it’s time to go, baby!”

      But as Carrie neared the edge of the woods, the brush too thick to see farther than twenty feet, Carrie’s heart dropped to her stomach. Her daughter was gone.
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      Nothing looked familiar to Tammy, not even the clothes she wore. She caught her reflection in a nearby store window and covered her exposed midriff with her arms. She kept pulling at the tight, leather mini skirt, uncomfortable from how much it exposed. She wobbled in the tall high heels along the sidewalk, almost breaking her ankle twice.

      Tammy stopped and leaned against a nearby wall. She shut her eyes and touched her temple. Her mind was foggy and tired. What was she doing out here?

      Tammy opened her eyes and realized she was carrying a clutch. She opened the small red bag, searching for clues to her situation. But the contents of the clutch provided more questions than answers.  There were condoms, lipstick, and a single credit card. She removed the credit card, which was black, and had no label on it, save for a name printed on the bottom along with the numbers. The name read Lucy Fairchild.

      Tammy frowned. She didn’t know anyone by that name, and she had no idea why Lucy’s card was in the clutch.

      A sharp pain pierced through Tammy’s head, and she slid against the wall to the sidewalk. The pain was so intense that she thought her head would split in half.

      When the pain subsided, the brain fog returned. Tammy remained crouched on the sidewalk, shivering with fear. She had no idea where she was, how she had gotten here, why she was dressed like this, or why she had those items in her clutch.

      “Help,” Tammy whispered to herself, her voice so quiet it was like she hadn’t spoken in years. She raised her voice. “Help! Help me! Help me, please!”

      A door opened nearby, and a man stepped out from the storefront. He was dressed in baker’s clothes, and flour covered his apron and hands. He was an older gentleman with balding gray hair and a potbelly.

      “Are you all right?” the baker asked.

      Tammy shook her head on the verge of tears.

      “Whoa, okay, just hold on.” The baker cautiously approached her and crouched low. “Are you hurt?”

      Tammy glanced down at herself. Aside from the headache, she didn’t think she was injured, and she shook her head.

      “Okay, do you want to come inside?” the baker asked. “I can get you some water and food if you’re hungry. We can call someone to come to pick you up, like a friend or a family member?”

      Tammy stared into the baker’s kind eyes. She believed he wanted to help her, but as she tried to think of who she could call, it was all a blank. She cried, and the baker placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.

      “Why don’t we get you inside, huh?” the baker asked. “C’mon, I’ll help.”

      Tammy took the man’s hand and leaned against him as he helped her into the bakery. It was warm inside and smelled sweet and savory. The baker guided her to a small round table and sat her down in a steel chair. The seat was cold against her bare legs, and when she started to shiver, the baker quickly returned with a jacket to put over her shoulders.

      Tammy wiped her eyes. “Thank you.”

      “Of course,” the baker said and then brought her a glass of water.

      Tammy drank the full glass, not realizing how thirsty she was until the water touched her lips. She shut her eyes, and the fog in her head started to clear.

      “Are you sure there isn’t anyone I can call?” the baker asked.

      “I don’t know,” Tammy answered. “I don’t remember anything.”

      “Do you remember your name?” The baker asked.

      “Tammy,” she answered. “I know that.”

      The baker smiled; it was warm and friendly like the inside of his shop. “That’s good. Do you know where you are?”

      “No,” Tammy answered.

      “You’re in Tampa,” the baker said. “Florida.”

      “Florida?” Tammy asked, surprised.

      “You don’t know how you got here?” the baker asked.

      Tammy shook her head. “I don’t—” She shut her eyes as memories flashed through her head. “There was a building. Somewhere. I don’t know.” The pain in her head returned. “God, my head is killing me.”

      “Hey, it’s all right,” the baker said. “Take it easy. You know what? I’m going to call the police—”

      “Gah!” Tammy shot up from her seat, shoving the chair backward and knocking the table over. The pain tearing through her head was so intense that she saw nothing but white light. She stumbled a few steps to the side and then collapsed to the floor.

      Vaguely aware of the baker shouting her name, Tammy remembered something, a detail that didn’t make any sense. The baker had mentioned the word “police.” It had triggered a fear so intense she couldn’t even stay awake. But what she had to fear from the police was just another question Tammy couldn’t remember how to answer.
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      The early morning light caught the back of Special Agent Kira Lockhart’s FBI windbreaker as she moved quickly through the abandoned apartment complex. The structure was the skeletal remains of a failed attempt at affordable housing, but the money ran out before it was finished.

      And while the ten-story structure was nothing more than a block of stacked concrete, someone had outfitted the top floor with their personal torture chamber.

      With no elevator, Kira ascended the stairs, quickly clearing the corners with her weapon. Every muscle below the waist burned, but she was racing against the clock. If she didn’t find the boy in time, he would die.

      A lifetime runner, Kira’s chosen sport as a high school athlete, she had always remained in good shape, even now at forty-five. But time buried everyone, and Kira was a half-step slower these days. But she only needed to stay a half-step ahead of the monsters she chased down.

      And the monster waiting for her at the top of these stairs was worse than anything she’d seen or witnessed before.

      The serial predator Kira had been tracking had already claimed the lives of three other boys across the state of Florida. And when the suspect entered Kira’s territory, she was determined not to let the snake slither past.

      Winded by the time she reached the tenth and final floor, Kira paused when she saw the steel door. It was new and out of place amongst the aging structure. The pedophile was a planner and had taken his time setting up what had become “kill spots” even before the abduction of the children.

      Until now, no one had discovered the pedophile’s identity. But Kira had peeled back the curtain on Charles Kompf. He was a bus driver from Tallahassee. It was where his first victim was located. He would use his bus routes for cruising for boys between the ages of five and ten. He would observe their habits, learn as much as he could from them, and then take them without anyone knowing until the body was found by police the next day.

      Gun in hand, Kira cautiously approached the door. She noticed the camera in the top corner of the room and the wire that was fed through to the other side of the wall. Kompf had rigged a closed-circuit security camera, just like in previous cases.

      Kompf enjoyed complete and total control over his victims. From how he watched and abducted them to their imprisonment. The door separating Kira and nine-year-old Lenny Peas was sealed via a magnetic strip. Without a keycard, or C-4, of which Kira had neither, she was locked out.

      Kira stared up at the camera. She knew Kompf was watching. Without warning, the red beam of light on the lock’s mechanism turned green, and the lock disengaged, the noise echoing loudly in the stairwell.

      Kira aimed her pistol at the door as she reached for the handle and flung it open. When she saw the entrance was clear, she stepped through.

      The door swung shut behind her, and the magnetic lock was re-engaged. She entered a hallway, all of its new construction built by Kompf. When Kira had discovered his identity, she had also learned about his carpentry hobby.

      Several more cameras were installed near the ceiling. Doors on the left and right had the same magnetic locks, their lights glowing red.

      Kira glanced up at the security cameras. Kompf had wanted her to come. He had been growing bolder in his abductions, wishing to make a show of it.

      Kompf was more beast than man, and he was ruthless to the children he stole. Kira had no delusions about what would transpire here today. Either Kompf would die, or she would.

      Kira moved forward down the hall. She kept her attention focused ahead but was aware of her peripherals. Kompf was leading her somewhere, and all she needed to do was follow the breadcrumbs.

      Kompf’s arrogance had proven to be useful for Kira, and while Kompf believed he had the upper hand here, Kira had a few tricks up her sleeve.

      Eventually, one of the doors on her left flashed green, and Kira stopped. She pivoted toward the door, gun still aimed ahead. She reached for the handle, and in one swift motion, she burst inside, but the room was empty.

      The door swung shut behind Kira, and the lock re-engaged. The room was pitch black, and Kira remained still. She listened closely, but there was nothing in the darkness. She slowly stepped forward. She tightened her grip on her pistol, the grooves on the handle digging into her palms.

      “So nice of you to show up, Agent Lockhart.”

      It was Kompf’s voice, but it was distorted through a speaker. He wasn’t in the room with her.

      “Stop hiding, Kompf,” Kira said. “It’s over.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so,” Kompf said.

      Kira focused on where Kompf’s voice was being projected, and she slowly moved toward it. She still couldn’t see anything, so she approached cautiously.

      “I wanted you to come,” Kompf said. “The only surprises today are for you, Agent Lockhart.”

      “That’s Special Agent Lockhart,” Kira said.

      “Yes,” Kompf said. “You are special.”

      A light blinded Kira, and she turned away from the harsh brightness. When her vision adjusted, the darkness was replaced with a large window in the wall. And through the glass, Kira saw Kompf and Lenny Peas, gagged and bound to a chair, crying.

      While Lenny was placed in the center of the room, Kompf was up near the window. Kira aimed her weapon at the glass and pulled the trigger three times. The bullets smashed into the glass but were stopped short as Kompf remained untouched.

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” Kompf said. “I thought you’d know better.”

      Kira returned to the door, firing the weapon at the magnetized strip, but four bullets later, the door was still locked.

      Kompf laughed. “I expected more from you, Special Agent Lockhart. I’m a little insulted that you underestimated me so much. And now you’re trapped.”

      Kira lowered the weapon and then returned to the bulletproof window. “Let the boy go.”

      Lenny glanced at Kira, his eyes bloodshot and cheeks wet with tears.

      “Lenny will stay right where he is,” Kompf said. “I brought you here because I wanted you to see.”

      “The only thing I’m going to see is the light vanish from your eyes after I put a bullet between them,” Kira said. “I’m the last face you’ll ever see.”

      Kompf smiled. The man had tiny teeth, narrow slits for eyes, and a greasy, pale complexion. He was more snake than man.

      “Always so quick to draw,” Kompf said. “I read all of the news clippings about how your anger and rash decision-making have ruined more than one life. And not just for the criminals you chase down. Collateral damage follows you everywhere you go.”

      Kompf walked back over to Lenny and placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. Lenny winced from the contact.

      “How does it feel to be so close?” Kompf asked. “And to fail so miserably?”

      Kira punched the glass. “Leave him alone!”

      Kompf retracted his hand and laughed. “You do have anger problems, don’t you? You know, I think you and I are a lot alike.”

      “We are nothing alike,” Kira said.

      “No?” Kompf asked. “Neither of us is well-liked, we both go to extremes, and several people agree we’re dangerous, just in different ways. The only difference between us is how society views our professions.”

      “Profession?” Kira snarled. “You’re a pedophile, the scum of the Earth.”

      “Is that so?” Kompf asked, his tone dropping an octave. “Well, in that case.” He removed his shirt. “I don’t suppose I have anything left to lose. And if this is to be my last victim, I’m glad you’re here to bear witness. It’ll be an even greater pleasure knowing how you failed to save young Lenny.”

      Kira pounded on the glass as Kompf completely undressed. She rushed to the door, yanking on it, but it was still locked.

      “Dusty, I’m out of time!” Kira shouted.

      Kompf paused as he unsheathed a knife. “Dusty?”

      A small earpiece was embedded into Kira’s ear, and a mile down the road, parked in a van on the street, was Dusty Simmons, FBI cyber expert and Kira’s unofficial partner.

      “I’m working on it,” Dusty said. “I nearly have the power cut.”

      Kompf was red-faced now as he returned to the window. “What did you do?” He punched the glass himself; the knife gripped in his other hand, the same blade he used to slit the throat of the other children he killed.

      “Dusty, now!” Kira shouted.

      “I know, I know, I know!” Dusty said, typing quickly. “Okay, go!”

      The power in the building was disengaged, shutting off the lights, air, and everything Kompf had rigged up, including the magnetic locks.

      Kira exited the room, hitting the light on her gun as she rushed back into the hallway; she reached the entrance to the room where Lenny was being held and flung open the door.

      “Don’t move!”

      The light beam cut through the room, and she saw Kompf, naked, knife in hand, reaching for Lenny. Kira fired, and Kompf flung backward. Kira rushed forward and kicked the knife out of Kompf’s hand, and positioned herself between Lenny and his captor. Kompf lay on the floor, clutching his right arm where he’d been shot, blood running in thin lines down his skin.

      The blood was bright red under the beam of her flashlight, and Kompf was sweaty and shaking. Kira still had her finger on the trigger.

      “Please,” Kompf begged. “Please, I-I know I’m sick. I need help.” He sobbed. “I don’t know why I do this; I don’t. Please—”

      Kompf’s plea ended with a gunshot. Kira stood over the dead, naked man, keeping the weapon aimed at the corpse. It might have been a cleaner kill than she would have liked, but at least he was afraid at the end.

      Kira removed the light from the end of her gun and holstered the weapon. She used the flashlight to walk to Lenny, who was shivering with fear.

      “Hey, Lenny, it’s okay; you’re going to be all right now,” Kira said.

      Kira removed Lenny’s restraints, and once the boy was free, he leaped into her arms and cried into her shoulder. This was a trauma that would haunt the child for a long time. She picked him up and carried him out of the room.

      “Dusty, you can turn on the lights now,” Kira said.

      “Did you make it in time?” Dusty asked.

      “The boy’s safe,” Kira answered.

      “What about Kompf?” Dusty asked.

      Kira didn’t respond, keeping Lenny close to her as she carried him away from the monster who’d taken him.

      “Kira?” Dusty asked, his voice hardening.

      “Tell the coroner’s office to bring the meat wagon,” Kira said, without an ounce of guilt.
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      Kira held Lenny until the medical unit arrived. The boy hugged Kira tightly, afraid to let go. It took five minutes of gentle coaxing from her and the EMT before he allowed the medic to take him by the hand and lead him into the back of the ambulance.

      When the coroner’s van arrived, the team gave Kira a knowing glare. It wasn’t the first time they’d had to collect a body after her arrival, and she doubted it would be the last.

      Kira understood she would be reprimanded for the attack, but she wouldn’t lose any sleep about killing Kompf. The man was sick and vile. She only wished she could have made him suffer more before she had pulled the trigger. But Kompf’s unbridled fear just before he died was an acceptable consolation prize.

      Kira’s superiors at the Bureau wouldn’t agree, but they weren’t out in the field. They hadn’t seen what she had. It was why she worked so quickly and bent the rules. She understood what happened when she found victims too late.

      Instead of reuniting Lenny with his family, Kira would have been knocking on a door to notify his parents of a horrible tragedy. When given a choice, Kira always picked the former.

      The families of Kompf’s previous victims would find little solace in his death, but at least they would no longer wonder where their child’s killer was located.

      Kira understood those parents’ losses on a personal level. She had lost her daughter, Maggie, five years ago when she was abducted and killed by human traffickers. Kira had been assigned the case, but she hadn’t been able to save her daughter in time. Her failure had haunted her ever since.

      But Maggie’s death served as the ultimate motivator for Kira. She spent every waking moment in pursuit of recovering the victims of human trafficking and abductions so no other parent would experience the living nightmare of burying their child.

      “Lenny? Lenny!” Mrs. Peas, Lenny’s mother, arrived on the scene and sprinted to her son.

      The pair collided with one another, clinging tight and crying. When they finished, the mother approached Kira, shaking her head.

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice still trembling. “The words don’t seem like they’re enough. But thank you.”

      “They’re enough.” Kira reached into her pocket and handed the mother a small business card. “This is one of the best child therapists in the area. She specializes in children who are victims of this type of trauma. Tell her I sent you and she’ll give you a good discount. It’s not cheap, but she’s effective.”

      The mother took the card, nodding. The family might have been reunited, but Lenny’s recovery was just beginning. They lived in a new normal now, and Lenny’s scars would always be with him.

      The mother pocketed the card and then hugged Kira. “You’re a godsend.”

      She let go of Kira and then quickly returned to her son, listening as the paramedic told her they would need to do additional tests at the hospital but that her son looked healthy and unharmed. At least physically. The traumas he experienced would take years to heal.

      Kira stepped outside the yellow crime scene tape engulfing the property and saw Dusty’s surveillance van pull up next to the other police vehicles. The pair made eye contact through the front windshield, and Kira nodded to him.

      “You know Mackie will want to see you,” Dusty said, still speaking to her through the earpiece.

      “I’m going home,” Kira said. “I’ll deal with him tomorrow.”

      “It is tomorrow,” Dusty said.

      Kira removed the earpiece and flicked it back toward the van. She returned to her car and collapsed into the driver’s seat. Kira shut her eyes and enjoyed the rare moment of silence inside her head.

      The only time Kira was at peace was after she closed a case. The restlessness that plagued her subsided, and she could catch her breath.

      Kira used work to shield herself from the traumas she had refused to deal with after her daughter’s death. But those traumas fueled Kira’s intentions to bring home more abducted victims than any other agent in the Bureau.

      After an hour's drive and just missing the morning rush hour, Kira returned to the two-bedroom, two-bath house she had purchased when she had moved to the Tampa Bay area five years ago. It was rare she was ever home, and when she did come here, it was only to sleep and shower, waiting for her next case.

      Kira showered and put on a pot of coffee. Hair wet, she retreated to the second bedroom, which acted as an in-home office. There was a single desk, a laptop, a chair, and several filing cabinets along the walls. It was here, in whatever free time she had, that Kira worked to solve her daughter’s case.

      It had been slow progress since her daughter's death. When Kira had first learned of Maggie’s abduction, she had worked the case personally. There was a team working with her, mainly to ensure she could handle the emotional weight of the case, but she had insisted on being the lead investigator.

      Kira trusted no one more than herself to find her daughter, which she did, but it had been too late.

      Less than thirty-six hours after Maggie’s abduction, Kira had tracked her daughter to an abandoned house where she had found Maggie chained to a rusted bed frame and dirty mattress with needle marks on her arm.

      The official cause of death had been marked as a drug overdose. It was common for traffickers to force their victims into drug use. Once they were addicted, they were easier to control.

      Kira still had nightmares about finding her daughter in that house. It was one of the reasons she rarely slept. And it was the reason she had never stopped looking for the individuals responsible.

      Whoever had abducted Maggie had been a professional. They found no prints, no hair fibers, no forensic evidence anywhere in Maggie’s apartment. And the house where Maggie had died had been abandoned for years, owned and foreclosed on by the city.

      Kira ran into dead end after dead end. The drugs used to kill Maggie were purchased from a local drug dealer in New York, but he couldn’t describe the buyer when Kira had confronted the dealer.

      Kira scoured security cameras and traffic footage, tracking her daughter’s last known movements, online activity, and anything she could use as a potential lead.

      After five years, the only lead Kira had been able to find were the remnants of a spyware program found on her daughter’s computer, which had led her to a name: White Dwarf.

      The White Dwarf was a Blackhat hacker who worked exclusively with human trafficking gangs. The name wasn’t a quip about the hacker’s size but the astrological name of a dying star. But the hacker had remained elusive and at the top of the FBI’s Most Wanted list.

      The White Dwarf had been responsible for hundreds of abductions. He was a voyeur and got his kicks off of watching people. He used a spyware program to snake his way into people’s computers, worming through their personal information. But the spyware programs they had been able to find on his victims' computers were either wiped or incomplete, making it impossible for their forensic technicians to track him.

      Part of the White Dwarf’s profile was his voyeurism. He learned as much as he could about his victims—their schedules, their friends, where they worked, lived, and socialized. He learned about their financial information, family, and any personal detail he could find and then passed that information on to traffickers to make it easier for someone to snatch them.

      But even after five years, Kira was no closer to catching the White Dwarf and finding the people responsible for hiring him.

      Kira opened a thin manilla folder and sat cross-legged on the office floor. Maggie’s name was printed on the folder’s label. Inside was the coroner’s report and the source of Maggie’s frustration and pain.

      According to the coroner’s report and Maggie’s time of death, Kira had missed saving her daughter’s life by seconds, minutes at the most.

      Kira replayed her daughter’s case repeatedly in her mind. She agonized over all of the moments where she should have worked faster, pushed people harder. If she had only arrived a minute sooner, Maggie might still be alive.

      Kira set aside the file, not having the strength to look at it this morning. She returned to the kitchen, where the coffee had finally finished brewing, and poured herself a cup. She drank it black and sipped the hot liquid from the blue mug.

      Kira entered the living room, where she saw the paper sign she’d put on the inside of the front door. It only had two words written on it: Find Them.

      Those words were inked in Kira’s memory, stitched onto the back of her eyelids. They followed her every waking minute, of every day. It was the driving force behind every case, every decision, and every time she pulled the trigger.

      But time was catching up with her, and Kira recognized she needed to deal with her past before it consumed her as she had seen done to so many others in law enforcement.

      It wasn’t easy to separate the job from personal life. The pair bled into one another and often left officers and agents alone and exhausted.

      Kira’s phone buzzed, and she considered letting it go to voicemail, but she answered when she saw it was Dusty.

      “Hey,” Kira said.

      “How’s the kid?” Dusty asked.

      “He’s on his way to the hospital with his mother,” Kira answered. “He’s going to be okay.”

      “That’s good,” Dusty said, exhaling. “Sorry, it took so long with the power. The guy had more firewalls than I expected. He was a planner.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Kira said, waiting for the real reason Dusty had called.

      “Well, a new case came through the wire,” Dusty said. “Not sure if you’re interested or—”

      “What do you have?” Kira asked.

      “You sure?” Dusty asked. “Someone else can—”

      “What’s the case, Dusty?” Kira asked.

      “Local PD contacted us about a girl they picked up earlier this morning,” Dusty said. “They think she was trafficked, but they’re having some trouble identifying her, and they asked for our assistance.”

      “You can’t find her in any of the databases?” Kira asked.

      “Well, I haven’t even looked yet,” Dusty answered.

      “Why?”

      “Because the woman doesn’t remember who she is,” Dusty answered.

      Kira downed the rest of the hot coffee, grabbed her keys, and headed for the door. “Which station is she at?”

      “Seventeen,” Dusty answered. “I’ll let them know you’re coming.”

      “Thanks,” Kira said.

      “Hey, and, um, Mackie wants to see you,” Dusty said. “It’s about what happened with Kompf. He says you need to debrief.”

      “I’ll do that after I swing by the station and speak with this woman,” Kira said. “It shouldn’t take long.”

      Kira ended the call and was in her car when another text came through. Kira figured it was from her boss, but it wasn’t.

      Hey. Please call me back. It’s important.

      Kira ignored the message and then shifted into drive. She had already dealt with one monster today. She wasn’t in the mood to deal with her ex-husband.
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      As an FBI agent, part of Kira’s job was to cultivate relationships with local and state police departments. In many cases, the FBI’s role was to act as a facilitator and resource.

      While some agents in the Bureau had a problem with being the department who never received “any credit” for solving a case, Kira wasn’t one of them. The only thing she was concerned with was recovering victims of abductions. She couldn’t have cared less about who made the headlines.

      The pair of detectives who had called the Bureau to assist were detectives Kira had worked with before: Maples and Kershaw.

      Kershaw was one of the few female detectives with whom Kira collaborated on cases. She and Kira were around the same age, divorced, and neither cared about their reputation. But unlike Kira, Kershaw was a blond-haired, blue-eyed pageant winner with a laugh just as big as her personality.

      Maples was a shorter, stocky man with Cuban heritage who always sported a marine-style crew cut. He was the strong, silent type. Together, Kershaw and Maples helped level out one another.

      “Lock,” Kershaw said, surprised. “They’re still keeping you around?”

      “Did you miss me?” Kira asked.

      “Hardly,” Kershaw answered.

      Maples remained tight-lipped, studying a folder at his desk. He and Kira had a history together, and while they had ended it a while ago, Kira knew Maples was over it. His ignoring her had nothing to do with their past and everything to do with his concentration.

      “What do you have?” Kira asked.

      Kershaw knocked on Maples’s desk, snapping her partner out of his daze. “Hey, Rain Man, the lady asked you a question.”

      “Lock,” Maples said. “Sorry about that.”

      “All good,” Kira said.

      Maples cleared his throat and then handed over the file to Kira for her to review. “The girl was found this morning wandering downtown. A good Samaritan asked if she was okay, but she didn’t know who she was. No identification on her save for a credit card with another woman’s name.”

      Kira scanned the file. “Not much to catch up on then.” She closed the folder and handed it back to Maples. “Any hits on this Lucy Fairchild?”

      “Nothing,” Maples answered.

      “What about her real name?” Kira asked. “It says in the file she remembers being called Tammy.”

      Kershaw rolled her eyes. “Yeah, cuz it’s not like that’s a popular name.”

      “Did you cross-reference the first name with the national missing person’s database?” Kira asked.

      “We did,” Maples answered. “No hits.”

      Kira nodded. She knew the detectives here were limited in their resources, but she hoped Dusty would be able to find something on her. “Have you talked to her yet?”

      “We tried,” Kershaw answered. “But the more she tries to think about how she got here, the less she knows. And she has a tick.”

      “What do you mean?” Kira asked.

      “If you say the word ‘police,’ she passes out,” Kershaw answered. “Goes catatonic for like ten minutes before she wakes up and doesn’t remember where she is again.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it before,” Maples said. “Have you dealt with something like this?”

      “I’ve had trafficking victims so scarred from trauma that they’ve blocked out most of what happened to them, but I’ve never had anyone forget their identity or pass out like what you’re describing,” Kira said. “When was the last time you spoke with her?”

      “Twenty minutes ago,” Kershaw answered. “She was getting frustrated.”

      It was hard for victims of sexual assault to think straight, and considering what the woman had been through, Kira was impressed she was able to talk at all.

      “Mind if I speak to her?” Kira asked.

      “That’s why you’re here,” Kershaw answered.

      Kira followed the detectives to the interrogation room where Tammy was being held. Kira didn’t like the fact the detectives had spoken to her in the same space they interrogated criminals, but she understood their precinct was limited on space, and this was one of the few private rooms available.

      Most detectives would have sat in with Kira, but Maples and Kershaw trusted her not to screw up anything. Extra people in the room would have just made Tammy more nervous.

      Tammy—if that was her real name and not Lucy Fairchild—perked up when Kira stepped into the room, and Kira did her best to put the young woman at ease.

      “Tammy, my name is Kira Lockhart,” she said, and just before she introduced herself as an agent with the FBI, she remembered how Tammy passed out at the mention of police. She wondered if that extended to other law enforcement names. “I’d like to sit down with you and ask some questions, if that’s okay?”

      “Umm, sure,” Tammy answered.

      “I promise you’re not in trouble,” Kira said. “My goal today is to help you try to remember what happened.”

      Tammy picked at her fingernails. “I already told the detectives I didn’t remember how I got here.”

      “What’s the last thing you do remember?” Kira asked.

      Tammy took a deep breath and then leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. “I don’t know. I woke up this morning. I remember that.”

      “Do you remember where?” Kira asked, producing a small notebook and pen to take notes.

      “It was near where that baker found me,” Tammy answered, and then she smiled. “He was really nice.”

      “What did the place look like?” Kira asked, trying to jog the girl’s memory.

      “It was a house,” Tammy answered. “I was the only one there when I woke up. And it was empty. Like, really empty. There wasn’t even a bed. I woke up on the floor.”

      Kira jotted all of this down. “Were you restrained? Locked in?”

      “No,” Tammy answered.

      “What else can you remember?” Kira asked.

      Tammy shrugged. “I walked out, and then down the road, and then the baker asked me if I needed help.”

      Kira nodded. “Can you remember how you got to that house?”

      “No,” Tammy answered.

      “Can you remember anything from a few days ago? A few weeks? Months?” Kira asked.

      “No, it’s like a blank slate,” Tammy answered, frustrated. “I don’t even know how it’s possible.”

      “It’s okay,” Kira said. “We’re going to figure this out. Sometimes trauma can cause memory loss, but more often than not, it comes back.”

      “How long does it take?” Tammy asked, a sense of longing in her voice.

      “It depends on the person,” Kira answered. “But you should know that you’re doing great, Tammy, really. Everything you’ve given us so far will go a long way in finding answers.”

      Tammy rubbed her arms, retreating inward. “Okay.”

      “Do you remember anything from further back?” Kira asked. “Something from your childhood, maybe?”

      “Actually, yeah,” Tammy answered. “There were fields. I remembered that when I was walking the street before the baker found me.”

      “Was there anything else? Trees? Rivers? Lakes? Mountains?” Kira asked, trying to spur something in the girl’s memory.

      “It was flat,” Tammy said. “And I think they were wheat fields and corn. It kind of looked like a farm.”

      Kira smiled. “That’s amazing, Tammy, really, very helpful.”

      Tammy opened up again a little after that, but as Kira asked more questions, the young woman couldn’t remember any other details.

      Finished, Kira thanked Tammy again and then rejoined Maples and Kershaw at the monitors where they watched the interview.

      “Good work,” Maples said.

      “Sometimes it just takes them time to remember something,” Kira said. “I’m sure by the time you go back in there again, she’ll remember something else.”

      Kershaw was on her phone, and she showed the screen to Maples. “The lab results just came back for our girl.”

      “She agreed to a medical check-up?” Kira asked.

      “We encouraged it,” Kershaw answered. “If she was raped, anything we found could be useful. And she was okay with us drawing blood, too.”

      “Anything stand out?” Kira asked.

      “No STDs, but several other pubic hairs were found in her underwear,” Maples said. “No DNA matches in the system, though.”

      “Those will still be helpful if we catch the bastards responsible for this,” Kira said.

      “Toxicology report was inconclusive,” Kershaw said.

      “That doesn’t happen often,” Kira said. “Can I see?”

      Maples handed Kira his phone, and she quickly scrolled through the report. The lab work detected a foreign substance, but it couldn’t classify it as any specific drug.

      “Maybe it’s something new,” Maples said. “Some kind of drug that affects the memory.”

      “Maybe,” Kira said, handing the phone back to Maples. “Can you forward that to me?”

      “Sure,” Maples answered.

      “So, what now?” Kershaw asked. “You going to work some of that FBI magic for us?”

      “I’ll see what our team can dig up, but I think your best bet is to continue giving her time and go back to speak with her,” Kira said, and then she fished out a business card, handing it to Kershaw. “That’s a therapist I’ve worked with in the past. She’s good, and she’s worked with sexual assault victims before.”

      “Thanks, Lock,” Kershaw said.

      “Keep me updated if she remembers anything else,” Kira said.

      Once Kira was out of the building, she called Dusty on her way to the car. “Hey, I’m finished with our mystery girl. I’m forwarding you some information. Have you been able to find anything yet?”

      “No,” Dusty said. “But any additional information would be helpful. Have you talked to Mackie yet?”

      “I’m on my way into the field office now,” Kira answered, avoiding the question.

      “All right, you have a case waiting for you when you arrive,” Dusty said. “Missing girl, nine, parents are here.”

      Kira frowned. “Why wasn’t the missing person kicked to local PD?” Kira asked.

      “Not sure,” Dusty said. “They don’t tell me those things. I’m just the only person you won’t hang up on—”

      Kira ended the call and started the car. It seemed that this morning was going to be full of surprises.
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      When Kira returned to the FBI’s field office, she received her usual glares from her coworkers. She had built a reputation, and not all of it was flattering. Most of the agents here saw Kira as a rogue agent who broke the rules when it suited her. They weren’t entirely wrong.

      But Kira’s actions were always motivated by one goal: recovering the missing person. Regardless of how complex or challenging the task was, Kira never quit, no matter the odds. And her methods didn’t always sit well with other people.

      Dusty had emailed Kira the incident report of the officers called on the scene when the girl was first reported missing. She looked it over as she walked through the building.

      The officer who’d been called out to the scene had done a decent job questioning the mother, but Kira was still confused about why this had been kicked over to the FBI instead of staying with local PD.

      Kira’s role was typically more as a supportive agent with local abductions. The only times she took over were if there was trouble with jurisdiction, if the victim was a product of trafficking, or if there was a ransom demand, but Kira saw none of those items listed in the initial report.

      Kira veered to the IT section and found her trusted partner dutifully at his desk. Dusty Simmons was young, handsome, fit, and brilliant at his job. He turned heads in the office from every female, but Kira had never looked at Dusty as a potential lover. He was too young and far too anal.

      “Why did this get kicked over to us?” Kira asked.

      “Hello, how are you?” Dusty asked, smiling. “See? That’s how a normal human interaction should start.”

      Kira rolled her eyes. “The faster you tell me what’s happening, the sooner I’ll get out of your hair.”

      Dusty leaned back in his chair, folding his hands together. “Did you see the name on the file?”

      Kira glanced at it again. “Victim’s name is Natalie Parker.” She shrugged. “Am I supposed to know who that is?”

      “No, but you should know her father,” Dusty said, and then he pivoted his computer screen around for Kira to see. “Thomas Parker is a powerful hedge fund manager and owner of Victory Financial, one of the biggest financial firms in the world.”

      “But no ransom?” Kira asked, quickly flipping through the report again.

      “No, not yet, at least,” Dusty answered. “I guess Mr. Parker made a few calls, called in some favors, and scheduled the meeting here.”

      “Right,” Kira said. “Well, it wouldn’t be the first entitled rich person I’ve had to deal with.”

      “Who just lost his daughter,” Dusty said.

      “Yeah,” Kira said, turning the anger dial down. “Good call.” Kira walked past Dusty’s desk, and he swiveled in his chair, following her.

      “Did you talk to Mackie yet?” Dusty asked.

      “Does he have good news or bad news?” Kira asked.

      “I couldn’t tell, which probably means bad news,” Dusty answered.

      “Then I’m still not here,” Kira said.

      Dusty zipped his lips and then swiveled back around to face his computers. He might have been a pain in the ass, but he was loyal.

      Kira paused when she reached the door to the interrogation room. The cold shower and coffee had given her a brief adrenaline boost, but fatigue had crept back in. She was going on twenty-four hours with no sleep. She’d need to take a power nap soon if she didn’t want to pass out in the next few hours, but it would have to wait. She took a deep breath, steadied herself, and opened the door.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Parker,” Kira said, stepping inside the room, “I’m sorry for the wait.”

      Carrie Parker stood the moment Kira entered. She couldn’t stop twisting her hands in front of her stomach, almost as if it were some kind of strange itch she couldn’t scratch.

      “Do you know anything yet?” Mrs. Parker asked. “The police told us you would be able to help us and—”

      “Carrie, please, sit down.” Thomas Parker took his wife’s hand and gently pulled her back into her seat. “I’m sure she’ll be able to help us.” He looked at Kira and nodded.

      Any time Kira walked into a situation where she had to deal with two parents who had just lost their child, Kira always made sure to remain professional. She never wanted to push them too hard because of their fragile state. But Kira was also mindful of extracting as much information as possible to help recover their child because their information was what ultimately helped the investigation.

      “I know the police have already spoken with you, and while I’ve read their reports, I’m afraid there might be some overlap in our questioning,” Kira said, sitting across from the parents. “It might seem redundant, but I want to assure you these questions are to help me help you, okay?”

      “Yes, of course,” Mrs. Parker answered, still fidgety in her chair.

      “When did you notice your daughter was missing at the park?” Kira asked.

      “It was right before we left,” Mrs. Parker answered.

      “Do you remember what time that was?” Kira asked.

      “Eleven thirty—No, eleven forty-five,” Mrs. Parker answered. “Yes, that was it because that’s when I called the police.”

      “And at what time did you last see your daughter?” Kira asked.

      Mrs. Parker wrinkled her forehead like it was a quantum physics question. “I don’t know, eleven fifteen, eleven twenty; I know I saw her run out to the swings with the other kids when we arrived.”

      “And when was that?” Kira asked.

      “Eleven,” Mrs. Parker answered.

      Kira glanced at the clock to the left. It was one o’clock now, which meant Natalie could already have been missing for two hours.

      The first twelve hours in a case were the most crucial. During this time, fifty percent of cases were solved, and after that time stamp, the odds of a successful recovery plummeted exponentially.

      It was why Kira worked so quickly and stepped on so many toes, which had earned her a prickly reputation among her peers.

      “Your daughter is homeschooled?” Kira asked.

      “Yes, that’s right,” Mrs. Parker answered. “Thomas and I wanted her to have more of a one-on-one approach. And I went to college for teaching, so it just made sense. The group I was with at the park was a part of a recess group for other homeschooled children in our neighborhood.”

      “That would be the ‘Mommy’s Play Group’ you started on Facebook?” Kira asked, referencing the file in front of her.

      “Yes,” Mrs. Parker answered.

      Kira already had a list of names from the group, but she’d need to run a background check on them to search for any red flags.

      “Who wasn’t in attendance today at the group?” Kira asked.

      “Um, everyone was there, I think,” Mrs. Parker answered.

      “Have you had any trouble recently in the group?” Kira asked. “Threats, outbursts, anyone upset with you or other people?”

      Mrs. Parker looked to her husband and then shuddered. “We did have one problem a few weeks ago.”

      Kira shifted her attention between the husband and wife. “What happened?”

      Mr. Parker leaned forward and rubbed his hands together. “I’m sure you know I own and operate Victory Financial. We’re one of the world’s largest financial firms.”

      “I’ve heard,” Kira said, hating how Mr. Parker was pitching her his resume while his daughter was missing.

      “Anyway,” Mr. Parker said, clearing his throat, “some of the husbands in Carrie’s mommy recess group wanted to know if I could help them with investment opportunities. I normally don’t do charity, but seeing how these people are around our child, I thought it best to be on good terms with them.” He shrugged. “Look, I’m good at my job. I couldn’t have built a successful business like I’ve done if I wasn’t, but I’m not a fortune teller. One of the investments I helped them with didn’t pan out, and despite my strong advice not to invest too much, one guy decided to bet it all.”

      “He was greedy,” Mrs. Parker said. “That’s not our fault.”

      “After the investment tanked, Carrie had some trouble with the husband’s wife at the group, and it was decided that it would be best if she didn’t attend anymore,” Mr. Parker said.

      “It was a group decision,” Mrs. Parker said. “Everyone agreed. There was an incident at the park.”

      “What kind of incident?” Kira asked.

      “Screaming, name-calling, and a thrown purse,” Mrs. Parker answered. “She was very upset.”

      “Did you file a police report?” Kira asked.

      “No,” Mrs. Parker answered quickly. “We didn’t want to make it a bigger thing than it was. A simple disagreement.”

      Kira nodded, jotting down notes. “I see. And who is this woman?”

      “Irma Wentz,” Mrs. Parker answered. “And she is a handful.” But then Mrs. Parker connected the dots Kira was implying. “You don’t think she took Natalie to get back at us, do you?”

      Kira sensed the panic, so she paused the questioning. “Mrs. Parker, what you need to understand is that everyone is a potential suspect at this point in the investigation. And I will travel down every path until I am certain I can rule someone out.”

      What Kira omitted was that she was also looking at the parents themselves. Nine times out of ten, a child was taken by someone they knew, like a friend or family member. Which could potentially make the investigation personal.

      “What about social media accounts?” Kira asked. “Was Natalie on any social platforms?”

      “Um, yes, she had a few accounts, but I monitored them closely,” Mrs. Parker answered.

      Kira nodded and noted to have Dusty check for any “unmonitored” profiles Natalie might have created. If she had learned anything from being a mother herself, children were more resourceful than they led on. No matter how well parents believed they knew their children, there were always secrets to find.

      “What about any close family members who might be in contact with Natalie?” Kira asked. “Is she your biological daughter?”

      “Yes,” Mrs. Parker answered defensively. “Of course, she’s our biological daughter; who do you think we are?”

      “Honey, she didn’t mean anything by it,” Mr. Parker said. “I’m sure this is all standard questioning, right?”

      Kira nodded. “I know this is difficult, but every question and answer will help me establish a baseline of information about your daughter. It might become uncomfortable, but it’s necessary.”

      Mrs. Parker was still clearly bothered, but she nodded, and Kira continued.

      “So, no family members we need to worry about?” Kira asked.

      “No,” Mr. Parker answered. “No one who would have done something like this.”

      Kira continued to make notes on her pad, and she noticed Mrs. Parker staring at her writing, trying to decipher what she was putting down. She didn’t always use a pen and paper, especially when the abduction might have been traumatic or gruesome for the parents. There was a human factor in speaking with parents, which most of the training manuals missed. It was always touched on, of course, but until you were in the room, staring into the eyes of a parent who had just lost their child, no amount of bookwork could truly prepare someone for that reality.

      “Was Natalie a part of any clubs or after-school activities? Sports? That kind of thing?“ Kira asked.

      “She plays the piano,” Mrs. Parker answered. “She’s perfect. Her tutor believes she is a prodigy.”

      “And who is her tutor?” Kira asked.

      “Franklin Peck,” Mrs. Parker asked. “He comes very highly recommended. I don’t think he has anything to do with this. He cleared our background check.”

      “Right,” Kira answered, circling Franklin’s name on her paper. “Anyone else?”

      Mr. and Mrs. Parker shook their heads.

      “How had Natalie’s mood been lately?” Kira asked.

      “Fine,” Mrs. Parker answered.

      “No irregular behavior, anything like that?” Kira asked.

      “I know my child,” Mrs. Parker answered, irritated. “Nothing was wrong.” She turned to her husband. “Why does this woman think I don’t know my child?” She faced Kira again, not waiting for her husband’s reply. “I don’t need you to question whether we knew who our little girl was; I need you to find her!”

      Mrs. Parker panted, face red and eyes bloodshot. But when her anger subsided, she cried.

      Parents experienced a myriad of emotions after their child’s abduction. It didn’t matter if the kid was three or thirty. Parents always looked at their children as they did when they were little.

      Kira had done the same thing when her daughter was taken. Maggie was twenty-one years old, the prime of her life just beginning, and all of it was stolen from her without her consent. Kira understood what it was like to sit in that chair and be angry, impatient, terrified, and hopeful.

      “Our next steps will be to issue an Amber Alert, and the Bureau will be coordinating with local and state authorities to make sure we have as many eyes out there looking for Natalie as we can,” Kira said. “In the meantime, I need the two of you to go home and be with one another. Because of your financial status, it won’t be long before the media catches wind of this, but it’s important not to speak to them about the case.”

      “My PR department is already working on a statement,” Mr. Parker said.

      “Make sure you run that statement by us first,” Kira said. “We don’t want to give any reason to Natalie’s abductors that they should hurt her.”

      Mrs. Parker shuttered. “Why is this happening?”

      It was the only question that mattered, and Kira intended to uncover the answer.

      “If either of you thinks of anything else we should know, anything at all, no matter how small or insignificant it might be, I want you to call me,” Kira said, and she slid her card in front of Mrs. Parker. “I’m on your side. I know it’s hard to trust someone you just met but believe me when I tell you I will do everything to bring your daughter home as fast as possible.”

      Mrs. Parker reached across the table and grabbed hold of Kira’s hands. The mother’s grip was strong and tight. It was a mother’s strength. “I need her back,” Mrs. Parker said.

      “I know,” Kira said.

      Mrs. Parker squeezed Kira’s hand one final time before letting go, and then she picked up the card and hurried out of the room.

      Mr. Parker lingered behind, slowly standing. “Thank you for your help. And if we think of anything else, we will give you a call.” He shook Kira’s hand, his grip weaker than his wife’s, and then stepped out.

      Kira lingered in the interrogation room after the Parkers were gone, the space silent and empty, just like Natalie’s bedroom back at the Parkers’ residence.

      Kira returned to her desk and started working on the timeline for Natalie’s abduction and knew they were already two hours into the window of the twelve-hour mark. She knew the child was taken from the park, most likely the wooded area where the other children said Natalie had gone to play alone.

      None of the officers who spoke with the children said they saw anyone else in the woods, which could have meant Natalie had been told to meet someone there secretly.

      Kira walked to Dusty’s desk and found him with his nose buried in his monitors. He always stared at the screens so intensely.

      “Anything on Natalie Parker’s social media accounts?” Kira asked.

      “No,” Dusty said. “Everything looks clean, and I couldn’t find any other accounts the girl might have created secretly.”

      “What about the piano teacher?” Kira asked. “Franklin Peck?”

      “His background is clean,” Dusty answered. “No complaints from any parents of other children he’s tutored. No arrests or priors.”

      “What about this other woman Mrs. Parker mentioned?” Kira asked. “Irma Wentz?”

      Dusty whistled. “That woman is a piece of work.”

      “What’d you find?” Kira asked.

      “Well, you know those stereotypical white women who believe it’s their mission in life to insert themselves into other people’s business regardless of the subject matter?” Dusty asked. “Picture that times one thousand.”

      “Jesus,” Kira said. “A super Karen.”

      “Basically,” Dusty said. “And she does not have anything nice to say about Victory Financial or Mr. Parker. The message boards Irma Wentz joined is a smear campaign about Thomas Parker’s company and family. This woman could make a killing in politics.”

      “Anything damming?” Kira asked.

      “She doesn’t mention anything about Natalie,” Dusty answered. “And Irma is careful to choose her words. She doesn’t make any threats. She’s just really mean. I guess means girls do exist after high school.”

      “What did you find out about the bad investment?” Kira asked.

      “Uh, it looked like Victory Financial was exploring some mining prospects in the country of Chili,” Dusty answered. “They were all small start-ups, but I guess whatever mining information they received about the land they purchased was inaccurate, and the companies went belly up.”

      “How many companies?” Kira asked.

      “Seven,” Dusty answered.

      “Seven?” Kira asked, surprised. “I thought Victory Financial was known for their prudent investment strategies?”

      “Yeah, they struck out on this one,” Dusty said.

      “Were there any other large firms poised to make it big or bust?” Kira asked.

      “Not sure, but I can look into it,” Dusty said.

      “Take a closer look at Parker’s books,” Kira said. “I want to know if they’re in financial trouble.”

      “You got it,” Dusty said.
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      When Kira entered Irma Wentz’s neighborhood, it was exactly how she pictured it in her head. The homes were large but not mansions, and the community was manicured to perfection. But Kira wondered how the Wentz family could afford all this after losing so much alleged money. All questions Kira planned to have answered.

      The Wentz household was gated, and Kira stopped at the speaker near the front gate and pressed the call button.

      “Can I help you?” A voice asked.

      “FBI Special Agent Kira Lockhart to see Irma Wentz,” she answered.

      A buzzer sounded, and the gates opened. Kira pulled up the drive and parked near the front doors in the circular driveway. She noticed the landscaping needed an update, and the three-car garage doors were open and filled with boxes.

      Kira walked to the front door, and it opened before she knocked.

      “What do you want?” The woman at the door wore a white sundress and a matching white hat. She had on black sunglasses and red lipstick, which accented the all-white outfit. She held a highball glass in her hand, which was nothing but ice now.

      “Irma Wentz?” Kira asked.

      “Yes,” she answered.

      “I need to come inside and ask you a few questions,” Kira said, flashing her badge.

      Irma twirled the glass of melting ice and said nothing as she turned away, leaving the door open for Kira to follow.

      The house's interior had been gutted, and Kira found more boxes stacked in rooms as she followed Mrs. Wentz to the back patio, where she returned to a lounge chair beneath an umbrella. With no other chairs, Kira remained standing.

      “I need to speak to you about your relationship with Carrie and Thomas Parker,” Kira said.

      Irma scoffed. “They’re parasites. They bleed people dry and leave them with nothing.”

      Kira figured the move from this place hadn’t been Irma’s personal decision. “What made you come to that conclusion?”

      Irma removed her sunglasses and sat up. “They ruined my family’s life.” She set the highball glass on the ground next to the lounge chair. “Thomas Parker is nothing more than a gangster masquerading as a financial advisor.”

      “What makes you say that?” Kira asked.

      “We were fools enough to trust them with our money, and they lost it all,” Irma said, placing her sunglasses back on. “Every last cent.”

      Kira didn’t have a complete breakdown of Irma’s family net worth, but if she had to wager, she doubted the Wentz family was feeling any financial strain. Not when Irma was sipping cocktails poolside.

      “Mrs. Wentz, I understand that after the financial fallout from your investments, you were also kicked out of a mommy recess group?” Kira asked.

      “I couldn’t believe she turned them against me,” Irma said, slightly slurring her words. “All of my friends, they dropped me like it was nothing. It was humiliating.”

      “But not without a warrant, right?” Kira asked.

      Irma glared at Kira. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about your posts online,” Kira answered. “You didn’t paint Victory Financial or the Parker family in a very flattering light.”

      “Well, they’re not a very flattering family,” Irma muttered, and then she sipped from the highball glass, frowning in disappointment when she remembered there was nothing but ice. “They don’t have their lives as together as you think.”

      “How do you mean?” Kira asked.

      “I’ve just heard rumors, really,” Irma said, reveling in the attention.

      Kira sighed, frustrated. “What rumors?”

      “Infidelity,” Irma answered. “Good St. Thomas Parker can’t seem to keep it in his pants.”

      “And how do you know this?” Kira asked.

      “As I said,” Irma answered cheekily. “Rumors.”

      Kira needed hard proof for any infidelity allegations, and it was possible Irma was simply drunk and talking trash. Still, if Thomas Parker had been unfaithful, and depending on whom he was sleeping with, it could lead Kira to another suspect in her investigation.

      “Mrs. Wentz, I need you to come down to our headquarters and answer a few questions after you’ve sobered up,” Kira said.

      “Why?” Irma asked.

      “Because Natalie Parker was abducted this morning, and you’re a person of interest,” Kira said.

      The statement was nothing more than bait, and it worked like a charm. Irma quickly stood, nearly falling, and she removed her sunglasses.

      “This is ridiculous,” Irma said. “I don’t have anything to do with that.”

      “You said it yourself. You have a bad history with the Parker family,” Kira said. “And your online posts back that up as well. Not to mention the incident you had at the park a few weeks ago. I was told a purse was thrown.”

      “I have a problem with Thomas Parker, not his daughter,” Irma said defensively. “I’m not a monster.”

      Kira knew that last statement was debatable, but she needed to pressure Irma into giving her something other than gossip.

      “Then prove it,” Kira said.

      Irma flapped her arms at her sides, struggling for answers, but then she lifted her head as if she remembered something.

      “Before the investment tanked, and before I was kicked out of the group, and my friends were still my friends, I heard Carrie and Thomas arguing at a party,” Irma said. “It was at a mutual friend’s house, and they believed they were alone. I couldn’t hear everything, but I sensed that there was trouble in paradise.”

      “Was it about an affair?” Kira asked.

      “Worse,” Irma answered. “Money.”

      Kira knew Dusty’s scan of Parker’s financials would be able to give her whatever complex information she needed. Still, Irma’s point of view offered an opportunity to see Parker’s relationship when no one was looking. At least through Irma’s lens.

      “What did they argue about specifically?” Kira asked.

      “I don’t know, something about the company,” Irma answered.

      “How long ago was this argument?” Kira asked.

      “A few months ago,” Irma said.

      It wasn’t much, but it was more than what Kira knew before she had arrived. And while she would have loved to see the look on Irma’s face when she brought her downtown to be questioned, she didn’t have the time or the patience to deal with her.

      “I’ll need your location from nine to noon this morning,” Kira said. “And the names of anyone who can corroborate your statement.”

      “I was here, supervising the packing of the house,” Irma said, lying back down on her lounge chair. “You can call the company to confirm.”

      “And your husband?” Kira asked.

      “He’s in New York on business,” Irma answered. “You can confirm that with his secretary.”

      Kira noted both and then left Irma to her lounging. She returned to her car but before Kira pulled out of Irma Wentz’s driveway, her phone buzzed. She reached into her pocket and saw it was Dusty.

      “Yeah,” Kira said.

      “Hey, where are you?” Dusty asked.

      “Just finished speaking with Irma Wentz,” Kira answered. “If she’s to be believed there is trouble in paradise.”

      “I need you to come back to HQ,” Dusty said.

      “Why?” Kira asked.

      “I just need you to come in, okay?” Dusty asked.

      It wasn’t like Dusty to be skittish. “Dusty, tell me what’s going on. Now.”

      “I found something on Natalie Parker’s computer,” Dusty said. “And I think it has to do with your daughter.”
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      The words hung in the air, blanketing Kira’s consciousness. She blinked a few times, the phone still in her hand but no longer to her ear. She glanced down and saw Dusty was still on the line. She brought the phone to her ear again.

      “Hey, you there?” Dusty asked.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m here,” Kira answered. “I’m on my way in now.”

      Kira ended the call but lingered in the car. It had been a long time since she’d had a lead on her daughter’s case, and she wondered how Natalie Parker was connected. She started the car and then hit the lights, parting traffic. She rarely used the siren, but she wanted to return to HQ quickly.

      When Kira pulled into the parking lot, she sprinted toward the front doors and hurried toward Dusty’s desk. When he saw her coming, he immediately stood, putting his hands up as if he’d done something wrong.

      “Look, I know what I said was a big swing, but—”

      “Dusty,” Kira said, “just tell me what you found. Please.”

      Kira had never been one to beg or to ask nicely. But after almost no additional leads in her daughter’s case for nearly five years, she was desperate for anything.

      “Right,” Dusty said, and he sat down. “Okay, well, do you remember how you asked me to look at your daughter’s computer when I first came here? Do a deep scan?”

      “Yeah, you said you found some spyware on it, which you think belonged to the White Dwarf,” Kira answered, which no one else had found before Dusty examined the device.

      “Right, well, I was sifting through Natalie Parker’s computer, and I found the same spyware,” Dusty said. “Well, it’s not the same; it’s much more advanced and harder to track; I nearly missed it—”

      “Are you sure it’s the same?” Kira asked.

      Dusty sat down at his computer and then pulled up two different windows. “This was the old file I saved from your daughter’s computer.” He then positioned a new window right next to it. “And this was the code I pulled off of Natalie Parker’s laptop.”

      Kira knew nothing about computer programming, but even she could see the similarities and the differences. “Why is it not the same there?” She pointed to the differentiating sections on the screens.

      “It’s the source code,” Dusty said. “I was never able to find it on your daughter’s computer, but the two programs function the same way, and this code matches what we’ve found with cases involving the White Dwarf.”

      Kira studied the screens. “He usually doesn’t go after children. He sticks with young women. This is out of his normal operations.”

      “Maybe,” Dusty said. “But the code is so similar I think it’s him. He might have just updated his program to make it more efficient, but I think it’s him.”

      Kira pondered it for a moment. “What about the source code?”

      The ‘source code’ the pair referenced was the building block for a particular program. If they were able to crack the source code, that would open up the possibility of their tracking the White Dwarf’s movements through his own program.

      Dusty tilted his head from side to side. “Still can’t access it. But if you went home and got Maggie’s laptop, I thought I could do another scan. See if there was anything I missed, you know?”

      Kira knew Dusty was good at his job, so the idea that he had missed something seemed out of character. But she wasn’t about to waste an opportunity to take another look at her daughter’s case.

      “It’s at the house,” Kira said. “But I can get it for you.”

      “Perfect,” Dusty said, staring at the computer programs. “I know this guy is the scum of the Earth, but he’s one of the best programmers I’ve ever seen.”

      Both Kira—and the department—had agreed the White Dwarf was a man. It was doubtful the hacker was a woman, seeing as how female-on-female sex crimes were very rare.

      “If the White Dwarf was responsible for facilitating Natalie Parker’s abduction, he’s most likely still in the area,” Kira said.

      The working theory behind the White Dwarf was mainly based on his voyeurism traits. They knew he enjoyed scouring through people’s lives, watching what they did online, reviewing their purchases, and even watching them by accessing the webcam on their computer screens.

      “Maybe,” Dusty said. “But if he does stay near the victims he’s hired to watch, we don’t have any evidence of how long he sticks around after the fact. No one’s ever even seen this guy.”

      Kira and the FBI had worked tirelessly to identify the White Dwarf, but every trafficking gang they’d brought down had never personally done any business with the hacker. Everything was done via anonymous emails, and any digital footprint was erased. The hacker was a pro.

      “Is there anything different about this program than the others we’ve found?” Kira asked.

      “Some of the AI has changed,” Dusty said. “But that’s nothing new. I’ve seen an evolution of the software since I started looking at his spyware programs.”

      The White Dwarf’s spyware was so effective because of the artificial intelligence component in the code. It allowed the program to outthink any security functions or firewalls to defend against hacking.

      Usually, Dusty would be able to use the code from the program to help him track the hacker through dark sites online, but after each victim was taken, the White Dwarf made sure to erase any code or footprint that could follow him.

      But he left at least some of the programs on the computer. He had done that with every victim, including Kira’s daughter. Kira believed the White Dwarf did it because he wanted to taunt law enforcement. He knew he couldn’t be caught, but Kira knew his arrogance would eventually cause him to make a mistake, and Kira would be there to pounce on it.

      “Hey, I didn’t mean to get your hopes up,” Dusty said. “I just thought you should know what we’re dealing with here.”

      “I know,” Kira said. “Thanks.”

      Any chance Kira had to find the people responsible for Maggie’s death was one she needed to take. No matter how small the detail or how long the odds, Kira was willing and able to roll the dice. But after so much time and so many opportunities that had led to dead ends, Kira’s hope was running out.

      “Lock!”

      The thunderous tone was one Kira had become familiar with, and she turned around to find Special Agent in Charge, Jacob Mackie, walking toward her.

      “My office,” Mackie said, walking past her. “Now.”

      Dusty avoided eye contact with their boss as Kira slowly stood and followed. She looked at Dusty on her way past.

      “I’ll grab Maggie’s computer after Mackie’s finished screaming at me,” Kira said.

      “Godspeed,” Dusty said.

      Kira entered Mackie’s office without her guard up. This wasn’t the first time she’d made her boss upset, but she also knew it wouldn’t be the last. And while some agents feared what might happen to them when they stepped into Mackie’s office, Kira had never been worried about losing her job. Because she knew she didn’t need a badge to help people.

      “Do you mind explaining why Charles Kompf is currently sitting in the morgue?” Mackie asked, standing behind his desk.

      “Because I shot him,” Kira answered.

      “And where is the incident report you should have filed this morning after discharging your weapon and killing a suspect?” Mackie asked.

      “Working on it, sir,” Kira answered.

      Mackie pressed his knuckles into his desk and leaned forward. “This isn’t a game, Lockhart.”

      “I’m aware of that, sir,” Kira answered.

      “Are you sure?” Mackie asked. “Because I don’t think you understand. Because if you did, I wouldn’t have had to call you in here.”

      “I was given another case,” Kira said. “I was only prioritizing.”

      Mackie collapsed in his chair, rubbing his face. “I don’t even know why I bother with you. We repeatedly keep having the same conversation, but it won’t sink into that thick skull.”

      “What won’t sink in, sir?” Kira asked, remaining even-keeled.

      Mackie might have been a blowhard sometimes, but that didn’t mean he didn’t care. Out of all of Kira's supervisors throughout her career, she respected Mackie the most. Though, her behavior didn’t always reflect those feelings.

      “I’m getting calls,” Mackie answered. “The brass don’t want you to be an agent anymore.”

      Kira knew her rogue attitude would catch up with her eventually, but she thought she had a little more time. “And what do you want, sir?”

      “I want you to stop shooting people,” Mackie answered.

      “The report will show—”

      “I don’t care about the report,” Mackie said. “I care about you. You’re the best agent I have, Lock. You’re probably one of the finest agents the Bureau has ever employed, but no one will remember you when you’re gone.”

      “I’m not doing this to create a legacy,” Kira said.

      “I know you’re not,” Mackie said. “But I think it’s a crying shame people want to get rid of you because it’s all preventable. You could have brought Charles Kompf in alive. Just like the dozens of other perps you’ve killed over the past five years.”

      Kira had developed a reputation as a quick trigger, but she never shot anyone who hadn’t done unspeakable things. And while her code conflicted with the Bureau’s policies, no one could argue with her results.

      “There is zero chance Kompf will ever hurt another child again,” Kira said. “Isn’t that the job?”

      “Your badge isn’t a license to kill, Lock,” Mackie answered. “You’d do well to remember that before all of that killing finally eats away at the last remaining bits of your soul.”

      Kira wanted to tell him she had no soul left, that it had died with her daughter, but she didn’t. If Mackie wanted to fire her, he would have done it already. This was simply a dressing down, another warning, but warnings weren’t infinite. One day, Kira would turn in her badge and her gun, which would end her career.

      “Dusty told me we might be dealing with another White Dwarf case,” Mackie said. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, sir,” Kira answered.

      Mackie nodded and then drummed his fingers on the desk. “Well, if you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask. I want you clearheaded out there.”

      “Yes, sir,” Kira said, and she headed for the door, believing that the meeting was over.

      “Kira,” Mackie said, causing her to stop and turn around, “I hate the scum we chase down just as you do. But you’re not a killer. Don’t let your anger turn you into one.”

      “Yes, sir,” Kira said.

      “And I want those incident reports by the end of the day,” Mackie said. “You’re dismissed.”

      Kira stepped out of the office, breathing a little easier. She hadn’t expected much pushback from Kompf’s death. It had been a big media case, and the court of public opinion was on her side. She suspected that was the only reason she hadn’t been fired years ago. No one cared about what happened to rapists and pedophiles, and for a good reason.

      Kira returned to Dusty’s desk, ready to head back home to grab the laptop, but she stopped when she saw him on the phone, his complexion a ghost white.

      “What’s wrong?” Kira asked.

      Dusty hung up the phone and then turned to look up at Kira. “That was Tampa PD. They searched the woods near the park where Natalie Parker was abducted and found a body.”
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      Kira kept a close eye and ear on the radio on the drive back to the park where Natalie Parker was seen. There was still no word about the identity of the body they had found in the woods, and Kira wouldn’t know for sure if it was their victim until she arrived.

      But Kira was already bracing for a potential call with Carrie Parker, trying to explain to the mother that she would never be able to hold her little girl again. It was an impossible conversation, but one Kira had experience with on both sides.

      The mother inside of Kira understood the pain, and her agent side understood the anger. Kira worked tirelessly to ensure those horrible conversations wouldn’t come to fruition, but sometimes she simply couldn’t work fast or hard enough.

      When Kira arrived on the scene at the park, the news crews were already there. It was impossible to escape a high-profile case without media coverage, but if there was one policy at the FBI that Kira always adhered to, it was not speaking with the media.

      As a mother, Kira had a distaste for reporters. After experiencing such a traumatic loss of her daughter and the media coverage that came with it, Kira did her best to shield families from the brunt of media coverage, but it was difficult.

      Parents wanted to know what was happening, and if the authorities weren’t keeping them up to date, they turned to the news. But the media coverage often failed to provide important context to the investigation.

      And as much as Kira might have hated the media, she had worked several cases where news coverage had helped. Reporters searched for the truth. At least in that regard, Kira and the press were on the same page. She wanted to find the abductors as much as anyone, but now wasn’t the time to start cozying up to the reporters.

      Kira avoided the brunt of the questioning as she parked inside the police line, which kept the reporters out of the park, which had been completely shut down. The size of the operation had triggered a few looky-loos to come out and glance around, but that wasn’t unusual. People always loved to look at a train wreck.

      Kira steeled herself on the walk from the parking lot to the edge of the woods. She saw a few officers standing by, but she couldn’t see deeper into the foliage. She flashed her badge to the officer, who nodded, and then she entered.

      The forensic team was already on site. They stood out in their PPE garb, snapping photographs and searching for any evidence the killer might have left behind besides the body.

      Kira spied a man crouched low in the brush. Whatever he was looking at was blocked by his body, but when he stood and stepped to the side, Kira saw the body of a small girl on the ground. The girl’s long hair covered her face, but even from this distance, Kira could tell the size and hair color matched Natalie Parker’s description.

      Kira couldn’t take her eyes off the girl on the ground as she approached. Dirt covered her arms and legs. She was on her back, face-up, but her matted blond hair covered in twigs concealed her face.

      “Do you have an ID yet?” Kira asked.

      Ken Jackson, the current ME for the area, looked up from the body, noticing Kira for the first time. “Oh, it’s you.”

      Jackson was a recent transfer from Jacksonville, and Kira had only worked with him on a few cases. He was a peculiar man, more surfer than ME, but he had at least stopped flirting with her. It had only taken five rejections for him to get the hint that she wasn’t interested.

      “No,” Jackson said, and then he stood and moved to the girl’s head. “And this is why.”

      When Jackson pulled the girl’s matted hair back, Kira saw nothing but a pulp of blood, bone, and soft tissue. The girl’s face was completely unrecognizable.

      “Cause of death?” Kira asked, her stomach uneasy, but she didn’t look away from the wicked violence. She owed it to the victim, and it only added fuel to the fire to find the person responsible.

      “The obvious answer is the blow to the head,” Jackson answered. “Which will have to do until I get her back to the lab and run a full scan.”

      “What can you tell me?” Kira asked.

      “Well,” Jackson answered, taking a long breath as if the case was boring him, “there are a couple of things that stand out.” He pointed to bruising along the girl’s elbows and knees. “You see the discoloration here? That’s from the girl being moved after she was killed.”

      “Do you think this is a dump location?” Kira asked.

      “Unsure,” Jackson answered, thinking.

      Kira waited for more, but Jackson mulled quietly to himself. “Care to share with the class?” Kira asked.

      “Someone’s in a mood this morning,” Jackson said.

      “A girl’s dead, Jackson,” Kira said. “Does that even phase you?”

      Now that Kira was so close to Jackson and really looking at him, she saw the dark lines under his eyes. The man looked like he’d been punched in both eyes. His face was covered in five-day stubble, and it looked like the last time he shaved might have been the last time he’d slept.

      “Don’t tell me what phases me, Lockhart,” Jackson answered. “Do you know how many people I’ve looked at this week? Fifteen. Fifteen!” He shouted the last part, causing the rest of his team to stop their work. “Three of them have been kids. So don’t stand there and tell me how I’m supposed to feel, got it?”

      Kira had always been one to test the limits of the people around her, but she understood when she crossed a line. “I’m sorry,” Kira said. “It’s been a long morning.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it,” Jackson said, and then he removed his gloves and rubbed his eyes.

      “Anything you can tell me would be appreciated, Ken,” Kira said.

      Jackson took another deep breath and pointed to a clearing to the girl’s left. “The girl was carried and placed here. So, either she was already dead, or she was brought here and then killed, but there are no signs of a struggle.”

      “Do we know which way she was brought into the woods?” Kira asked.

      “You’d have to ask the forensic techs,” Jackson answered. “I’m terrible with directions.”

      Kira made a note to check the other possible entry points. Whoever had brought the girl here most likely did so from a road where they had a vehicle or could at least get the car close enough not to draw attention.

      “And her clothes look new,” Jackson said. “There aren’t any tags on them, the killer was smart enough for that, but these had to have been purchased very recently.”

      Kira nodded, examining the girl, and she was beginning to get a picture in her head of what had happened. “I don’t think she’s Natalie Parker.”

      “Me either,” Jackson said. “Of course, I won’t know for sure until I can do a DNA test, which will be the first thing my team does when we return to the hospital.”

      Kira walked to the dead girl’s side and dropped to a knee. She donned her gloves, parted the blonde hair matted with blood, and looked at this innocent girl’s emaciated face.

      “If this isn’t Natalie Parker, then that means we have another missing girl,” Kira said, which meant one way or the other, there were two parents who were going to have the worst day of their lives.

      Kira stepped back from the scene, allowing Jackson and his team to finish their work. She knew she shouldn’t have been so hard on him, and she was about to apologize again but decided not to.

      Jackson needed space and time to work, and Kira had more than enough on her plate not to add any more guilt. She was full up on that. Instead, she decided to make herself useful and checked the woods for other access points besides the park.

      A quick check of Google Maps and Kira saw the wooded area next to the park backed up against a service road that cut through the woods to a power station. It was remote, secluded, and the perfect place for someone to move children discreetly.

      Kira walked the dirt road with another forensic team, marking tire tracks and searching for any other evidence. Tire tracks weren’t much help during the investigation phase, at least in narrowing down suspects, but these more minor details were paramount when the case went to trial.

      The more ammunition law enforcement could provide the DA, the higher the likelihood of conviction and one less bad guy on the streets.

      Aside from the tire tracks, Kira didn’t find any other evidence. But she had the forensic team do a clean sweep twenty feet into the woods from where the suspect could have entered with the body.

      Kira looked up and down the road, surrounded by trees. She recalled her conversation with Carrie Parker and how no one even had noticed the girl was gone.

      The woods, and this road, weren’t that far from the park. Even with mild traffic or crowds, someone would have been able to hear a scream.

      When it came to trafficking children, Kira had discovered that most snatch-and-grab jobs were messy. People either heard something or saw something which would aid investigators in recovering the child. But if someone was targeted by a trafficking group, groomed by a handler, then those people were always much harder to find.

      Kira thought about the software they had found on Natalie’s laptop and how her abductor had watched her. Maybe the kidnapper knew of a way to coax the girl with them or could or at least get close enough to drug her and then carry her the rest of the way.

      But if the victim was Natalie Parker, why abduct her and then kill her? The more Kira considered it, the more she was convinced the girl they found was a decoy. Whoever abducted the real Natalie Parker wanted to buy themselves some time.

      Kira knew anyone who could take the life of a young girl and kill her in such a violent way was not to be taken lightly. There was a dangerous killer on the loose, and whether or not they were acting on someone else’s orders, or their own accord, Kira knew she needed to find the person or persons responsible before more blood was spilled.

      Kira walked down the service road, returning to her car when she received a call from Dusty. “What’s up?”

      “So, do we know if it’s Natalie Parker yet?” Dusty asked.

      “The victim’s face was unrecognizable,” Kira answered. “But my gut’s telling me no. Jackson will run a DNA test back at the morgue and let us know.”

      “Damn,” Dusty said. “Well, I did a deeper dive into Thomas Parker’s financials, and from what I’ve seen, Victory Financial is in rough shape.”

      “Something more than those bad investments Mr. Parker told us about in the interview?” Kira asked.

      “They’d have to be,” Dusty said. “I’m seeing a string of bad luck over the past year. If these numbers are accurate, Parker’s on the cusp of bankruptcy.”

      “So, there’s blood in the water,” Kira said.

      “And that’s not all,” Dusty said. “Thomas Parker recently took out an insurance policy on his daughter, with a fifteen-million-dollar kidnapping and sudden death clause.”

      Kira glanced back to the woods, thinking of the girl’s smashed-in face and how it was looking more and more like a fraud case.

      “Interesting,” Kira said. “Anything else?”

      “No,” Dusty said. “Did you pick up Maggie’s laptop yet?”

      “I’m going to swing by my house and then come back to the field office,” Kira answered. “It shouldn’t take long.”

      “See you soon,” Dusty said.

      Kira leaned against her driver’s side door, thinking about the Parkers’ financial situation. Her conversation with Irma Wentz had painted a similar picture of Parker’s shady business practices. There was more to the story than the Parkers wanted Kira to know.

      It wasn’t uncommon for rich people to have insurance policies covering kidnapping and the sudden death of their children. In Kira’s experience, wealthy people were always looking for ways to capitalize on opportunities, no matter how tragic.

      Kira planned on following up with Thomas Parker, but first, she needed her daughter’s laptop.
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      When Kira returned to her house, she stood in front of the garage door for a long time. She knew her daughter’s things were inside, boxed up and collecting dust. It was where Kira stored every photo, every piece of clothing, and any memory related to Maggie.

      After her daughter had died, Kira had tried to go through Maggie’s things, but each time, she’d break down and do something else. A small voice in her head whispered that she didn’t deserve to remember her daughter. In a way, keeping Maggie’s things locked away was Kira’s self-inflicted punishment for her failure to save her daughter’s life.

      It might have been cowardly not to face the past, but in Kira’s experience, there was no such thing as cowardly when it came to survival. Because that was all she’d been trying to do for the past five years: survive.

      But if Maggie’s laptop had more information to help bring Kira closer to her daughter’s killers, she would finally have to go through her belongings.

      Kira opened the garage door; the interior was dark, save for the light coming through the side door window. Boxes filled the center of the garage.

      Thick layers of dust covered the boxes, and Kira stared at them, frightened of the memories inside. The two versions of Maggie Kira held in her head would collide. The Maggie Kira remembered when she was alive, and the Maggie she found dead.

      Keeping the two separated was how she coped. It was why it was easy for her to visit Maggie’s grave and leave fresh flowers on her headstone.

      Kira knew it was odd to be able to visit her daughter’s grave but not open the boxes here in the garage. She supposed it was because the grave and headstone were nothing more than a marker to remember her, a place to grieve.

      There were no memories at the grave, no joy or happiness. It was the place Kira went where she could commiserate with her grief. But inside these boxes were memories. They were living, breathing moments of Maggie’s past, moments Kira had been afraid to relive.

      No one placed more blame on Kira than herself after her daughter was killed. She took sole responsibility for not being able to save Maggie. Because it was a mother’s job to protect her child, and every time Kira saw a picture of her daughter or a token from the past, she was reminded of her failures.

      Kira slowly approached the first box. There were dozens of them, and she wasn’t sure which one held the laptop. She hesitantly touched the lid of the first box, her fingers smearing the dust, and she forced herself to open it.

      Inside were Maggie’s old schoolbooks. Biology, Chemistry, Anatomy, everything a pre-med student would need to begin a lifelong journey of healing people.

      How was it that someone so good, down to their bones, was taken by people who treated lives as disposable objects, materials to be bought, sold, used, and discarded at their pleasure? Because that’s how traffickers saw their victims—as objects.

      Slowly but surely, Kira worked her way through three more boxes, finding more books, some old stuffed animals Maggie had refused to throw away, and a photo album Kira couldn’t bring herself to open.

      Kira performed quick searches of the contents. When she didn’t see the laptop, she moved on. But each time Kira opened a box, it was like cutting open an old wound right along the scar line. Fresh blood welled up with each new cut.

      But one box Kira opened had her old elementary school projects, and when Kira set down the box, it slipped from her hands, and the contents spilled over the floor.

      Kira bent down to pick up the papers, and as she did, she saw one of the essays Maggie had written when she was in the fourth grade. It was the title that the title caught her attention, “Why My Mom Is My Hero.”

      Kira slowly reached for the paper, pinching the corner and keeping it an arm’s length away as if it could harm her.

      Maggie’s handwriting was good for only being nine years old. Maggie had written the essay in secret, and she only revealed it to her mother when she brought it home with a big smile on her face and an A+ circled in red ink on the top of the page.

      It had brought a smile to Kira’s face all of those years ago, but it now brought tears to her eyes as she read her daughter’s work.

      My mom is my hero because she helps people. She makes sure everyone is protected from bad guys and always tucks me in at night. I love it when she’s home and miss her when she’s gone. But I know she’s doing good things because she’s good at her job. I hope to be like her when I grow up and help people. She’s brave and strong, and she always does the right thing, no matter what. I love her, and that’s why she’s my hero.

      A tear fell onto the paper, and Kira quickly wiped her eyes. She had forgotten about the essay, and reading it now, after everything Kira had done, everything she’d seen, it felt as though it was written for someone else.

      Because while Kira tried to do the right thing, she knew she had failed in recent years. And she wondered if her daughter would even recognize what she’d become.

      The sound of a car pulling into the driveway caught her attention. A car door shut, and Kira reached for her pistol. She never had visitors. She opened the garage door, ready to draw as light flooded inside the garage.

      “Kira?”

      It had been a while, but Kira heard the voice, and she recognized the face attached to it as he rounded the corner. It was her ex-husband, Stephen.

      “I’ve been trying to call you,” Stephen said, holding up his phone and shaking it like a disappointing wag of his finger.

      “What are you doing here?” Kira asked.

      “Well, if you had answered my call, I would have been able to tell you,” Stephen answered, and then he glanced at the boxes. “What’s this?”

      Of all the people to walk back into her life at a time like this, Stephen was the very last person she wanted to see.

      “I don’t want you here,” Kira said. “Leave, now.”

      “Hey, it’s not like I want to be here doing this, either,” Stephen said, growing defensive. “Christ, if you had just picked up your phone, I wouldn’t have had to fly out here!”

      “Sorry for the trip,” Kira said.

      “Look, I get that you’re still mad—”

      Kira laughed. “You think I’m mad at you? No, Stephen.” She walked closer to him. “A person gets mad when someone says mean things about them, or someone close to them forgets their birthday or anniversary. I’m not mad at you. I loathe you. If you were the last person on Earth who could save me, I would rather die than see or speak to you again.”

      It was harsh, but both of them knew it wasn’t unwarranted. And the shame in Stephen’s eyes before he averted them to the ground confirmed it.

      “Look, I know it’s been a long time since we’ve spoken,” Stephen said.

      “Not long enough,” Kira said.

      “I wanted to talk to you because I want some of Maggie’s things,” Stephen said, and he pointed to the boxes. “Is this some of it?”

      Kira stepped between Stephen and the boxes. “This was all settled in the divorce. I got Maggie’s things, and you got the house, the cars, the stocks, all of the money, Stephen.”

      “I know, but that’s why I wanted to talk to you,” Stephen said.

      “You already talked,” Kira said. “You spoke your piece five years ago when you decided that your daughter’s memory could be bought and sold for the right price.”

      “That’s not fair, Kira,” Stephen said angrily. “You grieved in your way, and I grieved in mine. You shut yourself off, remember that? Practically worked yourself to death. And I didn’t want to stick around and lose my wife, too.”

      “You were long gone before Maggie died,” Kira said. “Let’s not forget the affairs.”

      “Affair, singular, and that was years before Maggie died, and it had nothing to do—” Stephen stopped. He took a breath and slowed down. “I’ll be the first to admit that I was a shit husband. But I loved my daughter. And when she died… I didn’t want any of her things because I wasn’t ready to look back on those moments. But I’m ready now. I have one picture of her. When I left, it was in my wallet, and I’d like to have some others. Kira, please.”

      Stephen was on the verge of tears, but he had another thing coming if he expected Kira to feel sorry for him.

      “It’s not like you’re using all of her stuff; look!” Stephen gestured to the boxes. “It’s just sitting in here and collecting dust. I don’t need much, just a few things. Please, I’m her father.”

      “Was her father,” Kira said. “Past tense.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Stephen said, the anger simmering. “I’m still her father. I will always be her father.”

      Kira knew she had every legal right to kick Stephen out, but she understood better than anyone not being able to look at these things.

      “You check with me before you take anything with you, got it?” Kira asked.

      “Yes, of course,” Stephen answered. “Thank you.”

      Kira returned to the stacks of boxes and resumed her search. The pair worked in silence for a while, but Kira kept a close eye on Stephen.

      “Does Faye know you’re out here?” Kira asked.

      “Yes,” Stephen answered.

      Faye was Stephen’s third wife. Kira had been the first; the pair had been married for twenty-two years, getting hitched shortly after Kira had found out she was pregnant with Maggie. Wife number two had been an ill-fated fling six months after Maggie had died and after Kira and Stephen’s divorce was finalized. That marriage lasted seven weeks.

      But Kira had to give credit to Stephen for wife number three. Stephen had married up and out of his league. She was a partner in a law firm in Boulder, Colorado, where the two lived. Faye had two children from a previous marriage herself, and from what Kira knew, Stephen got along with them fine.

      Kira had stalked them on social media shortly after they were married, and from the outside looking in, it appeared to be a perfect life.

      When Kira had first seen Stephen so happy, it had made her furious. Not because she missed him, but because it seemed like he had moved on and completely forgotten about their daughter. He had started a new life and erased his old one, including their little girl.

      And while Kira couldn’t bring herself to look at old pictures or clothes or any of her daughter’s things, she never once considered even for a second to erase her daughter’s memory.

      “What were you doing out here anyway?” Stephen asked, opening up one of Maggie’s high school yearbooks.

      “I was looking for her laptop,” Kira said.

      “What for?”

      “For work.”

      “Any particular reason—”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Okay, sorry.”

      Stephen flipped through the yearbook pages and then smiled. “This was the year she made it to state for swimming. Look at her; she was so skinny, still elbows and knees.” He flipped the book around so Kira could see, but she didn’t look up.

      “She was a late bloomer,” Kira said. “So was I.”

      “I was always glad she was more like you,” Stephen said, glancing at the book before setting it aside. “I didn’t have to worry about her getting into trouble.”

      “Now, that’s something we can agree on,” Kira said.

      Stephen laughed. “Do you remember the time—”

      “I’m not ready to rehash old history, Stephen,” Kira said.

      Stephen nodded. “Yeah, sorry.”

      Kira double-timed her pace, not wanting to spend a second longer than she had to with her ex-husband.

      After going through half of the boxes, Kira wondered if she had misplaced the laptop. Maybe she had left it at the evidence locker at headquarters. The first year after Maggie had died had been hectic. Kira had pushed herself to the brink of a mental and physical breakdown to find her daughter’s killers. She might have brought it into the office and left it there.

      “Hey, found it,” Stephen said, hoisting the old laptop from a box.

      Kira quickly snatched it out of his hands.

      “Whoa, okay, take it easy,” Stephen said. “You almost took my hands with it.”

      “I need to head back to the office,” Kira said.

      “Hey, do you think there are any pictures on her computer I could take a look at?” Stephen asked.

      Kira was already walking toward her car. “Just take a picture of anything you want to take back and send it to my phone. And lock up when you’re done.”

      “I don’t have a key,” Stephen said, shouting.

      “Spare key is under the front door mat,” Kira said, and she slid into her car, hoping Dusty would be able to find something useful on the old computer. She was already down the street when her phone rang. She thought maybe it was Dusty, but it was the hospital.

      “Jackson,” Kira said. “You have something for me.”

      “I’m finished with my report on the victim from the woods,” Jackson said.

      “I’m on my way,” Kira replied.
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      The body on the steel slab looked even worse than when Kira had seen the poor child out in the woods. Her hair had been pulled back from her face, revealing the disfigured mess from her attacker that had left her unrecognizable.

      The ME, Ken Jackson, stood on the opposite side of the table from Kira.

      “Well?” Kira asked.

      “It’s tricky,” Jackson answered.

      Kira frowned. “What do you mean it’s tricky?”

      “This victim is the same age, same build, and has the same hair color as Natalie Parker. And she’s even wearing Natalie Parker’s clothes.”

      “Wait, like, exactly her clothes?” Kira asked. “As in, the same clothes Natalie Parker physically wore?”

      “Yes,” Jackson answered.

      Kira pointed to the body. “So, this is Natalie Parker?”

      “No,” Jackson answered. “But I found Natalie Parker’s DNA all over the clothes. Hair, skin, the whole nine yards.” He walked over to his desk with a clear zip-lock bag containing the victim's clothes.

      “Christ,” Kira said.

      “But this is not Natalie Parker,” Jackson said. “I double-checked an actual sample of this victim’s hair and confirmed it.

      “Do we know who she is?” Kira asked, unable to look away from the pulp of blood, bone, and soft tissue on the victim’s face.

      “No,” Jackson said. “Whoever she is, she’s not in the system.”

      Kira knew it was a long shot, but it was one she had to try. If this girl had already been missing for a while, sometimes parents provided DNA samples to the federal database to help identify remains.

      After a child was gone for a certain time, the parent just wanted closure. It’s the not knowing that drives most parents insane. And as much as parents want to find their children alive and well, they want the uncertainty of hope to end.

      Kira knew this was good news for the Parker family, but it would be devastating to this little girl's parents.

      “So, it stands to reason the suspect who abducted Natalie Parker also abducted this girl,” Kira said. “Do you have a timeline on death?”

      “Yes,” Jackson answered. “Time of death was between 12:30 and 2:30 this afternoon. Very recent.”

      “So, she was killed after Natalie Parker was taken,” Kira said. “The suspect wanted to swap them out, make it look like this was Natalie Parker.”

      “But they would have had to know we would run a DNA sample, right?” Jackson asked.

      “They were hoping you wouldn’t be thorough,” Kira answered. “And I’ve seen plenty of bogged down MEs and techs try to push something through quickly when overwhelmed.” She looked at Jackson. “Thanks for taking the time.”

      Jackson arched his eyebrows, surprised. “Is that a compliment?”

      Kira ignored him. “What else can you tell me about what happened?”

      Jackson took a deep breath and then reached for the file he had put together as he walked to the victim’s head.

      “Well, the official cause of death was cardiac arrest,” Jackson said. “I found a needlepoint here on her neck.” He pointed to the insert point. “I had a toxicology report done, but the results were inconclusive.”

      “What did you say?” Kira asked.

      “The results were inconclusive—okay, you can look at that.”

      Kira snatched the clipboard out of Jackson’s hands and studied the report. It was the same inconclusive results Kira had seen on the toxicology report for Tammy, the girl with amnesia, this morning. “Mirrors LSD and other hallucinogens.” She looked at Jackson. “How many inconclusive toxicology reports do you get every week?”

      “Not many,” Jackson said. “But they do come through. Most of the time, the deceased was a junkie and had so many drugs in their system that the machine received an error. But those are rare.”

      Kira pointed to the girl on the table. “She doesn’t look like a junkie to me. She’s just a kid.”

      “Yeah, it’s weird,” Jackson said, agreeing.

      It was rare for coincidences to occur in cases, but they did happen. Still, Kira didn’t think this was one of them. There was a connection here. Someone was covering up something. And between killing kids and erasing memories, whatever was hidden was big.

      Kira made a note to follow up on the drugs and then pointed to the body on the table. “What about the face?”

      “All of the injuries the girl sustained, the bruising along the joints, the beating of the face, it all happened after the victim was killed,” Jackson said.

      It might not have been much, but that little information told Kira about the person they were looking for. They were monsters, but they weren’t psychotic. This was just business to them. Whoever killed the girl was numb to taking life, but they didn’t take pleasure in it. Kira figured she was looking for a contract killer, someone with no moral compass. It also told Kira that someone wanted people to think Natalie Parker was dead.

      “What did the suspect use on the victim’s face?” Kira asked.

      “It was a tire iron,” Jackson answered.

      Kira nodded. She was betting on either a car rental or a stolen car, and the killer used whatever was on hand. He’d clean it, put it back in the trunk, and no one would be the wiser. She could look at car rentals over the past week, maybe get lucky with any of the tire samples they collected at the park, but the guy would be long gone when she found anything, and Natalie Parker didn’t have that much time.

      “Any other DNA samples?” Kira asked, hoping Ken would have found something belonging to the killer.

      “No,” Jackson answered. “Whoever did this knew what they were doing. Planting the evidence, getting a girl who looked exactly like Natalie Parker, distorting her face, putting her in the same clothes—Christ, what is wrong with people?”

      Kira had only known Jackson for a short time, but he had never seen him this bothered by a case.

      And while Kira had never been described as “caring” by anyone outside of her immediate family, at least not since her daughter had died, even she could tell Jackson was at a breaking point.

      “When was your last day off?” Kira asked.

      Jackson wiped his eyes and then cleared his throat. “I honestly don’t remember.”

      “Take a day off,” Kira said. “Your team will be able to handle it.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Jackson said, and then he took a deep breath. “You know I have a little girl?”

      “I didn’t,” Kira said.

      “About the same age as this one,” Jackson said, pointing to the victim on the steel slab. “She lives up in Maine with her mother. I don’t get to see her very often. Her mother and I had a very messy divorce.”

      “I’m sorry,” Kira said, standing awkwardly.

      “It’s always harder with kids, isn’t it?” Jackson asked. “I mean, I see all kinds of people here. I can set it aside most of the time with adults, you know? I can see exactly what kind of life they lived based on their post-mortem. They drank too much, overate, or didn’t take care of themselves most of the time. That’s how I think about it, and it helps me cope, you know?”

      Jackson shifted his glance toward the girl, and his eyes watered.

      “But kids didn’t make these choices,” Jackson said. “They’re just kids. And anyone who takes the life of someone before they even had a chance to begin should burn in hell.”

      “They should,” Kira said. “And they will.”

      Jackson nodded. “Yeah, well, I hope you catch this bastard.”

      Kira thanked Jackson again for his help and looked at the girl on the steel slab before she walked out.

      When Kira returned to her car, the reality of the situation hit her. There were two victims now. Two young girls. Children.

      Jackson was right about the monsters who did this to children being a special kind of evil. Somewhere in this city was a person who had undoubtedly done this before. She also wondered if this was the same person who had abducted and killed her precious Maggie many years ago.

      Kira tightened her grip on the steering wheel, staring out ahead of her, focused on the person responsible. She might not have known what the killer looked like, where they were located, or whom they worked for, but she was closer than she had been in years.

      And as much as time worked against Kira and law enforcement in catching criminals, time also worked against them because they couldn’t hide forever, not with agents and officers like Kira on the trail.

      Kira called Dusty from the car. “Hey, it’s not our girl.”

      Dusty exhaled. “Okay, well, that’s good news and bad news.”

      “Yeah,” Kira said.

      “Do you have an ID on the victim?” Dusty asked.

      “No, but I need you to check for any recent missing person reports in the area,” Kira answered. “And cast a wide net. I’m betting this girl was taken from somewhere close, but not too close, and I’m betting this happened today.”

      “Yeah, I can do that,” Dusty answered, typing quickly on his keyboard. “I have the girl’s physical description from the ME report, so it shouldn’t take long.”

      “Good,” Kira said. “Are the Parkers at the office?”

      “Yeah, just waiting on news from you,” Dusty said. “I have them in one of the conference rooms. I think Mackie is speaking with them. Do you want me to update them on what happened?”

      For a second, Kira considered letting them wait in the unknown. But while she might have had some misgivings against the father, she knew the mother was falling apart. It was too cruel not to tell them. They’d waited long enough.

      “Yeah, you can tell them,” Kira said. “But don’t let them leave.”

      “Okay,” Dusty said.

      “I need you to pull Mr. Parker’s phone records from the past twenty-four hours,” Kira said.

      “You think he’s hiding something?” Dusty asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Kira answered, thinking about the possible affair she’d heard about before. “But he’s not telling us everything, and I want to know who he’s been in contact with.”

      “Okay, I’ve got a hit on your Jane Doe,” Dusty said. “A young girl matching the victim’s description was reported missing earlier today from Sarasota.”

      “What time?” Kira asked, betting that this girl was taken before Natalie Parker.

      “The parents reported her missing at nine o’clock,” Dusty said. “I can get you the contact information for the detectives.”

      “What’s the victim’s name?” Kira asked.

      “Michelle Turner,” Dusty answered.

      “Send it through,” Kira said, and she was about to hang up like she usually did when she remembered Jackson back in the morgue. She knew this work was hard on everyone, and she leaned on Dusty heavily to help close cases. “And thank you, Dusty. For everything.”

      “Whoa, a thank you?” Dusty asked. “Are you okay? You’re not dying, are you?”

      “And that’s why I don’t ever tell you those things,” Kira answered, and she hung up.

      Kira sat in the silence for a little while, thinking about the case, thinking about her daughter. There were big players involved in this, people with incredible wealth and substantial influence.

      People like Thomas Parker didn’t grow that much wealth without performing some criminal, or at the very least unethical, tactics. And it was never them who paid the price, but those around them.

      Kira decided to head down to Sarasota PD and let Parker wait a little bit longer. She wanted to obtain more information about Michelle Turner.

      Justice would be done. Kira would see to it personally.
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      “Ah, shit.” Detective Billy Fisk swiped his fat hand down the front of his baby-smooth face, jiggling his jowls. “You’re sure on the ID?”

      “You’ll have to confirm it yourselves through a DNA sample, but I’m confident it’s your girl,” Kira said.

      Kira sat on the other side of a conference room table where Billy and his partner, Detective Brad Connelly, sat opposite.

      “We appreciate your bringing this to us,” Brad said.

      Brad was a wiry black man, his suit too loose on him. He was probably between sizes, which was a problem Kira’s ex-husband used to have.

      “I believe my case relates to yours,” Kira said. “I think the same person who took my victim abducted and murdered Michelle Turner. Anything you have in your investigation would be helpful to me.”

      Billy and Brad exchanged a glance, and Kira sensed resistance. “We can share what we found, but honestly, it’s not much,” Billy said.

      “Our victim was at the beach with her family,” Brad said. “Public access. It was crowded; no one really saw anything.”

      “What did the parents tell you?” Kira asked, refusing to leave with nothing to show for her efforts.

      “The last they saw their girl was playing in the sand near their beach chairs,” Billy said.

      “Where exactly?” Kira asked. “Behind them? Next to them? In front of them?”

      Billy fidgeted in his chair, clearly agitated and unaccustomed to being on the other side of the interrogation. “Christ, does it matter?” Billy asked. “The girl’s dead, Agent Lockhart. And we’re the ones who have to deliver the news to the parents.”

      “Then why not help me catch the person responsible?” Kira asked.

      “Agent Lockhart,” Brad answered, leaning forward and resting his elbows on the table. “Our officers performed intensive interviews with everyone who would speak to them on the beach. No one saw anything.”

      “Did your officers check for cell phone footage or pictures?” Kira asked. “Someone may have recorded and caught something in the background.”

      “We don’t need you to tell us how to conduct an investigation, all right?” Billy answered. “We know what we’re doing.”

      “No, you don’t,” Kira answered. “Because you let a little girl die.”

      Billy slammed his meaty fists on the table and then stood. “Fuck you!”

      Brad was quick to tamp down his partner’s temper, leading him out of the conference room. Even after the door was closed, Kira heard the curses through the wall. She didn’t care if it wasn’t professional. Kira was only focused on the results. Detective Billy’s feelings were at the bottom of her list of cares.

      A few minutes later, Detective Brad returned, alone, shutting the door behind him. He placed his hands on his hips and stared at Kira with fatherly disapproval. “You crossed a line,” Brad said.

      “I told the truth,” Kira said. “A girl’s dead. And I want to find the person or persons responsible. Don’t you?”

      Brad tossed a file on the table. “That’s everything we were able to put together.”

      The file was skinny, and when Kira opened the first page, she saw the incident report; the first report completed when any crime was committed wasn’t properly finished.

      Kira glanced up at Brad, and he held up his hands in defense. “I know. Don’t shoot the messenger. We might not be good at paperwork, but we are good at working as a team to solve cases. And we had the Amber Alert out before we arrived at the beach scene.”

      Kira quickly combed through the interview reports and found nothing useful, but she did notice that the types of questions asked had been diligent.

      Brad sat down. “All preliminary background checks on the parents came back clean. No issues with any family members.”

      “A family member didn’t take Michelle,” Kira said, finishing her scan of the file, which didn’t yield much. “Any cameras nearby?”

      “One,” Brad asked. “But it’s across the street from the beach access parking lot. You can’t see the beach.”

      “But you can see cars coming and going,” Kira answered.

      “We looked at the footage,” Brad said. “It’s not clear enough to see through the windows or even catch a license plate.”

      “But you can see the make and model of cars,” Kira said.

      Brad frowned. “Do you know how many cars come in and out of that parking lot?”

      “I just need to know the time frame from when the family arrived at the beach to ten minutes after she was taken,” Kira said.

      Brad didn’t react at first, and then he stood without saying a word, stepped out of the room, and returned a short time later with a thumb drive. “We pulled two hours before and two hours after the abduction time.”

      Kira took the thumb drive from him. “I appreciate your cooperation.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Brad reached for the door handle but stopped himself and turned around. “You know, Billy’s a good cop. He takes these cases, especially ones involving children, seriously. He’s not the bad guy.”

      “I know,” Kira said. “But neither am I.”

      Brad nodded. “Fair enough. I trust you can find your way out on your own?”

      “Yeah,” Kira said, standing.

      Kira saw Billy on her way out. A group of other officers surrounded him, and they sported the same stern glare. They might have all been law enforcement, but Kira was considered an outsider no matter where she was.

      It had never bothered Kira before, and it didn’t bother her now, but she was growing tired of those kinds of stares. Those officers needed to set their pride aside and recognize where they had failed.

      Kira lived with her failures every day. It fueled her, and she believed that if those detectives harnessed their failures as fuel to learn from their mistakes, they would be able to ensure nothing like this would happen again.

      But Kira understood that not everyone was willing to take a hard look at themselves or ask themselves the tough questions. Kira did it, and she’d keep doing it. No matter what.

      It was an itch she couldn’t scratch, and there was an itch on this case bothering Kira. It was the drugs. She hadn’t mentioned it to the detectives because she didn’t want to share. One look at the profile of the parents they put together told Kira that Michelle Turner had come from an affluent family. Drugs weren’t an issue.

      Kira only had one contact at the DEA, but she decided to give them a call and see if they had any hits.

      “Coakley.” The name associated with the voice was dry and tired sounding, but Kira had worked with Greg Coakley a few times during her career.

      “Coke, it’s Lock,” Kira said.

      “Lock,” Coakley said, cheering up. “What the hell are you calling me for?”

      “I’ve got an interesting case,” Kira answered, and she pulled up his email. “I’m going to forward you a toxicology report. Tell me if anything stands out to you.”

      Coakley groaned as he leaned forward. “All right, let’s see what we got.” Coakley breathed heavily through the phone. He was a big man, and Kira suspected that hadn’t changed since the pair had last seen each other. “Hmm.”

      “You have something?” Kira asked.

      “I had an agent reach out to me the other day about something like this,” Coakley said. “Another woman who had memory loss with the same inconclusive drug results. She also passed out at the mention of ‘police.’ Let me see if I can get a hold of him. Hold on a second.”

      Kira’s line went silent, and she drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, hoping to find a lead.

      “Lock?” Coakley asked. “I’ve got Agent Cooper on the line here, and I will pass it over to him.”

      “Thanks, Coakley,” Cooper said.

      Coakley disconnected, and Cooper took over.

      “Agent Lockhart?” Cooper asked.

      “Yeah,” Kira answered. “Do you have something for me?”

      “Depends,” Cooper answered.

      Law enforcement departments were typically very protective about their cases. Agents believed they were the best person to handle their case, and they didn’t like outsiders trying to take over. It was ego and pride at their worst.

      “Look, I’m not trying to steal anyone’s thunder here, but I’ve got a dead girl, a missing girl, and a woman who doesn’t know who she is, and the string connecting them seems to be some kind of drug found in the dead girl and memory loss woman,” Kira said. “So, any help pointing me in the right direction would be appreciated.”

      Cooper was quiet for a moment. “This file Coakley sent me, this is your case?”

      “Yeah,” Kira answered.

      “Hmm,” Coakley said. “You’re in Tampa?”

      “That’s right,” Kira answered.

      “I’ll need to speak to the woman you found,” Coakley said. “But, yeah, I’ve been working on something I think is connected. Someone’s pushing a new drug, and I want to find out what it is and who made it. There’s a flight landing in Tampa in two hours. I’ll be on it. I’ll text you the flight details and when to pick me up.”

      “I wasn’t actually—”

      Cooper disconnected the call. Kira considered calling him back, but Kira thought better of it. Whatever Agent Cooper knew would be kept to himself until he was here. And with the Parkers back at the field office, Kira knew she had plenty to fill the time.
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      Kira entered the field office with her daughter’s laptop and the thumb drive of the traffic footage from the beach where Michelle Turner was abducted. She was prepared to give both to Dusty when she arrived, but when she saw him at his desk, she knew something was wrong.

      “What happened?” Kira asked.

      Dusty pointed to his computer screen, and when Kira stepped to his side of the desk, she saw why he was so disheartened.

      Along with a dozen other women and young children, Natalie Parker was displayed on the screen. Below each of their pictures was a dollar amount, which ticked upward every few seconds.

      Natalie Parker was being auctioned.

      “When did this start?” Kira asked.

      “I found it a few minutes ago,” Dusty answered.

      Dusty’s job was to scour the dark web and find auction sites like these or other havens where traffickers tried to sell their victims. Everything was untraceable on the dark web, save for the person running the site. Dusty could search for these auction sites, but he was powerless to bring them down.

      Kira studied the faces of the women and children on screen. All of them had been made to wear makeup and pose in dresses or lingerie with forced smiles. But the look in their eyes didn’t match their smiling expressions. They were terrified.

      “When’s the deadline?” Kira asked.

      “The site says midnight tonight,” Dusty answered.

      “If Natalie Parker is already being auctioned, she’s at the trafficker’s prep site,” Kira said. “Getting her ready like that means there is a chance she’s still local.”

      “How do people live with themselves?” Dusty asked. “This is barbaric.”

      “It is,” Kira answered and then redirected Dusty’s attention to a more productive task. “Here, this is Maggie’s computer.”

      “Okay, let’s see what we’ve got.” Dusty opened the laptop on his desk, and Kira stood, looking over his shoulder.

      It took a little while for the computer to load, but when it finally finished, Kira flinched when she saw the picture on the desktop.

      Maggie was all smiles, wedged between Kira and Stephen, during their trip to New York when they had helped her move into her dorm at NYU. Everyone was red-faced and sweaty from hauling the furniture and boxes up eight flights of stairs because the elevators were broken, and it was one of the hottest months on record in the city.

      But Kira remembered how excited Maggie was for the new adventure of college. She had worked so hard to get into NYU, and when she had received the acceptance letter, she had been over the moon.

      All of those memories felt like a lifetime ago.

      “All right, so here is the code from today’s laptop,” Dusty said, and then he typed a few more things. “And this is the code from Maggie’s laptop.”

      The codes were in separate documents side by side on Dusty’s monitors. Kira understood nothing of the language on the screens and looked to Dusty for clarification. “Anything?”

      Dusty chewed on his lower lip, a tell-tale sign that things weren’t going according to plan. “Whoever did this is very good at their job.” He scrolled quickly through each document, stopping briefly to compare certain sections before scrolling farther down.

      Kira waited anxiously, hoping for any inkling this would be able to help her find her daughter’s killer and prevent the death of another young girl.

      “Shit,” Dusty said, then collapsed back into his chair.

      “What?” Kira asked.

      “If there’s a backdoor in this code, I don’t know how to find it,” Dusty avoided Kira’s eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      Kira knew it was a long shot. After so many failures and dead ends regarding her daughter’s case, she had grown used to not gaining any ground. “It’s all right.”

      “There are only a handful of people I know who could write something like this,” Dusty said, shaking his head.

      “Is there anything we can do?” Kira asked.

      Dusty drummed his fingers on the table, then cleared his throat. “Well, I have been working on something, but it’s not exactly legal.”

      Kira frowned. Dusty was more straightlaced between the two of them, though he was known to bend the rules every once in a while.

      “Look, I want to catch the White Dwarf,” Dusty said. “Whoever brings him in will be a legend within the IT world and any law enforcement agency. You help aid in his capture, and you can write your ticket to anywhere you want to go.”

      It was true. Multiple agencies had spent boatloads of their budget to try to catch the guy, but all attempts had yielded no results.

      “The White Dwarf is so hard to find because he doesn’t play by the rules,” Dusty said. “Every strand of his code is designed to infiltrate someone’s private world. We’ll catch this guy only if we do the same.”

      Kira frowned. “How do you mean?”

      Dusty glanced around, ensuring no one could hear him talking, and then leaned closer to Kira, lowering his voice. “I developed a software program that would be able to track the White Dwarf’s movements. The algorithm I designed uses the same kind of AI the White Dwarf does.”

      Kira was catching on. “Meaning you’d be going through people’s personal computers to track him.”

      “Eventually, the program I designed would lead us to him,” Dusty said. “I don’t know how long it would take, but I’m betting it would have to churn through many people’s private information on the web to find him.”

      What Dusty described was searching without a warrant. Kira knew the CIA had gotten into trouble with that years ago with Snowden and Wikileaks, and since then, all federal agencies had been told to keep a tight lid on their cyber security. The government couldn’t afford another PR disaster like that.

      “What are the odds someone would catch you?” Kira asked.

      “Low, but not low enough to make me feel comfortable,” Dusty said. “Look, I shouldn’t have even brought it up. It’s stupid.”

      “We should use it,” Kira said.

      “No, it’s a bad idea,” Dusty said.

      “Dusty, if this works, we’d be bringing down the world’s most notorious hacker,” Kira said.

      “We’d also have to explain how we found him, which would lead back to my algorithm,” Dusty said. “Besides, this is still all theoretical. I haven’t tested it.”

      “They wouldn’t care about the how or why, so long as we get him,” Kira said.

      Dusty chewed on his lip, agonizing over the decision until finally, he shook his head. “No, Lock. I’m not doing it.”

      “Dusty—”

      “I know how much you want to find this guy,” Dusty said. “I know it’s because of your daughter, and trust me when I tell you I want to find him, too, but using my software would be a mistake. A program like mine isn’t just criminal; it’s irresponsible. I shouldn’t have brought it up. I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

      Kira knew pushing Dusty now would only make him retreat further. But she wasn’t going to drop the subject altogether. “We need to find this guy, Dusty,” Kira said.

      “I know,” Dusty said. “I’ll find another way. I will; I just need more time.”

      Time was a commodity that was always scarce.

      “He’s arrogant,” Dusty said. “The way he leaves pieces of his code shows me that it’s only a matter of time before he gives us something to find him.”

      “Right,” Kira said and then decided to switch gears and handed Dusty the thumb drive given to her by the detectives in Sarasota. “Somewhere on here is footage of a car used to abduct Michelle Turner.”

      “Do we know what car is used?” Dusty asked.

      “No, but I think he’s using a rental,” Kira answered. “My guess is the name and identification were fake, but it would make sense for this guy to use a local ride.”

      Dusty inserted the thumb drive into his computer and then cracked his knuckles. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”

      Of all the people Kira had worked with during her two decades with the Bureau, she’d never worked with anyone as talented as Dusty. The guy could have written his ticket to many big tech firms. But he chose the FBI, where he believed he could do some good. And working here was by no means a way to become rich. He was here because of duty and responsibility. Kira always respected that about him.

      “Cross-referencing all rentals over the past twenty-four hours gives us these vehicles,” Dusty said, typing quickly.

      “I snuck a peek at the footage on the way over,” Kira said. “The video quality is poor.”

      “Well, it’s more than what we had an hour ago,” Dusty said. “I can run a program that will hopefully clean this up. All I have to do is import the footage here and then set the parameters of the vehicles we found on the rental list, and….” He typed quickly, bouncing between different programs on his computer.

      While Dusty worked on finding the vehicle the kidnapper had used to transport Michelle Turner, Kira couldn't stop thinking about the software Dusty had created. Even though it was unethical and illegal, Kira desperately wanted to use it.

      The White Dwarf was just a gun for hire. But finding him could lead Kira to the bigger fish including the gunman hired to abduct and kill Maggie.

      “All right, looks like we have some hits,” Dusty said. “There’s over one hundred, but I used a wide data set to capture the images because the video quality was so poor, so we should be able to skim through most of these.”

      Dusty quickly removed anything that didn’t match the vehicle's description, and it lowered the number of cars down to twenty.

      “Better, but still a lot,” Kira said.

      “So, this is where we get fancy,” Dusty said, cracking his knuckles. “Those tire tracks you found on that dirt access road by the park? I should be able to narrow down the specific make and model of the tires used. So long as we can get a profile shot of the vehicles moving to analyze the tire marks aaaaan….”

      Kira squeezed the back of Dusty’s chair as they waited for the results.

      The computer program Dusty had designed slowly and carefully analyzed the vehicles' tires moving past in the clips Dusty provided until finally the computer finished and a single car appeared in the registry.

      “Voila,” Dusty said, smiling. “That’s the car.”

      Kira couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “You’re sure?”

      “Well, the software is sure, and I designed the software, so, yes,” Dusty said. “I’m sure.”

      Kira studied the poor video quality, unable to see through the windshield. “If that’s our car, I want you to track it. If he just picked up Michelle Turner, he was most likely heading toward the park to dump the body and grab Natalie Parker.”

      Kira realized now that Michelle was probably already dead. The girl didn’t make a scene at the beach because that was where the kidnapper had stuck her with the needle. She was down for the count with one quick prick to the neck.

      If the man was middle-aged, all he would have had to do was pick her up and hold her close to his shoulder. Anyone looking at them would have just looked like a father carrying his exhausted little girl.

      But Michelle Turner would never wake up again. Now her body was in St. Pete on a cold steel slab, waiting for her terrified parents to come to identify the remains, which would be difficult considering their daughter’s face was gone.

      “Anything?” Kira asked.

      After Dusty first started at the Bureau, he began a significant relationship with some staff members over at the FDOT. They had worked out an interdepartmental deal where Dusty could access their cameras without going through the red tape, so long as Dusty helped them locate any stolen vehicles for local PD.

      “Looks like our driver took the interstate,” Dusty said. “The last image I have is the vehicle exiting onto I-275 northbound. He’s probably going the speed limit so he doesn’t attract attention to himself, and he’s twenty miles from the next camera, so….”

      Kira frowned, looking at Dusty. “Are you calculating that math in your head?”

      “Shh,” Dusty said, eyes shut, then popped his eyes open. “Thirty-four minutes, give or take a few minutes to compensate for traffic.” He pulled up the time stamp for the following camera, and the vehicle passed it nearly to the exact minute.

      “Well done,” Kira said. “Where is he going from there?”

      “If he’s heading to the park where Natalie Parker was abducted, he’d most likely get off on here,” Dusty said, pointing to the offramp on the screen.

      “We need a picture,” Kira said. “A photo, video, a glimpse, something to know who we’re looking for.”

      “I know,” Dusty said, following the vehicle through the traffic cameras set up around the city. “We’ll have some opportunities here when he gets off the exit, so long as my theory is correct.”

      Kira studied the screen, hoping Dusty worked quickly.

      “Shit,” Dusty said. “He didn’t get off the exit I thought he would. Or I missed him somehow, or the program missed him, hang on.”

      Dusty typed furiously on the keyboard, trying to locate the vehicle.

      “Okay, I think I have him,” Dusty said, sitting straighter in his chair. “Looks like our guy took a long way to avoid the cameras. Smart.”

      “One more sign that we’re dealing with a professional who has done this before,” Kira said. “Any good quality pictures we can use?”

      “Too many bad angles,” Dusty answered, sifting through their options on the screen. “Wait. This one might work.” He enlarged the photograph, but Kira couldn’t see anything that stood out.

      “It’s nothing,” Kira said.

      “Not right now, but if I enhance and try to work with the glare coming off the window….” Dusty went to work cleaning up the image, and by the time he was done, they had a profile of their suspect. “And there he is.”

      Kira stared at the man. He was Caucasian, middle-aged, with dark-brown or black hair, and wearing sunglasses. “Will the eyewear mess with facial recognition?”

      “A little bit, but there are ways around that,” Dusty answered.

      “See what you can find with that photograph, but print one for me in the meantime,” Kira said. “I want to see if the Parkers know this man.”

      “Sure,” Dusty said. “Oh, and I pulled those phone records you requested.” He reached for a file on the desk. “And I found something interesting.” He opened the file and then handed it to Kira. “Check it out.”

      Kira studied the readout, and then she frowned. “This is correct? You double-checked?”

      “Triple checked, and yes,” Dusty answered. “Thomas Parker made seven calls to the same number of a phone within half a mile of the park’s radius twenty minutes before Natalie Parker was abducted.”

      Before Kira allowed herself to jump the gun, she checked the number, ensuring he wasn’t simply calling his wife. But it wasn’t his wife’s number.

      “What are you thinking?” Dusty asked.

      Kira had a million thoughts racing through her mind, and she couldn’t answer all of the unknowns until she had more information. But everything that she’d seen and learned about Thomas Parker was telling her that he was involved in this.

      “Run that number,” Kira said. “I want to know who he called.”

      “On it,” Dusty said.

      While Dusty worked his magic, Kira focused on the Parkers. She needed to figure out what Thomas Parker wasn’t telling her. And why he had made seven calls to someone in the same park where his daughter was playing just moments before she was abducted.
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      Before Kira spoke with either of the Parker parents, she wanted to look into the financials Dusty had pulled about the company.

      Victory Financial, founded by Thomas Parker over fifteen years ago, had enjoyed a streak of success over the past decade. But the last year had seen their profit margins erased, and it wasn’t just from a few bad investments.

      Thomas Parker’s company was on the verge of bankruptcy.

      “You’re sure these numbers are correct?” Kira asked.

      Dusty nodded. “Victory Financial files their financial information with the SEC each year to help prevent fraud.”

      “Thomas Parker had a King Midas touch for the past ten years, and suddenly it just vanishes?” Kira asked. “You don’t find that strange?”

      “I do,” Dusty answered. “And so did the SEC. There’s an audit of the business in there. Someone flagged them for a violation. Check out his connection with Embargo Limited.”

      Kira flipped through the paperwork until she found the section Dusty referenced. Embargo Limited was a company based out of Venezuela, and the only name associated with it was Victor Frances.

      “What do we know about this guy?” Kira asked. “Victor Frances?”

      “I ran a background check on him, and nothing was flagged,” Dusty answered. “No priors, arrests, warrants, nothing—the guy is clean.”

      Kira continued to scan the folder in her hands and saw how Victory Financial’s revenue decline coincided with severing ties to Embargo Limited.

      “Do we know what kind of services Thomas Parker provided for Embargo Limited?” Kira asked.

      “It doesn’t specify,” Dusty said. “The only line items I could find listed their services as ‘consultant.’”

      “Which is the universal term for bullshit,” Kira said. “Did the SEC find anything?”

      “Not enough to charge Parker with any wrongdoing,” Dusty answered. “But the kind of money that was moved is consistent with other trafficking laundering we’ve seen done in the past.”

      “Christ,” Kira said, and then she gave it some thought. “Do we have any hard proof Parker’s done anything illegal?”

      “Parker ended up firing an accountant after the SEC probe,” Dusty said. “I think he was pressured to do something to get the blame off him. The accountant didn’t make any comments afterward, though.”

      “Probably because he was paid off,” Kira said. “Anything else?”

      “No, but I’m still sifting through their finances,” Dusty said. “If I find something, I’ll let you know.”

      The deeper Kira looked into this case, all aspects of it continued to take her back to Thomas Parker. And she needed to convince him to tell her everything he’d been hiding.

      “Okay,” Kira said, collecting the needed documents. “Let me know when she’s here.”

      “Will do,” Dusty said.

      Kira had separated the Parker parents, putting them into their respective rooms. She didn’t want either of them collaborating. She decided to start with Mr. Parker first, hoping to get to the bottom of his lies.

      “Mr. Parker,” Kira said, not bothering to knock before she entered the room. She wanted to catch him off guard.

      “Can you tell me what’s going on, please?” Mr. Parker asked, annoyed. “Why do I need to be separated from my wife? Why can’t we speak in the same room?”

      Kira said nothing as she took a seat. Often, when a suspect was wound up like this, all Kira had to do was stay quiet and let them spill their guts, and Thomas Parker looked like he was on the verge of unloading what had been bothering him.

      “We have done nothing wrong,” Mr. Parker said, pounding his fists on the table. “You’re wasting your time trying to look into us, do you hear me? You should be out there looking for our daughter!” Mr. Parker collapsed into the chair, and Kira decided to press him.

      “Tell me more about the bankruptcy you filed for last month,” Kira said.

      Thomas Parker’s face flushed red, and the comment caught him off guard. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about the Chapter Nine bankruptcy you filed for Victory Financial,” Kira said, showing the document as proof.

      “How did you get that?” Parker asked. “That is private information—”

      “Family financials are pulled in all federally investigated abduction cases,” Kira said. “It’s standard protocol, and it’s usually not a big deal for families who want us to find their loved ones.” She titled her head to the side. “You do want us to find, Natalie, right?”

      “Of course I do!” Parker said. “What kind of a father do you think I am?”

      “Then why weren’t you more open about your financial problems?” Kira asked.

      “The company is going through some budgeting difficulties,” Mr. Parker said. “I’ve had to furlough all non-essential employees, save for a few analysts I need to keep operations running.”

      “Does Mrs. Parker know about this?” Kira asked.

      Mr. Parker stiffened. “Of course, she knows. I don’t keep secrets from my wife, Agent Lockhart.”

      “Does she know about the SEC investigation?” Kira asked.

      “That was a mistake,” Mr. Parker answered. “I fired the accountant responsible for those transactions. They were done without my consent.”

      “The accountant said he had no recollection of the accounts you had with Embargo Limited,” Kira said. “He was a scapegoat.”

      Mr. Parker’s face reddened. “This has nothing to do with my daughter—"

      “You want to talk about your daughter?” Kira asked. “Okay, then let's talk about the fifteen-million-dollar kidnapping policy you took out last week in your daughter’s name.”

      Mr. Parker didn’t skip a beat in his defense. “It wasn’t a new policy; it was an updated policy. It’s not uncommon for a man with my wealth to have a policy on their child. I also have one for myself and my wife.”

      “No, it’s not uncommon for a man of your stature to have a policy for their family,” Kira said. “But it is uncommon for the amount of the policy to be the same amount you’d need to float your business for another month. And judging by your current financial situation, I would say that’s not for much longer.”

      “I’m trying to save my family and my business simultaneously,” Mr. Parker said, his voice catching. “Sharks are circling, and I don’t need more trouble from you.”

      “Then give me a reason to look in a different direction, Mr. Parker,” Kira said. “Because right now, all roads lead to you.”

      Mr. Parker nodded and then slowly sat in the receptionist’s chair, pushed down by the weight he’d been carrying. He was still reluctant; Kira saw the hesitation written over his face.

      “It will be easier if you just tell the truth, Mr. Parker,” Kira said. “Secrets can bear a heavy weight. Aren’t you tired of carrying them around?”

      Mr. Parker grimaced. He was on the verge of tears. Kira had been in enough interrogation rooms to know the father was on the brink of breaking. He just needed one final push.

      Kira opened the file she had brought with her, removed the driver's photo, and slid it across the table so Mr. Parker could see it.

      Mr. Parker shook his head. “What is this?”

      “Do you know that man?” Kira asked.

      Kira studied Mr. Parker’s facial expressions, looking for any sign of a lie or recognition.

      “No,” Mr. Parker said. “I can barely even see him.” He looked up. “Is this the person who took our Natalie?”

      “You’ve never seen him before,” Kira said.

      “No, okay?” Mr. Parker pointed animatedly at the picture. “Is this the person who took my daughter?”

      Kira kept a close eye on Thomas Parker, and through his agitation, there was something else. “Tell me about Emma Cole.”

      The color immediately ran from Thomas’s face, and his expression slackened. “Who?”

      “Emma Cole,” Kira repeated, and she placed the call log Dusty had pulled from earlier. “You called her seven times this morning. And those calls happened moments before your daughter was taken.”

      “I don’t know—that’s someone in Carrie’s mommy’s group, right?” Thomas asked, trying to play it cool. “It says I called her? That has to be a mistake.”

      “A mistake that happened seven times?” Kira asked.

      Mr. Parker stumbled over his words, unable to string together a coherent sentence.

      “Several people I spoke with suspected you might be having an affair,” Kira said. “These calls to Emma Cole, who by all accounts is a very young, beautiful woman, suggests some truth to those accusations.”

      “Well, they’re false,” Mr. Parker said.

      “Then why call her?” Kira asked.

      Kira braced for a litany of excuses. She’d heard them all during her tenure with the FBI. But the longer Mr. Parker didn’t reply, the more he had time to think about it, the more Kira realized he would tell the truth about what he’d done. All he needed was one more nudge.

      “Mr. Parker, the longer we take here, the less time I have to find your daughter,” Kira said. “You do still want that, don’t you?”

      Mr. Parker wiped away his tears and nodded. “More than anything.”

      “So then let’s stop wasting time and get on with it, huh?” Kira asked.

      Mr. Parker took a deep breath and then muttered something to himself, which Kira couldn’t hear. He stared at his hands while he spoke, unable to look at Kira.

      “I started sleeping with Emma Cole eight months ago,” Mr. Parker answered. “Two months before she was married to Brett Cole.”

      “Brett Cole is a friend of yours, yes?” Kira asked.

      Mr. Parker nodded. “He doesn’t know.”

      “It’s still going on?” Kira asked.

      Mr. Parker was on the verge of tears once more, but he forced them back. “No.”

      “Did you end it, or did she?” Kira asked.

      “I did,” Mr. Parker answered.

      “So why were you calling her this morning, Thomas?” Kira asked. “What did you need to talk to her about?”

      “She was threatening me,” Mr. Parker answered.

      “Threatening you how?” Kira asked.

      “She told me she would tell Carrie about the affair,” Mr. Parker answered.

      “And why was that a threat to you?” Kira asked.

      “Carrie owns forty percent of the company,” Mr. Parker said. “If she decides to sell her shares, then everything I’m doing to keep the business afloat won’t matter.”

      “And you think she’d sell to spite you?” Kira asked.

      Mr. Parker shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Why hasn’t Emma told your wife yet?” Kira asked.

      “I don’t know,” Mr. Parker answered. “I’ve begged her not to do it. She might be married, but she doesn’t love Brett. She’s in love with me. She married the man out of spite, but we kept at it even after they tied the knot. And now she wants to destroy everything!”

      Kira turned up her nose in disgust. “So, you’re telling me that your daughter goes missing just before an affair is about to be exposed and you don’t say anything?”

      Mr. Parker finally looked up at her. “I just told you I would have lost the company! Our lives would have been over. Whatever future I would have hoped for Natalie would be gone.”

      “Her future is gone if we don’t find her,” Kira said. “All the money in the world couldn’t bring her back. What kind of a father are you?”

      Mr. Parker snarled and thrust an accusatory finger in Kira’s direction. “Don’t stand there and pretend to be high and mightier than me. You’re not better than me. No one is! I have only ever thought of making a better life for my family.”

      “There’s more to being there for your family than just making money,” Kira said. “Because once your family is dead, the only time you spend with them is at their headstone.”

      Mr. Parker broke down, crying as he collapsed onto the table.

      “Thomas, look at me,” Kira said, waiting until Mr. Parker finally lifted his head off the table. “Could Emma have hired someone to get back at you for not wanting to be with her?”

      “I don’t know,” Mr. Parker answered. “I don’t know.” The father collapsed into another puddle of tears.

      “Let me tell you what I think, Mr. Parker,” Kira said. “I think you got into business with someone you shouldn’t have, and when you pulled out, they got angry.”

      “What?” Mr. Parker asked with tear-filled eyes.

      “I think you were laundering money for Embargo Limited,” Kira said. “You might not have known how dirty their money was, but you didn’t care because it bolstered their profits. Then all of a sudden, you get cold feet. Why?”

      “I wasn’t laundering money,” Mr. Parker said. “I told you, I fired the account responsible for those accounts. I was cleared of any wrongdoing.”

      A text came through. It was from Dusty. She’d arrived.

      “I’ll be back, Mr. Parker,” Kira said. “I’d take a long moment to think about what you do and don’t know.”

      Kira stepped out of the room. She thought about the scenario, the idea of a vengeful lover came into mind, and since Emma Cole was sleeping with Thomas Parker, she had a motive.
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      Emma Cole stood in the reception area. She was petite, young, and beautiful. Kira saw the young woman's appeal in the older men who pursued her. Kira was willing to bet her husband was twice her age at twenty-five.

      Kira ran a quick background check on Emma Cole, and she couldn’t find anything too scandalous. But some social media posts that Dusty was able to find on her platforms revealed some troubling accusations of infidelity with her current husband, Brett Cole, before the two were even married.

      Emma wasn’t a stranger to becoming a mistress, as she had allegedly slept with Brett Cole before his divorce from his wife was finalized.

      “Mrs. Cole,” Kira said. “I’m Agent Lockhart.”

      “Oh, hello.” Emma had a deer caught in headlights look. “I’m a little confused about why I was called down here.”

      “If you come with me, I can explain,” Kira said.

      Kira led Emma through the office and into another interview room.

      “Please, have a seat,” Kira said.

      Emma sat down. “What’s this about?” Her voice was dry, shaky. She was nervous.

      “I know about the affair, Mrs. Cole,” Kira said. “Mr. Parker already confirmed it.”

      Emma stuttered. “W-well, he’s a liar. Don’t trust a word that comes out of his mouth.”

      “I don’t,” Kira said. “That’s why I pulled phone records between the two of you and a few emails and social media profiles you created under fake names to speak with one another.” Kira tossed the file onto the table. “Care to take a look? I’m sure there are some things in there you said to one another you might need to refresh your memory about. Especially about the part where you threatened his family.”

      Emma trembled. “I didn’t… I would never—"

      “Save it,” Kira said. “I don’t know why your generation has this incessant urge to document everything online, but here’s a tip. Once something is on the internet, it stays on the internet. There is no delete button.” She walked closer, the girl shrinking the closer Kira moved. “So, I’m going to ask you one more time; what did you do to Natalie Parker?”

      Kira envisioned a million different excuses running through Emma’s mind, but her panic and fear wouldn’t allow her to speak aloud. Because deep down, she knew she’d been caught, and right now was the debate on whether or not she should come clean.

      “I find out now, or I find out with you in handcuffs,” Kira said. “Your call. But if you tell me now, I can put down that you cooperated. You’d be surprised how far that gets you in a courtroom.”

      Kira wanted to make this as accurate as possible for the woman. Kira even removed her handcuffs, though she didn’t intend to use them. The girl was barely a buck ten and cleared five feet. Kira could have easily subdued her without a problem.

      “I loved him,” Emma said. “Thomas. I loved him from the first moment I laid eyes on him. We were meant to be together.”

      “So, you married another man,” Kira said. “After all of those strong feelings.”

      “He wouldn’t leave his wife!” Emma shouted, her anger like a petulant child. “It didn’t matter how many times I begged him or how much I told him I loved him. And I know he loved me. I know he did. And he just tossed me aside.”

      Kira didn’t have time for her sob story. “What did you do to Natalie?”

      “Nothing!” Emma shouted. “I never touched the girl.”

      “But you did something,” Kira said, taking another step forward, triggering Emma to step back. “What did you do?”

      Emma’s trembling worsened. “I-I-I didn’t know what else to do. I tried everything. I was angry, livid! It was stupid.”

      “What did you do, Emma?” Kira asked.

      Emma bunched up her face in tears. “I sent his wife a picture of the two of us. You couldn’t see our faces, but I’m sure she understood who the man was. Maybe even who I was.”

      “You sent a video of you and Thomas Parker to Carrie Parker?” Kira asked. “When?”

      “Last week,” Emma said. “I don’t even know if she got it. When I saw her at the park this morning, she acted so… normal.”

      Kira frowned. If Carrie Parker had received the picture, she would have known her husband was cheating on her. But she hadn’t sold her shares.

      “Please, I didn’t mean to hurt anyone,” Emma said, crying.

      “Then you shouldn’t have slept with a married man,” Kira said.

      Finished with Emma, Kira stood and walked to Dusty’s desk, trying to put together the pieces. She no longer believed Emma Cole was responsible for Natalie’s abduction. Perhaps it wasn’t Mr. Parker, either.

      Kira returned to the monitors, where she could see all three people. Thomas Parker looked like he was about to fall apart. Even though his daughter had only been reported missing since this morning, he looked like he hadn’t slept in days.

      Maybe he hadn’t.

      The only person left on her list was Mrs. Parker. And if Carrie knew about the affair and hadn’t sold her shares, Kira needed to better understand the mother’s mindset.
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      When Kira entered Mrs. Parker’s interview room, the mother had bloodshot eyes from crying, but they were bone dry now. She had dark crescents imprinted beneath her eyes, and her hair was frizzy and unkempt. She had removed her makeup, and the wealthy, well-put-together woman Kira had met earlier today had vanished.

      Kira avoided the usual pitfalls of a conversation like this. Most interviewers wanted to start by asking how the person was doing, but Kira had a different approach.

      “Can I get you anything?” Kira asked. “Water, coffee? Maybe something a little stronger?”

      “No, thank you,” Carrie answered, shaking her head and clearing her throat.

      Kira liked to start by offering to do something for the person. It helped set the tone and give the impression that Kira was on their side, but Kira was only here to uncover the truth.

      “I understand this has been an incredibly long day,” Kira said. “But I need to run through this morning's events with you one more time.”

      Carrie exhaled, exhausted. “Christ, how many more times do we have to do this? I’ve already told you everything I remember from this morning.”

      “I know,” Kira said. “But I just want us to walk through the scenario one more time.”

      Carrie shut her eyes and defiantly acquiesced. “I was sitting away from the other mothers—”

      “Were you in front of them or behind them? To the side?” Kira asked.

      “Behind them,” Carrie answered. “I was talking to my friend, Margaret, and—”

      “Was she on your left, or you're right?” Kira asked.

      Carrie grew irritated, but Kira knew getting the mother to remember specifics could help jog the memory.

      “I was on the left,” Carrie said.

      “So based on the bench I saw when I visited the park, you had your back to the wooded area where the other children said Natalie walked over to,” Kira said.

      Carrie stuttered. “I guess, I don’t know—what does that have to do with anything? What are you trying to insinuate?”

      “Nothing,” Kira asked. “Just trying to get my facts straight. What were the two of you talking about?”

      Carrie glared at Kira, but she continued. “We were talking about the other mothers.”

      “Anyone in particular?” Kira asked.

      “There’s a new mother in the group,” Carrie answered. “She’s a young, pretty thing. Second wife. She married in and is a stepmother to one of the boys. I don’t know if she plans on keeping the child homeschooled or not, but he might be joining a private school next year, depending on how things go.”

      “On how things go with what?” Kira asked.

      “Men tend to change their minds about certain… mistakes,” Carrie said.

      “You think this woman’s husband made a mistake in divorcing the previous woman and marrying this younger one?” Kira asked.

      “I’m slightly biased, but yes,” Carrie answered, and then she stared at Kira, giving her a good look up and down. “Are you married, Agent Lockhart?”

      “Divorced,” Kira answered.

      Carrie smiled, her lips thin and wry, curling up the left side of her face before they slackened. “So, you know.”

      “Know what?” Kira asked.

      “Know how men can be fickle,” Carrie answered.

      “I don’t know if that’s strictly a male trait,” Kira said.

      “No, but you and I know it’s easier for a man to get what he wants after forty than for women like us,” Carrie said.

      “I’m not like you,” Kira said.

      Carrie grimaced. “I looked you up, you know. I read all about the case with your daughter. It sounds to me like we’re alike enough.”

      The conversation was turning south faster than Kira had anticipated. Carrie was driving the interview now, and Kira needed to regain control before she lost out on every tiny piece of ground she had gained.

      “Mrs. Parker, I am not the enemy,” Kira said.

      “You haven’t brought my daughter home to me,” Carrie said. “Do you know how long she’s been gone? Seven hours, twenty-three minutes, and forty-nine seconds.” She raised her wrist and showed her watch. “I have it on here to remind me. Every second that goes by is one less moment I have with my little girl, moments I will never get back. So, you’ll forgive me if I don’t understand why you’re questioning me!”

      Carrie was red-faced and panted. She was at her wit's end, and Kira knew she couldn’t blame the woman.

      Kira received another text from Dusty. It was a spreadsheet, and he’d highlighted a few items. It took Kira a moment for her to see why he would have sent her, but then he saw the name associated with the account.

      Kira remained silent, studying the mother. “How involved were you with your husband’s business?”

      Carrie frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, how much were you involved in the day-to-day operations,” Kira asked. “You own forty percent of the company. I imagine that means you have some say in what’s happening, right?”

      “I sit on the board,” Carrie answered. “What does this have to do with anything—”

      Kira slid her phone with the spreadsheet still on the screen across the table. Carrie stared at the screen from a distance, but she didn’t pick it up.

      “Am I supposed to know what this is?” Carrie asked.

      If the mother wanted to continue to play dumb, then Kira decided to pounce on the offensive. “I kept thinking that you were some stay-at-home mother, someone comfortable with taking on the role of a homemaker, a mother, but you’re not.” She pointed at Carrie. “You went to Yale and earned a master's in finance. You would have finished your Ph.D. if you hadn’t met Thomas and gotten pregnant.”

      Carrie stiffened. “I would never trade my career for my daughter.”

      “No,” Kira said, nodding in agreement. “You love your daughter, same as your husband. But while Thomas was covering up one thing, you’re covering up another.”

      “I have nothing to hide from you,” Carrie said, angry. “I have done everything to help you bring my daughter back. That’s all I want.”

      “No, it’s not,” Kira said, putting all of the pieces into place. “You knew about his affair, didn’t you?”

      “What?” Carrie asked, aghast.

      “You knew Thomas was cheating on you with that woman from the mommy group,” Kira said. “You’ve always known.”

      “I don’t—this doesn’t make any sense!” Carrie said and gestured to the spreadsheets on Kira’s phone. “I don’t know what these are.”

      “Yes, you do,” Kira said. “They’re payments made to Embargo Limited, sent by you through an encrypted account. Accounts that, by the way, happened to be the responsibility of the accountant your husband fired after the SEC probe.” She narrowed her eyes. “It was you who called to flag the financial watchdog, wasn’t it?”

      Carrie shook her head, denying the allegations even though she was crying. “You’re wrong. I wouldn’t—” She stifled a gasp before collecting her composure. “I never would have done something like that.”

      “The truth, Carrie,” Kira said. “That’s the only thing that can save you now. And your daughter.”

      Carrie was quiet and then composed herself. “When Thomas made me a silent partner to the firm, I thought it was because he believed I was qualified. But he only did it to make me feel like I owned something. Anytime I wanted to make real change, he’d shoot me down. I might have owned a forty-percent stake, but it was his company.” She took a breath. “So I decided to help out without him knowing. My partnership with Embargo Limited started small, just to see if the relationship was mutually beneficial. But I never knew what they did… what they really did.”

      Kira studied the mother, unsure if she believed her or not.

      “I never told Thomas about the business with Embargo because I wanted it to be mine,” Carrie said. “I relished in the knowledge that a third of Victory Financial’s revenue was from the account I created. My husband never looked at details. He was always into the big picture, so I knew he’d never find out.” She grew still, and her grief transitioned into anger. “But when I found out about the affair, who he was sleeping with, I wanted to hurt him.”

      “So you flagged the SEC,” Kira said. “And then Thomas unknowingly shut off a large supply of money to Embargo Limited. And they didn’t like that.”

      Carrie Parker cried for several minutes before she wiped a trembling hand across her upper lip, smearing snot and tears away from her face. “I didn’t know this was going to happen. I had no idea this was the world I’d be thrusting my family into. When I found out about the affair, I was livid. I waited for Thomas to come clean or end it, but he never did. So, I grew angry and bitter.” She looked up at Kira through her bloodshot eyes. “You understand that anger and bitterness, don’t you, Agent Lockhart? After what happened to your daughter?”

      “I’m nothing like you,” Kira answered, disgusted. “I would never put my family, or my child, in harm's way for revenge.”

      “But you’d be willing to put someone in harm's way to find out what happened to your child, wouldn’t you?” Carrie asked. “My husband chose to tear our family apart when he bedded that slut. He made the first move and—”

      “And now your daughter is hours away from being gone forever,” Kira said. “I need everything you know, Carrie, and I need it now.”

      Carrie nodded and then sifted through the spreadsheets. “Everything was done through offshore accounts on encrypted software. It’s on my computer at home.”

      Kira texted Dusty to come into the room, and when he entered, she stood. “Give my friend here whatever information he needs to access your account.” She started to leave when Dusty stopped her.

      “Where are you going?” Dusty asked.

      “Get everything you can from her,” Kira answered. “I’ll be back in a second.”

      Dusty let her go. “Okay.”

      When Kira stepped out of the interview room, she didn’t stop walking until she was outside. She was hot, sweaty, heart hammering in her chest. She couldn’t believe she had overlooked the mother.

      But while Kira might have known more about why Natalie Parker was taken, she still needed to learn more about the who. And she was going to start with Embargo Limited and Victor Frances.
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      When Dusty stepped out of the room after speaking with Carrie Parker, she bum-rushed him, nearly causing him to drop his laptop.

      “Well?” Kira asked.

      “Take it easy, will you?” Dusty asked.

      “What did you find?” Kira asked.

      “I have access to all of her financial accounts now,” Dusty said. “Even the offshore ones she used to wire money to Victor Frances.”

      “I want to know where that guy is, Dusty,” Kira said.

      “That makes two of us,” Dusty said.

      A notification pinged on Kira’s phone, and she saw the reminder to pick up the DEA agent from the airport.

      “Shit,” Kira said, pocketing her phone. “I have to run. Listen, you remember that woman I spoke to this morning? The one who didn’t have any memories?”

      “Yeah,” Dusty answered. “Tammy, aka Lucy Fairchild, right?”

      “Find out what you can about her,” Kira asked. “Anything at all. Do a deep dive online and see if she has a presence. You’ll probably have to get creative with it.”

      “Sure,” Dusty said.

      Kira continued to shout back to Dusty as she walked toward the doors. “And find out what you can about Victor Frances. If he has a parking ticket, I want to know about it. And find out where he’s at!”

      “Yes, my liege,” Dusty said sarcastically.

      Kira jogged out of the building and toward her car. She was on the highway when she received a call. She thought it was the DEA agent at first, and she didn’t look at the name on the screen when she answered.

      “Yeah,” Kira said.

      “Hey, it’s me,” Stephen said.

      “What is it?” Kira asked.

      “I just wanted to give you a call and tell you I finished going through the stuff in the garage,” Stephen answered. “I sent you a picture with everything I wanted to take home with me. Did you get it?”

      Kira saw she had several text messages from him, and she quickly scrolled through the photographs. Stephen had picked out a stack of pictures, some of Maggie’s swimming trophies, and some clothes, including her favorite jacket.

      “What are you going to do with her clothes?” Kira asked, confused.

      “I thought it would be nice to have something she wore,” Stephen said.

      His tone was that of a man who’d been brought down a few rungs, and Kira knew she was hard on him. While she hated him for leaving after Maggie’s death, she couldn’t fault him for how he had grieved. He processed their daughter’s death in his way. She was in no position to judge him for that.

      “Yeah, okay,” Kira said. “That’s fine.”

      “Thanks,” Stephen replied. “Listen, I know you’re working, and you’re probably busy, but my flight back isn’t until tomorrow afternoon. I thought maybe you and I could grab some breakfast?”

      Kira hesitated. “Why?”

      “Well, it’s been a while since we’ve spoken,” Stephen said. “And, honestly, you and I are the only people who knew Maggie who still care about her. Both of our parents are dead, I don’t speak to any of our old friends after the divorce, and I’m betting you don’t, either. I think about her all the time, and while I talk to Faye, she… It’s just not the same as speaking to someone who knew her.”

      Kira knew precisely what Stephen was talking about. She at least got to visit Maggie’s grave, but the conversation was one-sided. And despite how much she disliked Stephen, there was a piece of her that longed to speak to someone who knew Maggie as she did. And there was no one better than Maggie’s father.

      “I’ll see how late this case goes,” Kira said.

      “Right,” Stephen said. “Well, I still like to sleep in, so I'll probably still be asleep if you call or text before ten. But just leave me a message and let me know what you want to do.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Kira said. “Sounds good.”

      “Bye, Kira,” Stephen said.

      “Bye.”

      When Kira hung up, she had an uneasy feeling in her stomach. She had held on to so much hate for him for so long that to have a calm, rational conversation with him seemed unnatural.

      But right now, her ex-husband was the least of her worries.

      When Kira arrived at the Tampa International pickup lane, she realized she didn’t know what this guy looked like. But it turned out she didn’t need to. Another call came through, this one from an unknown number.

      “Hello?” Kira asked.

      “Black baseball cap near the Southwest sign,” a voice said.

      Kira scanned the sidewalk and saw a man with a phone to his ear wearing a black baseball cap near a Southwestern Airlines advertisement. He sported a backpack and was dressed casually in a T-shirt and jeans, but his DEA badge hung around his neck. She figured that was DEA Agent Cooper.

      Kira hung up and then pulled over, unlocking the door.

      “Thanks for the pickup,” Cooper said.

      “How’d you know it was me?” Kira asked.

      “Dark sedan, lights on the dash,” Cooper answered. “Not to mention you drive like a cop.”

      Kira pulled out of the pickup lane and merged into the traffic flow. “I can take us back to the field office, and we can—”

      “No, take me to see the girl,” Cooper said. “I want to talk to her.”

      “Right, sure,” Kira said.

      The pair didn’t talk on the drive, and Kira was thankful traffic wasn’t bad. She understood Cooper wanting to get the information from their Jane Doe firsthand. Still, she had other pressing matters to attend to, like figuring out how Victor Frances fit into the puzzle of Natalie’s disappearance.

      It wasn’t uncommon for trafficking organizations to have legitimate business ventures. It helped to hide the traffickers' true intent and acted as a way to launder their money. Victor Frances could either knowingly or unknowingly work for a large-scale traffic organization.

      Not to mention Kira was still searching for the White Dwarf. Even though Dusty didn’t want to use it, Kira couldn’t stop thinking about the software he had created. If it could do what he said, it could be a game-changer for finding the notorious hacker.

      “Red light!” Cooper shouted.

      “Shit!” Kira slammed on the brakes, tires screeching as she stopped just past the white line at the stoplight.

      “Damn,” Cooper said, catching his breath. “You all right over there?”

      “Fine, sorry,” Kira said. “I just have a lot on my mind.”

      “Look, I’m not here to step on your toes,” Cooper said. “But I’ve been tracking these cases for the past three years. Like your Jane Doe, I have at least a dozen women who have turned up without recollection of who they were or where they came from.”

      “Did they also pass out when the word ‘police’ was said?” Kira asked.

      “Yup,” Cooper answered.

      “Did you ever find out who any of them were?” Kira asked.

      Cooper shook his head. “They all bolted on me. But they all had the same story. Woke up somewhere, alone, stumbled through a town with no idea who they were or how they arrived.”

      “What about their names?” Kira asked. “Did they remember anything like that?”

      “Some of them,” Cooper answered. “But it usually only a first name like your girl.”

      “Any leads?” Kira asked.

      “Other than the drugs, no,” Cooper said. “I’ve had our techs try to reverse engineer what they’ve found in their bodies, but the chemistry is too complex.”

      “So, we’re not dealing with a drug dealer and gang bangers,” Kira said.

      “No,” Cooper said.

      If Natalie Parker’s case was connected to this drug situation, Kira realized she could be stumbling upon something more significant than any case she’d worked on before. But no matter how big it was or how many people were involved, she'd catch every last one of them if these people were connected to Maggie’s abduction and murder.

      When Kira pulled into the station, Cooper was out of the car before she shifted into park. She killed the engine and hurried to catch up with him at the front doors.

      “Listen,” Kira said, stopping him. “I understand that you’re gung-ho about finding out more information but remember, this woman is terrified. She doesn’t know anyone, doesn’t have any friends or family to call; she’s a blank slate.”

      “This isn’t my first time, Agent Lockhart,” Cooper said. “I know how to handle a fragile witness.”

      Kira stepped aside, and Cooper entered the station. She couldn’t help but think of how funny Dusty would think this would be, seeing as Cooper acted precisely like herself when she worked a case.

      Once the introductions were completed for Cooper, Detectives Maples and Kershaw led them to the interview room where Tammy was still sitting. They’d given her bathroom breaks and even offered for her to wait in the lobby, but she preferred the solitude of the room.

      Kira joined Cooper in the room with Tammy while the detectives waited outside.

      “Tammy, this is DEA Agent Cooper,” Kira said. “He will ask you some questions if that’s all right with you?”

      “Sure,” Tammy answered. “I still haven’t remembered much since we last spoke.”

      “That’s okay, Tammy,” Cooper said. “My goal is to learn whatever you can tell me.”

      “Okay,” Tammy said.

      Cooper’s demeanor shifted. He wasn’t the silent, unreadable man Kira had picked up at the airport. He was relaxed and approachable, smiling at Tammy and maintaining eye contact.

      “Agent Lockhart told me you don’t remember much about how you arrived here,” Cooper said.

      “No, I don’t,” Tammy replied.

      “Can you tell me a little bit about how you’re feeling?” Cooper asked.

      “What do you mean?” Tammy asked.

      “Physically, emotionally, mentally,” Cooper asked. “What has this morning felt like for you?”

      Kira wasn’t sure where Cooper was going with this, but Tammy concentrated and tried to answer as best as she could.

      “Um, I was tired this morning when I first woke up,” Tammy said. “Groggy, almost like I was hungover.”

      Cooper scribbled notes into a folder. “That’s good, Tammy; keep going.”

      “There was a sharp pain in my head,” Tammy said. “But it was like, everywhere, not just in one spot. Like a thousand knives were digging into my skull.”

      “Did you wake up with nausea? Rashes? Bruises?” Cooper asked.

      “I was sick to my stomach, but I felt better after eating,” Tammy answered. “No rash or bruises, though.”

      “Any hallucinations?” Cooper asked. “Seeing things that weren’t there?”

      Tammy shook her head at first but then stopped. “Actually, yeah. It was right before I was brought here. I kept seeing this woman smiling at me. She was dressed in a business suit, smiling and waving. She was talking, but I couldn’t hear what she said.”

      Kira leaned forward. Tammy hadn’t mentioned this before.

      “Where did you see this woman?” Cooper asked.

      “At the bakery,” Tammy answered.

      “And did anyone else see this woman?” Cooper asked.

      “No,” Tammy answered. “And I didn’t see her for very long. I blinked a few times, and she was gone.”

      “Have you seen her since this morning?” Cooper asked.

      “No,” Tammy answered.

      Cooper finished scribbling down his notes and then smiled at Tammy. “This is very helpful, Tammy; thank you so much. I’m going to step out with Agent Lockhart, but before I do, I wanted to know if it would be all right if the DEA paid for a hotel for you over the next couple of days, just to help you get back on your feet.”

      “Oh, um, yeah, I guess,” Tammy said. “Thank you.”

      “Of course,” Cooper said.

      Cooper and Kira stepped out of the interview room, and Kershaw and Maples joined them.

      “What was that all about?” Kershaw asked.

      “Some of the women I spoke with before mentioned certain physical ailments when we picked them up,” Cooper said. “Nausea, vomiting, rashes, that sort of thing. We think it’s side effects for the kind of drug they’re being given.”

      “And the hallucinations?” Kira asked.

      “Only three others have had them, but they’ve all been consistent,” Cooper said. “A woman, smiling and waving, talking, but they could not hear what she was saying.”

      “Jesus,” Maples said.

      “If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to take Tammy under my care,” Cooper said, handing Maples a card. “A colleague of mine will get in touch with you for the details about picking her up. I want to keep a close eye on her and make sure she doesn’t try to make a run for it.”

      “You think she’s a flight risk?” Kira asked.

      “All of the other women vanished on me,” Dusty said. “And while we can’t force her into staying somewhere since she hasn’t done anything wrong, we can put her in a place to keep a close eye on her.”

      “Spying,” Kira said.

      “Monitoring,” Cooper said.

      “Right, well, we’ll be on the lookout for that call,” Maples said.

      “Thank you,” Cooper said, and he walked away.

      Kira was about to follow him when Kershaw nudged Kira’s arm. She motioned to Cooper, eyes wide, as she mouthed “hot.” Kira ignored her friend’s comment and joined Cooper outside.

      “So, I showed you my cards,” Kira said. “Time to fill your end of the bargain.”

      “All of those questions I asked were for our techs,” Cooper said. “The more they know about how the drug affects the victims, the easier it will be for them to figure out what might be in the drug and how it was constructed.”

      “And you’re working under the theory that this drug is the product of an actual company?” Kira asked.

      “That’s what the lab rats tell me,” Cooper answered. “I think women are being taken, drugged, and then conditioned into sex work.”

      “Like a mind control program?” Kira asked.

      “It’s not that far-fetched,” Cooper said. “Governments worldwide spend billions of dollars trying to dump money into conditioning soldiers and spies. Think about it, what’s one of the trafficking’s biggest problems?”

      Kira gave it some thought. “Cooperation.”

      “Exactly,” Cooper said. “These monsters abduct people and then force them to work at gunpoint or through addiction. The money they spend on keeping people from running away is a large chunk of their expenses. But if they could condition a person into believing this is what they’re supposed to do without fear of them taking off or talking to the cops, then they don’t have to spend money on security to keep them from escaping.”

      “And it doesn’t hurt to have them pass out each time someone mentions the word ‘police,’” Kira said, shaking her head. “Jesus Christ.”

      “I know,” Cooper said. “It made me want to throw up, too.”

      If a trafficking ring had cracked the code in some kind of drug that erased people’s memories, then Kira was dealing with a game-changing piece of information.

      “Have you heard of a Victor Frances in your investigation?” Kira asked.

      “No,” Cooper answered. “Who is he?”

      “A businessman, but I think he has trafficking connections,” Kira answered. “I think he’s connected to my missing person case.”

      “Is he local?” Cooper asked.

      “No,” Kira answered. “If these drugs were made in a lab, and it’s as complex as your people say it is, then there must be a shortlist of people who could make it, right?”

      “There is,” Cooper replied. “Lionheart Pharmaceuticals is headquartered here in the Tampa Bay area. I thought we could swing by and poke around.”

      “Let’s go,” Kira said.
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      While Kira drove to Lionheart Pharmaceuticals, Cooper coordinated with Dusty to research the company. And while Lionheart might have been a local company, it had a global reach.

      “All of their research and development had been focused on cancer drugs over the past three years,” Cooper said. “My people tell me the type of equipment they use to create these drugs could be used to make the drugs that we’ve found in the system of our amnesia victims.”

      “And in Michelle Turner,” Kira said.

      “Who?” Cooper asked.

      “Another victim,” Kira answered.

      “It looks like Lionheart tried to bring an Alzheimer’s drug to market five years ago, but they couldn’t get FDA approval for human testing,” Dusty said. “They lost a lot of money on it and then transitioned into cancer research.”

      “So they have experience dealing with drugs that affect memory,” Kira said. “Interesting.”

      “Whoa, I think I’ve got something,” Dusty said.

      “Let’s hear it,” Cooper said.

      “I know we’re looking for connections, and while this wouldn’t hold up in court very well, I see that Victory Financial had Lionheart Pharmaceuticals as a client for a few years,” Dusty said.

      “But they’re no longer a client now?” Kira asked.

      “Looks like they left right around the time Victory Financial started to decline,” Dusty said.

      Cooper was quiet for a little while, but Kira noticed something on the man’s mind.

      “Care to share?” Kira asked.

      “I was just thinking about something I heard through the grapevine,” Cooper said. “It’s something my mentor told me just before he retired. It was about The Seven.”

      “The Seven?” Kira asked. “Never heard of it.”

      “It’s not talked about very often,” Cooper answered. “I’ve only heard it spoken about around DEA and ATF agents. It’s a theory there is a big organization out there, something pulling the strings on every major crime circuit in the world.”

      Kira raised an eyebrow. “Sounds far-fetched.”

      “More like out of a movie than real life,” Dusty added.

      “Forget it,” Cooper said defensively.

      Because Kira needed Cooper’s resources, she didn’t want the pair to get off on the wrong foot. It was clear he had been following this case for a long time, and he probably knew more than he was letting on. Agents from other departments always liked to keep at least a few integral pieces of information.

      “Go on,” Kira said. “Enlighten us.”

      “The biggest problems law enforcement faces regarding criminals always involves seven things,” Cooper said. “Drugs, guns, people, laundering, government, business, and shipping.”

      Kira nodded. “Okay, I'll follow you. The Seven.”

      “Right,” Cooper said. “So, my mentor told me he had a theory there was an organization, a group of people, responsible for most of the big seven’s problems in our society. He believed that enough money could buy enough privacy and legal protection to ensure the people at the top didn’t get caught.”

      “Sounds like the Illuminati,” Dusty said.

      It did sound far-fetched, but Kira had worked enough cases in her career to know the unbelievable was possible. And the moment an agent thought they were more intelligent than the criminal was when they started to lose a step.

      “So, how does it work?” Kira asked.

      “They keep the circle tight,” Cooper answered. “They have enough LLCs and subsidiaries and accounts spread out worldwide that anyone who tried to track them down would run through a labyrinth of paperwork and legal fees.”

      “So, you’re suggesting a small group of people comprise The Seven?” Kira asked.

      “That’s the theory,” Cooper answered. “Again, I don’t have anything to back this up; it was just a rumor. If you look at something long enough, you can find patterns in anything. But one thing I know for certain, whoever is manufacturing this drug, whoever created it, is sitting on a goldmine. If someone could wipe a person’s memory clean and then force them to do what they wanted, that’s the end of free will.”

      “Very Orwellian,” Dusty answered.

      “Dusty, find as many connections as you can between Parker, this drug company, Victor Frances, and any known contacts they share outside their connections,” Kira said.

      “Lock, you do realize these people do business with many different sectors of the economy,” Dusty said. “I’d die before I was able to sift through everything.”

      “Then start with the big stuff and work your way down,” Kira said. “I don’t know if we’re dealing with a secretive organization, but we’re dealing with real people, leaving a trail.”

      Dusty sighed. “Yeah, all right.”

      The call ended, and Kira and Cooper fell into silence. She glanced over at him, but he was looking out his window.

      “Your partner sounds like he’s still in grade school,” Cooper said.

      “He’s smarter than me,” Kira said. “And what he lacks in experience, he makes up for with ingenuity.”

      “Do you trust him?” Cooper asked, looking at Kira.

      “With my life,” Kira answered.

      Cooper nodded and then faced forward again. “My old boss told me that trust is only as useful as the person on the other end. Just because you trust someone doesn’t mean you’re right about it. He was more of a hard evidence man.”

      “So, he didn’t believe in The Seven conspiracy, either?” Kira asked.

      Cooper snickered. “No.”

      Kira realized she hadn’t learned anything about Cooper before picking him up. She usually liked to do a little research on anyone she teamed up with, especially seeing how it was so easy to research her.

      All anyone needed to do was Google Kira’s name, and they’d receive a flood of articles relating to her daughter’s abduction and death five years ago. She’d also made the papers a few times since then on some higher-profile cases. And she found the old saying of “any press is good press” to be false.

      “Where are you from?” Kira asked.

      “Originally from Texas,” Cooper answered. “Little town on the western plains no one’s ever heard of. But it’s still there. You?”

      “Illinois,” Kira answered. “Just outside of Chicago.”

      “City girl,” Cooper said.

      “More or less,” Kira said. “Never liked the smell of cow shit.”

      Cooper laughed. “Who does?”

      It had been a long time, but Kira recognized when something stirred inside her. It was the buried yearning sensation she had put aside ever since Maggie was killed. But she felt it bubble up now. All because of Cooper’s laugh.

      Kira cleared her throat, changing the subject. “So, how do you want to handle Terry Rodrigo?”

      “Well, if we go in guns blazing, I don’t think we’ll get very far,” Cooper answered. “I’m not much of an interrogator. Maybe you should lead.”

      “All right, I will,” Kira said. “Anything else you know about these people you’d care to share?”

      “They have money,” Cooper answered. “The kind of money that could bury two federal agents without people even asking why.”

      “That’s never bothered me,” Kira said. “Does it bother you?”

      “No,” Cooper answered.

      “Good,” Kira answered. “Glad we’re on the same page.”
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      Lionheart Pharmaceuticals headquarters was housed in one of downtown Tampa’s newest high rises. It comprised the entire penthouse floor. When Kira and Cooper arrived in the parking lot, they craned their heads upward to see the company’s name written in bold letters across the front of the building.

      “Nice place,” Cooper said.

      “Built on dirty money,” Kira said.

      The pair entered the building and rode the elevator to the top floor. When they reached their destination, they were greeted with sweeping views of the beautiful coastline.

      “Can I help you?” A receptionist at the desk sported a headset with a thick layer of makeup over her face, complete with a smoky-purple eye shadow and bright-red lipstick.

      Kira flashed her badge, knowing it would help speed things along. “FBI Special Agent Kira Lockhart and DEA Agent Cooper. We need to speak with Mr. Rodrigo.”

      The sight of the badge made her nervous, but the receptionist quickly recovered. “Of course, um, did you have an appointment?”

      “No,” Kira answered.

      “Just one moment, please.” The receptionist typed quickly on her computer, and Kira took a moment to glance around the office space.

      Everything was top-notch luxury. Paintings, light fixtures, furniture, flooring, no expense was spared, and Kira imagined the rent on the penthouse floor was six figures easy. All of the wealth on display told the story of a company—or a man—more concerned with style than substance.

      “Agent Lockhart?” the receptionist asked. “I can walk you both back.”

      Kira and Cooper followed the receptionist through an open floorplan with several workspaces, leisure lounges, and food and drink. The place looked more like a spa than an office.

      But the most luxurious and largest space on the floor, and the only place with actual doors, was Terry Rodrigo’s office. The receptionist opened the doors, and Kira and Cooper stepped inside.

      “Mr. Rodrigo? This is Special Agent Kira Lockhart and DEA Agent Cooper,” the receptionist said, introducing the pair as though they were being called into a royal court.

      “Thank you, Michelle; I’ll take it from here,” Terry said.

      Michelle shut the door behind her as she left, leaving Kira and Cooper standing in the office.

      “Agents,” Terry said. “It’s not very often I’m visited by the FBI and DEA in the same swing. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “But you have experience speaking with us one at a time?” Kira said.

      Rodrigo laughed. “Very clever, Agent Lockhart. What can I help you with?”

      Kira always had a good eye for being able to read people, and years with the Bureau had only honed and sharpened that skill. So, when she looked at Terry Rodrigo, she already had a good idea of exactly who the man was.

      Rodrigo dressed in a tailored suit that was more expensive than most people’s cars, and the Rolex on his wrist could buy a modest-size home. Wealth and status were essential to this man. He took pride in his appearance, his face clean-shaven, tanned, and well maintained for a man his age. His hair was dyed black, no doubt to hide bits of gray, and his smile was so white that Kira considered putting on her sunglasses to shield herself from it.

      All in all, Rodrigo was a man who cared about what was on the surface, what people saw, and their perceptions. And in Kira’s experience, people who only cared about perception tended to do whatever was necessary to keep the status quo.

      “We wanted to speak to you about Thomas Parker,” Kira said.

      “Oh, I heard about his daughter,” Rodrigo said, shaking his head solemnly. “Terrible.”

      “What can you tell me about your relationship with Mr. Parker?” Kira asked.

      “I admire him,” Rodrigo answered. “Respect him. He has a brilliant financial mind.”

      “But not brilliant enough to keep your business,” Kira said.

      “Our parting ways was simply a business decision,” Rodrigo said, sporting a predator’s smile. “The law of the jungle, kill or be killed.”

      “Lionheart Pharmaceuticals,” Kira said. “A little on the nose, don’t you think?”

      Rodrigo walked over to a small bar and poured a drink into a crystal glass. No ice. “I’d offer you two a drink, but this whiskey was imported from a Japanese distillery, and it cost me more than your yearly salaries combined. Good stuff.” He sniffed the liquor before he sipped, eliciting a guttural growl of pleasure. “Very good.”

      “You seem like a prudent man,” Kira said. “Not sure how that thinking helps a business that’s supposed to work in healing people.”

      “Business is business, Agent Lockhart,” Rodrigo said. “To do good, sometimes, you have to make a few enemies.”

      “And what kind of good are you and Lionheart Pharmaceuticals doing?” Kira asked.

      “Our advancements in cancer research are reshaping how patients are treated,” Rodrigo answered. “We’re on track to have a cure within my lifetime.”

      “That kind of research must require quite the facility,” Kira said. “And financial backing.”

      “Of which we have both,” Rodrigo answered.

      “And where are you getting your money?” Kira asked. “I only ask because Victory Financial lost a significant amount of your revenue last year.”

      “We do our best to mitigate risk—”

      “Revenue was cut by fifty percent,” Kira said.

      Rodrigo sipped the whiskey. “You come prepared, Agent Lockhart.” He crossed to the center of the room, where there were chairs and a couch. He sat down in one of the chairs.

      “Tell me about your research facilities,” Kira said.

      Rodrigo scoffed. “Why?”

      “Because I’m asking nicely,” Kira answered. “Or, if you want, I can come back with a warrant, and we can have a different type of conversation. Though I’m not sure if you want to have that kind of press.”

      Rodrigo sighed and rubbed his eyes. “We manufacture our products locally.”

      “Why not outsource your resources to another country?” Cooper asked.

      “By making our products here, we don’t have to pay for housing employees in countries with poor infrastructure, and we don’t have to spend money on shipping materials. Plus, we receive a better tax incentive for locals. Not to mention, it’s better optics for our company’s profile for keeping jobs in the country.”

      “So, it’s about money,” Kira said.

      Rodrigo smiled. “You need to wake up, Agent Lockhart. The world revolves around money.”

      Kira had dealt with men like Rodrigo before; people were more concerned about making a buck than doing the right thing. She wasn’t sure if money was the root of all evil, but she had seen it make people do some terrible things.

      “King of the Jungle,” Kira said.

      “Exactly,” Rodrigo said.

      Rodrigo then gave Kira a good look up and down. “You’re attractive for an agent. That’s unusual.”

      Kira brushed off the subtle catcall and pushed forward. “You have a past, Mr. Rodrigo. One that involves quite a few lawsuits and investigations into your company for questionable ethics in your business practices.”

      “All of which were dismissed,” Rodrigo said.

      Kira had been working in the federal system for long enough to know that a select few people of power and wealth could pull the right levers to make sure problems go away with no questions asked.

      Corruption was a byproduct of the human condition. So long as there was an opportunity to cut a corner and no one was willing to take a closer look, people would always take advantage.

      “You’re a man who does whatever it takes to win,” Kira said. “I know what that looks like, the risks you take, laying everything on the line. Maybe even going so far as to kidnap the child of a man who lost your company a fortune.”

      “Careful, Agent Lockhart,” Rodrigo said, bringing the rim of the crystal up to his mouth. “You’re bordering on slander. And I have some outstanding, costly lawyers on retainer.”

      “Give me a reason to believe you,” Kira said.

      Rodrigo finished his drink and placed the empty crystal on the bar cart. “I think you’re looking at the wrong CEO.”

      “You were Victory Financials biggest loser last year,” Kira said.

      “But I’m not the only one,” Rodrigo said, prickly.

      Kira could tell she was wearing Rodrigo down, so she decided to show another card. “Do any of the drugs you’ve researched deal with memory loss?”

      It was the slightest pause, a stiffening of his muscles and a tense jaw, and while it didn’t last very long, Kira noticed it.

      “No,” Rodrigo said, draining the rest of his whiskey.

      “Are you sure?” Kira asked. “Because we read reports about an Alzheimer’s drug you were trying to bring to market five years ago.”

      Rodrigo cleared his throat, unbuttoning his jacket. “Yes, that was five years ago. But we shifted focus after the drug was deemed unsuitable for market.”

      “I spoke to a young woman today,” Kira answered. “She looked like someone who was involved in sex work. I deal with victims involved in trafficking, and she had all the signs of someone who was forcibly taken from their home.”

      “Is that was this is really about?” Rodrigo asked, leaning forward in disbelief. “You think I’m involved in human trafficking?”

      “She couldn’t remember who she was,” Kira answered. “And the toxicology report we received was inconclusive for whatever foreign substances were in her system.”

      “Agent, I’m not responsible for the abduction of some junkie hooker,” Rodrigo said.

      Kira stepped forward, her anger growing. “Right now, the cases I’m working on seem to be connected, and you and your company’s work in drugs revolving around memory and the fact you were connected to Victory Financial have caught my attention.”

      “What proof do you have?” Rodrigo asked arrogantly. “Show me what evidence you have?”

      Kira was hoping he’d call her bluff, but she had no intention of giving him anything more. “I can’t commit to an ongoing investigation. I’m here as a courtesy.”

      “A courtesy?” Rodrigo laughed. “This doesn’t feel like a courtesy, Agent Lockhart. It feels like an accusation.”

      “Can you tell me where you were this morning between eleven and noon?” Kira asked.

      “Right here,” Rodrigo answered, smiling.

      Kira knew if Rodrigo were involved, he would have paid someone else to do his dirty work. She could have Dusty look at his financials and see what Rodrigo might be hiding. At the very least, it would make the arrogant bastard uncomfortable.

      “Anything else you would like to share before I leave?” Kira asked.

      “I’m a fighter, Agent Lockhart,” Rodrigo answered. “And I do anything to win. But I’m not responsible for Natalie Parker’s disappearance or some prostitute’s memory loss.” He smiled again. “I did Google you, though, before you came into the office. Very interesting. You’re someone who doesn’t like to lose, either. It’s why you keep looking for your daughter.”

      Kira tensed, and her hand instinctively went to the butt of her pistol. It was instinct, and when Rodrigo saw the motion, he held up his hands, laughing in surrender.

      “So passionate,” Rodrigo said. “But I’m not sure shooting me would be good for your career. I’m confident it would end it.”

      Kira slowly removed her hand from the weapon, but her cheeks remained flushed. She didn’t know why Rodrigo would have brought up her daughter, but she wouldn’t stand here and listen to this man’s horseshit any longer.

      “I’ll be in touch,” Kira said.

      “Looking forward to it, Special Agent Lockhart,” Rodrigo said. “Agent Cooper.”

      Kira hurried out of the office and rushed toward the elevator. She smashed the down button, and Cooper caught up with her.

      “Hey,” Cooper said quietly. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine,” Kira said, but she hurried inside when the elevator doors opened, hitting the ground floor button. Her stomach was uneasy, and her heart was pounding.

      Cooper remained quiet on the trip down, and by the time they reached the first floor, Kira had regained control of her nerves, but her cheeks were still red. It wasn’t until she returned to her vehicle and blasted the A/C that the redness vanished.

      Kira found it odd that Rodrigo would bring up her daughter. Of course, it wasn’t hard to see what had happened. The articles written at her daughter’s death were popular news fodder. It was the perfect kind of drama people loved to read about: FBI Special Agent loses daughter to human traffickers.

      Kira had chosen early on not to read anything written about her or Maggie during that time. She knew it would only cloud her judgment on the case.

      It had been five years of searching, five years of hoping and waiting for a break in the case, but still nothing. Even now, after so much time, Kira could still see her little girl on that cold steel slab underneath the harsh florescent lighting of the morgue.

      Every detail was so precise. The dirt under her fingernails. The blue tint to her skin. The cuts along her arms and face, a swollen lower lip, and missing front teeth from a blow to the face.

      Not a day, or horrible night, went by without at least one moment where that image slipped into Kira’s consciousness. It reminded her of what she had failed to do: save her daughter’s life.

      Distracted by her thoughts, Kira didn’t notice Cooper remove a small radio from his bag in the back of the car. He placed it on the dash and then turned up the volume. It was Rodrigo’s voice that finally snapped Kira out of her stupor.

      “What is that?” Kira asked.

      “That’s Terry Rodrigo,” Cooper answered.

      Kira frowned, listening to Rodrigo speak to someone over the phone. She looked to Cooper. “You bugged his office?”

      “Legally, I shouldn’t answer that,” Cooper replied.

      Kira had always been surrounded by agents who followed the rule book, so watching someone not just break protocol but illegally plant a wiretap threw her off guard.

      “Is this a problem for you?” Cooper asked.

      Kira considered her response. She realized people like Rodrigo and the monsters who trafficked people never played by the rules. “This won’t hold up in court,” Kira answered.

      “I don’t need it to hold up in court,” Cooper said. “I need it to help me find out where he’s making these drugs. So, I’ll ask you again, is this a problem?”

      Cooper’s expression was shady, almost violent, but it didn’t frighten her. She’d been waiting for someone willing to do whatever it took to solve a case. And if this led to the discovery of her daughter’s killers, it was a risk she was more than willing to take.

      “No,” Kira answered. “It’s not.”
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      Kira drove a little farther down the street and out of Lionheart Pharmaceutical’s parking lot. She wanted to move far enough away not to draw attention to them, but close enough for Cooper’s bug to stay within radio range.

      “You think he’ll talk?” Kira asked.

      “If he’s guilty, he’ll reach out to someone,” Cooper answered. “Guys like him always squirm. I’ve seen it before.”

      So far, most of Rodrigo’s calls were centered around stock prices and golf appointments. Kira thought if he were going to make a move, he would have done it right after they had left, but he showed no signs of acting alarmed.

      “Was it true?” Cooper asked. “What Rodrigo said about your daughter?”

      Kira nodded. “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry,” Cooper answered. “I didn’t know.”

      “Well, you’re one of the few,” Kira said.

      “I never had kids, so it would be hollow to say I understand what you’re going through because I don’t,” Cooper said.

      “I appreciate that,” Kira said. “I don’t know how many people have come up to me and tried to tell me they’ve had some relatable experience. I get it that people have lost loved ones, but losing a child, it’s….” Kira struggled to find the words. “It hollows you out.”

      “Is that why you work in human trafficking?” Cooper asked.

      Kira nodded. “I used to only assist on cases like these, but after Maggie’s death, I transitioned full time.”

      “And you think these people might be responsible for your daughter’s murder?” Cooper asked.

      “That’s the million-dollar question,” Kira answered. “I think they’re tied to it somehow, at least some of them. I promised myself after Maggie was killed that I wouldn’t stop searching for the people responsible until I found them all, from the guys at the top to the foot soldier who abducted and killed her. And I never break my promises.”

      “That’s good,” Cooper said, nodding. “It’s important to have something to drive you.”

      Kira shifted in her seat. She hadn’t spoken about Maggie to anyone in a while, at least not a stranger. A part of her didn’t like how easy it was to talk to Cooper, but another part did. She stole a glance at him, feeling foolish like a teenager in high school. She refocused on why they were here and what they were doing.

      “It has to be more than just the drugs,” Kira said.

      “What do you mean?” Cooper asked.

      “The drugs given to these victims might help erase their memory, but those memories need to be replaced with something,” Kira answered. “Some objective or mantra. Even someone with no memories wouldn’t want to be forced into sex work.”

      Cooper nodded. “Good point.” He crossed his arms, staring at the radio and thinking. “They might have a conditioning program.”

      “Brainwashing,” Kira said. “You mentioned that before.”

      “That’s a general term for it, yeah,” Cooper said. “They did studies on human conditioning and LSD and other drugs in the sixties and seventies. Most people just lost their minds, and the programs were shut down. But science and psychology have come a long way since those days. I don’t think it’s crazy to think someone could have come up with a program to run people through.”

      Kira thought out loud. “Abduction. Drugs. Condition.”

      “And rinse and repeat,” Cooper said. “And if the drugs make a person easier to control, easier to manipulate in addition to erasing their past, then it would make a conditioning program even easier to be successful.”

      Kira thought back to Tammy and how she had described seeing a woman in a business suit mouthing, talking to her, but she couldn’t hear what she was saying. “Do you think the woman Tammy saw could have been part of a conditioning program?”

      “I do,” Cooper answered.

      The longer Kira circled those theories, the more she convinced herself they could be true. But she needed to be careful. She wouldn’t be the first agent or detective to try to shape a narrative before having all of the facts.

      But all of the evidence she’d found so far, all of the links between Rodrigo, Tammy, and the Parkers, were leading her toward something she knew was undeniable: something bigger was happening around her.

      “How did all of this start for you?” Kira asked.

      “You mean with the drugs?” Cooper asked. “Easy. It’s my job.”

      “When I spoke to Oakley about you, he gave me the impression this was more of a passion project,” Kira said.

      “I’m the only one investigating if that’s what you mean,” Cooper said. “I imagine you’ve done a lot of that with your daughter.”

      “I have,” Kira said. “But you didn’t answer my question.”

      Cooper crossed his arms. “I first started with the DEA in their research division. I was tasked with trying to connect different strains and compounds of illicit drugs and tag them with certain gangs. Most big cartels have certain markers in their product. The idea was that if we could flag the product, knowing exactly which people worked for which cartel, it would give us more leverage in weeding out the enemy. We had some success with it, but one day, I had a sample come through that gave our machine an error.

      “Now, granted, I wasn’t the actual guy in the lab; I was simply in charge of making sure everything ran smoothly, but I watched the techs repeat the same reading over and over again. There was something in the blood sample, but they couldn’t identify it.

      “And then, a few months later, another blood sample came through with the same problem. So, this time, I tracked down the woman in custody. She was arrested for soliciting sex to an officer. But when I spoke to her, she had no memories of her life before. And then that happened eight more times over the past year.” Cooper shrugged. “Anyway, I got tired of waiting for my bosses to do something about it, so I’ve been looking into it myself.”

      Kira appreciated Cooper’s candor. She also appreciated his dedication to the job. The work they did and the hours they kept took a toll. Cooper had no wedding ring on, but she could have guessed he was divorced, though she didn’t ask.

      “You think Rodrigo and this Victor Frances are part of The Seven?” Kira asked.

      “First off, I don’t even know if The Seven is real,” Cooper answered. “Secondly, if it is real, then, yes, I believe they may be involved.”

      It sounded unbelievable to even think about, but Kira had seen enough evidence herself on this case to know there were connections. They just needed to fill in the missing pieces.

      “Caitlyn, I’ll need the next five minutes alone,” Rodrigo said.

      “Of course, sir,” the receptionist replied. “I’ll make sure you’re not disturbed.”

      Cooper leaned forward. “Here we go.”

      The pair listened intently, but the silence stretched for a long time before Rodrigo finally spoke up.

      “We need to move the test site,” Rodrigo said. “I have an FBI and DEA agent sniffing around… I don’t care what it does to the operation! Do you have any idea how much money I’m hemorrhaging on this? Thomas Parker’s buffoonery nearly sank us! I told you we shouldn’t have involved him… I don’t care what he did and didn’t know!”

      Kira leaned closer, hoping to hear who Rodrigo was speaking to.

      “No,” Rodrigo said, and then he sighed, his voice starting to fade, and what he said next was inaudible.

      “He must be moving away from the bug,” Cooper said.

      “Can you turn it up?” Kira asked.

      “Let me try.” Cooper adjusted the readings on the device, and Rodrigo’s voice came through more clearly.

      “Fine,” Rodrigo said. “But I want it done no later than tomorrow morning. And find out what you can about these two. I don’t want any more visits from them, understand? Good.”

      Kira and Cooper waited for more, but Rodrigo returned to his business calls.

      “Well, we know he’s hiding something,” Cooper said.

      “If he’s this spooked, I don’t think he’ll visit the site himself,” Kira answered. “But I’m willing to bet he has a lapdog who will do his dirty work. We just need to keep waiting to see who comes to visit.”

      “You don’t think he’ll just make a call?” Cooper asked.

      “Something this important and dangerous, he’ll want to speak to his guy face to face,” Kira answered. “Men like Rodrigo like it when they can stare someone in the eye. That’s why he never took his eyes off me when we were in there.”

      “So, we wait,” Cooper said.

      “We wait,” Kira answered. “For now.”
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      The worst part of any case Kira had ever worked on was the waiting. But it wasn’t because time dragged; it was because of how fast it moved. Every second lost waiting around was one less Natalie Parker had to survive.

      Kira hadn’t forgotten about the ticking clock on the auction timer for Natalie Parker and a dozen other victims. If they couldn’t get to her before midnight, the chances of successfully recovering Natalie and the others effectively dropped to zero. They would be lost, and Kira would have lost not just Natalie but the chance to catch her daughter’s killers.

      “Antsy?” Cooper asked.

      Kira saw she was bouncing her leg, and she stopped. “I’m not one for sitting still.”

      “Patience is a virtue,” Cooper said.

      Kira scoffed. “You sound like my boss.”

      “Now that’s just offensive,” Cooper replied, smiling.

      “What do you do on these things to pass the time?” Kira asked.

      “Usually, I have a book on tape or something,” Cooper answered.

      “Fresh out,” Kira said.

      “Then tell me about the case,” Cooper said. “Sometimes, it helps to have a second pair of eyes.”

      Kira figured it wouldn’t hurt to give him a rundown. The additional perspective could help pinpoint something she might have missed. She was a good agent, but she wasn’t perfect.

      Kira broke down how her day had started, from Tammy, who couldn’t remember who she was or where she came from or how she had arrived in the city, to Natalie Parker, and the money lost by Victory Financial, the drugs, and the software on the computers and the White Dwarf.

      “I’ve heard of him,” Cooper said. “The White Dwarf.”

      “Everyone’s heard of him,” Kira said. “But no one knows where he is. You wouldn’t happen to know, would you?”

      “Sorry,” Cooper answered. “Do you think the White Dwarf is responsible for your daughter’s abduction?”

      “A similar spyware program was pulled off my daughter’s computer like the ones we’ve seen him use in other abductions cases when he’s targeting victims,” Kira said.

      “What’s different about it?” Cooper asked.

      “Our tech department believes it was a first-generation AI virus that broke through her computer’s defenses without triggering an alarm,” Kira said. “We’ve received resources from the DOD to help find this guy because they’re afraid of risks to national security in case this guy decides to target infrastructure instead of people.”

      Cooper shook his head. “Those bastards are probably glad this guy’s a pervert. They’d rather have a few innocent people die than worry about what might happen to their buildings and money.” He looked at Kira. “Sometimes I wonder what the hell we’re even doing, you know? Even if we bring these people down, even if we find out who is behind all of this and they go away forever, someone always steps up to fill that hole.”

      Kira understood where Cooper was going, but she didn’t necessarily agree. “It’s not our job to stop future crimes; it’s to catch the people performing them now. Every time we stop someone, every arrest we make, every bad guy we put down is one less in the streets. And it sends a message to the people thinking about taking their place. It reminds them of the price they’ll pay. Because they might be able to run for a little while, but they won’t be able to run forever.”

      Cooper shrugged. “Everyone’s entitled to their opinion.”

      It was awkwardly silent before Rodrigo gave them some new information.

      “Dennis,” Rodrigo said, sounding like someone had just entered the office. “I need you to go to the site.”

      “Now?” Dennis asked. “It’s the middle of the day.”

      “Go there and make sure we’re secure,” Rodrigo growled. “I don’t want any mishaps. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” Dennis answered.

      Kira and Cooper perked up.

      “Here we go,” Cooper asked.

      The pair kept a close eye on the parking garage exit. From their position, they had a good view of the location.

      “Do we know what we’re looking for?” Cooper asked.

      “Probably a sedan, or SUV, tinted windows,” Kira answered. “Anything low profile.” She messaged Dusty, telling him to cross-reference anyone named “Dennis” who might work or be employed by Rodrigo.

      But before Dusty could reply, Cooper spied a vehicle.

      “That has to be him,” Cooper said.

      The black Cadillac Escalade had tinted windows and exited the parking garage and took a left, driving past Cooper and Kira in their parked car.

      “Shit,” Cooper said, ducking. “You think he made us?”

      “Depends on what kind of errand boy Rodrigo sent,” Kira answered, and then she started the car and followed the Cadillac.

      Kira followed the vehicle north, out of the city. They drove through smaller towns, keeping off the highway. The driver never ran a stop sign or rushed through a red light. He remained under the speed limit, doing nothing to attract attention.

      “I think he made us,” Cooper said after ten minutes. “I think he’s just jerking us around.”

      “We don’t know for sure,” Kira said. “We’ll give him some more time.”

      Kira made sure to keep her distance, not wanting to draw attention to herself. But the longer they followed the SUV, Kira couldn’t help but wonder if Cooper was right. Maybe they’d gotten it wrong.

      But a text from Dusty helped boost Kira’s confidence. He confirmed an employee named Dennis Calloway worked for Rodrigo’s private security. He was ex-military before retiring and joining the private sector. He also happened to drive a Cadillac Escalade registered to Lionheart Pharmaceuticals.

      “This is our guy,” Kira said, showing the text to Cooper.

      “He still might have made us,” Cooper said.

      They drove another five miles before low-income housing transformed into a small industrial complex where Calloway pulled off and entered through a security checkpoint.

      The complex was small, just a string of buildings and two warehouses, but security was tight. Each entrance was guarded by armed security, and a twelve-foot-high barb-wire fence surrounded the property. Kira spied a few security cameras on the perimeter, too.

      “I don’t think we’re getting inside there,” Kira said. “But I don’t see any signs advertising Lionheart Pharmaceuticals, do you?”

      “No,” Cooper answered. “I don’t see any signs advertising anything.”

      “That’s a lot of security to be guarding nothing,” Kira answered.

      “Park down the street,” Cooper said.

      Kira frowned. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking I want some answers,” Cooper answered.

      Kira located street parking out of sight of the complex. She caught a few stares from the locals, no doubt wondering what a new car was doing in their neck of the woods.

      “So,” Kira said, “what are you thinking—” Kira looked over and saw Cooper with his gun out and a pair of wire cutters in his hands. “What are you doing?” Kira asked, concerned.

      “Going inside,” Cooper answered. “You coming?”

      “Cooper, we don’t have a warrant, and the security is tight,” Kira said. “If we get caught, we’ll be arrested.”

      “Not if we find something,” Cooper said. “Extenuating circumstances for the win.”

      Extenuating circumstances was a legal precedent law enforcement employed when they needed to get something done promptly that would have otherwise required a warrant. But because of the vague nature of the law, it almost always allowed the criminal to get off scot-free and never held up in court.

      “You coming?” Cooper asked, hand on the door handle.

      Kira knew it was risky, but she had never shied away from questionable tactics if it meant bringing someone home.

      “Yeah,” Kira answered.

      The pair exited the vehicle and moved discreetly down the sidewalk and back toward the complex. They kept their distance, searching for any weak points in the security, and Kira found a spot between a pair of oak trees.

      “I don’t see any cameras there,” Kira said. “I think we can get through.”

      Cooper nodded, and they crossed the street to the fence. He produced the wire cutters when the cover of the tree protected them, and Cooper cut his way through to the other side.

      The opening was narrow, and Kira’s jacket caught on the sharp, serrated metal, but they made it inside.

      Cooper hurried toward the nearest door before Kira could stop him and beckoned her to follow. Kira ensured the coast was clear and then joined him.

      The door wasn’t locked, and Cooper stepped inside. When Kira followed Cooper into the building, she noticed he still had his gun up and out. She understood they were dealing with some harsh individuals, but the last thing she wanted to do was find herself in a shootout where they were outgunned and trapped inside the facility.

      Cooper was dead set on moving quickly, but Kira stopped him before they went any farther.

      “We need a plan,” Kira said.

      “I have a plan,” Cooper said. “Get evidence and get out.”

      “We need specifics,” Kira said. “Something concrete to look for.” She glanced around her and noticed the massive concrete silos inside the building. “Smells like chemicals in here. If this is where they make the drugs, then getting a sample is our best bet to verify the company’s involvement.”

      Voices and the sound of a golf cart grew louder, and Kira and Cooper ducked behind one of the silos. When the pair of security guards passed, Kira emerged.

      “C’mon,” Kira said and then stopped to look Cooper in the eye. “You and I can agree that if this place is what it is, everyone working here deserves to go to jail. But the moment we start shooting, we’ll have to explain to our superiors why we were here in the first place, and I’m already on strike three.”

      “I got it,” Cooper said, and then he holstered his pistol. “I don’t have an itchy trigger finger.”

      Kira wasn’t sure about that, but she was glad he had put away the gun. She checked to ensure the coast was clear, and they continued deeper into the facility.

      Past the tall silos was a packaging area with conveyor belts and boxes and test tubes with liquid.

      “There,” Kira said. “That’s what we need.”

      The small vile of liquid was the only item being placed into boxes by machinery, so Kira snatched one of the tubes from the package before it was taped up and then motioned for Cooper to leave. But Cooper was focused on something else.

      “Hey, we need to go,” Kira said.

      Cooper gestured to a door ahead of him. “What do you think is in there?”

      “A security room,” Kira said, hoping to deter him from going forward. “Let’s get out of here.”

      But Cooper continued to step forward, heading for the door. She was about to call after him again when someone shouted.

      “Hey!”

      Kira glanced at the security guard who’d spotted them, but she didn’t stick around. She bolted back toward the door they entered. She didn’t look back until she was at the door and saw Cooper right behind her.

      The pair burst out of the building and back into the sunlight as they sprinted toward the tear in the fence.

      The sound of more golf carts and more shouting filled the property as Kira and Cooper slipped through the cutout of the fence and sprinted back toward the car.

      Kira never looked back until she was inside the vehicle. Cooper joined her, slamming the door. A security truck pulled out of the front gate near the property's entrance. Kira started the car and headed in the opposite direction.

      “If they catch us—”

      “I know,” Kira said.

      The tires screeched as she turned a corner. She maneuvered the neighborhood streets as quickly as possible, but she knew a high-speed chase never ended well. She would have to disappear.

      So, when Kira saw an opening down an alley, she took a hard left, barely squeezing the car between two sets of houses. There was a field behind the homes, and Kira pulled off the road and onto the grass, then killed the engine.

      “What are you doing?” Cooper asked.

      “If they think we’re gone, they’ll head back to their building to regroup,” Kira said.

      “You don’t know that,” Cooper said. “We need to—”

      Cooper shut up when he heard the sound of another car moving quickly down the streets. The tires screeched as it turned the corner, but it faded into the distance.

      Kira exhaled relief and leaned back. “We’ll give it a few more minutes; then, I’ll head north a little while longer before circling back on the highway. They won’t look for us there.”

      “Why?” Cooper asked.

      “Too busy,” Kira answered. “It’d be like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

      Kira reached into her pocket and pulled out the vile she’d stolen. The liquid was clear, almost like water.

      “Let me see that,” Cooper said.

      Kira handed over the vile to Cooper, and he examined it up by the window's light. “You think this is the stuff?”

      “I hope so,” Kira answered. “Because too many lives hang in the balance.”
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      Once Kira and Cooper were safely out of the neighborhood, Kira drove them to the test lab, where local narcotics officers ran drug screenings. She already had the breakdown of the toxicology report from Michelle Turner’s autopsy, so all she needed to do was see if the substance found in Michelle’s body matched what they had in the tube.

      The tech who took the sample was a short Asian man in his fifties. He examined the vile and then went to work.

      “How long will it take before we have the results?” Kira asked.

      “Not long,” he answered. “Five minutes.”

      “Longest five minutes of my life,” Cooper said.

      “Thanks,” Kira replied, and then she and Cooper walked to a small waiting area with chairs and sat down.

      “What are the odds they saw our faces?” Cooper asked.

      “There’s no doubt we were caught on camera,” Kira answered. “But I don’t think they’re going to pursue us. Doing so would bring attention to the facility, and that’s obviously something Terry Rodrigo doesn’t want. They might try to make a move against us unofficially, though.”

      Cooper stared at Kira. “You talk like you’ve already had a hit on you before.”

      “I’ve had to deal with my fair share of disgruntled criminals over the years,” Kira answered.

      Cooper laughed. “You’re something else, Agent Lockhart.”

      Kira wasn’t sure if that was a compliment, but she took it as one. Her stomach grumbled, and she glanced down the hall and spied a vending machine.

      “I’m going to grab a snack; you want anything?” Kira asked.

      “I’m good,” Cooper answered. “I can’t ever eat when I’m working a case. Bad digestion.”

      “Suit yourself,” Kira said.

      The vending machine was slim pickings, but Kira spied a bag of Fritos with her name on it. She swiped her card, punched A-7, and retrieved the bag from the open slat. She opened the bag, but she received a phone call before taking her first bite.

      “Hey, Dusty, what’s up?” Kira asked, unsure if word about her and Cooper’s antics had already made it up the chain of command to Mackie.

      “I’ve got something for you,” Dusty said.

      “I’m all ears,” Kira popped one of the chips into her mouth.

      “I did a more thorough dive into Victor Frances as you asked, and I still couldn’t find anything he did that was illegal,” Dusty said.

      “Not the kind of news I wanted to hear,” Kira said.

      “No, you don’t understand,” Dusty said. “There is nothing on him. Not even a parking ticket. His record is spotless. Nothing. Even my conservative grandmother has parking tickets.”

      “Do you think he’s so clean he’s dirty?” Kira asked.

      “I think the only people who live their lives so perfectly have something to hide,” Dusty answered. “And this guy is connected to everyone and everything. I’ve found pictures of him rubbing elbows with every industry titan across the globe.”

      Kira chewed the chips, thinking. “He could be a figurehead, or a fixer, someone the criminals call when they need something legitimate fixed.” She thought about what Cooper had said about “The Seven” and wanted to get his thoughts on it.

      “Well,” Dusty said, “as someone who’s visited the belly of the beast on the dark web, I can tell you there are some very, very strange things online. And while the sheer logistics of such an organization would be difficult to manage, it’s not impossible.”

      Kira gave it some thought. “The Seven. One contact for each sector.”

      “Maybe,” Dusty said. “I’ll take a closer look at it if you want.”

      “Yeah, do that,” Kira said.

      “Oh, and Victor Frances is stateside, in Tampa as a matter of fact,” Dusty said.

      “You’re shitting me,” Kira said. “Do you know where he’s staying?”

      “The Waterfront Hotel,” Dusty answered.

      “Of course, he is,” Kira said.

      Kira had a history with the hotel, and while it was still operating, it was more closely monitored now.

      “Looks like I know where I’m going for dinner tonight,” Kira said. “Keep an eye on him, and let me know who he meets and where he goes.”

      “Again, I’m not a magician with my own personal satellites, Lock,” Dusty said.

      The call ended, and Kira downed the rest of the chips in the bag. She tossed the empty bag into a garbage can and rejoined Cooper in the chairs.

      “Victor Frances is stateside,” Kira said. “Here.”

      Cooper perked up. “You’re joking.”

      “Nope,” Kira said. “He’s involved. There’s no way his visit here is a coincidence.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been this close to solving this,” Cooper said. “It’s felt like a pipe dream for so long. To see a finish line… It doesn’t seem real.”

      Kira understood the sentiment. After spending the past five years searching for her daughter’s killers, it was surreal to be closer to solving it than she’d ever been. But she wondered how she would finally react when the moment arrived?

      “Agent Lockhart?” The technician appeared out of thin air, and Kira and Cooper stood to greet him.

      “Was it a match?” Kira asked.

      “No, I’m afraid not,” he answered. “I’m sorry.”

      Kira frowned. “Was it at least close?”

      “The vile you gave me was a diabetic medication,” the tech answered. “Pretty standard from what I saw.”

      Kira deflated, but Cooper picked up one of the chairs and threw it across the room.

      “Fuck!” Cooper shouted.

      The outburst caused the technician to take a step backward. Cooper paced for a while and then headed for the exit.

      Kira picked up the chair and returned it to its place. “Sorry about that. And thank you for pushing this one up the priority list.”

      “Sure, no problem,” the tech said.

      Kira left, joining Cooper outside, and found him still fuming as he paced the parking lot.

      “He played us,” Cooper said. “He must have known we were watching him.”

      “Maybe,” Kira said. “Or maybe we should have gone through that door.”

      “We would have been caught,” Cooper said. “It was the right call.”

      “Maybe,” Kira said. “We need to turn up the heat.” She pulled out her phone and walked to the car.

      Cooper followed. “What’s the plan?” Cooper asked.

      “It’s time to find out what Victor Frances has to do with this,” Kira answered.
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      Kira had Dusty forward her everything he could find on Victor Frances. She studied the limited files Dusty had put together, giving Kira a small glimpse into the man’s life. Victor’s company was a consultant firm ranging in various industries across the globe. Because it was a private company, the financials were shielded from public eyes. Still, the more Kira studied the websites and other platforms where Victor’s company was present, she believed the company was much smaller than advertised.

      Victor’s company never explicitly stated how many people worked for them, only that they had a “team” of the world’s best. And the company never clearly said its mission or goals, only that they “helped optimize and streamline businesses.”

      It was a load of horseshit.

      “Anything?” Cooper asked.

      Kira and Cooper were parked across the street from The Waterfront Hotel, where Victor was staying during his visit to the area.

      “Not much,” Kira answered, sifting through the documents. “He’s very private. No social media presence other than pictures of him posted by other people. He’s a part of nearly every industry association imaginable and has connections with heads of state worldwide.”

      “And he doesn’t have a record?” Cooper asked. “No way a guy like that is clean.”

      Kira was usually a pretty good read of people. It was necessary for her line of work, but the longer she studied Victor Frances, the more she was certain he might not be the man she thought he was, and those instincts were confirmed when she arrived at the family portion of Victor Frances’s information.

      Victor had been married to the same woman for twenty-seven years. The date on their marriage certificate told Kira that Victor and his wife were both eighteen when they had married. Victor’s wife ran a non-profit catering organization to feed children around the world. The pair had two daughters together, both in college, with one in medical school.

      That small information painted a different picture of Victor Frances in Kira’s mind. Both daughters had social media posts, but neither provided much insight into their life. Save for a picture the oldest had posted from when she was a baby.

      The photo was an old polaroid of Victor holding his newborn girl in his arms in their living room. The new father was all smiles, holding his daughter. Kira studied the picture, unable to separate the similarities between Victor’s daughter and Maggie.

      “Hey, he’s here,” Cooper said, sitting up.

      Kira saw a black SUV pull into the parking lot and head for the valet. Kira started the car and crossed the street. She weaved around traffic, speeding as she hit the brakes just in time before getting too close to Victor’s SUV.

      Victor had a security detail with him who were quick to respond, but Kira and Cooper both flashed their badges as Victor stepped out of the vehicle.

      Kira had wanted to grab Victor before he went into the hotel because she knew The Waterfront wouldn’t grant her entry unless she had a warrant. The building was exclusive. Only an invitation could give her access inside.

      “Victor Frances,” Kira said, approaching him with her badge out while his security team stood between them.

      “Yes?” Victor asked.

      “FBI Special Agent Kira Lockhart,” she answered. “This is DEA Agent Cooper. We need a word.”

      Kira knew she couldn’t force Victor to speak with her, but she wouldn't need to if she were right about the man.

      “I’m a little busy, Agent Lockhart,” Victor said.

      “I know, but we won’t take up much of your time,” Kira said. “Five minutes. That’s all I ask.”

      Victor studied Kira and Cooper and then whispered something to his security detail, who nodded. “My security will escort you through,” Victor said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      Victor walked ahead with half his team in tow. Kira noted the security detail carried themselves like ex-military. She also noted the number of guards Victor kept on retainer, which seemed strange considering the man didn’t have a record or known criminal connections.

      Once Victor’s security-cleared Kira and Cooper, forcing them to leave their weapons in the car, they were brought to Victor’s room which had a view of the beach and the Gulf of Mexico.

      Considering the man’s wealth and influence, the room was modest. One bedroom with a small living room. Kira knew this guy could have afforded a much larger suite, but he was scrupulous.

      Victor Frances stood by the window, but it didn’t look like he enjoyed the view. He had removed his jacket, which hung on the back of a chair. He was shorter than Kira had expected but slim and lean. He stood with perfect posture but somehow looked relaxed.

      “Your time started when you walked through the door,” Victor said. “So, I’d start talking, Agent Lockhart.”

      “I wanted to talk to you about your daughter,” Kira said.

      Victor spun around, and the man's mild manner transformed into a threatening gaze. “My daughters aren’t a topic for discussion.”

      Kira approached hesitantly, only taking a few steps. “You’re a private man. I know that because one of my best men couldn’t find anything on you. You enjoy the anonymity. But it’s not just for you, is it?”

      “This conversation is over,” Victor answered. “Douglas.”

      The security guard stepped forward and grabbed Cooper’s arm, but the DEA agent shrugged the big man off.

      “Wait, please!” Kira said, raising her voice. “I don’t think you’re doing this because you want to, Victor. You’re doing it because you have to. Am I right?”

      Victor hesitated, and in those brief moments, Kira was sure she had struck a chord. Of course, Victor could have been an incredible actor, but she hoped it was the former.

      “Family is precious,” Kira said. “And right now, several families could use your help.”

      It was a Hail Mary, a last-ditch effort, but Kira hoped her instincts were correct. Because if they weren’t, Kira was dead in the water.

      Victor looked to Douglas and nodded for him to leave. Once the security detail was gone and the three of them were alone, Victor walked to the small table in the center of the room and sat down on the chair with his jacket on the back.

      “Whatever you think I can do, I can’t,” Victor said, avoiding eye contact with Kira.

      “How old is your oldest?” Kira asked.

      Victor looked up at Kira, still wary of speaking about his children, but he acquiesced. “Twenty-four.”

      “Mine was twenty-one when she was killed,” Kira said.

      “I know who you are, Agent Lockhart,” Victor said. “But I don’t know who killed your daughter.”

      “I didn’t think you would,” Kira said. “Because all of your business is strictly legal. And that’s by design, isn’t it?”

      Victor was smart. It was the reason he was chosen for his role. But Kira knew the man had at least some knowledge, or a contact, something.

      “Of course, everything I do is legal,” Victor answered sheepishly. “I’m not a criminal.”

      “No, you’re not,” Kira said. “You’re a man who understands discretion. And you’re also a father. Something you share with Thomas Parker.”

      Victor winced, and he quickly stood, unable to sit still. “I heard about what happened to his daughter. It’s a shame. Tragic.” He stood in front of the window again, back turned to Kira and Cooper.

      Cooper stepped forward, and Kira sensed aggression in him, so she shook her head. She didn’t want to spook Victor. She needed him to remain open to talking.

      “The Seven,” Kira said. “Does that name mean anything to you?”

      Victor stiffened, the only physical sign Kira had struck a nerve. She knew she was short on time, so she decided to push harder.

      “My daughter was in college when she was abducted and killed,” Kira said. “But she was pre-med. She wanted to be a doctor, just like your oldest.”

      Victor continued to stare out the window.

      “She wanted to help people,” Kira said, her voice cracking. “That’s all she ever wanted to do, but instead, her life and her future were taken from her. Sometimes I think about all of the people she could have helped and how her patients will never meet her. The people who took her, the people who took Natalie Parker, and so many others, they’ve ended so many futures. They’ve ruined so many lives. But I have an opportunity to stop them. It won’t blow back on you. I promise.”

      Kira waited, hoping to break through Victor’s fortress wall. It was a necessary wall, a strong wall that protected him and his family. Kira didn’t know how Victor was pulled into all of this, most likely the way that all people who are drawn into a life of crime: by desperation.

      Victor turned around and cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, Agent Lockhart. But I can’t help you.” He grabbed his jacket off the back of the chair and walked to Kira. “I wish there were something more I could do, but my hands are tied.”

      When Victor grabbed Kira’s hand, she felt something slide into her palm. She quickly grasped it, locking eyes with Victor as he silently mouthed a phrase to her: Trust no one.

      “Good luck to you both,” Victor said, and he quickly sidestepped Kira and walked out the door, security escort in tow.

      When the door shut, Cooper kicked the wall. “Fucking waste of time.”

      Kira stared down at her palm, her body blocking the view of the small thumb drive Victor had handed her before he left.

      “So now what?” Cooper asked.

      Kira discreetly slipped the thumb drive into her pocket and turned to face Cooper. “Now, we go back to the field office, regroup.”

      “You don’t want to follow him?” Cooper asked. “Try to press him a little harder?”

      “No,” Kira answered. “We need to head back to the field office and regroup.”

      “Right, okay,” Cooper said, and he headed for the door.

      But as Kira followed him, she couldn’t help but think of the words Victor had mouthed to her after he’d slipped the thumb drive into her palm. If she couldn’t trust anyone, why should she trust Victor Frances?
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      Neither Kira nor Cooper spoke on the ride back to the field office. All of Kira’s attention was focused on the thumb drive. She had no idea what was on it and why Frances had given it to her, but she suspected it had something to do with Cooper.

      But Kira would do her diligence when they returned to the field office. Because while Victor Frances might not have trusted anyone, there was still one person she trusted above all else.

      “Dusty,” Kira said, walking up to his desk. “I need you to put a surveillance team on Victor Frances. I don’t care if they stick out; I just want to know where he’s going and what he’s doing. But the team is not to engage, only observe.”

      “Sure,” Dusty said.

      Cooper was still standing nearby, and Kira introduced the pair.

      “Nice to meet you,” Dusty said.

      “You too,” Cooper said, and then he turned to Kira. “So, what are we doing while Victor’s being watched?”

      “I’m going to the bathroom,” Kira said. “I suggest you get some coffee. It could be a long night.”

      Kira walked away, but once she had lost Cooper, she made a detour to her desk and grabbed her laptop. She entered the bathroom and brought the computer into one of the stalls. She sat down, powered up the laptop, and inserted the thumb drive.

      Kira was aware Victor could have given her the thumb drive as a tool to spy on her, but she decided to trust her gut on this one. Victor wanted to tell her something, and whatever was on this thumb drive was what he wanted to say.

      Eager to learn what was on the drive, Kira quickly opened it and sifted through the files. All of the files were named numerically and were sorted by date. She clicked on the first file, and it opened a spreadsheet.

      Account numbers complete with deposits and transactions filled the page. The amounts were in the tens of millions, and that was only one page of one file.

      Kira opened the other files and found similar deposits and withdrawals on spreadsheets. She scrolled through hundreds of millions of dollars in transactions in a few minutes.

      “Jesus,” Kira said.

      The account numbers for each deposit were different. Kira figured the rotating accounts made it impossible for anyone to track where the money was going. It was perfect for laundering and staying ahead of the law.

      An email notification appeared in the top right corner of Kira’s screen. It was from Dusty and marked as urgent. She opened it and found more financial information provided to her by Dusty.

      The bank accounts Dusty had sent her were connected to Tammy, their mystery girl from earlier in the day. The woman might have had amnesia, but she was also rich. The account contained over one million dollars.

      Curious, Kira copied the bank account number from the email and pasted it into the search field of the first spreadsheet she opened. It didn’t yield a result, so she tried the next spreadsheet and the next.

      After a dozen tries, Kira finally selected the right file and found a match. This was direct proof of accounts paid to a woman soliciting illegal activity. All she needed to do now was find out who was putting the money into these accounts.

      Kira searched the thumb drive again, scrolling to the bottom, looking for any file that wasn’t a spreadsheet, and there was only one. It was a PDF, and when Kira opened it, she found an email communication between two individuals.

      The emails were encrypted and blocked out, but that wasn’t what was important. Because in the body of the email was an address. And it was local.

      Kira ejected the thumb drive, closed the laptop, and exited the stall. She returned to her desk, dropped off the computer, and headed for the door. She had no intentions of telling Cooper or Dusty where she was going. This was something she needed to do herself.

      The address took Kira away from the coastline and east out of the city. According to the GPS on her phone, it was in the middle of nowhere, sandwiched between two small towns that looked like farming communities.

      It was a forty-minute drive, and by the time Kira arrived, it was already pitch-black night. With no streetlights, Kira had only her headlights to guide her down a dirt road.

      But with less than a mile before she arrived at her destination, Kira pulled over and parked her car, hiding it in the woods. If this place had anything to do with the people she was chasing, she was betting security was tight. She had no intentions of giving anyone a heads up that she was coming down the road, so she ditched the car and continued on foot.

      Kira stuck to the edge of the woods along the dirt road for cover. She moved quickly and quietly, keeping up her guard and continuously checking her surroundings. If she was right about what these people were up to, they wouldn’t have any qualms about killing her.

      Sweating and swatting away bugs, Kira finally saw a fence ahead with a gate and armed guards. The pair of guards were dressed in tactical gear with automatic weapons. Kira knew she wouldn’t win this fight in a straight-up attack. Evasion was her best chance of getting through.

      Kira moved down the fence line in the woods, searching for any weak points and wishing she’d had the common sense to bring another wire cutter like Cooper had done. But she eventually found a tree she could climb that gave her enough height to make it over the barbed wire.

      The ground was uneven on the other side of the fence, and Kira landed awkwardly on the ground, but she tucked and rolled, which helped break the fall. Unharmed save for a few bruises up and down her arms. She quickly got to her feet and pressed forward through the woods.

      Eventually, Kira reached the edge of the wooded area, and she found the building the guards were watching. Two more guards, armed and dressed in tactical gear like the men upfront, watched the door.

      They had radios, so Kira knew the moment they suspected something was wrong, they would radio for backup. The only way Kira was getting into that building was if she could sneak in unseen.

      Kira circled the building, keeping to the woods for cover, searching for any other entrance, but there was nothing. No windows, no other doors; it was just a concrete building with no other way for her to get inside. It was maddening.

      But Kira hadn’t come this far only to be forced back to the road. There had to be a way inside, and an opportunity presented itself when Kira listened to the radio communication between the guards at the gate and the guards at the door.

      “We’re heading to rotate,” one of the guards said.

      “Copy,” the other guard at the gate radioed back. “Sending him up now.”

      One of the guards walked away, leaving one man on duty. Even though the lone gunman was decked out in tactical gear, she was more confident taking on one of them than two.

      Kira waited until the gunman who had walked away was out of earshot, and then Kira slowly lined up her shot. She was twenty-five yards away from the target. She’d practiced that distance at the range, and she was confident in her accuracy.

      But the stakes out here were life and death.

      Kira lined up her shot, and she knew if it wasn’t a kill shot, she was dead in the water. She saw the keys on the guard’s belt, and so long as she could get to those keys before backup arrived, she knew she had a chance. She only hoped what was on the other side of that door was a still-living Natalie Parker.

      Kira slowed her breathing, steadied her hand, and pulled the trigger.

      Before Kira even confirmed the shot had found its target, she sprinted toward the door. Thankfully, Kira had found her mark, and the guard lay motionless on the ground. But the gunshot sparked an alert around the rest of the facility.

      Kira snatched the keys from the gunman, opened the door, and then grabbed the automatic weapon before sealing herself inside. She inserted the key and then broke it off, lodging the key in the lock. She hoped it would buy her some time.

      Kira raised the AR-15 and moved deeper into the building. She had entered a small lobby area, and it was empty. Unsure if more guards were inside, Kira progressed cautiously.

      The lobby fed into the hallway, and Kira passed a small room with a large window. She glanced inside and saw several monitors. And on those monitors were dozens of women wearing goggles and headphones. Kira studied the monitors more closely and saw the goggles were VR goggles.

      A heavy knock at the door behind her signaled the guards' arrival, and Kira hurried down the hallway, which opened up into a large room where the women were strapped down in chairs, with an IV fed into their arms from a bag of liquid on a stand next to them.

      None of the women were moving, but they were all alive. Kira ripped off the goggles for one of the women, her eyes open and attentive, but the rest of her expression was slack and stoic. The woman stared straight ahead, lost in a trance even without the goggles on. Kira brought the goggles to her face, and she saw a woman in business clothes.

      The same woman Tammy had described earlier. Kira lowered the goggles. This was the conditioning unit Cooper had theorized. The traffickers were forcing women into mind control.

      The building door buckled, and Kira knew she was running low on time. But because there was only one way in and one way out, Kira stood her ground. She’d take down as many bastards as she could, but she wasn’t sure if she’d survive.

      But then, without warning, the banging on the door stopped. Kira frowned, wondering if they were placing explosives on the door. But there was no blast. Instead, Kira heard the sound of chopper blades.

      The chopper noise grew louder and louder, and then, with the noise sounding like the helicopter was right outside, the steel door was removed from the hinges.

      “Kira! Kira!”

      Kira lowered her weapon as she saw Cooper flood the interior with a group of federal agents.
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      The guards Kira had seen were restrained and placed in the back of a black van. They would be taken to the field office, questioned, and processed, and hopefully provide answers to the origins of their employment, which would lead them back to Lionheart Pharmaceuticals.

      The women were brought out and seen by a cluster of medics who examined them. They were all in various stages of shock, but Kira knew it was more than that. The drugs they were being fed were the same stuff Tammy had taken, the same drugs found in Michelle Turner’s body.

      Cooper walked over to Kira. He was dressed in FBI tactical gear, undoubtedly borrowed from the office.

      “How did you find me?” Kira asked.

      Cooper rubbed his jaw and then sighed. “I put a tracker on your car.”

      Kira stared at Cooper. “You what?”

      “Look, I’ve been working on this case for a long time, and I didn’t know if I could trust you,” Cooper said.

      “No kidding,” Kira said.

      “Hey, it was a good idea,” Cooper said. “If we hadn’t arrived here in time, you would have been killed, and this woman would have never been found.”

      Kira knew he had a point, but she wouldn’t give it to him. “If those drugs match what we found in Tammy and Michelle Turner, we just received a big lead.”

      Cooper studied Kira. “How did you find this place?”

      Kira reached into her pocket and pulled out the thumb drive. “Victor gave that to me.”

      “And you didn’t tell me?” Cooper asked.

      Kira pocketed the drive again. “I wasn’t sure if I could trust you.”

      Cooper grinned. “All right, all right. Fair point. So now what?”

      “Agent Lockhart!” One of the techs stepped out of the building. “You should come to take a look at this.”

      Kira and Cooper walked inside and followed the tech to the room where the women were being held.

      “What do you have?” Kira asked.

      The tech grabbed one of the IV bags and held it up for Kira to see. “I’ve seen these bags before. They were part of a drug bust a few weeks ago.”

      “Any reason why this detail is important?” Kira asked.

      “I tracked the serial numbers of the purchase items for those bags, and these match the same ones,” the tech said. “I also just got back some results of where those bags were purchased and shipped from.”

      “Where?” Kira asked.

      “Lionheart Pharmaceuticals,” the tech answered.

      “Mark it and file it,” Kira said. “And send it up the chain of command ASAP.” She spun around and headed outside, Cooper in tow.

      “You think we have enough for a warrant?” Cooper asked, catching up with Kira.

      “At the very least, we have enough to get him in a room,” Kira said. “But with everything else we’ve compiled, I think we have enough for a warrant. At least to search his facilities. But we’ll need to move quickly.”

      Kira coordinated with the appropriate departments, ensuring they all had their ducks in a row before she requested the warrant.

      Mackie believed it was a long shot, but with the combined evidence they had collected, complete with the bags found at the site, and at least one of the guards at the “conditioning building” was confirmed to have been a former employer at Lionheart Pharmaceuticals—that was the nail in the coffin.

      Kira led the charge to his office and a team of local Tampa PD officers who acted as a backup. She didn’t usually make such a show of an arrest, but she knew how much Rodrigo valued his image, and she wanted to do everything in her power to destroy it.

      But if Kira was hoping for a big outburst from Rodrigo or even a look of surprise, she didn’t get one. The pharmaceutical mogul remained stoic when Kira walked into his office, flanked by a dozen police officers, and escorted down to the car.

      If Rodrigo was nervous, he showed no signs of it. And that made Kira nervous. The man’s arrogance might have been so high that he believed nothing could touch him, or there was something else he had up his sleeve.

      Kira didn’t bother to question Rodrigo in the car to the local precinct. Once Rodrigo was processed, he was brought into an interrogation room where he sat alone. Kira studied Rodrigo through the monitors.

      “The balls on this guy.” Captain Malloy was head of Tampa’s thirteenth precinct. He was a short man, stocky, with a flat top of white hair. He had helmed his position for quite a while but hadn’t retired. He was one of the few cops who liked Kira. “Arrested for abduction and murder, and he doesn’t even bat an eyelash.”

      “He never asked for council during his processing?” Kira asked.

      “Nope,” Malloy answered.

      Kira needed to cut Rodrigo’s confidence down, make him bleed to remind him he wasn’t untouchable. She returned to her vehicle and grabbed the case file she had been putting together.

      When Kira re-entered the precinct, she headed for the interrogation room, stopping a moment to look back at Malloy. “Make sure cameras are rolling.”

      “He’s ready for his close-up,” Malloy confirmed, flashing a thumbs up.

      More officers and detectives had gathered around a monitor, but Kira wasn’t intimidated by the audience. She had been in tough spots before, and she always rose to the challenge.

      “Mr. Rodrigo,” Kira said, stepping into the interrogation room. “Have you been made aware of your right to an attorney?”

      Normally, Kira wouldn’t have played that card so early; she did her best to avoid reminding suspects about their rights as much as possible. She eventually told them, but she wanted to get as much information from them as she could before lawyers were involved.

      Rodrigo remained silent and stoic. The man was unemotive, and it was starting to get under Kira’s skin, which was the exact opposite of how this interrogation was supposed to go.

      Kira sat down across from Rodrigo and placed the case folder between them. She opened it to the first page and then cleared her throat. “You’re a busy man. But I suppose you’re used to navigating all of this, huh? Just another day at the office.”

      Rodrigo still wore his cuffs, and Kira decided to keep them on. She wanted to give him as many reminders as possible that he wasn’t the one in control here. He was in her custody.

      “And it has been quite the busy morning.” Kira removed the photographs of Michelle Turner, the girl who had her face bashed in and her body left in the woods by the park. “Look familiar?”

      Rodrigo glanced down at the photograph, and for a fraction of a second, his façade broke. The image disturbed him, at least a little. But it provided Kira information, and she intended to use it.

      “I know it’s probably hard to tell, given the girl’s face smashed in like this,” Kira said. “I mean, whoever did this went all in, you know? Reminds me of your work ethic. The way you’re so gung-ho about your business. King of the jungle, right?”

      Rodrigo still didn’t want to crack, which was okay with Kira. Even though time was working against her and Natalie Parker, she could play the patience card. It was all about making the suspect believe they were out of time.

      “You’re going away for a long time Rodrigo,” Kira said. “And this isn’t just for some FDA or SEC violation. No white-collar facility for you. No, this is abduction and murder. You’re going to be locked away with all the other animals. I know how much you enjoy lording over people, especially in your penthouse office overlooking the city. You think you have dominion over everything you see. But once you’re on the inside, you’ll be a fish out of the water, the bottom of the food chain. Those criminals will take one look at you and see you for the soft boardroom boy you are.”

      Rodrigo finally smiled. “Are you done?”

      Kira shrugged. “I think I could keep going for a while, but I'm all ears if you have something to add.”

      Rodrigo leaned forward as far as the restraints would allow him. “I want to make a deal.”

      “A deal?” Kira asked. “This isn’t a boardroom negotiation. You were arrested for murder and abduction. I’ve got a dozen women who were being brainwashed by a drug you created.”

      “You want to know what I know?” Rodrigo asked. “Then I make a deal first.”

      Kira knew Rodrigo understood the gravity of the situation. So, whatever “deal” he wanted to make had to be a substantial piece of information.

      “All right, what do you know?” Kira asked.

      “Rule number one of negotiations, Agent Lockhart,” Rodrigo said. “You don’t show your cards until you have everything in writing.”

      “The only way you’ll get anything in writing is to tell me exactly what you know,” Kira said. “I’m not the one in cuffs.”

      “But you’re the one running out of time,” Rodrigo said. “The ticking clock is the cop’s worst enemy because every second that passes decreases the success of you finding your victim.”

      Kira wasn’t going to let Rodrigo bother her. “We’re allowed to detain you for up to twenty-four hours. Maybe we put you in a bad lock-up situation. By accident, of course. Who knows what could happen when you’re thrown into the general prison population?”

      Rodrigo might have been the big fish in his world, but even he understood how dangerous prison was inside those walls. And Rodrigo’s self-preservation won out.

      “I know where you can find the White Dwarf,” Rodrigo said.

      “How do you know that?” Kira asked.

      “That’s all you’re getting until I have a deal in writing,” Rodrigo answered. “Run along and tell your bosses then. These cuffs are starting to irritate my skin.”

      Kira grimaced and then collected her file before stepping out of the room. She blew past Captain Malloy and the other officers and immediately called Mackie on her phone.

      “Lock, what do you have?” Mackie asked.

      Whenever Kira worked a case, she rarely reached out to Mackie personally, so when she did call, he always answered.

      “Rodrigo says he can give us the White Dwarf,” Kira said.

      Mackie paused. “You’re sure?”

      “No, but I don’t have any reason to believe he’s bluffing,” Kira answered. “He’s staring down an abduction and murder charge and hasn’t even blinked. This guy has enough connections and money for him to buy information. This may be his trump card.”

      “We’ll get our legal team together,” Mackie said. “See what we can work out. But he will have to give us something credible for a deal to be made. Has he told you what he wants?”

      “No, but I’m assuming he wants the charges completely dropped,” Kira answered.

      “Well, if he can deliver the White Dwarf, he might just get what he wants,” Mackie said.

      “Sir, you can’t be serious,” Kira said. “This guy is scum. I saw what his drugs were doing at the conditioning sight. I saw—"

      “I’m not saying it’s right, but think of the bigger picture here,” Mackie said. “You know as well as I do how many people the White Dwarf traffics daily. We’ve been after this guy for years. The Bureau will want to bag him.”

      “Sir—”

      “I’ll make sure I include your protest when I throw this up the chain of command,” Mackie said. “Just keep him there for now.”

      The call ended, and Kira stood outside the precinct. Even though night had fallen, she was still sweating, and her deodorant was wearing off, her body order creeping up through her jacket.

      Kira understood what Mackie was trying to do, but the idea of Rodrigo going free was too much for her to handle. She would need to ensure he received some punishment; she just needed to figure it out.
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      It was another forty-five minutes before the legal team and Rodrigo’s representation were all at the precinct, which had drawn considerable attention from the media. The small precinct was slowly transformed into a circus, and Kira was at its center.

      “So, we’re all on the same page here.” Rodrigo’s lawyer wore a more expensive suit than his client, and he had been meticulous in his wording both verbally and in the paperwork, he and the FBI team had drawn up. “Mr. Rodrigo will be cleared of any wrongdoing, and no charges will be pressed against him. He will, of course, be responsible for any civil cases that arise, but the FBI will make a public statement about how Mr. Rodrigo was integral to the investigation.”

      Kira winced at the word integral. He was responsible for all of this, a key piece in the wheel. But Mackie’s bosses wanted the White Dwarf. And even she accepted that bagging him was a high priority.

      “And this deal will remain in place so long as Mr. Rodrigo can deliver the information required to arrest and detain the individual known as the White Dwarf,” the lawyer said, setting down the paper. “The rest is all standard legal jargon, but do we have an understanding?”

      Rodrigo remained stoic and calm throughout the proceedings and only spoke by whispering into his lawyer’s ear. Every once in a while, he would glance at Kira in the corner of the room, and she swore she saw him smile, if only for a second.

      Mackie conferred with the rest of his team and then nodded. “We have a deal.”

      “Good,” the lawyer said. “We’ll notarize this and then move on.”

      Once both parties signed the agreement, it was Rodrigo’s time to deliver.

      “What do you know?” Kira asked.

      Mackie gave her a side-eye from his seat at the table but ignored her. “Your turn, Mr. Rodrigo.”

      “There is an encrypted file on my office laptop,” Rodrigo said. “The password to move past the encryption is located in my wall safe behind the Monet painting. My lawyer will provide you with the password to enter the safe.”

      “And what’s on this encrypted file?” Mackie asked.

      “I never do business with anyone without learning about them,” Rodrigo answered. “Business is like war, and you must know your enemy.”

      “Enough with the theatrics,” Mackie said.

      The lawyer whispered something into Rodrigo’s ear, and then he nodded and continued.

      “The White Dwarf’s real name is Carl Hawkins,” Rodrigo said. “He is currently hiding in a small apartment in Miami, enjoying some vacation time. Everything I could find out about him is on that file.”

      Mackie snapped his fingers, and a team of agents poured out of the room. But Kira remained.

      “Well, now we wait,” the lawyer said.

      It took less than twenty minutes for the FBI team to confirm the file existed, and once that happened, Rodrigo looked directly at Kira and smiled.

      “Maybe next time, Agent Lockhart,” Rodrigo said.

      Kira knew the stakes had never been higher, and she understood that her next moves would get her in trouble, but she couldn’t walk out of that room without giving Rodrigo a taste of his own medicine.

      Kira was fast, which most people expected given her wiry appearance, but no one in the room could catch her as she lunged forward and pinned Rodrigo up against the wall. She had her hands on his throat. Kira had no intention of seriously hurting him, but she wanted to remind him that he wasn’t untouchable.

      “Agent Lockhart, that’s enough!” Mackie was the first one to her, peeling her off of Rodrigo, but she didn’t offer any resistance.

      “You're done!” Rodrigo’s lawyer screamed. “You will be fired from this, do you understand? No one lays hands on my client, no one!”

      Everyone in the room was screaming, but the only people who remained silent were the two people involved in the physical altercation.

      Kira and Rodrigo stared at one another while the rest of the room separated them. She could tell he was upset and rattled, which was exactly what Kira had wanted.

      “Outside,” Mackie said, grabbing hold of Kira’s arm like she was a child. “Now.”

      Kira was marched through the precinct, Mackie close behind, and the pair didn’t stop until they were outside.

      Because the press was still waiting outside, Mackie used the side door, which dumped them out into the parking lot on the side and out of view from the cameras.

      “What the hell was that?” Mackie asked.

      “He’s going to walk!” Kira replied. “He had this planned all along!”

      “He hired a hacker to get the information he wanted,” Mackie said. “Was it illegal? Yes. Was the crime against two young girls and the women his drug-affected horrendous? Of course. But our agents are en route to collect a suspect we’ve been chasing for almost a decade. A monster who has been responsible for the abduction of thousands of women. Do you understand what that means?”

      “I do,” Kira answered. “It means we’re willing to sell our soul to get what we want.”

      “This job isn’t black and white,” Mackie said. “It never has been, and it never will be.”

      “It’s black and white for the parents,” Kira said, growing emotional. “It’s black and white for mothers who lose their children. It’s black and white for the kids and women and anyone who is forcibly taken from their home, their lives destroyed!”

      Kira had raised her voice to a scream, and she heard the commotion at the front of the building from the reporters starting to move toward the fenced parking lot. They wouldn’t be able to get inside, but they would be able to snap a picture, and Mackie pulled her back inside before a camera lens was on her.

      Back in the precinct, Mackie kept his voice low. “I don’t know if I can save you from this incident, Lock,” Mackie said. “And I know what this case means to you, what it means regarding closure for your daughter. But you are not above the rules.”

      “And yet Terry Rodrigo is,” Kira said.

      “You think he’s just going to walk free?” Mackie asked. “There will be civil suits against him, bad PR; he’ll get his dues.”

      “But he won’t go to jail,” Kira said.

      Mackie deflated. “No. He won’t go to jail. And that’s on me, Lock. Not you.” He shook his head, exhausted. “I need to get back in there. You should go home.”

      “This is my case,” Kira said.

      “If you want to help, stand down,” Mackie said.

      Mackie walked away, leaving Kira to linger in the stares of the officers in the precinct. No doubt they had heard what had happened in the interrogation room. She was still angry, but she was more focused now.

      “Lock,” Cooper jogged up behind her, catching his breath. “We got another hit on a conditioning unit. I’ve got a few of your guys, and we’re heading there now. You in?”

      Kira was still fuming from the altercation with Rodrigo, and she needed somewhere to channel that anger. This was the perfect outlet.

      “Yeah,” Kira said. “I’m in.”
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      Kira rode shotgun this time while one of the other FBI agents drove. His name was William Clifford, but everyone called him Big Red, a nickname that started at Quantico because of his red hair and how he turned bright red whenever he was in trouble with his superiors.

      Justin Wilson rode in the back with Cooper. Wilson was tall, nearly six and a half feet, and skinny as a flagpole. A few people tried calling him stretch, but he quickly squashed those efforts. He had a temper, and no one wanted to be on his bad side. People still called him that behind his back, but never to his face.

      “How many of these places are there?” Wilson asked.

      “Not sure,” Cooper answered. “But I’d be willing to wager there are more we don’t know about yet.”

      “Well, find them,” Kira said, tightening her hand into a fist. “All of them.”

      Kira wished she could be down in Miami as they pulled Carl Hawkins from his apartment. She wanted to be the one to look him in the eye, to tell him that she was the one responsible for his arrest. But more than anything, Kira wanted the man's name responsible for her daughter’s death. She believed Hawkins could give her that name. And if he couldn’t… she’d cross that bridge when she came to it.

      “Here we are,” Clifford said, slowing the car and pulling off to the side of the road.

      Kira had been distracted by her thoughts for most of the trip, but she saw they had arrived at the old shipping yards when the car stopped.

      “Intelligence said it was here?” Kira asked.

      “That’s what the paperwork said,” Wilson answered.

      Kira frowned. She saw no guards, no actual fencing, no security of any kind, not like what she’d seen at the other facilities she’d visited today.

      All the doors opened, save for Kira’s, and Clifford glanced over at her. “Are we doing this or what?”

      “Yeah,” Kira answered, opening her door. “Let’s go.”

      Kira and Clifford led the four-person team through the abandoned boatyard. Kira checked the rooflines for any gunmen but found nothing. When they entered the first building, it was dark and musty, and she caught a whiff of something dead inside.

      But there were no girls.

      “It’s a big place,” Wilson said, reading everyone else’s mind. “Maybe they’re in another building.”

      Kira shook her head, glancing around. “No, this isn’t right. Cooper, are you sure—”

      The gunshots were quick and silenced by the suppressor on Cooper’s pistol. He’d already brought down Wilson and Clifford when Kira realized what was happening, and he aimed the gun at her.

      “Drop it, Lockhart,” Cooper said.

      Kira slowly bent forward and dropped the weapon on the floor. She rose, hands raised to her shoulders. “There was no memo, was there?”

      “No,” Cooper answered.

      “Why not just bring me?” Kira asked.

      “I figured that whatever Victor had given you meant you might be suspicious of me,” Cooper answered.

      “You knew him?” Kira asked.

      “Yeah,” Cooper answered.

      “That stuff you were pedaling about The Seven, that bullshit, too?” Kira asked.

      Cooper shook his head, afraid. “You don’t know what you’re stepping in, Agent Lockhart. The world you want to tear down? It’s impossible to do. The Seven have people everywhere, in every agency, in every form of government, business, and worldwide. They control the pieces. I just decided I was done trying to make things worse.”

      “Worse?” Kira asked. “You think what’s happening isn’t making things worse?”

      “Trust the devil, you know,” Cooper answered. “If The Seven topples, who knows what would take its place? At least this way, I know who I’m fighting. And it’s not like we don’t have our wins. Look at what happened earlier today? We got to save those women. Don’t you think that’s a good thing?”

      Kira glanced at the two dead agents on the floor. Each of them had been shot in the head. “Why not kill me, too?”

      “I wanted to give you a chance,” Cooper answered. “A chance to make a real difference. We could use an agent like you. Someone who’s not afraid to do what needs to be done.”

      Kira grimaced. “Not interested.”

      “Don’t be stupid, Kira,” Cooper said. “Think about what I’m offering you. Think about the kind of difference you could make. And, hey, you want the people who killed your daughter? I can give them to you.”

      It was a tempting offer, but Kira didn’t just want the trigger man, she wanted them all, and now Cooper was on her list.

      “How does it work?” Kira asked, trying to buy her some time.

      “We get names of bad guys to take down; in exchange, we have to get our hands dirty sometimes,” Cooper answered. “It’s not that bad.”

      “Tell that to Wilson and Clifford,” Kira said.

      “Those guys were a dime a dozen,” Cooper said. “Rodrigo was right when he talked about being the king of the jungle. I’m offering you a seat at the table. Are you going to take it?”

      If Kira said no, she’d be shot, so the answer was easy. “I want to meet your contact. The one you report to.”

      Cooper nodded. “That’s fair.” He reached for his handcuffs and tossed them to Kira. “Put them on.”

      Kira donned the cuffs and followed Cooper’s lead as he motioned her toward the door. Once they returned to the car, she knew she would lose her chance to do anything, so she kept her eyes open for an opportunity. And when they neared the exit, she found one.

      There was an old pallet stacked next to the exit outside. Since Kira walked ahead of Cooper, she had a chance to reach that pallet first. It was risky, but it was her best chance to escape. She could circle back around and get her weapon, then take Cooper out before he left.

      “This is a smart move, Lock,” Cooper said as they neared the door. “You won’t regret this.”

      “I hope not,” Kira said.

      When Kira stepped outside the door, she sprinted for the pallets, ducking behind the wood just as Cooper fired. But the bullet missed and struck the pallets.

      Kira then sprinted for the nearest door back into the vast warehouse where Clifford and Wilson were killed and picked up her weapon on the run. Cooper remained in pursuit, but his bullets missed again.

      It was harder than people thought to shoot accurately on the run, even for a trained agent. Kira kept moving, making herself a hard target to hit. She ducked behind an old fishing boat on concrete blocks and caught her breath.

      “You can’t keep running, Kira,” Cooper shouted. “The people you're up against show no mercy. They don’t care about you, your daughter, or anything other than keeping their operation running. And it’s going to keep running no matter what. If it’s not The Seven, then it’s someone else. Don’t you see? There are always going to be criminals to fill the void. But if we control the void, that’s where true change can happen. Don’t think of it as being in someone else’s pocket; think of it as them being in your pocket.”

      “That’s a nice load of grade-A bullshit you’re peddling, Cooper,” Kira shouted.

      “You didn’t have to die, Kira,” Cooper said. “But I think it’s time for you to see your daughter.”

      Cooper had tracked Kira to the boat, and he’d isolated the concrete pillar where she’d been hiding. But what Cooper hadn’t seen was Kira climbing up into the ship. When he rounded the corner, expecting to see her on the ground, Kira already had a bird’s eyes view him from the boat.

      By the time Cooper realized what was going on, Kira had put three bullets into his chest, knocking him backward.

      Cooper gasped for breath on the ground. He was wearing Kevlar, but the bullet's force still knocked the wind out of him.

      Kira jumped down from the boat and kicked his gun away. But when she saw blood in Cooper’s mouth, she knew something was wrong.

      “One…” Cooper coughed blood. “One went through.”

      Kira lowered her weapon as she saw the blood soaking down the sides of his shirt. She watched as Cooper blinked a few times and then lay still.

      It was a silent death. There was light in his eyes, and then there wasn’t, just like turning off a switch.

      Kira found the cuff keys in Cooper’s pocket and then freed herself from her restraints. As she did, she called Dusty, ready to tell her about Cooper’s betrayal. But Dusty had other news.

      “Kira,” Dusty said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?” Kira asked.

      “Rodrigo’s intelligence was old,” Dusty answered. “Carl Hawkins, the White Dwarf, wasn’t in Miami.”
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      “So, what’s the plan?” Kira asked.

      Dusty hesitated. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, how are we going to press Rodrigo to give us more information?” Kira asked.

      “Lock, Rodrigo doesn’t know anything else,” Dusty answered. “He’s scrambling with his lawyers to try to come up with another deal, but that location was his trump card.”

      Kira trembled with anger. She glanced down at Cooper’s lifeless body, and she thought of Wilson and Clifford dead in the building. She thought about Michelle Turner’s body and Natalie Parker waiting to be auctioned off to some sicko. And she thought about her daughter. And she thought about the dead-end she was currently staring down.

      The White Dwarf was the last lead Kira had to chase down. But no one knew where he was. But Kira had a way to find out.

      “I’m going to text you an address,” Kira said. “Cooper was dirty. He killed Clifford and Wilson.”

      “What?” Dusty asked. “Jesus, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Kira answered. “Cooper’s dead. Just send a unit over here ASAP. I’ll text you.”

      Kira ended the call and then patted down Cooper’s body. She searched for anything that might have given her a clue as to whom he reported to, but she found nothing save for his phone, which was password encrypted.

      Dusty would be able to crack it, but she wasn’t sure what he would find. It was most likely just more connections, more ghosts to chase, but that wouldn’t lead Kira to the person responsible for her daughter’s death.

      After the forensic unit arrived on the scene and the coroner’s office, Kira gave her statement and returned to her car. She had no plans of sticking around.

      In the several years that Kira and Dusty had known one another, the pair had never hung out outside of work. They didn’t go for drinks. Didn’t eat meals together. They worked together, and that was the extent of their relationship.

      But last year, Kira had driven to Dusty’s house when he was off duty to grab a thumb drive for a case she was working on. It was late, and while Kira didn’t step foot inside his apartment, Kira still knew where he lived.

      And the address was all she needed.

      Dusty’s apartment building was located in the heart of downtown St. Pete. The location was loud, noisy, and busy, perfect for a single man his age.

      Kira parked on the street, put her hair up in a baseball cap, and donned a pair of dark sunglasses. She exited the vehicle and then made her way toward the building.

      Security clearance was required, and since Kira didn’t have Dusty’s key card, Kira resorted to her charms.

      “Hey, sorry,” Kira said, jogging to catch up to a pair of women at the door who stopped and turned. “Thanks, I forgot my card.”

      “No worries,” the young redhead answered. “I’m surprised I remembered mine. Come on; I’ll take you up to your floor.”

      Kira smiled politely and then followed the girls to the elevator. “Sixth floor,” Kira said.

      The redhead punched the button, and the doors closed. The two young girls chatted on the ride up, talking about their weekend plans, workday, and all of the things two young women would speak about.

      Kira watched them. They looked like the same age her daughter would have been if Maggie were still alive. Kira wondered if these girls would have been friends with her daughter.

      Kira thought about the offer Stephen had made about meeting up for breakfast and talking to each other about Maggie. She had been resistant at first but hearing this normal conversation between these two women prompted a yearning inside of Kira she didn’t even know was there anymore.

      A desire for normalcy.

      The elevator doors opened on the sixth floor, and the pair of girls looked back at Kira, smiling. “There you go.”

      “Thanks again,” Kira said, stepping between them and then hurried toward Dusty’s apartment. She remembered the number—27—and it was tucked conveniently at the end of the hall. She would be able to pick the lock without much problem and hopefully away from prying eyes or security cameras.

      Not that she believed Dusty would press charges. But that would depend on the kind of trouble he might get into.

      Of course, for what Kira was about to do, she would take all of the blame, but she understood some of it would land on Dusty for even creating the program.

      It only took Kira sixty seconds to pick the lock, and she was inside Dusty’s apartment. She shut the door behind her and locked it.

      Kira didn’t bother with gloves. She wasn’t trying to hide what she did, and if there were any severe blowback, this would help in Dusty’s case of innocence. She was doing this independently, of her own free will. Dusty didn’t have anything to do with it.

      Dusty’s apartment reflected his personality. It was neat, tidy, and minimalistic. But while she had expected a bachelor pad, she found a tastefully decorated interior instead. There were paintings on the walls, an actual dining table, and a living room set.

      The kid had his life more together than she did.

      Kira found the second bedroom, which acted as Dusty’s home office, and saw his laptop on the desk.

      It was password protected, but she had snuck a peek at his password last year when he had brought his laptop to work. And because Dusty was a creature of habit, she suspected the password hadn’t changed.

      She was right.

      “For a computer whiz, you need to up your password game, bud,” Kira said.

      Kira sat down at the desk and opened the search browser for the hard drive. She didn’t know its name, so she went through the folders, looking for anything that resembled a new type of software.

      Kira found a large file made with Python programming code halfway through the hard drive. She clicked on it, and it appeared on the screens before her, the code unfolding like a scene from the matrix.

      “Bingo,” Kira said.

      The program looked self-explanatory. Specific data fields needed to be entered to locate a person. Kira entered Carl Hawkins's name and his IP address's last known location. From there, she hit enter and let the program do its work.

      The program processed the request, and a map appeared on the screen, honing closer to the exact location. The image started with the world, then narrowed down to North America, the United States, and Florida. The program slowed down, scanning the state for potential hits. The image on the screen zeroed in on the Tampa Bay area, and Kira tensed.

      Kira’s theory of the White Dwarf was that a voyeur seemed dead on. The hacker was still in the area, still watching.

      Finally, the program finished with an exact location and address for the IP address used on the software. Kira took a picture of the address with her phone and left the apartment.

      Because of how Kira had discovered the White Dwarf’s actual location, she knew calling for backup would require her to explain how she’d found the black hat.

      But even if she hadn’t broken a few rules to find the man, Kira would have still gone in alone. She had been a part of countless raids before, and she doubted this single man would be able to get the jump on her.

      Granted, the White Dwarf had evaded law enforcement for a long time; Kira knew that was more from his skills on the computer than it was tactical training. She would be careful; she was always cautious despite what her superiors told her, but she was confident she would be able to take him.

      The driving force behind Kira’s dedication to the job had always been to help people, but ever since her daughter’s death, there had been another force driving her: revenge.

      After seeing her daughter’s body on the slab in the morgue, Maggie’s skin waxy and pale under the harsh fluorescent lighting, she wanted to kill everyone involved. No matter their role in her daughter's death, she tried to make them pay.

      Kira had spent many sleepless nights imagining how she would kill all of the people involved in her daughter’s abduction and murder. She wanted to leave no stone unturned. She wanted them all, from the lowly stalkers who had taken her to the higher-ups in the trafficking organization who pulled the strings and everyone in between.

      She wanted to bring the entire system crashing down on its head. And she believed the White Dwarf was the first domino to fall. But first, she had to catch him.

      The building where the condo was located was parked right on the beach. It was an older building, but it looked like a place where people didn’t come save to sleep and shower.

      Kira stared at the locks on the doors she passed, and she saw that they all required key cards like at a hotel. Kira knew she wouldn’t be able to pick a keycard lock, and without a battering ram, she wouldn’t be able to knock down the door. She needed to find another way in.

      The beach was the amenity everyone wanted to use, and it was the main reason people even lived here.

      According to the location Kira had obtained from the software on Dusty’s laptop, she didn’t have an actual address.

      Kira didn’t know much about the tech side, but she knew enough that whatever system the White Dwarf was running required a significant amount of power.

      Dusty described the White Dwarf as having multiple servers and units, and servers needed to remain cool so they didn’t overheat. If that were the case, the hacker would need to draw a significant amount of power, which would attract attention.

      Kira walked into the front lobby, retrieving her phone and playing on it like something was wrong.

      “Can I help you?” A middle-aged woman wearing a sundress, her skin already leathery from a lifetime in the sun, with bright-red fingernail polish and matching red lipstick, sat behind the front counter desk on a stool. She had her feet up on the desk.

      A television played in the corner, and Kira was under the impression that this was how the woman spent most of her days. The setup was designed for comfort, not necessarily for someone who would check her ID to see what condo she was staying in.

      “Yeah, I’m staying with my parents, and I’m having a hard time getting a signal here,” Kira said, gesturing to her phone.

      “Reception sucks out here,” she said. “If you go to the tiki bar across the street, you might be able to get a better signal.”

      “Right, thanks,” Kira said, lingering near the desk, and she saw the rack of key cards hanging on the inside. She figured they would need to be programmed, but when she saw another keycard hanging from a lanyard ring, she thought that one belonged to the receptionist, and she bet that it was a master card. “And, um, listen, this might sound awkward, but I just got my period, and it’s early, so I’m a little unprepared.”

      The woman smiled knowingly. “I got you.” She slid off her stool and then turned her back to open her bag.

      Kira didn’t have much time to work with, but the lanyard was close. She quickly reached for the key card and stuffed it in her pocket before the receptionist spun around.

      “Here you go, sweetie,” she said, dropping the tampon on the desk and hopping back onto her stool.

      “Thanks,” Kira said, and she turned to leave but then stopped. “Hey, my parents kept complaining about a guy here, something about the power going out?”

      The woman rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah. Guy up on the fourth floor. We’ve got a few complaints. He moved in a bunch of gear in the middle of the night; not sure why. He kept everyone up when he first moved in, but he’s been quiet for the past couple of days. I wouldn’t worry about him.”

      “Oh, well, I found his wallet in the parking lot,” Kira said. “I would return it to him, but I don’t know what room he’s in.”

      “Four-seventeen,” the receptionist said.

      “Right, thanks,” Kira said, and she smiled as she headed toward the stairs.

      Once Kira was out of the lobby, she bounded up the steps two at a time until she reached the fourth floor. She had no idea if Carl would be home, but judging by the receptionist’s comments, she was willing to bet that this guy didn’t get out much.

      Kira knew Dusty didn’t fit into the stereotypical computer nerd pocket, but he was an anomaly. She had seen enough people in that sector to know they usually fit into one of two categories. The first was the logical minds who sought efficiency above all else. The second was the stereotypical geeks and nerds who enjoyed video games and fantasy lore.

      Kira wasn't sure which of those two categories Carl fell into, but she had a sinking suspicion it was the former. If that were the case, Kira might be dealing with someone who had combat experience or at least knew how to defend themselves, and she would need to be careful not to underestimate her opponent.

      Kira drew her weapon as she approached Carl’s condo, and when an elderly couple stepped out in swimsuits, flip-flops, and a beach towel, she flashed her badge and motioned for them to get back inside.

      Startled, the couple retreated into their condo as Kira continued her silent assault. Kira reached for the lanyard in her pocket but hesitated to slide it through the reader. If the White Dwarf were inside, he would be alerted to her presence when she tried to open the door.

      If he were as bright as Kira believed him to be, the bastard would probably have an escape route planned.

      Kira couldn’t let this guy slip through her fingers, so she backed off and then moved to the next door to test the key card. Kira inserted it and watched the light turn green. Confident she would be able to enter, Kira returned to the White Dwarf’s door and inserted the key.

      The moment the light turned green, Kira opened the door. It was dark inside, but the moment of blindness cost her, and she heard the White Dwarf before she saw him.

      “Freeze! FBI!” Kira shouted, but the man had already jumped out of the window. She rushed to the open window and saw a man hurrying down a fire escape. “Shit.” She jumped out onto the grate and dropped into pursuit.

      When the dwarf reached the ground, he sprinted across the street, causing traffic to screech to a halt and trigger accidents.

      Kira never took her eyes off of her prey on her descent. She couldn’t lose him; she refused to lose him.

      When Kira finally hit the pavement below, the Dwarf was already across the street, heading between two buildings. He made the mistake of slowing to look behind him just as Kira hurried across the street.

      Kira had been a runner in high school. She wasn’t a sprinter but had made it to the state final for the 10k, where she had placed second. The girl who had beaten her went on to race in the Olympics. But while running was more of a hobby now than anything else, Kira was still in phenomenal shape, and she constantly recorded high marks on her physicals.

      Out of traffic, Kira darted between the buildings where the suspect had vanished and then saw him veering to the right, ducking back out onto one of the main streets. Kira continued the pursuit, gun still in hand. She wanted to hurt him, but she needed him alive if she wanted answers to her questions. So, his pain would have to wait for now.

      The cat and mouse chase continued for four more blocks before Kira started to close the gap. The White Dwarf made one final last-ditch effort to evade her by sprinting into an antique store, but it had shoved him into a corner. He was boxed in.

      “Don’t move!” Kira shouted when the Dwarf finally realized he had hurried down a dead end.

      As they learned his real name, the White Dwarf, or Carl Hawkins, was a skinny man around Dusty’s age, maybe a little older. He was dressed in workout clothes, but his lack of muscle definition suggested the attire was more for comfort than practicality.

      “Don’t kill me,” he said, raising his hands and catching his breath. “I know things. Things you probably want to know. You’re a cop, right?”

      “I am,” Kira said, keeping her distance and holding the gun aimed at Carl. “I’m also a mother.”

      Carl’s eyes widened in terror. “Look, I never hurt anyone, okay?”

      “No?” Kira asked. “You don’t hurt anyone? Is that what you tell yourself at night? Huh? You ruin lives with a few strokes of your keyboard!”

      “Someone, help me!” he shouted. “She’s going to kill me!”

      Kira was so angry that she was shaking. In her peripheral, she saw people gathering around her in the shop. They didn’t know she was a cop. She just looked like a crazy gunman aiming a weapon at a civilian.

      “This man is under arrest!” Kira said. “Anyone who tries to help him will be considered aiding and abetting a criminal and joining him in a pair of handcuffs.”

      “She’s lying!” he shouted. “She didn’t even show me her badge!”

      Kira knew he was playing it up to the crowd, and she reached inside her jacket pocket to retrieve her badge while still keeping one hand on the weapon to aim it at him. “I’m an FBI agent. This man is under arrest.”

      “What did he do?” a man asked.

      “Sir, do not interfere,” Kira answered. “Stay back.”

      “Let’s see that badge again,” another woman said. “It could be a fake.”

      “Yeah, it’s a fake!” Carl shouted. “Someone needs to stop her, please!”

      Kira couldn’t believe these people were buying what this guy was telling them, but she should have known better, considering the sentiment toward law enforcement lately. People didn’t want to trust her, didn’t want to trust anyone.

      “It’s not a fake!” Kira shouted. “I need everyone to get back, now!”

      When Kira raised her voice, it caused the group around her to second guess themselves. She just needed to get Carl in handcuffs.

      “On the ground, now!” Kira shouted.

      “Please, she’s crazy! She’s going to kill me!” Carl shouted, offering one last desperate attempt for the crowd around him to come to his rescue.

      Kira could tell the plea was working. The people still hadn’t fully backed up, and while Kira had no qualms about putting a bullet into Carl, the last thing she wanted to do was hurt a civilian.

      “Get back, everyone!” Kira shouted, and she stepped closer toward Carl. “I’m not going to kill him. I’m going to arrest him, and then I will leave. I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

      Tension filled the air, and Kira didn’t like that she couldn’t see everyone in the room. But she prayed their reason would outweigh their fear.

      “On the ground, Carl,” Kira said calmly. “It’s over.”

      The closer Kira moved toward Carl, the more she realized how small he looked. He might have been Dusty’s age, but he looked like he was still in high school.

      Whatever confidence Carl might have held onto vanished when he looked into Kira’s eyes. Because he understood there was nowhere else to go, no backdoor to escape, no way to hack himself out of the situation.

      Finally, Carl complied and lay face down on the floor. Kira applied the restraints when she placed Carl’s hands behind his back, and when she looked up at the crowd that had gathered around her, she saw everyone relax.

      Kira didn’t know how close they had come to interfering, but she was glad they hadn’t crossed that line. Because it meant she didn’t have to travel to a bar, either. At least not in front of civilian eyes. It would be another story when Kira got Carl behind a closed door.
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        * * *

      

      Kira had every intention of calling for backup when she had Carl in custody. Still, she also understood that the moment she started asking for help was when people would start asking questions. And while she would face the consequences of her actions in using Dusty’s software to track Carl, she wanted answers first.

      Kira marched Carl from the antique store back to the condo where he lived. When they returned to the room, she shoved him into a chair, and she stared down at him with hate.

      “Do you know who I am?” Kira asked.

      Carl shrugged. “Your FBI, right? That’s what you said.” He went slack. “Wait, are you telling me that you’re not an agent? Fucking shit—"

      “I’m an agent with the FBI,” Kira said. “And a mother, just like I told you before.”

      Carl narrowed his eyes, the fear subsiding a little, and the gears started to turn more efficiently, and he began to understand. “You lost someone.”

      Kira tensed. “My daughter was abducted and killed by the people who hire you to spy on women and children.” She unholstered her weapon and then used it to tip Carl’s chin upward.

      Carl swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down as he didn’t dare move a muscle while Kira stared him down. “I told you I don’t hurt anyone.”

      “Not physically, not directly, I know,” Kira said. “But that doesn’t excuse your work. The people who hire you are monsters, and while you might not be a part of their gangs, you’re still a part of their network.”

      “Look, whoever your daughter is, maybe I can find her—”

      “It’s too late for that,” Kira said.

      Over the years, Kira had found herself in countless life-or-death situations. Most of them were by her own making, but she had always been on the right side of those altercations. The people she killed, they had been the ones to draw on her.

      But Carl had no weapon on him. He was still cuffed. He was entirely at her mercy.

      “Your hands are covered in her blood,” Kira said. “Stained with it.”

      “Look, I told you—”

      “Shut. Up.” Kira pressed the tip of the gun harder against Carl’s chin. “The only reason you’re still alive is that I need names.”

      “I don’t deal in names,” Carl said. “I only deal in bank accounts.”

      Kira removed the pistol from his chin and then gestured to the computer. “Go on then.”

      Carl trembled. “I can’t. Look, it’s not because I don’t want to, I do, but those computers are fried. I killed them after you broke in. It was to help clear me of getting into any trouble.”

      Kira found a pad of paper and pen nearby and then tossed them onto the desk. She undid Carl’s restraints and then motioned toward the pen and paper. “Write it down.”

      “Analog, all right, no problem,” Carl said, and he slowly started to scribble on the pad, but after a few marks, he tried to lunge at Kira with the pen, but it was a mistake.

      Kira cracked him on the nose with the butt of her pistol.

      “Gah, dammit!” Carl covered his nose.

      “I’m not in the mood for games!” Kira shouted, pressing the end of the pistol against Carl’s forehead.

      The rage was gaining control, and Kira lost reasons not to let it consume her completely. She had waited for this moment for so long. She had dreams and nightmares about it. And she couldn’t help but feel like this was the beginning of the end.

      But she had made a vow that she would stay alive until everyone involved was either behind bars or underground.

      Carl slowly uncovered his face, revealing a smear of blood and a crooked nose. He trembled like one of those tiny dogs on the laps of wealthy women.

      “I want your information,” Kira said. “Now, give it to me, or I’m going to smash your nose again until I punch through the center of your face and my fist is through your head.”

      Carl nodded quickly, and he scribbled a few more numbers on paper again. Kira glanced at the numbers, knowing she’d need to confirm them.

      Kira used Carl’s laptop to insert the thumb drive and compared the accounts he had with the accounts Victor Frances had given her.

      “Did you get what you wanted?” Carl asked.

      Kira turned her fiery gaze toward Carl. She saw the fear in his eyes, and it was a fear she planned to exploit. “You’ve worked with these people for over five years,” Kira said. “And all you have is bank accounts?”

      “I told you, there aren’t any names exchanged in this business,” Carl said. “I gave you everything I know.”

      “Did you?” Kira aimed the pistol from Carl’s head down to his knee, pressing the barrel between the joint of his knee, and Carl stiffened.

      “What are you doing?” Carl asked.

      “I want a name,” Kira answered.

      “Jesus, lady, I told you that I don’t know any names,” Carl said.

      “Do you know what happens if I pull this trigger?” Kira asked. “Your knee is gone. And you’ll probably lose the leg below the knee.”

      “I told you I don’t know anything!” Carl shouted.

      “My daughter had a name,” Kira said. “It was Maggie. Did you know that? Or was she just a number on a spreadsheet for you?”

      “Fuck, lady, just relax!”

      “She was a premed student at NYU,” Kira said. “She wanted to help people. Even people like you who are about to lose a leg. I’m going to count to three, and then it’s gone. One.”

      “I-I-I don’t remember any specific name,” Carl said, shutting his eyes, stammering over his words, and sweating.

      “Two,” Kira said.

      “Jesus Christ, I told you I don’t know—

      “Three—”

      “Wait! I remember one name! I remember a name!” he shouted and then exhaled as if he had stopped holding his breath.

      “You’re already out of time,” Kira said.

      “The Seven!” Carl shouted. “That was the name of the group who recruited me.”

      “The Seven,” Kira said.

      “Yeah, that’s what they called themselves,” Carl said. “I remember because I hacked their webcams when they first contacted me. They were too arrogant or stupid to believe anyone would try to come at them. I didn’t get any video, but the audio came through.”

      “Do you still have those files?” Kira asked.

      “No, they’re destroyed,” Carl answered. “Even I wasn’t stupid enough to hang on to them.”

      “What about the people they have on the ground,” Kira said.

      “I told you, I don’t abduct anyone,” Carl said. “I just design the software, and I move on after getting paid.”

      “Then why do you stick around?” Kira asked.

      Carl frowned. “What?”

      Kira glanced around the room. “The Parker girl was taken this morning, but you’re still here. And what little bit I’ve learned about you tells me you like to bounce around.”

      “What does that have to do with anything—”

      Kira pressed the gun against his temple. “No talking until I say you talk, got it?”

      Carl nodded.

      Kira removed the weapon and then glanced around the room. “You say you fried all of your gear, but you must have a backup stored somewhere. Where is it?”

      Carl remained tight-lipped.

      “Don’t make me start counting again,” Kira said.

      “All right, I do have a backup,” Carl said.

      “Good,” Kira said, walking over to Carl. “Now, let’s take a ride.”
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        * * *

      

      Of all the places Kira imagined Carl keeping a backup server, a storage facility would have been last on the list. But when they entered the storage facility and Kira saw the setup, it made sense.

      So long as there was a power source, which Carl had to pay extra for as a premium, the server would stay online. But the server was positioned in the center of the storage facility, where there was no signal.

      “I back them up before I put them here,” Carl said, gesturing to the simple setup. “Places like this don’t have any internet lines running into the facilities. Sometimes I pay extra if I think I might need it, but I haven’t done that in a while. Should have known better, I guess.”

      Kira wasn’t ready to hear or feel sorry about the bastard. All she wanted were the names of The Seven. “I want everything you have off of that server. Now.”

      Carl nodded and then walked over to the box in the corner and pulled out a new laptop. It was still in the box, and once he booted it up and connected it to the server, Kira watched him closely.

      “Nothing more than transferring the files,” Kira said, keeping her gun out.

      “Yeah, I get it,” Carl said. “You know, for a law enforcement officer, you sure do like to point your gun at unarmed suspects.”

      “A laptop is a more dangerous weapon for you than any gun or knife you could find,” Kira said.

      “Can’t argue with that,” Carl said.

      Even though Kira might not have been as tech-savvy as she would have liked to be, she believed Carl was sticking to the protocol.

      “The laptop isn’t large enough for me to transfer all of my data onto this,” Carl said. “So, I’m sticking to everything I have on The Seven.”

      “And Maggie,” Kira said. “I know you were the one who put the software on her computer. Do you even know what they do to the people they take? Have you seen what happens to them after they’re taken? Do you know what kind of life they’re being condemned to?”

      “I’m not responsible for what my clients do with the information I give them after I’m done,” Carl said. “That’s outside of my purview. I’m a contractor, all right? Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “Is that how you do it then?” Kira asked, and then she put down the gun and reached for her phone. She still had pictures of Michelle Turner, the girl whose face was beaten in after being killed with a syringe of a potent cocktail. “She was ten years old. Ten. And the people you helped did that to her.”

      Carl refused to look at the picture, avoiding eye contact, and Kira grabbed him by the chin and forced him to look at it.

      “That’s what you’ve helped to do,” Kira said. “Whatever story you tell yourself to sleep better at night is bullshit. You’re no better than any of these monsters.”

      The transfer of files was completed with a ping on his computer. “It’s done.”

      “Open it,” Kira said.

      Carl did as he was told, and when Kira snatched the laptop away from him, she saw Carl had more information than he was letting on.

      In addition to bank accounts, he had login information for websites on the dark web and auction sites where The Seven put their merchandise up for sale.

      Kira glanced back to Carl, who sulked near the server. “How long have you been spying on them?”

      “You don’t last long in my line of work unless you’re good at getting dirt without being caught,” Carl said. “You’re staring at my insurance policy.”

      Kira thought back to Terry Rodrigo and how he had gotten away with his deal. She imagined Carl would be given the same opportunity. “Deals,” Kira said. “Everyone wants to make a deal.”

      All of this information was useful, but what Kira wanted was to know the contractor who had been on the ground to abduct Maggie and then kill her.

      “I’ve got a deal for you,” Kira said, and she turned around to stare at Carl.

      “Oh yeah?” Carl asked.

      “Yeah,” Kira answered, and she brought the laptop over to him again. “You find out who took my daughter, the name of the actual person who abducted and killed her, and I won’t destroy this evidence.”

      Carl laughed. “You’re joking, right?” He gestured to the laptop and the server. “You wanted to know about The Seven. This is everything I have on them.”

      “And I have what I need, save for a name,” Kira said.

      Carl frowned. “Are you crazy?”

      “Not a good idea to call a woman crazy when she’s holding a gun,” Kira said, and she aimed it at the server.

      Carl held up his hands. “Okay, hold on, this isn’t how you want to do this, trust me.”

      “And how would you know which way is the best way to go?” Kira asked. “Have you ever lost your daughter? Have you ever had your heart ripped out of you? Have you ever been so angry you could burn down the world?”

      Carl was nervous and sweating, and he understood that Kira wasn’t joking around. “Listen, I know you’re pissed—”

      “No, you don’t,” Kira said. “You’re incapable of understanding my loss because you’ve never done anything good in your life. My daughter was the one good thing I ever did, and you were the first person to try to take her from me. So, give me a name, or I destroy your one chance at making a deal with the Feds.”

      It was possible that Carl still had a backup to his backup somewhere, but Kira had been at this long enough to recognize when someone was at their wit's end. Carl didn’t have any more cards to play, and if Kira destroyed the hardware, he would be up shit creek without a paddle.

      “You’re supposed to be one of the best hackers in the world, right?” Kira asked, and she then gestured to the laptop. “So go on, then. Hack.”

      “Okay,” Carl said, and then he reached for the computer again. “Let me see what I can find.”

      Kira stood over Carl’s shoulder, gun aimed at the server this time instead of his head. She felt her pocket buzz, and she knew it was either Mackie or Dusty, wondering where she was and what she was doing. They would have to wait. She needed to see this through to the end, and there was only one way this was going to end.

      “When was your daughter killed?” Carl asked.

      “October seventeenth, twenty-sixteen,” Kira answered.

      “Okay, that’s helpful,” Carl said, typing quickly through a field of programming code she couldn’t understand. “I’m in their servers now. They use the same payment system for all of their guns for hire. And if they pay me the same way they pay everyone else, it’s been a per-job basis. So, if I can find the transactions for that date, which are here, I should be able to track where the money was sent through…. Here.” He typed enter, and then a picture appeared on the screen.

      Kira stared at the man. “Is that him?”

      “That’s who received payment on the date of your daughter’s death,” Carl answered. “Looks like he has a few aliases, but the one he uses most is called Tracker.”

      “Tracker,” Kira said, grimacing.

      Kira had often imagined what the man who killed her daughter would look like, but she would never have guessed the mild-manner-looking person on the screen. It was a far cry from the monster Kira had built up in her head. He looked like he could have been anyone’s father, an accountant, or a librarian. He was nothing more than a face in the crowd.

      He also happened to be the same man who had abducted and killed Michelle Turner.

      “Where is he now?” Kira asked.

      “Look, there are limits to what I can do—”

      Kira put a bullet through the server, and Carl jumped.

      “What the fuck was that for?” Carl asked.

      “You want me to keep shooting at your insurance policy?” Kira asked. “Find him now. You still have the laptop with the information on it.”

      “Christ, you’re insane,” Carl said, working quickly on the laptop. “Okay, that same bank account was used… this morning. He got a rental car.”

      “What was his last transaction?” Kira asked.

      “An hour ago,” Carl answered. “He bought gas at a Chevron off I-275 northbound.”

      Kira nodded, and then she picked up the laptop and smashed it on the ground.

      “What the fuck? You said you would make a deal with me!” Carl said.

      Kira put the gun in his face, and Carl quieted down. “I don’t make deals with people like you anymore.” She shoved him forward. “Now go.”
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        * * *

      

      Once Kira placed Carl back in the car, she knew she wouldn’t be able to keep him with her. She needed to drop him somewhere, but she didn’t want to return to the field office and be pummeled with questions.

      Kira called one of the few detectives she trusted in the area and transferred Carl over to Detective Kershaw.

      “What kind of a mess did you get yourself into?” Kershaw asked, shoving Carl into the back of her cruiser, ignoring his protests.

      “Thanks for your help,” Kira answered.

      “Why do I feel that this is about to blow up in my face?” Kershaw asked.

      “You’ve known me for a while now,” Kira said. “Have I ever given you a reason to doubt me or think I won’t pay up if it’s my fault?”

      Kershaw chewed on her response for a while before she shook her head. “No. But that doesn’t mean whatever you’re doing isn’t sketchy, Lock.”

      “Just make sure he stays nice and secure,” Kira said. “I’ll be back for him in a little while.”

      “And what happens if someone comes looking for him?” Kershaw asked.

      “Tell them the truth,” Kira answered. “You were doing a favor for me, and you don’t know shit.”

      Kira ducked into her car and shifted into drive before Kershaw gave their arrangement any further thought. She knew she didn’t have much time, and the only way this was going to work was if Kira found the bastard responsible before Mackie and everyone else in charge realized what she had done.

      Before making it down the road, she saw Dusty calling her. She ignored it at first, but she shut off her phone when he wouldn’t stop screaming. She only made it less than a quarter of a mile before the car shut off.

      “What the hell?” Kira wrestled with the steering wheel, which had gone stiff, and the power steering shut off along with the engine.

      Thankfully, traffic wasn’t bad, and Kira maneuvered the shut-down vehicle toward the side of the road, where she hit the brakes.

      Kira tried the ignition again, but after three attempts, there was nothing. She felt she knew what happened, and if Dusty was willing to go this far to get what he wanted, she knew he wouldn’t stop.

      Kira powered her phone back on and returned his call. “What do you want?”

      “Finally, she answers,” Dusty replied.

      “Turn the car back on, Dusty,” Kira demanded.

      “You have a lot of nerve demanding anything of me after what you just pulled,” Dusty said.

      Kira wasn’t sure how much Dusty knew, but she was confident he knew something. “What are you talking about?”

      “I saw you log into my laptop, Lock,” Dusty said. “For an FBI agent, you’re a lousy cat burglar, but I am impressed you managed to get inside the room without setting off any alarms.”

      “I used my charm,” Kira said. “I’m known to be quite vexing.”

      “You’re known to be a pain in the ass,” Dusty said. “What the hell are you thinking?”

      “I was thinking of how I could bring a scared little girl home,” Kira answered.

      “You were also thinking about the revenge you want to enact on the people who killed your daughter,” Dusty said.

      “That crossed my mind, too,” Kira replied.

      “Lock, what the hell are you doing?” Dusty asked. “Forensics said you left the scene back at the shipyard? And you break into my apartment?”

      “Dusty,” Kira said, raising her voice. “I found him.”

      “Found who?” Dusty asked.

      “Carl Hawkins, the White Dwarf,” Kira answered. “Now, I need you to run these account numbers and give me everything you can find on them. Names, locations, businesses, whatever they’re associated with, okay?”

      “What do you mean you found him?” Dusty asked. “How did you—Oh, Christ. You used the program, didn’t you?

      “It’s not important right now,” Kira answered, irritated. “Just run the numbers, okay?”

      “Where are you?” Dusty answered. “Are you still in the city?”

      “Names, Dusty,” Kira repeated.

      “Kira, I know how bad you want this—”

      “No, you don’t,” Kira said, shutting her eyes in frustration. “People have told me they think they know what I need over the past five years. That it’s wrong to feel the way I feel. But I don’t care what people think, Dusty. I never have. So, you can save your speech. Because I’m doing this, even if I have to walk there to do it myself.”

      Dusty was quiet for a moment, and then he exhaled. He sounded exhausted. “You’re right. I don’t have any business telling you what you should be doing or how it makes you feel. But you once told me that doing the right thing is important, even when it’s not popular. So, if you don’t come in right now, I’m going to Mackie with what you’ve done. And if you think you’ll be able to move around with an APB out for your arrest, you’re more arrogant than I thought you were.”

      Kira couldn’t believe what she was hearing. A part of her was proud of Dusty for sticking up for himself. And the other part was angry about what he would do because she knew it was true, and Dusty wasn’t one for bluffs.

      “All right, Dusty,” Kira said. “I’ll come back. You can still track the car via GPS, right?”

      “That’s right,” Dusty answered.

      “So let me turn it back on, and I’ll return to the field office.”

      “Try it now,” Dusty said.

      Kira turned the ignition, and the vehicle started right up. She ended the call with Dusty and then stared at her reflection in the rearview mirror. She would have to make some hard choices in the coming hours, and she would need to accept the consequences of her actions.
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      Before Kira returned to the field office, she took a detour to Kershaw’s precinct and picked up Carl Hawkins again. If Dusty had figured out what happened, she knew it was only a matter of time before Mackie was brought into the loop.

      When Kira arrived at the precinct, Kershaw only raised an eyebrow after Kira picked up her suspect, and she said nothing else.

      Carl remained quiet. Kira wondered if he’d tried to convince Kershaw that he was innocent of whatever Kira had arrested him for, but she figured he was too bright for something like that. He knew she wouldn’t have put him in the care of anyone she couldn’t trust, so any attempt to weasel his way out would have been met with nothing but a resounding no.

      When Kira returned to the field office, she was notified by the front desk that Carl would be taken into custody, and Kira was to immediately head to Mackie’s office for a debriefing.

      Kira watched as Carl was taken away, and she wondered if she had made the right decision. She had told herself for years that she would do anything to find her daughter’s killer and bring the people responsible to justice.

      But she had caved, and Kira might have been able to convince herself she had done it to give herself a better chance by remaining with the Bureau; however, she couldn’t help but wonder if she had finally lost her edge. Maybe the anger had finally burned out, and now, at the moment she needed it most, she had run empty.

      The march to Mackie’s office was like a long walk, and she pictured the executioner’s ax at its end. Mackie had warned her for years of crossing a line, and in doing what she’d done with Dusty’s software, she knew it would be the last straw.

      But Kira had no intentions of bringing him down with her. This was her fault. She would accept the punishment and do whatever she could to ensure Dusty remained unscathed.

      Because he had done the right thing, that was all anyone could do in troubling times.

      Mackie’s door was closed when Kira approached it, and she knocked on it.

      “Come in,” he said.

      Kira braced herself for the barrage of anger, and as she stepped through the door, prepared to face the end of her career, she wondered if she had done the right thing.

      “Lock,” Mackie said, staring at his paperwork. “Take a seat.”

      Dusty was in the room with them, sitting in one of the chairs opposite Mackie’s desk. He didn’t look at Kira as she sat next to him.

      “You’ve been busy,” Mackie said, reading over a report.

      “Sir, I want you to know that Dusty didn’t have anything to do with this,” Kira said. “It was all my own doing.”

      Mackie looked up from the report, confused. “It’s not like you to throw a partner under the bus like that.”

      Kira frowned. “What?”

      “He’s talking about the backdoor I found,” Dusty said. “Based on some of the software we found in the White Dwarf’s apartment in Miami, I found a match on his IP address, and we traced him here to that condo on the beach.”

      Kira stared at Dusty. “Right. Yeah. Sorry.”

      “Well, I wish you two would have brought the rest of us in on this, but I understand the hesitation, especially about the news with Cooper,” Mackie said. “I’ve spoken to the DEA, and they’ve assured me they’ll launch an investigation, but it’s out of our hands now. But it was good work finding him.” He cleared his throat. “And I trust this was all done by the book?”

      Kira caught Dusty staring at her in her peripheral, but she never broke eye contact with Mackie. “Of course.”

      Mackie rolled his eyes. “What were you able to salvage from his apartment?”

      “He had a server but fried everything,” Kira answered. “He told me about a backup server, but when we arrived, there was a… complication.”

      “Complication?” Mackie asked.

      “The server is no longer operating,” Kira answered.

      “Lock, how many times—”

      “I should be able to salvage it, sir,” Dusty said. “It shouldn’t be a problem.”

      Mackie huffed and then shuffled the paperwork on his desk. “Fine. Let’s go speak to this White Dwarf.” He stood, but Kira stopped him.

      “Sir, if I might offer a suggestion?” Kira asked.

      Mackie returned to his seat. “What?”

      “This guy will want to make a deal,” Kira answered. “Let’s have Dusty look at his hardware and see what he can salvage before talking to him. That way, we go in with all of the leverage we need without bending to what he wants. I’d like to avoid another repeat of what happened with Terry Rodrigo.”

      “Hmm,” Mackie said, nodding. He drummed his fingers on his desk for a few minutes. “All right. But let’s not waste too much time on this. Remember, a little girl still needs to come home.”

      “I haven’t forgotten,” Kira said.

      “Right, then get to work,” Mackie said.

      Kira and Dusty stood and stepped out of Mackie’s office. Kira glanced at Dusty on their walk back to his desk, but he wouldn’t say anything. He sat down and focused on his computer screen as if nothing had happened.

      “So that’s it, huh?” Kira asked.

      Dusty didn’t respond.

      “We’re just going to pretend none of this happened?” Kira asked.

      Dusty smacked one of the keys on his keyboard very hard and laser-focused on Kira. “Talk about what, Lock? Talk about how you broke into my house? Talk about how you went behind my back?” Dusty made an effort to keep his voice low, but he was so angry that he was attracting a lot of attention from the rest of the office.

      “Look, I made a call,” Kira said. “I told you that I would do anything I believed was necessary—”

      “Well, that’s the problem, isn’t it?” Dusty stood. “It’s always what you believe is necessary. You never stop to consider how it will affect anyone else.”

      “I wasn’t going to let you take the fall for it, Dusty,” Kira said. “You know I would never do that to you.”

      Dusty shook his head. “I don’t know what to think anymore.” He sat back down. “I pulled that list you wanted of those companies and CEOs associated with Embargo Limited. I haven’t gotten a chance to go through all of them yet. It’s a very long list.”

      “Can I take a look?” Kira asked.

      Dusty rolled his chair to the side and then allowed Kira to look at the screen. She scrolled through the documents, hoping for anything that would stick out. And halfway through the list, Kira stopped.

      Kira's body took a moment to catch up with what her eyes had just seen.

      There was one particular company name Kira recognized, and it made her blood run cold.

      “Lock?” Dusty asked.

      Kira swallowed and then stepped away from Dusty’s desk. Her heart skipped a beat and hammered quickly, pounding so loud she thought the entire office could hear it.

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost?” Dusty asked.

      The color drained from Kira’s face as she walked away, slowly at first, and picked up steam after she passed a few desks.

      “Lock,” Dusty said, shouting. “Kira!”

      Kira didn’t respond. Kira rushed out to her car, fighting the panic attack rising within. She sat behind the driver’s wheel and reached for her phone. She texted and anxiously waited for a reply.

      Sure. Meet at your place?

      Kira replied with a yes, and then started the car and sped out of the parking lot.

      It was a miracle Kira didn’t crash on the highway as she returned home. But as she parked in her driveway and stared at the closed garage door, thinking of her daughter’s things inside collecting dust, she couldn’t help but feel like she would explode.

      All of those memories of her daughter were painful for Kira. Not because she didn’t love her daughter, but because she loved her daughter. Seeing the life her daughter used to have, remembering the smile and laughter, the drive and kindness, all of the great things she could have accomplished had she remained alive. It was overwhelming just to think about it. And it was why she kept her daughter’s stuff in the garage, out of sight, because she wasn’t strong enough to live with the truth of her failure to save her daughter.

      And for the longest time, Kira believed that fault had rested solely on her shoulders. But Kira knew that wasn’t the case anymore.

      When the car pulled into the driveway behind her, Kira finally stepped out of the vehicle. She saw Stephen get out of the car, concerned.

      “Hey, what’s going on—”

      Kira never hesitated as she walked up and slapped him across the face. The hard smack stung her hand and knocked Stephen off of his feet.

      “Kira, what the hell—”

      “You’re a liar!” Kira shouted, shoving her finger into Stephen’s face. “You’ve always known, haven’t you?”

      Stephen kept one hand on the cheek Kira had struck. He shook his head, confused. “What are you talking about? What have I always known?”

      “It’s why you wanted to come here and get her computer, right?” Kira asked. “To make sure there wasn’t anything else on it that could have traced back to you.”

      Stephen immediately realized what this was about. “Kira, please, it’s not what you think.”

      It took all of Kira’s strength not to pull her gun on him, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good, and it would only put more heat on her than she needed.

      “You tell me what happened right now,” Kira said. “I want the truth, all of it.”

      Stephen lowered his hand from the side of his face, revealing the mark Kira had given him. It looked like it was bleeding slightly, but she didn’t care. He was lucky he was still breathing.

      “When I was developing my software, I took meetings with everyone,” Stephen said. “You remember all of that craziness, right?”

      Kira didn’t accept his olive branch. She was okay with letting him sit on that island all by himself.

      “Right, well, it was crazy,” Stephen answered. “Everyone wanted the proprietary rights to the software, but I wanted to hold out for an offer that would give me capital to build the firm I always wanted.” He gently grazed his cheek again and dabbed at the speck of blood that had welled up. “But you and I both know how that went.”

      “No one wanted to fund you,” Kira said.

      “No,” Stephen replied.

      “So, how did you do it then?” Kira asked. “The money you told me it came from wasn’t the actual place it came from.”

      “No,” Stephen said. “I found a few investors out of the country. The kind of people who don’t like to have their business marketed to the mass public.”

      “You mean criminals,” Kira said, shaking her head. “That was why the SEC wanted to investigate you back then. It wasn’t because of software rights; they wanted to know where your money was really coming from.”

      “Kira, I never broke the law,” Stephen said. “Nothing was done illegally.”

      “No, but the money you took was earned illegally, wasn’t it?” Kira asked. “Wasn’t it!”

      Stephen flinched, and he nodded.

      “And so, then what happened, Stephen?” Kira asked, not ready for him to stop until she had the entire truth from him.

      “Well, after the SEC didn’t find anything I had some help from my new investors in transferring around some documents,” Stephen said.

      “You had them forge paperwork,” Kira said.

      “Yes,” Stephen said, but then quickly added, “but it was only so I could get the company off the ground, Kira. You knew what I was trying to do! My AI software could help scientists and doctors find cures for diseases to help solve questions we’ve been trying to answer for centuries! I was trying to change the world!”

      Kira was so angry that she was practically trembling again. “Why was our daughter a target?”

      Stephen grew small and quiet. “For my new… investors to help me with the SEC investigation, they wanted some collateral.”

      Kira could already see where this was going.

      “I gave up the rights to the software,” Stephen said. “I never thought they would have been smart enough to figure out what it was, or even how to use it!”

      “But they found someone who did know how to use it,” Kira said. “The White Dwarf.”

      Stephen frowned. “Who?”

      “The man who The Seven—that’s the human trafficking organization you borrowed your dirty money from—hired to create the spyware program used to manipulate and spy on women and children so they can be abducted,” Kira said. “The same software used on our daughter is still on the computer.” She shoved Stephen hard in the chest.

      “Kira, stop,” Stephen said, stumbling backward.

      Kira shoved him hard again. “When you heard about the case I was working on, which made news because it was such a big deal, you wanted to get the laptop and make sure there weren’t any traces of the program left there.”

      “Kira, listen to me—”

      “Our daughter was taken because of what you did!” Kira shouted. “Because of the backdoor deals that you made!”

      The shame on Stephen’s face was only a fraction of the pain Kira wished upon him. “You don’t know how much it’s eaten me up, Kira.” He started to cry. “I never meant for something like this to happen.”

      “So, you knew,” Kira said. “All along. If you told me about what you had done, I could have saved her!”

      Stephen shook his head. “I didn’t know until after we found her body. I saw it on the computer, and I….” He cried again. “I’m sorry, Kira. I’m so sorry.”

      “You had information that could have led us to our daughter’s killers,” Kira said. “For five years, you’ve kept that secret to save yourself. What kind of a father are you?”

      Stephen dropped to his knees. “I was scared. I felt guilty.” He looked up at Kira through tear-streaked eyes. “It’s why I ran away; it’s why I wanted the divorce. I couldn’t live in that house; I couldn’t look at you.” He gestured to the garage. “It’s why I never wanted any of her things because I couldn’t bear to look at what I’d done. Oh, God, what had I done?” He collapsed forward on his hands and knees, crying to himself on the pavement.

      Kira removed the gun from her holster and kept it at her side. She stared down at Stephen with a contempt she never believed was possible for her to hold. She had promised herself that she would hurt anyone involved in Maggie’s death, and now that she knew Stephen was concerned, she couldn’t look away.

      “I’m so sorry.” Stephen continued to sob on the driveway, his moans and cries unable to break through the hate in Kira’s heart. She didn’t care what happened to him and what small amounts of feelings she held toward him and the life they used to share was gone.

      “You remember the promise I made?” Kira asked. “About what I would do to the people responsible for Maggie’s death?”

      Stephen slowly lifted his head, his cheeks red and wet, snot dripping from his nose and running over his lips.

      “Not a day goes by that I don’t think about what happened,” Stephen said. “It’s eaten me up inside, Kira. I’m hollowed out.”

      Kira wanted to shoot him. She wanted to kill him. But that guilt he spoke of, she understood it because she’d been living with it since Maggie had died.

      “Just do it,” Stephen said, crying. “Just kill me and let it be done.”

      “No,” Kira said. “I’m not letting you off so easily. If you want to end your life, go ahead. But I won’t help you relieve your guilt.”

      Kira returned to her car, Stephen still crying out on the pavement.

      “Just do it!” Stephen shouted, red-faced. “I can’t take it anymore!”

      Kira started the car. “That’s not my problem.”
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      When Kira returned to the field office, Mackie and Dusty were still there. She filled them in on the meeting with Stephen, and Dusty was able to confirm what Kira had learned.

      “I’m sorry, Lock,” Mackie said.

      “Yeah, it doesn’t seem like that’s a good enough response, but I’m sorry,” Dusty said.

      “It doesn’t matter anymore,” Kira said. “Right now, getting to The Seven is all that matters.” Kira refocused the conversation on the thumb drive Victor Frances had given her. “What did you find that we can use to locate these people?” Kira asked.

      Dusty was a tech genius, but even he looked weary when he turned his attention to the thumb drive. “I’ve been looking for connections between the companies, whether through bank accounts, lawyers, or other firms, and I’ve struggled to find a common connection. But I did find something interesting.”

      Kira studied Dusty’s screens as he pulled up a map of South America.

      “I couldn’t find any connection between all of the data points,” Dusty said. “No leaks in the accounts, no connections between the companies, nothing. So, I started looking for other ways to connect this web, and I found a common denominator.” He typed in a code on a screen, and the map of South America zeroed into a small town in Venezuela. “Every single transaction done by these companies made several trips through several different server terminals around the country. Still, all of them made a stop here.” He pointed to the small town where all of the data points had intersected, and Kira shrugged.

      “So, where is that?” Kira asked.

      “A small village outside of Caracas,” Dusty answered. “I did some research, and I found that the locals mainly fish and farm, but there is a huge power source somewhere in the village. My working theory is that The Seven uses this place as a server farm, keeping it out of largely populated areas and prying eyes.”

      “So, we have a connection point,” Kira said. “What can we do with that information?”

      “Well, because the village is so small, and because there’s no real infrastructure in the area, I’m not able to look around or hack any type of cameras,” Dusty answered. “Unless we can get boots on the ground, the town is useless to us.”

      “Putting together an operation like that would take too much time,” Kira said. “By then, Natalie and those other women would be gone.”

      “Right, so, the alternative is searching for big players in Caracas,” Dusty said. “I think the village was chosen to host the servers because it’s within close proximity to Caracas. It’s close enough for whoever owns it to keep an eye on it but still far enough away to prevent any snooping.”

      “Did you find anyone?” Kira asked.

      “I have a handful of suspects,” Dusty answered, pulling up the profiles of four men and one woman. “All of these people have substantial wealth and are CEOs of the largest companies in South America.”

      Kira studied the images on the screen.

      “Any of them stick out, Lock?” Mackie asked.

      “If The Seven is real,” Kira said, “it could be all of them.”

      “True,” Dusty said.

      Kira thought about what Cooper had told her, about how it was better to control the status quo than to let someone else fill the void, which he believed could have been filled by someone worse.

      Kira remembered how frightened Victor Frances was when she had spoken to him. He was a titan of industry, and he was terrified. Of course, he could have been playing her, but she didn’t believe so. The man had a family, and Kira knew that was a good starting point.

      “How many of them have a family?” Kira asked.

      Dusty typed a few more strokes on his keyboard. “Looks like all of them are married and have at least one child.”

      Kira frowned. “The people we’re looking for wouldn’t have kids.”

      “What makes you think that?” Mackie asked.

      “They’re too controlling, and children are… uncontrollable,” Kira said. “If The Seven are pulling the strings, they wouldn’t have time for family or meaningful connections. They’re calculated; they’re more machine than human.” She gestured to the screen again. “Who are the wealthiest people below these five who don’t have a family?”

      It took Dusty a moment to insert the appropriate data sets to update the search query, but they had only a single name when he did.

      “That’s him,” Kira said, studying the bio. “No family and owns a sizeable manufacturing company but is not rich enough to stay on people’s radar.”

      “You’re sure?” Mackie asked.

      “Can you track him?” Kira asked, looking at Dusty.

      “I can try,” Dusty answered, and a few more keystrokes and one hit of the enter button confirmed Kira’s theory. “Holy shit, he’s here.”

      “Here as in Tampa?” Mackie asked.

      “Yeah,” Dusty answered.

      “Get a team ready,” Kira said. “We’re taking him now.”

      “Where is he?” Mackie asked.

      “The Waterfront,” Kira answered.
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      Kira rode with Mackie and the rest of the tactical team they put together on the drive to The Waterfront.

      “Tampa PD will be on scene to assist, but I’ve instructed them to stay back until the suspects are in custody,” Mackie said.

      Kira nodded. She had been quiet ever since the call had ended with Victor. She understood what was at stake. Five years of work and frustration and pain and anger were about to come to a head. She was about to have the people responsible—the head of the snake.

      “Hey,” Mackie said, nudging Kira’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m good,” Kira answered.

      Mackie studied her. “I know what this means for you. That’s not lost on me. But you need to remember what justice is for these people. It’s not a bullet through the head. It’s to rot in a cell for the rest of their lives. It’s to strip them of their wealth and power and bring an end to their tyranny. Can I trust you not to go rogue up there?”

      “Even if I wanted to try something, I wouldn’t be able to pull it off,” Kira answered, gesturing to the tactical team. “Even I can’t dodge that many bullets.”

      “It’s impossible to know how you’re going to feel in the moment; I know that,” Mackie said. “But try to remember the end game.”

      “Right,” Kira said. “The end game.”

      Kira had thought of nothing but the end game since she had started this endeavor. It had consumed her thoughts, taking up every moment of her life, twenty-four hours a day. Even when she slept, the nightmares of her daughter’s abduction and death tortured her. She had known nothing else for so long, and now the end was finally in sight.

      “Hotel one minute out!” the driver shouted.

      “Listen up!” Mackie said. “Everyone goes in quick and efficient. No false moves. We want all of these bastards walking out in cuffs, not carried out in body bags, is that understood?”

      A unanimous “Yes, sir!” echoed back to Mackie, but Kira kept quiet.

      “All teams remember your roles,” Mackie said. “Delta, Echo, you’re on exit duty. Seal off the building. No one in or out. Alpha and Bravo teams, we head to the top via stairs. We’ll cut the elevators off when we enter so there is nowhere for these people to go. It’s forty flights, so I hope everyone’s ready for some cardio.”

      The team laughed, but there was a nervous energy to it. This was by far the biggest raid any of them had been a part of. One wrong move and it was over for them. A mistake tonight was a career killer.

      The tactical van pulled up to the hotel, and Kira went into autopilot when the doors opened. She fell in line with Mackie and the Alpha team, who pushed through the front line and security, people jumping back to make way for them.

      It wasn’t the first time Kira had been in the Waterfront Hotel; it had a reputation for housing the scum of the earth. But The Seven were by far the most dangerous group the building had ever hosted.

      Confirmation of the exits being sealed and the elevators made inoperable flooded over the radio coms in their ears.

      The teams hustled up the stairs, everyone huffing and puffing after only a few flights. It was a long hike, and Kira’s legs were on fire only halfway up.

      “Keep it moving,” Mackie said, offering some encouragement.

      When they finally reached the penthouse floor, Mackie paused the team and gave everyone a chance to catch their breath.

      “Everyone ready?” Mackie asked.

      Kira was near the front of the pack. She wanted to get in there first; she wanted to look in their eyes. She wanted to be the one they saw when their worlds collapsed.

      “Let’s go,” Mackie said and then opened the door.

      The team stepped out into a lobby, and there were two guards to greet them. They drew their weapons the moment they saw the team moving forward.

      “Drop your weapons!” Mackie shouted.

      When neither of the guards complied, Kira was the first to open fire, and the rest of the team followed suit.

      Kira and Mackie led the charge forward, bursting through the penthouse doors. When they entered the actual penthouse, there were more guards.

      “No one move!” Mackie yelled.

      What Kira found wasn’t what she expected. There were more bodyguards, but there was no meeting of the minds. She saw only one man at the dining room table, eating alone.

      “Hands up! Now!” Mackie hollered as the rest of the tactical unit flooded into the room, surrounding the suspects.

      “Listen to them,” the man at the table said. “No need for more bloodshed.”

      Once the bodyguards complied, Mackie and Kira moved closer to the man at the table, who continued to eat.

      “Put down the knife, now!” Mackie shouted.

      Kira had been part of enough raids to know that most people, when confronted by such an overwhelming force, were nervous and jumpy. But this man was cool, calm, and collected, which made Kira nervous.

      The man finished chewing and gestured to the plate. “This is nearly a thousand dollars’ worth of food. Not finishing it would be a crime.”

      Mackie pressed the end of his rifle to the side of the man’s head.

      “All right,” the man said, setting down the knife. “So, you have me. Now what?”

      “Your phone,” Kira answered.

      The man looked up at Kira and smiled. “Looking for something in particular?”

      Kira dropped her weapon and then slammed the man’s face down on the table while she searched his pockets.

      “Where are the others?” Mackie asked.

      “If you mean The Seven, you’re looking at them,” he answered.

      Kira found the man’s phone in his left breast jacket pocket and then used his finger to unlock it. She pressed the commlink in her ear. “All right, Dusty, you’re up.”

      “What are you hoping to find on there?” The Seven asked.

      Kira met Dusty at the elevator and handed the phone to him. He went to work, scanning the contents of the phone and any networks it was connected with.

      “How much time do we have before the auction’s finished?” Kira asked.

      “Ten minutes,” Dusty answered.

      “Let’s hope it’s nearby,” Kira said.

      “Okay, I’ve got something,” Dusty said. “Looks like the auction signal is coming from a satellite link. Local Marina called Safe Harbor.”

      Kira glanced back at the man called The Seven and saw him smiling while Mackie put the handcuffs on him. She didn’t like how arrogant he looked, and she certainly didn’t like the idea that there was only one of him.

      But she would worry about The Seven later. Right now, the only thing that mattered was getting to that marina before Natalie Parker and the other women who had been taken were lost forever.
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      Kira synced up the auction’s timer on her watch, and she hardly looked at anything else on the drive over. She figured they were on the boat to make a getaway easier. Once they were in international waters, they could disperse the women and the girls however they wanted.

      “Coast guard is en route to blockade the marina!” Mackie shouted, getting off the phone.

      The same team from the hotel had ridden with them to the marina. The smell after that forty-flight stair run made the stench in the van far more palpable now that they were confined into a smaller space.

      “They’ll be monitoring the channels,” Kira said. “You need to relay to the coast guard unit who is responding to stay off the radio until we arrive and can confirm they’re still in the harbor. We’ve seen that tactic before.”

      “Good call, Lock,” Mackie said.

      Kira wasn’t sure if they’d arrive in time. It would come down to seconds, just like it had been with her daughter. But she knew until all hope was lost that she would hold onto it because she had been in this situation before.

      When Kira finally had determined her daughter’s location, she knew she needed to get there as quickly as possible. But she had arrived too late. Seconds too late.

      Those seconds haunted her to this day. Kira would never forget when she found her daughter in that house where they kept girls. She was chained to a bed, hooked up with drugs they were feeding her to make her addicted and more “accommodating” to the men who raped her.

      And now, with The Seven in custody, Kira was one step closer to ending those nightmares. She was on the cusp of peace. She wanted to sleep again. She wanted to be happy again. She wanted to remember what it was like to have a life. And she knew she would never have that moment until every last person responsible was caught. And right now, there was only one more person on her list: the man who had done the deed himself.

      The Seven might have been pulling the strings and running the organization, but she wanted the man who had done the killing. She wanted the man who had taken her daughter. She wanted to be the last thing he saw on this Earth before she killed him.

      “Thirty seconds!” the driver shouted.

      A shot of adrenaline pulsed through the crew, and Kira perked up as they approached the marina.

      The van abruptly stopped, and Kira and the other agents stepped out of the back doors and hurried toward the docks.

      The marina was packed full, most of the boats medium-sized yachts belonging to the area’s wealthier residents. But Kira saw one boat at the very end of the dock, a yacht bigger than anything else in the marina, and it was the only one with lights still on. That was where they would find the girl and where Kira would find the person responsible for the murder of her daughter.

      The old wooden boards of the dock groaned against the stampede of boots as Kira and Mackie led the assault on the yacht. They would have to move quickly because the moment the men on board realized what was happening, they would head out to sea, and Kira wasn’t sure if the coast guard would arrive in time to stop them.

      Kira peered through her sights, searching the side of the yacht they approached from the dock for any armed guards, but she saw nothing.

      There was no crossing plank to board when they approached the boat, and there was at least a five-foot gap between the ship and the dock.

      “We’ll have to jump,” Kira said.

      “Half our guys will be in the water,” Mackie said. “We have too much gear on.”

      “Then we dump the gear and go in with only our weapons,” Kira said, removing her Kevlar and helmet.

      “Lock, you don’t want to take that off if they start shooting—”

      “I understand the risks, sir,” Kira said. “But I didn’t come this far to lose out now.” She glanced at the men who had followed them. “No one else has to risk their lives for this. I can go in alone.”

      “It would be irresponsible of me to send those men on board without gear,” Mackie said, and then he started to take off his gear. “But it’s not for me.”

      Kira knew Mackie was making a statement for her. He understood how difficult this case was, how hard the last five years had been. Maybe he also wanted to tag along to make sure Kira didn’t do anything stupid.

      “Once the next team brings the boarding plank, make sure to move quickly,” Mackie said, addressing the rest of the men. “We’ll need backup in a hurry.”

      Once Kira and Mackie had stripped down their clothes and weapons, they both leaped onto the boat, though Mackie almost didn’t make it.

      The deck was slicker than either of them expected, and he slipped and landed hard on his knee. But what concerned them more was the noise it made, and when the engines started up, they knew the element of surprise was gone.

      Gunshots fired from the top deck and onto the docks below, sending the agents scattering for cover inside nearby boats.

      “We need to find them,” Kira said, and she approached a sliding door from the backside of the boat, where they entered just as the yacht started to separate from the dock.

      The boat swayed left and right, forcing Kira to sway along. She stepped forward as quickly and safely as possible but knocked into a few chairs along the way.

      Mackie was close behind, watching their backs, but Kira was only focused ahead of her. The desperation in her was rising because she knew if the man wasn’t on the boat, if Natalie wasn’t on this boat, Kira wasn’t sure if she would have enough strength to keep going.

      Everything she had discovered on this case, everything she had learned, every twist and turn on this case had eaten away at her confidence and her desire to keep pressing forward.

      The anger Kira had held onto for so long had left her weak and exhausted. She was hollow inside, and with every rock of the boat, Kira feared she would fold into a discarded, crumpled fast-food wrapper. But she would hold on for a bit longer. She didn’t have any other choice.

      Kira and Mackie were eventually pushed into a narrow hallway with living quarters on either side. They checked each cabin, clearing them before moving forward.

      When they reached the end of the hallway of empty cabins, Kira and Mackie entered a massive living area the height of three floors. A panoramic roof was at the very top of the ceiling, where starlight penetrated the boat.

      The yacht's interior was furnished with everything luxury you could think of, from the flooring to the chairs, to the lighting and chandeliers; it was all first class. But the money was the dirtiest it could be, and somewhere on this boat was the auction of innocence that provided the money for such a lavish lifestyle.

      It was sickening, and it was going to end.

      “Where the hell are they?” Mackie asked.

      The boat was picking up speed now, and Kira knew they were probably almost out of the harbor. Once they were out in open waters, it would be harder for the coast guard to find them. And if the yacht managed to reach international waters before they were intercepted, they were as good as dead.

      “We need to go up,” Kira said. “If they know we’re here, they might try to helicopter the women out. If we can—”

      Gunfire silenced Kira and forced her and Mackie behind a table for cover. They pushed the table to its side, and Kira saw three gunmen enter from the opposite hallway from where they had come through.

      Kira returned fire, Mackie, as well, and the pair forced the three shooters to cover and allowed them to try to get a better mark on where they were going.

      “We need to go higher,” Kira said.

      “If we circle back, we might be able to get up another way,” Mackie said.

      Three more bullets struck the table, one of them narrowly missing Kira’s head by only a few inches. She shook her head, stiffening with the last bit of rage she had left.

      “No, we need to go where they came from,” Kira said. “That’s where the girls are.” She looked Mackie in the eye. “Are you ready for that?”

      Mackie didn’t wince from the other gunfire; he only nodded. He might have been stuck behind a desk for most of his career, but he wasn’t a coward.

      “Good,” Kira said. “When we push forward, we split them right down the middle. You take a left, and I’ll take a right. On three.”

      “On three,” Mackie said.

      “One, two, three.” Kira stood, weapon aimed at the two shooters on the right. She repeatedly pulled the trigger, never letting up the assault as the pair hurried toward the entrance where the gunman had exited.

      Halfway toward their goal, the shooters realized what they were doing, and one of them tried to intercept. But Kira kept him in her crosshairs; one pull of the trigger and the bullet crossed through into his shoulder, knocking him backward and to the ground.

      When Kira finally reached the hallway and was undercover, she stopped to catch her breath, but she didn’t rest on her laurels. She looked back and made sure Mackie was still with her, and once she saw him nearby, she pulled him forward.

      “Let’s go!” Kira shouted, and they rushed to a staircase.

      Mackie followed Kira up the steps, but he was a half-step too slow, and the gunman quickly caught up.

      The staircase curved to the left, so when Kira and Mackie reached the second floor, she held her position and fired downward. They had the high ground and forced the two remaining guards to stay back.

      “They’ll have to find another way up,” Kira said, finally taking a moment to catch her breath. “Mackie, are you—”

      Kira froze when she saw the blood on Mackie’s shirt. He had his hand over the bullet wound around his lower left abdomen. He was sweaty and pale. “He winged me.”

      “Jesus,” Kira said, and she ripped off her shirt sleeve and applied pressure to the wound.

      “I’m fine,” Mackie said.

      “You’re shot,” Kira replied.

      “Lock, listen to me,” Mackie said.

      Kira glanced around, searching for a first aid kit she would be able to use. “There might be something I can use to patch you up until—”

      “Kira,” Mackie said, forcing her to stop. “You keep going. We're all as good as dead if this boat gets into international waters. Get the girl, find the person who killed your daughter. Just remember that the badge you carry isn’t meant for vengeance.”

      Kira shook her head. “I’m not leaving you here.”

      “You’ve always been shit at following orders,” Mackie said, and he picked up his gun again and straightened up. “But you’ve also never turned your back on a victim. You see it through to the end, no matter what. I’ve always respected that about you. But don’t lose yourself. That anger you’ve held onto for so long has made parts of you brittle. And if you let it take control of you now, at the very end, those pieces of yourself that you’ve forgotten will never come back. They’ll be lost forever.”

      Kira had known Mackie for a long time. The past five years, they’d grown closer than either of them would have admitted. But Kira knew Mackie was right. She would need to see this through to the end, but she wasn’t sure how she would react when she finally came face to face with the man responsible for her daughter’s death until the moment came.

      “Go,” Mackie said. “I’ll be fine. I can hold them off. Just stop the boat, save the girls.”

      Kira nodded, and she hurried up the staircase, refusing to look back after she heard Mackie’s gunshots. She needed to remain strong and focused. And she knew Mackie could take care of himself.

      Kira ascended to the fourth floor, which was more living quarters, but she first entered a large living area. Cameras and light equipment were strewn about the place, and Kira saw the stage where the girls were placed and bid on by sickos worldwide.

      Kira kept up her guard as she headed for the rooms in the back. She knew that was where the girls had to be waiting. But she doubted they were left alone.

      All of the doors were shut, so Kira didn’t know who was waiting for her on the other side. But she knew there was only one way to find out.

      Kira shoved open the door and saw three women huddled together. They were in the same dresses and outfits they wore when auctioned, but their makeup had run from tears, and their hair was messy as if they’d been maltreated.

      When Kira didn’t see Natalie Parker among the women, she held her finger up to her lips and closed the door. With Mackie still fending off the other shooters, Kira knew these women would be safer if they stayed inside.

      Kira moved to the next door, which was empty when she opened it, but she saw a bloodstain on the carpet. It was fresh.

      Two more doors remained, but both were empty. She returned to the first room where she had left the woman and crouched to their level.

      “Do you speak English? Any of you?” Kira asked.

      “I-I-I do.” The young woman with red hair sheepishly raised her hand.

      “There was a little girl here, right?” Kira asked.

      The redhead nodded.

      “Where was she taken?” Kira asked.

      “One of the guys took her up to the top deck,” she answered. “He is the really bad one.”

      “The one who took you?” Kira asked.

      All three girls nodded.

      Kira knew this was the man she’d been looking for. “How do I get to the top deck?”

      “There’s a staircase I saw him go through over there.” The redhead pointed behind Kira. “If you press on that panel, another staircase leads up.”

      “Thank you,” Kira said. “And stay here. I’ll come back and get you when it’s safe.”

      Kira shut the door; the three women were still frightened beyond belief. She headed for the secret panel, and when she pushed on it, the panel opened.

      The staircase inside was narrow, small, barely big enough for a single person. She moved. Upward, she heard the howl of wind at the top, and when she reached the top of the stairs, there was another hatch.

      Kira paused, knowing who and what waited for her topside. She would need to be quick. Because she knew her prey was fast.

      Kira opened the hatch and caught a quick peek of the deck. The wind rushed into her eyes, the narrow opening acting as a wind tunnel. But Kira saw the man with Natalie. He gripped the girl’s arm with one hand like a vice. She was alert, afraid, the cold sea wind whipping her hair across her face. The gunman was undoubtedly waiting for a helicopter to come to evacuate him.

      Kira pushed open the hatch and quickly aimed at the gunman, but the gunman was distracted. However, the noise of the hatch slamming against the top of the deck broke her stealth, and the gunman was quick to grab Natalie, using her as a human shield, before ducking behind a small couch.

      “Let her go!” Kira shouted, exposed from the staircase from the waist up. “Coast guard is on the way, and your other guys are already dead. It’s over!”

      “I don’t think it’s over until I’m dead,” he shouted.

      Kira ultimately emerged from the hatch, and she crouched behind the top deck bar. “Coast guard is already en route! This boat will be stopped before we make it to international waters! It’s over!”

      “If it’s over, then there’s no reason for me to keep the girl alive!” he shouted.

      Kira winced. “You want a hostage? An FBI agent would be a better deal.”

      “You and I both know that’s not true,” he answered. “You’re expendable. But this pretty young thing, the authorities don’t want to lose her.”

      Kira knew he was right, but it was worth a shot. But she had no plans on leaving without Natalie Parker.

      “You don’t think I know who you are?” he shouted. “You’re the FBI agent whose kid I killed.”

      Kira stiffened. There were no longer any doubts about who she was dealing with now. “Then you know I’m not backing down.” Kira searched for any other path toward the gunman and Natalie, and she saw that if she worked her way up the railing on the side of the deck, she’d still have some cover from the chairs. So, she started to move.

      “What did you think was going to happen?” he shouted. “That you’d finally get your justice? I’ve been in this business long enough to know there is no justice, not unless you take it for yourself. That’s all we have in this world, what we can take control of.”

      Kira slowly crept her way forward, keeping quiet, not wanting to give away her position. If she could sneak up on him and get a better shot, this could be over without Natalie being hurt. And that was paramount for Kira.

      But just before Kira neared the end of the row of chairs providing her cover, she sensed the drawn-out silence. By the time she realized what was happening, it was too late.

      The gunman charged, spearing her into the railing. She lost her weapon in the process as it splashed into the water. The gunman had Kira bent over the railing, her spine curved in an unnatural position, and his hand on her throat. He had all the leverage, aiming the gun at her head.

      “You’ve been searching for me all these years,” he said. “I know because I’ve kept an eye on you. Most parents eventually let it go; they move on, but not you.”

      Blood rushed to Kira’s head, and the hand on her neck made it difficult to breathe. But she never broke eye contact with the gunman.

      “Well, congratulations,” he said. “You’ve finally found me. Too bad you were too slow to save another girl. I’ve always had the jump on you, Agent Lockhart.”

      Kira opened her mouth to speak, but nothing but gasps and wheezes escaped. The gunman laughed, and he loosened his grip on her throat.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      “I said that if I’m dead,” Kira answered, finding her voice. “So are you.”

      The gunman frowned, and by the time he realized what was happening, Kira had sunk her hands into him and pushed off the railing, pulling him overboard with her.

      Something burned against Kira’s arm on the way down, but the sensation was quickly overtaken when they crashed into the waves.

      Both were pulled down and under the boat's movement, and Kira held her breath. She was flipped end over the top, unable to know which way was up. She knew the boat rutters could chop her up, but when she finally broke through the top of the waves and sucked in a breath, she saw the boat cruising farther out to sea. Then she noticed the coast guard cutter moving to intercept, and the helicopters overhead, and the ship was forced to stop.

      Kira glanced around the water, searching for the gunman, but she saw nothing. She wondered if he was dead, if the boat had caught him, or if the propellers had chopped him up. But that would have to wait because Kira needed to know Natalie Parker was still alive.
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      The moment the coast guard picked up Kira, she requested to be returned to the yacht, which was currently boarded by two other ships and at least a dozen armed soldiers. Kira saw a medic team crouched down and helping someone near the staircase when she arrived. She sighed in relief when she saw that Mackie was still alive, but he looked one breath away from death. The remaining two gunmen had been shot and killed.

      “Told you I’d be fine,” Mackie said.

      “How is he?” Kira asked, addressing the medics.

      “He’s lost a lot of blood, but we should be able to keep him stable until we get him a transfusion,” the medic answered. “If the bullet had hit any major organs, we think he would have been dead by now.”

      “Just lucky, I guess,” Mackie said, face pale and sweaty.

      Kira smiled and then glanced up the stairs and saw the soldiers bringing the women down, and the last one in line was Natalie Parker, who was being carried by one of their coast guard soldiers. Kira intercepted them when they reached the bottom of the stairs.

      “I’ll take her,” Kira said.

      The soldier didn’t object, probably thinking a woman would be better suited to caring for the child than he was, and he passed Natalie to Kira.

      The young girl didn’t object, immediately wrapping her arms around Kira’s neck. Kira held the girl, neither saying a word as Kira walked over to the coast guard vessel that would take them home. Kira knew the girl would need to be checked by the medical team, but that could wait until they were back on land.

      Kira sat alone with Natalie on the ride back to shore, which wasn’t as far as Kira had thought. They had barely made it out of the marina before the coast guard caught them.

      Just as Kira wondered if the gunman she pulled overboard had managed to swim back to shore, one of the coast guard crew informed her they had picked up another man from the water, and they were currently detaining him and asked if she wanted to question him.

      Kira thought about it for a moment but didn’t want to give up Natalie to deal with him, so she told the soldier to keep the gunman in custody until they returned to shore.

      It was strange for Kira to think of how long she had searched for this man, only to have him on the same boat and no desire to speak to him.

      “Where’s my mom?” Natalie asked, whispering into Kira’s ear.

      The child’s comment was a heavy dose of reality for Kira, who knew the girl’s mother was responsible for her abduction in the first place. But she didn’t want to frighten the child. Natalie had been through enough.

      “You’ll see her soon,” Kira said, unsure of exactly when that would happen but knowing it would eventually be arranged. “Just rest, okay?”

      The girl was passed out by the time they returned to the docks. When Kira stepped off the boat, she was informed that Thomas Parker had arrived. Kira walked toward the marina’s entrance, Natalie still clinging to her so tightly Kira thought the girl might never let go. But that was until she heard her father’s voice.

      “Natalie? Natalie!”

      Natalie perked up. “Daddy?” She searched around her, and Kira set the girl down so she could see her father. “Daddy!”

      The pair sprinted toward one another and collided, holding on tight. They cried into each other’s shoulders, both happy to be reunited. Kira allowed the father and daughter to have their moment, and when Thomas Parker saw Kira standing nearby, he stood, picking up his daughter with him.

      “Thank you,” Mr. Parker said. “Thank you for bringing my little girl home to me.”

      Kira nodded. “A team will take you to the hospital for a quick check-up of her, and then… we’ll speak later.”

      Mr. Parker might not have been responsible for his daughter’s abduction, but he was far from innocent, and there would need to be details ironed out about his company. But for now, Kira knew he would need to be with his daughter. That was what both of them needed.

      “Thank you,” Mr. Parker said.

      Once Mr. Parker and Natalie were gone, Kira waited for Mackie to be wheeled off the boat on a stretcher. He motioned for the soldiers carrying him to stop near Kira.

      “Couldn’t walk out on your own steam, huh?” Kira asked.

      “Your suspect is being taken back to the station,” Mackie answered. “You’ll get some time alone with him before the interrogations start.” He paused. “Use that time wisely.”

      Kira was surprised by the comment and wasn’t sure what Mackie was insinuating, but before she could ask any questions, the soldiers walked away, carrying her boss into the back of an ambulance.

      After all, Kira would get what she wanted, but after returning Natalie Parker to her father, she was unsure how she wanted the interaction to go. The only thing she was certain of was that this was an opportunity she wouldn’t turn down.
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      Kira was exhausted by the time she returned to the station. But she knew she still had a job to do. She found Dusty waiting for her outside the interrogation rooms.

      “You’ve really brought in the party today, haven’t you?” Dusty asked.

      “Mackie told me he’s here,” Kira answered.

      Dusty nodded. “And Mackie approved you for five minutes alone, unobstructed, no recording devices allowed. Though, why he would do that, I don’t know.”

      Kira knew, but she remained silent.

      Between the two of them, Dusty had always been a worrier. He worried about everything. He worried about his health and what other people thought, and he worried about her. It was sweet.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Dusty asked. “Because there are some things you can’t undo, Kira.”

      “I know,” Kira answered.

      Dusty nodded. “Okay. He’s in room two.”

      Kira walked past Dusty and stopped when she reached interrogation room 2. Even though she had already come face to face with this man, something was unnerving about seeing him again. Maybe it was because she knew she was at a crossroads. And as she opened the door and stepped inside, she became acutely aware of the gun in her holster.

      It was against protocol to bring a weapon into an interrogation room. It was to prevent the suspect from obtaining the agent’s weapon. But it was also to deter an agent from using a gun on the suspect.

      Kira shut the door behind her. The gunman at the table, the murderer, kidnapper, and scum of humanity who went by the name of Stephen Morris, was still wet from his trip overboard.

      “You’re harder to kill than your daughter,” Morris said.

      Kira stood near the door, afraid she would kill him if she moved any closer.

      Morris tilted his head to the side and then gestured to the front right corner of the room near the ceiling. “The little red light on that thing turned off. Does that have anything to do with your visit?” He smiled. His teeth were abnormally white. “So, are you gonna do it?”

      Kira finally stepped forward. She was slow and methodical and remained silent as she sat across from Morris at the table.

      “You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this moment,” Kira said. “How much I fantasized about finding you, and all of the things I’d do to hurt you like how you hurt my daughter.”

      “Save the speech,” Morris said. “There isn’t anything you can do to me that hasn’t already been done. Do you know who I work for? If you think I’m a monster, then The Seven makes me look like a saint.” He leaned forward. “I’m a killer. I’ve always known that, so I decided to get paid. Do I regret killing your daughter? No. Would I do it again? Yes. So, whatever the fuck you want, get on with it.” He leaned back. “Honestly, dying here would be better than rotting in a cell.”

      The calm that had fallen over Kira surprised her, but she’d experienced this calm only once. It was three weeks after she had buried Maggie. It had been a horrible time, the worse of her life. She had even tried to kill herself but couldn’t pull the trigger.

      But Kira remembered how in the early morning hours, sitting in her kitchen, staring at a picture of her daughter, she had made a promise to herself to find the person responsible. No matter how long it took and no matter the cost.

      “Do you remember her?” Kira asked.

      Morris laughed. “Are you joking? Do you have any idea how many women I’ve killed? Your daughter wasn’t special. None of them were special. They were my job.”

      “I remember her,” Kira answered. “I remember her every day. But for the longest time, I could only remember how she looked after you killed her. I only remembered how she looked on that steel table in the coroner’s office. But that’s not who she was. She was someone who laughed a lot. She liked donuts at any time of the day but preferably as a late-night snack. She was smart and clever. She was going to be a doctor and heal people. Because she told me one night in high school that there were too many sick people in the world and not enough healers so that’s what she was going to do.”

      Tears formed in Kira’s eyes, but Morris remained unmoved.

      “She was the best part of her father and me,” Kira said. “She was perfect.”

      Kira removed the pistol from her holster and aimed it at Morris, keeping her hand on the table for support. She had her finger on the trigger.

      “I hated you for taking her from me,” Kira said. “For shortening what would have been a beautiful life.”

      Morris gestured to the gun, no longer sporting that same confidence from earlier. “So do it then. Kill me.”

      All Kira had to do was apply the slightest amount of pressure, and the man would die. She would go to jail for murder, but her mission would be complete. She would have avenged her daughter’s death.

      But beyond her anger, tucked away in the back of her mind, Kira remembered the note she found earlier in the garage. The one Maggie had written when she was in elementary school. The one titled “Why my mother is a hero.”

      My mother is my hero because she always does the right thing.

      “I want to,” Kira said, smiling and crying. “More than anything. But killing you would be a disservice to my daughter and all the other victims and the families you destroyed.”

      “Is that your excuse?” Morris asked. “You think my going to prison is the answer?”

      “No,” Kira answered, standing. “But it’s what’s right. And you’ll never get out. Never see another ounce of sunshine. I’ll make sure of that. I’ll make sure you've put in the smallest box they have, tucked away, alone with your thoughts for so long you’ll lose your mind.” She finally holstered the weapon. “That’s what the law demands. And because my daughter told me the good guys don’t kill; they help.”

      Kira turned and walked toward the door, but Morris wasn’t finished.

      “You think I’m the bad guy?” Morris asked. “You do yourself a favor and take that gun and march into my boss’s cell and put a bullet in his head because that’s who you need to kill! If I’m the devil’s right-hand man, he’s the dark lord himself! So long as he’s alive, he’s dangerous. Do you hear me? He’s evil!”

      Kira turned around to look at Morris. “Maybe. But I’ll deal with him my way.” Kira stepped out of the room and shut the door behind her.

      Dusty was waiting for her, and he had a look of surprise on his face. “I didn’t hear any gunshots, so I assume he’s still alive?”

      “He’s still breathing,” Kira answered.

      Dusty smiled. “I’m proud of you. And I bet Maggie would be, too.”

      Kira nodded. “Thanks.” She sighed. “I think I’m going home.”

      “Um, yeah, okay,” Dusty said. “That guy, ‘The Seven,’ his lawyers just showed up, and they’re meeting with our legal team. It looks like it’s going to be a long night.”

      “We did our job,” Kira said. “It’s out of our hands now.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Dusty said. “I just thought maybe you’d stick around.”

      “No,” Kira said.

      “Oh, okay,” Dusty said.

      Kira studied Dusty. “Are we good?”

      Dusty tilted his head to the side. “Do you really have to ask?”

      “Good,” Kira said.

      “So, I’ll… see you tomorrow?” Dusty asked.

      “See you tomorrow,” Kira answered.

      Kira walked away, a weight lifted off of her shoulders. With so many opinions, so much information, and so many different ways to react, it was hard to know if you had done the right thing in this day and age. But Kira knew, without a doubt, she had made the right choice.

      And she could live with that.
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      The Next Morning

      The boxes from the garage had been emptied and cleared out. Kira had spent the night unpacking and hanging up her daughter’s old things: pictures, trophies, drawings, anything and everything she could put on the walls she did. The empty house Kira had lived in for the past five years had received a much-needed facelift. It somewhat resembled a home.

      Kira stood back, smiling at the work she’d done, proud of finally putting up all of those things. Even though her daughter was still gone, she didn’t feel as alone anymore.

      Kira picked up one of the last photographs she had taken of Maggie when she had visited New York the summer before she was killed. They were in Central Park, eating ice cream, both of them with ice cream on their nose and laughing.

      It had been a good day. Probably the last good day Kira remembered having.

      But that day wasn’t meant to be her last. She understood that now. After years of running on nothing but hate and anger for the people who’d killed her daughter, Kira had discovered a new purpose: living for her daughter.

      Because that was what Maggie would have wanted her to do.

      Kira checked the time and realized she needed to get ready for work. Even though she hadn’t slept a wink, she’d felt more rested than she had in years. She showered, put some coffee in a thermos, and headed out.

      When Kira shut the door behind her, a new sign on the wall replaced the old one she had hung. This one was an essay written by nine-year-old Maggie Smith. It was titled “Why My Mom Is My Hero.” And Kira had every intention of living up to the expectations her daughter had set.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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