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Chapter 1

Anna Dunny lay on her stomach on the
carpeted floor of her room, feet in the air and kicking her legs
like a pair of scissors. She held a doll in her left hand, and with
her right she picked up then set down different pieces of clothes,
struggling between a pink shirt and yellow skirt, or a purple
dress. The only cohesive quality to the overall fashion was the
bright boldness of the colors. Finally, she settled on a green
jumper that she slid over the doll’s body and then reached for the
tiny brush to comb through the already straight hair.

“Anna! Are you in bed? I don’t want to come
in there to find you playing.”

Anna dropped the brush and doll and quickly
scurried to her twin bed, where Bandit, the family’s
black-and-white border collie, was already resting as she slid
under the covers just as her mother opened the door. She pulled the
flowered blanket up past her chin, hiding her coy smile beneath the
sheets.

Mary Dunny saw the dolls and the play
clothes on the floor then placed her hands on her hips and tilted
her head to the side as she cocked her left eyebrow up, trying to
keep herself from smiling. “Busted.”

Anna lowered the sheet. “I was just waiting
for you to come and tuck me in.”

The mattress gave way as Mary sat down next
to Anna on the bed. Bandit turned his head around, panting happily
as Mary scratched behind his ear. “Lights out at nine o’clock.”

“But—”

“No buts, young lady.” Mary kissed her
daughter on the forehead, stood, and pulled the heavy comforter
over her daughter’s body. “Did you brush your teeth?”

“Yes,” Anna answered.

“Good.”

“Can you give me Ellie?”

Mary smiled and walked over to the pile of
toys where a pink elephant rested on top. She handed the plush toy
over to her daughter and then bent to kiss her forehead. She walked
to the door, pausing before she stepped out into the hall with her
hand on the light switch. “Night, sweetheart.”

“Mom?”

“Yes?”

Anna twisted the elephant’s ears nervously,
her eyes cast downward, as her mother returned to her bedside and
placed her warm, smooth hands on her arm.

“What’s wrong?” Mary stroked her daughter’s
hair, smoothing out the unruly strands that sprouted in random
directions. “I can’t help if I don’t know what’s wrong.”

Anna wiggled her lips, searching for the
courage to finally ask but unsure of how her mother would react.
“Why can’t we go home?” She raised her eyes to her mother, and the
worry and sadness only brightened the baby blues that she’d
inherited from her father.

Mary took a breath and then shook her head.
“I’ll tell you one day. When you’re older.”

Anna frowned. “How old?”

“Older than five.” Mary leaned forward,
matching her daughter’s exaggerated expression until Anna cracked a
smile. “There. That’s better.”

“Are we safe now?” Anna asked, shifting to
her side and getting into a more comfortable position but forcing
Bandit to adjust his place on the bed as he scooted closer to her
pillow.

“Yes, baby. We’re safe now.” Mary kissed
Anna’s forehead again, the warmth of her lips lingering as she
stood and walked toward the door.

“Can you leave it cracked?” Anna quickly sat
up, her eyes wide, clutching the sheets to her chest. “Please?”

Mary smiled. “Just a little.” She flicked
the light off, and the door hinges groaned as she closed the door
behind her, leaving a sliver of light from the hallway just as she
promised.

The crease of light cut through the darkness
of Anna’s room, and with one arm holding Ellie, she used the other
to reach for Bandit as she closed her eyes. But before sleep could
take hold, the voices of her parents drifted from the front of the
house and down the hall.

Bandit sat up, looking toward the door, his
ears perked and the hackles on his neck sticking straight up as he
growled, puffing air from his nose in quick spurts.

“What is it, Bandit?” Anna asked, reaching
for the dog’s fur as her parents’ voices grew louder.

Footsteps thundered in the hall, and her
door swung open. She shut her eyes as the bedroom light came on,
the sudden burst of light painful. Her mother’s arms were around
her before she even opened her eyes, lifting her off the bed. “Come
on, honey. We have to go.”

“Where?” Anna squeezed her mother’s neck
tightly as they stepped into the hallway, where she saw her father
rush upstairs.

“Get the suitcases and head out the back!”
Her father’s voice faded with his footsteps as Anna watched Bandit
chase her mother down the hallway and toward her parents’ room.

Mary set Anna on the bed and then rushed to
the closet. Anna scrunched her face, the tears born from confusion
more than fear.

“Mom?” Bandit leapt onto the bed next to
Anna as her mother removed two filled bags from the closet and set
them on the bed next to her.

Mary cupped Anna’s face, her own eyes
tearing up, her voice shaking along with her hands. “You have to
listen to Mommy. You do exactly what I tell you. Understand?”

Anna nodded and then squeezed her eyes shut,
tears leaking from the corners as her mother grabbed the bags and
then left the room. Anna held onto Bandit. The beast never left the
girl’s side until her mother returned.

“All right, sweetheart, let’s go.” Mary
extended her arms, and Anna reached for them. Her mother lifted her
off the bed and hurried down the narrow hall toward the front door
near the staircase. Before they reached the end, her father
descended the steps, and just as he turned to look at them, the
door burst open.

Bandit barked, yapping hysterically at
Mary’s feet while Anna’s heart hammered wildly in her chest. Her
mother screamed, and Anna turned her gaze from the dog to the front
door just in time to watch three men burst inside, one of them
masked.

Charles Dunny flung himself in front of the
first man that entered, and was tackled to the floor.

“Daddy!” Anna thrust her arm out as her
mother sprinted down the hallway in the opposite direction, Bandit
following close behind. The men chased after them, and Anna buried
her face into her mother’s shoulder.

Suddenly, Anna’s stomach flipped, and a
heavy thud smacked her arm. When she opened her eyes, she was on
the floor, her mother behind her, kicking furiously at one of the
masked intruder. Anna looked farther down the hall and saw two
other men dragging her father out the door, looking as if he was
asleep.

“Anna!”

She turned to her mother, those blue eyes
wide and frightened from the anger and urgency in her mother’s
voice.

“Run!”

Anna tried to stand, but then something hard
clamped around her ankle, and she screamed. Cheeks red, she clawed
at the rug along the hardwood and looked back to find a smiling,
masked monster grabbing hold, her mother ferociously beating on his
chest, and then the man screamed.

Bandit sank his teeth through the thin
fabric of the man’s long-sleeved shirt, viciously tearing through
cloth and fabric, sprinkling red droplets onto the floor. The
monster released Anna, and she pushed the back door open.

“Run, Anna! Don’t stop!”

Her mother’s voice echoed into the dark
night, chasing Anna as she pushed her short legs over the rocky
earth and into the thick foliage of the forest. Rocks and twigs dug
into her bare feet, and she limped awkwardly over the rough
terrain.

Anna sobbed, too afraid to look behind her.
The monsters were back there, and she didn’t want to be taken. She
didn’t want to be hurt.

Wet leaves and stiff branches smacked her
face, but she didn’t stop until her legs gave up underneath her and
she collapsed to her hands and knees, her fingers digging into the
moist forest soil.

“She ran out there!”

Anna gasped, her eyes wide as she spun
around to find a beam of light flashing over the trees behind her,
wiggling with every step the monster took.

Unsure of where to go, Anna tucked herself
into a ball and hid behind a tree. She stayed there, silently
crying to herself, when she heard voices calling out into the
night.

“Aaaaannnnaaaaa.” The voice spoke her name
soothingly, like a friend asking her to come out to play. “Come on
out, Anna. There’s no reason to be scared.”

Anna shrank into a tighter ball, shivering
in the dark with every leaf-crunching step that brought the
monsters closer. She shut her eyes, wishing for her mother, wishing
that they could have just stayed home, wishing to be anywhere but
here.

“Aaaaannnaaaaa.”

The voice was closer now, and Anna cracked
her right eye open, finding a sliver of light stretching past the
tree trunk that she hid behind. The beams penetrated the darkness,
but it only worsened Anna’s fear.

Three more crunching steps, and then a boot
passed the tree trunk, and Anna covered her mouth with both hands
to prevent herself from screaming. She tasted the gritty soil that
lingered on her palms. It was cold and bitter, but she didn’t dare
make a sound.

“Hey!” It was a second voice, scarier and
louder than the first. “We don’t have time! We must leave!”

“Shut up,” the first monster said. “She’s
out here.”

“We come back!”

Anna’s eyes remained glued to the black boot
that was only inches from her leg. It shifted on the root where it
landed as the light scanned the darkness up ahead.

The monster sighed. “Fine.” The boot
disappeared.

Footsteps faded along with their voices, but
Anna remained still and quiet in the darkness, paralyzed by fear,
until she was certain the monsters were gone.

But then bushes rustled on her left. Anna
scrambled backward, her palms scraping against rocks and sticks,
her bottom dragging across the dirt on her retreat.

The leaves thrashed harder, and Anna’s heart
pounded as she turned away from the patch of darkness and closed
her eyes, whimpering as warm wetness covered her cheek.

Bandit panted and whined, continuing his
barrage of licks as Anna gained her footing and wrapped her arms
around the animal’s neck, burying her face into his musty fur.

“Good boy, Bandit.” Anna scratched behind
the dog’s ear, and he finally settled down and lay across her lap
while she stroked his wet fur. “At least I’m not alone
anymore.”

Anna looked around at the darkened forest.
The breeze caused leaves and branches to make ghostlike movements,
turning the forest into a world of terrifying creatures.

Rain started to fall, but even with the
danger subsided, Anna didn’t move. Exhaustion had replaced fear,
and her eyes suddenly felt heavy and tired. Bandit licked her face,
whimpering, until she pushed his muzzle down.

She wasn’t sure what to do now. She didn’t
want to go to the police again, not after what happened the first
time. They had separated her from her family, putting her in a cold
room with grey walls and no toys. It was scary and lonely, and she
didn’t want to go back to that.

But she knew she couldn’t stay in the woods,
even with Bandit to protect her. She squeezed her dog again, and
Bandit lay down in her lap. She stroked the wet fur, hairs sticking
to her palms as she did so, and tried to think.

Anna gasped, the idea striking her quickly,
and Bandit poked his head up from her lap in alarm. She smiled,
grabbing hold of Bandit’s ears, and kissed his nose. “C’mon,
Bandit.” She stood, and the dog joined her as she stumbled through
the woods. There was a house down the street with someone she knew,
someone she liked. Whenever her parents went on dates, he would
come over to babysit, and they’d watch old movies together. So old
they were in black and white. Bandit liked him too, because he
always fed him treats. Anna just hoped that Mr. Grant was home.

 



Chapter 2

The warm chatter of conversation filled the
living room as couples huddled together, drinks in hand, the liquor
taking hold as boisterous laughter erupted across the room. Topics
of conversation ranged from the house’s décor, to the neighborhood,
the great schools, and how lucky Susan and Rick were to find this
place with such a low asking price.

Overall, the atmosphere was welcoming and
the guests friendly. But despite the general sense of good-natured
laughter and the hors d’oeuvres that accompanied the housewarming
party, Chase Grant stood off to the side in a darkened corner,
sipping Coke from his red Solo cup.

At six feet he was one of the taller men in
the room. He rubbed his chin, catching the tiny cut he gave himself
from shaving that morning. It had been a while since he’d bothered
to get dressed up for anything, and even longer since he’d been
around so many people. But while he could shave the scruff off his
cheeks, he didn’t have time to get a haircut.

Grant had slicked back his hair, the thick
black strands growing so long they were starting to crawl down his
neck. He had always kept it short when he was on the force, but
living out in the middle of nowhere came with a certain lifestyle,
and Grant had slid into it comfortably.

Aside from the hosts, Grant knew no one and
had resigned himself to the corner, watching the guests mingle. So
far he found at least three people that wouldn’t be able to drive
home, two of them already spilling vodka onto Mocks’s new carpet,
which they tried to hide with a nearby ottoman. And he found one
man, wedding band on display, flirting in the opposite corner of
the room with a redhead that wasn’t his wife, as Grant noted by the
lack of hardware on the redhead’s left hand. She had already
noticed the man’s wedding band, but judging by the way she kept
touching his chest, Grant knew she didn’t care.

Grant also found a few pairs of eyes that
watched him, lips whispering behind hands and raised glasses. He
had hoped enough time had passed since he’d left Seattle, but
front-page headlines were hard to shake. Especially national
ones.

“Hi.”

Grant turned from his observation of the
guests in the living room to a blond woman holding a highball glass
that was filled with nothing but ice cubes. She was a half foot
shorter than Grant and wore a strapless blue dress that clung to
her like a second skin and only covered halfway down her thigh.

“Hello,” Grant said.

“I’m Kelly.” She wiped the condensation from
her palm and then extended her hand, the dress accentuating her
blue eyes, which never left Grant’s.

Grant took her hand politely, returning the
smile. “Nice to meet you.”

Kelly sidled closer, still holding eye
contact as she chewed on the end of the straw from her drink. “So
how do you know Susan and Rick?”

“Susan and I used to work together,” Grant
answered.

“So you’re a detective?” Kelly’s eyes
brightened, and she gave his arm a squeeze, giggling at the muscle
she found underneath. “I bet you caught a lot of bad guys.”

“I’m not a detective anymore.” Grant sipped
from his cup and turned his attention back to the living room,
looking for Mocks so he could escape, but she was nowhere to be
seen.

“So what do you do now?” Kelly asked,
undeterred by Grant’s lack of interest and giving him a good
once-over.

“Consulting,” Grant said, staring into the
black liquid of his Coke, the ice cubes nearly melted.

“I’m in real estate,” Kelly said unprovoked.
“I’m the one who recommended this house. I didn’t close it, but a
good friend of mine helped them out.” She gestured to the home.
“Isn’t it great?”

“It’s very nice.” Grant drained the rest of
his Coke then gave it a little shake to signify a refill. “Excuse
me.”

“Don’t go too far,” Kelly said, smiling as
she bit her lower lip and watched Grant leave.

Grant bypassed the kitchen and the drinks
and opened the sliding glass doors that led out to the deck in the
backyard. The wood was wet from the afternoon’s rain, but the
grassy back yard smelled of green and water that made everything
feel fresh and new. It was one of the more redeeming qualities of
living in Seattle.

He walked to the deck’s edge, thankful for
the breeze that cooled the sweat collecting beneath his undershirt.
He hated stuff like this. And even as he found himself alone in the
backyard, he still couldn’t shake the lingering anxiousness.

The view from the backyard was gorgeous, a
picturesque sight of Seattle’s downtown skyline. Lights from
high-rises twinkled under the cloudy night sky, the Space Needle
off to the right, slowly spinning the restaurant patrons
inside.

Grant smiled at the memory of his late wife,
and their third wedding anniversary, which they’d spent there.
They’d lived in Seattle most of their lives but had never been. The
food was good, but it was more for the novelty experience of the
attraction and the views of the city.

“You can brood inside, you know.”

Grant smiled and turned to find Mocks on the
deck, waddling forward with both hands on her bulging stomach,
which had neared nine months of growth. But somehow, even in her
pregnancy, the only weight she gained was in her stomach. The baby
didn’t seem to have an effect on her metabolism at all. “I’ve
always preferred to brood alone.”

“Yeah, I know.” Mocks waddled next to him,
and she absentmindedly rubbed her stomach as she smiled at the
view. She had cut her hair shorter since the last time he’d seen
her, probably out of practicality, which brought more attention to
her face. Pale freckles dotted her light skin, and her green eyes
almost glowed in the dark. She was never a woman who flaunted her
good looks, but women like her rarely needed to. “Hard to believe
anything bad ever happens down there when it looks like this from
up here.”

“Things always look good from far away,”
Grant said.

“I saw you talking to Kelly,” Mocks said,
nudging Grant’s arm with her elbow, that familiar grin stretched up
the right side of her face. She bounced her eyebrows. “Thinking of
spending the night?”

Grant shook his head. “Not my type.”

“Who cares? She’s hot. You’re single. And
both of you need to get laid.” Mocks punched his arm. “I swear,
sometimes I think you like doing things the hard way.”

“I just like to take my time,” Grant
said.

“Well, clock is ticking, buddy. I mean, how
long has it been? A year? Two years? You need to get your oil
checked!” Mocks snorted as she clutched her pregnant belly with
both hands.

“You keep that up, and you’ll go into labor
right now,” Grant answered.

“Oh god, please, please, pleeeeease let that
happen.” Mocks stared down at her massive belly. “Do you have any
idea how much I want this kid out of me? I have to pee every three
minutes. I can’t sleep. Everything I eat gives me heartburn, and
Rick will not stop badgering me about my health and wellness.” She
cocked her head to the right and then to the left as she mimicked
her husband. “Did you take your prenatal vitamin? Did you read that
baby book? Are you practicing your breathing?” She flung her head
back, fake crying. “Just make it stop.”

Grant put his arm around her and pulled her
close. “Rick is just being overprotective. I was the same way with
Ellen.”

Mocks rested her head against Grant’s side.
“After all of my pregnant rage, I’m surprised he hasn’t run off to
Canada.”

“You’re lucky to have him.”

“I know.” Mocks lifted her head up, her
voice softening as she nudged his arm. “You doing all right out
there in the woods?”

Grant forced a smile. “I’m good.” And for
the most part, it was true. But he decided to keep the sleepless
nights and the nightmares that flared up to himself. He didn’t want
to bring up bad memories. It would only worry her, and she had
enough on her plate already. “So what do you have for me?”

“Already down to business, huh?” Mocks
sighed, and then removed his arm as she turned back toward the
house, swaying a bit from the added ballast around her midsection.
“C’mon, Romeo.”

Grant trailed Mocks through the crowded
kitchen and living room, stopping and smiling whenever someone made
a comment, telling her how much they loved the house. Mocks nodded
her appreciation, but when they made it to her office and closed
the door, she stuck out her tongue and fake-gagged.

“God, I hate these things,” Mocks said,
heading to her desk. “I didn’t want to do it, but Rick said we’d
regret it if we didn’t.” She lowered her voice an octave to imitate
her husband. “It’s part of the experience, babe.” She opened a
drawer, shuffling the contents inside. “I don’t even know who half
of those people are.” She plucked out a stack of folders and
extended them to Grant. “Latest cold cases that were shelved last
month.”

A brief rush of purpose flooded through
Grant as he took hold of them. The cold cases that Mocks gave him
were the one thread that still connected him to police work. He’d
gotten his private investigator license last year, and as such, he
could work as a consultant for a police department so long as the
officer in charge of the division signed off on it.

“Thanks, Lieutenant,” Grant said, smiling
when Mocks winced.

“God, I still haven’t gotten used to that.”
Mocks sat down, the chair groaning from her weight as she leaned
back, hands still rubbing her stomach. “After all of the shit I
used to pull against Lieutenant Furst, I’m surprised karma hasn’t
paid me a visit yet. I’m just waiting for another me to waltz into
my department and set everything on fire.”

Grant opened the first file. “You’d be lucky
to have her.”

“Save some of that charm for Miss Blond out
there.” Mocks leaned forward, bouncing those light-brown eyebrows
again. “You know she used to be a gymnast.”

But Grant only grunted as he scanned the
first page of the case file on top. He was greeted with the picture
of a young boy, age nine, black hair and brown eyes, abducted two
years ago in northern Seattle. A body was never found, and the only
people that cared anything about the investigation anymore were the
parents. And now Grant.

“You know the chief spoke to me a few months
ago after the Collet case,” Mocks said, swiveling to her left and
right in her chair. “His offer still stands.”

“I’m not going to be an administrator,
Mocks,” Grant said, flipping the page to examine the notes from the
detective assigned to the case. “I don’t want to get stuck behind a
desk.”

Mocks drummed her fingers on her own desk
and nodded then sighed. “I’d be lying if I said you get used to
it.” She lowered her eyes to her stomach. “But I suppose you have
to roll with the change that life throws at you.”

“You’re going to be a great mom, Mocks.”
Grant closed the file and then circled around the desk and knelt by
her side. “The kid is so lucky to have you.”

Mocks sniffled, her eyes growing big the way
they did whenever she was feeling vulnerable. It was an expression
reserved for the people she trusted. The people she loved. “Rick
keeps saying the same thing, but he has to say that kind of stuff,
you know?”

Grant took her hands, that calmness rolling
off him and onto her. “It’s true. You’re going to kick ass at
motherhood.”

Mocks laughed and then wiped her eyes. “All
right, enough sucking up. You’ll still get more cases next month.”
She pushed herself out of the chair, Grant hovering close to make
sure she didn’t fall. “So are you heading back tonight, or do you
need a place to crash?”

“In the morning,” Grant answered. “I’ve got
a hotel booked in the city, and I need to take care of a few things
before I leave.”

“Things, huh?” Mocks asked, an accusing note
to her voice.

“Nothing that’ll get me in trouble,” Grant
answered. “Promise.” And it was true—it wouldn’t get him in
trouble, but he kept the whole truth to himself. He didn’t want
Mocks to think he was slipping backward. But it had been a long
time since he’d been in the city. And there was one place that he
needed to see before he left. It was a test for him, and he was
hoping he passed.

“So there is no way that I can convince you
to go home with the curvy, hot former gymnast for some meaningless
sex?” Mocks asked.

“Maybe next time.”

“You know,” Mocks said as they walked out of
the office together, “sometimes I think that I’m the guy in our
relationship.”

“Me too.”

 



Chapter 3

The red digital numbers on the clock blinked
in the same rhythm as the jarring blast of the alarm. A hairy,
liver-spotted hand reached from beneath the covers and blindly
smacked the clock, taking three tries before the alarm clicked off.
The huddled mass beneath the sheets groaned as the hand remained
still on the nightstand.

After a moment, the pile of old bones
stirred, and Barry Carr slowly removed his covers, sat up, and
planted both feet on the carpet as he stretched, his body stiff and
badgering him with the aches and pains associated with seven
decades of living. He turned around to find his wife, Jane, still
sound asleep beneath the covers. The woman could sleep through
anything.

Joints popped and muscles creaked on Barry’s
slow path toward the kitchen, where he powered on the coffee pot
and headed to the front door to find the stack of newspapers
waiting to be delivered.

The paperboy had assured him that he would
get the papers delivered on time and to the correct houses, but
Barry felt more comfortable doing it himself. Plus, it made him
feel as if he was still working.

The properties that he and his wife ran
practically took care of themselves nowadays, and he figured it was
only a matter of time before they sold everything and moved to
Florida or southern California, where they would live out the rest
of their days in the warm sunshine. Part of him was thrilled with
the idea, and another part hated it.

Barry heaved the stack of papers brought in
from the city into a wagon, and after draining his second cup of
coffee and polishing off a bagel with a generous helping of cream
cheese, he tugged the wagon down the dirt road of Oak Lane, where
the bulk of their seven properties were located.

The houses were spread out along the road,
their residents enjoying the privacy and quiet that their small
town offered. Barry and Jane were lucky to have excellent tenants,
though that was mainly due to Jane running the office and
application process. She could sniff out bad eggs like a
bloodhound. Something he was glad for back when his daughters were
dating.

Barry heaved one of the papers onto Mr.
Grant’s front porch, noting that his car was gone, which was
unusual. He liked Grant. He was a man who understood that God gave
people two ears and one mouth for a reason. Jane loved him too. But
he suspected that it was because Grant reminded her of a young Cary
Grant. Barry remembered when she used to say that about him.

The stack of papers rocked back and forth in
the wagon, and the front right wheel slowed in mud as he approached
the Dunnys’ house. Barry had his head down, grumbling to himself
about putting some WD-40 on the axle again, and when he lifted his
head, he stopped.

The Dunnys’ front door was wide open. Barry
looked behind him, then up toward the road, then at the Dunnys’
SUV, which was still parked in the driveway, the back hatch open.
He left the wagon in the road and shuffled up the drive toward the
front door.

“Mary? Chuck?”

After no answer, Barry walked to the open
door and peered inside. The hallway light was still on. “Anna?
Bandit?” But when Barry took a step toward the living room, his old
eyes still not adjusted to the dark inside, glass crunched beneath
his shoe.

Barry lifted his foot, finding a broken
picture frame. His knees popped as he reached for the frame, then
he brushed off the shards of glass. The photo was comprised of the
three Dunnys and their dog on the day they moved into the house.
They were all smiling.

Barry blinked a few times, and when he
looked into the living room, his jaw dropped. “My god.”

The living room had been torn apart.
Furniture broken, pictures smashed, cushions torn. Barry stepped
through the carnage, being mindful of his feet and to not trip over
anything. The more he surveyed, the faster his heart beat.

“Mary! Chuck! Anna!” Barry screamed louder
and passed through the kitchen, finding it in similar disarray. He
brought his fingertips to his lips, his right hand still clutching
the picture he’d picked up. He stepped from the kitchen and into
the hallway, close to the back door.

Morning light shone through a small square
window on the back door and onto a patch of hallway to his left.
Barry squinted, noticing dark blotches. There was something violent
about the stain, and fear gripped him as he forced his wobbling
knees over to investigate.

Barry stopped a few inches shy of the stain,
arms limp at his sides, and as the realization of what the stain
was washed over him, the photo drifted from his fingertips and
floated to the floor.

“Oh no,” Barry whispered, staring at the
blotches of blood. For a moment, he couldn’t move, but then he took
a step backward and, gaining momentum, broke into a shambling jog.
He wheezed, and his joints ached as he left the wagon of newspapers
in the road, his eyes widening on his retreat. He didn’t know what
happened, but he knew the Dunnys were in trouble. And he needed the
police.

***

The dreams didn’t come as often as they used
to, but when they did rear their ugly heads, they made their
presence known. It was always the same nightmare. And as Grant
twitched in his sleep, reclined in the driver’s seat of his rusted
Buick, which sat parked off to the side of a residential
neighborhood, the past was thrust to the forefront of his
subconscious. But he thought they might show up. After all, he was
taking a trip down memory lane.

Grant was back on the beach, the waves
lapping over the sand like black tar, staining anything it touched.
He was alone, badge clipped onto his belt, and his service pistol
in his hand. He was cold with sweat, and he took slow steps in the
sand, but he left no footprints.

The night sky was cloudless and devoid of
stars. Only the moon shone down, silhouetting a group of figures
that huddled together. And even though Grant moved toward them
slowly, he didn’t do it willingly.

A force tugged at his chest, yanking him
along at a steady pace. And no matter how hard he tried to stop or
turn around, that force continued to pull him toward the figures.
He looked down at the pistol in his hand. He squeezed the handle so
tightly that his knuckles were ghost white. He tried dropping the
gun, but again that same inexplicable force wouldn’t allow him to
let go.

The closer Grant came to the figures, the
colder he became, and when he stood behind them, less than a few
feet away, he couldn’t stop himself from shaking.

A dozen women had their backs to him, each
of them with long strands of black hair that cascaded down their
backs. They stood lazily in the sand, gently swaying back and forth
like the palm fronds in the breeze. And then suddenly they all
stopped, frozen in place. Grant shut his eyes, looking away, not
wanting to see their faces.

But that same force that pulled him down the
beach now tilted his head back toward the women and opened his
eyes. The sight stole his breath.

Bullet holes covered their bodies, the
gruesome wounds exposed to the night air, crusted blood around the
clothes, their arms and faces smeared with dirt and grime and
sweat. Their mouths hung open, and tears filled their eyes.

A woman in the middle lifted her hand,
reaching toward Grant, crying. “Please. Help us.” She tried to take
a step forward, but a restraint on her ankle kept her in place. The
shackle appeared around both ankles, and it drew taut as she
repeatedly tried to shuffle forward, continuing to cry for
help.

The other women soon joined her, and the
chorus of grief grew louder and louder, all of them reaching for
Grant, begging for help, their cries growing more hysterical, more
distraught.

But all Grant could do was shake his head.
“I-I can’t.”

His words fell on deaf ears as the women
clamored even louder, their grief turning to rage, and their pleas
turning to curses.

“You did this! You did this!”

“No,” Grant said, the pistol still at his
side.

Gunshots sounded, and the bullet holes that
covered the women suddenly burst with blood, each of them
collapsing as one after another fell into the sand. Grant screamed,
still unable to move, forced to watch each of the women die until
he was alone.

The blood from the dead collected together
and then traveled around the tiny mounds of sand, following the
grooves toward Grant, who watched in horror as the blood circled
around his feet. And when he looked down to the pistol in his hand,
he saw the smoke coming out of the barrel.

Grant shook his head. “No. I didn’t do
this.” Tears fell as the blood drew closer, touching his heels and
the tips of his toes. “I didn’t do this!”

And then the tide crept in, but the water
had turned to blood, and it rose to Grant’s knees, then his waist.
The force that brought him down the beach kept him still, and he
started to hyperventilate.

When the blood water reached his lips, he
drew one last breath and shut his mouth, and then he was completely
submerged, his feet glued to the sand, the gun still in his hand,
and his eyes locked on the bodies of the dead women.

His chest ached as his lungs convulsed for
air. Bubbles streamed from his nose, floating upward, and he opened
his mouth, his tongue bathing in the metallic taste of the blood.
His eyes burned, and just when he thought he couldn’t hold his
breath anymore, one of the women rose from the group. She walked
over, eyes as dead as the rest of her, now unrestricted from the
shackles.

The woman stopped when her nose rested less
than an inch away from Grant. And then, as his lungs were about to
burst and he was about to die, the woman reached down, grabbed
Grant’s hand that held the pistol, brought it to his temple, and
then pressed her finger over his on the trigger and squeezed.

Grant gasped, waking in sweat as he fumbled
awkwardly in the driver’s seat. He blinked, looking out through his
windows to ensure he was alone, finding the residential
neighborhood empty and still asleep as the first few rays of
morning filtered through the windows.

Grant leaned back in his seat, shutting his
eyes and getting control of his breathing. He wiped the sweat and
sleep from his eyes and then raised his seat up and reached for the
half-empty bottle of water in the center console. He drained it
then chucked it to the floorboard, which was already littered with
balled-up fast-food wrappers.

As the effects of the nightmares faded,
Grant’s heart rate came down and his breathing calmed. He shifted,
stiff and uncomfortable from spending the night in his car. He had
lied to Mocks about the hotel, knowing that she’d offer her spare
bedroom. But Grant wasn’t in the habit of asking for handouts. He
wasn’t good at it, either.

Grant blinked away the fog of sleep, letting
his vision clear as he set his eyes on the home two houses down on
the left-hand side. It’d been four years since he’d seen it and
even longer since he’d been inside. It had been his and Ellen’s
house before she died. After she’d passed and he had moved out,
Grant would come here at night and park right where he was now and
imagine a life where his wife was still alive.

Grant envisioned their kids playing in the
yard and Ellen sitting on the front porch swing he’d set up for
her. He saw the family pictures taken during the holidays, and the
kids going to and from school. But after all the years he spent
fantasizing about an impossible future, he’d never yearned for
anything more than what his grief allowed him.

And now Ellen was nothing more than a faded
picture in his mind, a page of his history that he no longer turned
to anymore, and because of that neglect, those pages had turned
brittle, breaking apart from the weather of time.

It was the reason Grant had driven here last
night. He wanted to see how he would feel, what kind of spark he
could ignite. But he felt nothing. He no longer saw the ghosts of a
fictional future. He only saw four walls and a roof. He had the
confirmation he was scared to admit. He finally wanted more than
just what could have been.

The car sputtered when Grant turned the
engine, and it took three tries before it finally caught. He made a
mental note to get it looked at when he got back to Deville. He
should have scrapped the old heap months ago. It seemed it was time
for a lot of new things.

Traffic out of Seattle was light, and while
he kept his attention on the road, his eyes continued to flick
toward the cases in the passenger seat. The cold cases that Mocks
gave him were his main source of income. But more importantly, they
were his one connection to a profession that he missed.

The highway faded into a two-lane road that
pushed him through Deville’s version of a Main Street, which was
little more than a string of buildings that acted as their
downtown.

Grant turned onto Oak Lane, and the paved
road dissolved into gravel, the ride immediately bumpier as his
worn shocks bounced him around in his seat. And as he approached
his house, he noticed red and blue lights up ahead. He squinted,
the brakes squealing until he came to a stop.

The next house down belonged to the Dunnys.
And the number of squad cars he saw parked out front didn’t bode
well for his neighbors.

Grant let off the brake and drove down,
parking behind a sheriff’s deputy off to the side, spotting both
Barry and Jane out front, speaking to one of the officers, who
scribbled their statement onto a small notepad.

When Grant stepped out of the car, one of
the deputies approached, hand out in front of him. “Sir, you can’t
be here right now.” The early morning sun reflected off of the
deputy’s bald head, and Grant saw his reflection in the deputy’s
dark glasses.

“Oh, Grant!” Jane pressed her hands against
her cheeks, hurrying past the deputy and taking hold of Grant’s
hand. “Grant, it’s terrible, just terrible!”

“What happened?” Grant asked.

Jane pointed back toward the house as Barry
finished speaking with one of the deputies. “They’re gone! Mary,
Charles, Anna, they’ve disappeared!”

“We don’t know what happened,” the deputy
said, trying to calm Jane down.

“Well, then what are you standing here for?”
Jane smacked the deputy’s arm, her hysteria funneling into anger.
“Why aren’t you out there looking for them?”

“Ma’am, you need to calm down—”

“Don’t tell me to calm down!” Jane stomped
her foot and yanked her arm away from the deputy’s hand. “There was
blood inside! Blood!”

Grant placed his hand on Jane’s shoulder.
“I’m sure everything is fine.” Though the words felt forced. Grant
could see the yellow crime-scene tape crossed over the door, and
with the talk of blood and the number of deputies crawling around
the place, the events that transpired here must have been violent.
He turned to the deputy. “Do you have forensics on site?”

The deputy paused, glaring at Grant. “And
who are you? Sir?”

“I’m the Dunnys’ neighbor,” Grant
answered.

“And what did you hear last night?”

“I was in Seattle.”

“And there are people to corroborate that
story?”

“Oh, stop it, Timothy.” Jane slapped the
officer’s shoulder. “Grant is as guilty as I am. Don’t make me call
your father.” She wagged her finger in the deputy’s face to hammer
home her threat.

“Jane!” Barry hobbled over and gave Grant a
handshake as he tried to catch his breath. “The deputies need the
rental records.”

“Now?” Jane asked.

“That’s what they said.”

Jane huffed and flapped her arms at her
sides. “Fine.” She smiled at Grant, giving his arm a squeeze. “Good
to see you, sweetheart.” She led the deputy down the road toward
their office, but her husband lingered behind.

“How are you holding up?” Grant asked.

Barry shook his head. “Not sure. I’ve never
seen anything like this happen here.” He grunted in disbelief. “In
fact, I don’t think anything like this has ever happened in the
history of this town.” He ran his liver-spotted hands over the
matching spots on the top of his head.

Grant nodded in agreement. In the two years
since he’d lived here, Grant had never seen anything more than a
broken window from a few middle-school kids. Crime was practically
unheard of in the area.

“Listen, um, Grant.” Barry scratched the
back of his head, avoiding eye contact. “I know this might seem
like an odd time to bring it up, but you wouldn’t happen to have
that rent money yet, would you?”

“I just got a couple of cases,” Grant
answered. “Shouldn’t be long.” They had let him skirt the past two
months, but everyone had their limits with patience.

“Yeah, it’s just with this happening to the
Dunnys…” Barry gave a little shrug and then finally worked up the
courage to look Grant in the eye. “I just don’t know what this will
mean for our properties. Things can get a little tight when
authorities are involved. If you could come up with the money
sooner rather than later, it would put my mind at ease.”

“Of course.” Grant nodded. “I’ll get
something to you before the end of the week.”

Barry exhaled. “Thanks, I really appreciate
it. Listen, I need to go help Jane. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Yeah, talk to you later.” Grant exhaled,
watching Barry disappear down the road.

Grant’s savings had run dry months ago, and
while he was paid for his “consulting” work on the cold cases, it
wasn’t steady enough to provide a livable income. And Deville
wasn’t exactly teeming with jobs.

“Sir?” Deputy Timothy asked. “I’m going to
have to ask you to leave.”

“Right,” Grant answered, smiling politely.
“I’ll let you guys get to it.” But as he walked back to his car and
drove back down to his house, he couldn’t keep his eyes from
looking in the rearview mirror.

Once in the driveway, the rusted Buick
groaned its thanks for being shut off. He removed his bag from the
backseat, making sure to grab the cold-case files, then walked
toward his front door, the red and blue lights still flashing in
his peripheral.

One flick of a light switch, and the dark
interior was illuminated in a dreary yellow hue by the light in the
overhead fan. The living room was bare save for the desk, a single
lounge chair, and a coffee table. There was a TV, but it wasn’t
hooked up to cable, though he did have an internet connection. That
was unavoidable these days.

On his walk to his bedroom, Grant passed
bare walls, devoid of any decoration or signs of life. But Grant
had never bothered to put anything up because he didn’t think he’d
be staying here for as long as he had. He’d thought he’d eventually
keep migrating east. But the little town of Deville was as far as
his mind was able to push him. And despite all he was able to work
through here, there was a part of him that still ached to be back
in Seattle.

Grant tossed the suitcase and the case files
on his unmade bed, making a mental note to try and remember to wash
his sheets. He unzipped the suitcase, when he heard a whimper come
from his closet.

His hand swiped instinctively for the pistol
that would have been at his shoulder holster if he were still a
detective, and then he froze as he listened to what sounded like
lips being licked, and then the faint panting of breaths.

Grant opened the top dresser drawer that hid
the revolver amongst his socks on his slow walk toward the closet.
He cocked the hammer back then aimed for the closet door, his hand
steady. The panting inside the closet intensified, and Grant slowly
reached for the doorknob, pausing for a second once his fingers
touched the wood, then ripped it open in one swift, clean
motion.

A black-and-white border collie whimpered,
slowly poking his head out from the closet, sniffing at the air
around Grant, blocking a little girl from view.

Grant immediately lowered the pistol and
dropped to a knee as Bandit licked Grant’s face. “All right, boy.
All right.” He reached past the dog and lifted the little girl from
the back of the closet. She was cold and shivering, her pajamas
stained with dirt. “Are you hurt?”

The girl remained quiet as Grant set her on
the bed. Bandit hopped up next to her, and Grant placed the
revolver back in the drawer, emptying the bullets before he did so,
and then reached for his cell phone.

“9-1-1, what’s your emergency?” an operator
asked.

“My name is Chase Grant, and I’m at Fourteen
Oak Lane. Tell the authorities that I’ve found Anna Dunny.”

***

Grant only half listened to the deputy in
his living room, asking him questions about his relationship with
the Dunnys, how they knew him, the last time he was in contact with
them—all of the standard questioning that law enforcement would
ask. He kept his attention on the ambulance where they’d placed
Anna Dunny. They were checking her vitals, giving her an IV, all
precautionary steps. The girl had no visible injuries, but he was
sure they’d do some scans and x-rays at the hospital.

“Mr. Grant?” the deputy asked.

“Huh?”

“I asked you how long you’ve known the
Dunnys?”

“They moved here about six months ago,”
Grant answered. “So for about that long.”

“And did you notice any strange activity
from them lately?”

Grant shook his head. “No, nothing out of
the ordinary.”

The deputy dropped his eyes to his notepad,
jotting down his shorthand, and Grant returned his gaze to the
ambulance.

“Is there any other family in the area?”
Grant asked. “To help take care of Anna?”

“We don’t have any next of kin listed,” the
deputy answered. “But we have someone from DCF coming down to take
care of her until we can get all of this sorted out.”

“DCF?” Grant whipped his head toward the
deputy. “You’re putting her with a social worker? You put her in
that system, and she’ll get lost in it.”

“Sir, we have everything under control.” The
deputy held up his hand and put the notepad away. He was middle
aged, slightly older than Grant, and he squinted at him, cocking
his head to the side. “Do I know you from someplace?”

“I doubt it,” Grant answered, looking back
toward Anna. “What about the dog?”

“We’ll call animal control once the DCF
liaison arrives,” the deputy answered.

“I’ll take care of him,” Grant said, turning
back to the deputy. “It’ll save you some paperwork, and it’ll be
easier for the family to get the dog back once you find them.” It
took every ounce of willpower for Grant to say once instead
of if, because he knew the odds. Once a missing-persons case
passed the twelve-hour mark from time of abduction, the chances of
a successful retrieval dropped by half. And he didn’t expect much
from the Andy Griffith Show character standing in front of
him.

“Yeah,” the deputy said, nodding to himself.
“I don’t see the harm in that. Hey, Deetz! C’mon. Dog’s staying
here.”

The partner brought the dog back inside,
struggling to keep him still as Bandit jumped and barked toward the
ambulance. Grant took hold of the animal, and he calmed a little
bit.

“If you remember anything else, give us a
call.” The deputy handed Grant his card, and the ambulance drove
off, the deputies not far behind.

Grant watched them leave and didn’t shut the
door until the dust from the road settled. Then he pulled Bandit
back inside and shut the door.

 



Chapter 4

The cold-case files were spread out across
the desk, the yellow light of the desk lamp revealing a story of
dead-end leads, lack of evidence, and some gross negligence by the
lead detectives, but Grant knew there was always more than what the
eye could see.

Police departments had finite resources, and
the persons charged with the allocation of those resources had to
make sure they were being used in the most efficient ways. And
those resources never matched the number of cases that detectives
were forced to take on. So cases with dead-end leads or low chances
of success were shelved. But that was where Grant could help now.
His success rate wasn’t as high as when he was a detective, but it
was high enough for the work to keep coming his way.

Less than a paragraph had been written on
the yellow notepad, and Grant dropped the pencil, rubbed his face,
and reclined in his chair. His mind kept circling back to Anna and
her parents. None of it made any sense. But he wondered if there
were things that he hadn’t noticed, something he missed.

As often as he worked the cold cases to stay
sharp, he knew his detective senses had rusted over the past two
years. There could have been warning signs that he overlooked, some
unheard cry for help.

Grant pushed himself out of the chair,
catching Bandit’s attention as he paced the room. He chewed the
inside of his cheek, mulling over the options. He knew he wasn’t a
detective anymore. He hadn’t been for a long time.

But ever since his dismissal from the
department, Grant had missed the purpose of being a detective. And
his longing for the badge stretched beyond the adrenaline rush that
officers fed off of like an addict with a needle. That addiction
claimed the lives of more retired cops than it should. Sitting
around all day, twiddling their thumbs after thirty years on the
job, led to wrapping their mouth around the barrel of a 9mm and
pulling the trigger.

During those first couple of months it was
hard to shake those dark thoughts. Up until the incident that
kicked him off the force, Grant had a stellar career. He’d solved
more cases as a detective than any other officer in Seattle
history, starting in Homicide and ending in Missing Persons.

Most of the cases Grant worked were for
missing children. He spoke with more terrified parents than he
cared to count. But when those families were at their worst, Grant
was at his best.

Before he thought better of it, Grant walked
to his room, Bandit following at his heels, and opened the closet
where Anna had been hiding earlier that day. He stared at the
corner of the closet where she’d sat, and then reached for a box on
the top shelf.

Bandit hopped on the bed as Grant set the
box down on the mattress. The dog sniffed around the lid of the
box, Grant keeping it closed. Dust clung to its sides and top. It
hadn’t been touched since he moved here, and for good reason.

“Hey, Bandit, lie down,” Grant said,
stopping the dog from scratching at the box’s sides.

When Bandit finally lowered his head,
resting his muzzle on top of his paws, Grant lifted the lid. A
musty scent of cardboard drifted up and into the room, and he
peered inside.

The contents were random, mostly the effects
from his marriage to Ellen. He grabbed the small velvet box that
contained their wedding rings. He rubbed his thumb over the dusty
fabric and then set it aside, along with the pictures and mementos
from a life that was nothing more than a faded memory.

At the bottom of the box was a small case
that contained some relics from Grant’s detective days. Latex
gloves, evidence bags, a lockpick set, a Maglite, a notepad, an old
badge that he’d kept, and a digital watch.

Grant ran his thumbs over the watch’s face,
smearing the dust off. During his days with Missing Persons, it had
been his internal clock.

Grant was going to leave it, but just before
he set it back in the box, he wrapped it around his wrist, the
familiarity helping to get him back into a professional mindset. If
he was going to do this, he might as well go all the way. He
pocketed what he needed and then put the box away, Bandit following
him to the door.

Grant stopped at the front door, and the dog
circled his legs, whimpering. Grant’s heart rate was jacked. He
knew that the moment he stepped out of his house and walked down
the street, he wouldn’t be able to stop until it was done. It was a
tic that he had, but that tic had made him a hell of a detective.
He looked down to Bandit, the beast panting excitedly. He scratched
behind the dog’s ears and bent to his knee. “It’s okay, bud.” He
rested his forehead against the animal’s head. “We’re okay.”

His heart rate calmed, and so did Bandit’s
panting. He stood, instructed Bandit to stay, and grabbed a hoodie
on the coat rack by the door before he stepped outside.

Bandit voiced his displeasure at being left
behind as Grant walked down the street, flipping the hoodie over
his head.

The lack of streetlights and high-rises
darkened the night to a shade of black that transformed the
landscape into a different world. But he kept the flashlight off
until he reached the house. No sense in drawing attention to
himself now.

The Dunnys’ SUV was still parked in the
drive, and Grant peered through its windows, finding it empty and
seemingly untouched by the police.

Yellow crime-scene tape was crossed over the
front-door entrance in a large X. The door had been closed,
but when Grant went to examine the frame, he found that it had been
broken, a footprint on the door’s paneling signaling it had been
kicked in.

Grant frowned, surprised that the Dunnys
kept their door locked. It wasn’t a common practice in Deville, and
even after a life lived in Seattle, even Grant had gotten into the
habit of keeping his front door unlocked. He made a mental note of
that and donned his latex gloves before he broke the seal of crime
tape and pushed the door open.

Nothing but dark shapes revealed themselves
inside, and Grant reached for the flashlight. The beam cut through
the black and exposed the crime scene in circular bits.

The hallway that cut through the middle of
the house was marked with red evidence markers that identified
footprints and bits of broken glass that shimmered in the
flashlight’s beam. But the first thing to catch Grant’s eye was the
blood spatter near the front door.

He bent down, examining the spray, which
suggested the splatter came from a blow to the head. He turned
around, noting the broken-in door. There was a scuffle here, most
likely between Charles and the intruders. Though he couldn’t rule
out Mary being hit.

Grant crept through the hall quietly,
flashing the beam of light up the stairs to his right and then into
the living room on his left. He stepped into the living room first,
finding it trashed.

Stuffing from pillows and cushions covered
the floor, and furniture and tables were flipped to their sides and
broken. Broken glass from picture frames and a mirror sprinkled the
floor, and Grant picked up a few of the pictures that had been
discarded.

One was from a trail here in the woods.
Another was taken at the front door of the house. There were a
couple from their trips to Main Street, most likely from their
first week in town, but as Grant flipped through the photos on
display, he noticed one glaring consistency: they were all
recent.

Most family homes were adorned with family
pictures that stretched into the past of both parents and
documented their lineage from birth. But there was no such
documentation of the Dunnys. In fact, the only older picture that
Grant found was of Anna when she was a baby, being held by her
father as they both slept.

But there were no photos of family
vacations, gatherings, or signs that the Dunnys had lived anywhere
but here in Deville. It was as if their family had just been put
together six months ago at the snap of a finger.

Grant set the photos down and then moved
into the kitchen, which was in similar disarray. Cabinets and
drawers were open, their contents spilled and smashed onto the
tile. Grant skirted the broken plates and glasses and the torn-open
bags of food and dented soup cans and made his way back out into
the hallway, which dumped him near the back door, where he found
another evidence marker.

Grant shone the light on another clustered
blood splatter, the drops of crimson most likely coming from a
puncture wound, which explained the blood Grant had seen on
Bandit’s muzzle. The dog had attacked one of the intruders, which
meant that at least one suspect was sporting a wound, most likely
on a hand, forearm, or calf. He made a mental note to check any
recent hospital admissions.

He examined the back door, finding no signs
of forced entry, unlike the front door, and then turned his
attention to the master bedroom, on his right-hand side.

Inside, Grant saw three suitcases on the
bed. When he opened the first one, he found clothes, toiletries,
and a wad of cash. The clothes were neatly folded, the bag
meticulously organized. If the attack happened as quickly as he
thought it did, the family wouldn’t have been able to put together
a bag this nice that quickly, which meant they were packed prior to
the abduction. But what they needed a quick to-go bag for eluded
him.

Grant returned to the hallway, shining the
light toward the front door, visualizing what happened. He saw the
headlights of a car approach, Charles and Mary got spooked, and
they got out their bags. It was most likely late, since Grant had
found Anna in her pajamas, which meant that the mom probably went
to the room to pick her up.

With the front door locked, it gave them
some time to grab their stuff, and judging from the bloodstains
near the back door, Grant thought it looked as if both parents were
subdued while Bandit provided enough time for Anna to sprint out
into the woods and hide.

The abductors hadn’t spent a lot of time
searching for her, which meant they were on a time crunch. And with
the way the house was turned upside down, they looked more
preoccupied with searching for something that the Dunnys owned. But
what it was and whether they found it was another matter.

Lastly, Grant stepped into Anna’s room,
finding it in the same messy condition as the rest of the house.
Toys and stuffed animals were scattered about, the bedsheets thrown
across the room and the mattress flipped up against the wall.
Whatever these people were looking for, they wanted it badly.

The beam of light crossed a flash of pink,
and Grant backtracked, illumining a pink elephant among one of the
piles of toys. It was the stuffed animal that Anna slept with. He
reached for it and tucked it under his arm then turned to
leave.

Back at the front door, Grant turned up the
staircase. He made it one step up when a pair of headlights flashed
outside.

On instinct, Grant turned off the flashlight
and sprinted down the hallway, staying quiet on his toes, and
slipped out the back. He wandered into the forest and then circled
back around to the road, where he spied the sheriff’s cruiser
parked out front.

They’d probably come to pick up a few of
Anna’s things, considering how quickly they escorted her over to
the hospital. The DCF worker who’d been assigned to her case most
likely requested it.

Grant stared down at the pink elephant and
then looked back at the sheriff’s cruiser. Tomorrow, he’d go to the
nearest DCF office and pay Anna a little visit.

***

Grant drained his coffee on his drive up to
Chester. After his walkthrough at the Dunnys’ house, he didn’t get
much sleep. Bandit rode shotgun, yawning as much as Grant did, then
blinked sleepily and curled up on the seat, resting his head on the
center console.

Grant set the empty cup in a spare holder
and then reached for his notepad on the dash. All of his scribbling
from last night had been vomited onto the page, and he’d gone over
it repeatedly. He had some broad working theories but nothing
concrete. He was hoping that would change after his visit with
Anna.

If Grant could just talk to the girl, he
might be able to figure out what she knew. Kids were more intuitive
and observant than adults gave them credit for. He was amazed at
the number of times he solved a case based off him questioning
children. There was an art to it that most detectives didn’t
understand. Grant wasn’t sure how he inherited the gene, but he was
glad he did.

Bandit panted heavily, and Grant rolled the
window down. The dog immediately thrust his head outside, sniffing
the air all the way to their destination. But when they arrived at
the DCF building in Chester, Grant was forced to put the leash on
him, which Bandit didn’t appreciate.

“Hey, if you want to see Anna, you’ll have
to cooperate,” Grant said. “Got it?”

The dog licked him in response, and Grant
took that as a yes. Grant adjusted the tie on his neck, feeling
restricted. He hadn’t dressed like this since his detective days,
but he wanted to look the part. It’d make it easier for him to see
Anna that way.

A quick flash of his old badge got him past
the guard at the front and granted Bandit entry, and while he
turned a few heads on their way to the reception desk, no one paid
him much attention. The receptionist at the front desk, however,
was a different matter.

Grant flashed his badge and then quickly put
it away. “I need to speak with the case worker in charge of Anna
Dunny.”

The receptionist was a young woman, slightly
overweight, with more makeup than she needed. She pointed a long,
fake acrylic nail at the dog. “Animals aren’t allowed in here.”

“It’s a service dog, ma’am,” Grant said.
“It’s for the girl.”

The receptionist, who wore a name tag
labeling her as Sandy Quinton and a plastic smile, reached for her
phone, turning away as she spoke, her whispering not boding well
for Grant’s visit. She turned back, hung up the phone, and shook
her head. “I’m sorry, sir. We don’t have any child in our system
with that name.”

Bandit pulled on the leash, jolting Grant’s
arm back toward the exit doors. “This is the closest DCF station
from where the girl was picked up. If she’s not here, then where
was she dropped off?”

Sandy Quinton shrugged then frowned, her
eyes forming narrow, suspicious slits. “What department are you
with again? Detective?”

Before the woman could ask any more
questions, Grant snatched a pamphlet off her desk. “I’ll check with
my CO.” He didn’t look back on his exit, and Bandit moved happily
back to the car.

Grant tried to remember if he’d misheard
what the deputy had told him the day before. But the more he
thought about it, the more he was convinced that the officer told
him she was being handed over to DCF.

Once he was back at the car, Grant let
Bandit inside and then retrieved the card that the deputy had given
him. He dialed the number and was connected with the station’s
reception unit.

“Sheriff’s department, how can I help you?”
The voice on the other end of the line spoke with a practiced
empathy that accompanied a mechanical efficiency that she had no
doubt mastered over the course of one million calls.

“I need to speak with Deputy Sizemore,”
Grant said.

After a pause and a few clicks on the line
from being transferred, the deputy answered. “This is Sizemore.”
Unlike the receptionist, the deputy provided no practiced empathy,
and from the muddy sound in his voice, he must have just bitten
into a sandwich.

“Deputy, this is Det— Chase Grant,” he said.
“I spoke with you yesterday in regards to Anna Dunny.”

Sizemore paused, either to swallow or to try
and gather his thoughts. “Uh-huh.”

“I brought her dog to the DCF building over
in Chester, but the woman I spoke with told me that there was no
Anna Dunny in her system. Is she still in custody with you at the
station?”

The second pause lasted longer than the
first. “Mr. Grant, I appreciate the concern in regards to the
little girl, and if you need someone to take care of the animal, I
can send over a deputy to pick it up, but right now I’m not at
liberty to—”

Grant hung up. He knew the rest of the
phrase. He’d repeated it enough himself to reporters or any time he
needed a quick out to avoid further questions. He turned to Bandit,
scratching behind the dog’s ear. “What was your family up to?”

But the animal only inched across the front
seat and gave Grant a hearty lick across his face. “Not much of a
witness, are you?” Grant stared at his phone, unsure if he should
make his next call. But that itch needed to be scratched.

Grant dialed the number, unsure if she would
even answer. And when she did, Grant felt something that he hadn’t
felt since the last case he worked: hesitation.

“Hey, Grant,” Mocks said.

“Hey, I need you to look up a name for
me.”

“What’s the case number?”

Grant paused. “It’s not for one of the cold
cases.” And then he braced for what came next.

“Grant, we’ve been over this,” Mocks said.
“Part of the agreement I have with the commissioner on you working
these cases is that you only work these cases. I can’t be
running background checks for you on a whim.”

“There was a break-in on my street,” Grant
said, staring at Bandit, who had lain down in the passenger seat,
resting his muzzle between his paws. “Parents were either abducted
or killed, leaving behind their little girl. I’m getting the
runaround with the sheriff’s department.”

“Yeah, because you’re not a cop
anymore.”

“It’s something else, something bigger than
that.”

“Grant, you need to—”

“She’s five, Mocks. She’s a five-year-old
little girl whose family has been missing well over twenty-four
hours, which means the odds of finding them have plummeted to
nearly zero.” Grant shut his eyes, rubbing his forehead and trying
to calm himself down. “You know how shitty the system is for kids.
It’s bloated and overweight, and it can’t handle the influx it’s
received over the past decade.”

Mocks sighed, the anxiety prevalent even
over the phone. “You’re going to cause me to go into early labor,
you know that?”

Grant smirked. “Well, I know how much you
want to get that baby out of there.”

“What’s the name?”

“Charles Dunny.”

“I’ll run it, but I’m only giving you the
information that’s nonessential.”

“Thanks, Mocks.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I’ll call you when I
know more.”

The call ended, and Grant turned back to
Bandit, giving him another pat. “Don’t worry, bud. We’ll find
her.”

But the dog only yawned, leaving Grant to
ponder what was going on by himself. The receptionist could have
been lying to her, but that was not what his gut was telling him.
She genuinely looked as if she’d never heard that name. And with
the deputy giving him the runaround, it only solidified his
suspicions. Hopefully, Mocks would be able to find something. Grant
started the car, and after three tries, he finally headed back to
Deville.

 



Chapter 5

Officers buzzed around the hive that was
Seattle’s Eighteenth. It was a flurry of activity—ringing phones,
bookings, interviews, and interrogations. The department was a
living, breathing organism that had survived in the city for
decades, and it would continue to thrive long after Mocks was gone.
All she tried to do was make sure it functioned at a high enough
capacity to not be a burden to the city’s taxpayers.

Lieutenant Susan Mullocks sat at her desk,
her door open and providing her the daily soundtrack of her unit.
There wasn’t anyone in the department left to call her Mocks—only
Grant still did that. She was known only as Lieutenant now.

Even after holding the position for a year,
she still felt odd about being addressed as such. She remembered
her time as a detective and how she had always sneered at anyone
who chose a desk. But perspectives changed as you grew older. And
after her conversation with Rick last year when they finally
decided to try and have a kid, she knew that she couldn’t work the
streets forever. So when the lieutenant’s position opened in her
department, she threw her hat in the ring, never thinking she’d
actually be considered as a serious candidate. She was surprised to
find out that she was wrong.

But since her severance from Grant over four
years ago, she’d developed her own reputation as a detective. It
took some time to escape his shadow, but once she fell into a
rhythm of finishing cases and recovering missing persons, she
started casting her own shadow.

Still, after Grant was dismissed from the
department and she was assigned a new partner, she never found that
same dynamic that she had with Grant. Aside from her and Rick
deciding to have kids, Mocks knew that the other big reason for her
move to the desk was her work life. She still loved the work, but
when Grant left, it just wasn’t the same.

Mocks reached for the box of strawberry
frosted Pop-Tarts on her desk, her eyes trained on the stack of
reports she needed to get through before the end of the day. Her
fingers snatched the last pair in the box, and she ripped open the
package then rested one of the Pop-Tarts on her stomach and took a
large bite out of the one in her hand.

Crumbs fell on her chest, adding to the pile
from the previous snacks. Mocks had reached the point in her
pregnancy where she no longer cared what she looked like. Not that
she needed much of a push to get there in the first place, but
she’d be lying if she said she didn’t enjoy the “pregnancy
excuse.”

Mocks ignored the knock at her door, placing
the rest of the strawberry pastry in her mouth as she composed an
email.

“Lieutenant?”

“What?” Mocks typed quickly, her attention
still focused on her computer screen.

Officer Lane stepped inside, sheepishly
ducking his head as he approached her desk. He was a greenhorn, but
he worked hard and had a good head on his shoulders. He was a
traffic cop, but when he was on desk duty, Mocks had him double as
an assistant for the detectives. She believed he had a future on
the beat.

“I ran that name you requested in the
database,” Lane answered.

“Oh, right,” Mocks said, holding out one
hand but keeping the other to type. But when Lane never handed her
anything, she finally looked at him. “Well, where is it?”

“There is no Charles Dunny in the
system.”

“I don’t need a criminal check. It’s for a
civilian—”

“I know,” Lane said. “There is no Charles
Dunny, no Chuck Dunny, or any variation of the name that was close
enough to count.”

Mocks leaned back in her seat, her eyes
drifting away from Lane and to a random patch of carpet as she
furrowed her brow. Grant wouldn’t have given her a fake name on
purpose, and he wouldn’t have made up a story about a family
kidnapping.

“Lieutenant?” Lane asked. “Are you all
right?”

Mocks nodded, unconsciously moving her hands
to her stomach. “That’ll be all, Officer.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Lane straightened up and
turned on his heel, disappearing into the bustle of the
precinct.

Mocks kept quiet for a moment, lightly
rocking back and forth in the chair, rubbing her stomach. She eyed
the top drawer to her left and then opened it. She reached inside,
pushing past the paperclips, pens, and other stationery until she
felt its familiar shape and pulled it out.

A green Bic lighter rested in her palm. It
had been given to her by Grant after he’d lost her last one. She
used to flick that thing from a nervous tic, a symptom of a past
that had long since been buried. She hadn’t needed it since she
found out she was pregnant. It just didn’t seem important
anymore.

But while Mocks had been able to bury the
past and move on, she knew that her old partner was still
struggling. Sure, he could talk about Ellen now, even bring up the
case that ended his career without too much distress, but he had to
put on a mask before he spoke about either of them.

And whatever Grant had gotten into now felt
big. It felt dangerous. She knew him better than anyone that was
still living, and she knew that once he got a hold of a thread,
he’d follow it until it ran out. It was what made him such a
formidable detective. And it was the same attribute that got him
into trouble in the first place.

Mocks rolled the lighter around in her hand
and then gave it one quick flick, sprouting a flame that wiggled
back and forth from the silver head. She let go, and the flame
disappeared, and she tossed the lighter back into the drawer then
slammed it shut.

She planted her elbows on her desk and
rubbed her temples. “Jesus, Grant.” The anxiety made the baby kick,
and she reached down, gently placing her hand over the spot where
he was fussing. “What the hell have you gotten yourself into?”

***

With Grant’s failed promise of reuniting
Bandit with Anna, the dog ignored Grant the entire ride back to
Deville. And while the dog sulked, Grant occupied himself with his
running theories on the Dunnys, not liking any of them.

A random attack felt too impersonal. The
blood and the fact that the house was a mess leaned toward the
victims knowing the attackers. He toyed around with the idea that
Charles’s accounting business might have something to do with it,
but if he was dealing with any unsavory characters, they weren’t in
Deville.

Every time Grant thought he was getting
close, those old detective muscles would shut down on him. It was a
muscle he hadn’t used to lift something this heavy in quite a
while. And while the cold cases had kept him busy, they were the
equivalent of working the minors. He was back in the big leagues
now. He just needed to get the timing of his swing back.

Grant glanced at his phone, checking for
Mocks’s call, but tossed it into the cupholder when he found no
missed calls. Once back in Deville, he turned off Main Street and
onto Oak Lane. He followed the winding road, and when he rounded
the short bend that was close to his house, he eased on the
brakes.

The old rust bucket squealed as he came to a
stop, and Bandit perked his ears up, looking down the road,
whimpering anxiously.

A black SUV was parked in Grant’s driveway,
the GMC Yukon’s newer paint job gleaming beneath the afternoon sun.
Grant gave the animal a few soothing strokes down his back and then
took his foot off the brake. “Looks like the sheriff’s department
made a call.” But to whom, he wasn’t sure.

As Grant parked beside the SUV, the front
door to his house opened, and out stepped a tall man in a dark suit
and tie, wearing sunglasses. Even from the car, Grant saw the light
bulge of the sidearm beneath the man’s jacket. It was the uniform
of a federal agent.

Grant made sure the leash was secure on
Bandit’s collar and then stepped out, keeping his eyes on the
agent, who guarded the front door like a sentry. The agent kept his
stiff, alert posture as Grant approached, Bandit giving a light
growl as they got closer.

“I don’t suppose you have a warrant for
entering my house unannounced?” Grant asked.

The only response the stoic sentry allowed
was a slow turn of the head, looking down on Grant through the dark
tint of his glasses. The muffled sound of radio chatter from his
earpiece passed between them, and Grant already had an idea of who
might be inside. He kept himself between Bandit and the agent at
the door as they stepped inside.

The lights in the living room were shut off,
and the front blinds were closed. Grant blinked a few times, unable
to identify the shadowy silhouettes in his house. Though he
recognized the voice.

“Hello, Grant.”

Grant flicked on the light, filling the dark
features of Chad Hickem, who was dressed in a similar suit to the
agent outside. Standing next to him was a woman. She was tall,
close to five ten, with blond hair pulled tightly into a bun. She
wore blue slacks, a white blouse, and a dark blazer. A badge was
clipped to the front portion of her belt, and a .40-caliber Glock
was holstered on her right hip, which she couldn’t hide beneath the
short jacket.

“What are you doing here, Hickem?”

Hickem rocked himself out of the chair,
stretching out all of his six-foot-six frame. The man was built
like a bruiser and had the skill and knowledge to back up every
pound of his two-forty frame. “It’s actually Deputy Director Hickem
now.” He smiled, buttoning his jacket, then smoothed out the front.
He gestured to the living room. “Nice place. It’s very… you.”

 

Grant looked at the woman. “Who’s your
friend?”

“Samantha Cohen. I’m with the US Marshals’
office.” She stepped forward, and Grant noted that she wore flats
in lieu of heels. One more note to her practicality. He imagined
some of her male superiors were intimidated by her height. She was
also young, mid to late twenties. She was also very attractive.

Bandit took a seat next to Grant’s leg as he
bent over to unhook his leash, then darted off into the bedroom,
pausing to give the marshal a quick sniff and approving wag before
he disappeared from the living room.

“What do you want, Deputy Director?” Grant
stepped between Hickem and the US Marshal on his way to the
kitchen.

“You already know why I’m here,” Hickem
said, shouting a little bit as he wandered freely through the
living room. “We got a flag in our system about a Charles Dunny.
When I saw where the request came from, I knew who asked for it.
She didn’t find anything, by the way.”

Grant grabbed a glass and filled it at the
sink, which offered him a view of his houseguests through the
kitchen cutout. He nodded, letting the bubbles in the water settle.
“Because Charles Dunny doesn’t exist.” He turned his gaze to the
marshal. “They’re in WITSEC.”

“The US Marshals’ office would like to
extend the courtesy of giving you a heads up about your…” Samantha
trailed off, as though she was looking for the right word.
“Involvement. We’re aware of your previous law enforcement
experience, and the events that led to your dismissal from the
department. We’ve already spoken with your former partner,
Lieutenant Mullocks, and made her aware of the situation as well.
We’d appreciate your discretion while we work through this.”

Grant sipped the water. It explained why
Anna wasn’t taken to the DCF, or even in the system, for that
matter. “So what is the FBI doing working with the US Marshal
service?” He pivoted his gaze toward Hickem, who was at Grant’s
desk, picking at the cold-case files like a buzzard surveying a
piece of carrion. “Witness protection falls under marshal
jurisdiction.”

Hickem opened one of the files on the desk.
“The FBI is working in coordination with the marshals as a means of
outreach.” He turned his gaze away from the paperwork and looked at
Grant, flashing that crooked smile. “I’m afraid that’s all I’m at
liberty to discuss.”

Grant set the half-drunk glass on the
counter and wiped his wet palm on the towel. “I’ve been hearing
that a lot today.”

“Mr. Grant, we appreciate you trying to look
out for the girl, but we can take it from here,” Samantha said, a
genuine tone of thanks in her voice.

Grant stepped around the kitchen and back
into the living room, crossing his arms. “Just trying to help.” He
leaned up against the wall.

“The Dunny family isn’t your problem,”
Hickem said. “The little girl isn’t your problem. You want to help?
Keep the dog. Make sure he stays fed.” Hickem looked around the
barren house. “It looks like you could use the company.”

“It’s been close to thirty hours,” Grant
said. “Which means you’re eighteen hours away before your chances
of actually finding Anna’s parents drop to zero.”

“And what makes you think we haven’t found
them already?” Hickem asked.

“Because you’re here.”

Hickem smiled and fiddled with the button on
his suit, and judging from its cut, Grant thought it was tailor
made. A promotional perk, to be sure. “Grant, you and I go way
back. And despite the way things ended with your career, a lot of
what you did helped catapult me into my current position.” Once the
jacket was adjusted, he inched closer to Grant. “And because of
that, I’m going to do you a favor.” He leaned forward and down, the
brute with a brain towering a good half foot above Grant. “Whatever
little strings you’re pulling, whatever side project you think you
have going on here, stop it.” He shook his head. “You’re not a
detective anymore. You’re a PI who works cold cases. This is way
out of your lane, and if you veer into again, I’m going to make
sure you end up back in a jail cell for obstruction of
justice.”

Grant didn’t back down, standing his ground
until Hickem retreated toward the door.

“Stick to your cold cases, Grant,” Hickem
said then turned, narrowing his eyes. “You won’t be able to hurt
anyone that way.”

Samantha gave a curt nod, but when she fell
into stride to follow Hickem outside, Grant took a step toward
her.

“Marshal, wait.”

Sam turned, just as Grant disappeared into
his room. When he returned, he held the pink elephant.

“It belongs to Anna,” Grant said. “I’m sure
she could use something familiar.” He handed the stuffed animal to
her, and Sam nodded her thanks.

“I’ll make sure she knows who it came from.”
Sam followed Hickem outside, the brooding agent at the entrance
shutting the door after they’d gone.

Grant walked to the front window and peeled
back the curtains in time to watch the SUV kick up dust down the
road. He let the cloth go and then looked back at the cold cases
spread out over his desk.

So Charles and Mary Dunny weren’t really
Charles and Mary Dunny after all. They’d been his neighbors for six
months, and not once did he ever suspect anything strange. He felt
foolish for being so naïve, and bitter that his deduction skills
had gotten so rusty.

Bandit poked his head out of the bedroom
hallway, checking to make sure the coast was clear, and then panted
as he walked toward Grant, the cold shoulder from earlier warmed as
he nuzzled his leg. Grant bent to his knee and gave the beast a
good scratch down his back.

“I don’t like this, Bandit.” Grant turned
toward the closed curtains of the living room, and Bandit barked,
Grant taking that as a sign the dog agreed.

 



Chapter 6

The lamp at Grant’s desk was the only light
in the living room. Its yellow tones highlighted the cracks along
the wall and the stains on the aged carpet. Bandit sat on the left
side of Grant’s chair, sleeping, while Grant struggled to
concentrate on the cases in front of him.

Grant had always associated crimes with a
rock splashing in a pond. The criminal was the thrower, the victim
the rock, and everyone else was the pond. And when that rock
splashed into the water, it sent waves that affected every life
that was close to them, and even some that weren’t. Their actions
stretched far beyond the lives of the assailant and the victim.

Of the dozen files that Mocks had given him,
only three had enough information for him to follow a trail beyond
the notes of the detective that had taken the case. The other nine
were negligently shoved aside, marked as lost causes before they
even got off the ground. Those lost causes were a
thirty-nine-year-old woman named Alicia Carver, stabbed nine times
in the stomach and chest then raped. Another was a seven-year-old
boy that was abducted ten years ago, their family never finding
closure with either the capture of the abductor or the recovery of
the child’s body.

Each of those “lost causes” was a life,
taken from their home and from this life far before their time. And
each left behind a crater in the lives of those that they had
touched.

All he saw were the case file numbers and
the few pieces of evidence that had been tagged with a few stray
leads that were never followed. And so the families, the friends,
anyone affected were left dealing with the aftermath without any
answers. Without any justice.

Grant dropped the pencil he’d been wiggling
for the past fifteen minutes and leaned back in his chair, rubbing
his face. He stood, the need to feel his blood moving pushing him
out the front door, Bandit waking and excitedly following him
outside.

It was a clear night, and a cool summer
breeze greeted Grant as he stared up to the starry sky. So long as
there weren’t any clouds, the views at night were always a sight to
behold. Away from the pollution of Seattle, Grant had discovered
how much he enjoyed nature. There was a simple beauty to it that he
could never find in the city. And while he missed being a
detective, he didn’t miss the life that came with it.

Grant tried to force himself to remember all
of the dinners and get-togethers he missed with his late wife. He
tried to remember all of the built-up stress that accompanied the
homicide cases he worked on when he first became a detective. And
then he tried to force himself to remember all of the danger that
he put himself and Mocks in on his last case four years ago. The
same case that nearly killed Mocks and her husband.

He tried to remember, he tried to force
himself to swallow that bad medicine, but he couldn’t. Because
nostalgia and the addiction of success were a potent cocktail, and
it was one that Grant found himself drinking a lot of lately.

His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he
fished it out, surprised he was even getting a signal. Shoddy cell
reception was one of the drawbacks of small-town life, not that
Grant had a long contacts list to begin with. And this late in the
night, especially after the day he had, there was only one person
that would be looking to talk to him.

“Hey, Mocks,” Grant said, keeping an eye on
Bandit as he roamed around the front yard, sniffing at bushes and
rocks.

“How’d your visit with the old friend
go?”

“Standard. You?”

“Same. He’s still an arrogant prick, isn’t
he?”

Grant chuckled. “Yeah.” He toed a small
rock, rolling it around in the dirt, already knowing what was
coming. “Listen, I’m sorry about getting you involved. I hope I
didn’t cause too much trouble.”

Mocks sighed. “Well, the captain wasn’t too
happy about it, and I received an email from the commissioner’s
secretary with what I assumed was a verbal warning. It was my call
to run the query, Grant. I’m not sorry for helping a friend.”

“Yeah, well, I’m sorry anyway.” Grant kicked
the rock, sending it flying, and Bandit chased after it, wagging
his tail excitedly for the attention.

“Listen,” Mocks said, her voice dropping an
octave. “I know they were your neighbors. And I know you watched
their daughter a few times. But—”

“Mocks, you don’t have to tell me,” Grant
said. “Hickem already told me to stay out of it.”

“And are you?”

Grant looked down the road, toward the
Dunnys’ house. Normally, he could see the front porch light on at
night, signaling that the family was home. But the road only ended
in darkness and an empty home where a family had once lived.

“I’m trying,” Grant said then cleared his
throat, changing the subject. “Listen, I could use a few more cases
if you want to throw them my way. There wasn’t much in the batch
you gave me, and since I’m working on a commission basis, it’d be
nice to have a larger selection to pull from.”

Mocks paused, and the length of the silence
caused Grant’s stomach to sour. “Grant, I’m not going to give you
any more cases.”

“What?” The gut punch was unexpected and
quick. “Did the captain say something? The commissioner? If this is
about running that name—”

“No, it’s not that,” Mocks answered. “And
neither the captain nor the commissioner said anything. It’s my
decision.”

Grant stood still, the shock of the
statement numbing any attempt at a response. The gravel shifted
beneath his feet as he spun ninety degrees, wracking his brain but
coming up short. “Why?”

“Grant, I know about your trip to the
house,” Mocks answered, the words coming out with an exasperated
sigh.

“You tailed me?” Grant asked.

“I called the hotel where you told me you
were staying, and they said you never checked in! I was worried,
Grant, so I had a unit drive by your old neighborhood, and they
told me that you were asleep in your car. Why?”

“I don’t know. I just—” Grant scuffed the
gravel with his toe, turning in a half circle. “I didn’t want you
to worry. I knew you’d start asking questions of why, and I didn’t
feel like coming up with answers.”

“It’s been six years since Ellen died,
Grant,” Mocks said. “And it’s been four years since your dismissal
from the department. You need to move on. You need to get out of
neutral. You’re stuck.”

“I’m not stuck.”

“Yes, you are! Christ, Grant, you haven’t
tried to get another job in a different field, you haven’t tried
dating anyone—you moved away, but you never really moved on.”

“I’m over Ellen. I’m over what happened at
the department. I have moved on.”

“No, you left, but you never moved on.
There’s a difference. You shoved everything in a box and tried to
forget about it. It’s not the same thing.”

“Mocks, it’s… complicated.”

“You don’t think I know that? You don’t
think I know what it takes to move on? Grant, you know me. You know
what I went through.” Grief thickened Mocks’s voice, and she
struggled to keep it together. “It’s okay to ask for help.”

“That’s what I’m doing, Mocks,” Grant said.
“That’s why I want the cases.”

“The cases are a distraction. I know
addiction when I see it, Grant. And I’m not going to feed it to you
anymore. I’m sorry, but I just can’t.” She sniffled. “You should
listen to what Hickem told you. You’re not a detective anymore. The
Dunnys aren’t your case.”

“I know that,” Grant answered, upset with
himself for making Mocks cry. “I’m sorry for leaning on you so
much.”

“Listen, I know some support groups that you
can contact. I’m going to email them to you. Promise me that you’ll
look at them, okay? Because if you’re not around to meet my kid,
I’m going to kill you.”

Grant smiled, nodding. “Yeah. All right. I
will.”

“I love you, Grant.”

“Love you too, Mocks.” He ended the call and
pocketed the phone. He stood outside for a long time, his gaze
fixated down the road toward the Dunny house.

Every rational part of Grant’s brain told
him that Mocks was right. And if there was anyone who understood
addiction, it was a former addict. But Mocks also understood the
fight it took every day to quit and to stay clean. And it was a
fight that Grant was losing.

It had been almost thirty-six hours since
the Dunnys were taken, and every hour that passed, every added
minute where they weren’t found, was another percentage drop in the
chances of ever finding them. If the family was a part of WITSEC,
then that meant the people who’d taken them were most likely
looking for revenge. So even if the US Marshals and the FBI were
successful in their recovery, it would be more than likely that
they’d only find the bodies.

And then, after the case was over, Anna
would be subjected to the courts and then pushed into a family that
she didn’t know and a life that she never should have had in the
first place.

When Grant worked the missing-persons beat
with Mocks, over ninety percent of their cases were children. And
while most of their cases were successful, the children still had
baggage. There was trauma from the abduction, and in some cases
sexual abuse. Regardless of how violent or traumatic, those events
followed the kids around like a disease, infecting their future
with the poison of their past.

Grant had seen it time and time again. He
knew that Anna would have a better life with her parents than
without. And Grant might be able to make that happen.

Bandit came and sat next to Grant, and the
pair stared down the road. Grant regarded the dog, who looked up at
him with his tongue hanging out and tilting his head to the side.
He knew that Mocks was right. He knew that he needed to change, and
that he needed help to do it. And he would. But what he couldn’t do
was stand idly by and do nothing when he damn well still had enough
left in the tank to provide help. A detective’s purpose never left
them, not even when they left the badge behind.

Grant led the dog back inside and then went
to his bedroom, grabbing the detective gear he retrieved earlier,
and this time he took the revolver with him, tucking the holster
into the belt of his jeans as he headed for the Dunnys’ house.

Unsure if the FBI or the marshals had left
behind any ghosts, Grant did a quick scan around the house before
doubling back through the forest, making sure that both sides were
clear before he tried to enter.

Once he determined the coast was clear,
Grant entered through the back door. He glanced down at the floor,
finding the bloodstain near the back door had been cleaned up, and
that the evidence markers had been removed. From the looks of it,
the crime scene had been wrapped, which meant that the
investigators had found everything of note they could. But Grant
was there to make sure it was true.

Grant clicked on the flashlight and scanned
the rooms. He started with the parents’ room again, taking his time
on this second go-around, knowing he wouldn’t get another chance.
He rummaged through their belongings, thinking about their decision
to leave their lives behind, starting over in a new city.

In a way, he and the Dunnys were alike.
They’d both come here to escape a past that they didn’t want to
remember, and both were still hunted by the same demons they’d
tried to run away from. The only difference for the Dunnys was that
their demons carried guns.

After rechecking Anna’s room, the kitchen,
and finally the living room, Grant didn’t find anything that stood
out to him. But as he stepped into the foyer that held the
staircase to the second floor, the beam from his flashlight caught
a shimmer of red on the bannister.

The stain shared the same color as the blood
on the floor, except it was lightly smudged, a smear from someone
grabbing the bannister with blood on their hands.

Grant lifted the beam of light onto the dark
staircase and ascended the steps, the old wooden boards groaning on
his trip upstairs.

The second-floor space was small, the house
growing narrow at the top like a boxy pyramid. The walls closed in
on him as he scanned the doors and the walls with the light. There
were two rooms, each on the opposite end of the narrow hallway.
Grant walked toward the rear of the house, checking the back room
first.

Grant led with the light, pushing the door
inward, the beam falling against a bathroom with the bare minimums.
It looked as if it was never used. There was a tub-shower combo
without a curtain. Grant looked inside the cabinets, finding only
toilet paper and an extra bar of soap.

He took his time checking the tile, making
sure the white was bare of any more bloodstains. With the bathroom
clear, Grant backed out, heading toward the front of the hallway,
the flashlight leading the way. He pushed the door open, the hinges
groaning as the beam highlighted a desk with papers scattered over
it.

Grant pinched the corner of one of the
papers and brought it beneath the flashlight. Rows and columns of
numbers stretched over the entire sheet, and the figures reached
well into the tens of millions. Grant set the paper down and then
picked up another one, finding a similar sheet, the same type of
large figures printed on it. Hundreds of papers just like it were
scattered over the desk and on the floor.

Filing cabinets lined the back wall, their
drawers open. Some of the folders had been pulled from their slots
and lay over the top of the cabinets, their contents spilled onto
the carpet.

Grant picked a few of them up and found them
empty. He lingered there for a moment, trying to figure out why the
investigators had cleaned up every room but this one. Clearly, the
abductors were looking for something. Maybe it was a piece of
evidence, but it had to have been something from the case that
caused the Dunnys to be put into protective custody.

Grant stepped back to the door, scanning the
floors and walls and desk of the room with his flashlight as if it
were a grid. Whoever was up here spent a lot of time combing
through the files, making sure they didn’t miss what they were
looking for. And with so much time spent up here, and so much of
their focus on locating what they’d hoped to find, Grant was
willing to bet they—

Something flashed against the light as Grant
passed by the corner leg of the desk. He quickly retraced his
motion and saw another golden flash. Most of it was concealed
behind the leg post of the desk, and Grant reached down and plucked
it from the musty carpet, holding it up to the light.

A cufflink. Gold. Not high end but
definitely not cheap. Grant rotated it in his hands, searching for
any type of mark or initials, but found none. He flipped his glove
inside out and pocketed the cufflink inside in lieu of his evidence
bags and then shoved it in his pocket. He checked beneath the desk
for anything else but came up empty. He could see how the cufflink
was missed, especially if the investigators were as consumed as the
assailants were with finding whatever the Dunnys were hiding. If it
was ever here in the first place.

Grant backed out of the room, checking a few
more pieces of paper, but aside from the large numbers, they
provided no other pieces of information. But he had the cufflink.
He might be able to pull prints off of it. It was a stretch, but it
was a start.

 



Chapter 7

US Marshal Samantha Cohen stood behind the
one-way glass, her arms crossed and her head aching from hunger.
She’d skipped lunch, and it was well past dinnertime. She always
seemed to do that when she was working a case. Time moved more
quickly when she was pitted against the clock. It was all
consuming. It was a rush, a pain, and she loved it.

But this was different. Her ass was in the
hot seat, and judging from her ass getting chewed out yesterday by
her boss’s boss, she knew she had to come through big on this one.
And it wasn’t just for her career—it was for the integrity of
Witness Protection. Since the program’s creation, there had never
been a case where someone under their protection had been
taken.

There were only three instances in which a
witness was compromised: the witness either returned home,
contacted someone from their past, or returned to a life of
nefarious deeds—if they had ever done them in the first place.

Sam had been assigned the Dunnys eight
months ago when Charles Dunny testified on behalf of the United
States government. And during the six months since the family’s
relocation, none of them had tried to return home, none of them
contacted anyone from their past, and Charles Dunny had kept his
nose clean. Their abduction had come out of the blue, which landed
the blame on Sam’s lap, causing her bosses to breath dragon fire
down her back. And she was dangerously close to burning alive.

“This is going nowhere,” Hickem said,
leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. “They’ve been in
there for thirty minutes, and the girl’s barely said a word.”

“Just give her time,” Sam replied,
maintaining her stature as she watched the psychiatrist try and
pull something out of Anna. Neither Sam nor Hickem had any luck,
and the interrogator they brought in only tightened her lips. The
head doctor was their last hope.

The psychologist spread a few pictures on
the table while Anna colored in a book, which consumed most of her
concentration. The pink elephant that Grant had given Sam sat on
the table next to her. She had hoped the animal would buy her some
goodwill, but after the exchange, Anna simply squeezed the plush
toy and retreated to the corner of the room. The girl had been
through trauma, and Sam was out of ideas on how to break
through.

“Anna, can you do something for me?” the
doctor asked.

“What?” Anna asked, sticking her tongue out
as she carefully navigated the lines of the picture.

“I need you to look at these pictures and
tell me if you recognize any of these men.” The doctor gently
pushed the first photo across the table, and Anna looked up from
her coloring book for just a moment then nodded.

“He was there the other day,” Anna said, her
voice almost a whisper. “When my parents were taken.”

Hickem pushed himself off the wall, joining
Sam by the window. “Holy shit, that’s one of Joza’s contacts.”

“Shh!” Sam said, waving her hand at him as
she leaned toward the speaker to make sure she didn’t miss
anything.

“And what about this person?” the doctor
said.

 “Yeah, I saw him too.
I think.” Anna frowned then shrugged and returned to her coloring
book. “But one of them wore a mask. Bandit bit him though.”

“Anna.” The doctor’s tone was gentle,
soothing, only hardening when she wasn’t paying attention. “Anna.
Anna, can you look at this again? Anna.” With the girl still
unresponsive, he gently touched her arm, and Anna screamed.

The high-pitched wail forced the doctor up
from his chair, and he circled the table to try and calm her down.
Anna’s cheeks were bright red, and even Sam and Hickem had to cover
their ears in the next room.

“Anna, shh, it’s all right. I’m sorry.”

But the five-year-old jumped off the chair
and then sprinted to the door, slamming her little fists against
it. “I wanna go home!”

Sam pushed past Hickem, stepped out of the
room, and slid her key card through the door lock to grant her
entrance. Anna turned her thrashing onto Sam’s leg, and Sam dropped
to one knee. Instead of reaching for the girl’s wrists, Sam cupped
Anna’s cheeks, her palms wet against the girl’s skin.

“Anna, listen to me. You’re okay. Everything
is fine.” Sam stroked the tear-soaked skin with her thumb. “Shhh.
It’s okay.”

“You promised!” Anna tried to wiggle free
from Sam’s embrace, but the effort was lazy, and instead, she
stomped her feet. “You promised that we would be safe!”

Sam fought the grief growing thick in the
back of her throat and forced her voice steady. “I know. I’m sorry,
Anna.” She pulled Anna close, hugging her tight. “I’m so
sorry.”

Anna cried into Sam’s shoulder, eventually
reciprocating the embrace. Sam stroked Anna’s hair and held her
until the tears ran dry. Finally, when Anna pulled her face from
Sam’s shoulder, she sniffled, wiping the trail of snot that had run
from her nose and over the curve of her upper lip.

“I miss Bandit,” Anna said.

“I know you do, sweetheart,” Sam replied.
“Here.” Sam stood, taking Anna’s hand, and brought her back to the
table, where they both sat down next to the pink elephant. She
stared at the toy for a moment and remembered the man who’d given
it to her. “I’ll make a deal with you, okay? If you finish
answering the doctor’s questions, I’ll have Mr. Grant bring Bandit
over so you can see him.”

“Can he stay forever?” Anna asked, her tone
hopeful, but maintaining the puppy-dog eyes and quivering lower lip
that made it hard for anyone to deny such a request.

Sam placed her hand over Anna’s. “We’ll
see.” She looked over the little girl’s head and gave a curt nod to
the doctor, who rejoined them at the table. Sam got up, leaving the
pair to finish their discussion, and then found Hickem behind the
one-way glass, his cell phone glued to his ear, surrounded by his
cronies. When he hung up, he couldn’t wipe the smile off his
face.

“I just confirmed with Homeland,” Hickem
said. “They said that three of Joza’s associates recently made a
trip to the States.”

Sam kept the question of why she and her
department hadn’t been notified to herself. Cross-communication
between the intelligence agencies and the justice department had
never been great. “When did they arrive?”

“Three days ago,” Hickem answered. “It would
have given them plenty of time to gather what supplies they needed
to make the trek toward Washington.”

“I still don’t understand how the Dunnys
were even found.” Sam placed her fists on her hips and turned
toward the window. “In all of our check-ups with them, they never
showed any signs of making any kind of return to their previous
lives. Nothing on email, phone records—it’s like Joza threw a dart
on a map and it happened to land on Deville, Washington.”

“You’d be surprised at what people are
capable of hiding.” Hickem pocketed the phone and then raised an
eyebrow at Sam.

“What?” she asked.

“You need to be careful what you tell that
little girl,” Hickem answered. “Rule number one of any law
enforcement officer across any department is to never promise
victims anything. We are facilitators, nothing more. It’s bad
enough that you already broke the second golden rule.”

“And what’s that?” Sam asked.

“You’re attached to that family.” Hickem
crossed his arms, watching the doctor work through his questions
with Anna. “They were the first case you were given to lead,
weren’t they?”

“I wasn’t aware you had access to my file,”
Sam answered.

Hickem chuckled. “I don’t need to read your
file to read you, sweetheart.” He cast her a side glare, his grin
curved halfway up his cheek. “You know, there was a guy I worked
with a long time ago who was a lot like you. He made promises. It
was personal to him. He was probably the best investigator I’d ever
seen in my entire life.”

“Too bad he’s not here,” Sam said. “Maybe he
could replace you.”

Hickem chuckled again. “He’ll be here soon
enough.”

Sam whipped her head toward Hickem, who only
smiled in return.

“You are about to go and pick up his
dog.”

***

The phone call with Marshal Cohen had been
short. She explained the deal and made sure Grant understood that
this did not make him a part of the investigation. When they hung
up, guilt flooded him about keeping the cufflink to himself. But in
the end, he decided to wait to tell her until he arrived at the
station. Telling a federal agent that you broke into a crime scene
and found a piece of evidence that their investigators overlooked
usually worked best in person.

The drive to Seattle was quick, the late
hour clearing the roads of traffic, though he ran into a bit of
congestion in the city.

When Grant was still with Seattle PD, he’d
visited the marshals building once, but he didn’t remember a Sam
Cohen when he took the tour. But that was back when he was still
married to Ellen, before the crash, before he started his work in
the missing-persons division, and before his reality unraveled like
a ball of yarn.

Grant looked at Bandit. The dog was watching
him intently. “What?”

Bandit panted and inched closer, leaning his
cold nose against Grant’s face, and slowly licked him.

“All right, all right,” Grant said, pushing
the dog back. “I know you’re excited.”

Bandit wagged his tail in response, the
bushy cord beating quickly against the seat.

Grant approached the building’s security
checkpoint, and after he flashed his driver’s license to the armed
sentry, the gate lifted, and Grant found the nearest parking spot
to the front door. When he shut the engine off, he lingered in the
dark silence for a moment, unsure of why he was so nervous.

His mind wandered to the cufflink in his
pocket, which had begun to burn a hole. The adrenaline rush of
being a part of something so big, something so important, had
returned. But laced amongst the adrenaline and purpose was
something else, and every time he followed that thread, it led him
right back to the US Marshal that was standing in his living room
the day before. He was most nervous about seeing her again.

A sharp spurt of surprised laughter jetted
from Grant’s lips. He turned to Bandit, who was eager to get out of
the car. “Yeah, all right, buddy. Let’s go.” Grant grabbed hold of
the dog’s leash and then opened his driver’s-side door, and Bandit
followed him outside.

More than a few glares were thrown at Grant
on his walk up the steps and into the lobby of the marshals
building, but no one stopped him from bringing the animal
inside—probably instructed by Sam to let them pass.

“Mr. Grant.”

He turned, the sound of his name echoed by
footsteps. And when he saw Sam heading toward him, an unintentional
smile spread over his face. “Marshal.”

“I appreciate you making the drive.” Sam
spoke almost as if she were breathless. “I’ll take you back.” She
leaned to the left, looking past Grant and raised her arm. “Thanks,
Fern!”

Grant followed her down the hall, finding
that most of the offices that they passed were empty. Grant checked
his watch. It was nearly ten o’clock. “Is Anna even awake?”

“She’s been bouncing off the walls since I
told her you were bringing the dog.” Sam stayed at least a foot
ahead of him on their walk through the department. She turned at
the waist, flashing a half smile. “She’s also pretty excited to see
you.”

They turned one more corner, and the moment
they did, it was as though Bandit could smell that his family was
here. The dog lunged, pulling the leash taut, and nearly yanked
Grant’s arm out of its socket.

“I think someone else is pretty excited
too,” Grant said.

Sam reached for a door handle to her left,
and Bandit erupted into a flurry of excited whines and whimpers,
burying his nose into the door crack and then squeezing through the
moment there was any kind of opening.

“Bandit!”

Grant let go of the leash at the sound of
Anna’s voice, and by the time Sam had the door the rest of the way
open, the animal had Anna on her back, the girl squealing with
laughter as Bandit licked her face, his tail flinging about in a
relentless show of affection.

Once Anna finally got to her feet, Bandit
still circling her in excitement, she hurried to Grant and threw
her arms around his legs. “Thanks, Mr. Grant!”

Grant smiled, and before he could even say
that she was welcome, Anna returned to Bandit, and the pair rolled
over one another without a care in the world. When Grant turned to
Sam, he found her watching the pair play with a smile on her face.
“Sam.”

She tilted her head away from the joyous
sight, and when her eyes fell onto Grant’s, that smile she wore
faded.

“We need to talk.”

Sam nodded and then quietly led Grant out of
the room and into the viewing side of the one-way glass. The
humming of the halogen lights was a far cry from the laughter and
happiness next door. “What is it?”

“What was your team looking for at the Dunny
house?” Grant asked.

The bluntness of the question threw her off
guard, and Grant watched Sam’s hardened exterior crack for only a
minute. Once it passed, she crossed her arms.

“You’re not involved in this investigation,”
Sam answered.

Grant pointed toward Anna and Bandit through
the glass. “That little girl and her family lived down the street
from me, and then she and her dog showed up hiding in my closet the
morning after her family was abducted, all the while supposedly
under your protection.” Grant shifted his finger toward her. “I’m
as involved in this investigation as you are.”

“You know, I read up on your file,” Sam
said. “You had the most commendations and the highest success rate
for cases in the history of the Seattle PD, maybe even the country.
And that trafficking ring you exposed helped free hundreds of women
and children that had been forced into slavery and prostitution.”
She took a step closer. “And I also read how your actions led to
the deaths of over a dozen women during that investigation and
nearly got your partner killed. So maybe you should tell me why I
should let a former detective whose irresponsible behavior nearly
got everyone around him killed be a part of my investigation?”

Grant remained quiet for a moment and then
fished the glove out of his pocket. “Because I found something your
people missed.”

Sam regarded the glove, which dangled
between them, and shrugged. “What is it?”

“A cufflink,” Grant answered, handing over
the piece of evidence. “Twenty-four-caret gold, slightly worn. I’m
betting you could pull a print off of it.”

Sam worked the cufflink to the glove’s hole.
“We’ve already identified the attackers.” She examined the gold
beneath the white light.

“You identified the attackers based on a
five-year-old’s two-day-old memory,” Grant said. “At the very
least, you can use the print on there to confirm that it belonged
to one of the suspects you’ve identified. She might not have seen
someone else that showed up.”

“Maybe,” Sam said, frowning as she examined
the cufflink in a better patch of light.

“Look familiar?”

Sam shook her head, dropping the cufflink
back into the glove and then setting it on a nearby table. “I
appreciate your help and your concern, but what we’re dealing with
here goes beyond your capacity.”

The door opened, and Hickem walked inside,
stopping abruptly at the sight of Grant. “Didn’t think you’d stick
around.”

“He was just on his way out,” Sam said.

Hickem passed a folder toward Sam, his eyes
on the glove on the table. “The report on our suspects. We’ve
already put out an APB, and the men that Anna identified have
worked themselves to the top of the FBI’s most wanted list.” He
reached for the glove. “What’s this?”

“Our PI broke into the Dunny house,” Sam
answered. “Found something we missed.”

Hickem laughed, shaking his head. “You just
never know when to quit, do you, Grant?” He worked the cufflink up
to the glove’s opening, and when the gold protruded from the
robin’s-egg-blue latex, Hickem frowned, staring at the cufflink
with an expression of surprise.

Grant watched the microexpressions flash
across Hickem’s face. They only lasted for a half second but were
noticeable.

Hickem dropped the cufflink back to the
bottom of the glove and then set it on the table. He cleared his
throat, the playfulness from before gone. “We’ll be in touch,
Grant.” And without another word, Hickem left, a hastened pace to
his steps.

“He thinks highly of you,” Sam said.

Grant turned around, finding another crack
in that practiced, hardened exterior gone.

“You know, whenever I hear people bring up
your name, it’s like they’re talking about a ghost,” Sam said,
giving Grant a look up and down then finally settling on his eyes.
Her pupils dilated for only a moment before she broke away. “Thank
you again.”

“If you need anything, give me a call.” They
shook hands, their touch lingering until a harsh yap from Bandit
broke them apart. “Tell her goodbye for me?”

“I will,” Sam said.

Hands in his pockets, Grant walked out to
his car, forcing his head to remain on the path in front of him.
But he kept hearing Mocks’s voice, yelling at him to turn around
and ask for her number. He didn’t deny the connection and the spark
that he felt, but now wasn’t the right time to ask.

Grant’s rust bucket was one of only a
handful of cars left in the parking lot, and the Buick sat isolated
as he fished out his keys. He sat in his car for a moment, staring
at the building. A few windows still had lights on, which totaled
the same as the number of cars that were still in the parking lot.
He checked his watch, finding that it was ten thirty, which would
put Grant back at his house somewhere around one o’clock in the
morning.

With a heavy sigh, Grant put the keys in the
ignition and then cranked it, and instead of the sputtering sounds
of life heaving into the engine, there was only the dead click of
the keys turning. Grant shut his eyes, shaking his head. He tried
three more times, but each effort only ended with the same
click.

Grant popped the hood and used the light on
his cell phone to examine the engine. He thought it might be the
starter, but he couldn’t be sure without taking it apart. And he
didn’t have the tools to try.

With only a single bar of service, Grant
searched for a local towing company and found one that would be
there in less than an hour. They would drop it off at a local shop
where they could fix it in the morning. He thanked them for their
help and then returned to his car and sat down.

Stranded, he thought about calling Mocks,
asking her to come and pick him up, but he wasn’t in the mood to
explain why he was here so late. He went so far as to pull up her
number, his thumb hovering over the call button, but then he exited
out of his contacts list and shoveled the phone into his pocket.
She’d told him to lay off the investigation. He knew she was right.
She usually was, despite his chagrin.

A few more employees walked out of the
building, getting in their cars and leaving, but not before giving
Grant the stink-eye. Grant just smiled and waved, and by the time
the tow truck arrived, there were only two other cars left in the
lot.

“You’re the one needing the tow?” A skinny
man hopped from the cab of the truck, a Mariners cap pushed halfway
up his head, exposing a forehead that was smeared with black
grease.

Grant looked around, finding himself alone
in the parking lot. “Yeah. I’m the one.”

“Okay, let me get hooked up, and we’ll get
you out of here.” He disappeared back into the truck cab, and a
rhythmic beep sounded as he lined up the wrecker with his
broken-down car.

“Trouble?”

Grant turned around and found one of
Hickem’s men behind him. It was the same agent that was at Grant’s
door when he walked away. He was dressed in the same dark suit and
tie, though the earpiece was gone.

“A little,” Grant said.

“Matt Kover.” The agent extended his hand,
and when Grant grabbed hold, it was as if his bones were being
squeezed by a motorized vise. “I heard you brought the girl’s dog
back.” He smiled, releasing Grant’s hand. “I bet the marshals are
going to love having that mongrel around.”

Grant flexed his fingers, letting the blood
flow return to his appendage. “Can’t be worse than dealing with the
FBI.”

“Grant!” Hickem said, yelling from the steps
on his way over. “Why are you still sticking around here?”

“Car trouble,” Matt said.

“You need a ride?” Hickem asked.

“No, I’ll manage,” Grant answered.

“Don’t be stubborn.” Hickem nudged Matt with
this elbow, knocking him forward a step. “Take him where he needs
to go.” Hickem flipped his keys around his fingers and walked
toward his car. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Once Hickem was out of earshot, Grant leaned
over to Matt as the tow-trucker hooked up his car and started
pulling it forward on the platform. “It’s fine. You can just
leave.”

“And risk getting an earful from him in the
morning?” Matt asked. “No, thanks. I’ll pull my car over. Just
figure out where I need to drop you off.”

Before Grant could protest, Matt was gone,
and the trucker was already handing over a clipboard with some
paperwork for him to sign. The trucker then gave Grant a card for
the name of the auto shop where he was dropping the vehicle off.
Grant fished out his phone and decided to call Mocks to stay at her
place for the night. With his expenses starting to add up, he
wasn’t sure he had any money left on his credit card for a
hotel.

 



Chapter 8

Grant sat low in the bucket seats of Matt’s
BMW, and while he knew the model he was currently riding in could
hit zero to sixty in six seconds, he was pretty sure they didn’t go
above fifty, even when they got on the highway.

“So how long were you a detective?” Matt
asked, left hand on the wheel as he leaned onto the central
console, his tone as casual as his stance.

“Ten as a detective, fifteen in law
enforcement,” Grant answered, trying to get comfortable in the
sports-car-style seats. They’d been driving for less than ten
minutes, and his ass was already numb.

“Is it true you had the highest recovery
rate of any detective with missing persons?” Matt cast him a side
eye, his expression skeptical.

“It’s true.”

Headlights flashed behind them, and Grant
grimaced from the light. The car sped up on their right side,
giving a quick honk and an angry glare from the driver as he
passed.

“Yeah, fuck you too, buddy!” Matt leaned
forward in his seat then slammed back, shifting in annoyance. “God,
sometimes I wish we could skirt around the law, you know what I
mean?” He nudged Grant’s arm. “I mean that guy has no idea who we
are.” He shook his head. “We could do whatever we want and just
cover it up.”

Grant kept quiet, a light twitch in his jaw
muscle. The past two days had caught up with him, and he was
irritable.

“I bet it felt good to go rogue when you did
it, huh?”

Grant pumped his hand into a fist and
fidgeted uncomfortably in his seat. “That’s not what I would call
it.”

“No?” Matt asked, a mockingly surprised tone
in his voice. He smiled, a slow chuckle rolling off his tongue.
“You know, you remind me of some of the guys I went through the
academy with. Straight-laced, hard motherfuckers. Didn’t talk much,
but then they were always men of action.”

“Enjoy the showers too?” Grant tossed a
glare toward the young buck to match his tone.

Matt threw up his hand. “Sorry, didn’t mean
to get you all riled up. Just trying to make conversation.”

Another car passed, and the headlights shone
through their car windows, and Grant saw a shimmer of gold to his
left. He turned at the sight, squinting, but didn’t see it until
the car passed. It was on the sleeve of Matt’s arm. It was a gold
cufflink.

Grant quickly cast his eyes in front of him
and straightened out in his seat. He would have taken his seat belt
off to make him more mobile, but he didn’t want to make the FBI
agent jumpy.

Matt flicked his turn signal, turning off
the highway. “I just have to stop and get gas.” He kept his
attention focused on the turn. “Shouldn’t take long.”

“Yeah,” Grant said, getting a quick eyeful
of the quarter tank that was showing on the indicator. “No
problem.”

The exit turned into a less-populated area
on Seattle’s northeast side. It had the reputation for housing drug
dealers, pimps, and other unsavory characters. He’d visited a few
times during his beat with Mocks.

Hundreds of thoughts sped through Grant’s
mind as Matt turned off the main road and down a two-lane stretch.
Abandoned warehouses and storefronts lined both sides of the road.
Even the streetlights had burned out.

The cufflinks could just be a coincidence,
and Grant wasn’t even sure if it was the same shape and size. But
the more glances he took, the more the pieces fell into place. Matt
kept a limp grip with this left hand, and as Grant retraced their
interaction in the parking lot, he noticed that he didn’t move the
arm much. Which could mean it was injured.

“God, you could dump a body out here,
right?” Matt laughed, exposing those pointed canines, which offered
an even more sinister feel than before. And the longer the pair
held their gaze, Grant noticed that while Matt kept the smile
plastered to his face, the laughter was removed from his eyes. They
were focused. They were alert.

The car slowed, and Grant tensed, unsure of
how quickly he could move, unsure if he could overpower the young
agent. The car stopped. The engine idled. Matt kept his left hand
on the wheel, and when he turned to face Grant, Grant got a good
look at the .45 tucked beneath his jacket.

“I was told that you found something of
mine,” Matt said.

Grant remained still, his eyes locked onto
Matt’s gaze. “The average pull time from holster to hand and into a
firing position for a federal agent is less than a second. It’ll
only take me half a second to stop you.”

The skin around Matt’s mouth creased as he
smiled. “You older guys sure are full of yourself. I bet you even
thought you had a chance with her, but let me tell you from
experience.” The leather seat groaned as he tilted a half-inch
forward. “She’s not worth the time.”

Anger twitched Grant’s lip upward, the snarl
almost as quick as Matt’s hand as he reached for the pistol. Grant
lunged, still strapped in his seat belt. Matt was already
unbuckled.

With his left hand, Grant caught Matt’s
right elbow before he could completely remove the pistol, and then
thrust his fist toward his throat, which missed when Matt lunged
forward, slamming his body against the steering wheel.

Matt’s foot came off the brake, and the car
rolled forward, Matt and Grant locked in close combat. But any time
Grant tried to lunge forward, the seat belt pinned him back. But he
had enough reach to keep himself close enough to force Matt to
forgo the weapon, but the freed hand threw two quick jabs to
Grant’s nose, and a bright flash blinded him, and then he tasted
blood.

Matt’s hands gripped his throat and pinned
him up against the window of the passenger-side door. The car was
still in drive, and with Matt’s foot off the brake, it slowly
rolled forward.

With his left hand free, Grant fumbled for
the seat belt. His fingers prodded for the button to release him,
but with the life being choked from him, he couldn’t find it. He
pressed his fingers down wildly, and just before he was about to
pass out, he felt the button.

One click, and the belt loosened, freeing up
Grant’s mobility. He reached for the door handle and rolled out of
the car and smacked hard onto the asphalt, with Matt dangling over
the seats.

Grant thrust the heel of his boot into
Matt’s chin, the contact eliciting a crack and whipping Matt’s head
back. He scrambled to his hands and knees and sprinted from the
still-rolling car.

“Come back here, you fucker!”

Grant beelined it for the nearest alley, and
just before he ducked down the dark path, a gunshot shattered glass
to his left. He jumped at the noise but didn’t slow his pace.

Grant skidded to a stop once he was behind
the building, and looked for anything he could use as a weapon but
found an exit instead. The back door to the building was unlocked,
and he ducked inside to hide.

Darkness greeted Grant upon entry, and he
moved carefully and quietly over a floor littered with broken
glass, tools, and discarded boxes. Through the dirty front windows
of the building, he saw the car had stopped, left parked in the
middle of the street.

Matt’s footsteps echoed down the same alley,
and Grant gently leaned against the wall, trying to hear what the
FBI agent would do. Muttered curses drifted through the back door,
and Grant remained quiet and still, hoping he’d managed to give the
bastard the slip.

But to Grant’s displeasure, the back door of
the building groaned as it was slowly opened, and he quickly ducked
behind a stack of chairs and tables as moonlight flooded
inside.

One step. Then another. The agent kept close
to the exit, waiting for movement, waiting for his eyes to adjust
to the darkness.

Grant’s vision had already started to make
out the objects inside more clearly, and he scanned the floor and
found the sharpest shard of glass that he could get his hands
on.

Three more steps brought the agent deeper
inside, their rhythm more purposeful than when he first entered.
But aside from the steps, the agent was silent. He was well
trained. Good ol’ Matt the Rat who sold the family out to the
people that were after them. The only question left to answer was
why. What was in it for him? Money? Power? Revenge?

The footsteps ended, and the room grew so
silent that Grant thought the hammer of his heart would give his
position away. The silence lingered, stretching ten, twenty, forty
seconds. Grant fought the impulse to move, to check, to give any
sign that he was in the room. It was a waiting game for the rat
now, and when the silence passed to well over a minute, Grant knew
the rat was well practiced.

Another footstep, and Grant felt himself
release a breath, which he quickly ended as another footstep
sounded even closer. His body was coiled, his hand gripped around
the serrated edge of the broken glass, poised to strike. Another
step, and the sole of Matt’s shoe scraped gently across the cement
floor. He was close, probably on the other side of the stacked
chairs. Grant would only get one shot at him before the bullets
started flying. He had to make it count.

Silence.

It lingered like before, Grant not
breathing, the world still and motionless. And then it happened all
at once.

The chairs crashed down over Grant, steel
legs and wooden seats cracking against his arms, shoulders, and
back. But despite the avalanche of furniture, Grant kept his eyes
locked on Matt’s movement as he spun around the chairs, leading
with the pistol in his hand.

Grant lunged, using one of the chairs as an
impromptu shield. A gunshot popped, the echo reverberating off the
barren walls and ceiling, but Grant kept driving Matt backward.

Another gunshot fired, but Matt’s arm was
knocked far to the right, and the bullet only crashed into the
floor, and with one final burst of momentum, Grant thrust the glass
into Matt’s right chest, sending both men to the cement.

Three quick rabbit punches were all Matt was
able to muster before the fight ran out of him, and Grant stood,
reaching for the pistol, which Matt dropped when they hit the
floor.

Grant hovered close, pistol aimed at the
rat, who squirmed and writhed as the glass remained wedged into his
flesh, blood oozing from beneath the shirt, staining a dark patch
over his clothes.

Matt tried to move, but Grant stepped
closer, finger on the trigger, the gun aimed at Matt’s head. The
rat froze.

“You sold out the family,” Grant said. “What
were you looking for in the house?”

Matt shook his head, struggling to stay
coherent through the pain that spasmed in random flashes across his
face. “You’re a dead man. You’re a fucking dead man.”

Grant kicked Matt in the ribs, and the man
wailed in pain. “What were you looking for in the house?”
His voice thundered like gunshots. When Matt didn’t answer, he
jammed his heel into the glass wound on Matt’s chest.

“Ahhhh!” Matt writhed in pain from
the pressure, arching his back until the pain grew so immense that
his screams turned to silence.

Grant finally released him and then dropped
to a knee and placed the tip of the pistol’s barrel flush against
Matt’s forehead. “Where is Anna’s family?”

“I don’t know,” Matt answered, his eyes
rolling in their sockets, his attention anywhere but Grant.

“Did you find what you were looking for? In
the Dunnys’ house?” But Matt only closed his eyes and smacked his
lips.

“I need water.”

“Answer me!”

“It doesn’t matter.” Matt’s voice drifted,
his eyes still closed. He spoke as if he was in a dream, though
that was only from the rush of endorphins trying to calm his frayed
nerves. “They’ll get what they want.”

“Who?” Grant pressed the pistol’s
barrel harder into Matt’s skull, but the man never replied.
Finally, Grant removed the gun and then stood, staring down at the
man bleeding to death on the dirty concrete floor. He reached for
his phone, but when he tried to call, he found that he had no
service. “Shit.”

“They’re coming,” Matt said, delirious, his
voice still a whisper. “They’re coming.”

Grant frowned, unsure what the ramblings
meant. But then something clicked, and the noise sent a ripple of
suspicion through his brain. He remembered the number of cars that
were in the marshals station. There were maybe only two left. And
of the people he saw walk out of the building, there was one person
that didn’t leave.

“Oh my god.” Grant’s eyes widened. He
dropped down to Matt’s body, forgoing the questions and searching
his pockets for a phone, which he didn’t find. Instead, he found
some zip ties, which he used to tie Matt’s wrists and ankles, and
then dragged him back out to the car.

Matt grunted in pain every few feet, but he
offered no resistance. Grant heaved him into the backseat, his
adrenaline still pumping, and then quickly started he car, slamming
his foot on the gas. The tires screeched and smoke wafted into the
air as the rubber burned, and Grant got out his phone, again
finding no signal.

“Shit!” Grant turned a sharp right, trying
to retrace their path. He needed to get back to the marshals
building. He needed to reach Sam before she was killed and Anna was
taken by the same thugs that had kidnapped her family.

 



Chapter 9

The lamp on Sam’s desk was the only light on
the floor. Nearly everyone had gone home, though she expected the
director to still be down in his office. There were times when she
didn’t think her boss was human. He was always the first one in and
the last to leave. Though she’d given him a run for his money
lately.

Sam had stared at the paperwork scattered
over her desk for so long that it started to blur together. She
bounced the pen between her fingers anxiously and then quickly
tossed it away, letting it roll across the desk and fall off the
back side.

The chair groaned as she leaned back, her
seat just as exhausted as she was. She rubbed her face, trying to
ignite life back into her brain.

After combing through files and talking with
Anna and looking at the case from every possible angle she could
think of, Sam still had no idea how Joza found the Dunnys. There
were no phone records, no computer records, nothing. There was a
link, somewhere, and she just couldn’t find it.

The glove with the cufflink that Grant had
brought her was still on her desk. It was too late to get it to the
lab, but the new piece of evidence could offer her the insight that
she couldn’t find herself.

Sam leaned forward, picking up the blue
glove, letting it dangle between her fingers. The light from the
lamp made the glove a little more transparent, and she saw the
cufflink that rested inside. How could she have missed it? They
searched every square inch of that house, top to bottom.

The question repeated itself in her mind,
and Sam circled it, getting closer and closer to an answer that she
knew was important.

But every time she got close, the fog of
exhaustion clouded the answers, and Sam dropped the glove back on
the desk. She fished her phone out of her pocket and opened her
ESPN app to check the Mariners scores.

“C’mon, boys, give me some good news.” But
her hopes were dashed as she saw their four-to-one loss highlighted
on the clubhouse page. She tossed the phone on the desk and then
cracked her neck. “When it rains, it pours.” She stood, needing a
stretch after the past few hours of sitting down.

Her joints crackled in a symphony of relief,
and she walked over to the coffee pot, which had remained half
full. She poured herself a cup and then sipped. It was tepid, but
she just needed to stay awake. With the Styrofoam cup lingering on
her lips, she looked back down the hall to where Anna and Bandit
slept.

The dog had tired the girl out, and it
didn’t take but a few seconds after her head hit the pillow for her
to pass out. Sam could have put her in another location, another
safe house, but with so many questions still left unanswered, she
wanted to keep the girl close. And the US Marshals building was the
safest place that she could think of in the city.

Coffee in hand, Sam walked back over to her
desk and hovered over the files. She had studied every single thing
she could on the Joza crime family. They were rich. They were
powerful. And they were dangerous. Whatever their hearts desired,
they took. It didn’t matter how they did it, it didn’t matter whom
they did it to, or what the aftermath looked like—they always got
what they wanted.

But of all the questions that drifted
through Sam’s mind, the one she was confident she had the answer to
was the why. It was revenge.

Sam opened the file of another family that
Joza had kidnapped. There were pictures inside of what he did, or
rather what was left after what he did. The folder pinched between
her fingers started to shake a little as she stared at the bloody
mess. She let go, the folder closing, and set the coffee down.

God knew what they were doing to Charles and
Mary, trying to pull the information out of them. And with so much
time already passed since their abduction, Sam knew they could be
anywhere. Joza had contacts in every country, but the most logical
idea was that they’d smuggled the pair back to Russia. But at least
they didn’t get the girl. And Sam planned on keeping it that
way.

Sam walked down the hall toward Anna’s room.
It was only accessible via key card, and she swiped it, granting
herself entry. The light from the hallway spread from its thin line
through the cracked opening, and Bandit poked his head up from the
bed.

Sam pressed her finger to her lips, and the
dog lay back down. Anna had the covers pulled high, wrapping
herself up like a caterpillar with only the top of her head
exposed. Sam leaned against the doorframe, watching the girl sleep.
She knew that one day, when Anna was older and she had a better
grasp of what was happening to her family, and all of the girl’s
anger finally had a chance to manifest itself into something more
coherent, Sam would be the one to blame.

After all, it was Sam’s responsibility to
ensure that the Dunnys remained safe, and she had failed. She
wanted to hope for the best, but the truth was that every minute
that passed made the likelihood that Charles and Mary Dunny were
dead even greater. She had orphaned a five-year-old girl. And she
knew that it would haunt her for the rest of her days.

***

The engine’s BMW revved, Grant flooring the
accelerator. He had finally found the highway, and like their trip
earlier, it was devoid of any heavy traffic. With one hand on the
wheel, he glanced back down at his phone.

A single bar appeared.

The car swerved left and right as Grant
searched his pockets for Sam’s card. Matt groaned in the backseat,
rolling from side to side, as Grant balanced the wheel and the
phone. He felt a sharp corner press against his finger, and he
pulled the card out, dialing as quickly as he could.

“Come on, pick up.” Grant kept the phone
glued to his ear, the speedometer tipping over one hundred as he
passed a car in the middle lane. Three rings, then four, then five.
“Pick up, Sam.”

“You’ve reached Samantha Cohen. I’m
not—”

“Dammit.” Grant hung up and then tried
again. He checked the clock, hoping that she was still at the
office, and hoping that at the very least Anna was behind some kind
of locked door, though if Matt had already given the information of
her location up, it was logical that they knew the exact room where
she was being kept.

Still, breaking into a US Marshals office
was ballsy, even at this time of night, and even with detailed
information on their target’s location.

Another voicemail. Grant hung up then dialed
again. He had to get through. He had to tell her what was
happening. He would have called Hickem, but he couldn’t rule out
that he was involved. His reaction to the cufflink, the fact that
he offered to have Matt drive him—none of it painted a pretty
picture for his old colleague.

He was still at least ten minutes away, and
with the sports car starting to shake as he topped over one hundred
and ten miles per hour, he wasn’t sure if he could push the vehicle
any harder. But he had to get there. He had to warn her. But when
the phone went to voicemail again, Grant wasn’t sure if he was too
late.

***

The buzzing of her phone, which rattled
against her desk, pulled Sam’s attention back down the hall. She
saw the screen of her smartphone brighten the dark office, and she
closed Anna’s door, the room locking securely behind her.

On her walk back, she tossed a glance at the
clock on the wall, which said it was close to midnight, and she
wondered who would even try to call her at this hour.

When she stepped from the hallway and back
into the bullpen of desks, the door on the other end of the room
opened, and Sam’s gaze drifted from her phone to the pair of men
walking inside, the taller of the two holding a briefcase. At first
glance, they looked like Hickem’s men. Their attire matched the
cookie-cutter outfits that the FBI wore, but these two carried
themselves differently. The proper, upright stature looked forced,
as if they were trying to hold something back.

The man on the left stopped at her desk just
as Sam’s phone stopped ringing. The missed call was from a number
that she didn’t recognize.

“Can I help you?” Sam asked, reaching for
her coffee.

“Hickem sent us over to speak with the
girl.” The man on the left spoke like a robot that had been given a
software update. But beneath his stoic tone was an accent that she
couldn’t place. But she’d never really had an ear for that sort of
thing.

“Now?” Sam gestured to the clock she looked
at before. “It’s too late. Can’t it wait until morning?”

“Boss’s order.” The man on the right, who
was shorter than his associate and leaner from the look of the cut
of his suit, spoke with the same indifference.

Sam shook her head and turned, walking down
the hallway as the two men followed her. “I swear, just because you
have the word ‘federal’ in your agency name, you’d think that you
all ran the whole country.” She fished out her key card when the
desk phone started to ring again. She stopped, the pair of men
stopping with her as she turned around, side-stepping them.

On the short walk back to the desk, the man
on the right continued his walk down the hall, while his shorter
partner called back to Sam. “Which room is it?”

“Third one down on the left,” Sam answered,
yelling back over her shoulder. “I’m coming, good god.” She
snatched the phone off the desk and answered. “Marshal Cohen.”

“Sam!” Grant’s excited and breathless voice
broke through the phone, and Sam tilted her ear away from the
speaker because his voice was so loud. “Are you still at the
office?”

“Yeah. Slow down. I’m still here. What’s
going on?”

“One of Hickem’s men, the guy who drove me
tonight, he was in on it. He gave away the Dunnys’ location and
blew their cover.”

A second noise came in through the speaker,
a loud humming making Grant’s words a little duller. Sam shook her
head. “What are you talking about? What agent? What man?”

“Matt! Agent Kover! He tried to kill me, and
I think they’re still trying to get Anna!”

Sam turned, finding the taller agent already
at the door, jiggling the handle as he swiped a card into the
slider. It could have been her expression, or the fact that the
pair of men had what they wanted, but the shorter man opened his
jacket and brandished the nine-millimeter Ruger, and she leapt
behind her desk for cover.

The percussion of the gunshots was quick and
efficient as Sam landed hard on her side behind the desk. She
dropped the phone, reaching for her pistol as the gunfire ended.
Training replaced thought, and Sam jumped up, her eyes guiding her
arms to line up the shot, the sight of the pistol bringing the
shoulder of the current shooter into frame, but just when she
fired, a light muscle spasm forced her to overcorrect, and the
gunman reacted too quickly.

Sam’s three quick gunshots forced the
imposter back, sprinting toward his partner, who, to Sam’s horror,
had opened the door.

“No!” Sam stood, straightening her
aim as she readjusted her stance, this time hitting the left arm of
the shooter as he retreated into the room.

Sam sprinted around the desk, beelining it
for the door. Anna screamed, and Bandit barked wildly, and then
both were cut short by another gunshot. Sam’s blood froze, and it
took a concentrated effort to move forward. “Anna!” Sam
skidded to a stop at the closed door, fumbling for her card as she
yanked on the handle. “Anna!” She swiped, but the door
didn’t open. She ran the badge again. Still nothing.

The commotion on the floor caught the
attention of the rest of the building’s tenants, who hurried to
Sam’s aid.

“What do we have?” Director Multz led three
other marshals, each of them armed save for the man in the back,
Multz’s assistant, who had his phone glued to his ear, relaying
information to the authorities.

“Two males, both Caucasian, at least one
armed.” Sam shouldered the door, giving one last swipe of her card,
but it still failed to open. Whatever they’d done to override the
security had also jammed the door for anyone else who tried to
enter. “Shots were fired inside.”

Glass shattered inside the room, and the
noise sent all of them toward the stairwell, Sam leading the
charge. “Let’s move!”

Sam had quick feet on the descent, using the
railing to help her jump two or three steps at a time. The patter
of boots and shoes followed her, and Sam didn’t break stride when
she landed on the first floor and sprinted out one of the
building’s emergency exit doors, triggering an alarm.

The blaring din of the security system
escaped from the stairwell, breaking the quiet of the night as Sam
rushed to the west side of the building, where the windows of
Anna’s room were attached to a ledge on the third story. Where the
hell the kidnappers thought they could go from there, she had no
idea.

Sam turned the corner, her cohorts close
behind, and watched as the taller man landed on two feet, quickly
detaching a rope from his waist, Anna limp in his arms.

“Freeze!” Sam rushed forward, but a gunshot
rang out from the third-story window and pushed Sam back behind the
corner as Director Multz and the others caught up. The four of them
remained pinned against the corner of the building, flush against
the concrete as repeated gunshots turned the building’s corner into
puffs of dust.

When the firing ended, Sam stole a quick
glance at the man sprinting down the street and the gunman
protruding from the broken third-story window. The gunman fired
again, pinning Sam next to Director Multz behind the cover of the
building.

“Sniper rifle. Third story,” Sam said. “Must
have been assembled in the room from the briefcase they brought.”
Anther gunshot rang out. “The second assailant is heading north on
Twenty-Second Street. Victim looks to be unconscious.”

Multz turned toward his assistant, relaying
the information while Sam inched closer toward the edge, almost to
the point of crossing the plane into the sniper’s field of vision.
She had her eyes on the cars parked across the street. If she could
make it there, then she had a chance at catching up with the
runner. Sixty pounds of child were bound to slow him down, and Sam
had always been quick.

“Cover me.” Two quick exhalations, then Sam
exploded from the corner, immediately triggering gunshots from the
third-story shooter, quickly followed by Director Multz’s screams
as Sam pumped her legs on her sprint across the road.

Sam kept her eyes locked on the cars across
the street, and it wasn’t until she ducked and skidded on her knees
and shins, her pants tearing on the sidewalk, that she looked
toward the window.

The sniper managed to get off one shot
before Multz and the others provided cover fire, and with the
shooter distracted, Sam turned her attention down the road in time
to watch the kidnapper disappear down a side alley. With her knees
aching, Sam jumped into pursuit.

Nearing the alley, Sam slowed, trying to get
a handle on her breathing as the cool evening air stung the cuts
along her legs. She spun from the corner, gun aimed, listening to
the sounds of the kidnapper’s footsteps as he disappeared down the
next street.

Sam kept up the pursuit, catching up with
the runner as he weaved between streets and down side alleys. The
longer it dragged out, the more her muscles burned, but she pushed
the fatigue aside, knowing what would happen if she failed. But she
couldn’t break her promise to Anna. Not again.

Once the distance between their gap had
shortened to less than twenty yards, Sam raised her pistol, poised
to shoot, but couldn’t get a clear shot on the run without risking
hitting Anna. She had to get closer.

Their chase brought them to the shores of
Lake Washington, and during the sprint, Sam kept glancing up toward
the night sky, wondering where in the hell air support was. They
needed to be tracking this guy.

Finally, after one last jarring right turn
from an alley, the kidnapper kept a straight path, and his
destination looked to end at the water’s edge.

“Stop!” Sam planted her feet, having a clear
line of sight on the kidnapper now, but her orders went unheeded,
just as they had been the dozen other times she screamed. Her
breath had grown labored, and though she gripped her pistol with
both hands, she couldn’t keep her aim steady. “I said freeze,
goddammit, or I’ll shoot!”

But the kidnapper never broke stride as he
grew closer and closer to the water, which looked like nothing more
than a pitch-black abyss. The quick lapping of the waves against
the seawall matched the same hastened pace of Sam’s breathing as
she tried to force her aim steady.

Sam squeezed the pistol tighter, trying to
force it into submission. The sight wavered between the man’s back
and the water, and then his shoulder, and then the ground, and then
the water again, and then back. The target grew smaller the longer
she waited, but she’d only get one shot, and she didn’t want to
risk hitting Anna.

The faint sound of choppers and sirens began
somewhere in the distance. Backup was on the way. Where did he
think he could go? Was he going to swim to the other side? Drown
himself and the girl?

The thoughts spread across Sam’s mind in
rapid-fire synapses, all while she was still trying to steady her
aim. The sight passed across his shoulder, the shot clear but only
for a moment, and she squeezed the trigger.

The bang of the gunshot and the kidnapper’s
leap over the edge of the seawall were simultaneous, and he and
Anna disappeared.

Sam hurried forward, the sirens in the
backdrop of the city growing louder and louder. Her heart pounded
twice as quickly as her feet did against the pavement, and then she
heard the sputtering startup of the boat engine come to life and
then roar. The engine’s whine drowned out everything else.
Including her screams.

Sam skidded to a stop at the seawall’s ledge
and raised her pistol to fire at the small watercraft disappearing
into the pitch black of the lake. Knowing she was out of range, Sam
lowered her pistol, the noise from the boat engine fading and the
sirens of the authorities growing behind her.

But Sam stood there, frozen, on the edge of
the seawall, her eyes following the wake of the boat until there
was nothing left to see.

 



Chapter 10

The police vehicles had already surrounded
the marshals building by the time Grant came to a screeching halt
in Matt’s BMW. Matt was still in the backseat, and Grant stepped
out before the police even spotted the body in the back.

He scanned the crowd, watching the body
language of the officers, listening for any news over the radio
crackle that flitted into the open air. The parking lot had
transformed from a barren landscape to a packed house. But from the
bowed heads, and loose, tense chatter, Grant already knew the
outcome of what happened.

“Hey! Buddy, where you going?” A hand on
Grant’s shoulder yanked him backward, and out of instinct, Grant
reached for the badge that was no longer there... that hadn’t been
there for over four years.

It was a street cop who couldn’t have had
more than three years with the department but had that practiced
stare that most officers learned after a few close calls on the
beat. The kid had a good one too, detailed down to every crease and
line across his face.

“Where is Marshal Cohen?” Grant asked.

The cop gave him a look up and down, and
then Grant watched his partner walk over to the BMW.

“Holy shit!” The partner turned, hand on his
pistol. “There’s a dead guy back here!”

The three-year veteran drew his pistol, and
Grant kept his hands at his sides, not moving even before the young
gun spit the order. “Stay right where you—”

“Enough!” It was Hickem’s voice that drew
their attention, but it was the big man’s size that caused them to
lower their weapons. “He’s with us. Special investigator.” Hickem
flicked his gaze toward the car. “Sam filled me in. Is he in the
back?”

Grant nodded. “He’s lost a lot of blood, but
he should still be alive.”

Hickem walked over with three of his own
people toward the car, pulling the traitor from the backseat. “We
need a medic over here!” They propped Matt up against the car,
staining the pewter paint job with blotches of red.

Grant kept his eyes on Hickem. Was it some
kind of a game? Or was the big brute really not in on it? Before he
had a chance to ask, another hand grabbed his shoulder. When Grant
spun around, he was staring into the eyes of a short man with a
head of thick grey hair buzzed into a flat top that was so proper
it could act as a shelf.

“Director Multz.” The man shook Grant’s hand
without Grant even offering and then gave him a hard yank to get
him to follow him, which Grant did, falling into stride right
behind him. “Sam told me what you told her. She’s inside. I think
it’s best if we talk alone.”

Grant looked back at Hickem. A pair of
medics was attending to Matt, whom they’d already loaded on a
stretcher. He didn’t like the fact that Hickem was going to
question him first. But he knew that no one else here had the
authority to do it. And Grant had a feeling that Hickem was only
going to share the information he wanted to share, and not the
stuff they probably needed.

Grant followed Multz into the Marshal
building and down a hallway on the first floor. Multz entered one
of the offices, and when Grant stepped inside, he saw Sam with her
back toward the door, looking out a window.

“Found him,” Multz said, shutting the door
behind him.

It was just the three of them, and when
Grant realized no one else would be joining them, he understood the
importance of what would be said here.

“Sam,” Multz said, taking a seat behind his
desk and folding his arms in a practiced gesture over the table.
“Sam?”

She finally turned, and the first thing
Grant noticed was the change in her eyes. There was a glaze that
covered them. It wasn’t one of fear, or grief, or rage. It was
almost of disbelief. But then Grant finally recognized it.
Doubt.

“You were right,” Sam said. “We should have
looked closer. I don’t know how you made it out of there alive, but
the girl is gone. We need to get her back, and the family, if
they’re still alive.”

“Does that mean you’re bringing me on
board?” Grant knew it was ultimately the director’s decision, but
he kept his gaze on Sam.

“I don’t know who else on Hickem’s team was
involved,” Sam answered. “Hell, I don’t know if Hickem was the one
who ordered it, but I know that we’ll still have to work with him.”
She stepped forward, an intimate need to her motion as she drew
closer. “I need someone I can trust.”

“You’ll be working as a special
investigative liaison,” Multz said. “You will report directly to
Marshal Cohen and me. No one else.”

Grant cocked his eyebrow. “Special
investigative liaison?”

Multz shrugged. “We wanted it to sound
somewhat official. But I want to make it clear that you are here to
analyze and predict. No fieldwork. We just need you to help us find
the girl.”

“I’ll need access to everything,” Grant
said. “And that includes any dirty laundry you might not want
exposed. I’m only good when I can get all of the facts.”

“You’ll have everything you need,” Sam
answered. “We’re setting up a command station down the hall.” She
checked her phone. “First meeting is in fifteen minutes.”

Grant nodded, taking a breath, but
remembered what Mocks had told him about moving on, about getting
out of neutral. A part of him didn’t think this was what she meant,
but for the first time since Ellen passed, or since he was kicked
off the force, Grant felt purpose flood through him.

He looked at the watch on his wrist then
switched the mode to timer. He clicked start, and the first few
seconds wound past. “Let’s get started.”
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