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T
 he night was still, but that was temporary.

The rising surface of twin buildings formed a foreboding alley that, in the light of day, might have seemed harmless, blending into the surrounding area. In the daylight, the city of Newark, New Jersey, was just like any other small urban area in the shadow of New York City.

But when the sun set and night filled the sky with its deepening darkness, the city became something else entirely.

That same alleyway in the dead of night became a foreboding cavern that cast eerie shadows on the cold, damp pavement, creating an atmosphere that almost seemed to whisper of the horrific, unseen dangers that lurked within.

The feeble glow of flickering streetlights provided scant comfort to those who ventured through the city at night. In this environment, absent the warming light of the sun, there was a hurried desperation in the hearts and minds of all who busily attempted to travel from point A to point B.

Jonathan Wilmore was one such person. Though he’d called this city home for most of his life, that did little to take away his apprehension. In fact, it only deepened his dread.

If Jonathan had been walking alone, he might have felt better about this specific trek. He would have walked faster and with more of a purpose. But he wasn’t alone. Trailing at his side was his seven-year-old daughter, Emily. The young girl gripped his hand tightly, though not out of fear. Jonathan had often been amazed at the fearless nature of this remarkable girl. She never seemed to be afraid of anything.

He admired that trait and wished it was one he shared with her. But at the same time, his daughter’s fearlessness had only deepened his own dread.

It had been Jonathan’s night to take Emily for dinner, but she wasn’t allowed to spend the night. That happened every third weekend of the month, per the court order issued when his divorce had been finalized.

He treasured every moment spent with his baby girl and wished he could fill each second with happiness, laughter, and positive memories that would last a lifetime for both of them. On this night, they’d had a dinner of fast-food nuggets followed by a few rounds of Mario Kart
 . It had been a lot of fun. So much so that Jonathan had completely lost track of time.

With no car and no extra money for a taxi or even an Uber, he’d need to walk his daughter back to her mother’s house, sixteen blocks away. In the light of day, this would have been an enjoyable walk—an exploration of the city where they could delight in one another’s company before he returned her to her mother.

But in the dark of night, it was a horrible, anxiety-inducing journey. Every sound, every blur of movement on the borders of his peripheral vision, caused Jonathan to grip Emily’s hand just a little tighter. She didn’t seem to notice.

Emily seemed comforted by Jonathan’s presence, as though she couldn’t fathom a world where she wasn’t safe beside her father. The young girl was humming music from the game they’d been playing and skipped happily beside him.

Her infectious laughter filled the air and served as a small source of comfort for Jonathan, cutting through his heart’s frantic beating. Her ribboned braids bounced with each joyful step, a mirror of her carefree spirit. Jonathan cherished the sound, a reminder of the innocence he always wanted to protect in his little girl.

But, at the same time, he felt that ignorance truly was blissful. Emily was a little girl who hadn’t yet been jaded and hardened by the harshness of both this city and the world as a whole. She knew nothing of the spiking crime levels that pervaded the streets. She had no concept of the drugs and violence that filled alleyways and darkened corners of Newark once the sun went down.

Emily looked up at Jonathan and gave him a smile. It was a carefree, purely innocent, and happy smile that showed off her missing and incoming teeth. Buried behind her bright little eyes was something else. Something that filled Jonathan with dueling feelings of gratitude and dread.

Trust.

He remembered what it was like to be a kid, to look at your mother or father and believe whole-heartedly that they were perfect beings who could protect you from anyone or anything. It was clear from Emily’s calm and peppy demeanor as they passed beneath the shadows of twin buildings that she was in no way concerned about the darkened corners of this dangerous city.

Not while her father was at her side.


Be the hero she thinks you are,
 Jonathan thought to himself, trying to stop his own fear from showing. He knew that every child eventually has that shattering moment where they come to realize their parents are just mortal beings—that they’re flawed and vulnerable just like everyone else.

For some kids, they come to learn that their parents aren’t even good people.

Jonathan knew that both he and his ex-wife were good people. Their divorce hadn’t come from any abuse or infidelity. Rather, they were simply two people who realized a little too late that they didn’t belong together. He knew, or at least hoped, that he’d never let his daughter down in such a way that her opinion of him would change from a moral standpoint. He’d always done everything in his power to provide a good example and show his child there were good people in the world.

However, his ability to protect her from a physical standpoint was something he often questioned. Jonathan was bony and frail. He’d always been a far cry from physically imposing. And now, with the curtain of night falling over the quieted streets of this dangerous city, he could practically feel what lurked beyond the darkness of every shadow.

The shadows of Newark could always be counted on to conceal a sinister presence. That included muggers, murderers, carjackers, and even kidnappers and rapists. He’d seen on the news just days ago that children were disappearing off the streets in Newark and the surrounding communities in Essex and Union counties.

According to the report, the county police and even the FBI were stepping in to look into these troubling instances. However, Jonathan knew that inner-city communities like his were likely the very last priority in such situations. Those county cops and Feds were going to concern themselves more with wealthy suburban white neighborhoods, leaving kids like his daughter to fend for themselves. It was a harsh reality but one he fully understood.

If there were some kind of faceless foe slithering through the underbelly of the city, preying on children like vultures waiting for the right moment to strike, he couldn’t count on the supposed proper authorities to pull their weight. Not here anyway.

“Daddy, you’re hurting my hand,” Emily said, tugging on Jonathan’s grip, which had tightened around her fingers as he ruminated on these troublesome thoughts.

“Oh,” he suddenly exclaimed, realizing he was clinging to his daughter with the white-knuckled death grip of a drowning man. He relaxed his fingers, but only just a bit. “I’m sorry, baby.”

Emily said nothing. Her momentary complaint evaporated into the humid summer air as soon as Jonathan’s grip had loosened. She went back to humming and skipping alongside him. Jonathan looked down at his daughter and tried to stifle the sigh that pushed its way through his lips.

He started to wonder if he was being too paranoid, letting his anxieties run wild. Back when he’d been able to afford mental health counseling, his therapist had told him that his mind had a tendency to “story tell.” His anxiety would play tricks on him, concocting crazy, out-there scenarios that weren’t even close to true.

His fear of the shadowy recesses of the Newark streets was likely nothing more than the paranoid delusions that had ultimately driven a wedge between him and his ex. He took a deep breath and tried to relax the frenzied beating of his heart with the same ease of loosening his grip on Emily’s fingers.

But, as it turned out on this night, Jonathan’s fear was no paranoia.

In a dimly lit alley just across the street, obscured in the darkness, a figure lurked with intent so evil it might have spawned from the mind of a demon born of hell itself.

This predator was simply one among many—a stalking, striking creature of the night, prowling about a concrete jungle in service to a twisted aim conceived at levels far above his pay grade. He simply carried out the orders of those who masterminded these machinations. He was a pawn, a foot soldier. That was his role in this massive global enterprise. However, he was very good at what he did. When he set his sights on prey, it hardly ever managed to escape his grasp.

And his predatory eyes were now locked on the sight of Jonathan and Emily as they emerged from the alleyway just across from him. He could tell the father was on high alert. He’d noticed an uptick in caution of late. It made sense. Their efforts were starting to bleed into the press. That made his job slightly more difficult.

Difficult but far from impossible.

After all, these were simple mothers and fathers, ordinary people with no specialized training. They were no match for him. Sure, many of them resisted. What parent wouldn’t? But they never succeeded in driving him off. He was above them in every way, and he was about to demonstrate his superiority yet again.

The girl was looking up at her father with adoration. He could tell theirs was a powerful bond. A lesser man might have felt sympathy for what he was about to do. A lesser man would feel a pang of guilt at making their bond a target of exploitation. But he wasn’t truly a man. He was a predator, and he was ready to strike.

The man moved, blending seamlessly with the shadowy darkness, ready to seize his opportunity at the first available moment. The father and daughter were crossing the mostly deserted street now. So close and drawing closer by the second.

As Emily’s laughter carried through to the alley he’d hidden away in, the predator’s attention fixated on her. His eyes narrowed and gleamed beneath the curtain of eyelids with a cruel hunger fueled by the innocence he sought to steal. Just a little closer now. Just a little closer and it would all be over.

Jonathan’s protective instincts tingled. He wasn’t sure if it was just his anxiety again, but something about this sudden burst of nervous energy felt less like paranoia and more like a subconscious warning of encroaching danger.

Jonathan hesitated for a moment, pausing as they climbed onto the sidewalk to scan the deserted street for signs of something out of place. But he wasn’t fast enough. Like a panther, the predator pounced from the alleyway, moving with practiced speed and grace.

The assailant’s gloved hand clamped tightly over Emily’s mouth, muffling her laughter. Jonathan’s heart jolted with alarm, every muscle tightening as he spun around, eyes widening with the deepest, purest horror a parent could fear. He tried to pull on his daughter, to wrench her away, take her in his arms and run to safety, but the predator’s grip on Emily was relentless. His intentions were crystal clear as his cruel, dark eyes locked onto Jonathan’s with a threatening snarl.

A surge of adrenaline flooded through Jonathan, electrifying his veins with a steady assurance he’d never felt before. He moved to intervene, to place himself between Emily and this man, to protect his daughter at all costs. But before he could react, the man’s free arm shot out, fingers curled into a tight and carefully aimed fist. He struck out, his fist aimed right at Jonathan’s face. However, it never struck his nose or cheek or even his chin. This punch had a purpose, and it buried itself into Jonathan’s throat, instantly closing his airway and causing the father to gasp for breath.

Jonathan took an involuntary step back, but his grip on Emily only tightened. He wasn’t going to let go of his daughter, even as he struggled for air. The predator didn’t seem perturbed by this in any way. If he was surprised by the father’s resolve, it never registered in his cruel snarl. He simply pulled his arm back and let his fist fly again, this time connecting directly with the tip of Jonathan’s nose.

Jonathan felt the cartilage completely cave under the force. The pain and disorientation caused him to let go of Emily involuntarily. His tearing eyes blurred as both hands came up to press into the gushing, bloody mess that was his now twisted and broken nose.

But as soon as his fingers came into contact with the sticky, warm blood that exploded over his face, his mind screamed at him to take action. His eyes came back into focus just in time to see the snarling man pull Emily back into the alleyway. Her face contorted in horror, and a muffled squeal was all that remained of the shriek trying to work its way through her lips and around this kidnapper’s massive hand.

Jonathan didn’t think. He just sprang into action. He didn’t consider that the predator was several times larger than him or that he had no idea whether the man was armed. He just knew that the only way to get his daughter away from whatever horrible fate this creature had in store for her was to move forward, to move at him.

But Jonathan, in all of his adrenaline-fueled vigor, forgot one very important thing. Predators often hunted in packs.

Before he could reach the maniac who was easily dragging his daughter into the darkness of the alley, Jonathan felt something large and strong strike him in the side. He recoiled from the blow and tried to keep moving, but he’d been grabbed from behind, the same as his daughter. A strong bicep wrapped itself around his neck, cutting off his airway. Jonathan gasped for air, pulling at the immovable arm, not even able to turn enough to see who had assaulted him.

Even if he could have turned his head enough to face this new attacker, he wouldn’t have. His eyes were locked on Emily as she fought and thrashed in the predatory man’s grip. He had wrenched her up into the air, with the arm he’d used to punch at Jonathan now wrapped around the seven-year-old’s torso. Emily’s eyes were wide with wild terror as her legs kicked in the air, uselessly pumping as though she could somehow run on the empty space beneath her.

“Help!” Jonathan screamed, finding his voice amidst the chaotic whirlwind of the attack. But as soon as the word pushed its way through his lips, he felt something pop into his side. At first, it didn’t hurt at all. The adrenaline tensing his muscles saw to that. But adrenaline wasn’t a cure-all miracle, and within a few seconds, an intense pain radiated from just above his hip. He could feel a hastening flow of sticky blood seeping out from what was likely a gaping wound. Then, the man holding him wrenched his arm back, and Jonathan felt something move out of him.

As the man let go of him, Jonathan’s knees gave way. The blood cascading from his side was hastening now as his knees struck the pavement hard. Jonathan pitched forward, landing on his chest and the side of his face. His eyes remained wide with shock, though his voice no longer had the power it had shouted with only seconds ago.

The man who had held him crossed into view, passing into the alleyway to stand with his partner, who still held a horrified and struggling Emily in place. Jonathan couldn’t make out his features, but he did note the dripping red knife he held tightly in one hand. The knife that had clearly slid so easily into his flesh, putting an end to his resistance.

Fear and anger coursed through Jonathan, a tempest of emotions that pushed past the pain and fueled his desperate struggle to remain conscious. His eyes locked with Emily’s. He tried to show her strength in that moment, tried to promise her silently that he would not let her down. He wanted to scream for her, to reassure her. To tell her everything was going to be all right.

But everything wasn’t all right. In fact, things were the furthest from all right they had ever been. The strength of the two predators had overwhelmed him. His efforts to protect his daughter and fight back had proven laughably futile.

Helpless, Jonathan watched as the original predator produced a cloth seemingly from nowhere. The second man pulled a small vial of some unmarked liquid from his pocket and poured it over the material. The toxic scent of a potent sedative met Jonathan’s nose as it scraped against the sidewalk.

The sickly sweet aroma seemed to mock him and his helplessness, serving as a herald of the nightmare to come. With detached precision and relative ease, the kidnapper pressed the cloth against Emily’s face. Jonathan watched in abject horror as his daughter’s eyes shot open even more in her fear and utter confusion.

Emily’s muffled cries for help grew faint as the sedative took effect. Her eyes were no longer wide and round with a heartbreaking mix of terror and desperation. They now drooped and lowered as the fluid’s numbing scent robbed her of consciousness.

Desperation flooded what was left of Jonathan’s being as he fought against the limits of his body. He tried to cry out in frustration. But in his weakened state, all he’d managed was a pained moan that pushed out into the night and died mere feet from his clenched teeth.

Jonathan strained with a primal instinct to protect his daughter, clawing at the ground as his body continued to bleed onto the pavement. But it was too late. He was too weak, too injured, and these men were far too prepared for whatever he might try. The first predator hoisted Emily’s limp form onto his shoulder as he and his accomplice turned, carrying the young girl even deeper into the shadows.

Agony etched Jonathan’s face as he watched his daughter’s unconscious form sway over the wicked man’s shoulder, utterly swallowed by the darkness as they made their escape. Pain was now eating him alive from the inside out, and he involuntarily pressed one hand into his side, trying to stop the bleeding and keep himself conscious.

Determination ignited within his furnace heart, transforming grief and agony into fierce resolve. He needed to stay conscious, to stay alive. He swore to himself that he wouldn’t die here on this sidewalk. He needed to keep moving forward. He had to find Emily and help the police identify the men who had attacked them.


Stay awake,
 he thought desperately. Stay awake, dammit!


“Oh, shit!” someone exclaimed from behind him.

Jonathan heard footsteps running up along the pavement, shouting at him as he tried in vain to drag himself into the alley in pursuit of his daughter.

“Not my daughter,” he hissed, a trickle of blood spilling from between his teeth out onto the sidewalk. “Not my daughter, dammit!”

But the darkness of the alley was spreading outward now as the entire world started to dim around him. He was losing too much blood.

“Hey, mister,” he heard someone cry out. “Are you all right?”

Just before the darkness became absolute, as the pain became utterly unbearable, Jonathan let out a low moan of horror and dread as he reached one arm out, desperately clutching at the air as though he could somehow grab onto the shadows and urge the darkness to bring back his little girl.
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T
 he rain cascaded down in a relentless downpour, drenching the city of Summit, New Jersey. The gray swell of pelting rain and the reverberating boom of thunder seemed to echo the somber mood that seeped out of Jack Stone’s heart.

He lay there in athletic shorts and a black tank top, leaning back into the cushion of his couch and closing his eyes as fat droplets pelted the exterior of his building and the three windows in his living room.

In the dimly lit confines of his small, cluttered apartment, Stone’s strong fingers gripped the handle of a tin mug he’d purchased long ago at one of those root beer stands at the county fair. Bringing the mug up and settling it between his lips, he tipped his head back and accepted the flow of a lime-flavored margarita mixed with beer. Despite the beer watering down the sting, the tequila in the drink still burned his throat. But he barely noticed.

He’d drank cartel leaders under the table in seedy Mexican bars while undercover in Izamal and still had the wherewithal to survive the shootout that ensued once his cover had been blown. That was just one of many incredible stories that now felt like bitter, regretful nightmares earned over a long and bloody career.

He’d be a hero several times over had the records of his exploits not been sealed under the most top-secret protocols. But Jack Stone never felt like a hero. There were many other things he felt like which would have to be considered before the word hero ever entered into the equation.

Liar, thief, hired gun, murderer. These were all words that, outside the US Government, many had called him the world over. But his skills had prevented more deaths than they had caused, and that was the statistic he clung to when trying to make sense of the world.

He took another sip of his drink. Jack had received the most honorable of honorable discharges. That life was behind him now and would be behind him forever. He told himself that many more years were ahead of him than were behind him. He’d come out alive from a profession one normally left feet first. That was something to be proud of.

So why was pride one of the last emotions he was feeling?

It wasn’t that he felt nothing. In fact, he felt quite a lot. One might even say he felt too much.

He felt relief at finally putting that life behind him, sure. But he also felt great sadness, regret, and guilt at the ocean of blood he’d been forced to spill in the name of American freedom and national security.

Stone took another gulp of his beverage and leaned forward on his couch. His eyes automatically scanned the room, searching every square inch of his apartment for any sign of a threat.

This wasn’t a conscious decision. It was something he automatically did every couple of minutes. It had become second nature to him. Many times, he’d start this threat assessment without ever realizing it was happening.

The darkened room around him was practically alive with the air of faded memories and lingering regrets. Files and dossiers spilled haphazardly across his desk on the far side of the room. He’d been going through these old mission reports in an attempt to catalog them. But sifting through those tales of woeful violence and death had been leaching any happiness or relief from his heart and mind.

Each heavily redacted report contained a piece of his past, missions both triumphant and haunting. His walls were adorned with maps marked by pins and threads. Together, they formed an intricate tapestry of connections and secrets he’d once navigated with ease. It was a sanctuary of untold stories, a silent testament to the sacrifices he’d made in the name of duty.

Of course, the reports he still had were nothing compared to the ones he didn’t have. They’d lock him in a darkened cell hundreds of miles below Guantanamo Bay if he’d held onto any of those files. What he had here was nothing more than the public face of his work—the good deeds of a soldier following a lengthy and prosperous career.

But while anyone else might look at a field report of a routine weapons shipment in Yemen, Jack Stone saw it for what it really was—a targeted strike against a high-ranking member of a terrorist cell. It was an assassination mission that had gone off as perfectly as such a mission could go.

Of course, in the case of such a mission, everything going off perfectly meant that a lot of people had died violently, and Jack Stone had walked away relatively unscathed. He’d gathered a few scars along his arms and chest on that mission, but he’d walked away without taking a bullet, which was always a plus in his line of work.

Taking another sip, Jack drained the mug until it was completely empty. He then leaned forward, placing his arms just above his knees, and set the cup on the paper-crowded coffee table.

Jack looked down at a faded photograph that rested before him. His face twisted into a grimace as a pang of remembrance gripped his heart. The image was of a far younger version of himself, clad in tactical gear, his azure gaze piercing and determined. He remembered that look, that fire. He’d carried it longer than most would have.

But now, at the end of his long and bloody career, he’d found that the piercing, proud, determined look of that skilled young man was just another thing he’d lost in the pursuit of duty.

That photo was a reminder of the person he had been—a skilled operative who had walked the razor’s edge of danger, fueled by a burning desire to protect the innocent.

But through the passage of time, Jack’s life had taken a drastic turn. His focus had shifted from covert operations and a single-minded need to follow orders that would keep countless innocent American civilians safe. That had been replaced by a new, more terrifying kind of fight. The desperate battle to salvage what remained of his fractured family.

Jack’s eyes rose from the table to stare ahead at the wall just to the left of his large flat-screen television. His gaze settled on one of the only framed photos he’d mounted on the wall.

It showed a much younger Jack, hair short with buzzed sides, sitting beside a beautiful blonde. In her arms, she held a little bundle wrapped in blankets. It was a small cherubic baby girl. The woman in the photo was looking up at the camera, smiling her intoxicating and enchanting smile.

Jack, on the other hand, was not. His eyes were trained down in the photo, locked with what he remembered to be a sense of awe, admiration, and complete and total adoration of the tiny baby nestled there. From the moment he’d laid eyes on that little six-pound infant, Jack Stone’s heart and soul had been altered in some permanent way.

From that moment on, his daughter had become his everything, his reason for living. The first time he’d seen her, had heard her first cries as she came into the world, Jack knew his career was over.

He wanted nothing to do with the horrors and ongoing hell of that life anymore. All he wanted was to be home, to be near his daughter every second of every day. He wanted to watch every milestone and rejoice at every new word, every developing motor skill, and every massive life achievement.

Unfortunately, Jack didn’t have the option of putting in his two-week notice. He was required by law to serve out the remainder of his contract, and he had six long years to go. Six years of seeing his wife and daughter only on those rare moments when he was granted shore leave. It would be six long years of letters, emails, and phone calls made in the rare moments he wasn’t dodging bullets or covertly trailing a target.

The strains of that dangerous and damning career had chipped away at the foundation of his marriage, leaving it shattered and irreparable. By the time he’d returned home for good, there was nothing left of his connection to his wife. She had moved on and served him papers through government channels while he was off on a mission.

And to his daughter, he was basically a stranger.

His thoughts drifted to Evelyn, his estranged wife, and Claire, their precious daughter. Eve had been unable to bear the weight of his absences, the constant threat to his life, and the impenetrable wall of secrecy that had enveloped their relationship.

The marriage had crumbled beneath the weight of sacrifices and unspoken fears.

Jack had never held that decision against her. She needed to follow her path, and he wanted nothing but happiness for her. That was true, even if her happiness came from a path that didn’t involve him.

His relationship with Eve was long since over, and that was fine. But now that he was away from all the murder and mayhem, all the secrecy and unspoken atrocities, he was determined to salvage his relationship with his daughter.

So far, in the eight months since his discharge, that wasn’t going well.

Guilt gnawed at Jack’s conscience as he reflected on the limited access he had to Claire. Court-ordered restrictions and Eve’s rightful concerns for their daughter’s safety had confined him to occasional visitation rights. She was, thankfully, not trying to keep him away from her entirely. She understood he had a right to see his daughter and didn’t want to deny her ex-husband a place in their daughter’s life.

But she had concerns. And Jack was determined to show her she didn’t have to be afraid or nervous. He would prove to Eve, over time, that he could be the father Claire needed in her life. He faced that task with the determination that made him a feared figure in the world of government espionage.

But still, the heartache of being a distant figure in his daughter’s life was a constant companion, a reminder of the choices he’d made and the price he’d paid. It brought with it a pain he’d never felt before, greater even than the agony he’d felt from the bullet that brought his active-duty career to a close.

As if on cue, a sudden stiff pain in his left knee caused Jack to stir and move his leg in an effort to work through the near-constant pain. He could still remember the smug look of satisfaction in the eyes of the man who had landed the shot. It hadn’t lasted long. Jack had buried a bullet of his own in one of those triumphant eyes just a second later.

But still, the pain was a constant reminder of the life he lived. And sitting here alone in the dark, surrounded by files without his daughter, the pain felt like mockery. It was almost like fate itself was sneering at him, laughing at his audacity. He’d thought he could turn his world around and live as a family man.

But all he had now was the dull ache in his leg, coupled with enough dark memories to drive any sane human to the bottle. If it weren’t for the sporadic bi-weekly dinners with his daughter to break up the maddening horror that was his life now, the idea of putting the barrel of a gun in his mouth might have started to look appealing.

Apparently, it wasn’t uncommon for former operatives like him to have thoughts of suicidal ideation. He’d heard statistics cited in the past about former agents, former preventers like him, succumbing to the darkness in their memories and silencing it the only way they knew how.

But that would never be Jack Stone. It couldn’t be. He still had a lot to accomplish in this world, and all of those accomplishments revolved around Claire. He wanted to take photos of her as she went off to her senior prom, scare the crap out of every boy who took her out, beam with pride at her graduations from both high school and college, walk her down the aisle and give her away on her wedding day, and hold his grandchild in his arms for the first time.

Those thoughts kept his head above water. These were the things he had to look forward to in this life. These things made life worth living.

In a quiet corner of his apartment, a stack of photo albums beckoned to him from the top of a moving box, their contents chronicling the fleeting moments he had shared with Claire over the last few years. He looked out beyond the mountainous piles of redacted files and forms that littered his table, couch, and floor.

They suddenly didn’t seem all that important anymore. All he could see were those books, those special memories, shining like a beacon in the night, calling to him with promises of a better tomorrow built on a foundation of the past—of the promises he’d made to both himself and his family.

Jack stood, stretching his sore knee as he made his way around the coffee table to one of the many moving boxes strewn about the apartment he had yet to unpack. He hated living among the veritable cardboard Stone Henge that his relocation had created, but he also found it increasingly difficult to organize everything enough to fully unpack.

In his former life, he never needed a lot of stuff around. All items brought along on a mission, from clothing to personal effects—when allowed—and weapons fit neatly into a suitcase, vacuum sealed into bags for easy transport and use. Everything else had either remained with Eve or ended up in a storage unit.

But now that he was back and relying on a pension, erroneous expenses like the storage unit had to go. Now everything he owned was crammed into this two-bedroom apartment. Jack wasn’t used to living in such disarray. He found it entirely unsettling.

With a deep breath, he reached inside the box for the photo albums, pulling one of them out and trodding back to the couch. This hadn’t been the first time he’d retrieved one of these books. Sometimes he needed a reminder of what it was he was striving for in life. When he was away on duty, he’d carried a photo of Eve and Claire along with him on every mission that had allowed such things. If he was going into deep cover, he’d stare at the photo for what felt like hours until he could recall every last detail of it. It was then a simple matter to call it up in the theater of his mind whenever needed.

Jack began gently thumbing through the album’s pages. It started on the day of Claire’s birth and captured moments along the way until the present. Each photo showcased positive memories filled with laughter, innocence, and the unmistakable bond between father and daughter. It was natural when they were together, and Jack always treasured every moment of their time together. While he certainly felt like a stranger to his little girl, she showered him with love and adoration whenever she saw him, based solely on the fact that he was her dad. Getting that time together was the tricky part.

Each image etched itself into his heart. He was in some of them, but not many. A lot of these photos came from times in which he was away. Eve had at least saved them for him and created these albums so he’d be able to catch up on everything when he got back.

They were his most treasured possessions, but at the same time, they were reminders of the irreplaceable moments he’d missed. Jack yearned to reclaim what had been lost, but he knew that was far easier said than done. He just had to make the most of the time he had, create core memories for his daughter, and prove that he could be a consistent presence in her life. He had to prove it to Eve, too.

She’d told him she didn’t want Jack coming back into Claire’s life full time if he was just going to leave again. All the promises and assurances in the world weren’t going to convince her, unfortunately. She’d heard them all far too many times in the past. The only thing that was going to get through to his ex-wife was action, and actions took time to leave an impression.

As the rain intensified outside, accompanied by a flash of lightning and a roar of thunder, its rhythmic patter against the window mirrored the storm that raged within Jack’s heart.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d have to be defined by the mistakes of his past. He knew a few weeks at home weren’t going to make up for years of neglect and broken promises. He thought back on all the missed birthdays, the parent-teacher conferences, and the adorable ballet recitals that he never got to see.


Not one more.


That was his promise to himself and to Claire. It would do no good to voice that aloud to Eve. Instead, he’d just take action. It was what he’d done his entire life.

Jack could feel a flickering flame of hope illuminating the darkness that surrounded his past and present. It gave him hope for a better future and fueled a resolute determination to rebuild the bridge between him and Claire. He knew it was probably too late to ever truly fix things with Eve. There was a lot of baggage there. But he could still forge a connection that would withstand the tempest of his personal history.

It was a reason to live.

With unwavering resolve, Jack closed the photo album. He stood and walked across the room, carefully placing the book back in the box with all the others.

“I’m gonna make this work,” he said. It might have been pointless to voice his intentions aloud to Eve, but it still did him good to hear the words himself.

His phone vibrated on the coffee table right at that moment. Turning around, he looked at the screen without picking up the device. He quickly recognized Eve’s photo smiling up at him. It had been one of the last genuine smiles he’d seen from her.

If she were calling him, it had to be about Claire. Jack’s stomach tightened. Throughout his long and bloody career, he’d seen the very worst that humanity had to offer. That instilled in Jack a sense of paranoia that he carried through life. Even something as simple as someone he loved taking a trip to the grocery store or Claire going on a play date always sent horrific, worst-case scenarios careening around his skull.

Whenever Eve called him, he feared the worst. That Claire was sick or injured or in some kind of mortal danger. Heaven help the friend or foe who might try to do anything to his daughter. They would face the full fury of what he could still do, and that wasn’t something many people walked away from.

Swallowing the lump of fear in his throat, Jack picked up the phone and answered. “Hey, Eve,” he said, trying to stop his voice from shaking. “What’s up?”

“Sorry, partner,” a familiar voice said on the other end. “Not your ex.”
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J
 ack growled in annoyance. He was so irritated that an actual audible growl rose up from his throat and escaped through his clenched teeth and lips. He wasn’t concerned that someone else was calling from his ex-wife’s phone. He wasn’t feeling anything other than casual annoyance.

“Jesus, did you just growl at me, Stone?” the voice asked from the other end of the line. It scoffed in disbelief. “Fifteen years and that’s a first.”

“What do you want, Fagan?” he asked with a sigh.

Sarah Fagan was his closest friend. They’d fought together and had one another’s back for over a decade and a half. She had been his partner on many missions, and as such, they developed a camaraderie that was akin to a joking, teasing, slightly antagonistic brother and sister.

While Jack often felt like that big brother figure to Sarah, he never made the mistake of believing she needed his protection. Sarah was a specially trained instrument of death…when she wanted to be. She was probably the person Jack felt safest with. When he knew Fagan was watching his back, he knew he was well protected.

And she showed him that same respect and courtesy. Like Jack, she’d gotten out of the game. Her exit came just a year before his. But Sarah wasn’t one to sit just around and collect a paycheck from a pension. That wasn’t her style.

She was the kind of person who always needed something to do. She needed a project, needed to feel as though she was, in some way, contributing to the world as it spun through the cosmos.

If ever there was anyone Jack had met who deserved the ability to ride off into the sunset, it was Sarah Fagan. She just didn’t feel the same way, and thankfully, the FBI had been all too willing to bring her on board.

“How much taxpayer money did it cost for you to route your call through my ex-wife’s cell number?” Jack asked impatiently, not appreciating the ruse one bit.

“Well, you’ve been ducking my calls, man,” she replied, as though this were something logical that anyone would do. “How else was I gonna get your attention?”

“Maybe take the hint that I’m busy?” he offered, hoping she’d take it now.

“You’re not busy,” she replied, scoffing as though this might have been the most absurd statement he’d ever uttered. “Come on, you’re sitting in that little apartment in Summit with a drink, looking at pictures of your kid.”

“What?” he exclaimed, suddenly standing up and moving to the window. Jack peered out into the night through the steady downpour that continued to belt his window. “Are you using government spy drones to look into my apartment, Fagan?”

“No, of course not,” she replied with a chuckle. “I just know you. And from your reaction, I can assume I was right on the money.”

“Eerily so,” Jack replied, his eyes narrowing as he kept looking out into the night. He almost wished Sarah really was using a spy drone to look in on him. That would somehow be more comforting than believing he’d become predictable.

“Hey, listen,” Sarah said on the other end of the line, suddenly dropping the casual lightheartedness and taking an “all business” tone. “Have you been watching the news?”

“No, of course not,” Jack replied. “Just a bunch of bullcrap propaganda from two sides that pretend to hate each other.”

“Well, obviously, but there’s been some shit going down in your area,” she continued. “Specifically, the surrounding counties and Manhattan.”

“The kidnappings?” Jack asked, walking back over into the center of his living room.

“So, you have been paying attention,” she remarked.

“When it’s something that could impact my family, yes,” Jack said, his voice hardening.

“So, you saw the Bureau officially got mobilized on this one,” she said.

“Yeah,” Jack replied. “I was wondering if they were gonna send you. Must be a lot worse than they’re leading people to believe if they’re rolling a big gun like you out for it.”

“This is pretty high priority right now for a few reasons,” Sarah said, her voice tight and grim. “But for starters, more than sixty kids have gone missing.”

Jack forgot how to breathe for a second. “Sixty?” he exclaimed, shaking his head in shock. “Jesus, Fagan, that’s a lot more than some rinky-dink upstart ring could handle.”

“Yeah, exactly,” she said. “There’s other stuff, too, but I can’t talk about it over the phone.”

“Well, if it’s classified, you probably shouldn’t be telling me at all,” Jack responded, his stomach twisting in knots. “I’m a civilian now.”

“We both know that isn’t true,” Sarah responded with a scoff.

“Well, it is true,” Jack said, trying to sound firm and final. He was starting to see the purpose behind this call. “And that’s how it’s going to stay.”

“Good to see you can read me as easily as I read you, partner,” she replied. “But I need your help on this one. Quantico is all right with deputizing you and bringing you in as an outside contractor. You could basically name your price.”

“No,” he said, not even thinking about the money for a second. “Fagan, I mean it. The answer is no. I can’t go running around with you like we’re back in Kosovo. I got out for a reason. I can’t go back in now. Not when I’m trying to show Eve that I can be responsible with Claire.”

“Stone, just meet with me on this one,” she replied, sounding insistent. “Hear what I have to tell you and then make a decision, all right?”

“There’s nothing to decide,” Jack said, shaking his head for the benefit of no one but himself. Unless she really did have a spy drone aimed at him. “The decision is made.”

“Stone, I really think you need to just have lunch with me,” she replied insistently.

“I don’t,” Jack replied simply. “There’s a ton of equally qualified active duty agents out there right now who can help you far better than I could. I mean, my knee is still messed up and—”

“Troy,” she said, stating the word with the weight and finality it deserved.

Jack stopped mid-sentence at the sound of it. All words, all thoughts, the entire world outside of this conversation ceased to exist in that one crystallizing moment.

“Lunch tomorrow,” he said, offering up no further argument.

“I’ll send a car at ten,” she said, her voice tight, as though simply uttering that one word had set her on edge.

Jack didn’t say goodbye or wait for Sarah to say anything in response. He simply hung up the call and tossed his phone onto the couch. The ex-operative-turned-doting father walked across the room, moving slowly around the coffee table back toward the box which held his photo albums.

He stood over the opened cardboard and looked down at the collection of memories he’d cherished just moments ago. Now they felt like a burden, a weight around his neck dragging him down.

Laying his finger on the leather cover of the album he’d looked through earlier, Jack lifted his left leg and moved his stiff knee back and forth. He was experiencing a sudden pain flare-up that radiated toward his hip.

He knew the sudden onset of discomfort wasn’t coincidental. Not when the name of the man who had caused the injury had just been spoken on the phone by his closest friend.

“Oh, Claire,” Jack said with a sigh, thinking about what might need to happen, what he might have to do. “I’m sorry, baby.”
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E
 velyn Stone was already running late. She’d slept through her alarm like an idiot on a day when she had to report to the courthouse for three depositions. This was an auspicious start to what had already promised to be a very busy day.

“Mama, I can’t find my Sponge Bob plate,” a tiny voice called out from the kitchen as Evelyn desperately struggled to pull her blonde hair into a tight bun.

“It’s in the cabinet where it always is,” she responded, trying to keep the tension out of her voice.

Claire had no concept of the stresses a single mom and lawyer dealt with on a daily basis. And as far as Eve was concerned, she never would.

She learned long ago that she needed to be absolutely everything for her little girl. She was her mother, her father, her best friend, her confidant, the authority in her life, and her protector. That meant protecting her from all things. Even her own early morning stresses.

“It’s not there!” Claire insisted, her voice carrying up from their spacious kitchen in the large five-bedroom house.

“Lord, help me,” Eve muttered to herself under her breath so that the inquisitive six-year-old would never be able to hear from all the way downstairs.

That was when she remembered that she hadn’t run the dishwasher yesterday. Claire’s favorite plate was sitting inside the machine, surrounded by dirty and crusty dishes that were already over a day old.

“Shit,” she hissed to herself, once more making sure her daughter couldn’t hear her. That kind of talk wasn’t permitted around Claire, not by anyone else and not by Eve herself. “Baby, just use a regular plate,” Eve called out, hoping against hope that Claire would just listen to this simple direction and be fine with it.

“But, Mama, that’s my breakfast plate!” she insisted, panic rising in her voice.

“Dammit,” Eve muttered to herself again.

It was amazing how this child had spent so little time around her father, yet she’d still managed to pick up some of his more irritating habits. Jack’s slavish devotion to routine had often driven her crazy. Eve had always considered it a learned behavior, but it seemed to come naturally to Claire.

It was as if annoying her were some kind of genetic trait that could be passed down to all future generations of Stones.

“Sweetie, Mama goofed up this morning, and the plate is in the wash still,” Eve said, trying to just be truthful and own up to her mistake. “I’m sorry, but can you just use a different plate today, please?”

There was silence for a long moment. Too long, actually. With a sigh, Eve walked out of the bathroom, affixing her squared spectacles on her nose as she moved down the stairs.

When she reached the large kitchen, she was disappointed but not shocked to find Claire with the dishwasher open. She was bent over and half inside the machine as she combed through the mountain of dirty dishes within to find her breakfast plate.

“Claire Rosemary Stone,” Eve barked out in an authoritative tone that never made its way to becoming a full-on yell.

Claire knew she’d been caught red-handed and backed up quickly out of the appliance, turning to face her mother with a pouty face and some of last night’s spaghetti sauce now staining her purple camp shirt. “What do you think you’re doing, young lady? You’ve made a complete mess on your shirt!”

“I was gonna clean the plate,” she said, sounding so innocent and wholesome that Eve had to fight to keep her authority over the situation.

“No, that is not how we do things,” Eve said, pointing down at her shirt. “Mama told you to get a new plate for today, and now you’ve ruined your camp shirt.”

“But, Mama, I needed my plate,” Claire insisted, wringing her hands together in front of her stained shirt. “It’s the first day of camp…” Claire didn’t have to say more than that.

Eve understood what she was driving at. Camp was starting today, and she was anxious about it. Her routine brought a sense of comfort and familiarity to the face of these new experiences. She understood it, but she still couldn’t allow this kind of behavior.

“I know you’re nervous, baby,” Eve said, softening her tone just an iota. “But when Mama tells you something, then you have to do it. No excuses. Got it?”

Claire sadly nodded, her fingers continuing to intertwine with one another.

“Now, come here,” she said, grabbing a paper towel and wetting it in the sink. She approached Claire, ready to wipe away the sauce, as a new noise swept suddenly through the house. It was a loud chime, followed by a computerized voice.

“Front doorbell ringing,” the house’s AI assistant said.

“Oh, what the…?” Eve said, actually biting down on her tongue before she might let another of those “no Claire” words slip through. This was her life, and it had been for many years. She soothed every fever, calmed every tantrum, changed just about every diaper, and had still managed to build a career while raising a pretty incredible kid.

It was something she allowed herself to be proud of in quieter moments. But it also meant she had to be perfect. She could never slip up. She could never let her actual humanity show because that would decimate the one role model Claire had in her life.

When she looked at the touchscreen monitor on her kitchen counter, she couldn’t stop herself from sighing. Standing there on her doorstep was the man who had suddenly decided it was time to come riding back into his daughter’s life.

Claire saw it, too, and had a much different reaction. “Daddy!” she exclaimed excitedly, dashing away from Eve, dropping sauce from her shirt onto the kitchen floor and bounding toward the front door to meet with her father.

Yes, Jack had been quite well-received since his retirement. Claire had been overwhelmed with excitement that her daddy was back and around more than he’d ever been before.

Eve, on the other hand, didn’t share her daughter’s enthusiasm. In fact, the presence of her ex-husband only served to further aggravate her. This was not what she needed right now. Not while her entire morning was caving in on itself.

Claire’s overwhelming excitement as she bolted toward the door only served to irritate Eve all the more. She was the one who had to dole out the discipline and do the hard work. But Jack was still new to Claire, still shiny and exciting. He wasn’t with her long enough to enforce any kind of rules or issue any kind of punishment. He was just the fun daddy after years of being a complete non-presence in his daughter’s life.

Eve was more than a little bitter about that. She was even more annoyed when the sound of the door opening reached her in the kitchen. Claire was being overzealous again. With a sigh and an exasperated roll of her eyes, she walked out of the kitchen to join her daughter at the front door.

Claire was so excited at Jack’s presence that she was actually jumping up and down. “Daddy, you’re here!” she exclaimed, reaching up for him.

Jack, with a smile as wide as Eve had ever seen on him, reached down and scooped their daughter into his arms. Claire immediately threw her arms around his neck and squeezed with all she was worth.

“I sure am, pal,” he said, returning her hug and closing his eyes to enjoy the moment.

“You’re getting spaghetti sauce on your shirt,” Eve called out, and Jack’s eyes opened, looking past Claire over at her.

“What?” he asked, perplexed, as his brow furrowed.

Claire let go and looked down at the blue shirt her father was wearing. “Oops,” she said, instantly noticing the splotches of red sauce that had seemingly leaped from her clothing to his. “Sorry, Daddy!”

“Oh, it’s not a problem,” Jack said, not making a move to put Claire down. He shrugged and seemed content to stand there bathed in crimson marinara. He looked over at Eve. “Why is she covered in spaghetti sauce on her first day of camp?”

His question reeked of judgment, and it was all Eve could do to stop herself from snapping at him. She had promised herself a long time ago that she wouldn’t argue with Jack in front of Claire. That wasn’t something the poor kid needed to see.

“She went spelunking in the dishwasher,” Eve said, her voice tight with disapproval. “Despite my telling her not to.”

Jack pulled Claire away from him just enough to look into her face while still holding her. “Hey, kiddo, that’s not all right,” he said to her, his light voice dropping nearly a full octave and his face taking a kindly, serious demeanor.

It surprised Eve and clearly surprised Claire as well. She forcibly leaned back at his sudden sternness.

“When Mama tells you not to do something, that means you don’t do it, understand?” he asked her, much the same way Eve had just a moment ago.

She was expecting their daughter to start talking back the way she had just a few moments ago. She’d get to see how Jack dealt with the excuses and justifications of a hyperactive, anxious six-year-old.

But that didn’t happen. Claire’s little mouth pressed itself into a thin line, and she nodded sadly before saying, “Okay, Daddy.”

Eve’s composure slipped for a moment. She blinked in surprise and openly scoffed. This didn’t go unnoticed by Jack, who looked over at her with a question burning in his eyes. She simply shook her head at him, unable to hide the look of annoyance on her face.

So, when Eve told Claire to do something, there were a million reasons why what she had done was right. But when her father said the same exact thing, the message suddenly sunk in? Had Claire become so accustomed to her mother that she no longer took her seriously? Had she become desensitized to her?

Or did Jack carry some kind of intangible authority? She really hoped that wasn’t the case.

“Well, I guess we’re sauce twins now,” Jack said, causing Claire’s serious expression to break into a giggle.

“Yeah, sauce twins!” she shouted, pumping her fist in the air.

Great. Now she thought what she did had done cool. Jack’s immediate flip-flop was going to do a lot more harm than good going forward. But what did he care? He didn’t have to deal with the fallout. He wasn’t going to have to clean up when Claire dumped sauce on her shirt again and started running around the house yelling, “Sauce twins.”

It was enough to make her spit fire. She wanted to lambast her ex-husband for undermining her like this, but again, she held herself back. It took every ounce of restraint in her body to smile pleasantly at her ex and ask him, “What’re you doing here, Jack?”

“Oh,” Jack said sheepishly, clearly caught off guard by the question, though for the life of her, Eve couldn’t understand why he was here outside of his normal visitation window. Of course, she was going to question it. “Well, it’s the first day of camp, and I just wanted to see Claire off, is all.”

“You’re supposed to clear those things with me first,” Eve said, keeping a fake lightness to her voice. She was trying to convey her complete and utter annoyance while hiding it from her face and tone.

“Yeah, I know,” Jack said, his face falling as he absent-mindedly shrugged. This bounced Claire a bit, and she giggled in response. “I was just thinking about it, and I was in the neighborhood, so I figured…”

“Well, it’s not a good morning, Jack,” she replied, the friendly nature starting to seep from her tone involuntarily as the stresses of the day started to weigh on her mind. “I have to get her to camp and then get to the courthouse, and right now, I’m running late for both. And every second I spend talking to you about this just makes me even more late, so…”

“I can take her to camp,” Jack offered quickly, cutting her off and seizing on the opportunity to inject himself further into Claire’s life.

Claire’s face lit up at the idea. She loved her father’s car. The sleek black sports car was basically the coolest thing the six-year-old had ever directly experienced, and Jack kept a booster seat for her in the back seat.




“I don’t know…,”
 Eve said, her stomach turning at the thought of it.

It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Jack with Eve. That certainly wasn’t the case. In fact, Eve was more safe with her father than just about anywhere else on the planet. She almost pitied the person who would try to bring any harm to their child in Jack’s presence.

To say that an ass-kicking of Biblical proportions would commence would be the understatement of the millennium. Her hesitancy had more to do with Claire’s emotional safety. She was too young to remember Jack’s periodic leaves of the past. He’d be home for a week or two, act like the doting father and husband, and then be back out the door, jetting off to who knows where for months on end with no contact.

Claire was older now. She was starting to form core memories. Eve didn’t want her to get attached, only for Jack to walk out of her life again the next time duty came calling. When he came back, Jack had told her that he was leaving that life behind him at long last. A part of her wanted to believe that.

But she knew her ex-husband. His greatest quality in life was also the greatest impediment to her ever fully trusting him again.

He was beyond compassionate. Jack believed that when you had skills as he did, you had a responsibility to others. If she had a nickel for every leave that he canceled or cut short because of some vital mission popping up, she’d be able to quit law and buy a bigger house.

She couldn’t bear the thought of Claire’s eyes welling up tears one fateful day when she came to realize that her father, who had so recently walked back into her life, was walking out of it once more. Noble concepts like heroics and protection of the innocent weren’t going to compute in her young mind.

All she would see was that her father had come back, and then he’d left her. And who would be left picking up the pieces? Eve. Like always.

“Oh, please, Mama?” Claire squealed from her father’s arms, squirming with so much glee that it almost looked like Jack was going to drop her.

But Eve never even considered that as a possibility. Jack was always in complete control of just about everything in his immediate surrounding area.

“Please?”

Claire’s request was earnest, so genuine and pure. Eve wanted to say no, to shield her daughter from what might come in the future. But then she noticed something. Claire was smiling as she leaned toward Jack and rested her head on his shoulder. She wasn’t anxious anymore. There was no sign of the strife she’d been experiencing all morning, and her fingers were no longer wringing around one another.

Jack was a soothing presence for her. Perhaps he soothed her in a way that Eve couldn’t. While she’d be lying if she said that didn’t bring a pang of sadness to her heart, Eve reminded herself that two parents couldn’t be in competition for their child’s love and affection. That would only hurt Claire in the end.

And now, if Eve said no, regardless of the purity of her intentions, it would inevitably leave a sour taste in Claire’s mouth and cause her anxiety to return full force with a chaser of anger and sadness to boot.

“All right,” Eve said, watching with a heavy heart as both Jack and Claire lit up at this news.

“Hooray!” Claire yelled in delight, pumping her fist in the air with the same fervor she had the first time Eve had taken her to a Mets game.

Jack was positively beaming. He was beyond thrilled at this opportunity for a little extra time with his daughter, and his entire body language was showcasing that in glorious splendor. As Claire hugged him, his beaming face locked eyes with Eve.

He mouthed the words “thank you” to her, and she simply nodded.

“Not too fast, Jack,” she chided him. “I know how you get when you want to show off.”

“It’ll be the slowest I’ve driven since the day we took her home from the hospital,” he replied with a grin.

She rolled her eyes. “If you go that slow, you’re gonna cause a city-wide traffic jam,” she said, shaking her head. “Just the speed limit, please. Plus or minus five.”

“Right, you got it,” Jack said, turning with Claire toward the door.

“Jack,” she called after him.

“Plus or minus five, Eve,” he replied. “I heard you.”

“No, you’re forgetting something,” Eve said, walking back toward the kitchen and grabbing Claire’s lunchbox off the counter.

“Let me see your shirt, munchkin,” Eve said to Claire.

Claire pulled back just enough to see that the majority of the sauce had been wiped onto Jack’s shirt. She was mostly clean, save for a few small stains. He certainly was not.

“Daddies have multiple uses,” Jack said with a shrug, reaching out for the lunchbox.

Eve allowed herself a small chuckle as she placed the bag in her ex-husband’s hands. Jack smiled at her and gave her a reassuring nod. It was the kind of gentle coaxing he’d always given in her most stressful moments. It was a sudden comfort, but at the same time, it felt unsettling.

It was like they had fallen back into an old routine, an old way of doing things. It felt as though it was a memory from an entirely different life.

“I’ll be by to pick you up later,” Eve said, leaning in and giving Claire a kiss on her chubby little cheek.

She smiled at her mother, the uncertainness of her earlier anxiety having fully melted away in the warmth of fatherly love.

Eve couldn’t understand why that made her feel so unsettled.
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“D
 addy, can we go fast?” Claire asked from her spot in the back seat.

Jack wanted nothing more than to floor it right there at that very moment. The little adrenaline junkie that was his daughter would be a roller coaster fiend someday.

In his mind, Jack vanished mentally to another time and place, bringing her to Six Flags down in Jackson for the first time and going with her on her first-ever roller coaster. He imagined her screams of delight, how she might reach to him for support, for added strength.

She’d never have to ask him twice for that.

“I promised Mama there’d be no fast driving,” Jack said, not trusting a six-year-old to keep a secret from her mother. He knew that even a simple little secret, like flooring it on a stretch of quiet road, could start a slippery slope for him and Claire. And for Eve as well, of course. She’d established a rapport with Claire that had been carefully crafted over many years.

While he’d been out fighting the good fight and keeping death and destruction from homeland soil, Eve had been at home raising this wonderful little girl. He could never repay her for that or make it up to her in any way.

“No fun,” Claire pouted, crossing her arms.

But Jack knew she was just being silly. One quick smile into the rearview mirror was enough to break her into a fit of giggles.

All he could do now was prove himself and stick to his word.

His word…

Jack grimaced, thinking about his conversation with Sarah only just last night. But he told himself he wasn’t going to get involved in whatever she was planning. He wasn’t going operational. Not in this lifetime. Never again.

Besides, who knew if his knee would even hold out long enough for him to make a difference? He thought back to one of his final days before shipping off for home. He’d been back on American soil for less than a day, his knee a bandaged and stitched-up mess. They’d replaced the entire joint, which was supposed to bring him a modicum of relief. But the bullet that had shattered his kneecap had left some lasting damage to the surrounding bone that would never heal all the way.

One of the doctors had pulled him to the side and talked up an advancement they’d been working on in R&D. It was a prototype brace meant to help bring added support to grievous knee joint injuries like his.

The doctor seemed to believe it would be enough for him to return to the field, though it was entirely untested. That had been their last-ditch effort to get him to re-sign for another contract. But Jack was adamant. A bullet to the kneecap had been the wake-up call he needed. There was nothing they could hold under his nose to convince him to give up on his goal of returning home to what was left of his family.


“Troy,”
 he remembered the word spoken by Sarah with startling clarity.

It caused his fingers to tighten on the wheel a little more. It couldn’t be true. It was Sarah jerking him around, just trying to get him to agree to meet with her.

Unless it wasn’t…

“So, who’s ready for camp?” he asked, putting those thoughts out of his mind and filling his voice with excitement at the sheer idea of this magical and super fun location.

“Me, me, me!” Claire screamed, raising her hand cutely as though she were in school.

“What’re you excited to do?” he asked her.

“See my friends from school,” she replied.

He’d been expecting that. Most of the kids in her class were attending Camp Blue Sky. It was offered by the Westfield, New Jersey, chapter of the YMCA and took place primarily outdoors. Jack hadn’t liked the sound of that when he’d first heard it.

“What else?” he asked, trying to take his mind off anxieties.

“Swimming in the pool,” she said. “It’s a big pool, and Sandy Beaman…she said that…she said it was as big as the pool from the Olympics.”

“Wow, that’s pretty big!” Jack said with a nod.

There was so much that could happen in the wide-open park the camp called home for five entire weeks. After outdoor activities, they’d be shuttled back to the Y via a bus for swimming. That was where Eve would pick her up.

“Are you gonna win a gold medal?” he asked her.

“What?” she asked back, her head tilted in confusion.

“Well, in the Olympics, you win a gold medal when you win the race,” he said, patiently trying to explain the concept to her.

“Oh, yeah,” she said, nodding. “But what do people get when they don’t win?”

“Well, the person in second gets a silver medal, and the person in third gets a bronze medal,” he replied simply.

“What’s bronze?” Claire asked, trying this new word out in her mouth for the first time.

“Well, it’s like a brown,” Jack said.

“Like a poop?” Claire asked before falling into a fit of laughter.

“No, not like a poop!” Jack exclaimed through his own laughter. “Bronze is nice. It’s shiny.”

“Well, I don’t want the shiny poop medal,” Claire responded, and Jack simply shook his head. She was silent for a moment longer before adding, “I think everyone should get the gold medal.”

“You do?” he asked, genuinely wondering what her thought process was on this.

“Yeah,” she said as though this were obvious. “The gold medal makes people happy, and I want all my friends to be happy.”

Jack was taken aback for a moment. She was only six, but he could already see the makings of a positive moral code taking root in her mind. At that age, it was common to be obsessed with winning, with being the best. Many children Claire’s age would throw tantrums if they lost in a game. But even if Claire won something, she wanted to share that victory with others. That was something truly remarkable, and it left Jack speechless.

“Is that not okay?” she asked, noting his lack of response.

“No, it’s great,” he said, realizing a mist of tears was forming in his eyes.

At that moment, he wished he could take credit for even a fraction of this kid’s kindness, her compassion. But that was all her mother. Eve had always chastised him for being too compassionate, for putting the needs of the many before the needs of the few or the one, but it seemed as though she’d instilled that same level of kind generosity into their daughter.

Eve had really done an amazing job. He hoped she knew that.

“Oh, here we are,” Jack said, his eye catching the green of the lush, grassy hill atop which the camp convened.

There was a line of cars ahead of them, and Jack pulled up at the rear. This was the drop-off zone. He was glad to see the counselors had a system set up to ensure that each child was handed off by a parent directly to one of them and escorted up to the main camp location.

Sixty kids had gone missing, Sarah had said.


Sixty
 .

That meant a kidnapping and trafficking operation, the likes of which hadn’t operated on US soil in a great many years. He shook his head. They were clearly well-organized to have acquired that volume. That meant a capable head of the table, someone with a proven track record of….

“Stop it,” he whispered to himself, trying to stop those thoughts from pushing his mind toward places it had no business going. Not anymore, at least.

“What?” Claire asked him. She’d not quite heard what he’d said, but she knew he said something.

“Oh, I said we had to stop here,” Jack said, lying to her.

He watched as the counselors moved with the kids one at a time up the hill. Each time once counselor left to escort a group of two kids (the buddy system), there were at least three more down at the line, ready to get the next group.

He noted the counselors all carried portable two-way radios. That was good. It meant they were taking security seriously. Though he doubted there was any kind of armed security stationed here. The Y should have at least had a police officer on the premises. Jack grumbled a little at that.

He looked at each of the counselors, his eyes narrowing. He didn’t distrust any of them per se. They all had clean criminal backgrounds. A few parking tickets here and there. Jack had pulled a few strings and done his homework on everyone coming into even remote contact with his daughter while she attended this camp. He’d been pleased to see that the Y’s vetting process held water.

“We’re next,” Jack said as two kids just in front of them hopped out of the car and started up the hill with a counselor.

“Yeah…,” Claire responded.

“What’s wrong?” Jack asked. “Aren’t you excited? It’s camp time!”

“I know,” she said, though her voice lacked its previous enthusiasm.

He knew that tone. Not from Claire specifically, but he’d been trained in interrogation techniques the world over, and he understood clear anxiety when he saw it. It was a sign that an interrogation was going well. It meant you were on to something.

Typically, that telltale quake in the voice of someone he had zip tied to a metal chair was a positive in his life. This time, it certainly wasn’t.

“Getting nervous, bud?” he asked, shifting the car into park, pushing the emergency brake, and turning in his seat to look back at his daughter.

“A little,” she admitted with a shrug.

“A lot?” he asked her, trying to get the full truth.

She just nodded.

“Hey, you’re gonna have the best time,” he said, flashing her a smile.

“I’m scared,” she admitted, looking down as though she were ashamed in some way to admit that.

“I understand,” he said slowly with a nod. “Daddy gets scared a lot, too.”

“You do?” she asked, as though she was completely floored by that admission.

“Of course, kiddo,” he said, trying to make it sound as though it was no big deal. “Everyone gets scared. Kids, moms, dads, everyone. But you’re going to be completely fine.”

“I don’t know,” she said, her voice starting to break. It sounded as though she would start crying any minute, and Jack needed to head that off at the pass.

“You know,” he said, “when I was a kid and I got scared, I used to think about my heroes. I’d think about how they got scared. But they were still brave. I used to tell myself to be brave like Batman or be brave like Superman or be brave like Spider-Man. And it would help. It reminded me that I could be just as brave as those heroes. That I could be a hero. So, pick a hero, and when you feel scared, just tell yourself that you need to be brave like them.”

“Did you say that when you fought bad guys, Daddy?” she asked him. Jack froze.

“What?” he asked her, unsure where that was coming from. He’d never told Claire what he was away doing, only that he was away working.

“Mommy said that you fight bad guys,” Claire responded simply.

Jack fought the urge to curse under his breath. He never wanted his daughter to look at him as a violent man, as a killer. Even though he was both several times over. He’d need to ask Eve about this at some point. But it sounded like she had in the past asked her mother what he was off doing for work and Eve had given a toned-down and simplistic version of his job to make him sound like some kind of crime fighter.


Superman never attached jumper cables to a guy’s nutsack,
 he thought ruefully, hoping against hope that Claire never found out the gritty details of what his life abroad had really been like.

“Yeah,” he said. “I said it when I fought the bad guys.” He hadn’t, actually, but he could tell it was helping her. “And because I was brave, I won.”

She took all of that in and nodded. A sudden knock came at the window. Jack looked up to see a counselor standing there in the Camp Blue Sky T-shirt, smiling down at them. She wore her hair pulled back in a ponytail and had kind eyes. That was good. It would help Claire relax.

Jack rolled down the window with the press of a button.

“Well, hey there,” she said, looking from Jack all the way back toward Claire.

The moment Jack heard her voice, he started piecing her together. Native of the state. He could tell by how solidly the Jersey accent settled into her voice. Italian American family. He gathered that by the girl’s olive complexion and nose. She was either in a long-term relationship or single and not looking. He gathered that from the chipped nail polish on her fingers as she gripped the open window frame of the car door. He gathered the data in a fraction of a second. You could take the man out of espionage, but you couldn’t take espionage out of the man. “And who do we have here?”

Jack waited to see if Claire would answer, but she didn’t. Shyness won out in the end.

“Claire Stone,” Jack offered.

The girl looked down and checked her clipboard. “Great…” Her brow furrowed in confusion. “And who might you be, sir?”

“I’m her father, Jack Stone,” he replied.

She frowned. “We don’t have you on our approved drop-off, pick-up list, sir,” she said. “Would I be able to see your ID real quick?”

“Sure,” Jack replied, pulling out his wallet and handing over his driver’s license like this was some kind of routine traffic stop.

“Perfect, thanks,” she said. She then looked back at Claire. “Honey, is this your daddy?”

Claire simply nodded, still too shy to speak directly to the girl. Some parents might have been annoyed by this added layer of security. They might balk at the counselor’s asking the child if this was actually her parent.

But Jack was beyond pleased. Eve clearly hadn’t thought to add him to the approved list for drop off and pick up. She forgot about that little detail when she’d given him permission to drive her today. But this camp handled its security measures. Again, Jack exhaled in relief.

“Great, sorry about that, sir,” the girl said. “Just had to make sure. For security and whatnot.”

“No need to explain, young lady,” Jack said with a smile. “I’m impressed, actually.” He watched the young woman’s face visibly slacken and relax.

She was relieved. Clearly, she’d been dealing with some shortsighted parents. Parents who didn’t know everything Jack Stone knew or had seen the many horrible things he’d seen.

“Oh, good,” she said. “This was fine for drop off today, but until you’re on the approved list, you’re not gonna be able to pick her up.”

“Heard and understood,” he replied. “I’ll have a chat with her mother as soon as I can.”

“Great,” the girl said. “I’m Gina. I’m one of the counselors here.”


I know,
 Jack thought. Based on her relative age and probable heritage, he’d quickly figured out from the dossiers he had compiled that this was Gina Frieri, a senior counselor who had worked at Blue Sky for three summers now. She was a sophomore at Rutgers University, where she was studying environmental law.

They were detailed dossiers, and Jack had an excellent memory.

“Nice to meet you, Gina,” he said before looking back at Claire.

“You ready to have some fun?” Gina asked, giving Claire a huge, warm, big sisterly smile.

Claire, however, didn’t answer her. She started to wring her hands together nervously and looked over at Jack as though she were about to ask him to take her home.

“We’re having some first-day jitters,” Jack said to the counselor, though his tone wasn’t apologetic. He wasn’t going to feel awkward about his daughter acting like a normal child.

“Totally fine and totally normal early on,” Gina said, giving Jack a reassuring smile that actually did set his mind at ease. “Long before lunchtime, she’s gonna be laughing and running and playing on the jungle gym. She won’t even remember why she was nervous in the first place.”

“Well, that sounds fun, doesn’t it, pal?” he asked her, but Claire remained quiet. Jack turned back to Gina. “One second,” he said to her.

Jack opened his door and pulled the seat forward to gain access to the back, where Claire was sitting in her booster seat. She had now picked up her lunchbox off the seat and clutched it against her chest for dear life.

“Hey,” he whispered to her. “Be brave, remember?”

She nodded as he started to unfasten her from the seat. She was whispering quietly to herself over and over again. He couldn’t quite make it out, but he knew she was chanting exactly the way he told her he would.

Lifting Claire, Jack carried her out of the car. Her face was now close enough to his that he could hear her, plain as day.

“Be brave like Daddy,” she whispered to herself, and he stopped short. “Be brave like Daddy.”

Jack had to pause and swallow a lump in his throat. He could feel his eyes going glassy with unshed tears. Finally, he walked with Claire around the car and set her on the sidewalk next to Gina.

Claire stopped chanting to herself and looked up at her.

“Have the best time, kiddo,” he said, his voice breaking a little at the emotion of the moment. “I love you.”

“I love you to the moon,” she said, surprising him suddenly.

“To the moon?” he asked her, unsure of where she got that from.

She simply shrugged and gave him a little smile. Jack reached down and hugged her again, pausing just before the embrace to reach into his pocket. As they hugged, Jack slyly reached inside the sleeve of his daughter’s T-shirt and implanted a small, barely perceivable GPS tracking bug.

Just in case.

With everything going on in the area, Jack was taking no chances. When some people left a job, they kept their stapler. Jack Stone kept expensive government espionage equipment.

The bug would stay put even through a few cycles in the washer and dryer, and its presence latched onto Claire’s shirt made him feel a lot better about leaving her here.

He then kissed her on top of the head and finally let go of their embrace. Claire ran over to Gina, who was holding out her hand kindly. As Claire grabbed the young woman’s fingers, Jack felt one of the tears he’d been working so hard to keep at bay squeeze itself out onto his cheek. He quickly reached up to rub it away.

“That’s also totally normal early on,” Gina said with a knowing smile.

Jack gave a sniffle and a nervous smile as he walked back around the vehicle and got into the driver’s seat. He didn’t pull away yet, though. He watched as Gina and Claire moved to the next car, and Gina retrieved a little boy with far less work than it had taken to coax Claire out into the open.

The boy was toe-headed and energetic. He had a thin face and a wiry frame. He wore glasses and seemed very excitable. As he spoke to Gina and Claire, his mouth hung open for a moment, as though his thoughts needed to catch up to his desire to speak.

After a moment, the boy took Gina’s other hand, and together the three started walking up the hill. Jack watched as Claire got farther and farther away. He kept waiting to see if she was going to look back or call out to him. But she never did.

“Have fun, kiddo,” he told himself, putting the car in drive.

Glancing over at his clock for a second, Jack did a double take. It was 10:05 am. Which meant there was likely a very cranky FBI driver in a very clean, unmarked vehicle sitting outside his apartment right now, waiting and wondering where the hell he was.
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J
 ack wasn’t entirely right in his bold prediction of what awaited him when he rolled up to his apartment building at 10:34. The driver was only partially annoyed. He seemed content sitting in the driver’s seat, playing on his phone. It was likely a lot more entertaining than whatever the Bureau would have had him doing at the field office.

Eventually, the car pulled up to a small diner in a neighboring town. As Jack got out, he immediately noticed that every vehicle in the lot was an FBI vehicle.

There were five of them, counting the one he had arrived in. They were meant to be undercover vehicles, blending in and arousing no suspicions. But Jack Stone knew all the signs. He sighed.

“She bought out the diner, didn’t she?” Jack asked the agent who had driven him.

“No, sir,” he replied, affixing a pair of sunglasses on his head that went perfectly with his black suit. “The Bureau did.”

As Jack walked inside, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee and warm pastries filled the quaint café. It was empty save for two waitresses who seemed confined behind the breakfast bar. There were, of course, federal agents in the building. They were suited up in all black with their sunglasses on and earpieces in. They were every bit the stereotypical FBI team.

Jack knew that was intentional. He also knew this show wasn’t for him.

His eyes scanned the room with practiced vigilance until they settled on an eternally curly mob of brunette hair poking out over a corner booth.

It had been some time since he last had seen Sarah Fagan, his former partner in their covert government operations. She hadn’t turned to look at him, but Jack was one hundred percent certain she knew he was there.

Memories of their time together flashed before his eyes like a movie reel. It was a mix of camaraderie, adrenaline, and shared danger. Dozens of exotic locales, more than a lot of near-death experiences, but also a lot of laughter in their downtime.

“Never thought I’d see the day Jack Stone was late,” she remarked, her voice so familiar as though they’d never spent any time apart.

He knew from experience that she wouldn’t turn to greet him. She was going to make him walk around to meet her eyesight. It was a power play she loved using on people.

In an interrogation or a negotiation, it was a tactic meant to intimidate and establish dominance. Jack knew she was doing it to him as her own twisted little practical joke. Though, he had to admit, had he gotten there first, he might have done the same thing.

“Yeah, well, civilian life softens a guy,” he said.

“Please, I know you walked in here and clocked all six of my agents in under five seconds.”

“There are eight agents in here, Fagan,” Jack said, pointing over at the two waitresses.

Sarah smiled at him. “Well done,” she said, looking back over at her two undercover operatives and giving them a wave.

They moved from around the counter, and one of them grabbed a coffee pot before heading their way.

“Wait, you’re actually making them wait on us?” Jack asked with an uncomfortable chuckle.

Sarah waved away his comment like it was a fly buzzing around her head. “Whatever, they’re green horns,” she said, holding up her mug for the agent to pour. “Fill it up, rook.”

“Yes, ma’am,” she replied, a practiced poise to her voice.

But Jack could hear the familiar strain of masked irritation. He had no doubt Sarah heard it, too. She had the same training as him, after all, and she’d been using it more often of late.

“Coffee for you, sir?” she asked him.

He wanted to turn it down, but honestly, he was running on fumes after an emotional morning and needed some caffeine in his system.

“Please and thank you,” Jack said, trying to sound as pleasant as possible.

She filled his cup instantly. “Anything to eat?” the agent asked him, pointing down at the menu.

Jack looked back at Sarah. “You kept the kitchen open?” he asked, shaking his head.

“Bureau chefs,” she said, as though that should have been obvious. “What is this, my first day?”

“Fine,” he said. “I’m not hungry, though.”

“From the looks of your shirt, you either dug fiercely into something tasty or you killed a man with your bare hands before you got here,” Sarah said, pointing at the spaghetti sauce stains on his shirt before turning back to the waitress agent. “With this guy, it could be either one.”

“I got a very messy hug from my daughter this morning; I’ll have you know,” he replied defensively.

“He’ll have French toast, extra syrup, with a dollop of whipped cream and a side of scrambled eggs,” Sarah said. “And the eggs need to be on a separate plate. If they touch the syrup on the French toast, he’ll literally not touch a single bit of it.”

“You remembered,” Jack said, sarcastically pressing his palm against his heart as though he were touched by this.

“Our victory lap breakfast?” Sarah scoffed. “Hell to the yes. Every successful mission got this treatment the next day. You gonna tell me you don’t remember mine?”

“Bacon and egg sandwich on white toast, sunny side up,” he said to the woman. “Don’t break the yolk, or she’ll be in a pissy mood all morning.”

“Breaking the yolk is part of the fun,” Sarah muttered.

“For a sociopath,” he replied quickly.

“Hey, I’m not the one who came up with the idea of jumper cables on Piotr Rasmussen’s nutsack a little too quickly,” Sarah said.

Jack snorted a laugh in response, and the waitress agent beside them laughed along with him. Sarah’s face fell into a deadly serious mask of anger.

“You think that’s funny, greenie?” she asked the woman. “That was a man’s testicles. A human being.”

“Ma’am?” the woman asked, the color draining from her face. She looked back at Jack as though he might throw her a lifeline, but he wasn’t about to stand in the way of Sarah having her fun.

“You heard me,” she said. “What about second-degree burns along the scrotum is amusing to you?”

“Well, I just…It’s just that…,” she stammered, pointing back and forth between the two of them as if to point out that they were laughing, too.

“What, you think that because Agent Stone and I can laugh at these things that you’ve earned the right to laugh at them?” she asked, leaning forward over the table. “How many dirty bombs have you diffused? How many hijackings have you prevented? How many terrorist rings did you bring down? Or is that not something you do in the Bureau academy? Maybe it was in your Ivy League college Daddy paid for? Or were you foiling four September 11th
 -level attacks on American soil when you were getting felt up in the back of a used Camaro on prom night?”

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” the woman said, looking positively horrified.

“Jesus, Fagan,” Jack said, shaking his head and pointing at the agent. He’d let her have her fun long enough. “Leave the kid alone. Stop screwing with her.”

“Eh, fine,” Sarah said. “Go get my eggs, rook.”

The girl nodded without a word and turned toward the kitchen.

Sarah called after her. “And if you break my yolk, I’ll be finding something on you we can attach jumper cables to!”

“Wow,” Jack said, shaking his head back and forth in amazement. “You just sit here, pulling the wings off flies now?”

“You wouldn’t believe how boring a desk job gets,” she remarked. “At least being retired, you get to finally binge Breaking Bad
 .”

“Oh man, season five is insane,” he started to say before Sarah held up a hand to stop him.

“Dude, I’m not retired yet,” she exclaimed. “No spoilers!”

“All right,” he said. “Though, you know, they get cartel bosses eerily right.”

“Yeah, that’s what I heard,” Sarah responded thoughtfully.

After that, there was silence between them at the table. Jack took this moment to really look at his old friend. Her dark curled hair cascaded down her shoulders, and her piercing chestnut eyes locked onto his. She was still smiling, though it was starting to fade as the gravity of the situation that brought them together began to fill the space between them like a heavy fog. Jack could sense the urgency behind her façade even before it had started to break down.

“Stone,” she said to him, as though restarting their conversation.

It was as if the jovial friendship portion of this get-together had ended. Now her voice tinged with an echo of its previous warmth as the edge of professionalism fell around them.

“Fagan,” Jack replied, a hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his lips.

The formality was a nod to their past, a sign of respect for the dangerous world they had once inhabited. Their teasing brother-and-sister schtick was fun and helped to keep them sane between missions. But they always had an understanding that when it was time to get down to business, they got down to it.

This efficiency and seriousness were why foreign regimes the world over cursed them. It was why the other agents had come to call the two of them “The Cavalry.” Once they were together, it was like an entire platoon hit the scene.

Sarah wasted no time in getting to the heart of the matter. “Archer Troy is alive,” she said, her voice low but unwavering.

“No,” Jack said without even thinking. He knew if Sarah was saying this again, it had to be true. But he still wanted to hold on to the belief that it might have been a ruse for just a moment longer. He knew that once his mind accepted this as fact, nothing was going to be the same again.

“Unfortunately, your white whale remains, my friend,” Sarah said, reaching down into a briefcase on the booth seat beside her and pulling out a folder marked “Classified.” She placed it on the table between them.

“Am I allowed to see this?” he asked, motioning to the big red stamp on the front of it.

“You obviously have clearance,” she said, as though insulted he’d feel the need to even ask. She slid the folder closer to him.

Jack laid a hand on it and swore he could almost feel an aura of malice and danger emanating from it, like heat rising from the sidewalk on a hot summer’s day.

The very mention of that name sent a shiver down Jack’s spine and caused his knee to ache with what he knew to be psychosomatic pain.

He flipped the page to be greeted by a black-and-white photo of a man whose face had been etched into his dreams for over a decade. Archer Troy, the Russian mobster and black-market dealer with a list of international law violations that could fill this entire diner was a tall man at six foot three. He was barrel-chested and wide-shouldered with a thick neck that rose to meet a dirty-blond beard and a mane of matching hair that was always meticulously pulled back and held in place with enough product to freeze a golden retriever.

The sight of Troy made Jack seethe as his mind started to replay their bloody history involuntarily. Their encounters had been fueled by vengeance and a deadly dance of cat and mouse, leaving both with scars, physical and emotional. Jack had chased Archer Troy over six continents, across every ocean, to dozens of countries and locales ranging from massive cities to small rural homesteads in the middle of nowhere.

“You know,” Jack admitted, “you figure when you shoot a guy in the eye that he’d have the decency to die, right?” The weight of those old memories resurfaced in his mind.

Sarah’s gaze softened as she leaned forward, her hand resting on his in a show of compassion and support. “Well, he had just shot your knee out. Your aim was good, but you weren’t at your best.”

“I thought they located a body in the wreck,” Jack said, shaking his head and thumping his finger on the photo. He rifled through the papers beneath it and pulled one of them free. “See? Right here! His certificate of death. They cremated the bastard. I pushed the button on it myself.”

“The body was so mangled from the warehouse explosion,” Sarah said. “Looks like someone screwed up in identifying it.”

“Screwed up?” Jack demanded, his face contorting with anger. “No, Sarah, if you forget to file a mission report and it’s a day late, you screwed up. You mispronounce the death of the world’s most dangerous terrorist; that’s a little more than screwing up!”

The revelation hit Jack like a punch to the gut, so much so that he had to fight the urge to double over. He had assumed his final confrontation with Troy had ended their rivalry once and for all. If carrying the knee replacement and all that chronic pain in his leg was the cost he had to pay to see that maniac burned to ash, then so be it. But it seemed like fate had other plans.

A rush of anger and frustration washed over him, accompanied by the one thing he feared he’d feel more than anything in the world. A sense of responsibility to finish what he had started.

“Why now?” Jack asked, shaking his head and trying to poke any hole possible into this situation. “Why suddenly resurface so soon? It hasn’t even been a year.” Jack’s mind raced with a million unanswered questions. “What the hell is he even doing here?”

“You know what he’s doing here,” Sarah said, plopping another folder down on the table and pushing it his way.

Jack grabbed this one right away and pulled it open. He started to poke through the various reports of kidnappings and unexplained disappearances that matched the MO of this supposed kidnapping ring.

“Sixty kids,” he whispered to himself. “In practically no time at all.”

“You knew the second I told you how bad this was that we were dealing with a big player,” Sarah said. “Same as I did. We just didn’t know how big until recently.”

“It doesn’t make sense,” Jack said, shaking his head. “He’s trafficked in just about every nastiness a person can be involved in. But he’s never gone after kids.”

“Well, he is now,” Sarah replied, as though she were entirely certain. “We’re thinking he might be working for someone else. A contract job.”

Sarah reached over toward the kidnappings folder and rifled through it, pulling a photograph out and placing it on the pile of documents. Jack’s eyes widened in horror.

There he was, plain as day, the same as he always was. Archer Troy.

Well, not entirely the same. This photo could have been shot on the same day as that initial mugshot photo to the untrained eye, save for one very obvious detail—the large black eyepatch that ran over the side of his face.

“Well, at least we know I actually hit him,” Jack said, pushing the photo back toward Sarah. “When the hell was this?”

“Two weeks ago,” she replied.

“Where?” he demanded, sitting forward in his seat again as he demanded answers from his former partner.

“Bayonne Harbor, here in Jersey,” she replied.

“And you sent a team in,” Jack replied.

“Sure did,” Sarah said. “Bureau sent in a strike force. I wasn’t up here yet. They walked right into a booby-trapped shipping container. Helmet cam footage showed it empty except for ‘dobro pozhalovat, FBI’ written on the inside. Then the door slammed shut, it locked, and the damn thing blew the hell up. That lost us ten good agents.”

“Welcome, FBI,” Jack said, translating the message for himself. “He let you guys get that photo of him. He wanted to lure them in and make a statement. That’s how he operates.”

“I know,” Sarah responded. “And had I been appraised, I would have advised caution. But I wasn’t. I was still in Quantico profiling serial killers from Kansas.”

“And they sent you here because you’ve dealt with him before,” Jack said, putting the pieces together. It all was starting to make sense.

“He’s involved in this child trafficking ring,” Sarah said, her voice heavy with disdain. “More than involved. He’s gotta be the head of the snake here. If someone contracted him, they’re not involved in the day-to-day. What we’re dealing with is a textbook Archer Troy operation. This isn’t just about him anymore. Innocent lives are at stake. Sixty of them, and likely more by the time we finally track him down.”

“The kidnappings all happened pretty quickly,” Jack observed. “Most of them in the last few weeks.”

“That we’ve identified, yeah,” Sarah responded.

“They’re bringing them in too fast to have an ongoing shipping operation,” he said, shaking his head. “To move their cargo, they need a lot of manpower, a lot of time and money. Usually, you see a pause in snatches right before shipping out.”

“Right,” Sarah said, having clearly already come to the same conclusion. “And he’s not gonna sell these kids off on American soil. Hell, it’s risky for him to be here at all. So, that means…”

“One buyer,” Jack said, completing the thought. “He’s got one buyer lined up for all of them, and he isn’t done filling the order yet.”

“Who the hell buys over sixty kids, Stone?” Sarah asked, shaking her head in disbelief. This was clearly something she’d been toiling over for some time.

The reality of this situation hit Jack like a gut punch. Child trafficking is a vile and despicable crime, one of the single lowest sins that humankind could commit. The thought of those innocent children being exploited and hurt fueled a fierce fire within him. It was a fire that only burned brighter when he thought about his own daughter and the pain that those parents must have been feeling.

He looked down at the files in front of him and noted one of the more recent kidnappings. It had happened on the streets of Newark in the middle of the night.

“Ah, Emily Wilmore,” Sarah said, noting the particular case file that had caught his attention. “Taken just two days ago. Two perps came right out of the shadows like a well-oiled machine. Stabbed the father in the side.”

“Jesus,” Jack said, scanning for word of the father.

“He’s fine,” Sarah said, knowing what he was looking for. “Well, not fine
 . He was stabbed. But another inch and it would have slid right into his kidney, so he’s fine when you consider the alternative. He’s conscious and stable. Gave us a full report. The poor bastard. He’s broken.”

Jack nodded, trying to put himself in that poor man’s shoes. He’d been lucky enough or at least well-trained enough in life to never actually feel helpless. Even unarmed, there weren’t many people who walked away from a fight with him, no matter how big or strong.

He found a photo of the father lying in a hospital bed. He was a thin African American man hooked up to machines. He looked like a bookworm, but still, he clearly had tried to fight for his child. Jack looked at the pained expression on the man’s face. He realized it had nothing to do with the stab wound. This wasn’t something a morphine drip would fix.

It was shame and guilt and anguish at trying to protect his daughter and coming up short.

“Stone, I need your help,” Sarah implored, her eyes searching his for a sign of agreement as she cut to the chase. “You’ve lived and breathed Archer Troy for over a decade. You know him better than anyone. Way better than me. Your understanding of how he thinks is our best shot at stopping him.”

Jack tried to wave this away. “You’ve gone up against him,” he said. “You even had him pinned down in Kosovo that one time back in 2015.”

“Yeah, and you saw how well that went,” she said, reaching up to massage her left shoulder, where Troy had buried a bullet before making his escape. “Come on, Stone. You know how he thinks. You know how he moves. And you know that I’m right.”

Jack’s mind drifted back to how his rivalry with Archer Troy had started. He’d been placed in deep cover for eight months in Moscow and infiltrated Troy’s operation. He’d helped with robberies, moved drugs, and even committed acts of violence that still haunted him in the name of keeping his cover.

Troy had come to trust him, to call him “brat,” which was the Russian word for brother.

On the day his cover was blown, Jack had to fight his way out of a true mess. It seemed like the entirety of Russia was out to kill him that night. He’d drenched the streets in blood as he made his escape, but not before encountering Troy one more time.

They’d fought with guns, with knives, with fists, and kicking feet. Troy was skilled. You could tell just by watching the grace with which he moved in everyday life. But to actually fight him was something else entirely. The speed, the strength, the creativity of attack. It was like nothing Jack had ever faced.

And on and on, they battled for over ten years, each side racking up victories. Jack had killed Troy’s brother on a raid of a heroin plant in Beijing, while Troy had executed a young agent Jack had been mentoring right in front of him on a rooftop in Mumbai.

But it was over. It was supposed to be over. He could finally rest, finally go back to his life, to his family, all because this man was finally gone once and for all.

But he was back. And Jack had to ask himself whether Troy’s capture or death was still his responsibility.

His mind raced, torn between his past life as an operative and his present role as a father—the role he genuinely wanted more than anything in the world.

“I love you to the moon,” she had said to him. To the freaking moon. There was nothing in this reality that could compete on any level with the commitment he felt toward his daughter.

He had promised to leave the dangerous world behind. That was the caveat he’d given Eve. He was going to be there for his daughter. To keep her safe no matter how high the stakes got. But had the stakes ever been higher than they were right here?

“I can’t, Fagan,” Jack said, his voice laced with conflict. “I made a promise to Eve and Claire, a promise to leave this all behind. That includes Troy. I’m sorry. I wish I could help, but I don’t belong in that world anymore.”

Sarah’s gaze didn’t waver, neither did her determination. “I know the promise you made to your kid. But right now, there are sixty kids who are cold and hungry and terrified. Those kids need more than a father. They need a damn hero. They need someone who can step up and find them before they’re shipped off to God knows where, Stone. And if there were any way I thought that I could do this without you, I’d have done it already. You would’ve never even known I was here. But, partner, I need to level with you. I don’t have jack squat on this one. He’s covered every trail perfectly. His men strike with the efficiency of freaking assassins and then disappear without a trace. We have no idea where he’s going to hit next. The kidnappings seem to come completely at random. We’re shaking down leads and snitches, but it’s not getting us anywhere. Come on, Stone.”

“No,” he replied, steadfast and sure of his decision. “Seriously, Fagan, no.”

“You won’t even need to be in the field,” Sarah said. “I’m talking recon and strategy planning only. No shootouts, no jumper cables. Nothing that’s going to put you at risk.”

He stopped to consider her offer again. He was an expert in all things Archer Troy, and if he didn’t actually have to go out in the field, then maybe…just maybe, he could.

“Think about this, Stone,” Sarah said. “Because I honestly believe the only reason you haven’t hit on this thought yet is because it’s too horrible to even imagine.”

“Don’t,” Jack said, pointing a finger at Sarah.

“He’s on American soil,” Sarah said, not pulling her punches anymore. “He’s in Jersey. He’s extremely close to Eve and Claire.”


“I love you to the moon,”
 he heard the sound of Claire’s voice again. While the first time that statement had filled his heart with such boundless joy, now it sent a cold chill careening through every vein.

The weight of Sarah’s words settled on Jack’s shoulders like the world on the titan Atlas. He couldn’t ignore the truth in them. If Troy were here, then Claire’s safety was at risk. Not to mention the well-being of countless other children who were facing some unthinkable fate if they weren’t found.

His eyes met Sarah’s, and he saw not just a former partner but a fellow warrior fighting for the same cause. She was determined to find these kids, to keep every child in the Northeast safe from this demonic monster.

The spark of camaraderie reignited within him, and Jack knew he couldn’t turn his back on the fight.

“All right, Fagan,” Jack finally relented, his voice steady and resolute. “I’ll help you. Recon and strategy only. No field work.” He saw a look of fierce, determined triumph hit Sarah’s face. It was a look he knew quite well. “But you have to promise me one thing, all right? You keep Claire and Eve out of harm’s way. Got it?”

Sarah nodded, gratitude shining in her eyes. “You have my word,” she said.

With a newfound sense of purpose, Jack stood up, ready to embrace the shadows of his past once more. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the undercover rookie agent rushing toward them with plates of food. His stomach turned at the sight of it.

He hadn’t eaten yet today, but the mere thought of stuffing his face with anything right now, let alone a meal so rich, while the weight of this hellacious scenario pushed down on him, was too much to bear. There was a reason it was saved for the morning after missions, when his stress was at its lowest point.

He looked over at the waitress. “Change of plans, kid,” he said to her. When he continued talking, he was looking at Sarah. “Save it for our victory lap.”
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T
 he FBI field office hummed with activity as agents scurried about. Jack knew that each of them was dedicated to their respective tasks in the ongoing fight against major crime. Some were hunting down serial killers, while others were tracking drug dealers. Sarah’s task force, though, was the largest in this particular office.

That meant the Bureau was giving this case the weight and importance it was due. That was good. Though Jack had never worked directly for the FBI, he knew that sometimes getting the proper funding for an investigation could be challenging.

That was one thing he’d always appreciated about the role he’d embodied for so many years. There was never any red tape. There were never any warrants or court orders that needed to come through. The work they were doing was so vital, so top secret, that anything they needed for a mission, they got with no questions asked. Anything they needed to do on foreign soil in the name of protecting the homeland was also permitted.

It had been a “by any means necessary” operation. That meant tearing down red tape, zero accountability, and a lot of property damage. Jack had always believed that in the hands of someone with a loose moral code, the kind of specialized role he and Sarah had dedicated themselves to could be weaponized in a big, bad way.

That was something he preferred not to think about. He knew that somewhere out there right now, there were new preventers jetting around the world, fighting the good fight, going deep under cover, and getting their hands extremely messy so that the folks back home would never know how close they’d come so many times to a major disaster.

He just hoped they were keeping the good fight good.

However, his experience in that role had given him a sort of natural disdain for the rules and regulations that governed mainland law enforcement. To him, it felt like moving in slow motion or trying to slog through clay. Back in his active duty, if he identified a potential lead or source, he just went after it. If the need arose, he used more aggressive tactics to coerce their cooperation.

Here though? On American soil? There were warrants and court orders and lawyers and a million miles of political red tape to maneuver through. Thankfully, though, he was only here in an advisory role. He wasn’t even riding a desk. He wouldn’t be there long enough to grab a free cup of coffee in the break room.

His job was to identify potential leads and patterns that would inevitably point Sarah’s team in the right direction. Once he’d weighed in and helped locate Troy and the kids, his job was done. Sarah and her agents would move on him. They’d be the ones to take him in. They’d be the ones taking all the risks.

Jack was good with that.

He stood beside Sarah in a large conference room. She was standing up front and center, the way an agent in charge was supposed to be. He had been introduced to the room, but it seemed as though many of the agents already knew who he was. That was rare for Jack. During his active duties, he was a classified government asset. His every move was secretive, and no one knew who he was.

But now, Sarah had likely talked him up to the entire bullpen as a specialist without going into too much detail. It would explain why he had gotten looks of admiration and curiosity from the agents as they had filed into the room.

Sarah was presenting her findings on the child trafficking ring’s movement to the assembled agents. A large screen set up beside the whiteboard she’d been writing on displayed a map dotted with red markers, indicating the ring’s recent activities and potential patterns. Jack shook his head when he saw it. He’d reviewed the files before but seeing this map of New Jersey and Manhattan lit up with these dots on such a large surface was unsettling.

Each of those dots was a child, an innocent, a life that was snatched off the street for some nefarious purpose. That purpose was likely to fulfill the wholesale order of some deranged psychopath. He’d busted up enough human trafficking rings to know the intent behind such purchases was always something utterly horrifying. And when it was aimed at children, horrifying became unspeakable.

“These red markers show the areas where we know abductions have taken place. As you can see, they’re spread out, seemingly random. We suspect the trafficking ring is most active within the New Jersey state lines. There were some early abductions in the Manhattan boroughs, but they’ve been mostly quiet on that front ever since.” Sarah explained all of this to the gathered team of agents matter-of-factly, as though this entire ordeal was business as usual.

She had the casual cadence that an executive at a large enterprise company might use to discuss a shift in the market. She had to keep her cool like this. Jack knew that well. She couldn’t start flying off the handle and letting her emotions bleed through. That was how information got lost. It was how mistakes were made. If she had started to yell and scream and thump her hand on the screen, it was possible the agents would focus less on what she was saying and more on how she was saying it. Jack was impressed with his friend and former partner.

“Based on our intel, they’re using the cover of night to move the children from one location to another,” she said. “This is new information that we were able to gather from street-level informants. We have undercover agents holed up in the Rathole, a dive bar in Queens that’s frequented by black-market dealers and organized crime figures. The only chatter we’ve heard is that they don’t stay still for long. And they’ve taken a lot of kids, meaning they need some manner of transportation.”

Jack studied the map intently. To his sharpened mind, the map was practically in motion, rearranging itself to show him every conceivable pattern that might exist. While Troy’s movements and actions had thus far seemed random, Jack was sure that patterns and potential motives would show themselves eventually. It was his job to identify those patterns and then predict how they might evolve. Once they could get a step or two ahead of Troy, it would be a simple matter to flush out his entire operation.

Of course, he had no idea how large the contingent working with Troy on this job might be.

“As you can see,” Sarah continued, “the trafficking ring is far-reaching, and it’s evident they have a well-organized network. Our primary target is Archer Troy, the Russian mobster who appears to be at the helm of this operation.”

With a swift click of her remote, the screen shifted to show the photo Jack had seen earlier of a man wearing an eye patch. He couldn’t stop his eyes from narrowing in utter contempt at the sight of Archer Troy.

The smug face and confident posture of his old nemesis, even with one eye concealed courtesy of his bullet, ignited a fire within Jack. The memories of their past confrontations came rushing back, and he felt an overwhelming sense of responsibility to put an end to Troy’s reign of terror. In all the places he’d chased this maniac, every corner of the world his global operation fled to, he’d never been spotted on US soil before. That was what unnerved Jack more than anything. It was how close he was. When he faced off with Troy an entire ocean away, it just felt different. There was no risk of Jack’s life and family being caught in the collateral damage often caused by their epic encounters.

Troy’s presence had never felt more real or terrifying. Jack needed to identify these patterns and put a stop to this fast.

“This footage, as you know, was taken recently on American soil,” Sarah said, her voice heavy with disdain. “And you’re all aware of what happened when a team was sent in to act on it. This is not a normal thug or mob boss. This isn’t even a normal sociopath. This is a legitimate criminal mastermind. Not to sound too cliché, but we’re dealing with nothing less here than an evil genius. He loves his mind games, his traps, and he makes everything personal. If we’re seeing him, it’s because he wants to be seen.”

Jack’s jaw tightened as he studied the footage, his mind racing with memories of their last showdown. He thought he’d put an end to Troy’s reign of terror. They’d buried bullets in one another, but Jack had felt that his strike had finality. Even now, his mind reeled at the absurdity of it all. How had he shot a man in the eyeball and that man kept living?

A more superstitious or spiritual man than Jack might have believed Troy to be some kind of supernatural being or demon. But this wasn’t a comic book. There was no Lazarus Pit to revive Troy and strengthen him. He was a man. A mortal man. And he could bleed. Jack had proved that many, many times. But more than that, he could lose.

Jack had shut down many of his operations the world over. He knew Troy wasn’t some infallible, unbeatable monster. He was beatable. It just took some doing to get there. But if anyone knew how to get there, it was Jack.

“I know how he thinks,” Jack interjected, his voice cutting through the room’s tension.

Sarah turned to regard him. She didn’t seem surprised or angered by this interruption. In fact, she seemed almost relieved by it. As though she were hoping for Jack to take a role in this discussion.

“He’s always been a risk-taker, someone who thrives on challenges,” he continued. “But they’re calculated risks. The only time he gets sloppy is when he gets bored. He runs his house like a military operation, and his men are fiercely loyal. I’ve interrogated members of his organization that would sooner bite their own tongue off than give me any information that might compromise Troy. He has a way about him. It’s a certain magnetism that’s built on charisma. He makes you want to give him the world. He does this by inspiring his subordinates. Most of them are mentally ill, and he feeds into their egos. He placates them and makes them feel like they’re a part of something. But he also won’t hesitate to execute any of his men if they step out of line. His loyalty is forty percent charisma and sixty percent fear.”

Jack looked out at the faces of the agents. There was quite a smattering out there, all with different ages, backgrounds, and experience levels. Some were older, grizzled. They could be the kind of agents who wouldn’t look kindly on two thirty-somethings like him and Sarah telling them what to do. If they were having any of those feelings, they weren’t letting them show through. Jack was thankful for that.

“He won’t stop until he’s in control,” Jack said. “He has an obsession with victory. Imagine if the concepts of toxic masculinity and narcissistic personality disorder had a child, and it was even more of an asshole than you expected.” There was a general chuckle through the room, which had been Jack’s goal. He needed to lighten the mood just for a moment before hammering in the final message.

“Just remember one thing,” Jack said, his face lined with grim seriousness. “He won’t hesitate to exploit innocent lives to achieve his goals. And he will kill every single one of you if you give him the opportunity. So don’t.”

Silence settled around the agents. Jack felt comfortable enough that they had gotten the message. He looked back at Sarah and nodded. She nodded back and walked forward as he took a step back, giving her the floor once again. Jack returned his attention to the map, wondering if it had any secrets left to offer.

“You all have your assignments,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Over the last two days, there have been seven more abductions. That brings our grand total to sixty-seven innocent lives counting on us. Work those leads, pound that pavement, and don’t you dare let them down. Dismissed.”

The agents all stood and walked away wordlessly. Jack was glad to see that the faces of the older and younger agents alike were masks of stoic determination. It was easy in a job like this to fall off or get disillusioned over time. But when it came to the exploitation of children, it seemed like everyone was committed to doing what was right and succeeding.

Jack kept his eyes trained on Sarah as she watched her agents file out of the room. It was strange to him how someone he had known so well for so long could be the same and yet completely different simultaneously. When it was just the two of them, it felt like it always felt. They fell right back into their old routine as if they’d been on a mission together in Machu Picchu yesterday.

But when she was standing there with a room full of agents who were looking to her for guidance and support, Jack saw her in an entirely new light. He wasn’t just seeing his friend of so many years or the badass agent he had known for so long. He was watching a leader at work. A leader who commanded respect and knew what they were doing.

He unconsciously drew a parallel to Troy and how he inspired loyalty. Sarah’s younger agents clearly feared her. That much had been evident in the diner. But it was a respect that kept them loyal, kept them listening and attentive. She didn’t have to use violence and deception to get her way. Jack loved her for that.

That was why those grizzled older agents didn’t seem to mind taking orders, despite her being so much younger. They weren’t looking at things like her age or gender. All they could see was a leader who was going to oversee their team as they brought those defenseless children home.

Sarah nodded, acknowledging Jack’s insights. “You see now why your help is crucial, Stone?” she asked him. “We’re flying dead stick out here. You’re the only one who has ever come anywhere close to anticipating his moves.”

The weight of his past, his grudge against Troy, and the urgency of the situation weighed heavily on Jack’s shoulders. But despite all of that, he was feeling something else. It was a sense of pride in his friend and the desire to follow her. He knew he couldn’t walk away from this fight, not when so many innocent lives were at stake.

Sure, in the beginning, it might have seemed as though he could just lay down his responsibilities. After all, he had made a promise to his daughter. Claire was the most important thing in his life and would be for the rest of it. But he couldn’t start his new life just yet. Not when there was still a mess from his old one left to clean up.

“All right, Fagan,” Jack said, his voice firm with determination. “The first thing we need to do is strategize. We need to hit Troy where it hurts, dismantle his network.”

“Oh, good,” Sarah said with a dramatic roll of her eyes. “That’s something I never would have thought of without your help.”

“Well then, it’s a good thing you have me, friend,” he said he said with a wry smile on his face. He clapped a strong hand down on her shoulder. “Hey, this is going to work.”

“It had better because I don’t know what the heck to do if it doesn’t,” she responded with a melancholy shrug. However, through the sadness and overall stress of the situation, Sarah smiled. There was a glimmer of hope shining in her eyes that had not been there before. “I knew I could count on you, Stone,” she said before shrugging forcefully to dislodge his hand from her shoulder.

Sarah walked from the briefing room toward a large office at the back of the bullpen. It was small, square, and surrounded on all sides by floor-to-ceiling windows with blinds that were drawn shut. Jack quickly realized this must be Sarah’s office. Of course, it was a temporary accommodation. They weren’t going to put her name on the door if she was just going to head back to Quantico the second this case was over.

She opened the door and walked inside, Jack following quickly at her heels. Inside the office was Spartan in nature. Sarah didn’t have any personal effects or photos of family and friends sitting on her desk. It was just a large, empty table with a computer and a phone that sat in the corner. She didn’t even have a name tag.

“All right, here we are,” she said, plopping herself down in a large, plush chair that sat behind the enormous desk. “This is where they put you when you make the big bucks.”

“Jesus, they’re actually paying you?” he asked with a scoff, placing his hands on his hips and looking around the desolate office. “And here I thought you took the job just to boss people around.”

“Yeah, I didn’t need that in my life,” she said with a dramatic roll of her eyes. “I already had that when we worked together.”

“Well,” Jack said, “I’m just glad to see you’re bringing your very specific style of decoration to your new workspace.”

“All right, yuck it up later,” she said, falling right into business mode. “I have a sinking feeling there’s going to be seventy missing kids by the end of today. And I have no idea where to even start looking.”

Jack sat in the chair opposite Sarah’s desk. He let out a deep sigh and leaned back, allowing his head to bend over the backrest while his eyes stared up at the ceiling.

He took a slow, deep intake of breath and steadied himself. This was going to be a long day. They had a lot to do, and he had no idea where to even begin. Chasing Troy around Asia and even Africa had been a far simpler matter. These were regular haunts of his. They were places in which his organization had a steady foothold. But this was American soil. This was North America. And while the Russian mob may have run a few thrift stores in Union, New Jersey, the US wasn’t exactly known for its Moscow mugger population.

When Jack sat up, there was suddenly no hint of the hesitation he was feeling inside. He was hardening himself into a hunter. The same hunter who had stalked this elusive prey around half the known world.

“All right,” he said to his partner. “What have we got?”

As they began to delve deeper into what would inevitably become the beginnings of their strategy, Jack felt a sense of purpose and camaraderie he hadn’t experienced in years. There was comfort in the familiarity he experienced working alongside Sarah. Of course, a lot of that came from the fact that he knew they were a formidable team, and together, they could make a difference.

But as the meeting continued, Jack’s mind couldn’t help but drift to the now-broken promise he’d made to Eve. He said that his ultimate goal was to be there for Claire.

“Excuse me for a moment,” Jack said to Sarah, his tone apologetic. “I just remembered something urgent. I’ll be back in no time.”

Sarah raised an eyebrow but nodded understandingly. “All right, whatever, but don’t take too long, you weirdo. I need you on this.”

With a quick nod, Jack slipped out of the meeting room, making his way to the stairwell that sat just off the FBI office’s exit. He’d been there a lot longer than he thought he would be today. That was fine. He didn’t have anywhere he needed to be specifically. But at that point in the day, Eve should have picked Claire up from Camp Blue Sky, and right at that moment, hearing about his daughter’s day mattered more to him than staring absent-mindedly at a series of maps.

After all, those maps were still going to be there when they were done. Claire was only going to have one first day at camp. He looked around the stairwell to make sure he was alone before pulling out his phone and thumbing open his contacts list. Despite their divorce and subsequent estrangement, he still kept Eve’s phone number as his number one contact in his address book.

He pushed down on the number and waited as the phone dialed. By the fourth ring, he was starting to wonder if Eve was avoiding his call after his sudden drop-in that morning. He knew she wasn’t pleased that he had taken it upon himself to just show up out of nowhere. He hadn’t actually meant to co-opt her morning and abscond with their daughter as he charioted her off to camp.

On the surface, to Eve, it probably looked like that. He needed to explain himself and apologize. But if he was going to do that, she needed to pick up the phone first.

“Hello?” he heard Eve’s unmistakable voice say as the line suddenly picked up.

Jack breathed a sigh of relief. At least this meant she wasn’t avoiding his call. Of course, she had known it was him when she’d picked up, and judging by her greeting and the exasperated sigh that carried the word through the receiver, she wasn’t especially pleased to hear from him at this moment.

“Hey, Eve,” he said, trying to keep his voice light and airy. Jack nervously glanced at the doorway to the stairwell, hoping no agents were going to come walking through here, talking shop. He still wasn’t sure how he was going to break the news to Eve that he was working a case with Sarah. He had no idea how she would take it. But he knew it wasn’t going to be with grace and understanding.

“What’s up, Jack?” she asked, clearly trying to get to the point so she could rush him off the phone.

“Oh, not much,” he replied, awkwardly reaching up to scratch the back of his neck. “How did everything go in court today?”

Eve sighed again on the other end of the line. “What are we making small talk now?” she asked, sounding as though she would rather be doing her taxes than talking on the phone with him.

“I just wanted to find out how Claire made out at camp,” Jack said apologetically. “But, you know, I still do care about what happens to you during the day.”

“I know, Jack,” she said impatiently. “But we are one hundred percent not there yet.”

“Right,” he responded, feeling a little embarrassed. “Sorry about that. But, seriously, how did Claire make out at camp?”

“Oh, are you kidding?” she asked, actually giving a light-hearted laugh. “I can’t get her to stop talking about it. You’d think she was queen for the day with how much fun she had.”

Jack breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad to hear that,” he said. “Her nerves kind of got the best of her when we got there.”

“Yeah, well, that’s Claire,” Eve said, and despite it not being a video call, Jack could practically see the shrug of her shoulders.

He thought he could feel some judgment buried within that statement. It was as if she were saying that this was the way their daughter was and has always been. And if he had been around more, then maybe he would have known that and been ready for it.

Whether that was what she was driving at or not, he had no earthly idea. But it definitely stung and called to question a lot of the choices he had made in his life yet again. It wasn’t the first time, and it wouldn’t be the last. Hell, it wasn’t the first or last time today.

“Well, I’m just glad she got through it,” he said.

“You’re going to have to learn not to take her every reaction as an emergency,” Eve said. “I know to you this is all new, but it’s something that she and I have been working on for a very long time, and I don’t want her backsliding.”

“Of course not,” Jack said, nodding his head as though he’d just been scolded by the principal at school.

“But you did a good job today, Jack,” she said, if somewhat reluctantly.

Jack’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. That was some pretty high praise coming from a woman who’d had not had a single kind word to say to him since he stepped off a plane months ago.

“You were there for her today, and you were there for me. You kind of saved my ass this morning.”

Jack forgot how to talk for a second. He wasn’t super sure how to respond. This was such a rare occurrence of late, and he didn’t want to do something stupid. The last thing he needed right now was to jeopardize the goodwill he managed to cobble together by pressing his luck or sounding unintentionally arrogant in some way.

“I was just happy to help,” he replied simply. That was the most genuine response he could have given, and it came straight from his heart. Being there for his daughter and his ex-wife in a moment of need had felt good. It was a high he’d ridden all morning up until the very moment he saw that photo of Archer Troy’s face on that table.

“Oh, hey,” he said, suddenly remembering everything Gina had said to him at the drop off. “If you want me to be able to drop her off again or pick her up, you’re going to have to add me to the security list. The counselor flagged me for that.”

“Oh,” she remarked. “That must have made your day.”

Jack laughed in response and shrugged. She knew him very well.

“It definitely made me feel a little better about the whole experience,” he admitted.

“All right,” Eve replied. “The next time I’m over at the Y, I’ll make sure they update everything. But just so you know, I don’t anticipate you having to do this again. This would literally just be for emergencies. It’s not going to be a regular thing just yet.”

“Yeah, of course,” Jack replied sheepishly. “You know me, I always like to be prepared for those emergencies.” It hadn’t escaped his notice that she’d said, “just yet.”

“Well,” she said, “if that’s not the God’s honest truth…”

“You know, if you guys need anything…” he started to say before trailing off.

“I know, Jack,” Eve replied with a softness to her voice.

“Okay, good,” he said, realizing the conversation was coming to a close but not quite ready to say goodbye yet.

As much as he missed Claire, he missed Eve just as much. She was the love of his life, the presence back home that kept him fighting. There was a time when he thought they’d always be together. Sometimes it felt like he didn’t recognize the world without her in his life.

“Hey, there’s someone here who wants to say hi,” Eve said, and suddenly Jack’s heart felt infinitely lighter.

“Oh, great,” he said as a childlike excitement raised the cadence of his tone. He could hear a rustle on the other end as Eve handed the phone off. Jack waited with bated breath for what was about to happen.

“Daddy!” Claire practically screamed into the phone, causing him to wince and fight the urge to pull back. He could imagine her right now, standing in the kitchen with a huge smile and bright little eyes as she hopped up and down with excitement.

“Hey, princess,” Jack said, delighted at the sound of her voice and wishing he was there in person to scoop her up into a tight hug. “Did you have fun today?”

“Oh, man, I had the best time!” Claire squealed enthusiastically, her excitement palpable, even through the long-distance environment of the phone. “We made crafts, and I made a drawing for you, Daddy!”

Jack smiled, his heart swelling with love. “A drawing?” he exclaimed with excitement that he didn’t need to fake. “I can’t wait to see it. I can put it up on the wall or on the fridge in my apartment!”

“But you didn’t see it yet,” she said, confused as to why he’d be so willing to hang it sight unseen.

“That doesn’t matter,” Jack replied, shaking his head emphatically, even though she had no way to know. “You made it for me, and that means I already love it.”

“I love you, Daddy,” she said, and Jack felt as though he couldn’t smile any wider than he was at that moment.

“I love you, too, munchkin,” he said, and she giggled at the name. “I hope you won a gold medal in that Olympics pool today.”

“Nope!” she said with more emphasis than he would have expected. “Everybody won them!”

Jack couldn’t help but smile. He felt in awe of Eve once again for the job she had done in raising this remarkable child. Of course, he felt the same pang of guilt he always felt when thinking about how absent he had been through the majority of Claire’s life. But at the same time, he was starting to feel grateful that he got to know her at all. Even this late in the game.

“That’s my girl,” Jack said, feeling the sting of tears upon his eyes for the second time that day.

Jack Stone wasn’t a man who cried very often. In fact, for the majority of his adult life, he could count the instances where tears had touched his cheeks in single digits. There was the death of his father, the death of his trainee at the hands of Archer Troy, and the moment he’d seen Eve walk down the aisle on their wedding day. But outside of those three life-altering events, the remainder of the tear-jerking instances in his immediate history all had something to do with Claire.

She was his greatest weakness. But he didn’t see that as a bad thing. If anything, she humanized him, brought him down to earth in a way that no one had ever been able to before. He refused to see that as bad. If anything, it might save his soul, if there were such a thing. The amount of red that dripped from his ledger could drown the world. But in the eyes of this one little girl, he was a hero.


“Be a hero like Daddy.”


That was what she had said. That was the mantra she had repeated to herself over and over again when she was so nervous that she could barely speak. He had been her light in the darkness. But little had she known that since the moment she was born, she had been his light in a darkness that was so deep and so absolute that sometimes he felt he would drown in the inky blackness of it all.

“I love you to the moon,” she said to him with a little giggle at the end.

Jack decided at that moment that those were his six favorite consecutive words in the English language. “Well, I love you to the moon and back,” he said, and she laughed in response.

“Mama says it’s time for dinner,” she said, sounding disappointed that she had to hang up the phone.

“Well, you better not keep Mama waiting,” he said, trying to show a united front with Eve.

“Okay, Daddy,” she said. “I’ll talk to you later. Bye-bye!”

She hadn’t waited for him to say goodbye back. He didn’t take that personally in any way, shape, or form, especially not after the day they’d had. He could hear her busily handing the phone back off to her mother, and after a moment, Eve’s voice returned.

“To the moon, huh?” Eve asked, clearly entertained by the exchange they’d just had. Or at least what she’d been able to hear of it.

“I have literally no idea where she came up with that one,” Jack said with a laugh.

Eve laughed on the other end. “She’s constantly coming up with new things like that. It baffles my mind,” Eve said. “I never know if these are things she’s heard somewhere or if she just makes it up off the top of her head.”

Jack laughed along with his ex-wife. It was a feeling of unfamiliar normalcy, and he knew right away that it was something needed in his life.

“Has she ever told you that she loves you to a celestial body?” Jack asked with a teasing cadence that he was a little nervous to try out.

“I can’t say that she has,” Eve said. “I got ‘I love you the size of an elephant’ before, if that counts.”

“Oh, that totally counts!” Jack said.

They laughed again together for a brief second before an uncomfortable silence moved to fill the space between them.

“Well, I better go,” Eve said, bringing the uncomfortable moment to a merciful close.

“Yeah,” Jack said awkwardly, nodding once more. “You ladies, have a good night.”

“You too, Jack,” she said. It sounded like she actually meant it. “Don’t work too hard.”

“Um, I’ll try not to,” Jack said nervously.

Was it possible that she knew where he was right now? Was that just a common little saying she had sprung on him, or was it some kind of passive-aggressive dig because she knew exactly what he was up to?

No, he put that thought out of his mind straight away. Had she any idea that he was advising over at FBI headquarters, there was no way the conversation they’d just had would have been as pleasant as it was. Nor would it have ended with his speaking to Claire.

He heard the beep as Eve hung up the phone, pushing the button on the side of his device to turn off the screen and slipping it back into his pocket. Jack sighed once more, his voice echoing through the cavernous tower that was the staircase of the Bureau’s headquarters.

After taking a moment to compose himself, he pushed the door open and walked out into the busy bullpen. He saw Sarah standing there in the center, hands on her hips as she glared around the space at the agents bustling about.

“There you are!” she exclaimed, pointing a finger directly at him.

There came a collective sigh of relief from the gathered agents, who were busy bustling about their day. It seemed as though none of them were entirely certain who the victim of their fearsome boss’s anger was at that moment.

Jack had a sinking suspicion that every person in that bullpen felt glad not to be Jack Stone at that moment. But Jack was mostly undeterred by the sour glare directed at him by his best friend. Claire’s animated chatter about her day, completely unaware of the dangerous world her father was embroiled in, had brought him some much-needed peace and clarity.

“Where the hell have you been?” Sarah spat, her fingers curled like claws as they folded in on themselves into bony fists that he knew all too well. Those fists might have looked delicate and small, but they knew exactly where to hit a grown man to break his orbital bone.

“Hey, it’s all good,” he said, holding up his hands as though to halt her approach. “Relax a little. You look tense.” He felt a collective shudder run through the bullpen and saw more than one of the young agents looking at him with shock and awe.

They were clearly not used to people talking to Sarah in such a manner. She had done a lot of work to solidify her reputation as the boss-ass bitch of the Bureau. But she wanted Jack to come help, and he wasn’t going to pretend to be afraid of her for the sake of her subordinates.

In fact, the big brother side of him relished in the idea of embarrassing her just a bit in front of these people who feared her.

“My office, Stone,” she practically hissed through clenched teeth, pointing emphatically back at her temporary accommodations in the Bureau. “Now!”

Jack watched as she stomped toward the tiny room like Godzilla rampaging through Tokyo. He even noticed as one of the interns practically dove out of her way.

“Gee, do you think she’s mad?” he asked the gathered agents.

There was a sudden burst of laughter that eased the tension in the room. Jack gave them all a smile and a wink and walked his way casually, perhaps a little too slowly, toward Sarah’s office.

The walk was all for show. While his body was making its way around the desks of various agents who were now looking at him as though he were their last best hope for victory, his mind was still back in the car earlier that day, looking at Claire’s innocent face in the rearview mirror.

With a renewed sense of purpose, Jack returned to the FBI field office, his mind focused on the mission at hand. As he reunited with Sarah, he knew he had to protect not only the innocent children caught in the trafficking ring’s grasp but also his own daughter. He needed to keep his former life from invading his current one. That meant putting this entire affair to bed fast. His purpose felt renewed as his baby girl’s voice echoed through his head. The fight ahead was perilous, but Jack was ready to confront the shadows, no matter the cost.

He pushed open the door only to be greeted by his former partner snarling at him in the same manner that bullfighters probably became intimately familiar with before being skewered.

“Sit your stupid ass down, Stone,” Sarah snarled at him, her lip curled in annoyance as she gestured emphatically at the plain chair in front of her empty desk. “If you’re done making a fool of me, we need to find this maniac.”

Together, they resumed their investigation, poring over maps and movements, along with bits of intel coming in from snitches and informants. It was all leading to nothing. But Jack wasn’t as deflated by the experience this time around. Rather, he was fueled by a renewed sense of purpose and the knowledge that the fate of innocent lives hung in the balance.
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I
 t was so quiet that there was almost a complete absence of sound. It was like a vacuum that sought to pull the air from everyone’s lungs and leave them flash-frozen, mummified corpses floating in nothingness.

It was almost as if even the rats that scurried through the back alleys of Queens were afraid to squeak and scuttle their way toward whatever pointless direction their meaningless lives were taking.

That was exactly how Archer Troy liked it.

In his more arrogant moments, the Russian mob figurehead and overlord sometimes imagined that he was more than just a normal man. He liked to think of himself as a force of nature that transcended the common rabble. He was an otherworldly presence so feared and reviled that even bottom-feeding scavengers with no desires outside of feeding and fucking completely abandoned those mindless pursuits in abject horror of his very presence.

Of course, he wasn’t referring to the rats with that thought. His stoic, dead, single-eyed gaze looked out over the rabble and muscle that had assembled beneath him as per usual. Fearing him was maybe the single smartest decision of their meaningless lives. It was the plight of mindless goons like this to throw their weight and power behind someone of his grand vision, superior intellect, and unmatched prowess on the field of battle.

Troy relished in the silence, but he knew too much of it wasn’t going to be good for their morale. The near-hypnotic hold he had on them relied on their continued fear and respect. If that ever turned into disdain or loathing, there would be a major problem within his organization.

He learned long ago that when a man respects you, he will not betray you. He also learned that if a man fears you, he will never betray you because his fear makes him weak. However, a man who hates you would joyfully give you up at the first opportunity, even if there’s nothing in it for him. He was always on the lookout for dissension of this kind. And when he found it, that was when heads literally started to roll.

In this dimly lit garage tucked away in the heart of Queens, the atmosphere practically crackled with Troy’s malevolence. It was here that the enigmatic leader of this child trafficking project orchestrated his sinister operations, at least for now. Movement was essential to this stage of his plan. The value of the cargo they were transporting, coupled with its sheer volume, made staying in one place a danger that he couldn’t afford.

His reputation was one of terror and ruthless cunning. This was not gifted to him, nor was it something he had inherited. It was earned. It had been taken. And it had been defended dozens of times over.

Troy’s dominance over the dark underworld of crime was unquestioned. Of course, this came partly from fear. He would pluck the tongue from any man who dared to speak against him. But the majority of his power came from success. High-ranking crime figures rarely survived as long as he had, especially those who so often put themselves directly in the fray. But Troy’s longevity was as much a testament to that cunning as it was to the fearless, violent sadism that he was so known for.

He sat at a large, sleek desk adorned with maps and encrypted devices. He reached for one of the nearest reports only to find that when he set down his hand for it, his fingers came up short. He gritted his teeth in agitated fury at that. Depth perception had become a problem these last many months.

Without even meaning to, his other hand gingerly rose to the patch of leather that covered the ruined remnants of what had once been his left eye. He bit the inside of his mouth so hard he thought he might actually draw blood. That would make Troy one of only two people who had ever successfully drawn blood from his body.

The other, obviously, was the wretch who had done that to him. That sainted, sanctimonious avatar of everything Troy hated about this world was going to die someday. Unfortunately, even his numerous contacts within the United States Government were unable to crack the top-secret information that surrounded Jack Stone and his life outside of their organization.

Troy did not live with many regrets. If something occurred that displeased him, he worked to correct that issue until it inevitably went in his favor. However, the subject of Jack Stone and his continued ability to draw breath was the single greatest regret of Archer Troy’s life.

But that was fine for now. Right now, they were in a rebuilding phase. He wouldn’t be slumming it here in this disgusting city, plucking these worthless street urchins away from their weak-minded parents if things had been going as well as they had in the past.

In Russia, a common saying that he heard throughout his adolescence was that if you could make God bleed, then people would cease to believe in him. To the men who followed him, he was God. He was the father, he was the son, and he was the holy fucking spirit.

And this man, this mere mortal, this rube who thought he was doing great works within the world, had put him within inches of death.

Troy had been in tough spots before. He’d been pinned down, outgunned, outclassed even. But never, in any of those moments, no matter how bad things got, had he ever succumbed to the idea, the very notion, that he could die.

But now, whenever he laid his head down at night when he closed his one remaining eye to leave the world of the conscious behind, he found himself back in that moment. That horrifying moment as he lay on the ground, pain radiating through his face as the warm, sticky flow of blood ran in red rivulets down his neck and onto his chest.

As he lay there, life seeping from the now-empty socket splotched with the chunky, gory remnant of eye jelly, he could feel the slowing of his heart. He could feel his organs starting to shut down. He could feel the dark cloud of death crawling over his brain.

And as the Reaper had leaned down to stare him in the face, to beckon him to the hell that had always been awaiting him, Archer Troy had been afraid. He had been terrified. He had even started to second-guess decisions that had never approached any level of uncertainty before, while his life flashed before his eyes.

As the building exploded and burned around him, he barely registered that his men had thrown themselves in harm’s way in an attempt to drag him from his fate. But his life was ending. Try as they might, as fast as they could go, they would never be able to outrun the Reaper, the demon that pursued him endlessly.

Troy liked to think of himself as something of a rival to both the devil and the Grim Reaper. How pleased this apparition must’ve been then to think it was about to claim its ultimate prize. It was a defeat on every conceivable level, and just as he felt the shadow of oblivion start to creep over his face, something blossomed to life within his heart, even as it slowed to a crawl.

Hate.

At that moment, Troy felt hatred, the likes of which he had never known before. Of course, there was hatred directed at Jack Stone, the author of this nightmare. But at the same time, he was furious at the world itself for having the audacity to continue to spin on without him. And beneath it all, he was angry at himself. He believed he was better than that. To know he would die like a dog, one-eyed and terrified, stoked the furnace of his heart into such a frenzy that the inferno of his ire fueled him like a coal-burning engine of an old-time steamship.

His heart continued to beat for one reason and one reason alone.

Spite.

Those around him who thought it was his time, who thought he was going to die, were all forced to eat their words as day by day, little by little, he recovered a fraction of his strength.

The mob-employed doctors who toiled over him day and night were shocked when he rose from his bed and stood in front of them for the first time. He dressed himself and walked out of that wretched, dingy room that had been his prison for months, determined to show his men strength. He remembered the odd silence that fell over them as he stalked into their presence once more.

How many of them had rested a little easier believing that he’d never darken their doorstep again? One of them had voiced something to that effect. He’d muttered something about not believing he’d ever live to see this day.

Ten minutes later, when Troy, knuckles dripping with blood and chunks of brain, climbed off the prone and lifeless body of that blathering fool, he had retaken his place at the head of their table, both figuratively and literally.

He spent that night sitting there as the sycophants and obsessive drones that made up his followers bowed and scraped before him like the worms they were. They presented him with encouragement, gifts, food, and vodka. But to Troy’s silent horror, all of those things he’d once loved in life felt completely different after coming so close to death.

It was as though either he had changed in some unsuitable way or the world had. He found no pleasure in things anymore. The only thing he could think about was that day, that man, and how close he had come to the edge.

But he wasn’t allowed to rest on his laurels. Like all great men, he was eventually called to action. During his recovery, certain fools within his organization believed they should be running things. And they had squandered the accumulated wealth of a global criminal enterprise in a matter of months.

Archer Troy had woken up to find out that he was broke.

And that was why he found himself there, standing on the stink pile of supposed global democracy and freedom. This nation that he hated with all his heart and soul. All in service of a man who, frankly, disgusted him.

Unfortunately, he was not in a position to turn down money. So, once word of his revival had spread through the underground, offers had started to pour in. One had been entirely too large to ignore.

Ten billion American dollars, enough to set him back up on top of the world. He’d be able to finance operations in multiple countries at that point and get on with the life he lived before the incident that no one was allowed to speak of.

But the man who had hired them was the lowest form of life Troy had ever known. So detached from reality, so obsessed with his own wants and desires. And those desires were utterly horrifying.

When he had told Troy what he wanted—and what he wanted it for—in great detail, the Russian mob boss had wanted nothing more than to start hitting the man and never stop.

He had been very clear. He needed one hundred American female children between the ages of five and nine. Troy had sat there and listened as he went on passionately about the purpose of this purchase. If he hadn’t almost died from a bullet through the eye just a few months prior, this night might have been the most disturbing of his life.

But the money was too much to walk away from. He could hold his nose and do the dirty deed that needed to be done. He told himself that the fact that these were American children almost made it ironic in a very twisted sort of way.

The utopia of the world. The grand melting pot. The American experiment that would bring democracy to the entire world. The victor of the Cold War. The supposed most powerful nation in the history of this world.

If these flag-waving, gun-toting, meathead morons had only known how common a wealthy American man with these proclivities was among the underground community… How this festering disease had spread between both sides of the supposed dual-party system that signed their laws into being. How it congealed under the skin that sparkled in the glitz and glamor of Hollywood.

Troy’s client had not been the first wealthy American of renown to approach him with such a request. He was simply the only one to offer him so much money that Troy couldn’t possibly refuse.

Troy flipped through the latest operational reports compiled by some of his more literate followers. It showed the trafficking ring’s activities as it expanded its reach across Manhattan and New Jersey. Just as he’d planned, their movement gave the illusion of randomness. An operation of this size, operating this quickly, in this populated of an area was practically unheard of, particularly in this supposedly civilized corner of the world.

His one-eyed gaze swiveled toward the tablet propped on his desk. It showed surveillance footage from within the vehicle currently transporting the client’s merchandise. He kept the sound muted as he didn’t want to deal with the mewling wails of these pampered, spoiled brats. While he had nothing but disdain for the man who was purchasing them, that didn’t mean he felt anything for these whiny whelps. He was entirely ambivalent about them and whatever awaited them in their future.

They were merchandise—cargo. No different from the endless scores of heroin, black-market weapons, and cocaine his organization had smuggled past border after border on six continents. He liked to joke that once penguins got hooked on smack, he’d be able to make it a perfect seven.

Thus far, his men had done an admirable job of moving through the shadows, adding to the volume that needed to be delivered within the next week. They were making progress, but they’d need to pick up the pace if they were going to make it in time.

The client had been very particular about timing. The merchandise was to be loaded up for transport on the specified day and time. Not a minute before or after. The final leg of their journey would bring with it the highest level of risk. That was why they could leave nothing to chance. He couldn’t afford to feel anything for these innocent lives that would be sold to the highest bidder.

The corners of his lips curled downward into a dangerous, derisive sneer as he cursed this rotten job and his need for it. He wished he could bring those irresponsible and inept bastards who had torn through the organization’s funds back to life just so he could kill them again, over and over again. Each time would be a new and creative, increasingly painful demise.

But, alas, such vengeful fantasies were fit only for wives’ tales and storybooks. In this land of flesh, blood, and realism, he was limited to bringing but one death upon those who deserved far, far worse.

A sinister smile spread across his lips as he imagined such a world where people actually got what they deserved, and those like him, with real power, weren’t forced to operate in the shadows. A world that was actually fair, actually just. Where might truly made right, and a man could be free to operate however he needed to at any cost.

Troy relished the power he held over those who dared cross his path. Before the incident had occurred, he’d often cycle through their final moments before closing both of his functional eyes and sleeping the deep unencumbered rest of a man who had no doubts about himself.

But since that day, there was only one face he saw. Contorted in rage and lying in a pool of his own blood while the building around them burned. Collapsed under his own weight as the bullet which had torn out from Troy’s gun had embedded itself into his kneecap. That moment, while he watched Stone crumble in front of him, Troy felt perfect, true happiness. It was the very definition of bliss. He was untouchable, the puppet master orchestrating a malevolent dance.

He thought in that moment of his brother, shot dead by this mongrel dog. Troy didn’t have any particular love or even fondness for the man. If anything, he’d been an idiot and a liability. But it was the principle of the matter. Demetri had been his
 brother. Which meant that by killing him, Stone was insulting Troy. He had taken something from him.

And that was something absolutely no one ever did to Archer Troy.

There had only ever been one person in this world who Troy ever truly called “brother.” That had been Stone himself. When the rat bastard had infiltrated Troy’s group under deep cover and endeared himself to the organization, Troy had finally felt as though there was someone within his circle who could come close to equaling him.

For the first time ever, he didn’t feel alone. But Stone had deceived them all, humiliated him, made him look like a complete fool and weakling in front of his entire organization.

He’d called Stone “brat,” which was Russian for brother. It was something he’d never even called his own flesh and blood. He still called the son of a bitch by that moniker. But now, it had a different meaning. It was a reminder to himself that he could never trust another living soul again.

“Hey, boss,” a timid voice called out in Russian through the dimly lit room, cutting through the absolute silence with the intent of getting his attention. No one ever willingly attempted to draw his attention unless it was absolutely necessary. He wasn’t bothered with the small day-to-day nonsense. He had lieutenants to field such matters. They were the subordinates he found the least offensive.

His lone eye slowly turned toward the man. He was a faceless, bearded, husky, red-faced bear of a human being. He easily had more than a hundred pounds on Troy at a minimum. And yet, he was shaking in his boots.

Troy didn’t respond. He simply stared at the man, unreadable as the face of a mountain. Faced with the singular point of laser focus emanating from his eye, the man seemed to forget himself completely. It wasn’t until Troy raised his eyebrow ever so slightly that he remembered he was holding something in both hands.

He held it out in front of him, the papers rustling with the bustle of his terror. Without breaking his line of sight, Troy leaned over and reached out. His hand moved with the speed of a striking cobra as he snatched the folder away and pulled it onto his desk.

Flipping it open in the dim light, he started to thumb through the contents. It was a report from one of their paid snitches within FBI headquarters. He wasn’t sure if this was one they were paying, blackmailing, or threatening. At the end of the day, it didn’t matter. Greed, fear, and shame were all powerful motivators.

He continued to read through the reports. The first few focused on the aftermath of the trap he’d set for them. He smirked ever so slightly at the memory. It had been a calculated risk showing his face once again. But it was time. A statement had to be made. He’d let the so-called intelligence communities of the so-called civilized world believe that he was dead for far too long.

Posing for one of their drones and then leading them helplessly into a trap was the most fun he’d had since he had two functional eyes. Flipping the page, he saw something else, a photo that gave him immediate pause. It was a woman he recognized well.

“Sarah fucking Fagan,” he said, shaking his head. He’d heard she was a Fed now. And it seemed as though she had become the agent in charge of hunting him down. Apparently, she was the closest thing they had to an expert at tracking him. If that were the case, this was going to be all too easy.

He flipped to the next page and froze. His eye narrowed as he peered closer at the page. It was almost as though he didn’t trust his vision. It was like the depth perception situation all over again. To say that he’d suddenly stumbled upon something unexpected was the understatement of the millennium. But it couldn’t be. He couldn’t possibly be that lucky. The universe had never been this kind to him.

But as he read it again and again, there was no denying it. There it was, in black and white, in all of its unredacted glory. The FBI had brought in a specialist to consult on this case. A local, retired government agent whose past was confidential beyond top secret. A man who had moved to the area to be closer to his family. An ex-wife and six-year-old daughter.

This specialist provided invaluable information on the individual specified as priority target one based on a wealth of personal experience. Troy knew enough about how the Bureau operated to know that he was priority target one. His one good eye locked onto the next page. It contained the name of that specialist, and a photograph of him, standing tall on two working legs, addressing a room full of special agents with his little shitbag sidekick, Sarah Fagan, right behind him.

Jack Stone.

The memories of every monumental and bloody past clash tore through his mind like a reel of violence. Jack Stone, the man who had robbed him of an eye, the man who had embarrassed him, shamed him, nearly killed him. He was here, and he was a civilian now. No more heavy-duty government protection. No more secreting, confidential movements. No more high-tech, state-of-the-art weapons.

Just a man. A simple man. A father.

That was interesting news, for sure. His great and worthy opponent was a daddy? He would never have guessed. He’d always assumed that Stone was married to his job like any good Captain America-type flag-bearing dog.

He leaned back in his chair, his mind racing with thoughts of vengeance. This job had felt like such a burden. It had been an annoyance born of irritating necessity. But now… Now it was something else entirely.

It was an opportunity. It was vindication. It was a call for vengeance, and it would become the scene of his greatest victory. A victory that would wipe the stain of his earlier defeat off the map once and for all. He stared down at the photo of Stone, standing there looking none the worse for wear, not having to wear the shame of that day loudly on the outside as Troy did.

Stone’s involvement with the FBI made his blood boil with rage. The absolute unabashed nerve and arrogance of this man. He’d retired, according to this report. He’d gotten out. He was attempting to reconnect with whatever semblance of family he had left.

And he was putting all of that at risk; for what? For the chance to take out Troy? Was he truly as obsessive as Troy in this regard? Did he burn with that same hatred in his heart? Part of Troy hoped so. It would make what was about to happen a lot more engaging.

He’d spent years evading this relentless government operative, always staying just a half step ahead of him. Stone had come close so many times, closer than anyone else ever had throughout his long and bloody history. But now the game was afoot once again.

Troy felt a sense of excited, sadistic glee pumping through his veins. This was the closest to Stone he’d ever been, and for once, he had the drop on his old rival. What’s more, Troy was coming in hot, armed with weapons he’d never even dreamed of before.

In the past, he’d come at his arch nemesis with guns and knives and bombs, really all manner of things that explode and pierce. In the past, he’d attacked with the intention of driving a blade through Jack Stone’s heart.

This time, however, he would still be attacking the heart, only in a much different way. Troy looked down at the report on the desk, and his tongue absentmindedly snaked out from between his lips to lap over them. It was as though he could taste the delicious vengeance coming his way.

“Bring me everything you have on Jack Stone,” Troy demanded, his voice laced with venom as he addressed his underlings.

At his sudden command, the entire room came alive. It was possible that someone who had just walked into the room without knowing anything about this organization might have believed that the dozen or so men piled into the space were manikins or possibly asleep. But that wasn’t true. It could be that some were paralyzed but not in the way that medical professionals would diagnose.

They were paralyzed by fear. Fear of him, fear of failing him, fear of what he would do if his anger turned to one of them.

It was funny to Troy because he was incapable of being angry enough with any of these men to feel the fires of hate scorching the inside chambers of his heart the way it did whenever he thought about Jack Stone. And now, this monumental pain who had chased him all over creation was at his most vulnerable.

If these men thought he was scary now, how would they come to look at him after seeing the horrors that he was planning to enact on Jack Stone and his family?

The gathered mobsters scrambled to comply with his orders, pulling up files and dossiers on the man who had been a thorn in Troy’s side. Over the years, Troy had gone to great lengths to compile any and all information that he could bring to light about this man. It was all frustratingly confidential, held at the highest levels of the US Government, where his reach was sadly lacking. But now he could take the information he had here, information about where he lived, information about his family, and compare it to everything that he knew already.

Troy sat back down and delved deeper into the details. He’d pored over most of these files one hundred times over. He knew them line by line, like a long-time Broadway performer who lived, slept, ate, and breathed his role. But all of it resonated differently in his head now. Stone had found a new purpose in life—his daughter. That information fueled the fires of Troy’s malevolence, and a wicked grin crept across his face.

He wanted all of his men to see the wheels turning, wanted them to know that when pushed to this end, there was no limit to where he was willing to go.

“If Stone wants to get involved, then we’ll make sure he gets a front-row seat,” Troy sneered, his voice low and menacing. “I want every bit of information you can gather on this woman and this child. I want to know where they go, I want to know what they see, I want to know what route they take to get to whatever mundane tasks they have to accomplish through their mundane suburban lives. And once you bring me this information, you go hunting.”

It was true that Archer Troy had nothing but contempt for the job that they were being hired to do. However, since they were already here and already being paid to handle this less-than-desirable task, why not inject a little personal vendetta to keep things interesting?

Stone was going to feel an eternity of heartache and agony for every second in which Archer Troy had thought that he might die. The fear that Troy had felt on that day, lying in a pool of his own blood, would be nothing compared to the fear that Jack Stone was going to experience. The death of Jack Stone would be the end of this grand encounter. But the death of Jack Stone’s heart, mind, and soul would come long before his heart stopped beating.

After all, Troy was well aware of why his client wanted these children. He knew far too much about this insidious man and his plans for all this captured innocence. It seemed only fitting that since Jack Stone saw fit to inject himself into this investigation, to try to uncover this plot, that he learned exactly what was going to happen.

And as he learned every gory and incomprehensible detail, he would feel the unspeakable and unshakable horror of knowing that every one of these horrific, atrocious, unthinkable acts was being performed on his daughter.

As the darkness of night enveloped the city, Archer Troy’s menacing presence festered within the city like a spreading cancer. The shadows seemed to dance to his tune, knowing he held the power to manipulate and destroy.

With every passing moment, Troy’s malevolence intensified. He envisioned the fear in Stone’s eyes when he learned that his child’s life hung in the balance. The thought sent shivers of delight down his spine. His heart pounded with anticipation, for he knew that the great Jack Stone would soon realize the depth of his mistake in crossing paths with Archer Troy. The enigmatic puppet master reveled in the thought of their impending confrontation.

As dawn approached, the garage remained a hive of clandestine activity. Troy hadn’t slept one bit. He was far too excited at the prospect of finally sinking his teeth into vengeance.

With the city waking to a new day, Archer Troy’s reign of terror was poised to reach a chilling climax. As he basked in the thrill of his scheme, he couldn’t help but revel in the thought of the terror he would soon unleash upon the man who had dared to cross him.

And if this wretched city burned along with him, well, that could be chalked up as an acceptable loss.
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T
 he first rays of the dawn sun cast a warm and reassuring glow over the desolate park where Jack and Sarah had set up their stakeout.

It had been three long, excruciating days of nothing. Three days of chasing down dead end after dead end. But Jack had known this kind of frustration before. While others in the task force banged on their desks or threw things when another potential lead source dried out, Jack took it in stride.

It wasn’t because he didn’t feel compassion for the plight of the children who’d been taken. It also wasn’t because he was bored or disinterested in the case itself. It was because he knew the man they were hunting. He understood what it was to chase after Archer Troy.

He was a silken snake, a master escape artist who was always thinking one step ahead. In order to catch even a glimpse of the man, you had to either be really lucky, or he had to be having an extraordinarily bad day. But over the years, Jack had been luckier than anyone else who attempted to track Troy down. Either that or Troy just happened to have a series of extraordinarily bad days whenever Jack Stone was around.

All they needed to do was stay the course. They needed to chase down every lead, no matter how insignificant it might have seemed. He found in his experience that often, the most seemingly insignificant bits of information that came in on Troy were, in actuality, the threads that would eventually lead to one of his plots unraveling.

Whenever one of the agents was ready to roll their eyes at a potential informant or toss away a lead that didn’t seem legit, it was always Jack who came up behind them, took the file, and followed up on it himself.

That was how they’d ended up here.

An informant claiming knowledge of the situation had come to them. He hadn’t been able to explain how he knew what was going down or why he was coming forward with it. But he seemed one hundred percent sure that something pertaining to this child trafficking ring and Archer Troy was happening in this very park this very morning.

The other agents had thrown up their hands, ready to toss the guy out into the street. After all, he couldn’t even tell them if Troy’s men were after specific targets or if this was just their hunting ground for the day. All he knew, all that he would say, was that something was going down in that park sometime in the next three days and they needed to be there. That was enough for Jack. He’d accomplished more when pursuing Troy in the past with less.

Jack adjusted the collar of his dark jacket, seated in the driver’s seat of a large, inconspicuous unmarked SUV. His eyes scanned the park with the trained precision of a seasoned operative. Beside him, Sarah focused her attention on the surveillance equipment. Her sharp gaze flickered between screens, scanning live footage from a number of bugs and tiny, discreet cameras her team had set up around the surrounding area. No one was walking through this park without their knowing about it.

“You sure about this tip, Stone?” Sarah asked, her voice low. “I really hope you know what you’re doing on this one…”

“I don’t know,” Jack admitted. “It could be total crap, but it’s the best we’ve got so far. Something could be happening here today, or maybe he wants us here for some reason. But if he thinks he’s gonna get the drop on me, on us, on the cavalry, he has another think coming.”

“You know, you didn’t need to come on the stakeout with me,” Sarah said, tearing her eyes away from the screen to look over at her friend. “I was serious about not putting you back in the field. I told you it wasn’t expected of you. You didn’t have to do this. So, I have to ask you, Stone, what the hell are you doing here?”

“Something’s going on here, Sarah,” Jack said. “I can feel it in my bones. Even if this guy is playing us, he has some connection to what’s going on.” This was all just a rehash of what he had just said. It didn’t answer Sarah’s question in any way, shape, or form, and she wasn’t about to let him get away with it.

“Yes, you mentioned that,” Sarah said, lifting up a thermos filled with hot coffee, unscrewing the cap, and pouring a hefty amount into a cup. “But again, no one expected you to come along on this. So, what the hell are you doing, Stone?”

Jack shrugged. “Going where needed.” He could feel Sarah’s eyes on him. Despite that, he kept looking straight out through the car windshield. He was hoping to just wait her out, to outlast her patience. Of course, he should have known who he was dealing with.

“I promised you that you weren’t going to see action on this one,” Sarah said, looking at him very seriously now. “You told me Claire was your first priority in all of this and that you weren’t going to get directly involved. So, what’s going to happen if this is another one of those situations where he’s luring us into a trap? What if this is the shipping container all over again? What if this is the mission you don’t come home from, Stone? What am I supposed to tell Eve? What am I supposed to tell Claire?”

“Wait,” he said. “Why are you the one who gets to live in this scenario?”

“I’m being serious here,” she said, shaking her head sadly.

Jack could see the wheels turning in her head. He could watch the scenario play out on her face. For some reason, she had let her normally very carefully constructed guard down.

“You’re my responsibility here, jackass,” she spat at him, though her voice was lacking in any actual anger.

“Well, that was a pretty creative one there, Fagan,” he said with a low whistle. “Maybe you and the guys I went to kindergarten with can get together and compare notes.” He finally turned away from the windshield and looked directly into her face. “I’ve never needed you to protect me before, just like you’ve never needed me to protect you.”

“All right,” Sarah said, literally throwing up her hands and shaking her head before allowing her palms to rest on her thighs. “I just want the record to show that I tried to talk you out of this.”

“I know what I’m doing here,” he said, with more than a bit of defensiveness in his voice. “In fact, I know what I’m doing here better than just about anyone else on this team of yours.”

“All right, I’m dropping it, Stone,” she said, now backtracking on her earlier anger. “Let the record show that I’m officially dropping it. Changing the subject, you talked a really big game about everything going on with Eve and Claire the other day. I noticed the last couple of days, you’ve seemed happier. It seemed like, I don’t know, maybe things are starting to go better with that?”

“Things are going well,” he said, nodding in agreement.

That was true. He was talking to Claire on the phone practically every day. Eve was being more lenient in allowing them contact. It felt as though he was finally getting everything he’d always wanted.

So, why, then, was Sarah’s question eating into his soul and heart the way it was? What was he actually doing there? Why was he risking everything to come on this mission? Why was he doing the one thing that he promised himself he wasn’t going to do?

He managed to do a bang-up job of keeping his involvement with the FBI and their ongoing investigation a secret from his ex-wife and daughter. So, what was this? Was he trying to get caught? Was he wrapped up in the thrill of the fight again? Was he actually putting this mission above his relationship with his daughter?

Of course, he knew that wasn’t the case. It was just his anxious mind pulling on strings that Sarah had loosened. He wasn’t here in spite of his connection with his daughter. He was here because of his connection with his daughter.

“You know, I can’t stop thinking about that dad,” Jack said, looking down at the steering wheel and shaking his head at the memory.

“What dad?” Sarah asked him.

“The one you showed me from Newark,” Jack said. “You told me his name was Jonathan Wilmore.”

“Wow, good memory,” Sarah remarked with a nod of her head.

“Yeah, well, even if remembering things wasn’t part of my resume skill set, that wasn’t a story I was going to forget anytime soon.” Jack was telling the God’s honest truth now. Since coming aboard on this investigation, he thought back on Jonathan Wilmore quite a bit.

He thought about how terrified that poor man must’ve been. He thought about how valiantly he had fought to protect his daughter. He had known he didn’t have a chance against two big, burly Russian thugs. But still, he had thrown himself at them and tried to resist for the sake of his child. When it would’ve been so easy to just lay down and die, he fought to keep his heart beating.

Of course, Jack would’ve fought with every fiber of his being to keep his own daughter safe. And perhaps he saw a bit of himself in Jonathan from that night, imprinting on the story and imagining himself in that scenario. Sure, he had skills that most normal New Jersey dads didn’t. But the training he endured hadn’t made him brave. It was love and compassion and a desire to protect those he cared about that urged him to move on, to take another step, to fight the good fight.

In essence, the training he had gone through had truly been nothing. It had forged his body into a lethal weapon. He had learned countless foreign languages and enhanced interrogation skills. Those were all useful skills to have in his line of work. But a coward with those skills would still be a coward. They might still turn tail and run at the first sign of danger.

More than anything, Jonathan’s story made Jack reflect on the concept of strength. He asked himself countless times if, put in that same position, with the same skill set as Jonathan Wilmore, would he have had the courage to fight?

As Claire’s angelic smile flashed through his mind’s eye, Jack knew the answer to this question.

Absolutely.

He might not have the training, but Jonathan was a fighter, like him. They were fathers; they were brave, and they were willing to fight for those they loved.

The ongoing threat of Troy and his men in this child kidnapping ring of theirs that was terrorizing New York and New Jersey represented a clear and present danger to all children around Claire’s age.

So, if he stuck to his laurels and refused to go on missions because of a selfish promise he had made, was he actually being a coward? Was he putting his daughter’s life in danger by refusing to act for her?

“His story really moved me,” Jack said, realizing Sarah was still waiting for a response.

“If it’s any consolation. I’ve heard he’s doing better now,” she said with a shrug.

“Not really,” Jack responded, unsure of what this news was supposed to elicit in him. “Because at the end of the day, I know he’s not doing anywhere near as well as you say.”

Sarah blinked in surprise. “You think that I’m lying to you about a witness in this investigation?” Sarah asked, as though the very concept was absurd.

“Of course not,” Jack said, rolling his eyes at just how little his dear old friend seemed to understand the mindset of this man. “I just know that someone like that, who fought the way he fought, is never going to be ‘well’ until his daughter is returned and placed in his arms.”

“Ah,” Sarah said with a slow nod, finally seeming to connect the dots and comprehend the message behind his words.

“I just want to make things right for the Jonathan Wilmores of the world,” Jack admitted. “I want to make sure they don’t lose what they’re fighting for. And I want to make sure this dark cloud never hangs over my house.”

Sarah placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “You will, Stone. I’ve known you a very long time, and I know once you put your mind to an investigation, it starts to see results. And don’t worry. We’re going to nail that bastard to the wall long before he has any idea you’re even involved. This darkness that we’re chasing? It’s not going to follow you home, Jack. I won’t let that happen.”

Jack offered her a small smile, grateful for her support. “Thanks, Fagan. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“You’d have died in Bangladesh,” she said with a knowing smirk.

“All right, you got me on that one,” he said with a laugh, trying and failing to suppress memories of that particular bloodbath. Instead, his thoughts drifted once more to Jonathan.

Jonathan Wilmore had been forced to face Troy’s men by himself, in the dark, with no weapons. Jack’s fight was going to be infinitely easier. Not only was he skilled to the point of being considered a deadly weapon made of human flesh, but he had one of the most dangerous women on the planet sitting beside him. They were the cavalry, and no force on Earth stood a chance against them.

As they waited in the brightening morning, memories of their old missions flooded back, despite Jack’s best intentions. Though Bangladesh was not one of the missions he tended to look back on fondly, they had faced some pretty heinous odds and come out side by side. They had been through so much together, and Sarah had always been the one he could rely on, both as a partner and as a friend.

“Remember that mission in Cairo?” Sarah’s voice brought him back to the present with yet another trip down memory lane. “You were so convinced the target was innocent, but you couldn’t prove it. I had your back, though, and we got the evidence we needed to clear his name.”

Jack chuckled softly, a hint of nostalgia in his eyes. “Yeah, you saved my ass that day, too.”

“Oh, I haven’t forgotten,” Sarah said with a wink.

“Really?” Jack asked, an eyebrow raised in amusement. “You’ve been keeping score, then?”

“Have you not been?” Sarah asked incredulously.

“No, I can’t say that I have,” he admitted. “

“Oh,” Sarah said with a little concealed snort. “Well, take it from me; I’m ahead on points.”

“Really?” Jack asked with a genuinely amused scoff. “I’m supposed to take your word for it? You? The one who cheats at freaking UNO?”

“Seriously?” Sarah asked, throwing her arms up in the air. “You’re still on about that?”

“How does someone get dealt an entire hand of draw four wildcards?” he asked, his eyes narrowing accusingly as he thought back to that frustrating night.

“It was just a whole lot of dumb luck,” Sarah said. “I will say it was pretty fun to watch you pick up all those cards, though.”

Jack crossed his arms over his chest and grumbled to himself. They continued to chat and trade war stories, arguing over who saved who on countless occasions. As they continued to talk, the sun made its upward trajectory, moving east to west. Eventually, despite the engaging conversation, Jack realized it was likely time for Claire to start heading toward camp.

He wished he could have been there to take her today. Eve had added him to her preferred drop-off and pick up list, and Claire had been asking him every day if he was going to bring her again. However, despite their newfound politeness, he wasn’t trying to push his luck with Eve. Besides, though he would not admit this out loud to anyone who might even potentially speak to his ex-wife at some point in their lives, his mornings had been filled with Bureau work.

“Did we talk about Hong Kong yet?” Sarah asked him, a knowing grin sliding slyly over her face. “Or Singapore?”

“No, and we definitely don’t need to,” Jack replied, a crimson hue spreading over his cheeks.

“Once upon a time,” Sarah started to say, with a wicked smile on her face, “before agent Jack Stone was a married man…”

“Wait!” Jack hissed as hurried movement started to creep into view.

Jack and Sarah tensed, their senses on high alert. They saw a figure moving stealthily through the park, and it seemed as though it was holding something small in its arms. That something small happened to be struggling as the figure weaved its way around all the soccer moms and play dates that were starting to populate the park.

“Is that… a child?” Sarah whispered, her heart racing.

Jack nodded, his instincts kicking in. “Let’s move!”

They both sprang into action, leaping out of the car effortlessly while silently closing the distance between them and the figure within seconds. As they got closer, they saw the person was indeed carrying a child, and it looked like they were trying to move away from the park quickly.

“Hey!” Jack called out in a commanding tone, his hand resting on the concealed weapon holstered at his side.

The figure turned to face them, and Jack could see fear in the eyes of what looked to be a young man. He was tall and thin, maybe sixteen by the looks of him. He was African American and carrying a small bundle in his arms that appeared to be squirming. The boy’s eyes instantly fell to Jack’s waist as he was reaching underneath his shirt for his gun.

“Please, don’t hurt me,” he stammered, falling back onto the sidewalk as children and mothers alike all screamed in horror. He looked up at Jack as though he were the Grim Reaper himself.

Jack had noticed the way the young man had fallen. He had purposely taken the brunt of the impact, shielding the child he was carrying so as not to injure him. Those weren’t the actions of a heartless child trafficker in the employ of Archer Troy.

“I’m just trying to get my little brother home,” he insisted.

Jack and Sarah exchanged puzzled glances before looking back down at the young man. Upon further examination, he was a lot younger than they had originally taken him for.

“Your little brother?” Sarah asked.

The young man nodded, revealing a tear-streaked face. By Jack’s estimation, he couldn’t have been any more than thirteen or fourteen. The young man in his arms clutched at him as though he could somehow offer protection against Jack’s gun. The child trusted this boy. It was familial trust.

“Yeah, he wandered off while we were playing, and I was trying to bring him back to our parents.”

Jack’s mouth hung open in disbelief. It was clear from the sincerity in his voice that this really was just a kid trying to move with his brother through a park. He was telling the truth. Jack holstered his weapon and took a step back, cursing his stupidity. The little boy in the young man’s arms was looking up at Jack now, as though he were the bogeyman. That fear stole Jack’s breath.

He felt sick to his stomach. Jack had been so sure that something was happening, so eager to move on any lead for the Jonathan Wilmore’s of the world. And he had dragged Sarah along for the ride.

“Sorry, kid,” Jack said, slowly holstering his weapon once again. “We thought… Never mind. You’re free to go.”

Relief washed over the young man’s face as he realized he wasn’t about to be murdered on the sidewalk. He quickly turned to leave with his little brother safely in his arms.

As they watched the siblings run from the park, Jack couldn’t shake the frustration. “The morning is almost over and nothing has happened for the third day in a row. I mean, you have the chance for some kind of trap. But unless Troy was trying to bait us into murdering a teenager, I don’t see what the endgame is. Maybe we really are working on bad information and I was just too blind to see it. Or maybe I was seeing what I wanted to see. Looks like your agents were right. This tip wasn’t reliable.”

Sarah nodded, understanding his frustration. “Hey, it’s not the first time we’ve followed up on a bad lead and ended up wasting a few mornings. We’ll keep digging, Stone. We’ll find the right path here.”

Jack appreciated Sarah’s optimism, but he couldn’t get over the feeling that they were running out of time. Had he been so desperate to close this case, to find Jonathan Wilmore’s daughter and all the other children before it was too late. He felt an obsessive need to apprehend Troy and take him off the board before the stain of his evil washed over Jack’s home life.

Claire’s life was at stake, however indirectly. That meant Jack needed to be there for her, even if it meant putting himself in danger. He had made the right call to go back out to the field. He wasn’t feeling guilt about it anymore. However, there was a lot of lingering anxiety that he might get found out and his relationship with Claire would suffer in the long term. But he knew he had made the right choice.

He just had to keep telling himself that.

“We’ll figure this out, Jack,” Sarah reassured him, sensing his inner turmoil.

She’d seen that anxiety, depression, and feeling of general helplessness rise in him many times. At that point, she was probably more of an expert in his mood swings than Eve. He supposed it was a good thing he was out here with Sarah and not one of the rookie agents who might stare at him as though he had three heads.

Jack took a deep breath, trying to push aside his fears and doubts. “You’re right, Fagan. Let’s regroup and keep going.”

As they resumed their stakeout, walking back to the car and preparing to reorient themselves, Jack’s resolve was intensifying with each step. He was doing the right thing. He had to just keep telling himself that. He was doing the right thing, but hopefully, this good deed would not end up punishing him, as so many others had over the years.
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T
 he sun had just started to dip below the horizon, casting a warm orange glow over the streets of Westfield. Eve navigated the tail end of rush hour to drive Claire home from day camp. Claire’s animated chatter filled the car as she excitedly recounted her day’s adventures.

“Mommy, you won’t believe what happened at camp today!” Claire’s eyes sparkled with joy as she spoke.

Eve smiled, relishing these precious moments with her daughter. Their lives had become infinitely more complicated in recent months, which was not necessarily a bad thing. The re-emergence of Jack as a figure in their daughter’s life had at first unnerved her. But, at least so far, he had been as good as his word and better.

For all of Claire’s life up to that point, Eve had considered herself a single mother. That was true even when she was married to Jack. While she certainly hadn’t been single from an emotional or legal standpoint, the duties of parenthood had all fallen on her shoulders solely. Jack couldn’t run carpools, organize play dates, and attend parent-teacher conferences while dodging bullets somewhere in the Sahara.

It was hard work. At times she had even considered it bitter work. But, in moments like this, when it was just her and Claire alone in the car, Eve would reflect on how she cherished every opportunity to connect with her daughter. It intensified her desire to be a positive source of inspiration in Claire’s life and remain the best parent she could be.

“Tell me all about it, sweetie,” Eve encouraged, glancing at Claire through the rearview mirror.

Claire’s face lit up as her mother gave her permission to launch into one of her excitable yet long-winded tales. Honestly, Eve lived for these stories. She always found it fascinating to see how Claire’s personality had developed and evolved over the years from nothing. What was essentially a blank slate that came into this world, kicking and screaming, eventually developed its own sense of humor, its own interests, and its own communication style.

For Claire, her communication style could be described as excited and long-winded. The girl loved to tell stories. And sometimes, when the rigors of Eve’s law practice bore her down, she might not have been as receptive to a rousing tale about which kids preferred grape jelly to strawberry jam in her class. But whenever she felt her jaw start to tighten, Eve reminded herself that someday her daughter would be grown-up. At that time, she’d likely mature out of these long-winded rants and Eve would find herself nostalgic for these moments.

So, with an abundance of love in her heart, Eve patiently listened as Claire launched into a delightful tale of friendship, fun games, and new discoveries. This camp had been one of the most wonderful experiences in her daughter’s young life. She had truly come out of her shell among the kids, counselors, and activities. Every day seemed to bring a new adventure, a new potential hobby, a new lesson learned.

Eve listened intently, captivated by her daughter’s enthusiasm. The passion with which she spoke at just six years old had often amazed Eve. She sometimes wondered if other six-year-olds were as chatty and descriptive as her Claire. She’d never wanted to ask any of the other moms or dads about it. She was afraid that if they said no, they might think she was bragging about how amazing her kid was.

Of course, her kid was pretty freaking amazing.

As they approached a red light, the sole of her stylish black pump pressed down on the brake, bringing the car to a stop. While Claire showed no signs of slowing down or even taking a breath, Eve’s mind wandered to Jack.

That wasn’t new. Over the last several days, she’d found her mind wandering to Jack on many such occasions. Not all of those instances were filled with the usual flash of negativity. In fact, more often than not over the last week, she’d actually started to respect the dedication and sincerity of Jack’s desire to reestablish himself in Claire’s life.

Any admiration she might have felt for Jack went only as far as it pertained to their daughter. They had been through too much together ever to treat each other like strangers. There would always be familiarity in their interactions. But the time for their love had long since come and gone.

Before he came home, Eve wondered if there would be any lingering romantic spark the first time their eyes met. She wondered if she would look into his chiseled face, his azure eyes, and find that spark of danger that ignited her heart as a young woman. Would that same passion and romantic energy spark to life in her once more?

There had been absolutely none of that. The moment she saw him, Eve was entirely convinced that whatever smoldering embers of their once-great passion had died out long ago. However, she was grateful for the experiences they’d shared together. Every touch, every kiss, every date, and even every argument or heartbreak had led them to one undeniable and utterly wonderful reality.

It had given them their daughter.

The morning Jack had shown up on her doorstep and offered to take Claire to camp had been a transformative day. She was so used to shouldering the burden while Jack was off elsewhere. That was not to say he wasn’t doing good work. It wasn’t as though he were drinking himself under the table or blowing his life savings down in Atlantic City.

He was far from a deadbeat dad. Was he an absentee father? Sure. By definition, he certainly was. But he wasn’t one of those irresponsible layabouts who would shirk the responsibilities of fatherhood for some selfish desire. It was exactly the opposite. It just so happened that the man she’d chosen, the man she’d procreated with, had more responsibilities than any other man she could have ever met.

They had been through so much together, and despite their long, storied, tumultuous history, that morning had shown her that Jack desperately wanted to become more involved in Claire’s life.

But promises were easily made, and she’d heard many of them pass through his lips many times. Actions spoke louder, and if Jack Stone was anything, he was a man of action. He’d been home for eight full months, starting to push on nine. At no point in the last decade-plus had Jack given her nine consecutive months of time and dedication. That included the nine-month period when she was pregnant with their child.

This was certainly something. She considered it a good start to something potentially wonderful. And for one blissful moment, Eve began to believe that perhaps her ex-husband could finally put those responsibilities he’d shouldered for so long onto someone else, someone younger.

Perhaps it was that person’s turn to fight the good fight. Jack had earned an honorable retirement. He’d done so much for so many. He’d earned the right to happiness a thousand times over. He just needed to put that life behind him once and for all, and for the first time, Eve had started to believe that he was.

Eve stared ahead at the red light, half listening to Claire continue on about how huge the pool was at the camp. Eve’s eyes started to scan the people bustling through the busy downtown shopping center.

She was never entirely sure what Jack had done while overseas. She wasn’t even sure that he would tell her the truth if she asked. She heard him call himself a “preventer” once before. He’d said that meant that he stopped catastrophic events from ever happening.

They had a standing agreement that it wasn’t something to be discussed. Whatever it was, she knew it was violent, bloody, and entirely necessary to safeguard future generations of Americans. It was entirely possible as well that every single person she was currently looking at owed their lives to her ex-husband.

Of course, it seemed as though the true heroes were destined to always go unsung. Jack Stone was a name that people would live their whole lives without knowing. The bitter irony of the universe was that the only reason they were able to live those lives was because that man stood up and did what was right for his country.

Eve decided at that moment, once she got home, she was going to give Jack a call. They needed to sit down and work out some details. It was time for him to have more visitation with their daughter, time for him to pitch in and help out more the way she knew he wanted to. It was time for her to swallow her pride and accept the fact that what she had wished for for so many years had finally come to pass.

This fairytale ending was too late for her and Jack, but it wasn’t too late for Jack and Claire. And that was a good thing. It might be nice for the three of them to do something together once in a while. That might be something they needed to build up to, but it could be beneficial for all involved. It would be good for Claire to see her parents getting along.

But even so, she thought it was time for Jack to take Claire one night a week for dinner. And perhaps they could even work something out where she might be able to spend one or two weekends a month at Jack’s apartment. Of course, Eve would have to go there first to inspect it to make sure it was in tip-top shape. She had every reason to believe that it would be. When you dated and married a highly skilled government operative, it was a given that they knew how to handle firearms safely, store them, and keep a neat home with a strong organizational paradigm.

The more she thought about it, the more right it felt. She didn’t regret the fact that she had been so cautious in taking this step. It was a big move for all involved. She needed to be one hundred percent sure before allowing Claire to open herself emotionally on such a level.

For once, this was a phone call to Jack that she was looking forward to. She knew the happiness he would experience was going to be monumental. Eve was glad she got to be the one to deliver the good news. After all, she needed a win, too, here and there.

A loud bang on the outside of the car drew her attention, pulling her from her thoughts and even causing Claire to stop mid-sentence. The child strained her neck from her booster seat to peer out the window.

The light had turned green, and the cars ahead of them had started to pull out. But right away, the sound of screeching tires had jolted Eve back to reality, pulling her from her positive thoughts regarding this family situation. She wasn’t sure why, but something was placing her in a state of high alert.

Her heart raced as she glanced ahead, wondering if there had been some kind of fender bender. In a small town like this, that was typical. But still, her husband and daughter didn’t have a monopoly on anxiety. Eve started to look around, trying to make sense of the commotion.

They came out of nowhere, emerging from the shadows between vehicles like the four Horsemen of the Apocalypse riding in to ensure the end of days. They were the largest men she had personally ever seen, with long, dark hair and matching beards. Their eyes sat in wide faces, utterly devoid of emotion. They didn’t look mean or rageful. They certainly didn’t look happy or compassionate, either. They just looked like nothing. As though they were manikins or robots given life, stalking endlessly through the road, mindlessly shuffling to one all-important destination. The way they moved unnerved Eve. They came ever forward with such assurance, as though no force of nature or man could stop them from getting to where they were going. Eve certainly wasn’t going to try.

“Mama, who are those men?” Claire asked, having just noticed them through the windshield.

“I don’t know, baby,” Eve responded, trying to keep her voice level, trying to remain calm and not give into an overwhelming feeling of dread welling up inside of her.

It was possible the men had no ill intent. It was possible they had nothing to do with Eve or Claire. It was entirely possible they were just going to pass by the car and continue on their way.

It was entirely possible. But it wasn’t the reality of this particular situation.

Eve wasn’t sure how she knew, but she just knew. Call it motherly intuition or some form of precognition, but deep in her heart of hearts, Eve felt the looming darkness like a black storm cloud floating overhead.

She was suddenly overcome with the urge to slam her foot down on the accelerator, to speed away, not caring if she bowled through these men as long as it meant she was able to get away from them. Unfortunately, she was still penned in by the other cars around her. Completely trapped. It was almost as though she had wandered headlong into some kind of trap set for her specifically.

She kept telling herself that was absurd. A rational part of her mind that was trying to remain calm throughout this ordeal was whispering reassurance that she was not the center of the universe and that this traffic pile-up had nothing to do with her.

But then, the head of one of the four swiveled in her direction. Instantly, the other three followed suit. Before long, all four of them had shifted their focus directly to her. And then, to her horror, they began to move together as one converging on the car, converging on Claire and Eve from all sides.

“Mama?” Claire asked, as though she didn’t need to actually voice her question aloud.

Eve knew what she wanted. She was looking at her mother for assurance. She was scared, and much like when she had a bad dream or thought there was a monster under her bed, she ran to her mother in the hopes that she would tell her there was no such thing as monsters. That she would tell her the visions in her head were all just cooked up by her mind. That none of them are real, and none of them could hurt her.

Of course, the definition of a monster could be widely varied.

Within seconds, the four of them had reached the car. Each stood before one of the four doors. They were boxing them in, ensuring they had nowhere to go. Escape was not an option.

Before Eve could react, the largest of the men, who just happened to be the one standing right outside the driver’s door, suddenly and violently lashed out. A heavily muscled, tattooed arm struck the driver’s window. The glass never stood a chance.

Both Claire and Eve let out a horrified scream as the crashing, cracking implosion of the barrier that stood between them and the stoic golems in silent vigil outside their vehicle signaled the very real and present danger they were in. Without hesitation, the man reached inside. Eve bent away from him as best she could. The restraint of her seatbelt still holding her in place.

Claire was screaming nonstop, calling for help, calling for Eve to do something. But there was nothing to do. There was nothing Eve could do. But she also couldn’t just do nothing.

“What do you want?” she shrieked up at the man as he fumbled around in the car door, looking for the latch that would open it. “Just take the car! Please, just take it, and leave us alone!”

The man’s thick, sausage-like fingers grabbed the interior handle. However, he didn’t pull on it right away. He paused and looked down at Eve as though she were some inconsequential curiosity.

In the wake of his silent appraisal, even Claire’s screaming stopped. Eve tried to yell, but nothing happened. She pulled air into her lungs, trying to suck it down through her mouth and nose. But it was as though her body had forgotten how to function.

“I do not want your car,” he said in a Russian accent so thick it almost belonged in a movie.

Eve was confused. He didn’t want the car. If it wasn’t a carjacking, what exactly did these men want?

Eve’s eyes suddenly darted to the rearview mirror. She looked back at Claire, who could no longer move, no longer make a sound. Her mouth hung open in silent horror. Perhaps it was her motherly intuition kicking in once more, but in a sudden crash of realization, she understood what they wanted.

She had seen the news. She’d heard about the disappearances that plagued the surrounding areas. Children, girls of a certain age, vanishing. Many of them torn away from the side of their parents.

“No” Eve screamed, and suddenly she could move again. She threw her arms up, fingers curled like the talons of a bird of prey. She lashed out with her nails, her fists, her forearms, her elbows, anything that might stop this inevitable horror from coming to pass.

She might as well have been hitting him with the balloon. He had no reaction to her onslaught. Eve was quickly exhausting herself, heaving herself at this man with everything she was worth. She no longer thought in words, just emotions and reflexive actions. Every cell of her body was functioning now with a single-minded desire to protect the precious innocence that sat in the back seat.

He wouldn’t get her. Not while Eve still drew a breath. He would have to kill her first, after fighting her until there was nothing left in her lungs, until her heart had beat its last rhythmic thump in defense of the greatest thing she had ever brought into the world.

The beast of a man moved, suddenly pulling on the interior handle of the vehicle. The door clicked, and he pulled it open with such force that it groaned with such a resounding crack that she thought for a second he had ripped it clear off the side. She lashed out again, screaming obscenities, threats, even pleading with him as he calmly reached around her, paying her frantic strikes no more mind than one might show the casual drip of a raindrop during a sun shower. He pushed the button, unlatched Eve’s seatbelt, and roughly grabbed her by the throat.

Claire, who could see all of this, suddenly found her voice. She screamed for her mother, yelled for help, clutching at the straps of her car seat as though they might offer her some protection should this man’s attention turn to her.

As the man’s massive bear paw of a hand closed around her throat, Eve felt her windpipe close. Suddenly, she was without breath, her lungs burning as her body spasmed with panic.

She looked around at the other motorists, who gawked from their cars in abject horror. They were obviously too terrified to move, let alone help. She saw that a few of them were on their cell phones as she struggled for air. She hoped they were calling the police. Maybe if they got there in time, they’d be able to do what she couldn’t.

The man’s huge red face leaned in so close that the farthest strands of his bushy beard grossly tickled the flesh around her lips. His own lips pulled back away from his teeth, bearing them like a snarling wild animal. She could smell his breath. It was all-encompassing. He reeked of vodka; it seeped from every pore in his body.

“You can thank husband for this,” he hissed through his teeth at her in broken English.

If she’d had any breath in her lungs, it would’ve all been squeezed out of her right then and there.

Was it possible? Could it be? Had Jack’s return to their lives brought with it some of the nightmares he’d picked up along the way? Her large, questioning eyes seem to entertain him. And for the first time since he had appeared on the horizon, his expression shifted. He smiled.

“You tell him that Archer Troy say hello,” he said before tossing his arm out to the side and heaving her to the super-heated street.

Eve smacked into the street hard, reeling from both the impact and the touch of the pavement against her exposed skin after it had heated in the summer sun all day. But she didn’t care. Pain was temporary. Pain she could endure. But what she knew was coming next was something she’d never recover from. In her rough landing, the front of her head had bounced off the pavement. Her mind swam with a wave of vertigo that felt as though something was trying to shake her off the surface of the planet. Eve saw stars. She could feel the entire ground spinning around her as a wave of nausea-inducing dizziness made even the thought of climbing to her feet feel like some insurmountable task. She could feel her mind shutting down as some weak, frightened part of her simply wanted to give in and allow that sensation to overtake her and carry her toward unconsciousness.

But she wouldn’t fade into the night like that. She held on with fierce determination and will. Had she simply been fighting for her life, she had no doubt that she would’ve blacked out and suffered some ungodly fate, never waking again.

But it wasn’t her life she was fighting for. It was Claire’s life. A life that the choices and responsibilities of her ex-husband had now put in jeopardy. And so, with a will that would have impressed the fiercest warriors in history, Eve clung to consciousness and told herself that she had to get up.

The reeling mother attempted to spring up, her head still throbbing, the world still spinning as she threw herself at the man’s broad back. He was trying to climb into her car now, and she knew that once he was in there, Claire was lost to her. She had to strike, to fight, to, God help her, kill if she needed to.

But Eve had forgotten about the other three. The one closest to the driver’s side back door grabbed her by the back of the neck and threw her to the ground again as though she weighed nothing.

The first man was in the driver’s seat now, and Eve could feel Claire’s fear with the same clarity that she could hear her terrified, confused, and horrified screams. The man in the driver’s seat pushed a button that unlocked the doors, and the other three got into the car with her child. Claire’s horrified screech as these massive monsters settled in on either side of her was an ungodly sound that would echo through the cavernous nothingness of Eve’s heart and soul forever more.

Despite the traffic that surrounded them, the driver floored the gas pedal. Her car slammed violently into others, attempting to bully its way through the gridlock.

The other drivers now, who had been too terrified to move just moments ago, began putting the pedal to the metal. Before long, a path opened up that allowed space for these massive, terrifying, murderous goons to speed off into the setting sun with her six-year-old daughter screaming for help that would never come. Claire desperately needed help that Eve couldn’t provide. That help that was only necessary because of the sins of one man. A man who she had foolishly let back into their lives.

“No! Claire!” Eve cried, trying to rise from the ground through her vertigo once more, reaching out a hand as though she could just summon the car back to her. That was followed by an anguished, throaty, deafening scream of pure sorrow and rage directed everywhere all at once. The bellowing tone of her pain echoed through the street, wrapping the terrified onlookers in its smothering girth.

She made it to her feet after just a moment, heart pounding, tears streaming down her cheeks. Eve felt utterly helpless; her worst nightmare had just come true before her eyes. Claire, her precious daughter, was gone, taken from her, all because of her horrifically irresponsible decision to allow Jack to waltz back into their lives.

Eve’s thoughts spiraled, torn between her love for Claire and the pain of their complicated family situation. As the car disappeared from sight, Eve fell to her knees. They hit hard against the unforgiving street, but Eve barely noticed. She was running on adrenaline and anguish right now. There would be time to deal with physical pain later. She was completely devastated, utterly broken.

Now, with the danger having subsided, motorists were climbing out of their vehicles and running to her. Someone screamed that they needed an ambulance right away. But Eve wasn’t going to go to the hospital. She probably needed to be examined by medical professionals. It was possible she’d suffered a wealth of injuries, up to and including a concussion. But it had to wait. She wasn’t going to sit in a hospital room, waiting for doctors to run tests. Her health, her wellness, her very being did not matter for as long as her daughter, the precious light in her life, was missing.

Eve suddenly became aware of her cell phone’s weight, sitting in the pocket of her gray pants suit. Her shaking fingers slipped inside, wrapping around the smooth edges of the device and pulling it out, glaring at it as though it were somehow responsible for what had transpired on this street.

There were no thoughts of calling the police, dialing 9-1-1 or calling anyone save for the one man on whom all of this rested. She squeezed the phone with all her might, her bony, bloodied fingers digging into its hard surface as though the phone itself were a miniaturized version of her ex-husband. As though by just squeezing it, she could crush him out of existence, remove him from their lives once and for all, and somehow, someway, erase what had just happened.

Sirens were approaching in the distance. That meant the police were coming. Too little too late.

Once they arrived, she would be questioned, forced to relive it, to go through the trauma of this heart-wrenching experience all over again. She felt as though doing that might quench her anger in some way, transforming it all the way into sadness and grief.

Because of that, she needed to make this call right now. He needed to hear her anger. He needed to understand what he had done. And he needed to hurt for it. But above all else, if he did nothing else with the rest of his life, Jack needed to make this right.
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S
 ince stepping out of the shower in the master bathroom of his apartment, Jack could hear his phone vibrating out in the bedroom. It had gone to voicemail twice already and then started up all over again. This was typically a telltale sign that Sarah needed to speak to him.

She didn’t take voicemails or call rejections lightly. This was particularly true when they were engaged in an investigation or mission that wasn’t going well. And after spending an entire day sitting in that car, watching as families came and went without incident, Jack had been struck by just how poorly this investigation was truly going.

The phone roared to life once again. The vibration buzzing against his wooden nightstand made it extra loud. It almost seemed as though the device was yelling at him from across the room. Irritated yelling might as well have been Sarah’s ringtone. He decided he would hold on to that particular barb for later.

Stepping into a pair of black sweatpants and walking out of his bathroom bare-chested, hair dripping with the hot water he’d hoped would wash away the stench of their failure, Jack walked to his phone, ready to hear another long lecture from his former partner. Though, given the circumstances, he supposed she was his partner again now, at least for the time being.

When he picked up the phone and turned it over in his hand, he was surprised to see that it was Eve calling. Had it been her all of those previous times? He didn’t even have time to question the ramifications of that thought as he picked up the line. He held the phone up to his ear, his hand trembling slightly. If it had been Eve calling over and over again, then something might be wrong. She might need him in some way. It could be something to do with Claire.

No, he wasn’t going to let his mind go there. There was nothing wrong. Eve just had something work-related pop up and she needed someone to look after Claire. Yes, he told himself that was the more logical and level-headed assumption. There was no need to jump to the worst-case scenario. A relieved smile came across his face, now fully believing that this call would end with his having another opportunity to speak to his daughter and see her again this week. That, above all else, would help him deal with the disappointment of this day.

“Hey, Eve,” he said jovially. “I just got out of the shower. Sorry, it took me a minute to—”

“You Goddamn bastard!” she screamed into the phone, so loud that Jack actually had to pull the receiver away from his ear for a moment. “You stupid son of a bitch motherfucker!”

“Eve?” he asked, fully knowing that was his ex-wife’s voice.

But she had never spoken to him like that. She had never screamed obscenities at him through the phone, not even when they were at their worst toward the end of their marriage.

“You unbelievable bastard!” she screeched with more rage than Jack had ever heard come out of another human being’s mouth before. “Why couldn’t you just stay away? Why did you have to bring this down on us?”

“What?” Jack exclaimed, still too stunned by her outburst to truly process what she was saying. “Eve, what are you talking about? What happened? Where’s Claire?” With each question, his voice got a little louder, a little more frantic. A tingling, numbing panic was starting to spread through him, as though his brain were trying to shout something at him, something obvious that the rest of his body was trying desperately to ignore.

“Claire’s gone!” Eve screamed into the phone at the top of her lungs.

Jack felt all the air ignite within his lungs, burning him from the inside out. His legs gave out, and he collapsed to the floor.

“Gone?” he exclaimed, his mind running a million miles per hour, his voice coming out as a choked and disbelieving croak. “What do you mean, gone
 ?” When there was no answer for a second, his panic got the better of him, and now he was screaming into the phone. “Dammit, Eve! What do you mean, gone?”

“They took her!” Eve screamed on the other end of the phone. “They took her from me! They took her right from me! They took her, and I couldn’t stop them!”

Jack Stone had received bad news on many occasions. In fact, he’d received some of the worst news a person could ever get. He’d gone through reports of entire villages sacked by warlords and burned to the ground. Men, women, and children alike, all put to the flame. He’d heard that friends and fellow operatives had been brutally killed in the field. He’d even heard the sound of the gunshot that ripped through the skull of a young agent he’d been training. That had been someone he had started to feel a mentor-to-mentee connection with.

But nothing, none of it, had ever or could ever come close to the pure world-smashing devastation that he felt in that moment. Eve was still screaming on the other side of the phone. However, she wasn’t expanding on her statement. It was all more of the same. Obscenity after obscenity cursing his name, wishing harm upon him, calling him every nasty, despicable, and disgustingly offensive term in the English language. Or at least that was how it felt. Through the hailstorm of obscene language, one phrase kept coming through over and over again.

“They took her.”

“Who?” he screamed into the phone, cutting her off with his own volume. “Who? Who took her? Who is they?”

But he knew. There was no way he couldn’t know. How could it be anything else? The coincidental statistics of such an occurrence were astronomical. But he couldn’t come to that revelation himself. His brain refused to put the pieces together. He needed someone else to say it. He needed Eve to say it. And he needed her to say it with every ounce of violent venom in her veins. He needed her to say it with all the scorching rage and vitriol that he deserved. He needed her to say it in a way that made him feel like the lowest form of human life crawling belly first on this planet.

“You tell me,” she said, her voice quiet now but no less furious. It shook with the strain of her unconditional rage. “Apparently, they’re friends of yours. They told me this was because of you. They told me to tell you that someone… What was that name?”

Of course, Jack knew. He even opened his mouth to ask the unaskable question. He tried to breathe that name out, but again, his heart and mind were out of alignment. Again, he couldn’t bring himself to say it or face the truth.

“Someone named… Arnold or Armand or…," she said, trying and failing to pull up what must have been a devastating, confusing, horrifying, and traumatizing memory.

The least he could do was to meet her halfway. “Archer…,” he hoarsely whispered into the phone. Tears spilled freely from his eyes now, cascading down his cheeks over his lips, falling off the point of his chin. “Archer Troy…”

“Who is that?” Eve asked, her voice numb now, as though there was no fury left in the universe for her to channel his way. The question she asked was awash in fatigue and confusion, mixed with the perfect amount of repulsion and fear.

“Oh my God…,” Jack managed to squeak out as a sob rose from his throat, threatening to choke the life from him. He almost wished that it would. It was what he deserved.

“Who is Archer Troy?” Eve screamed into the phone once more, the volume returning to her voice. “Who is this man, and why does he have our baby?”

Jack didn’t have an easy answer for her. It wasn’t a short response, no matter how he tried to turn it over in his mind. It was a long and bloody history of violence, betrayal, and cold-blooded murder on all sides. But he couldn’t bring himself to say all of that. He didn’t have enough energy left in his body. His chest was wracked with heavy, painful sighs that felt as though they would push open his rib cage and splinter his bones out through his flesh.

“The devil…,” was all he could say around his tears. “The devil has our baby.”
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E
 ve had hung up on him a moment later when, in the background, Jack could hear someone calling out to her, telling her that they needed to ask her some questions. He immediately recognized the tone as a law enforcement officer.

That was good. At least she was safe. They would be able to protect her, stop Troy from coming after her again. Or, at least, he hoped they would.

Jack spent the next twenty minutes lying on his side, knees pulled to his chest, bitterly weeping into the hardwood floor. In that moment, he just wanted to die. He desperately wished he’d never come back. He had been selfish in wanting to reestablish himself in his daughter’s life. He should have known that, eventually, one of these maniacs was going to come after him.

Even if Troy had actually been dead, how long would it have taken for one of the others to pick up where he had left off? And there had been so many others.

A life he had once thought to be over was coming back to haunt him. His duty, his mission in life—he had thought the work he did was essential. He had always believed that the needs of the many outweighed the needs of the few or the one. He had put the country and the millions of people who lived within it above himself always.

He had sacrificed his family, he had sacrificed his soul, he had thrown his morality into the fires of hell, and he had condemned himself as the ultimate sinner. A murderer. A butcher.

He knew that when shooting your way through a sweatshop staffed entirely by slave labor in search of the head of a terrorist ring who is planning to set off a dirty bomb in the heart of Los Angeles, you told yourself that what you were doing was justified. You told yourself that some collateral damage was necessary. But Jack had made a fatal mistake. All of these sacrifices meant that the man he once was, the man he wished he could be again, no longer existed.

He was a damned spirit trying to inhabit a corpse.

Every few seconds, his thoughts would flash from horrific acts of violence, of murder and torture that he had brought down on those his government told him were wicked to the sweet, smiling, cherubic face of a girl who had called him her hero. A little girl who looked at him like he was the bravest, most-important man on Earth. A little girl who loved him to the moon…

This continued on in an endless cycle of pain and misery, repeating over and over again as though his own mind were trying to punish him for his actions.

After twenty minutes had passed, the cold, chilling numbness began to climb his extremities. He wondered if this was what death felt like. That thought process took him to a deep, dark place within his heart. As Jack Stone delved into those depths, into the very source of his misdeeds and sins, he found himself feeling very alone.

However, he quickly realized he wasn’t alone. There was someone else with him. That someone who would always be with him, clinging to the blackest parts of his soul like a dark passenger. This shadow he’d cast that was constantly twisting and perverting him with a special brand of sociopathy. Or maybe he should just call it what it really was.

Evil.

In the never-ending shadows that had enveloped his mind’s eye, he looked across the inky-black plane of his darkened soul and stared with dead eyes into the face of the man who had always stood directly across from him. That face he had left such an indelible mark on.

In his imagination—or his delusion—he looked into the single eye of Archer Troy and felt something unlock deep within the depths of his soul. It was as though something within him had burst, something that was keeping a frigid, numbing wave at bay for all these years.

There was no reason to hold back now. There was no reason to fear the darkness. Because he had tried to live in the light, and by doing so, he had brought chaos back with him to the real world.

He knew now that he didn’t belong here anymore. Perhaps he never had. Maybe he was a creature so deranged and damaged from birth that the only option open to him, the only path, was to do as he’d always done. The hunt, to catch, to kill. If that was to be his fate, then so be it.

If he was to never do another good thing for the rest of his life, that was fine. Because he wasn’t a good thing. He was the bad thing that stopped other bad things from doing worse things.

And with that realization in mind, the bad thing that had once been Jack Stone stood from his bedroom floor and walked past his large bed toward the nightstand. He reached down and pulled open the drawer, grabbing up heaping balls of socks and folded underpants before throwing them to the floor.

He then yanked hard on the drawer, pulling it out of place, leaving it as hollow as he felt inside. He then reached into the shadowy recess for something he’d stored there on the day he had moved back into this place. A piece of his shadow that he kept buried in the black, sleeping in a darkness beyond darkness.

He pulled the object free, a large metal box that he set on the floor in front of him. He knelt and pressed the pad of his thumb into a small sensor next to the handle. The inner mechanisms within alleviate all tension on the locks, and the box sprang open.

Sitting at the top, nestled within a layer of foam pushed into twin recesses that were perfectly fitted to hold their shape and weight, sat two ebony handguns. These were state-of-the-art prototype weapons. The kind of weapon the federal government only put in the hands of someone who needed to commit horrors to prevent tragedies.

Jack laid his fingers on the handle of each weapon. He had hoped that perhaps they would feel alien to the touch. But that was the last shred of hope from a man who had lost everything.

No, these were more than weapons. These were part of him. He lifted them free, gripped in his palms. They had been perfectly sized to him for maximum maneuverability. He could feel the weight of the magazine nestled within the handle. It had been specially crafted to hold more ammunition than any normal handgun had ever held before. Then there was the barrel in the opening at its end. From that shadowy recess, he had flung death at those his superiors believed were deserving.

He had never fired them of his own accord. It was always a mission, always a target dictated to him by someone else. Someone who he felt knew better than him. Someone who he believed was operating on intel that made this all justified. He had often rationalized his actions by stating that he was just a weapon. Someone else aimed him and fired him. But he’d known all along that this was nothing more than the desperate justifications of a guilt-ridden conscience. He’d been able to cling to that lie, though, because part of it was true. He never decided
 who to kill. He was told
 who to kill.

But that was then, and this was a whole new universe. Here, in this time and place, he would hold these weapons in his hands, and for the first time ever, fire them of his own will at targets he himself had chosen.

If anyone at the higher levels of the federal government knew he had these weapons, he would have been locked into the deepest, darkest cell in a prison that didn’t exist on any map, where he would be left to rot for the rest of his days. And maybe by the end of this, that was where he’d go. Maybe it was where he deserved to be.

But he wasn’t going there until he had done what needed to be done. Not until that little girl was home safe and sound in her bed, with her mother looking ahead to the rest of her long and happy life. Until that moment came, he refused to relent. He refused to be taken. He refused to die.

Though, in that moment, Jack realized he wasn’t being entirely honest with himself. Two things had to happen before he would let himself succumb to whatever fate the universe had for him. First, exactly as he had already laid out, he would bring Claire home.

Second, he would finish the job he started months ago and kill Archer Troy.

Setting his weapons on the floor, Jack reached into the foam covering and lifted it free of the box. Tossing it off to the side, he gazed down at one final gift this box of horrors had to give him. It was something he had turned down long ago. But that hadn’t stopped him from taking it with him, just in case he ever needed it.

He remembered the pride that those technicians had in their voices as they proudly proclaimed that this brace of black metal would fasten itself mechanically to the shape and contours of his shattered bones and provide him with the full mobility and speed needed to operate at full capacity.

Jack stood with the brace and sat on the edge of his bed. He reached down and began to pull the leg of his sweatpants up over his thigh. He looked down at the huge vertical slit in the center of his knee, a grim reminder of the surgery that had scooped out the ruined remnants of a kneecap and replaced it with plastic and steel.

He slid the device up over his leg and fastened it around his thigh and calf. For a moment, it did nothing, and he wondered for a brief second if what those technicians had said had been all bluster.

But then he felt the device come to life. It tightened around his leg, feeling along the injured bone above and below his artificial kneecap. It adhered itself to his flesh, squeezing so hard that he winced in pain.

After a moment, it stopped tightening. Jack bent his knee forward and back several times. It wasn’t a perfect fix. It wasn’t some miracle cure for an injury that would last the rest of his life. But it provided more support and added more power than any medical brace in the public or private sector could have offered.

He was set now. Armed with the tools he would need to accomplish his final bloody mission, Jack Stone was finally ready to fight for something worth fighting for.
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T
 he main problem Jack was facing was that he still had no earthly idea where Troy was or how large his operation might be. The only way to gain that information was to have access to resources he couldn’t get on his own.

That meant he needed to take a little trip back to FBI headquarters, where he was going to cash in every single favor Sarah Fagan owed him.

As he climbed into his car, the engine roared to life, echoing the thunder that had been playing between his ears since the moment he’d answered Eve’s call.

The drive to the FBI office felt like an eternity. Despite the fact that he was greatly exceeding the speed limit, Jack felt as though he were driving through mud and quicksand. His mind was still doing that incredibly irritating and debilitating involuntary action in which it flooded his senses with some of the bloodiest, darkest moments of his long and storied career before replacing them with visions of happier times with Eve and Claire.

He almost preferred the violent memories. At least then, all he felt was guilt and shame. When he thought back on those happy memories with his family, they filled him with despair. The happiest moments of his life now felt tainted by the darkness of his past. It was a disease that had managed to eat its way into everything.

He peeled into the parking lot of the headquarters. The car was moving so fast and turned at such a sharp angle that anyone who saw him would’ve found him destructive or careless in some way. But he had perfect control over every inch of that car for every second that he sat behind the wheel.

After parking, he quickly got out. He was dressed all in black, from his boots to his jeans to the plain T-shirt and long black leather jacket that fell past his knees and hid his weapons from view.

No one stopped him as he walked into the building, though many heads turned in his direction. It appeared as though word of what had happened had reached the offices. It was immediately clear that no one expected him to be the wise-cracking friend of their boss, who occasionally gave her the business. As he entered the bullpen, it seemed as though every eye in the building swiveled toward him. He tried not to make direct eye contact with those people. He could feel waves of their pity and remorse for his situation rising up to smack him in the face.

That was the last thing he needed right now. He didn’t need anything from any of these agents, so he never even slowed his gait as he blew past them. He simply made a beeline for Sarah’s office.

Without knocking, he grabbed onto the door and pulled it open. As he entered, he saw that Sarah was not alone. Eve was sitting there across from her, her eyes red and swollen from crying. Those swollen eyes narrowed into puffy slits the moment he entered the room. Jack didn’t look at her at first. Not because he was upset with her or didn’t care about her emotions. It was quite the opposite. He knew that if he looked into the smoldering, furious, heartbroken eyes of his ex-wife, that it would wake Jack, the human being, up. He would lose his edge, the grim determination that he was going to need if he was ever going to bring their daughter back.

Instead, he looked across the desk at Sarah, who immediately stood up, locking eyes with him. At first, her expression was one of sorrow and pity. But as she gazed into his eyes, she immediately understood what had happened. She knew what kind of mindset he was in. She knew what those cold, dead, calculating eyes meant. Sarah had stood across from them many times.

Eve, however, was not going to be ignored. She practically erupted from her seat, rising into the space between Jack and Sarah. “Explain, Jack,” Eve demanded, her voice quaking with the unconditional dual strain of her anger and sorrow.

The last thing Jack wanted to do was explain. Was it too much to ask that Sarah could have filled her in before he got there? Or had she already, and Eve just wanted to hear it all from him?

Sarah shrugged and vaguely gestured toward his ex-wife. It was clear that she thought he owed her an explanation. Jack felt he owed her a lot more than that. But barring anything else that he was able to give her in the moment, Jack took a deep breath, steeling himself for the painful truth he was about to reveal.

“Archer Troy,” he said, picking up their conversation from precisely the moment they’d left it off earlier. “He’s bad news. He’s my past is catching up with us, and it’s not fair that you and Claire were the ones who had to pay the price for this.”

He expected Eve to respond to that statement in some way. He even braced himself for the inevitable verbal attack that was sure to come spilling out of her lips. However, she simply folded her arms over her chest and waited for him to continue.

And so, continue he did. He told her everything. He started with who Troy was, what his reputation was in the global underground community. He then detailed his own personal history with the man, starting with his deep cover operation that went south so many years ago. He gave her vague details on subsequent encounters, opting only to tell her what was absolutely necessary. There were a lot of very grim and bloody details that would only scare Eve, knowing that this monster was currently in possession of their daughter.

Eve’s eyes narrowed, her anger intensifying. There was a smoldering, scorching fury that ignited behind those eyes. Aghast disbelief shot in his direction, ready to eviscerate him for what he had done.

“You got involved with the Russian mob?” Eve insisted, as though this had been a mission Jack had chosen or one that he could’ve somehow turned down if he didn’t want to do it. “Are you insane?”

“No,” he said. “Troy’s insane. That’s why he had to be stopped.”

“So, why you?” she demanded, pointing a finger directly at the center of his chest. “Why were you the one they sent after this man over and over and over again?”

“Because he was the only one who ever stood a chance,” Sarah said from behind her desk, chiming in to offer him a defense.

Eve turned to look incredulously at Sarah, fixing her in a glare that could have soured milk.

But Sarah wasn’t backing down. “If you knew the piles of bodies this man has left in his wake, you be damned impressed that your husband went up against him as many times as he did and managed to get away with his life every single time.”

“Ex-husband,” Eve suddenly insisted, as though she didn’t want anyone in this room to forget that fact. “Well, you did a great job there, Jack. You survived the MVP of the Russian mob only so our six-year-old daughter can be the one to pay the price for your sins.”

Two hours ago, that would’ve broken him. She wasn’t saying anything he hadn’t been repeating to himself over and over again since the moment he found out what had happened. But still, he felt he owed her some kind of explanation.

“It was my job,” Jack defended, his voice tinged with regret. “I was an operative, and I had to do what I could to protect people. Do you know how close you’ve come to the brink of destruction in the very recent past? No, of course, you don’t. Because none of the terrible, horrible things that set their sights on this country ever made it Stateside. The reason it didn’t was because we were standing in its way.” Jack pointed back and forth between him and Sarah. “But I never wanted you or Claire to be a part of this. I didn’t think you could be. I thought he was dead.”

“And yet, here we are,” Eve retorted bitterly. “Claire is missing because of you!”

“In his defense,” Sarah started to say, “you shoot somebody in the eyeball, it’s fairly easy to assume they’re dead.”

Jack’s heart ached at Eve’s accusation, but he couldn’t dwell on it now. He couldn’t descend back down into that well of despair. He needed to stay angry.

Jack knew that anger could be a valuable weapon, especially in a fight. The kind of anger that spiked adrenaline and turned the tides of wars. But the problem with anger was that it burned hot and furiously for a very short time. That was why he was trying to stay angry. To be effective, he needed to stew in the injustice of it all and avoid the crippling despair that knocked at his door with every breath.

He was to blame for bringing this danger into their lives. That meant it was his responsibility to do whatever it took to make things right. But to do that, he had to remain focused. There were going to be a lot of hurdles to climb.

“Goddamn you, Jack,” Eve said, shaking her head back and forth as tears spilled from her eyes.

Jack wanted to cry with her. Every time he thought back to Claire’s sweet and angelic face, he started to well up himself. But he bit down on it, pushed it down deep where it belonged. Or, rather, where it needed to be for now so he could do what needed to be done.

“I swear to God, Jack,” Eve said slowly, “if you never do another good thing in your life, you fix this. You go do whatever it is that you do, whatever it is that you’ve done to bring all of this crashing down on our heads. You go out there and you do these unspeakable things that you can’t talk about and do them over and over and over again until our daughter is back home with me where she belongs.”

“I promise you, Eve, I’m going to get her back,” Jack vowed. His voice was a low, furious growl filled with determination. “I won’t rest until she’s safe and Troy is dead.”

“Whoa,” Sarah said, holding up her arms as if to separate the two of them and push them to opposite sides of the room.

Both Jack and Eve looked over at Sarah, who shook her head incredulously at the conversation unfolding in front of her face. “Jack, you can’t just storm out there and go all cowboy on American soil. You’re not an agent of the US Government anymore. On top of that, the director is pulling your deputy status with the Bureau because you’re too close to this case now. What you’re talking about is vigilantism. Without a badge and the backing of the US Government, you’re talking about murder.”

“Yeah,” Jack said with a slow nod. He hoped Sarah got the picture quickly that this wasn’t a nod of agreement. It was simply a nod of acknowledgment. “I think you and I both know the definition of murder.”

“Hey,” Sarah insisted, her voice starting to rise, “I have a badge. I’m licensed. I’m the agent in charge of this entire field office. I chose to keep going, and you chose to stop. Right now, I know how badly you’re hurting, and believe me, there’s nothing more that I want than to turn you loose with all the skills I know you have on this creep and end him once and for all. But this isn’t Bangladesh. We’re not in Cairo. We’re not in the Sudan, Hong Kong, Kyiv, or any of those other places all around the world where you and I did whatever needed to be done to make sure that none of it happened here. This is here. This is US soil. And that means you’re not going to go out there and leave the body count for me to clean up.”

“No one’s asking you to clean it up,” Jack said, shaking his head before looking back at Eve.

He could tell Sarah was stewing at that comment. She’d made a very impassioned speech, and to be fair, there was a part of Jack that saw logic in it. If it had been anyone else in the entire world that was in danger other than his daughter, Jack might’ve agreed. But that wasn’t the world they lived in.

Eve’s anger seemed to soften momentarily after his tense exchange with Sarah. That wasn’t to say she wasn’t mad anymore. Jack could still see the multiple levels of hatred she was holding in her heart for him right now. But Jack also saw Eve’s acknowledgment that the best chance they had of getting Claire back was standing in this room. It wasn’t Sarah or the federal agents.

“Go get our baby back,” Eve said.

This wasn’t an impassioned plea. It sounded more like a command. Much like the kind his superiors used to give him when they pointed him at a target, told him what needed to be done, and left the rest up to him.

“Get her back and then get the hell out of our lives. I don’t want you dragging us any deeper into this mess.”

Jack nodded, accepting her terms. He understood the pain he had caused, the level of danger he’d unknowingly put them in. He loved the two of them enough never to see them again once Claire was safe.

Sarah interjected again, this time addressing Eve. When she spoke to the grieving mother, she had a much different tone than the one she’d used on Jack just moments ago. She kept her voice gentle but firm.

“Eve, we need to know everything about the abduction,” she said. “The police have given us the report. They’ve gone over everything you told us. But I need you to give me all of it. Any detail, no matter how small, could be crucial. Once I have a full accounting of everything that happened, the Bureau can start looking into resolving this issue the right way.”

“The right way?” Jack scoffed. “I never thought I’d see the day when you rode a desk and started talking about warrants and probable cause.”

“Yeah, I guess we both changed a lot, partner,” she said with a sad shake of her head that bounced her auburn curls around her face.

Eve took a deep breath, tears threatening to spill again as Jack watched her mentally dive back into that horrible scenario. In a way, it was good that she was about to recount it for him. He still had no idea how Troy had done this. He only knew that it involved Russian thugs and Eve’s car.

Jack sat perfectly still as Eve recounted the harrowing events of Claire’s abduction. She spoke with such a sharp description about the four men who walked out of nowhere to take their baby. Jack drank in every single detail, from the broken English to the wreaking smell of vodka to the overall size of these goons. On top of that, he listened to the chilling words they relayed to his ex-wife. Words that were ultimately meant for him.

Well, the message had been delivered. And when he found these four mountains of muscle. He was going to humble them, break them, and force them to give up everything they knew about Troy and his trafficking operation.

Then they would die.

“We’re going to find her,” Sarah reassured Eve, handing her a tissue from the desk as she sniffled into her hands. It seemed as though Sarah’s determination to bring this case to a close successfully was starting to rise, nearly matching Jack’s.

The hours that followed were filled with intense investigation and coordination. Despite the fact that he was pulled from the case entirely, Jack remained at Bureau headquarters. Sarah had also suggested that Eve stick around, as it was likely she didn’t want to go home to the house she shared with Claire alone.

Sarah worked tirelessly to piece together any leads that could help them locate Claire. Jack was actually moved by the level of hustle and urgency she was placing on providing him aid.

“Hey,” Sarah called over to him after she had just finished in the conference room with a group of agents from her task force.

Jack walked over, hands in his pockets, with a grimace on his face. He wasn’t in the mood for another lecture about how things are done on American soil.

“Listen, I really need you to play ball with me here.”

“Go to hell, Fagan,” Jack said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

Sarah responded by reaching out and grabbing him by the wrist, pulling him hard back toward the conference room. Once they had crossed the threshold, she slammed the door and whirled on him in a fury. Her eyes were wide and smoking with the sheer unconditional force of her irritation.

“Look, do you seriously think I’m sitting here, defending all of this because I’ve suddenly developed this extreme belief in all of it?” Sarah exclaimed, gesturing wildly around the conference room at all the folders and files and whiteboards spread around the space. “The only reason I’m trying to hammer this into your thick head is because I’m trying to protect you.”

“I thought we agreed that we never tried to protect each other,” Jack spat back in her face. “I hope after all these years you respect me too much to try to protect me.”

“I’m not trying to protect you from Troy, you idiot!” she exclaimed, literally bringing her fingers up to her hair and grabbing tops of it as though she was about to pull it out.

“What the hell are you trying to protect me against, Sarah?” Jack asked, pointing back out to the door. “What, do you think my ex-wife is about to jump me with a knife? You think she’s waiting for the right moment to strike?”

“I’m trying to protect you from the damn FBI!” Sarah practically screamed in his face, marching right up to him and standing on tiptoe to bring her eyes level with the bottom of his nose.

Jack furrowed his brow in confusion, and Sarah sighed in complete annoyance. “I got a call from Quantico. From the director of the FBI himself. The agents in this office have no idea what you’ve done. They know you’re a big deal because I’ve told them that you were a big deal. But the director? He knows exactly who you are, Jack! He knows what you’re capable of and what both of us have done together!”

“So?” Jack asked, taking a step away from Sarah to calm down as she continuously badgered him.

“So, he specifically told me to stop you from doing anything like this,” Sarah said incredulously, as though she couldn’t believe he was being this dense.

“Are you going to kill me, Sarah?” Jack asked with a scoff. “You really think you can?”

“No one is going to kill you, Jack!” Sarah said with an aghast shake of her head. “But they want me to arrest you and lock you in a cell. They wanted me to do this already, right now. I’m the one who talked them down. I told him that you weren’t an idiot and that you weren’t going to go out there and start shooting up Russians!”

“Well, I guess that makes you a liar, doesn’t it?” Jack said with a shrug.

“See?” Sarah said, gesturing at him with both hands as though she could somehow fire lightning from her fingertips to incapacitate him. “This is the kind of crap I’m talking about!”

“So, one of the most wanted men on the planet kidnaps my daughter and now over seventy other kids, and I’m the one your boss is worried about?” Jack’s face curled as though he had just smelled expired milk that was beginning to turn into cheese. “This entire thing stinks, and you know it! How the hell did they even know I was here? How the hell did they know I was helping you? The only way that’s possible is if you have a mole somewhere in this department!”

“Are you kidding me?” Sarah scoffed, hands on her hips. She shook her head back and forth. “I’m sure we have a lot more than one mole in this operation.”

“Yet you think this office is going to bring my daughter home?” Jack asked, pointing an accusatory finger out of the bullpen through the conference room door.

“No,” she spat back in his face. “I think I’m
 the one who’s going to do it!”

“I never ask you to do that!” Jack said. “She’s my daughter, so it’s my job.”

“No, Jack,” Sarah said. “It’s my freaking job! It’s literally
 my job!”

“You know as well as I do that if they put the two of us on the street and they let us do what we do best, we’ll have every single one of those kids, including my daughter, home by tomorrow night.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Sarah rolled her eyes and pointed all over the bullpen. “Do you really think all of those specially trained agents are going to just sit back and let us do what we do best?”

Jack laughed. “I don’t know if they’re going to have much of a choice in the matter.”

“Look, partner,” she said. “I’m asking you to trust me on this one. If you can’t trust me, who the hell in this world are you going to trust?”

“I do trust you, Fagan,” Jack said sincerely. “I trust you with my life. I trust you completely. But this isn’t about trust. When it comes to my daughter getting home safely, the only person I trust is me. I’m the only one who’s going to take the precautions needed and put in the work that has to be done to make sure she gets home safe and alive!”

Jack suddenly froze.

“What?” Sarah asked, noticing this sudden and dramatic shift in his demeanor.

Jack held up a single finger, asking her to wait a minute. He then turned and ran for the door, throwing it open and running out to the bullpen to find Eve.

“Eve!” he practically screamed across the bullpen, drawing the attention of his ex-wife, along with just about everyone else who worked there. Knowing that there were untrustworthy ears loitering around these halls, he motioned for Eve to join him in Sarah’s office. It was the one place he felt was truly safe from Troy’s reach.

Eve looked confused at first and opened her mouth as though she were about to question him aloud or object to him screaming at her across the room. But he watched as she noted the look in his eye, a look of determination and potential excitement. When she saw that, Eve practically ran for Sarah’s office.

Of course, Sarah was not just going to let the two of them have a closed-door conversation in her office without her. Not when murder was being discussed. She followed close behind them, closing the door and locking it before pulling the shades closed.

“I need to know,” Jack insisted, looking his ex-wife deep in the eyes. “What was Claire wearing when they took her?”

“What?” Eve asked, bewildered by the statement for only a moment before realizing there had to be a reason for Jack to ask. “I was bringing her home from camp. She had on her camp uniform.”

“That means she had the Camp Blue Sky shirt on, right?” Jack asked, and Eve nodded. “She still only has the one, right?”

“Yeah, there’s a shortage this year,” Eve said with a shrug. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Yeah, I’m having a hard time following this one myself,” Sarah said. “The police have her description. All this information is already taken down.”

But Jack was pacing back and forth across the room now, pulling his cell phone out of his pocket. “The day I dropped her off at camp, Claire wasn’t the only one feeling anxious,” he said.

“Get to the point, Jack,” Eve said, her patience running thin as she folded her arms over her chest.

“I planted a bug on her,” Jack said, waiting for the two women to realize what he was saying. “Right on the inside of the sleeve of that shirt.”

“You did what?” Eve asked, but there was no anger in this question. Instead, she sounded as though she couldn’t have been happier.

“It’s small,” Jack said, turning on his phone and opening an app. He looked over at Sarah. “It was one of those micro bugs we used to track the drug runners in Baghdad.”

“Holy crap,” Sarah exclaimed, her eyes widening with elated shock. “Do you have a signal?”

Jack stared at his phone for a moment, waiting with bated breath while hoping and praying for a miracle. His entire face lit up, and an involuntary laugh of relief pushed through his lips as the beeping dot lit up on his screen.

He held the device up to Eve and Sarah.

“We got her.”
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T
 he tiny bug hidden within Claire’s shirt was Jack’s lifeline. It was his first, last, best, and only hope of finding his daughter. He sat in the passenger seat of an FBI SUV alongside Sarah, who drove them into a ritzy area of Nutley, New Jersey.

After their conversation at headquarters, Jack was worried Sarah would try to tell him that he couldn’t go with her to rescue Claire. He was glad she knew him well enough to know that wasn’t going to fly. But Jack had been surprised when she’d agreed to go with only the two of them.

Eve would stay behind for obvious reasons. She wasn’t a soldier or an agent or an officer in any way, shape, or form. Thankfully, she had understood that and hadn’t put up any fight.

The problem with Troy having any number of informants within FBI headquarters was that should someone in his pocket find out that there was a tracker on Claire, they would warn Troy. There were few things on Earth more dangerous than Archer Troy with prep time. This had to be small, elite, and fast. Sarah was going to have to keep all news reports of his presence at this crime scene a secret.

Jack wasn’t overly concerned with how she was going to lie her way out of this one. Sarah was a fantastic liar. He’d watched her resist sodium pentothal and fool a polygraph test. When she wanted to be, she could be one of the most convincing human beings on the planet. The only person who seemed resistant to that was Jack himself.

Jack had an uncanny ability to tell when Sarah was lying. That was something that used to piss her off to no end. Finally, she’d come to accept it and even respect it. Occasionally, though, she would try him, and he would always get the better of her in the end.

The signal emanating from the bug led them through a ritzy New Jersey town called Nutley. It was one of the cities used when filming The Sopranos
 , which was à propos because, over the years, there had been rumors that Nutley was a mob town. Jack never personally looked into it. When he’d been home, the few times that it happened, the last thing he had wanted to do was to launch an investigation. However, now, he wondered if the Russian mob was partnering up with the Italian mob on this operation.

He quickly put it out of his mind, though. La Cosa Nostra, the official Italian name for the Italian mafia, trafficked a lot of bad stuff. They pushed drugs, they murdered, they stole, they committed ample fraud, and they installed themselves in legitimate businesses fronts.

But the Italian Mafia had a code of ethics, sort of a loose guideline regarding what could or could not be done. Human trafficking, let alone the trafficking of minors, would have been completely off the table. That meant Troy was operating in a supposed Mafia town against the wishes of La Cosa Nostra. If this really was a Mafia town, then Jack felt it was a bold move, even for Troy.

The signal pointed them to a seemingly abandoned warehouse on Nutley’s outskirts. As Sarah pulled the SUV into the empty parking lot, Jack’s heart raced.

“I didn’t want to ask in the Bureau, but I assume you’re going in heavy?” Sarah asked him.

“Oh, yes,” Jack replied, his face hardening into a stoic mask of determination.

As he and Sarah approached, they drew their weapons. Sarah had pulled a single pistol from the holster on her hip. Meanwhile, Jack had pulled the twin black prototype pistols from under his jacket.

“I still can’t believe they didn’t search you or put you through a metal detector when you walked into the building,” Sarah muttered under her breath, shaking her head.

“Oh, they did,” Jack said with a shrug. “These bad boys don’t pop up on any weapon scanners.”

“You always got all the best toys,” Sarah said with an even bigger shake of her head, coupled with a long sigh.

Weapons drawn, the two of them approached the large steel door that led into the warehouse, ready for anything.

Jack took a deep breath, his senses heightened as they crept closer to the entrance. Every step dragged on for an eternity. It almost felt like his legs were sinking into quicksand.

If this worked, then Claire would’ve been in Troy’s clutches for less than twenty-four hours. But even so, the moment he was able to get his arms around his daughter again, he would be counting every hair on her head. Any damage that had been done to Claire would be visited back upon Troy a thousandfold.

It was finally time. The two of them were going to put this case behind them. It was unfortunate that it took such a personal incident to bring them this close to the endgame, but Jack was also filled with relief when he thought about Claire and the other children they might find inside. His thoughts drifted to Jonathan Wilmore, lying somewhere in a hospital bed. He had commiserated with the man’s experience and helplessness before. But now he was living it himself. But if they put an end to Troy here and now, then both Jack and Jonathan would be feeling nothing but relief.

As they neared the entrance, Jack’s instincts and knowledge of Troy’s tactics started sounding a mental alarm bell. This was too easy. Why was no one stationed outside?

“Hold up,” Sarah whispered, pointing at the large sliding door.

Jack’s eyes narrowed as he realized very quickly why there were no guards on duty. His eyes fell to a small cylindrical device attached to the entranceway. In the dead of night, it might have been impossible to make out for anyone who wasn’t specifically looking for it. The door was hard-wired to explode at the slightest touch. Thankfully, Sarah knew how to approach these situations.

“Well, that makes a lot more sense than what I was thinking,” Jack said with a shrug. Circling around the building, the two former operatives known collectively as the cavalry found a back entrance marked by another large steel door. Whereas the main entrance had been a sliding bay door meant to bring in shipments, this was just a normal swinging door that sat beneath a long-dead light fixture. Before advancing, they both set their heightened perceptions against the scene. It seemed as though the entrance was safe. Neither Jack nor Sarah could perceive any defenses or traps of any kind.

That should have set Jack’s mind at ease. It didn’t.

“Do you want to make introductions, or should I?” Jack asked Sarah as the two of them readied their advance.

“Well, since I’m the only government agent here, I think I’m going to be the one doing the talking,” Sarah said. She held up her hand, raising one finger, then two, then finally three. The two of them moved as one, like a well-oiled machine, as they lashed forward and kicked open the door.

“FBI!” Sarah screamed, her voice echoing and carrying through the entire facility.

It was the kind of reverberating echo that one might encounter in a huge and utterly empty cavern. That was à propos to the situation because the warehouse was completely empty.

Again, there were no guards, no enforcers whatsoever, and no one running things. It was just a large, empty building. Of course, it was still a warehouse, and there were many places where Troy could’ve hidden these kids.

“Wait,” Sarah said, pausing, pointing her gun at the ground as she listened intently.

“What?” Jack asked her, straining to hear as well and coming up with nothing.

Sarah always had exceptional hearing. It had saved their butts on more than one mission.

“It’s the kids!” Sarah’s face said, lighting up like a Christmas tree as she looked at Jack triumphantly. “I can hear them crying!”

Jack listened again, desperate to hear within the massive space around them. That was when he heard it. A small sob and a cry for help.

Jack stiffened, his heart constricting in his chest. Could this actually be true? Could they have found Claire and the others so quickly? He glanced at Sarah, her face a mix of determination and concern.

The two operatives moved with caution, their steps barely making a sound on the cold concrete floor. The decrepit warehouse was a maze of shadows that needed to be navigated carefully. After the front door had been wired to explode, they were both wary of another potential booby trap waiting to claim their lives.

Jack held up his phone, following the signal from the bug. It led them deeper into the warehouse, drawing them closer to what he assumed was the heart of the entire operation.

Finally, they reached a large central room, and Jack dashed inside, guns raised and ready to bring hell down upon their miserable heads.

But this room was empty as well. His heart skipped a beat when he noticed that the only furnishing in the room sat in the dead center. It was a table with a large laptop on it. From the computer speakers, the sound of crying children spread out through the warehouse.

“What on Earth?” Jack said as he crept ever closer to the table, fully expecting a trap to be launched any minute.

“Just be careful,” Sarah said as they closed in on the computer.

But there didn’t seem to be anything on or around the table other than the laptop. As they got closer, the computer’s screen suddenly flipped on.

Jack instantly raised his gun, not knowing what to expect. On the screen, Archer Troy’s face came into view. His one-eyed glare pierced through the digital platform, a sneering expression mocking both Jack and Sarah with a slow amused shake of the head.

“Well, well,” Troy’s voice echoed through the room, pushed out through the computer speakers far louder than the crying sound effect had been. “I have to say, this took you a lot longer than I thought. I mean, the first thing I did when your daughter, of all people, was brought through my door was check her for tracking devices. Did you seriously forget that you put one on her for all this time? I mean, I really hurried to set up this place. I just assumed that you were hot on her heels already. Has civilian life really softened you that much, brat?

Jack’s grip on his weapon tightened, but he forced himself to stay calm. “Fuck you, Troy,” he spat venomously down at the screen. “Where’s my daughter?”

Troy chuckled darkly. He seemed to be relishing this moment like some kind of James Bond villain. This was a different side of Troy than Jack had ever encountered before. Typically, their exchanges were a lot more tense and bitter. Troy very rarely took time to laugh at or otherwise mock him. That was when Jack realized it.

He was confident.

He wasn’t afraid at all. Every other time they had fought, there had been an element of danger in it for Troy. But it wasn’t just the fact that they were here and he was clearly somewhere else entirely. It went deeper than that. Troy believed he had the ultimate trump card in Jack’s daughter. What really burned Jack up on the inside was that he was right.

“Ah, the brat,” Troy said, letting a slow smile spread across his face. “Always so impatient. Why do you want to go and ruin my good mood? I’m celebrating. I have a new lease on life! You know, everything feels different once you almost kick through to the other side. You start to reevaluate everything in your life. There is your job, your friends, your relationships. But really, at the end of the day, you come to appreciate things. You don’t take things for granted anymore.”

“Where the hell is my daughter?”

“Now, take you, for example,” Troy said, not breaking his train of thought for a second. “For the longest time, I thought you just needed to die. And, I mean, I tried everything. I couldn’t blow you up, I couldn’t shoot you, I couldn’t stab you, I couldn’t poison you, I couldn’t even lure you into a death trap using your little gal pal there as bait.” Troy turned his attention over to Sarah. “By the way, Miss Fagan, so lovely to see you again. Congratulations on the big job and the promotion. I would have sent flowers, but I don’t know if you heard, I was, how you say, out of commission for a few months.”

“Get bent,” Sarah said with the maximum level of toxicity in her voice.

“Charming as ever,” he said before turning his attention back to Jack. “When I woke up from our last meeting, brat, it really made me think about the way we’ve been up to this point. I mean, for so long, we’ve done this little dance of ours back and forth. I think we almost came to the end of it in one of the most anticlimactic ways possible. That was why I decided, once I discovered you and your beautiful family living here right under my nose, that we needed to draw things out a little. I’m not ready to lose you just yet.”

“Good,” Jack said, sneering at the computer monitor. “Come on out in the open, and you’ll get as much of me as you need.”

“Not what I mean,” Troy said, leaning back in his chair. “You see, I started to think about what would be the most painful thing you could experience. As luck would so have it, I was already embroiled in this situation I have going on here. I mean, it’s not my usual thing. Very dirty business, you see. And our client? I wish I could tell you more about our client. A real piece of work. But don’t worry, your daughter is going to meet him. I actually think he’s going to be quite fond of her.”

Jack’s entire body felt as though it were made of red lightning. He wanted to reach in through the screen of that laptop, grab Troy by the neck, drag him into the warehouse, and spend the entire night teeing off on his face.

Jack’s jaw clenched. He didn’t want to be drawn into Troy’s games, but that unthinkable, evil comment was something he just couldn’t ignore. “If you lay one finger on my daughter…”

“Weren’t you listening?” Troy asked in mock disapproval. “I don’t plan on laying a single finger on your daughter. Neither will any of my men. You have my word. As long as she is with us, she’s perfectly safe. In fact, she’s being fed and cared for. I mean, she’s not at the Ritz Carlton like you Americans seem to love, but she’s not in any pain or immediate danger. No, I’m not going to lay a single finger on your daughter. I’m going to leave that to my client.”

“By the time I’m done with you, Troy,” Jack hissed, now shaking with the strain of his unconditional rage, “you’re going to wish that bullet had finished the job. I promise you that you’re going to die screaming.”

Troy’s sinister smile widened. “You know, you should’ve stayed retired, brat. Maybe then your little girl would still be with you.”

Anger surged through Jack’s veins, but he knew he had to keep his emotions in check. Troy was baiting him, and now he was starting to see it. There must have been some endgame to it other than just his ridiculous satisfaction. “Show me Claire. Now.”

Troy’s laughter was cold and heartless. “Oh, she’s here, but you’re never going to see her again. But don’t worry, your failures as a father will not scar her for life. She’s going to be in the care of someone far more experienced in, uh, raising children than you, if you know what I’m driving at.”

The background noise of crying children grew louder, and Jack’s heart pounded in his chest. Was it not a sound effect after all? He started to scan the background behind Troy to see if there was anything remotely identifying about the wall. But it was hard to focus. Jack couldn’t bear the thought of Claire in distress, surrounded by the cruel hands of these lowlife thugs and their sickening client, whoever that was.

“I won’t let you harm her!” Jack’s voice shook with fury.

Troy’s eyes glinted with malicious intent. “You know, brat, if you’re not going to listen to a word I’m saying, I really don’t see the need to continue this conversation. You just don’t get it. Your daughter’s fine right now. She will leave in the next little bit. Then she won’t be fine anymore. You don’t have a say in this. You’re weak, just like you were when we last faced each other.”

“I was strong enough to put you down,” Jack said through gritted teeth.

“But too weak to finish the job,” Troy retorted.

Before Jack could answer, a sudden flash of light caught his eye. The laptop screen flickered. For a moment, the entire background behind Troy glitched and vanished. Jack quickly realized that this was a green screen to throw them off and someone had knocked it over. Instead of the solid-gray background he’d been posing in front of this entire time, Troy stood in a grungy, dimly lit room surrounded by massive, bearded men. Jack quickly committed their faces to memory, wondering if one of them had laid hands on his ex-wife.

Troy’s smug expression turned deadly serious, the smile fading instantly to show a gleam of murderous intent behind his eyes. “Goodbye, brat.”

The laptop beeped twice and then exploded in a rain of sharp plastic shrapnel.

“Get down!” Sarah screamed, reaching out to grab Jack by the collar of his jacket and pull him back away from the table. The miniature explosion of the computer seemed to trigger a far larger bomb hidden within the greater room.

Despite Sarah’s warning, it was a fraction of a second too late. The concussive, fiery blast smacked into them. Jack and Sarah were tossed back, avoiding the bulk of the flames as they flew through the air before slamming back down against the cold concrete floor.

The deafening blast rang in their ears, leaving a ringing silence in its wake.

Pain shot through Jack’s body, but adrenaline surged through his veins. He was too angry to be hurt. Jack shook his head, trying to clear his vision as he checked on Sarah, who lay nearby, dazed but conscious.

“We need to get out of here,” Jack grunted, helping Sarah to her feet as flames spread up the walls of the warehouse.

Together, they made their way outside, retracing their steps and fleeing through the back door just as the entire building went up in a massive ball of fire that would have reduced them to cinders had they remained within. This threw out another concussive blast that plowed into them with the force of a pile driver. Once more, these highly trained, specialized government super-agents slammed into the pavement and rolled.

Jack was feeling pain now. There was no avoiding it. His entire body ached, and he’d suffered a few minor burns. Sarah lay completely still on her side, and for a moment, Jack feared the worst. He turned her over and inspected what he could see. She looked much the same as him, suffering a few burns and scrapes. However, there was a contusion on the top of her head that was pouring blood down her forehead into her eyes. Whatever had struck her head must’ve knocked her unconscious in the fall.

Gritting his teeth in anger mixed with genuine concern for his best friend, Jack looked up at the sky and screamed in frustration, letting the wind give voice to his fury and carry it into the heavens.
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T
 he explosion had obviously drawn the attention of local authorities. A massive fireball that lit up the lower half of the town was something that was inevitably going to draw the Nutley Police Department quickly. Within ten minutes, the site was alive with bustling activity.

There were police department vehicles, fire trucks attempting to control the blaze, and an ambulance all on the scene. The ambulance was where Sarah and Jack had been for the last hour and a half.

When the police had arrived, they were ready to arrest Jack on the spot. Thankfully, though, Sarah had managed to regain consciousness quickly. Jack might have mocked her badge earlier in the day, but he had to admit it had its uses. She only needed to flash it once to control the scene instantly. That included what work was being done and who was being arrested. He supposed she’d saved him yet again.

With local police on the scene, Sarah had to call the incident into Bureau headquarters. It wasn’t long before a contingent from their strike team had been sent down to investigate.

However, both Sarah and Jack were still distrustful of their special agent friends. That was why Sarah had pushed away the very fussy paramedics. She and Jack needed to follow her agents inside the warehouse.

In the wake of the firebomb, the building was nothing more than a burned-out husk. However, someone had to plant that bomb. Someone had to plant the bug that had been on Claire to draw them in. That meant even if Troy had never stepped foot in this building, members of his organization had. That was something worth investigating.

Unfortunately, in the aftermath of the explosion, there was nothing left. The bombs had essentially turned the entire warehouse into a giant burn room. The explosions had been meant to wipe any and all evidence off the map completely. The ruthlessness and careful planning of this trap had chilled Jack to the core.

He clearly wasn’t thinking straight. He was more emotionally compromised than he had ever been before in his life. Troy was using that against him, feeding off his love for his daughter in the cruelest way possible. He had played right into it. He responded to everything Troy had said to get a rise out of him. It was pathetic and beneath his skills. He’d need to control himself in the future.

And there would be another mission. He was not giving up, no matter what Sarah might say. Unfortunately, this incident had placed him even higher on the priority list of Sarah’s superiors down in Quantico. Their secret investigation, which included no warrant, couldn’t be hidden now. Even Sarah’s legendary lying skills wouldn’t be enough to dance their way out of the destruction of an entire building.

“We’ll find her, Stone. We won’t stop until we do,” Jack heard Sarah say from behind him as he walked out through the scorched door of the warehouse back into the parking lot.

He turned to look at his friend, who seemed a little worse for wear. Sarah probably needed to stay in the ambulance a little longer than he did. Losing consciousness was never anything to laugh off. However, following this harrowing encounter, Sarah’s voice was filled with determination.

Jack nodded in response. For the first time on that night, he didn’t feel as confident as his friend and partner. While she was a pure mask of determination, Jack presented more of a winning mix of anger and fear that was clearly evident in his eyes based on the way Sarah was looking at him.

Despite the fact that Troy had delighted in torturing him mentally, Jack had sensed no deception in his words. He was telling the truth. Whoever the mystery client of theirs was, they needed to find the kids and get them home before he shipped them off to Lord knows where. Jack knew from investigating other trafficking rings throughout the world that once the purchase was made and the trafficked prisoners were shipped away, they were all but lost forever.

He knew the clock was ticking, and they had to act fast if they were going to have any hope of saving Claire and the other children trapped in Troy’s grip. Unfortunately, Jack knew that things didn’t move very fast at the FBI. And he had a strong suspicion that someone with a lot more clout than Sarah was going to be paying a lot of attention to him in the future.
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T
 he FBI headquarters was once again its usual beehive of activity. There were agents bustling in and out of offices as they continued their relentless pursuit of Archer Troy and his child trafficking ring.

Of course, with so many people in such a confined space, chaos sometimes seemed to rule the day. That made it virtually impossible to figure out who they could or couldn’t trust. In his first few days visiting this Bureau to help them with the investigation, Jack had genuinely enjoyed talking to the special agents, both old and young.

But now he knew they couldn’t be trusted, and it made him less likely to stick around. Action needed to be taken. Decisive action was necessary. Unfortunately, all the red tape that surrounded the Bureau was put in place specifically to hold back such action.

Jack sat with Sarah in her office. They were both nursing injuries from the previous night. The weight of the situation pressed heavily on them, and tension crackled in the air. Jack couldn’t help but think that if it hadn’t been for Sarah’s trying to keep him on the straight and narrow, he might be a lot closer to resolving this issue. It was causing bitterness to develop in his heart and mind, and he was trying desperately not to bite her head off.

“I can’t just sit here, Sarah,” Jack said, his voice edged with frustration as he leaned back in the chair in front of her desk, clutching at his sore ribs. “We need to be out there, shaking down informants, doing whatever it takes to find Claire.”

Sarah leaned back in her chair, her expression grave. She was holding a large ice pack against the contusion on her forehead. The wound had needed several stitches up in her hairline, but it didn’t seem like she had a concussion. Of course, she hadn’t actually gone to the hospital. She had just told him that she didn’t have a concussion, and he had believed it.

“Jack, you know we can’t operate without proper warrants and probable cause,” she said, “not again! We need evidence, and we need to bring in these suspects for questioning. I don’t even want to look at the blinking line on my phone because I know there’s going to be a lot of messages on there that I don’t want to hear.”

“Well, I’m sorry the search for my daughter is causing such an issue for you and your desk job,” Jack said with more than a hint of disgust in his voice.

“That’s not what I’m saying, and you know it,” Sarah growled at him. “But it’s been made very clear to me now that you are not a member of the Bureau in any way, shape, or form. The only thing keeping you from the inside of a jail cell right now is me! And after I caved last night to go be the cavalry with you, I’m on their shitlist, too. It was so freaking stupid. I don’t even know what I was thinking.”

“Same as me,” Jack said, crossing his arms. “You thought we had the son of a bitch, and you knew we couldn’t wait.”

Sarah clearly agreed with him, but she shook her head in defiance of this narrative. “Look,” she said, her free hand clenching into a fist. “I’m the one keeping you out of jail. It’s that simple. So just do as I say, let me handle this, and let me do it the right way!”

“We don’t have time for bureaucracy!” Jack retorted, slamming his fist on her desk, which caused her to press the ice pack against her head with renewed intensity. “Claire’s life is on the line, and you’re worried about paperwork?”

“Of course, I’m worried about Claire,” Sarah replied, her voice steady. “I’m worried about Claire, and I’m also worried about you and Eve. We finally had to send her home with an escort because she was starting to scare me. It was like she was about to go out there and start hunting for Troy herself! But we can’t just throw homeland laws and principles out the window because we want to. We need to be strategic, or we risk making things worse.”

Jack’s eyes flashed with anger, his emotions spiraling out of control. “Worse? How could things possibly be worse? How can you sit there and tell me that you think things can get worse? You’re the one who brought me back into this game, Sarah. I tried to say no! I tried to walk away. You hounded me, and you played on my sympathies, and now look what I have to show for it! Then you told me we had a shot at getting Claire back, and now you’re telling me to play it safe?”

Sarah’s face hardened, her patience utterly spent. “I brought you back because I knew we needed you and your knowledge of Troy. You’re the one who started taking over meetings, undermining me in front of the staff so that they all got to know your name. You were the one going out in the field, which I will remind you, I told you many times not to do! But we can sit here and play the blame game all day long. It’s not going to get us any closer to finding your daughter. I know we’re on a time crunch here, and I know we both have a personal stake in this! But that doesn’t mean we can abandon our ethical standards.”

“Ethical standards?” Jack scoffed. “My daughter is out there, God knows where, and you’re talking about ethical standards? How have you been living with yourself over the last twenty-four hours, knowing that she’s in danger because of us?”

Sarah’s voice grew firm. “I know we’re doing everything in our power to find her safely, Jack. We can’t become the thing we’re fighting against!”

“When did you turn into this?” Jack exclaimed, erupting to his feet and pushing away from the desk. “We were the exact thing we were fighting against for years. We were killers, Fagan. Assassins. You can say operative or preventer the way we always have to save whatever’s left of our humanity, but you know the truth of it as well as me. You act like you weren’t out there in the middle of all those nightmares overseas. You sit there behind your desk and you act like I’m the only one with red on my ledger when yours is dripping.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Sarah said, her voice a low quake of hurt and disdain. “I know exactly what it looks like to do whatever it takes. It’s not something I can forget! It’s something I see every time I close my eyes. It’s why I couldn’t just retire! I couldn’t live with myself. I can’t look at myself in the mirror! I needed to put some good into the world. I needed to live by ethical standards for once in my damn wretched life!”

Jack’s frustration reached its boiling point, and he couldn’t contain his anger any longer. He swept his arm across the desk, sending papers flying. If Sarah had been startled or impressed by his outburst, she didn’t show it. She simply stood perfectly in place, eyes narrowing as she glared at him.

“This isn’t about ethics,” he spat in a vengeful fury. “This is about saving my daughter! My daughter, who is a happy little girl, who was going to camp and swimming with her friends and making artwork to hang on my refrigerator until you blew up my phone and tricked me into picking up!”

Jack could tell Sarah did not see herself as blameless in this scenario. It was clear she was shouldering a major part of the blame. And deep down in his heart of hearts, Jack knew that, in her own way, she was doing everything she could to help him. Last night, Sarah had shown a willingness to go above and beyond what she was supposed to be able to do. She was also making it very clear now that the door was closed on those kinds of outings, and it wouldn’t be opened again.

The sound of their argument echoed through the bullpen just outside Sarah’s door as the tension reached an undeniable crescendo.

FBI agents began to gather outside the office, concerned about the escalating situation. Jack turned and glared at them as though he could melt them all with nothing but the scorching hate and disdain thundering in his eyeballs. He figured a handful of them were probably already trying to figure out how to get out of the room so they could call Troy and tell him about how Jack Stone was breaking down in front of their eyes.

Sarah rose from her seat, her expression a mix of concern and resolve. The movement drew Jack’s attention. “Jack, I’m sorry. You’re right. I should not have tried to drag you back into this. I was just desperate. I never for a second thought that your family would get pulled into this. I understand your pain, but tossing papers around my office won’t help Claire. We need a plan, not chaos.”

“I don’t need a plan; I need my daughter back!” Jack shouted, his voice raw with emotion.

As their voices started to get louder, the agents outside the door were creeping closer, ready to intervene when necessary. Sarah raised a hand, signaling for them to wait.

“You’re not the only one who cares about Claire,” Sarah said calmly. “You’re not the only one who feels responsible for this situation. We’re doing everything we can to bring her home. But we need to work together, Stone, not against each other.”

Jack was breathing heavily still, but his anger was starting to peter off. Just as he had guessed over a day ago, waiting for him behind the inferno of his rage was an avalanche of sadness. He looked at Sarah, tears in his eyes, and felt a torrent of emotions washing over him.

He knew the issue at play here was not Sarah having a lack of empathy for Claire. She clearly cared about his daughter, just as he did. The only thing she didn’t seem to share was his sense of urgency. Jack couldn’t shake the fear that time was slipping away, that any minute Troy could be loading those kids onto a plane or ship, doing God knows what, and sending them God knows where with God knows who.

“I don’t know if we can do this the ‘right’ way and still save her,” Jack admitted. His anguish and unfathomable sadness were starting to make his voice break.

Sarah stepped closer to him, coming out from behind her desk to look up into her friend’s eyes. She reached up and placed a warm and comforting hand on his shoulder. “We’ll find a way, Jack. I promise you that we won’t stop until we get her back.”

The weight of his anger began to lift, and Jack didn’t like it one bit. He needed that anger now more than ever. He needed the boost and the clarity it gave him. Last night in the warehouse, he’d given in to anger and played right into Troy’s hands. Now, because of that, both he and Sarah had nearly died.

The anger that had been festering under his skin for over a day was slowly being replaced by a sense of sad desperation and fear. Of course, he couldn’t ignore the nice little guilt chaser that he was starting to feel as well. Jack knew he couldn’t lose focus, not now. Claire needed him to be strong, to keep fighting for her.

“I need to be out there, Sarah,” Jack said, his voice resolute. “I don’t care about badges or deputizations. I can’t just sit around waiting for paperwork to clear, for judges to sign court orders from a beach in South Carolina while my daughter is in danger.”

Sarah nodded, understanding his pain. Jack was glad. He felt seen and heard for the first time in this office since the moment of Claire’s abduction.

“We’ll just have to work together to find a middle ground,” Sarah said with kinder eyes than the situation called for. “We’ll work as a team, just like we always do and have always done! We’ve gotten out of situations way tighter than this. Look, for your own sake, I’m just asking you to follow the proper protocols and stop trying to take official action. You can’t go be a vigilante. But I also get what you’re saying. We can’t afford to ignore our instincts and knowledge. It’s one of the best ways to get results and always has been.”

Jack took a deep breath and looked around at the papers strewn about the floor. He missed just a few days ago when that desk had been completely empty. The fact there were so many files passing over her desk was just proof that she was trying to help. Destroying her office wouldn’t bring Claire back any faster.

But working with her wasn’t going to do that, either.

“Okay,” he said finally, trying to tell her what she wanted to hear while simultaneously thinking six steps ahead.

She’d presented him with logic, and she hadn’t been wrong. But when it came to the safety of his child, he didn’t care about logic. When Jack responded to her, he kept his voice calm so as not to arouse suspicion. “Let’s find that middle ground. Do a little bit of the best of both worlds.”

“Hey, if you start singing the Hannah Montana
 theme song, you can get the hell out of my Bureau,” she said with a smile that was meant to be infectious. It didn’t catch on, but he gave her a little half smile as something of a consolation prize.

The tension in the room began to ease, and Sarah gave Jack a smile that he recognized from so many overseas missions. It had always been her smile that reminded him that victory was achievable. She had never believed in no-win scenarios, and she was always the last person to give up.

“We’ll bring her home, Jack. Together.”

Jack gave her a nod externally, but internally, he was focused on the concept of victory. Sarah had been right. By that, he meant the Sarah of old. The Sarah he’d traveled the world with. Victory was achievable. But it wasn’t going to happen leashed to the present-day Sarah Fagan.

Outside the office, the FBI agents, who had seemed so concerned just moments prior, dispersed. It seemed as though they trusted Sarah’s orders. The moment she had reassured them, they were likely secure in the understanding that there was no immediate danger.

Jack and Sarah had always been very good at burying the hatchet when they fought. But, like most brothers and sisters, just because they shook hands and made up didn’t mean they were always one hundred percent over the disagreement they’d been having. Sarah wanted a compromise. She wanted a middle ground. For Jack, there was no compromise. There was only the mission and its result. They were coming at the situation from two wildly different places, and their partnership had outlived its usefulness.

After all, what was the middle ground between two radically opposing sides? Was Claire going to be all right long enough for them to figure it out? He certainly didn’t think so. His doubts were racking up as he looked around the Bureau offices. He’d hung around this long, hoping to glom off their resources, but where had that gotten him?

The Bureau had exactly the same amount of evidence and information as Jack. That was to say absolutely nothing. As he and Sarah walked toward the break room, Jack could feel that same tension between them. It was palpable, and it would only get worse once he started doing what he had to do.

The pressure of their individual guilt and responsibilities weighed heavily on each of their hearts, creating an unspoken divide that neither was ready to bridge just yet. He’d apologize to her once Claire was safe. Until then, he had to keep moving forward with no hesitation or regret.

It was time to step outside the law and go at this alone.

As they walked the hallways of FBI headquarters, the silence that had settled between Jack and Sarah spoke volumes.

Eventually, Sarah broke the silence, her voice soft but firm. “Jack, I really appreciate you agreeing to meet me halfway.”

Jack smiled and nodded as they entered the break room. He crossed to the coffeepot. But Sarah wasn’t done.

“I understand your anger and frustration. But let’s just agree to stay focused. After all, we’re in this together.”

“Well, now, if you start singing the song from High School Musical,
 I’m gonna have to kick you out of your Bureau,” Jack replied with a sad smile.

Sarah let out a small, humorless laugh. Jack’s jaw clenched, his emotions still raw. What were they even doing here? Posturing in the hallways so that special agents who may or may not have been working against them could see them being special best friends? How could this bring them any closer to finding his daughter?

“What’s wrong?” Sarah asked him.

“I’m just kind of lost in my own head,” he said, his voice tense like a pulled wire.

“Well, don’t just stew by yourself,” she replied, trying to be supportive.

Was she seriously trying to have another heart-to-heart conversation? What was this? Was she feeling insecure? Did she think he was now fully blaming her for what had happened?

Jack quickly decided he couldn’t do this again. Every second that passed was another potential second that Claire was in danger. Every minute that ticked by was another minute that brought her closer to whoever this mystery buyer was.

“I know you’re trying to stay angry, and I understand why,” Sarah said, her voice tinged with sadness. “I know that saying we needed to find a middle ground isn’t as easy as actually finding one. But we have to channel that anger at finding Claire and bringing her back safely.”

Jack glanced at her, his eyes welling with tears. “I can’t lose her, Sarah. I can’t bear the thought of not seeing her again.”

“We won’t lose her,” Sarah said firmly. She reached out to touch his arm, but Jack pulled away. Sarah pulled her hand back and just gave him a supportive nod. “We’re going to get her back. I promise.”

“You know, if I had a search warrant or signed court order for every time you said that to me since she disappeared, we would have found her already.”

Sarah grimaced at that comment, clearly biting back on something she wanted to say. Jack was finding it harder and harder not to snap at every little thing that came out of her mouth. She was trying to help, trying to be supportive. But what he needed right now wasn’t help and support. What he needed right now wasn’t compromise.

Jack had always appreciated Sarah’s presence, but the anger still simmered within him. He had been working overtime since last night to try to douse the flames of that anger. She was trying to push him toward some kind of peaceful path in which he just sat there in the Bureau, waiting for someone else to get off their butt and care about the future of his child. Jack shook his head and pulled away from her. His emotions were entirely too raw to be soothed.

“What’s wrong?” Sarah asked, unsure of what had just happened.

“I need some air,” Jack mumbled, turning to leave.

“Stone, wait,” Sarah called after him, but he was already gone.

He moved briskly away from her, winding down the labyrinth of hallway tunnels that made up this massive building. Finally, after what felt like a million years of walking, he pushed his way out through the front door.

In the relative solitude of the parking lot in the middle of the workday, Jack leaned up against his car. His mind was racing with thoughts of Claire and painful memories of the past once again. Removed from Sarah’s influence, he was starting to feel that anger spiral. He closed his eyes, trying to push back the tears threatening to spill and replace them with the righteous fury and stoic darkness that he had discovered long ago.

He reminded himself that he was the one who had brought this nightmare on his family. Sure, he had tried to place some blame on Sarah while he was feeling the full weight of his emotions, but he also knew Sarah was right. It had ultimately been his decision to help her. Then, against her wishes, he’d gone out in the field, which was something she had explicitly told him he did not have to do. He was arrogant. Now his arrogance had finally caught up with him. A lifetime of it had fueled dark decisions and justifications that were all starting to crumble in the wake of Claire’s abduction.

It all came down to him. It had been his choices and his past that had gotten that sweet little angel wrapped up in all this mess. No amount of mental gymnastics was ever going to change that. He could point his finger at Eve, he could point it at Sarah, he could even point it at Troy. When the posturing was over, there was only one thing that he could be sure of. He had put her in danger, and he was determined to make it right, no matter the cost.

As the weight of his emotions threatened to overwhelm him, Jack knew he had to find a way to channel that anger and frustration into action. He had to be relentless. That was the only kind of mentality that someone like Troy understood and respected. He thought back to the times in which he had come so close to finally bringing that monster down.

In those moments, he had been relentless in his pursuit. He had been ruthless in hunting down information. And he had been merciless when the time came to get his hands on his hated rival.

Relentless was the new word he kept repeating over and over in his head. It was what he needed to be now. Relentless in his pursuit of Troy and his child trafficking ring and relentless in his determination to bring Claire home.

Taking a deep breath, Jack steadied himself, wiping away tears that had escaped through his eyelids. These needed to be the last tears he shed over this. Tears were making him weak. He reminded himself that when you’re in the fight of your life against one of the most dangerous men in the world, you can’t afford to show weakness of any kind. He wouldn’t let his emotions cloud his judgment. He would fight for Claire with everything he had, no matter the consequences.

As he prepared to face the storm that lay ahead, he told himself that he would find a way to reconcile with Sarah when all of this was said and done. But that wasn’t a problem for right now. Sarah was a friend, his best friend, his sister even.

But right now, he didn’t need connections that humanized him. He needed emotions that made him relentless.

He turned to his car and opened the door. He needed information, and he would get it by any means necessary. The idea was already forming in his head. If he were going to have any chance of success, he needed some supplies. He turned on the car’s engine, threw it into drive, and took off down the path that he truly believed would bring him to his daughter.
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S
 ix calls had come through his cell phone today, but Jack had picked up none of them. Four had been from Sarah, probably wondering where he was so they could regroup and come up with a plan to meet halfway, as she was so adamant about doing. The others had been from Eve.

Since Sarah had made Eve leave the Bureau, Jack hadn’t heard from her. He wasn’t sure what she needed, but if she wasn’t safe, he had a feeling he would’ve gotten a few more calls.

He didn’t want to avoid Eve. He also didn’t want to get cursed out by her again. Whether he thought he deserved that kind of treatment, it wasn’t going to do him any good now. Not tonight, anyway. Tonight was going to be the turning point in this investigation. It was going to be the night that put him on the path toward success.

Jack’s heart pounded as he stepped into the dimly lit, smoke-filled bar in one of the seediest areas in Manhattan. The air was thick with the stench of alcohol and desperation. Despite the city banning smoking in bars years ago, Jack was forced to walk through a massive cloud of cigarette smoke on his way inside. This should have set the stage for anyone who might’ve walked in from the outside, thinking this was just some fun hole-in-the-wall pub. It was anything but.

Anyone who came into the Rathole on purpose was up to no good. They were either showing up to broker some kind of underhanded deal, celebrate the successful closing of an underhanded deal, or shop around for… You guessed it… Some kind of underhanded deal.

As he walked through the haze of smoke, Jack was reminded of the New York City of his youth. Back then, the city was far less glamorous than it was today. Frankly, it was a dangerous place filled with dangerous people. It was commonly believed that the police and politicians chased out all the bad people and rebuilt New York into the gleaming crown jewel of the American dream that it was today.

But that wasn’t true at all. Walk into a place like this and you’d see a stark contrast to the glamorous façade of the city outside. The criminal element that was supposedly chased off decades ago was alive and well. You just had to look a little harder to spot them. In a place like this, throw a chair in the right direction and you’d hit someone who had an arrest warrant. And from what Jack had heard, chairs being thrown was something of a common occurrence here.

As a government operative, Jack had been highly skilled at deep cover operations. The only way for him to track down Troy and ultimately discover where Claire and the other kids were being hidden was to go undercover. That was why, as he walked into the bar, Troy was mostly unrecognizable.

It had taken a good deal of running around all day. However, his contacts had come through for him in the end. They had managed to outfit him with a fake beard and facial prosthesis that would alter his brow, nose, cheeks, and chin just enough to make him look like a completely different person.

So, what was he doing there? What was he hoping to find here? Well, according to sources he’d carefully cultivated over the years, the Rathole was one of the only places in Manhattan where you could let off steam with virtually no risk of attracting unwanted attention.

Thinking back to Eve and her description of the massive men who had taken Claire, Jack remembered how she had said the man reeked of vodka. She said it was seeping out of every pore in his body. Because he’d spent time undercover as one of Troy’s most elite soldiers, he knew what life was like when you worked for the temperamental mob boss.

While alcohol wasn’t taboo in their headquarters, most of the men opted not to drink around the boss. That was mostly because Troy killed whoever he wanted whenever he wanted for whatever reason he came up with. Somewhere in his sick God complex, he had convinced himself that it was his right. That meant wherever they happened to be stationed, the men typically went out to find a watering hole.

However, given the scope and severity of this job, it was unlikely that they were going to attend any establishment that might put them in mixed company. Anyone that blew this deal for Troy would suffer one of the most painful deaths imaginable. So, he started to ask around, reaching out to all the contacts he had generated throughout a long career. One of his most trusted contacts had been a black-market weapons dealer who did business out of Manhattan in the boroughs here and there.

Initially, Jack had been sent out to eliminate this man. However, the two of them had come to a mutual understanding. Instead of eliminating him, Jack had brought him to his superiors, and a deal was struck. This contact was allowed to continue dealing to black-market organizations. But when Uncle Sam needed information while chasing a target, he told him anything they wanted to know. Even retired, Jack still had some pull with him.

Troy was very picky about who he did business with, so Jack knew it was a long shot that the mob boss would have reached out to this particular dealer while Stateside. However, based on the information he’d gathered, he thought this bar could be the key to flushing some of these rats out of their hiding place.

No one paid him any mind as he walked in. Even if Jack had sauntered in as himself, the only people who would have been able to ID him were members of Troy’s organization. As a government agent in charge of preventing homeland catastrophes, Jack was the best, but he wasn’t the most famous.

That was because the majority of black-market personalities he encountered wound up dead. It turns out that pirates were really onto something in the olden days. Dead men really do tell no tales. But, if he was going to find the prey that he was hunting, a disguise would be necessary.

He wore a large green overcoat that hid the frame of his body. It also hid the plethora of guns and ammunition strapped to his torso. This was yet another gift from his incredibly beneficial contact.

On his head, Jack wore a long, straight, brown wig that extended down over the sides of his face, past his shoulders, and down his chest and back. He also had a pair of circular black sunglasses that settled over his eyes, balanced on the long and crooked nose afforded to him by the prosthetic.

He rounded out the ensemble with a camouflage headband that wrapped around his head. While this complemented the look he was going for, that of a black-market arms dealer who never got over the 60s, the headband also helped keep the wig from falling off.

One look at this establishment and he was instantly certain that everything he had heard about it was true. It was the very definition of a seedy black-market bar. Honestly, it was almost cliché. But Jack had been around long enough to know that some clichés really were based on truth. According to more than one of his contacts, this was a place that was positively teeming with shady characters and dark secrets.

It was the perfect place for members of Troy’s organization to gather and drink without fear of exposing themselves or angering their boss in some fatal matter.

Of course, the key to blending in at a place like that was not to look like a tourist. That was why he wore the glasses. They allowed him to scan the room without looking shifty. Another thing he’d heard about the place was that anyone even remotely suspected of being some kind of undercover cop or narc was instantly dispatched in a very violent, brutal, and disgusting manner.

Jack had been warned that people entered this bar and never left all the time. But he’d been in more dangerous places than this. Jack descended the stairs, walking past the large, tattooed biker bouncer who sat on a stool next to the door. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a one hundred-dollar bill, casually slipping into the man as he walked in. It always helped to make friends with the muscle in places like this.

Jack took a seat at the bar and ordered a drink, keeping his senses sharp. The bartender eyed him suspiciously for about a moment before another large tip placed into his hand with a casual handshake was enough to gain him favor right away.

Sitting at the bar with a large glass of vodka with no ice, he took several sips and listened to all the conversations around him. There was a multitude of languages being spoken. He’d picked up Spanish, Bulgarian, Chinese Mandarin, Arabic, and some butchering of the English language. So far, though, there was no Russian.

Thankfully, he spoke every language that he heard in the bar that night. Fluency was vital when going undercover in foreign countries. But a reconnaissance mission like this required a lot of patience and the understanding that it was entirely possible you might not actually find anything on the first night. He likened it to fishing. He sat there quietly and cast his rod out into the water, waiting to get a nibble, then a bite. Once his hook was in them, the fight was on.

Of course, he was still monitoring the non-Russian conversations occurring around him. Even if Troy’s men weren’t hanging about tonight, it was possible that they would be the subject of gossip in a place like this. Especially given the amount of media coverage their exploits had been generating. He took a sip of his drink and sat there patiently, waiting for the fish to bite.

As he sipped the vodka again, Jack was able to overhear snippets of some truly unsettling conversations that made his skin crawl.

It was always fascinating a place like this how the patrons spoke so openly about illegal activities like drug deals, prostitution, and other unspeakable deeds. Of course, it was incredibly rare for someone to walk into an establishment like this with so many languages rattling around in his brain. To most, this melting pot of verbiage would have just been a jumbled noise among the cacophony of voices. But Jack discovered that if he truly honed his ears in on something specific, he could block out most of the riffraff. In this case, he was listening for the distinct sound of a Russian accent or the Russian language itself.

Of course, identifying these men was only the first stage of the plan. Once he had done that, he needed to befriend them. But that was fine. He had a plan for that. Jack grimaced on the stool as he thought about Sarah sitting around and waiting for a warrant that would never come for a place like this.

There was a reason these black-market establishments and hangouts were never raided. They were paid up with the right people. They owned politicians, judges, high-ranking police officers, you name it.

To keep the bartender from getting suspicious, he had to keep ordering more drinks. As the hours rolled on, they were starting to add up. Thankfully, though, Jack had built up quite a tolerance over the years. You don’t go undercover in the Russian mob without learning how to handle your vodka.

Another secret to maintaining anonymity in a place like this was to keep your back to the door. Every time someone new came in, if you were turning around to get a look at who they were, someone might find you suspicious. In a place like this, a little suspicion could turn violent very quickly.

So, as people filed in and out, Jack kept track of them by listening.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he was able to catch a faint trace of what was unmistakably a Russian accent speaking Russian. After all these years of hunting Troy, he knew what a native speaker and someone who had picked up the language over time sounded like. This was definitely someone from the Fatherland, and he was not alone. Jack’s senses homed in on a group of men who crowded together at a small table just off the bar, conversing in hushed tones and getting progressively louder the more they had to drink.

That was another trick about a place like this. You didn’t approach your target until they were good and liquored up.

Jack took a deep breath and stood up. Judging by the sound of their voices, the way they were slurring their speech, and the fact that one of them had started to sing the old Soviet national anthem, he felt as though the time was now.

As Jack started to pass by, he turned and approached them, trying to appear as nonchalant as possible.

“Privet, comrades,” he greeted them in a perfect Russian accent that could’ve fooled President Putin himself. “Mind if I join you?”

Now that he had turned to face them, he was able to make out who they were and what kind of defenses they might be packing. There were six of them in all. Two of them were abnormally large men with big, bushy beards and long hair, much like the ones Eve had described. Of course, Troy was known for collecting giants. So, the fact that these were large men who might be employed by his arch nemesis didn’t necessarily mean they were the ones who had roughed up his ex-wife and kidnapped his daughter.

Of course, if it turned out they were… Well, he would cross that bridge when he came to it.

The Russian mobsters eyed him suspiciously at first. They were naturally distrustful of outsiders, but they were more forgiving of their fellow countrymen. The fact that he’d approached them with a spot-on accent, speaking flawless Russian like a native, was the only reason they were even entertaining his presence. After a moment, they gestured for him to take a seat at the table. Of course, with the size of some of these massive brutes, finding an empty spot was going to be a challenge.

Jack slid into the booth, greeting the men in their native tongue and asking them what they were drinking. It came as no surprise that they were drinking a bottle of Russian vodka that was almost out.

“Bartender, my friend,” Jack yelled out in English with a Russian accent so thick you could have stirred it like borscht.

As soon as the bartender looked over at him, he motioned to the mostly empty bottle and held up one finger. The bartender nodded and bent down to retrieve a new bottle. Jack crossed over to the bar, pulling a lot of cash from his pocket and paying for the expensive bottle, along with an exorbitant tip for the bartender.

“Hey, you buy you mother something nice with this, yes?” Jack asked in broken English.

The bartender, who was old enough to be Jack’s grandfather, gave him a smile and handed over the bottle.

Jack crossed back over to the table and held the bottle up over his head as though it were a championship belt at a major wrestling promotion. He let out a triumphant scream, and the Russians applauded him.

“Where are you from, comrade?” one of the big ones, who seemed to be mostly in charge of this group, asked in Russian.

“Ah, I am so very glad you asked this question,” Jack said. “I come from Kyiv. I left years ago to make my fortune in more stable currencies.”

The mobsters all laughed at this, as it was fairly common knowledge that the Russian ruble had a bit of a rough time for a while. Jack then started to launch into a massive back story, detailing who his family was, what they did, what he did, and what his plans are for going back someday.

“Ah, but I feel I am going on too long,” Jack said in Russian. “Now, you tell me, big, strong men, what do you do, and where do you come from?”

“We come from Moscow,” the massive man said, gesturing at the entire table.

“Ah, all of you?” Jack asked, repeating the same gesture as he waved his hand around the table.

“Da,” one of the smaller men said while taking another swig from the bottle.

“I don’t go to Moscow much,” Jack said, shaking his head back and forth. “I tried to go many years ago. I know many strongmen in Moscow like you needing the finest Western weapons. You must protect home, family, dog.”

The entire table laughed again. He was charming them, being very poetic and continuing on to weave a web of lies about his supposed past in Kyiv. He talked at length about how he first got hooked up in the illegal weapons business and how he journeyed to Moscow only to find that his services were not required.

“I go to Moscow. I tried to sell gun. I tried to sell bomb, I tried to sell knife.” But then he made a face and gestured rudely at the table as though the person he was speaking of was lying on it. “But then I encountered a very bad man, and he tells me that only he sell gun in Moscow.”

There was a collective murmur around the table as all the thugs, big and small alike, started to look at each other awkwardly.

“Oh, I meet many shady character in Moscow,” Jack said, going so far as to spit on the floor. “Not like you!” He gestured fondly at the table. “You are all good boys. You all take care of mother and father, yes?”

No one spoke to agree, but some of them nodded. He was making them uncomfortable, which was exactly what he was trying to do.

“So,” the big man said, leaning across the table toward him, “who is this bad man you speak of in Moscow?”

“Ah,” Jack said, flicking at the air as though trying to knock the question away. “You don’t worry about people like that, okay? You are all good boys. You stay clear of bad man with dangerous affiliations, yes?”

“Well,” one of the smaller ones said while trying to speak up, “how do we know to avoid this man if you don’t tell us who he is?”

Jack pretended to think about this for a minute, rubbing his fingers through his long, fake beard. After a moment of mock consideration, he nodded in agreement. “Oof, shady characters and dangerous affiliations,” he repeated again. “But you will stay good, yes? You will stay away from Archer Troy, yes?”

Finally, the moment came. After beating around the bush with these idiots for over an hour, Jack pushed them on Troy. When he mentioned the name, the entire table’s mood shifted.

The reaction was immediate, as though he just flipped a switch. The mobsters stiffened, their eyes narrowing with suspicion at this boisterous older man who seemed to be a little too freely bad-mouthing their boss.

Jack could feel the tension in the air now, but he had to pretend, obviously, as though he were completely oblivious to what he’d just done.

Troy’s men looked across the table at each other, making eye contact and seeming to send invisible signals for all to turn toward Jack, narrowing their eyes in disapproval. It was as though he had just lit the fuse on a bundle of dynamite. Now he was just waiting for the spark to travel up to the end of its inevitable journey, where the explosion would take place.

“So, you know Troy?” one of the mobsters asked, his voice guarded.

Jack nodded, his heart racing now, as he knew the time was coming very quickly. “Yes, we crossed paths long time ago. I was involved in some business in Kyiv back in the day, then I make trip over to Moscow. Comrade Troy and I are introduced when I get there because we have the mutual acquaintances, you see?”

The mobsters were exchanging knowing glances with greater frequency now, their expressions growing more hostile. Jack could almost see the gears turning in their minds, weighing the pros and cons of whether to attack him or not.

Of course, he knew all too well that all of Troy’s men were taught that if they happen to meet someone who randomly starts to ask about Troy, that person needs to be eliminated, whether they’re a threat or not.

“You know,” the big man said suddenly, “you speak pretty good Russian for an American.”

Another of the mobsters laughed while the rest of them leaned in, trying to create a sense of impending doom. They were clearly testing Jack’s authenticity, trying to see if all of his stories matched up to the smell test.

“American?” Jack asked, as though he were mortally offended by the suggestion. “You think I am American?” Now Jack purposely started to act as though he were getting nervous, to goad them into attacking.

There was one thing that was still bothering him. He had no idea if the large man who appeared to be the leader of this small group was indeed the man who had driven off in Eve’s car.

“Ah, see?” Jack remarks to all of them. “You are all too drunk if you thinking I am American dog.” Jack spat on the floor for effect, but none of them were entertained by him this time. “That’s it. Friends don’t let friends drive drunk. Here, big man, you give me keys that I give back to you when you see more clearly.”

“Oh, I see clearly now,” the man said, but Jack was already in motion.

He pitched off to the side as though he were falling over drunk. He bumped up against the side of a massive man as soon as they made contact, reached directly into his pocket, felt the key ring, and pulled it right out.

“See?” Jack said, suddenly holding up the keys with one of the rings looped around his middle finger so it rested against his palm. He instantly recognized them as Eve’s keys.

The big man suddenly jumped back, alarmed that he could pick pockets so easily.

“Oh, Tesla, is it? Now who is American?”

The entire table of Troy’s men jumped up, which drew the attention of nearly the entire bar. Conversations stopped mid-sentence as a burly redness came over the big man’s face.

“I’m sorry, comrade,” Jack said, laughing at himself as if this role was some big joke. “I am just trying to make sure you don’t have horrible accident and die.”

“All right, that’s it,” the big man roared, and now any and all noise that was going on within the bar that hadn’t initially stopped fell silent.

“Hey, big man,” Jack said, dropping the keys back to the table. “I am very sorry. I don’t mean to offend you. Please, just do a fellow countryman one small favor before I go.”

The big man laughed, looking down the bridge of his nose at Jack, at this strange little man who seemed not to understand the danger he was in. “What favor?” he asked with a huge belly laugh.

Jack slowly reached up and grabbed the earpiece of his glasses, pulling them off and looking up at the man for the first time with his true eyes. He gave him a smile that was not the silly drunken smile of the Russian buffoon he’d been portraying. Rather, it was a smile that oozed confidence. The kind of smile that told everyone in the room who was really in control here.

When he spoke, Jack dropped all pretense of his Russian accent and spoke in English once more. “You tell me where my daughter is,” Jack said.

It took a moment for the big man to realize what had just happened. He gaped down at Jack as though he were seeing a ghost.

“My ex-wife gave me your message, by the way. Please tell Troy I said hello back. Or, alternatively, you can tell me where he is and I’ll tell him myself.”

The huge man bent down to grab Jack, but Jack was already moving. He’d learned to hold his vodka a long time ago, and he was clearly much better at it than this drunken idiot. As the man who had assaulted Eve reached down for him, Jack already saw that he was off balance. It was then a simple matter to stand and use the force and momentum of his rising to drive his fist directly into the man’s Adam’s apple.

Despite his immense size and power, the huge man fell like a ton of bricks, smashing into the floor with an audible thud. From behind him, one of the smaller men tried to grab him by the shoulders. In response, Jack reached over to the table, grabbed the neck of the vodka bottle, and slammed it down on the surface. It shattered instantly, creating a jagged, sharpened weapon that he clutched expertly in his hand.

As the man tried to turn Jack around, he allowed it. And as he turned, he brought the weapon up, jabbing the broken bottle into the center of his chest cavity with such force that it splintered ribs. Troy’s henchman fell in a shower of blood, and now the entire bar had taken notice. This had just gone from a simple barroom brawl where one man had been punched in the throat to an actual murder in their midst.

Just as Jack predicted, the entire bar suddenly moved as one. Some made a break for the door, some rushed toward Jack, and others started to draw their weapons.

Jack had anticipated that as well. With a flair, he undid the top button on his jacket. It fluttered open to reveal guns, knives, and ammunition clips of various shapes and sizes strapped to his torso.

One of Troy’s men let out a yelp just as Jack drew one of his custom, specialized handguns from a side holster and pulled the trigger. The discharge of a firearm caused the bar to erupt into chaos. A full-fledged brawl ensued. Now, Jack wasn’t even the main target. Many in the bar took that as an excuse to get their drunken rocks off or finish someone off that they had a long-standing grudge with.

Jack didn’t concern himself with any of the bar patrons who didn’t have a specific score to settle with him. He simply pulled a shotgun out from behind his back, pointed it at Troy’s men, and opened fire.

A few of the men managed to draw their own guns, and so Jack did what felt natural. He jumped up onto the bar and rolled to the other side. As he landed, he found himself next to the bartender, who had crouched in the fetal position to escape the ensuing chaos.

“Hi there,” he said to the man with a wink before standing up, tossing his empty shotgun, and pulling out his two pistols once more.

With the element of surprise on his side, Jack fought with fierce intensity, taking down the mobsters one by one. Occasionally, one of the other bar patrons would decide he needed to try his luck at stepping in and fighting the Russians’ fight for them. However, Jack made quick work of them. He tried not to kill them if he could help it. He had no idea what crimes they had committed other than attacking him. Typically, he decided to go for something more effective, like a broken leg or arm.

Using every skill he had acquired during his long and storied career, Jack became like a wraith, moving with precision and efficiency and striking from the shadows with deadly accuracy. When he ran out of bullets, he didn’t even bother to reload. He simply re-holstered his specialized weapons and either dropped the other guns on the floor or struck one of his opponents with it to shatter a jawbone.

The bar became a battlefield, filled with the sounds of shattering glass and grunts of pain. Jack dodged punches and countered with lethal precision, all the while keeping an eye on the mobster he had singled out.

Finally, after all was said and done, everyone in the bar had either run away or they were lying on the floor. Those unfortunate few were either clutching at some grievous injury or dead. As for the Russians who had been the target of Jack’s ire, they were all dead save one. Jack looked down at the large man he’d incapacitated first. The one who had made off with his daughter in the first place. He hadn’t killed this one yet. After all, he was not here simply to slaughter them all. He needed information. And this lummox was going to give him all the information he wanted, whether he knew it yet or not.

As quiet settled over the bar, Jack noticed the bartender slowly stand with his arms raised, a look of pale terror slackening his facial muscles.

“You can go ahead and lock up for the night,” Jack said, motioning for the door. He looked down at the unconscious giant at his feet. He then glanced back up at the bartender, who had yet to leave. “Trust me, you’re not going to want to be here for this.”

The bartender did not need to be told again. He turned and ran for the entrance as though his pants were on fire. He fumbled with the door for just a moment before pulling it open and sprinting out into the night as fast as his chubby old legs could carry him.

Now Jack finally had what he had come for. He sneered down at the unconscious thug, his lip curling with nothing but utter disdain. Now they were going to have a little chat.
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J
 ack couldn’t believe the huge monster was heavier than he looked. Mostly because, from the outside, he already looked pretty heavy. Still, he dragged the mountainous man, now a splotchy mess of beaten bruises, along the sticky, filthy floor of the bar, not caring for those instances when he forcibly pulled him over broken glass or the body of one of his comrades.

Ten minutes later, the Russian giant was still not up from his forced nap. Deciding he needed to take matters into his own hands, Jack reached behind the bar and pulled out the soda gun used to refill soft drinks and water. He pointed at the man’s head and selected the seltzer water button. Instantly, the gun shot out a stream of fizzy seltzer that struck him in the face, going up his nose and into his eyes.

The Russian groaned in pain, but Jack showed no mercy. He kept the water flowing until it seemed as though the man was about to drown while sitting up.

“Hey, sorry about that,” Jack said to him as he woke, dropping the soda gun and pacing back and forth as he let the stream die out. “You know, I’m a little out of practice. I’ve been living the civilian life for a couple months now, which I’m sure you probably know. Hell, I’m sure you did all your research on my family before you came down, roughed up my ex-wife, and then made off with my daughter. Man, back in the day, I would always let you guys come out of it naturally. You tended to be a little more disoriented, and then, of course, there’s that moment where you don’t know where you are, and suddenly it’s all, ‘Oh my gosh!’ But I’m aware that we’re in a bit of a time crunch here, and I need a few answers.”

As he fully came to, the monster realized he was tied by several thick ropes with intricate knots around his arms, legs, torso, and neck. Jack had strapped him to a series of bar chairs and stools. The mobster thrashed against them for a moment and then grimaced in pain.

“Oh, good,” Jack said with a nod while crossing his arms over his chest. “I was worried that I’d forgotten how to tie a torture knot. You know how these niche skills are, right? If you don’t use them, you lose them. But apparently, I still have the magic touch. Now, if you don’t know what a torture knot is, it’s a special kind of knot where the more you struggle, the tighter the knot gets. Obviously, the tighter it gets, the more pain you’re going to experience. Normally, I’d encourage you to save yourself the trouble and not struggle, but I saw your fingerprints on my ex-wife’s neck, so feel free to struggle all you want.”

“You pig!” he screamed, spitting at Jack.

Jack was a little too far away for that gesture to matter, and the intrusive saliva splattered on the floor a good three feet away from him. “I tell you nothing! I die before I betray Troy.”

“Oh, well, you’re in luck because you definitely are going to die,” Jack said, lowering his voice to a dangerous register.

He saw the color drain from the man’s face as he gulped up at him in shock. They were always all piss and vinegar until they actually heard the words “you’re going to die.”

“It’s up to you whether you die from a bullet to the head or from me cutting off pieces of you a little bit at a time, making sure you feel every single cut of my knife before the darkness takes you. I can assure you; one is a lot more humane than the other.”

The huge man went quiet, watching as Jack picked up a large black leather bag off the floor. He reached inside and pulled out a long, curved, wicked-looking knife. He watched with a certain sense of satisfaction as the mobster’s face seemed to finally register the real and present danger he was in.

“Now,” Jack said, slowly walking toward him, gently spinning the knife in his fingers. “Where are they keeping the children? Where’s my daughter?” Jack’s voice had dropped to a dangerous level and was laced with a terrifying edge.

The mobster hesitated, clearly torn between loyalty to his organization and fear of Jack’s wrath. But apparently, this one’s loyalty to Troy was powerful. “Burn in hell,” he spat.

“Oh, I will,” Jack said matter-of-factly, his eyes narrowing at the Goliath. “You’re going to get there first while I get my daughter back. Someday in the far distant future, when I get there, we can always do this again.”

Jack slammed his blade down into the man’s leg, just above the kneecap. His screams filled the entirety of the bar, but this was the Rathole. No one was coming for him.

“What I’ve done right here is I’ve jammed this blade right behind your kneecap,” Jack said. “With the angle and the right torque, if I give this handle just a little twist, I can pop your kneecap right off.”

“No, don’t!” the man screamed, looking up at Jack with desperate eyes.

“There we go,” Jack said, “That didn’t take too long! Now, where’s my daughter?”

“I don’t know,” he said, sobbing uncontrollably now.

“Oh, wrong answer,” Jack said, suddenly twisting the blade until a sickening crunch emanated up off the bone.

Once he was certain the kneecap had been completely separated, he yanked the blade out and examined the blood on it. Jack waited almost a full minute for the man to stop screaming. Once his cries of agony had turned to mere whimpers, Jack held the blade up in front of his face.

“Where’s my daughter?”

He was crying now, tears spilling down his cheeks, mixing with his blood. “I don’t know!”

“You know you still have one kneecap left,” Jack said. “It’d be a shame to lose it.”

“No!” he screamed in horror. “No, please, please, no! Please, I’m sorry!”

“You’re sorry?” Jack asked, bending down to look them in the eyes. “If you’re sorry, then tell me where my daughter is.”

“I can’t do that!” he screamed.

Without another word, Jack slammed the blade back down into his leg. His screams erupted again, this time even stronger than before. Instead of asking him again, Jack just twisted the blade and waited for the crunch.

An hour later, Jack was starting to feel impressed. This enormous man had still not given up Troy. He had offered up literally every other bit of information he knew. For some reason, Jack just couldn’t get him to divulge the information he needed.

“Well,” Jack said, looking down at the monster who had stolen his daughter, “I believe we’re almost done here. I’m starting to think maybe you don’t actually know.”

“I try to tell you this!” he bellowed, spitting blood from a mouth that had far fewer teeth than when they started.

“Well, then, I guess it’s time for the grand finale, eh?” Jack said with a shrug.

“You kill me…,” the man said, spitting blood on the ground. “I am not afraid to die.”

“Oh, that’s not yet,” Jack said.

He reached into his bag and withdrew a pair of curved garden shears. The man’s eyes widened as he stared in abject horror at the wicked-looking blade.

“What…What will you…” he started to ask, as though he were too afraid to complete the sentence.

“Oh, well, see, you stole my little girl from me,” Jack said. “She’s the most important person in my world. But you don’t seem to have anyone important in the immediate area. So, I just took a guess and rolled the dice on something you might miss in the agonizing hours between now and when you die.”

Jack looked down at the man’s lap, and eventually, he saw realization and horror dawn on his face.

“So, one last chance, partner,” Jack said, keeping his face void of emotion. “Where’s my daughter…?”

“Chinatown!” the mobster screamed, his will breaking as blood shot from between his teeth. “At the Fade Club in Chinatown! Talk to Fade! Just…he’ll tell you everything! He is man to talk to!” He was sobbing now with uncontrollable terror. The monumental fear he felt while helpless before Jack’s wrath finally won out over the winning combination of loyalty and fear that kept him so solidly in Troy’s corner.

“Where is that?” Jack asked, his face taking on the finality of a thunderstorm.
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S
 arah sat alone in her office. She was burning the midnight oil, trying everything in her power to unravel this Troy organization virus that had infected the entire area. Her mind drifted endlessly to Jack, who had never come back from his supposed walk. When she had gone outside to look for him, she had found that his car was gone.

Numerous phone calls went unreturned, and that left Sarah to only wonder what could possibly have happened to her friend and former partner.

Her heart felt heavy with the weight of these recent events. She was struck with such conflicting emotions. There was endless guilt weighing down on her all day, every day. Honestly, whenever she thought of that poor little girl facing whatever horrors she was currently up against, Sarah felt as though the world itself was crushing her. It was as if gravity had decided to double down on her and compress her out of existence.

Then there was her anger. She was angry at Troy, obviously. That emotion was easy to process. Her anger at Jack, however, was far less easy to figure out. Nothing about him had changed. He was still the same person she had fought beside for all those years. So why, then, was she so shocked at how he was handling this situation? Why was she angry at him for falling back into a world that they both knew all too well? A world that, for both of them, had been all they’d known for so long.

Adding to her stress was that she knew an important phone call was coming through at any minute. Sarah had a feeling that it was not going to be pleasant for her. The higher-ups in DC were going to be reaching out. They specifically stated that they needed to brief her personally on the ongoing situation. That wasn’t normal for them. The bosses at Quantico didn’t involve themselves in cases like this.

She had a feeling that whatever was going on had nothing to do with Troy. Instead, she felt like this was going to be the call she’d been dreading. The call in which they would tell her that she had to arrest Jack.

Sarah still had no idea what had happened after he had left. She could only assume that he’d taken matters into his own hands, the way he had been threatening to do for days now. It made her beyond sad to think of her friend, her heroic friend who had saved the people of this nation so many times, rotting in a prison cell like some terrorist or serial killer.

Deep down, she started to realize why Jack was such a threat to the brass. He was their responsibility. If something happened, if he had somehow fallen over the edge or stepped over the line, his actions would send shockwaves through the federal government. If his identity and former occupation were ever to leak to the press, he would be considered a monster who was created here in America and trained by our government.

In some sick, twisted way, he was more of a threat to them now than the maniac who was kidnapping children. It made her sick to even consider that possibility.

But he had started to lose it under the stress of this horrible situation. He had walked out of headquarters, ghosted everyone, and did who knows what in service of his goals? And now, she was the one who had to face the consequences of his reckless behavior.

It was absolutely infuriating, frustrating, and, above all else, unfair. That was the closest she’d ever come to hating Jack Stone. However, a part of her, a very strong part, commiserated with him and understood his every word and action. She tried to put herself in his horrifying situation. Sarah felt unreal levels of dread, horror, and guilt during every second since Claire’s abduction. How much worse was it for Jack?

She wasn’t a mother. And if she had her way about it, she never would be. Sarah had decided long ago that hands as stained as hers would never be clean enough to hold an innocent child. A part of her felt emboldened by her decision after witnessing all of this.

The phone finally rang, pulling her from her thoughts as it chimed to life beside her. Sarah took a moment to compose herself before answering. She took a long, slow, deep breath as she extended her hand and reached for the receiver. She picked it up on the fifth ring and pushed the button to turn on the speakerphone.

“Special Agent Sarah Fagan,” she said, introducing herself on the line to whoever might be there.

“Hello, Agent Fagan,” a female voice said on the other end of the phone. “I have FBI Field Office Director Matthews on the line for you.”

Sarah cursed her rotten luck. She wasn’t sure which of the higher-ups would be conducting this meeting. Matthews was an older, by-the-book, straight-laced, classic agent. He had been the only one who resisted her appointment, stating that someone who had not gone through the Bureau’s academy wasn’t fit to lead a task force of this size.

Now here he was, about to tell her what to do about her very best friend in this world.

“Agent Fagan,” the director said. His voice was stern, but that was nothing new. “We’ve just been briefed on the situation involving your former partner, Jack Stone. This is unacceptable.”

Sarah nodded, trying to remain composed. “I understand, sir. Agent Stone is a highly decorated asset of the United States Government for many years. I felt as though he could be an asset to this team based on his existing history with priority target one.”

“Agent, I’m going to be frank with you,” the director said. “I was not a fan of your appointment to this office. I also opposed this movement to bring your former partner on as a special consultant to this department. And when Agent Stone became emotionally compromised by this mission, I was the one who ordered you to terminate his freelancer status.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, nodding to herself and cursing her stupidity.

“So then, imagine my surprise when I learned that not only are you keeping Agent Stone on government property. Not only are you giving him access to assets pertaining to this very investigation that he was ordered to have no impact on. But you yourself go on an unapproved, unwarranted mission that ends with a building exploding near a residential neighborhood.”

“That is correct, sir,” she said, keeping her voice low. “I take full responsibility for those actions. Agent Stone was acting on my direct orders. I believed his experience was still an asset to the team, and we had reason to believe the former warehouse site was being used as the main staging area for priority target one.”

There was silence on the other end of the line. Sarah wished she could see Director Matthews and understand his body language to get a sense of what he was thinking.

“Agent Fagan, this goes beyond you going rogue on an unwarranted mission,” he said. “That was all just the tip of this iceberg. Clearly, no one has briefed you on this yet, but Agent Stone has completely decimated a New York City tavern. People are dead. I’m here to tell you that your friend and former partner is now a wanted man.”

Sarah sat bolt upright in her seat and, at that moment, was certainly happy the director could not see her body language. Her hands flew up to her mouth, covering her nose and lips as though to hold in a scream.

“We cannot have a highly trained rogue operative running loose, endangering civilians and jeopardizing our operations,” the director continued.

Sarah was speechless. Of course, she had known Jack was capable of such things. She had been with him overseas when the two of them had engaged in such activities. But to do it here now, after he had been warned…

She couldn’t help him now. Sarah clenched her teeth behind her lips, her fingers curling into double fists as she shook with the strain of unconditional rage and sorrow alike.

“I agree, sir,” Sarah said finally, her heart sinking into her chest cavity. “But, sir, are we certain that this was Agent Stone? Is there proof? Security footage? Witness ID?”

“Not as of yet,” the director said. “But the attack and apparent subsequent interrogation match his MO from several overseas missions. I assume that if you take a look at the report, you will back me up on this. After all, you were on many of these missions with him.”

Sarah was simply playing devil’s advocate, trying to find some way to make this not true, some way her friend could skirt this and be happy again once they found his daughter safe and alive.

“Sir, I know Jack as if he were my own brother,” she said, trying to make one last Hail Mary pass for him before the full weight of the law came crashing down on his head. “Without proof, I refuse to believe he’d commit this kind of act on American soil. I do believe he is launching his own investigation into these kidnappings. He’s acting out of desperation. He’s trying to save his daughter. If we can just bring him back into the fold, he can be an asset in this operation.”

The director seemed to ignore every word she’d just said. He continued on with his point as though she hadn’t spoken at all.

“Bringing him in won’t be easy, Agent Fagan. He’s highly skilled, and he’s shown a willingness to do whatever it takes to get what he wants. As of right now, Agent Stone needs to be treated as a priority target. I don’t believe I need to stress to you how delicately you’re expected to handle this situation. But I also don’t think I need to tell you how thin the ice you’re currently standing on is.”

Sarah felt beyond torn. So much so that she had no idea how to respond. It was as though her brain had melted down at this news. It wasn’t that she simply didn’t want to see Jack as a fugitive. She literally couldn’t bring herself to.

But, at the same time, she was a special agent in charge of a strike force at the Federal Bureau of Investigation. How could she continue to call herself a professional? How could she look at herself in the mirror if she let her personal feelings get in the way of her duty? To the oath she swore?

At that point, she might as well just consider herself the murderer she’d always feared she was. Maybe what Jack was doing now was what they truly were. Maybe it’s all they ever could be. Or maybe it’s what she would have been had she not sworn an oath to the FBI and tried to bring purpose and structure back into her chaotic life.

“We can’t let this become public knowledge,” the director added. This was a caveat that she had seen coming from a mile away. “Stone is a decorated government agent with an exemplary service record. We can’t let the media get this. They’ll start running with the narrative that the federal government is training maniac killers. So, you keep this discreet, and you get this done. I’m giving you twenty-four hours to bring him in. If he resists, we’ll have to escalate.”

“Escalate, sir?” she asked. She had no idea why she was questioning that. With where she’d come from and what she’d done, she knew damn well what escalate meant.

“Yes, Agent,” the director said, his voice dripping with finality. “Escalate. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Sarah said, feeling her heart sink down even more, to depths so low she hadn’t even known they existed.

As the director unceremoniously hung up the phone, Sarah slunk into her chair and reflected on her shared history with Jack. She couldn’t believe it had come to this, that the cavalry was going to end with him in chains and her standing over him, tossing him in a cell, and throwing away the key.

Jack had always been her safety net, her big brother. But had he really fallen so far off the beaten path? How far was he willing to go to save his daughter? Was he willing to forget all about her? All about their shared history and how they had always had each other’s backs? The divide between them now seemed like some insurmountable force.

Sarah sat back in her chair, her mind racing with conflicting emotions. She didn’t want to arrest Jack, to preside over a manhunt for her best friend. But she knew she had no choice in the matter. The agency’s orders were clear, and she was an agent of the US Government.

But this was a man she’d trained with, fought with, cried with, and rejoiced with. They were the only family the other had when they were out there doing the job that they did best. There was infinite trust, or at least she had thought there had been.

Now, their partnership and trust had been horrifically shattered. Sarah couldn’t help but wonder if she should feel responsible for it. He had retired. He’d been trying to just collect his pension as he’d earned the right to and go off into the sunset with his family. But she had been so stubborn. She had been so insistent. Sarah had believed she knew best and dragged him back into this horror show. And now, for the sake of his family, he was destroying himself. It was more than she could feasibly bear. But bear it, she had to.

Taking a deep breath, Sarah called in her team of agents. They shuffled in one at a time, looking haggard and utterly spent by the long hours with little to no progress made on the Troy case.

“Listen up, team,” she said, working exceptionally hard to keep her voice steady. “I’m going to say this once and only once. Orders just came down from brass. We have a new priority target: Agent Jack Stone. He’s been accused of going rogue and engaging in vigilante justice. According to the Bureau, he’s now considered a fugitive of the law. That means we need to bring him in. And when I say bring him in, I mean bring him in alive
 . Am I understood?”

“Ma’am,” they all murmured back to her in recognition of her order.

She watched their faces to see whether any of them were conflicted. Sure, they hadn’t known Jack for very long, but they’d worked alongside him in this office. However, these were pros through and through. Even the greenhorns. At the beginning of this task force, she hadn’t believed they could possibly mature this much in such a short time. For Sarah, it seemed as though the seriousness of the case they’d been assigned left a mark on all of them. Lord knows it had left a mark on her, and it certainly had left a mark on Jack.

“Just remember,” Sarah said, “he’s a highly trained operative, so proceed with caution.”

Her agents nodded again, their expressions never wavering. It was immediately clear that they knew the stakes were high and were prepared for anything. She wasn’t sure what would happen if they were to encounter Jack. She wanted to think he wouldn’t hurt them, that he would understand that they were just doing their jobs. But then again, so much of what he had done over the last few days had boggled her mind.

Honestly, at that point, she had no idea what to expect from her old friend.

“We’ll use every resource we have to track him down,” Sarah continued. “That includes CCTV cameras, cell phone tracking, and other surveillance equipment.” She should have been sending them out to hunt down the child traffickers who had been terrorizing two states. They were the monsters, the villains who were destroying families and forever altering the course of people’s lives.

But that wasn’t who they were after now, apparently.

She was being forced to mobilize government agents to hunt down a man who only wanted to save his daughter. She felt as though she had not been putting this in the proper context for them and decided right then and there that she needed to break this down a little more.

“People, I want to make one thing exceptionally clear,” she said. “Jack Stone is not a criminal. He’s a damn hero who has saved this country and just about every man, woman, and child living in it more times than you’ll ever want to know about. But he’s desperate right now. And he’s driven not by greed or by any kind of compulsion to kill like so many of the monsters this department hunts down every single day. He’s just a desperate father who’s trying to save his daughter. That means we, as the FBI, need to approach this with empathy and understanding, even as we carry out our duty. You engage, you subdue, but you do not escalate.”

Her agents nodded again, and at that moment, she felt she could trust that they understood the complexity of this unique situation. This team had a rough start together. In the beginning, she looked down her nose at them all, and they had likely thought she was some spoiled high-ranking government bitch. But now she could see that a corner had been turned. They respected Sarah as their leader, and they knew that she would do everything in her power to handle this situation with the utmost care.

Sarah turned and walked back into her office, stopping to grab her jacket from the chair at the back of her desk. She paused and looked out at the other item that was slung over the back of that chair. It was her holster and firearm. It probably wasn’t a good idea to just leave those lying around. But it had been a long day, and she hadn’t been thinking about it. For a moment, she considered leaving it. She had no desire to use it, and even if the situation called for it, she wasn’t sure she would have the strength. But, again, she was a special agent in charge, and for the FBI, she would honor that role. After all, if she ended up losing Jack, this role was the only thing she had left. She grabbed the gun and slung the holster over her shoulder, settling it against her hip where it belonged. Sarah pulled out the gun, checked it, and then slid it back into the holster. She only hoped that there would be no need to take it out again on that night.

As the team dispersed to start their search for Jack, Sarah couldn’t shake the horrific feeling of unease that blossomed in her chest. It wasn’t unease over what might happen in the field during their manhunt. It was unease at the fact that the Federal Bureau of Investigation administration and federal government higher-ups were more concerned with a PR nightmare regarding a decorated hero than they were about what was, by her count, now more than ninety children missing.

It was almost easy to forget that Troy was still out there, still preying on these young, innocent girls. And what was the Federal Bureau of Investigation doing with its time? Who was their priority target? It wasn’t Archer Troy anymore. It was Jack Stone.

And that might’ve been the biggest crock of garbage she had ever encountered in her long, eventful career.

Was that truly justice? Was that truly peace? A psychopath kidnapper preys upon the innocent while agents of the FBI hunts a hero.

She found herself wishing Jack would be a hero one last time tonight. She hoped he would find Troy before her team found Jack.
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J
 ack knew enough about Chinatown to understand that it was composed of two worlds. One was a wholesome community of hard-working immigrants. The other was a seedy underbelly that hid just below the surface, where crime and drugs ruled the streets.

Venturing into Chinatown, wandering down Canal Street, and passing among the various marketplaces, Jack blended into the shadows. On the way over, he rolled the name Fade over in his head time and time again. He knew it was familiar, a major player in international trade and the wealthiest businessman in all of Chinatown. His full name was Bai Fade, and he was a perfect example of the American dream at work. However, if he were somehow involved with Troy and his ilk, then perhaps there was more to Mr. Fade than met the eye.

In his line of work, Jack had often become disillusioned or depressed when faced with the true reality of who wealthy and powerful people really are. It almost seemed as though no one in this country had ever achieved a high level of success and maintained their status as a decent human being. He had heard the clichéd phrase that absolute power corrupts absolutely. There were many who might have rolled their eyes at such a saying. And at one point, Jack might’ve been one of them. But he had seen too much and experienced too much to doubt such a wise saying.

While wandering through the marketplace, Jack’s senses felt somehow heightened. It almost felt as though he was getting closer, and something intangible within him knew it. Was Claire close? Was she scared? Had she lost all faith in him the way her mother had?

Eve had tried to call him several more times as the night wore on, but he didn’t have the heart to tell her that he hadn’t found their little girl yet. He also didn’t want to give her false hope. At the same time, he didn’t want to shatter her spirit or endure her abuse again, no matter how much he might deserve it.

Sarah had stopped calling him, and to be honest, that alarmed him. He knew he had broken the law by attacking the bar, and part of him had wondered whether the institutions he had served his entire life would suddenly turn on him. The more he thought about it, the more he started to fear that. If they wanted to arrest him after Claire was home safe in her mother’s arms, then so be it. But until then, they needed to stay the hell out of his way. He didn’t want to hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it. But to rescue Claire and ensure her survival, he wasn’t ruling it out, either.

Were they really going to send Sarah after him? Would she comply with such an order? He felt that the old Sarah would’ve told the Feds to go to hell. But he didn’t understand this new Sarah Fagan. She had shocked him with how unwilling she was to bend the rules to save a life.

He started to think back to what she had said. She now viewed herself as a murderer, much the same as he did. But she hadn’t been able to abide that side of herself anymore once she had tried to retire. Had the guilt of their former lives truly caught up to her in such a way? If he hadn’t had Claire to go home to when he had retired, would he feel the same way? Would he now be some slave to duty and procedure? When he rode off into the sunset, he never thought he’d be riding a desk. But then again, he never thought Sarah would be, either.

In the event that his worst fears would truly come to pass, he turned off his cell phone and removed the battery. He wasn’t going to make it easy on them. If he truly was a fugitive, if they truly wanted him locked behind bars and concrete, then he’d willfully surrender to them when the work was done.

He thought about that exchange and whether he could will it into being. Just let him find his daughter. Let him accomplish this mission—Claire gets saved and goes home with her mother. Then he goes into captivity, becoming a prisoner in some maximum-security facility for the rest of his natural life. That was a trade he was willing to make. It was a trade he would make a thousand times over. A million even. In his mind, when it came to measuring his own life against that of his daughter’s, he never even came close.

As he passed by a Chinatown market with fresh fish laid out on ice, he turned his attention up to the heavens above, at the stars twinkling down at him. He’d often wondered if there was such a thing as a God or a universal intelligence out there that governed fate. Was that truly the way things worked? If there was, he offered a silent prayer up to it right now.


Take me. Take me and leave her. If there’s any justice in the universe, that’s the trade you’ll make.


Of course, having done the things he’d done and seen the things he’d seen, Jack knew there was no such thing as justice. Not in this or seemingly any universe. Fate was a cruel, horrible son of a bitch.

As he navigated the maze of bustling streets. The air became thick with the scent of spices and street food. The trademark neon lights that illuminated the marketplace cast an eerie glow on the faces of the passersby. It made Jack feel like a ghost. But he supposed that wasn’t altogether untrue. Since the day Claire had vanished from his life, he’d felt like the walking dead. He was like a spirit wandering the earth with one purpose, one bit of unfinished business that it would see done no matter what before crossing to the other side.

As he moved to the bustling district, Jack discreetly questioned and paid off both locals and potential informants alike. He needed to know for sure that this Fade really was a bottom feeder preying on the innocent. He wanted to know for sure before confronting the man that he was the type of person who would do business with an absolute maniac like Troy.

Jack’s heart raced with desperation. Every beat of his heart felt like the second ticker on a massive clock. Each second that went by was another second that elapsed from his window to rescue Claire and those of the children. Since Claire had been taken, to his great shame, he hadn’t really been checking the news to see if the kidnappings had continued. He was sure they had, though.

As much as Troy would delight in having the daughter of the man he hated the most under his captivity, that wasn’t going to stop him from fulfilling the deal he’d made.

In his quest for information on Fade, Jack began to hit frustrating roadblock after frustrating roadblock. It seemed as though each lead fizzled out before he had a chance to even finish his question.

Jack could speak Mandarin fluently, which made conversing with the locals much easier. He’d engage them in their native language, and it seemed as though they were delighted by it. Then he would offer them money for information. But the second he mentioned Fade, all bets were off. People were literally fleeing from him in the streets, which probably told him all he needed to know. A legitimate businessman and good person, a philanthropist, did not inspire such terror in the local population. But it still wasn’t enough to prove that he was in bed with Troy.

All he had to go on was the word of the man who had kidnapped his daughter. He had died slowly, painfully. Jack didn’t mind that very much. As a matter of fact, he thought the monster had died far too quickly. But, true to his word, the moment he’d given Jack the information he needed, he had put a bullet in the man’s brain and ended his suffering. It was a kindness he did not deserve.

Jack refused to give up. He needed to discover the truth about this man named Fade and see whether he was able to trace the threads of his organization back to Troy.

Hours turned into eternity as Jack’s search intensified. He found himself in seedy backrooms and darkened alleyways. He interrupted intense games of mahjong and chess in his desire to make deals and navigate the murky waters of Chinatown’s underground.

Finally, he decided to change his approach. Instead of inquiring about Fade and being met with the terror of a horrified and intimidated populace, he would instead ask about Russian men making their way through Chinatown. He had a lot more luck with that line of questioning. It quickly became clear that enormous, bearded Russian men tended to stick out among the crowd in Chinatown.

By following that trail of informational breadcrumbs, Jack had been able to trace Troy’s steps as he had made his way through Chinatown. It led him to the owners of businesses that Troy had shaken down or tried to partner with. One man had even referred to Troy as Mr. Fade’s very nice friend.

The very nice part was an obvious fabrication, but that report had taught him one thing. There was a definite connection between Troy and Fade, and it was common knowledge here in Chinatown.

Jack knew he had to proceed with caution. If he approached Fade directly, he risked tipping his hand, showing Troy that he was onto him. Instead, he wandered around to establishments owned by Mr. Fade. Unfortunately, that was no small job. As it turned out, Fade owned more than half of Chinatown.

Jack started to wonder if he owned more than half of the public face of Chinatown or if he also owned a massive chunk of the other Chinatown. The answer was probably a little of both. While unable to just walk right up to the man’s house and knock on the door, Jack was able to follow whispers and rumors, piecing together a puzzle that seemed to lead to a hidden meeting spot where this supposedly respected businessman presided over his dealings.

Finally, he had knocked on the right door and had gotten the right information. At long last, Jack found himself in a dimly lit basement, closer than he’d ever been to the answers he needed. This meeting place struck him as shady and practically cemented in his mind the fact that Mr. Fade was involved in some financial transactions that weren’t reported on his yearly tax report. It certainly didn’t seem like any location where a respectable philanthropist would want to conduct himself. Rather, this was a clandestine meeting place where the shadows seemed to dance and secrets thrived.

But that never deterred Jack. Among the shadows and secrets was where Troy thrived. That meant he was getting close at last.

As Jack cautiously stepped forward into the room, he was surprised to find it mostly empty. It was a huge open space with one very large chair set up facing two milk crates. It was clear how Mr. Fade viewed those he did business with.

“Fade!” he called out, deciding he was done with all the secrecy and shadowy cloak-and-dagger investigations.

None of those had managed to get him very far throughout this ordeal. The only time he had gotten any concrete answers in this investigation was when he put fists to faces. Something moved in the shadows behind him, and Jack whirled to face it, but he was a fraction of a second to slow. A young man dressed in traditional white and black robes leaped out of the darkness, landing a powerful kick to the center of his sternum.

Jack collapsed to the floor but continued to roll with his momentum, coming back up to his feet and turning to face the man who had just attacked him. As he was getting ready to charge, two more young men dressed in the same style dropped at him from the ceiling.

This time, Jack jumped forward with a roll, tucking his chin and coming back up to his feet right in front of the first guy who tried his same kick again. Clearly, he didn’t know who he was up against. Jack sidestepped the kick, wrapped his arm around the man’s leg, grabbed him by the throat, and heaved him across the room. As he turned to face the other two, another figure jumped out at him, a fourth one that went for his legs, entangling them with his own. Jack fell to the floor, and very soon, all four of his attackers were on top of him, grabbing him by the appendages and lifting him roughly to his knees. They turned him to face the large chair at the front of the room. He spotted a figure lurking in the shadows, moving back beyond the boundaries of normal sight. It had to be Fade. While the rich man and potential crime lord was obscured by the darkness, his presence still loomed large.

“I know why you’re here,” Fade’s voice was a low, gravelly whisper. As he spoke, he stepped into the light, moving around his chair. He was shorter than Jack had expected. Fade was an older man with jet-black hair and wrinkles on his face. He wore a business suit with a traditional Chinese shirt beneath the jacket. He truly was bridging the gap between both worlds.

Jack’s heart pounded in his chest as he struggled helplessly in the grip of these four martial arts masters. But he refused to let fear consume him. He’d been in far tougher spots than this and come out clean on the other side. But he had to admit that he was afraid to die here. He wasn’t afraid for himself. He was afraid for Claire.

“I need information,” Jack said, keeping his voice steady in a way that someone being held down by four men normally wouldn’t. “I need to find someone who’s been taken from me.”

Fade chuckled, a haunting sound that sent shivers down Jack’s spine. He paced back and forth in front of his chair, reaching up to stroke his chin. Jack noticed that the older man had very thin fingers with long nails that ended in sharpened points.

“The girl, yes. I know about her,” Fade said with a smirk, looking down at Jack as though he were some kind of amusing toy. “You are the father, the one who is skilled. You seek revenge, as the one-eyed man does?”

“I don’t care about revenge,” Jack spat and found that he meant it.

At that point, if he could find Claire and bring her home, but if it meant Troy would escape, it was something he would consider. He had promised himself at the onset of this crusade that Troy would die. But the more time ticked by, the more desperate he became and the more willing to bargain he was.

“You do not hate the one-eyed man?” Fade asked, seeming genuinely interested in his response.

“Oh, I hate him,” Jack responded with a scoff while still lightly struggling against the four men who held him in place.

“I assumed so,” Fade said. “He harbors great hatred for you. So much so that he would doom an innocent child solely out of spite for you. For no other reason than because you love her. Hmm, I was wondering if you and I would meet beforehand.”

“Before what?” Jack asked.

“Before I leave for the South Pacific. I will be hosting my annual gathering at my private island retreat. It is attended by only the most wealthy and powerful people on Earth. Bankers, celebrities, politicians.”

“And what?” Jack asked with a cocked eyebrow, “You’re inviting Troy this year?”

Fade laughed. The men who were holding him did not. “Invite the one-eyed man to my gathering?” he scoffed, as though this were the single most hilarious thing he’d heard in quite some time. “That unseemly Kremlin creature? No.”

“Then cut the crap and tell me where I can find Troy,” Jack demanded, his resolve unwavering.

“Ah,” Fade mused. “He’s a formidable adversary, don’t you think? So cunning and evasive. Not to mention entirely driven by spite and power. Finding him won’t be easy.”

“I don’t care,” Jack said, desperation creeping into his voice as he struggled against the men holding him. “I’ll tear this whole city apart if I have to.”

Fade seemed amused by Jack’s determination. “Will you now?” he asked, raising a hand and motioning for his four bodyguards to leave Jack alone.

They instantly backed off, and suddenly, he found himself able to stand. Jack slowly rose up to his full height, stretching feeling back into his shoulders. His eyes narrowed as he looked at Fade. This man was an enigma in every way. What was his endgame? What did he have to do with Troy? Troy had dealings with the black market and underworld organizations the world over. So, if this man truly was a crime boss in his own right, it would make sense that he was acquainted with Troy. But the way he was speaking now made it seem as though he wasn’t harboring the Russian mob unit. So why would that Russian thug give him Fade’s name in his most desperate hour?

“You may be skilled,” Fade said, looking Jack up and down. “But you must know that Troy has eyes everywhere. He always knows what’s coming. Ironic, isn’t it? His eyes are a burden to you, the man who made him into a deformity?” Fade giggled at the scenario, but Jack didn’t respond.

“I’ll take my chances,” Jack said, his voice fierce. “I won’t stop until I find my daughter.”

“Hmm, then I can help you,” Fade purred, once more rubbing at his chin. He sounded sincere now, as though he was genuinely excited by the opportunity to help with this. “I know not where he is or where he is keeping your daughter. But I can deliver him to you. I can set up a meeting with Troy.”

“What?” Jack asked, shaking his head in disbelief. “Why would you do that? What’s your connection to him?”

“I am fascinated by stories, Mr. Stone,” Fade said. “Rivalries, in particular, I find thrilling. And your rivalry with the one-eyed man is most thrilling indeed. You’re both driven by such hatred, but at the same time, you’re also driven by love. That’s something foreign to your friend, Mister Troy.”

Jack’s jaw clenched, torn between his revulsion over this rich voyeur and his need for information on Troy. Of course, if Fade was going to lead him to Claire, he’d follow this ridiculous old man into the fires of hell itself.

There was no way he could actually trust Fade. He seemed to be humoring him the way a person humors a puppy they find cute or endearing. But Jack didn’t have a better option. If this man was willing to take him to Troy, and Troy would lead him to Claire, then he didn’t care at all about why he was doing it or what he would get out of it.

“Fine,” Jack said, his voice had sharpened to a low growl. He was trying to show Fade that he wasn’t the kind of person you messed with or betrayed.

He was certain that this man knew exactly who he was and what he had done. He seemed exceptionally well-informed about things he should have never known about. Jack had known many wealthy people over the years who had traded in secrets and information as though they were currency. He always believed that once a person had enough money, the accumulation of more just got boring.

But secrets, information? Those were things that held a great intangible value that transcended money. And Jack had seen firsthand how secrets could shape the world. All too often, one of his missions for the government had been to silence someone who knew something they shouldn’t. Had that someone let that thing that they shouldn’t know get out, it could have started World War III. Jack had averted World War III seven times, so he was something of an expert in the concept.

“Set up the meeting,” he said. “But I want you to remember one thing, Mr. Fade.”

“What is that?” he asked, with the same amused expression on his face that one might show a toddler who was trying to put on a concert with their stuffed animals.

“One wrong move, and you’re dead,” Jack said, narrowing his eyes and trying to give Fade his darkest and most-chilling look to show him that he meant business.

Fade nodded with a smile on his face, holding out one hand and snapping his fingers. Instantly, one of the four men who had subdued Jack just moments ago came running in, fumbling to hand Mr. Fade his phone as he made the call.

Jack kept a close eye on him, ready to strike if he sensed any deception. The four warriors in the old man’s employ had bested him once. That was true. Though they’d only done so because he hadn’t realized how many of them there were. Now that he knew there were four of them, he would be able to defend himself easily against his opponents. They would not take him down again. No one ever got the opportunity twice, save for Troy.

“Yes, it’s me,” Fade said. “Yes. We must meet…Because I demand it. You will arrive at the Central Park Bridge tonight at three am.” Fade smiled in a way that could only mean that he had just gotten his way. He turned off the phone and handed it back to the young warrior.

Fade slowly turned and looked back at Jack.

“Well, Mr. Stone, it seems that you are finally going to have your chance,” he said with a look of amused satisfaction.

“As long as he takes me to my daughter,” Jack said, gritting his teeth in concentration.

Three am was only three hours away. That meant he’d have plenty of time to prepare himself mentally for the final showdown, the end of this rivalry once and for all.
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J
 ack couldn’t believe Troy had agreed to meet Fade at the Central Park Bridge after dark. He’d never seen anyone successfully order a complete and total egomaniacal turd like Troy around.

Though, at the same time, he didn’t trust Fade in the least. He was as slimy and slippery as they came, and one only needed to look upon his face to realize that betrayal came to him as naturally as breathing.

So why was Jack going to trust him in this? The answer was simple. Because it was the closest he’d been to Claire since she was taken. It was a risky move, but Jack knew it was the only chance he had to confront the man responsible for tearing apart his life. Troy was the head domino in this scenario. Once he fell, all the others would fall as well. Whatever you want to call it, whether it was the head of the snake, the foundation of the house, or any other vital piece of a larger whole, the concept remained the same.

Fade had offered Jack a place to rest his head until the meeting. At first, he’d openly scoffed at the concept. But then, Fade proved that he was truly a man of many secrets. He dropped a bombshell on Jack that changed everything.

“Hmm,” Fade said, once more scratching at his smooth chin with his pointed nails. “I would worry about your ability to attend this meeting should you be out and about on your own tonight.”

“Why is that?” Jack asked with a raised eyebrow of curiosity.

“Oh?” His entirely too gracious host asked, that twisted smile that only came from knowing something that someone else didn’t once more curled around his lips. “Do you mean that you are not aware that the FBI has made you a priority-one target?”

Jack took this news without changing his facial expression. He’d wanted to believe that Fade was lying, but inside, it felt true. He knew in his heart of hearts that this was likely going to happen. However, it seemed that on this night, with every breath he took, he was getting closer and closer to his daughter. That meant he needed to stay off the streets, avoid the FBI, and keep himself entirely in one piece. Only then would he be able to hold his daughter again and pass her off to her mother.

“Fine,” Jack said once more, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “If you’re offering me a place to stay that will keep me safe from the FBI, then I’m down. But I won’t be drinking anything, eating anything, or sleeping at any point in time.”

“How lovely,” Fade said, clapping his hands together twice.

His four warriors appeared once more. Though Jack couldn’t tell if they were warriors, butlers, or all the various things that their master needed. All he knew was that they started toiling right away at the nearest gesture from Fade.

He either paid exceptionally well, or they had some kind of deep-seated devotion to him that Jack couldn’t understand. However, he didn’t care about the past. He was not interested in getting into the finer details of Fade’s life.

The room they had set up for him was large, plush, and decorated in silk. There were large pillows everywhere. It looked like a harem. The same kind one would see in the palace of some fairytale Sultan. It seemed a far cry from something a philanthropist in Chinatown should have.

But then again, who was to say that Fade needed to stick to cultural norms? Maybe he just had a flair for the dramatic. As Jack sighed and thought about the upcoming confrontation with Troy, he thought about the concept of this island Fade talked about. He seemed to take a lot of pride in it. Though, Jack assumed that when one owned an island, it seemed feasible that they would be proud of it.

An island wasn’t something most people could own, and Jack could already tell that Fade seemed to truly value things that other people could not possess. He was starting to wonder as to the true motive behind Fade’s willingness to set this meeting. Jack believed it was possible Fade enjoyed the idea that this could be an epic encounter for the ages and he would be the only spectator.

Whatever the old man actually wanted didn’t matter much to Jack. All that mattered was that he got within striking distance of Troy. He needed to be close enough to stand on his neck and give him just enough air to tell him where his daughter was.

As the hours drew on, Jack was starting to get restless. So, he was incredibly relieved at 2:15 when one of his host’s four warriors entered the space and gestured to him and then toward the door. It was about damn time, as far as he was concerned.

All four of the warriors led him to a large Town Car. He was instructed to get in. Though this instruction consisted of his standing there while the four of them pointed at the car. He had tried to speak to them in both Mandarin and Cantonese, but they just stared at him each time. It felt strange to Jack after the last couple of days to be traveling in style with a chauffeur taking him to a dangerous site where he might either kill or be killed.

Eventually, the car pulled over just on the outskirts of Central Park. As he got out, the driver handed him a small earpiece and pointed at his ear. Jack took the device and positioned it inside his right ear. Instantly, he heard a crackling radio noise followed by a voice that was starting to become annoyingly all too familiar.

“Ah, are you there?” Fade asked him through what was clearly a two-way radio.

“I’m here, yeah,” he replied.

“Perfect,” Fade said as the driver got back in the car and drove away. “I expect you still have those delightful prototype handguns of yours that you pilfered from the United States Government?”

“What?” Jack exclaimed, even though he could feel the weight of the two guns on his belt.

However, Fade simply chuckled in response. Jack was starting to wonder exactly how much money this man had spent acquiring information.

“These guns of yours have a scope,” Fade said. He wasn’t asking if they did. He was telling Jack that a scope was one of the features of a weapon designed in a top-secret government facility for him to covertly assassinate enemies of the state.

Again, Jack decided he didn’t need to know. All he needed to know was when Troy was getting there and where his daughter was. He had a feeling that he would be finding both of those two things out any minute.

“Oh, I do hope this one-eyed cretin isn’t tardy,” Fade said. “The plane for my island gala leaves in six hours.”

“You don’t have your own plane?” Jack asked.

“Of course, I do,” Fade scoffed, as though Jack had just asked him if he owned a cell phone.

“Well, won’t it just wait for you, then?” Jack asked into the radio. “Isn’t that kind of the point of it being your plane?”

“Clearly, you have never planned or attended a soirée before,” Fade said.

“Can’t say as I have,” Jack replied.

“I’m shocked…” the old man said.

Just as Jack was about to respond, he saw some movement on the other side of the park.

“Oh, he’s early. How fun,” Fade whispered into his earpiece. “Looks like I’ll be arriving on time after all.”

“I am exceedingly happy for you,” Jack said dryly.

“Hush now,” Fade admonished under his breath. “He’s here!”

Jack was positioned in a hidden spot on a hill overlooking the famous Central Park Bridge. He had pulled his two pistols out from behind his back and flipped a switch so the scope feature would be activated. The pistols then had another advanced feature that allowed him to take the pieces apart and reassemble them together as one large sniper rifle.

He trained the weapon on Fade, still not sure that he’d be able to trust him. At least the earpiece ensured he could hear every word spoken during the meeting.

The tension was palpable as Jack waited for Troy to saunter up. He was certainly taking his sweet time traipsing through the large, lush green area. Jack kept his finger hovering just over the trigger. He had no illusions about Troy; the man was cunning and ruthless, and Jack knew he couldn’t underestimate him.

“Mr. Fade,” Troy said, walking up on one side of the bridge, giving a slight bow to the older Chinese man in respect.

“Mr. Troy,” Fade said, returning the bow, though not as deep as the one Troy had offered him.

Jack had a feeling that was intentional, if only to keep the power on his side.

“I’m here, as requested,” Troy said, as though he were entirely impatient about this ordeal. That was more the Troy he remembered.

“Excellent,” Fade said. “And today’s the day! I assume you have the merchandise you promised me.”

“Of course, I do,” Troy responded with a chuckle, and Jack suddenly felt very unnerved. “One hundred American females between the ages of five and nine. Delivered on this day, as ordered, for transport to your gala.”

“Oh, excellent,” Fade said, his voice literally quivering with excitement. “My guests will positively love them! You, sir, earned every penny’s worth of that ten billion.”

“What?” Jack exclaimed, the breath catching in his throat. He watched the scope as Fade tapped on his ear and gave Troy a little wink.

“I think your friend’s all caught up now,” he said with a giggle as both Troy and Fade turned in his direction with just their heads and gave him a knowing pair of smirks.

“Did you enjoy your evening, brat?” Troy said with a laugh. “Did you enjoy staying in the home of the man I’m selling your daughter to?”

Jack felt a black hole open in the pit of his stomach. He knew Fade was likely well-versed in betrayal, but he had no idea to what extent. Fade was the buyer? He was the creep purchasing one hundred children? All to take them to some island so a bunch of celebrities and politicians could… buy them?

That was going to be the fate of his daughter? Jack shouldered the sniper rifle and took aim right at Fade’s head.

“Oh, and by the way,” Fade said, turning fully to face him and opening his arms wide.

Without a second of hesitation, Jack pulled the trigger. But nothing happened. He pulled it again and again, but still, the gun jammed or misfired. Looking closely at his scope, he saw that Fade was holding something in his left hand. It looked like a remote control.

“Do you really think the government was going to create super weapons designed just for you without also developing a way to turn them off?”

“What?” Jack gasped in alarm, pulling the trigger again and again and again, all to no avail. He wanted this creep dead. He wanted to put a bullet between the eyes of this perverted monster.

“Whose company do you think has the government contract to build your wonderful weapons?” he said with a laugh. “By the way, do you want me to pass on any information to the technical team? I should be seeing them in just twenty-four hours on the island. I’ll tell you what, I’ll introduce your daughter to them.”

“Son of a bitch!” Jack screamed, throwing his gun and preparing to charge down to meet this threat head-on and end both these monsters. But as soon as he made a move, the entire area was suddenly bathed in light.

Jack gasped and covered his face as the illumination of floodlights positioned all over his immediate area bore down on him like miniature suns. As he turned back to the bridge, he gasped, seeing that both Troy and Fade were long gone.

“No…” Jack growled, shaking his head in utter disbelief as he realized who it was surrounding him.

“Jack Stone,” a strong male voice yelled into a megaphone. “This is the FBI! We have you surrounded! Put your hands behind your head and get down on your knees.”

Jack quickly realized that he’d been suckered. Not only had he met the man who was purchasing his daughter like some kind of pet, not only had the man who had stolen his daughter been there to mock him, but they must’ve called in an anonymous tip to the FBI, knowing they would come after him in force.

That would leave him stuck in an FBI holding cell while one hundred American children were loaded onto a plane to take off into the sky for some hell island in the South Pacific.

“Put your hands behind your head and get down on your knees or we will open fire,” the same man said into the megaphone.

He could hear guns cocking all around him and realized that if he was going to have any hope of trying to get his daughter off that plane, he needed to talk to Sarah, get out of this, figure out where those kids were being stored, and stop them before they got to the airport.

Right now, there was only one thing he could do. He put his hands behind his head and got on his knees as a flood of agents moved in.

It wasn’t long before he could start making out the faces of individual agents. Some of them he didn’t recognize, while some he’d seen before at the Bureau. At the head of the company stood Sarah, hands on her hips as she glared down at him with disappointment. Jack was surrounded, his every move monitored with a few dozen guns trained on him. He knew he was caught, and there was no escape.

Sarah’s face showed a flooded mix of emotions as she approached, shaking her head sadly as she did.

“Stone,” she said, without a hint of either compassion or malice in her voice. “Just don’t make this any harder than it needs to be.”

Jack could see that her shoulders were tense. His mind was racing now. Part of him wanted to fight back and chase after those two before they got away with the crime of the century. But he knew that would be suicide. If he died, then who would be able to save Claire and the rest?

With his hands behind his head, he looked up at Sarah, trying to get some idea of what her take on this whole thing was. She nodded to him, urging him to surrender peacefully. Jack knew that he had to trust Sarah. He’d always trusted her. But he also knew that his chances of getting to Claire and the other kids had just slipped through his fingers.

The irony of this moment wasn’t lost on him. There he was, hunting their priority target while they were hunting him. They didn’t even see that the man they had been hunting for weeks had been standing not five hundred feet away from where they were now.

“Sarah, you have to believe me,” Jack pleaded, his voice hoarse with emotion. “I found Troy. He was right there! He and Bai Fade from Chinatown! He’s the damn buyer! They’re about to ship Claire and the kids off. You have to stop them! Please, Sarah, they’re getting away!”

Sarah’s expression softened, and for a moment, Jack saw the friend he once knew. “We’ll find them,” she said. “I promise you that Troy isn’t going to get far. But you have to come with me now.”

With a heavy heart, Jack exhaled and looked up at his friend, nodding and surrendering to the reality of his situation. He had come so close to the man responsible for tearing his family apart, and now here he was in custody while the two most heinous criminals Jack had ever heard of were running away together. As he was being handcuffed, he imagined those two demons laughing at his plight, delighting in what was going to happen to his daughter.

As the handcuffs were placed around his wrists, Jack couldn’t help but feel an upsetting and jarring mixture of anger and defeat churn his stomach. Had he eaten anything in the last twelve hours, he might have thrown up right there on Sarah’s shoes. He’d risked everything to save his daughter, given up everything. He was willing to die or go to jail as long as she was safe, home, and protected. But to come so close and be brought so low felt like his own personal brand of hell. All that work, all that carnage he’d unleashed, and he had nothing to show for it.

As Jack was pulled to his feet by two agents and led away, he couldn’t help but wonder whether he’d made the right choices. Had there been another way? He doubted it. The only reason he’d been able to get as close as he was had been because he’d forged his own path. His quest for vengeance might have clouded his judgment at times, but he had come so close to finding her, so close to bringing her home to Eve. He’d asked the universe for help, and it had responded by letting him get so close, only to lead to this moment of capture.

The road ahead seemed uncertain, and as Jack was led away and taken into custody, he knew that his fight was far from over. This wasn’t going to hold him. It couldn’t. Not when he was so close to everything he’d fought so hard for. This was simply his losing a single battle. It was a temporary loss. Let Fade and Troy think they were scot-free. They truly had no idea that the war to save his daughter was far from finished.
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S
 o close. He had been so stinking close. That was the only thought that ran through Jack’s head since the moment he’d been carted into the FBI headquarters and dumped into an interrogation room.

They had been right there in front of him. He literally had them in his sights. Jack kept running through that frustrating series of events over and over again.

Fade… How could he have trusted that man? He was a giant walking red flag. Everything from the way he spoke to the way he moved to the way he obsessed over things, and even to the way he decorated, should have put Jack immediately on edge.

So why hadn’t it? Why had he rationalized this man’s behavior, forced himself to follow along with the plot he had so eloquently laid out? It wasn’t something he would have done in the field while he was operational.

After sitting in this room shackled to a metal table for two hours, he had finally pieced it together. He was exhausted. He was tired of running around, tired of losing, tired of having to face his failures over and over again.

Throughout this entire ordeal, Troy had always been three steps ahead of him. For one glorious moment with this eccentric billionaire in an underground, dingy meeting room that reeked of organized crime, his mind had purposely ignored every single warning sign because he so desperately needed to win.

He certainly hadn’t liked Fade. He found it interesting that the old man hadn’t attempted to be likable in any way. Did he know how desperate Jack was to get his daughter back? Of course he did. That was obvious. Clearly, he and Troy had been in this together from the very beginning. This massive undertaking was worth a massive ten billion dollars.

Troy must’ve been feeding him information, likely telling him how easily Jack had walked into an obvious trap in the warehouse, all because he thought it might allow him to see his daughter a moment sooner.

Jack’s thoughts drifted back to that harem room he was forced to stay in. It was weird then, but now it was downright disturbing and made his skin crawl. He was trying not to think about what had happened in that room over the years. Clearly, this was a man with certain specific evil tendencies. And he catered to a clientele of wealthy, powerful people who shared those same proclivities.

But what had really burned him up was that not only were Troy and Fade a mere five hundred feet away from him, but they were also five hundred feet away from two dozen agents of the FBI. Just a day prior, Troy had been priority target one. The fact that he had snatched up dozens of children by that time had shaken the Bureau to its core. However, the Bureau had shown its own incompetence by hindering the investigation every chance it got.

If he’d had a disdain for the way things had to be done in law enforcement on this level before, he was now utterly repulsed by it. They had toiled away for days with no leads. Jack had gone out on his own for twenty-four hours and had both the kidnapper and the buyer in his sights.

It was a miracle anyone ever got arrested in this country. Well, anyone who actually deserved it…

Jack sighed and leaned forward, placing his head in his hands. He couldn’t lift his hands much more than four or five inches from the table due to the handcuffs shackled around his wrist. They ran underneath a bar built into the metallic structure. His legs were shackled as well, chained to a chair that was bolted to the floor.

It was safe to say that he was not going anywhere anytime soon. That was alarming. He knew that in four hours, Fade and his purchases would be boarding a private plane and sailing off for the South Pacific. After that, one hundred children would never be seen again. One of those was his daughter.

When he thought back to the angelic face that smiled at him so cutely from the backseat of his car, it felt as though the past was stabbing him directly in the heart.

He recalled her nervousness on that first day of camp and how she had run her little fingers together. He would have given anything just to be there for his little girl again like he was on that morning. He would’ve willfully shown up here and shackled himself to this table and chair had he just been able to relive that moment for ten seconds, five seconds even. Lifting his head out of his hands, Jack looked around at the bleak surroundings.

The stark, cold walls of the FBI interrogation room felt as though they were closing in on him. The more he looked at them, the more confined he felt. That was why he mostly directed his attention downward at the metal table.

He couldn’t believe this right now. After all he had done to try to make this terrifying wrong right again, he was the criminal in their eyes. Troy was out there somewhere right now, sauntering around, counting his money. Fade was fueling up his private jet, getting ready to take his human cargo off to entertain an island full of sick, perverted weirdos with far too much money and far too little to do with it.

He kept telling himself that this was only temporary. He kept telling himself that any minute, Sarah was going to walk through that door, sit down in the chair across from him, and tell him that this was all one major mistake. She would unshackle him, and together, they would find out which airport and which runway that horrible plane was taking off from.

Though he wondered if this new Sarah Fagan would be willing to help him as readily as the old one. Would she instead want to hear him talk about how the weight of his actions bore heavily on his shoulders? That wasn’t going to happen. Not at any point in this lifetime. Because he wasn’t sorry. The people he had killed needed to be killed. Anyone involved in the murder, kidnapping, or exploitation of a child didn’t deserve to live.

If the Bureau wanted him to be some apologetic, submissive, sad boy with his tail between his legs talking about how sorry he was for everything he had done, they could cram it up their asses.

He was going to remain defiant because he was still so utterly determined to do whatever it took to save his daughter. The FBI wasn’t going to stop him from holding her in his arms again, from handing her back to her mother once and for all. They could send the whole army after him. It still wouldn’t stop him.

Jack’s first thought upon coming in here was that it was a very strange interrogation room. Sure, it had the table and the crushing walls. There were the sticky floors and uncomfortable chairs, all standard features. But there was no two-way mirror on the side of the room. There was no camera up in the corner. All in all, it was very odd.

Before his mind shattered from the frustration of this incarceration, a racket at the door drew his attention. He looked up at the large metal doors as they swung open. Jacke leaned back in his chair to see whoever it was that was finally coming to speak with him.

Sarah, weary and emotionally devastated by the struggle she’d been through regarding her loyalty to the FBI and her friendship with Jack, walked into the room and stood opposite him. The tension between the two of them was palpable as they each glared at the other. The two former special ops partners locked eyes, each holding steadfast to their beliefs.

“I thought we were going to try to find a middle ground,” Sarah said, crossing her arms over her chest and shaking her head at Jack.

“No,” Jack said with a roll of his eyes. “That’s what you said we were going to do.”

“Well, it’s what we should’ve done,” she insisted. “Look what the alternative has gotten you. You shackled to a table like a criminal is not something I thought I would ever see.”

“Yeah, you and me both,” he said with a sigh.

She pulled out the chair across from him and sat down.

“You know, it’s almost funny that I’m the one sitting in here strapped to a table when you literally had Troy and Fade in your immediate vicinity and let them go.”

“There was absolutely nothing I could do!” she insisted. “Do you have any idea just how badly you pissed off every single high-ranking official in the government? You’d be lucky to get into prison at this point! They’ll probably just take you out back and shoot you or hang you for treason!”

“Oh, that would be great,” he said sarcastically. “Get that out of the way now so that they can go have fun on Fade’s Island.”

“Who the hell is Fade?” she insisted, and he had to fight the urge to scream in frustration.

“He’s the guy buying the kids!” Jack insisted, banging his fists on the table with a metallic clink.

“Wait,” Sarah said, shaking her head in confusion. “Are you talking about the billionaire in Chinatown?”

“Yes!” he said, looking up into her eyes with an earnest plea for her to believe him. “Look, Fagan, if anyone is going to believe me on this, I know it’s you. He’s loading the kids onto a plane to take to a private island where a bunch of rich people are going to gawk at them and do God knows what else! And that plane leaves in just four hours!”

“They literally told you all this? “Sarah regarded him skeptically.

“Yeah, right before they called you to come riding in with the troops to make sure I go to jail,” he said. “They want me going to jail, knowing what they’re doing to my daughter on that island!”

“Well, did you see any proof?” she asked, holding her hands out as if he was going to pull it out of his pocket.

“Of course not!” he insisted, again rattling the chains on his wrists. “They told me so I would go to jail with this and no one would believe me!”

“Well, that’s definitely true,” Sarah said, shaking her head. “Because no one is going to believe you on this one.”

“Yeah, well, I was kinda hoping you would,” he said with a long sigh, looking up at her as though he didn’t know who she was.

“Yeah,” she said with an exasperated exhalation. “Well, good, because I kind of do!”

“You seriously do?” he asked, sitting up and looking at her now with hope instead of disgust.

“Course I do, you idiot!” she said, holding her head in her hands as though this were the most obvious thing on the planet. “If you’re telling me that this is the guy, and he told you, I obviously believe you! We’ve been through too much for me not to believe you!”

“Then why are we sitting here?” Jack held his cuffs out toward Sarah as though she were going to unlock it right then and there.

“Because we can’t just throw the rulebook out the window, Jack,” Sarah implored. Her voice was still soft but firm. “We need to follow the law, gather evidence, and build a strong case against Troy and Fade!”

“Jeez, are you even listening to me? I don’t have time for that, Sarah!” Jack retorted, his voice laden with frustration. “They leave in four hours! At that point, all those horrors are happening on that island, and Troy is both ten billion dollars richer and in the wind! Every second we waste is another second my daughter is in danger. My daughter and ninety-nine other kids! Aren’t we supposed to be the good guys who care about this?”

“You know I want to help you,” she said gently, “but we can’t just move against the Bureau. There are innocent lives at stake, and we need to do this right.”

Jack clenched his fists. He wished right there with all of his might that he could indulge in the urge to break free with nothing but his own physical strength and take matters into his own hands. The desire was nearly overwhelming him.

“You have no idea what it’s like,” he seethed, his anger bubbling to the surface. “You have no idea what it’s like to watch the people who took your little girl smile at you and tell you that it’s your fault! She’s out there! She’s still here, in this city! And I’ll burn everything down to get her back. If I have to sink that island into the sea, I won’t stop until she’s safe.”

Sarah sighed. Being torn between her duty and friendship seemed to be her new default setting in life. She knew Jack’s determination, and she also knew he wouldn’t back down. She believed him. She was certain that, in just four hours, they were going to lose one hundred children to the sick, depraved whims of maniacs.

But for the life of her, she had no idea what to do about it.

She looked down at him there, sitting at the table, looking dejected but not defeated. It was as though he never had stopped looking for a way out of this mess. He was so determined to find his daughter, so determined to bring these animals to justice.

But there had to be a better way to do it. They couldn’t just revert back to the way they were when they were government operatives running around the world, shooting everything that moved!

Sarah took a deep breath and moved closer to Jack. She had to make him see reason, to find a middle ground between justice and this personal vendetta.

“I can’t change your mind, can I? You’ll never see my side of this, now, will you?” she asked, her voice tinged with resignation.

Jack’s eyes remained fixed on hers, his resolve unyielding. “I won’t back down,” he replied. “Not when it’s my kid.”

A moment of silence passed between them, and Sarah made a decision. She knew it might cost her everything. It might bring her career crashing down around her head. But something had to be done. He was right about one thing. Claire and those other kids needed help now, and she’d exhausted every resource. She couldn’t bear to think about those poor children suffering.

Without uttering a word, she discreetly slipped the handcuff key into Jack’s hand, a small act of rebellion against the strict procedures of the FBI. As soon as he felt the cool metallic object settle into his palm, he looked up at her with wide eyes. His brows shot up, and his eyes darted around the room. He was once again reminded that there was no camera, there was no two-way mirror. Was that why she had him put in here?

“What you do from here on is on you,” she whispered, her words barely audible.

Before Jack could respond, Sarah quickly left the room. He could tell that her heart was heavy with the weight of her choice. Jack knew she was risking her career to help him. Or maybe she was risking her career to help Claire. Either way, he was grateful.

Alone once more, Jack hesitated for just a moment, his mind racing. He knew the risks, but he also knew he had to seize this opportunity.

Using the key, he unlocked the shackles and pulled his limbs free. There was a sudden surge of adrenaline coursing through his body as he realized the clock was still ticking. And while Sarah had given him the opportunity to make his escape, there were still a few dozen Feds between him and Claire. He had to act fast before he was discovered.

The only way he could feasibly sneak by the armed and highly trained agents that called this field office their home away from home was to utilize stealth first and foremost. He wasn’t going to win over any hearts and minds by breaking heads and walking out over a pile of bodies like the Terminator.

Jack knew that every move he made was going to count at that moment. That meant he had to time his movements perfectly. He crept out through the interrogation room door, and thankfully, there was no one out there guarding it. He wondered if Sarah had something to do with that. Afterward, it was a simple matter to sneak down the hall, ducking into offices and bathrooms whenever he saw someone coming. Finally, he found what he was looking for. The janitor’s closet.

Jack quickly threw a spare pair of coveralls over his clothes and donned some leftover PPE from the pandemic days, including an N95 mask and a face shield. Once he was unrecognizable, he grabbed an old, wheeled mop bucket and started to push it down the hall. He was amazed at how no one looked twice at him.

Finally, he was out of the building, walking out like any custodian might through the service exit on the side where the dumpsters were.

He needed to find a nearby parking lot where he could commandeer a car and speed away. That would mean he’d have to add grand theft auto to his ongoing list of crimes. But it didn’t matter. If he had to tear down the Statue of Liberty with his bare hands to get Claire back, he was going to do it.

As he crept out of the alley, Jack nearly dove right back in as a large black FBI SUV screeched into view, pulling up alongside him. Immediately, Jack thought the jig was up. He was ready to turn around and run, but then the passenger side door opened, and he saw inside perhaps the greatest sight he’d ever seen in his life up to that point. Sarah was in the driver’s seat. She had reached over to open the door for him. Now she was looking at him incredulously.

“Come on, Stone,” she called out to him, motioning for him to get into the car. “ Let’s do this before I regret it!”

Jack gave her the biggest and most sincere smile of his life before dashing forward into the seat and slamming the door shut behind him.

As Sarah drove the SUV out through the city, Jack felt a strange mix of determination and uncertainty as he watched her put her operative training to use, weaving in and out of traffic.

“All right,” Sarah said, looking over at him and then back to the road. “Where are we off to?”

“We need to stop that plane,” Jack said, looking at the clock on the dashboard and realizing they now only had three and a half hours to stop it.

“All right, where’s it taking off from?” Sarah asked him.

“I have no idea!” he replied, suddenly feeling the full weight of helplessness enveloping them.

“Wait a minute…,” Sarah said, biting her lower lip in concentration for a moment. “Fade… I knew I remembered somebody who worked for him!”

“Seriously?” Jack asked, leaning forward in the passenger seat toward her. “Who?”

“Get this,” she said, as though this was going to blow his mind. “It’s Jonathan Wilmore!”

Jack’s eyes widened.

“Hold on a minute,” he said, trying to fit all of this together in his head. “You mean the guy whose daughter was taken? The guy who the Russians stabbed?”

“Exactly!”

“So, it’s possible that Fade specifically requested his daughter! Maybe he had met her at some point!”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Sarah said with a nod. “And how do we begin to covet?”

“We covet what we see every day…,” Jack said, remembering that same principle in the movie The Silence of the Lambs.


“Very good, Clarice,” Sarah said, giving him her best Hannibal Lecter impersonation. “I think it’s time to go on a little trip to the hospital,” Sarah said while Jack leaned back and nodded.
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T
 he hospital room was cast in shadows, and for a moment, Jack was worried he had gotten the wrong room number. There was only a faint light that came cascading in through the door from the hallway’s oppressive neon lights. But as he slunk into the room disguised as a hospital guard, Jack noticed that it was indeed Jonathan Wilmore lying in the bed. He looked haggard and unshaven, a series of tubes stuck into his arm and oxygen in his nose.

Jack crept up to the wounded man’s bedside, looking over him and noticing the wet spots of tears on his cheeks.

“Mr. Wilmore?” Jack asked aloud and watched as Jonathan slowly turned his wet face toward him.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” he exclaimed, seeing the uniform. “Was I crying too loud, Officer?”

“What?” Jack asked, almost forgetting for a second that he was wearing a uniform. He looked down at it and suddenly felt very foolish. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m not a police officer or anything… And I’m not hospital security, either.”

“Oh,” Jonathan observed, squinting and trying to take in this athletic man who was standing over his bed. “Can I help you then?”

“Actually, you can!” Jack said, looking back toward the door to see if anyone was coming in. Seeing that they were alone, he continued. “My name is Jack Stone. My daughter, Claire, was taken just like yours.”

“Oh no,” Jonathan said, placing within those two words the very weight of the world. He actually reached over with one shaking hand and gripped Jack by the wrist, giving him a reassuring squeeze. “I’m so sorry that you know what it’s like to go through, this too. My daught… Er, Emily, is just a child, man, just a little kid.”

Jonathan’s voice was quivering with emotion as he fought to retain his composure in front of this total stranger. “She was walking beside me on the street, and then they came out of nowhere—those men, those monsters. They took her, and I couldn’t do anything to stop them.”

Jack listened intently and turned his hand upward to grip Jonathan around the arm as well and give it a reassuring squeeze. His heart was aching for this injured father who had experienced the same gut-wrenching agony he was currently enduring.

“They snatched Claire from my ex-wife,” Jack said, if only to show him that he wasn’t alone in this.

Jonathan’s eyes widened, a mixture of surprise and empathy washing over his face, as if unable to believe that another soul could be tormented by such a tragic fate.

“Yes,” Jack replied to Johnathan’s wordless stare, his voice tinged with sorrow. “I need to find her. I need to find your daughter. I need to find your Emily. Because I’m a man who knows how to do these things, and I know who took them.”

Jonathan’s eyes widened in shock as he looked up at Jack as though he were a fallen angel himself come to defend them all.

“How can I help?” he asked earnestly. Jonathan showed a flicker of determination in his eyes. “I’ll help you in any way I can,” he said, mustering whatever strength he had left. It was immediately clear that he believed Jack, and Jack knew why. His experience with Fade had taught him this very lesson. It was because he wanted to believe it. Because he needed to. “If I can save another child from this nightmare, I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“The men who took them are part of a global contingent of the Russian mob,” Jack said. “They’re led by a man named Archer Troy.”

Jonathan looked as though he was turning the name over in his head, his eyes narrowing and teeth gritting as he started to turn the very sound of that name into a vile curse.

He could join the club as far as Jack was concerned.

“Why?” Jonathan asked, the anger dissipating as it gave way to an all-encompassing confusion. “Why would anyone do something like this?”

Jack paused, trying to decide how best to breach the subject. It was going to be rough for him to hear; it was going to change the entire world for him. He’d finally come to know what so many American citizens were blissfully unaware of—that things got really ugly in the rest of the world.

“Troy and his men are working for an outside party,” Jack said sadly. “Unfortunately, based on the intel I’ve been able to gather, they’re going to be loading children onto a plane in just three hours, probably less now. And once they’re in the air, we’ll never see them again.”

Jonathan looked pained, as though someone had just punched the breath out of his lungs.

“But there’s more you need to hear,” Jack said with a heavy sigh. “The man who’s buying the children for these unspeakable, horrible purposes is Bai Fade from Chinatown.”

Jonathan’s eyes dropped, and his mouth hung open in shock. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. But at the same time, Jack could tell that he one hundred percent believed it.

“What?” Jonathan exclaimed, feeling so utterly confused and betrayed. “But, he’s my boss. I work for the man!”

“I know,” Jack said sadly. “We think he might actually have targeted your daughter because he may have met her at some kind of work function?”

“Oh my God…,” Jonathan said, suddenly looking completely horrified. “I brought her to my work Christmas party just last year!” Jonathan started to cry bitterly into his pillow, and Jack reached out to put a hand on his shoulder.

“Jonathan, I need you to hold it together for a second,” Jack said. “I’m going to get our kids back! But I don’t know where his plane takes off from! I was hoping you might know!”

Jonathan’s eyes doubled in size, and he suddenly nodded. “I do know! I process shipments to his personal plane all the time!” He looked up at Jack and reached out to grab him by the arm. This time, his grip was not weak or limp. It was strong and determined, and he practically pulled Jack down to him. “I’ll tell you! But I want you to promise me that you will get that son of a bitch!

“I promise,” Jack said. “I’m gonna get them all.”
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J
 onathan provided them with all the information they could ever need. Not only did he tell them exactly where the plane would be taking off from, but he also told them how much security to expect, the type of plane he flies, and provided them with his employee ID to get in through the service entrance.

Jack could feel it in his bones; this was it. This was the final showdown. It was coming, and nothing was going to stop it this time. Tonight, he would either be reunited with his daughter, placing her back into the arms of her mother, or he would be dead.

He couldn’t believe everything was finally coming to a head. From the passenger seat of the FBI SUV, he looked at Sarah, whose eyes were intently watching the road.

“You know,” he said, “How many times have we been in these situations together?”

“A whole lot of times,” Sarah replied with a nod of her head.

“Is it just me, or does this feel different?” Jack asked, wondering if Sarah was feeling the same level of apprehension as he was.

“Of course,” she said, reaching over to pat him on the shoulder, giving him a reassuring squeeze. “All of our other missions were assigned to us by other people. They were set against people that we had no connection to. They were meant to defend a faceless population, the majority of which don’t even know we exist. But this? This is personal.”

“You’re damn right it is,” Jack said, nodding slowly. “Just promise me one thing, Sarah. If I go down out there tonight, you get those kids and you get out of there. You get Claire home to Eve, you hear me? And just tell her that I love her.”

For a minute there, he was half expecting Sarah to try to tell him that he was going to be fine and that he would get to tell her himself. But Sarah was a fighter, just like him. She had gone on just as many missions as he had. She had the same skill set and had watched the same number of friends die on the battlefield. So, in that moment, instead of offering him empty platitudes that would ultimately mean nothing, she looked at him for the briefest of moments before putting her eyes back on the road. She nodded.

“I promise,” she said. That was all. It was all that was needed. She let it drop there, and frankly, Jack was happy for that.

They made it to the private airfield, where Fade prepared to get away with the crime of the century. There was no way they were going to let that happen. For a moment, Jack let his thoughts dwell on Fade and the utter disgust and contempt he had for him.

That arrogant billionaire prick was probably incredibly excited right now. Jack had seen the pep in his step when his island was mentioned. He was probably thinking things were about to go his way and he’d get to experience his island in a horrific way that he likely always wanted. And he’d have all of his meaningless friends around to boot. He was in for a rude awakening today. And so was Troy.

Troy had thought it was a good idea to target Jack’s family, to go after his heart, as though that would somehow make him weaker. But today, in what Jack knew would be their final battle, he was going to show Troy what a mistake that truly was.

Sarah pulled the SUV up to the chain-link fence that operated on a mechanical gate. There, in the guardhouse, there would be a keypad. They needed to access it and enter Jonathan’s code. Once that was done, the gate would open, and they would have a clear shot at the plane.

“All right, game time!” Jack said, looking over at Sarah and giving her a nod.

“The cavalry’s here,” she said, giving him a wink and a thumbs up.

Sarah put the SUV into park, and the two of them got out of the car. Jack made a beeline for the guardhouse, peering into the window to see if anyone was inside. He wasn’t sure if they were lucky enough to actually find it completely uninhabited. But boy, wouldn’t that have been nice?

The guardhouse was still, and both Sarah and Jack paused before going near it.

“All right, come on, no whammy,” Jack said, as they moved toward it together.

“Yeah, you wish,” Sarah said with a scoff of derision.

It looked silent, despite the light being on inside. Just as Jack was about to dream that this could truly be easy pickings, the door opened. Stalking out from inside the house came the four robed young male warriors he’d tangled with all the way back at Fade’s house. They were no longer looking at him with polite indifference the way they had when he had been a guest in that underground hell house.

Instead, they were watching him with narrowed eyes.

“Well, this looks fun,” Sarah said, licking her lips as though this would be some kind of game. “You take two, and I take two?”

“You read my mind,” he said, quickening his pace.

The four nearly identical warriors started to advance, moving as one as they started to fan out.

This was it, the start of the greatest battle of their lives.

The four warriors of Fade crouched into combat stances and charged. They were coming with fists and feet ready to pound knots into both Sarah and Jack.

“Hey,” Sarah called over to him as their opponents were nearly upon them.

“Yeah?” he asked.

“Kyoto?” she asked him. “Remember, with the Yakuza swordsmen?”

Jack smiled.

“You’re a genius,” he said. “Let’s do it.”

Just as the four warriors were about to strike, both Jack and Sarah drew two handguns each from the holsters on their hips, opening fire at point-blank range and killing all four of them before they ever landed a blow.

“God, I love being an American,” Sarah said.

“Ain’t nothing like it,” Jack said, sliding his weapons back into their holsters as they ran into the guardhouse.

Three minutes and a nifty code from Jonathan later, and both Sarah and Jack were back in the car, watching with grimaces of anxious energy as the gate started to slide open.

“Hit it,” Jack said to her before looking out through the windshield and saying, “I’m coming, Claire. Daddy’s here, baby.”

As the car sped through the gate, Jack could instantly see the plane off in the distance. It seemed as though it was fueled and ready for launch. A massive shipping container was already being pushed up the ramp into the cargo area of the private plane, and Jack instantly knew what must have been in there.

“That what I think it is?” Sarah asked.

“Yup,” was all he said in response.

They could see Troy’s men pushing the crate up a ramp that led into the plane’s cargo hold. As Sarah floored the accelerator, the mobsters all stopped moving the massive box and looked over in horror. The car was speeding toward them, so they had no choice but to open fire. But this was a top-of-the-line FBI SUV. That meant it had armor plating and was bullet resistant.

The fifteen armed thugs continued to fire at them. But as the SUV barreled toward them, they started to scatter and run.

“Whip around,” Jack said, reaching for something under the seat.

“Right,” Sarah said, knowing exactly what he was thinking about. As the car moved, Jack rolled down the window and unstrapped himself from the seat.

Hanging out the window with an AK-47, Jack opened fire on anyone and anything that was taking a single step anywhere near the shipping container. His weapon spread flaming death everywhere, spitting fire and mowing through burly Russian bruisers, cutting them down like wheat in the field.

After a few minutes, every one of Troy’s men was face down on the ground, lying in a pool of his own blood. At that point, from the cargo mouth of the plane, Troy appeared, mouth agape in disbelief as he locked his singular eye on Jack. There was a powerful, smoldering hatred that passed between the two of them. It was a declaration of intent and a promise from each to be the only one left standing by the time this was done.

It was fitting in a way that sitting between the two of them was the enormous box that contained the one hundred stolen children. He knew Claire was in the box somewhere, along with Emily and all the other kids these maniacs had stolen.

Troy vanished for a moment but appeared again quickly as the SUV rushed toward the plane. Unfortunately, though, he wasn’t alone. On his shoulder, Troy hoisted a long, massive bazooka with a rocket loaded in the mouth of it.

“Oh, shit,” Sarah said as Troy pulled the trigger and let the rocket fly on a collision course with them. Sarah cut the wheel hard, but it was too late. The rocket exploded against the side of the SUV. Throwing it up into the air and sending it spinning around over and over as both Sarah and Jack were tossed around inside.

Sarah was relatively safe because she was still belted into the seat. However, Jack had not refastened yet after mowing down Troy’s men. That meant he was tossed all over creation, slamming into the ceiling, dashboard, and seats of the car over and again.

Finally, the epic, violent rolling came to a full stop, with the SUV resting on its roof.

“Ugh, crap,” Sarah said, shaking her head back and forth. “Jack? Hey, Jack? Are you all right?”

Jack groaned in response, crumpled on the car’s ceiling in the fetal position. He was bleeding from multiple lacerations, and his knee brace had come loose. That meant that the injury that had pushed him out of active service was now grating and aching.

“Hey, brat!” Troy screamed, his voice echoing all over the airfield now. “Come on out. Come play one last time. Maybe see your daughter again before she gets loaded up and sent to her new playland, eh?

“Motherfucker…,” Jack groaned as Sarah reached for him as she hung upside down in her seat. “Fucking….kill…you.”

“Jack, don’t,” Sarah said, clutching for him for a moment before trying to fiddle with her seatbelt and get free.

“I’m fine…” Jack groaned though it sounded more like a growl.

“Maybe I open container now, eh?” Troy called out in mocking glee. “How about I pull her out and put a bullet right between her eyes in front of you? Maybe that’s what I should have done in the first place, no?”

Jack clawed his way out through the passenger’s side window, clutching at the pavement as he pulled himself free of the wreck. He could taste blood now, and a laceration over his eyebrow was pouring into his left eye. But other than his knee, nothing seemed broken.

Jack grabbed onto the car and pulled himself slowly to a standing position until he heard the click of a gun just behind him.

“Shit,” he said, realizing that Troy had him dead to rights.

“Turn around, dog,” he said, his voice slow and mocking.

Jack’s legs were shaking as he slowly turned to face his ultimate enemy.

“Oh man, you look like shit, brat,” he said with a slow, amused shake of his head.

As Jack finally turned around, he saw Troy standing maybe ten feet away from him. The gun in the Russian’s hand was leveled directly at his head.

“It would be so easy now, no?” Troy said. “One squeeze and I have you. That’s it. All of this…” He pointed to his eyepatch and then down again at Jack’s knee. “Maybe it’s too easy, though,” Troy said, contemplating as he tapped the finger of his free hand against his lips. “What do you think?”

Jack didn’t answer. He simply leaned up against the car, braced for support, and waited to see what would happen.

“What is this?” a familiar voice screamed from the direction of the plane.

Looking past Troy and the shipping container, Jack could see Fade stumbling out through the cargo hold.

“Why isn’t my box on the plane?” He then stumbled down the ramp and saw the multitude of bodies strewn about, bleeding out on the tarmac. “Your men are dead! Who is going to move my merchandise?” Fade screamed at Troy.

“We had an unexpected visitor,” Troy said, gesturing at Jack.

Fade peered through the night, only to see Jack bleeding and broken. “What is he doing here?” Fade screamed in anger. “Just shoot him and help me with my merchandise! We’re late!”

“You need to give me a second here,” Troy said, not taking his eyes off Jack.

“No, you listen to me!” Fade screamed, charging up at Troy. “I’ve paid you for this delivery, and it’s not delivered until it’s on my plane!”

“You haven’t paid me yet,” Troy said, giving Jack a wink.

“Yes, I have!” Fade cried out again. “The transfer went through.”

“Moron…,” Jack spat.

“What?” Fade asked, confused.

“Yeah, he’s not wrong,” Troy said, turning and instantly putting a bullet between Fade’s eyes. Fade dropped in a spray of blood that came from the forehead, and Troy laughed out loud. “Oh, you have no idea how long I’ve been waiting to do that.”

Troy was reveling in this moment now and turned his direct attention toward Fade for just a fraction of a second. That was all Jack needed.

He charged in just as Troy was turning back to him. Troy raised his gun and fired, but Jack was already under the barrel and tackling his Russian rival to the ground. As they landed, Jack sprang into action, trying to ignore the pain radiating in his knee as he reached for Troy’s gun.

They fought over it for a long moment, grappling on the cement.

“You know your daughter blames you for all of this,” he said through clenched teeth as he tried to get a better grip on the gun.

They started to rise, each trying to stand first to get the height advantage. As Jack was almost up, Troy lashed out and kicked his left knee out from under him. Jack screamed in pain as his injury sent intense pain coursing through his body. But as Jack fell, he grabbed Troy tighter. Together, the two tumbled onto the tarmac, punching, kneeing, elbowing, scraping, clawing, gouging at one another like animals hoping to get an advantage over the other.

They each had a hand on the gun, bending it back and forth toward one another. Unfortunately for Jack, he had lost a lot of strength in that car crash. Troy was easily starting to overpower him. Just as the barrel was almost pointed directly at Jack’s face, he decided to try a little gamble that he hoped would pay off.

Jack suddenly let go with both of his hands, which meant that Troy, who was still pushing, overshot Jack’s head entirely and ended up pointing the gun over his shoulder. Jack got in real close, knowing that he couldn’t give Troy any easy shot or he would be dead. He reached up and grabbed the Russian by the back of his hair with one hand and wrenched back. Troy cried out in pain, trying to push Jack away with his elbows.

There was one last thing for Jack to do. It felt oh so sweet and oh so à propos. Jack took his left hand and made a fist while leaving his thumb straight out. He then jammed that same thumb forward, directly into and through Troy’s existing eyeball.

Troy screamed in pain, suddenly falling back, completely blind and thrashing on the ground in his panic. He dropped the gun, and Jack lunged for it. He grabbed the handgun up in both hands, turned and pointed, taking a moment to watch Troy writhe, to listen to his horrified screams of pain and fear.

“I told you that you’d die screaming,” Jack said and fired. He buried three shots directly into the face, neck, and chest of his longtime rival.

Troy crumpled in an explosion of blood that pooled onto the tarmac. For a moment, he still struggled. He had no eyes and three holes in his body that were pouring out blood, but Jack had to give it to the tough bastard. He was still trying to fight. However, the human heart can only take so much. Within ten seconds, Archer Troy had stopped moving for good.

Jack lay back on the pavement, craning his neck to look back at the car where Sarah had managed to free herself from the restraints and was climbing out the window. He gave her a wave, not yet having the energy to cry out for her. Besides, if he only had one scream left in him, he knew what he wanted it to be.

He stumbled and crawled toward the shipping container. It was so close now, so very close. He could almost feel Claire’s presence behind the steel. As he closed in, Jack could hear noise coming from inside. It sounded like movement, maybe crying, screams, and voices.

Using the steel components on the outside of the box, Jack pulled himself up to his feet, grabbed onto the lever that would unlatch the front opening, and pulled with all his might. After a moment, it came undone, and the box swung open.

Inside, there was a veritable sea of children. Many of them looked dirty or tattered, but on the whole, they looked healthy. Jack scanned the interior, but the kids had been packed in tightly and it was hard to make out their faces in the dark.

He knew his throat had one the last good scream left, and it could only be one thing.

“Claire!” he cried out at the top of his lungs, shredding his throat in the process. The triumphal and hopeful cry bounced off the steel interior of the box.

For a moment, the children fell silent and seemed to recoil as one, likely terrified of any unknown adult yelling after this ordeal. Jack waited, his eyes flying over their heads, looking for any sign that she was there. But there was no response, and Jack’s heart nearly stopped beating.

But then, there it was…


“Daddy!”
 she screamed, as though she couldn’t believe it, as though it were a dream. Claire came pushing through the crowd of kids who were still too terrified to come out of the box. She broke through and sprinted down the ramp in her camp T-shirt.

The moment he saw her, Jack started to weep uncontrollably. He fell to his knees and opened his arms as she ran right into him. Claire threw her tiny arms around him and buried her face in his grimy and blood-covered shirt.

“Daddy!” she screamed again, crying now as tears fell down her face. As though she couldn’t believe it was real. “Daddy, you’re here! You’re here for me! You’re really here!”

Jack leaned in and laid his hand against hers, accidentally getting his blood in her hair. “I’m here, baby,” he whispered, “and I love you to the moon.”

“I love you to the moon and back,” she said.
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A
 s the sun set on a tranquil evening in the quiet town of Westfield, Jack stood outside the home he’d once shared with Eve and Claire. It didn’t feel like it was his anymore, but it still filled him with pride because it felt like it was theirs. By that, he meant Eve and Claire’s.

The harrowing journey to rescue his daughter from the clutches of Troy and that horrific child trafficking ring was over, and she was finally safe at home and with her mother, just as he’d intended. The scars of this ordeal were evident on Jack’s face, and he still wore a few bandages to cover some of the more severe lacerations he’d received.

But despite the pain, he could feel a heartwarming sense of relief he hadn’t known in a long time.

Inside the house, Eve was preparing dinner while Claire played with her toys. As Jack walked in, Eve turned to look at him. At one time, his appearance in that doorway might have caused an explosion of anger or a bubble of annoyance. Just days ago, that face had been contorted with rage, screaming at him, cursing him, telling him that he would never be welcome in their lives again.

But today, it was none of those things.

Eve had initially blamed Jack for putting Claire in danger, but once removed from the horror and trauma of the situation and with their baby back in their arms, she had felt nothing but eternal gratitude to him for bringing her and the ninety-nine other kids taken by Fade and that evil gang of Russian thugs.

That included Jonathan and his daughter, Emily, who had been reunited in a tear-soaked explosion of hugs in the hospital. Claire even had regular play dates with the girl now, and they were becoming fast friends.

Jack and Eve had decided they would co-parent Claire. They recognized that there was an importance to having both parents in her life. Besides, after her daddy had battled the entire criminal underworld to rescue her, Claire was never letting Jack out of her sight again for too long. The relationship between Eve and Jack had certainly softened, and they found a new understanding through the ordeal they had faced together. Eve gave Jack a pleasant, fond smile. It wasn’t the smile of a lover anymore, but it was still the smile of family.

The sound of laughter filled the air as Claire ran to her mother, and Eve turned to her with a boundless smile on her face. Jack watched Claire and Eve share that tender moment, and it warmed his heart to see. It was a reminder of what mattered most. For Jack Stone, that would now and forevermore be family and love. Jack knew he would always be there for Claire, no matter what. And he knew Eve would be as well.

A few weeks had passed since Claire had been freed from Troy. She had recovered as well as could be expected, but Jack noted that most nights when she would stay over at his apartment, she would end up crawling into bed with him due to recurring bad dreams of that experience.

Of course, the child’s social anxiety had only deepened. She clung to her parents in public, utterly terrified of being more than five paces away from them any time there was a stranger present. Jack understood that reaction but knew with extensive therapy and a lot of parental care, Claire would eventually be able to cope with the horrific experience.

Troy’s death had filled Jack with a sense of peace. And since he had met his untimely end at Jack’s hand, the rest of his organization, including the trafficking ring, had been dismantled. The children who had been abducted were all reunited with their families, bringing hope and closure to many grieving hearts.

Of course, Sarah had played a pivotal role in the operation, and her bond with Jack had only grown stronger as a result. She’d opted to stay in the New Jersey field office for the FBI to continue leading her team. Of course, Director Matthews had attempted to have both of them arrested for Jack’s daring and entirely nonviolent escape from FBI HQ. Matthews was still trying to pursue murder charges against Jack for his escapade in the black-market bar. However, it wasn’t gaining much traction, based on the fact that he’d been wearing a really great disguise at the time, and no one who would ever set foot in that bar would ever in a million years talk to the government or police.

Jack was eternally grateful for Sarah’s support. He couldn’t have rescued Claire without her, which was a fact that she made sure to remind him of often.

One evening, when Claire was staying over at Jack’s, Sarah had come over, and the three of them had a small cookout in the yard of the little house Jack had recently purchased. As they sat together for dinner, Claire looked up at her father with admiration.

“Daddy, are you a superhero?” she asked, her innocent curiosity tugging at Jack’s heartstrings.

He smiled and reached out to rub her cheek with a finger gently. “Not exactly, sweetheart,” he replied. “But you don’t have to be super to be a hero. Heroes are just regular people who do brave things to protect the people they love.”

Claire stopped to consider that and seemed to continue contemplating his answer throughout the rest of the meal.

After dinner, Jack and Sarah stepped outside to talk in private. She’d told him that she had some big news for him.

The air was cool on that night, and the stars shimmered above them amidst the light of a half-moon.

“Hey, Stone,” she said. “I wanted to let you know that I’ve been trying my best to pull some strings to get those charges Matthews has been trying to stick to you dropped.”

“And the charges against you for helping me escape?” he asked with a smile.

She scoffed. “They have no proof it was me,” she said. “Honestly, I think they did and someone conveniently lost it, if you know what I mean. I’m way too valuable to that place now.”

Jack laughed in spite of the moment. The threat of those federal charges was the only thing still hanging over him. It was the only loose thread stopping his life from becoming perfect.

“I tired, like I said,” Sarah continued. “But it didn’t work. I guess some things are just too complicated to fix.”

Jack nodded, appreciating Sarah’s effort. “I understand,” he replied.

Sarah smiled, though. “Yeah, my efforts failed because someone else beat me to it,” she said.

“What?” Jack asked, his brow furrowed in confusion.

“Yeah, someone just slightly higher than me in rank who recognized the impact of taking down a massive child trafficking ring plus past services rendered for this nation,” she said, handing him a strip of paper.

He took it from her and immediately noted that it had the presidential seal on it.

“You’ve been granted a presidential pardon, Stone.”

Jack’s eyes widened in surprise. That was astounding and more than he could have ever hoped for. All his years of service and dedication had finally been acknowledged by the highest office in the land, and he was being given a fresh start.

“So, Jack, I have to ask,” Sarah said, trying to lead the conversation. “Now that you’re not facing federal charges, you could start looking for a federal job. Are you going to stay retired? Or are you considering coming back to the Bureau?”

Jack paused and gave a short laugh. He reflected on everything he had been through, not just with the takedown of Troy and his ring but everything before as well. The danger, the travel, the nonstop secrecy. The adrenaline of his former life as a government operative still put a little wind in his sails every once in a while, but it was more a memory at this point than something to strive for.

“I appreciate the offer, Fagan,” he said with sincerity in his voice. “But the only job I’m interested in for the rest of my life is being a dad.”

Sarah smiled warmly. She didn’t look surprised at all, but Jack had respected her for shooting her shot. There just wasn’t room in a strict by-the-book organization like the FBI for the full cavalry.

“I mean, you are a pretty great dad,” Sarah said with a shrug. “I don’t know too many dads who fought the Russian mob, a whole black-market bar, and the federal government for their kid.”

As they were talking, Claire ran out with a piece of paper in her hand, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Daddy, Daddy!”

“What pumpkin?” he asked.

She looked excited as she reached the two of them. “Remember when I told you that I made you an art picture at camp and you said that you were going to put it on the refrigerator or the wall? But I never gave it to you! I guess I forgot!”

“That’s fine, kiddo,” he said, kneeling down near her.

“But I found it yesterday in my room!” Claire said, her face lighting up.

Claire held out the folded paper, and Jack took it gently with both hands. As he unfolded it, the breath caught in his throat.

It was a colorful painting of him dressed as Batman, with the words “Brave Like Daddy” written underneath.

Tears welled up in Jack’s eyes, but this time, he didn’t try to hide them. He let them spill out over his cheeks as he reached out and hugged Claire tightly.

“Thank you, baby girl,” he whispered, his voice choked with extreme emotion. “I promise I’ll always be brave for you.”
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