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      The most valuable currency in the world isn’t cash, gold, or silver; it’s secrets. Secrets so closely guarded by people they would do anything to keep them hidden. And in today’s digital age, it has never been so easy to learn a stranger’s secrets.

      From the comfort of his desk, the blue light glowing from his computer screens brightening the dark basement where he worked, the Broker could learn anything about anyone, and the information he gleaned gave him power.

      In a society that had discarded him, technology opened him to the world. He could talk to anyone, see anything, listen to the most intimate and private conversations, and no one ever knew he was there.

      No one was truly alone anymore, not when everyone carried a phone in their pocket. No one was beyond his reach. And he wanted to understand the world that had cast him aside.

      It was through his voyeurism the Broker discovered how people were only their true selves when they were alone. So many people hid behind masks of pleasantries, lying to their friends and families, and even themselves. It was a coward’s way to live, in his opinion. And he had made the decision to stop hiding years ago.

      The urge to learn people’s truest selves started as a child. He would sneak into his parent’s bedroom and hide in the closet. It was in that darkened corner, tucked away behind his mother’s dresses, that he had learned the truth about his parents, what they really thought of their three children and each other.

      Sometimes the truth was a hard pill to swallow.

      But the revelations of those truths would serve him well in the future. It taught him to be patient and to ask the right questions.

      However, after a while, watching and listening wasn’t enough. He needed to interact with them; he wanted to reach them in a way no one else could. And that was how the Broker came into existence.

      The name wasn’t something he’d chosen for himself. The moniker had been bestowed upon him by the individuals who sought his services.

      The Broker had carved out a niche market for himself, and he was in high demand. He had always been good with computers, ever since he was a child. The machines he worked on had a system of rules, and he could bend and manipulate that system to his will.

      People, on the other hand, were a different story. He had never fit into the real world. He was branded an outcast by his peers at school when he was younger, picked on and bullied for his small stature.

      But now an adult, the roles had been reversed. Computers were the engine of the world, and wealth and power waited for those skilled enough to wield it. And no one was better than the Broker.

      Social media platforms and their endless algorithms designed to like, share, and connect were always the gateway into someone’s life. And all it took was a single word for him to begin his extraction of the truth.

      Hey.

      So innocent, so friendly, so full of possibilities. And children were such curious little monkeys, so eager to have their questions answered by someone who would listen to them. And he did listen, and watch, and wait until he was certain the time was right to strike.

      Over the years, the Broker had mastered the art of luring children closer to him. He had learned how they communicated, and he had discovered how impressionable they were, how easy they were to manipulate. But choosing the right target was important.

      Children who came from broken homes were always his first choice. They were easily swayed to trust an adult who gave them attention. Because as rebellious as children could be, they craved recognition. And when they didn’t receive it at home, they found it in other places.

      Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, or whatever new social media craze was burrowing its way into the moldable minds of youth. All it took was one message. One simple, harmless, and irresistible word: Hey.

      Children were curious creatures. They wanted to explore, learn, solve the riddles of the world around them. And nothing was more mysterious than a stranger behind the messages on their screen.

      Who were they? Why were they reaching out? What do they want?

      He understood those children because he had been that very same child. He had been a loner, wishing for someone to speak with, wishing to be accepted.

      It was only natural for children to want someone to emulate, to look up to; after all, it was how they learned. Monkey see, monkey do. And the Broker made these monkeys do anything he wanted.

      He wasn’t a pedophile. At least he didn’t think he was one. But the urge to interact with these children was insatiable. The young and impressionable were blank canvases, eager to prove themselves to their masterful teacher.

      The high the Broker experienced during these cat-and-mouse moments was unlike anything else in the world. He had tried the same techniques with adults, but they wore too many masks.

      Adults only showed the world what they wanted people to see. But children were quick to expose themselves, laying their truths out to him to guard and keep safe. And in return, the Broker filled the void missing in their lives. A void left behind by the very parents meant to protect them.

      And when the game was done, all the Broker asked in return was something so small, a piece of themselves so sacred and innocent that in their naivety, they couldn’t understand what they were giving away until it was too late.

      The first time he had tasted innocence, touched the forbidden fruit, he had been unable to stop himself. And his appetite had only grown. But with his increased appetite came the danger of exposure.

      The Broker had gotten very good at hiding. He hid behind his monitors, and his keyboard, and his code, ruining lives from the comfort of his ergonomically correct chair. He had become a new kind of threat in a hunting ground that was ever-changing, evolving, and constantly updated with new terms and conditions.

      But there was a place in the digital world that was hidden, a scaly underbelly of the internet known as the dark web. It was here the Broker covered his tracks, masking his identity.

      The authorities were growing restless to catch him. But for all their efforts, he was still free, still uncaged, still wreaking havoc.

      The papers had called him a monster because of his association with the pedophiles he helped. But who was he to judge someone else’s perversions?

      After twelve abductions, the call for the Broker’s capture was growing more frantic. Every new interaction he made was dangerous. His legend had grown, and if he weren’t careful, it would all come to a crashing end.

      But he believed himself uncatchable. He left no footprint behind, no DNA, nothing the police could use to identify him.

      However, one detective refused to give up. He hunted the Broker relentlessly, but so far, the detective remained one step behind, and the Broker intended to keep it that way.

      Deep down, if the Broker were honest with himself, he enjoyed being chased. It raised the stakes. He had even started to text the detective, goading the officer to try harder.

      The Broker considered texting the detective tonight, just to remind him he was still causing trouble. But he was rather busy. So many children, so little time.

      Right now, one particular case interested the Broker above all else, a child whose abduction would draw quite a lot of attention. But the Broker had never shied away from a challenge before.

      It was wrong, it was vile, it was sinful, but he couldn’t help himself. He had a disease—incurable, insufferable, and unstoppable.

      But who was he to deny the delicious taste of flesh? And if he were honest with himself, revealing his own little secret: he liked it.

      The itch to hunt down a child, to manipulate them, to earn their trust, only to betray them was intoxicating.

      And it was such a fun game to play.
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      The light shined down in a perfect cone of yellow that engulfed the kitchen table, a single light fighting against the early morning darkness while the rest of the house slept blissfully and peacefully upstairs.

      Detective Jim North sat hunched forward in his chair, dressed in yesterday’s clothes, or it could have been two days ago that he had changed? He wasn’t sure. His face was covered in scruff, his chocolate-brown eyes bloodshot and tired, his hair disheveled as he fixated on the twelve different files spread before him on the table, rehashing each of the cases in hopes of finding anything he had missed. But no matter how many times he stared at the documents under the incandescent glow, he found nothing new.

      And that frightened him.

      Each of the twelve abductions had been performed by different individuals. But there was one commonality between them: a man.

      The “Broker.”

      All of the suspects Jim had apprehended had given him this same name when they were interviewed after the arrest. But the moniker was all the pedophiles could provide.

      The Broker never gave his real name and never showed his face. All communication was done electronically, and their cyber team found no traces of any digital communication. Like a ghost, the Broker came and went as he pleased, only revealing himself to those he deemed worthy.

      Each of the cases was unique, but there was one common piece of evidence that tied all twelve cases together. The children who were abducted were each given a phone. It was a smartphone, silver case, with a screen protector. It was always the same model, same brand, same sleep design.

      The Broker had developed unbreakable encryption, and any attempt to open the phone resulted in its destruction, frustrating their cyber division every time they tried to extract evidence from the device.

      Jim had stared at the black screens of those phones for just as long as he had the case files. He knew it was how the Broker communicated with his victims. And the fact that the Broker used the same phone each time revealed an arrogance that drove Jim mad.

      Jim rubbed his eyes, the exhaustion of the past three months having caught up with him three weeks ago. Sleep eluded him, and these cases were the source of his insomnia.

      Three months ago, a little girl was abducted from a local park in southeast Seattle. The suspect, Gary Kavas, had lured nine-year-old, Amy Fuller, into his van by means of a mutual friend: The Broker.

      Between eye-witnesses at the park and traffic footage of the van the witnesses had described, it didn’t take long for the authorities to track Gary Kavas down. But as quickly as they had worked, they were still three minutes too slow.

      Three minutes.

      One hundred and eighty seconds.

      That was the amount of time that separated finding Amy Fuller alive and reuniting with her parents and her suffocating to death after her abductor, Gary Kavas, tied a plastic bag over her head.

      The autopsy had confirmed how close they had come to saving Amy’s life, and those three minutes had haunted Jim for three months. Ever since then, time had taken on a new appreciation for him. He counted every second that had passed, but time slipped through his fingers like granules of sand in an hourglass. No matter how hard he held that sand in his hand, it always found a way to sift through the cracks.

      In Jim’s first six years with the police department—three as a detective—he had developed a reputation as a lone wolf. Nothing mattered to him except for closing the case. It didn’t matter what his partner or superior had to say on the subject, Jim was always convinced he was right, and he had the record to back it up—more closed cases, more convictions, and more recovered children than any active detective in the country.

      Amy Fuller’s death was the first time Jim had ever failed. It was the first time he didn’t know how to find his way out and the first time a criminal had managed to one-up him.

      It had been a tough pill to swallow, and if he were honest with himself, it had eaten away at his confidence. The unshakable ground he had walked for so long had suddenly fractured, and there was no telling how wide the chasm would grow.

      Unable to leave the fate of the children he was tasked to recover to chance again, Jim had buried himself in work. And because of that, he had slipped back into old habits.

      But those early days in his career were lonesome. He was hated by his peers and merely tolerated by his superiors. It wasn’t until he was transferred to Seattle’s fifth precinct that he had found a place where he belonged. He found a family at the Five, and through the help of his new partner and his lieutenant, Jim’s past began to fade into memory. But failure had returned Jim to his troubled past.

      The relationships he had built, the comradery he had enjoyed had been set aside for the sake of the job. Because at the end of the day, the only thing that mattered was finding these children and bringing them home. But the endless hours, the constant grind, had slowly chipped away at the life he had worked so hard to build.

      Since Amy Fuller’s death, eleven more children had been abducted. Thankfully, Jim and his partner had managed to recover them. But their lives had been forever changed.

      Jim picked up one of the files he had closed out just the day before. An eight-year-old boy had been taken by his step-uncle, a registered sex offender. Three hours after the AMBER Alert had gone out, Jim had the uncle in handcuffs and the little boy back in his mother’s arms.

      Another case from six weeks ago had involved a five-year-old girl and the friend of a family member. A tip had come in from a neighbor after spotting the man—aged forty-seven—sneaking around to the backdoor and snatching the girl from her bed while she slept. Jim had found the man and the girl before the sun came up the next morning.

      Each of the cases since Amy Fuller’s had had happy endings. But Jim knew that once innocence was lost, it was gone forever. No amount of therapy or healing could reclaim it because the memories of what had taken it away never faded. Jim knew exactly how devastating abusive trauma could be for a young child.

      Jim stared at the scars on his palms, remnants of his own stolen innocence when he had been abducted as a child. He remembered the fear, the shame, the anger. He had grown up in the foster system, which had failed him more often than not, betrayed by the adults who were charged to protect him.

      Jim’s childhood was the reason he had become a cop. His trauma was the root of his passion in the pursuit of these children who were victims of the very people who were supposed to care for them. In Jim’s humble opinion, it was the most despicable crime anyone could commit.

      Having grown up in foster care for most of his life, Jim had been passed around to broken homes, most of them horrible, some downright evil.

      Jim was cast into the fire before he was old enough to defend himself, and through the wickedness of others, Jim was forced to harden, forced to forsake his childhood to survive.

      Anger had built up inside of him for years and festered like a callous over his emotions. But when he was sixteen, Jim received the biggest blessing he didn’t know he needed.

      Foster parents who cared.

      After being chewed up and spit out by the system, he stumbled upon a couple who provided the love and understanding he had needed to pull himself out of the hole he was digging for himself during his teen years.

      Jim credited Ray and Mary Swisher for changing his life. Without them, Jim was certain he would be dead or in jail.

      Ray and Mary Swisher had adopted a sixteen-year-old who had developed a bad reputation. There weren’t too many families willing to take a risk on a sixteen-year-old kid who’d already been arrested half a dozen times and was flunking out of school. But they had, and it had made all the difference in his life. He owed everything he was today to their love and their relentless capacity to forgive.

      Without them, Jim never would have become a cop, he never would have been promoted to detective, and none of the hundreds of children he had helped recover would have been found.

      But he couldn’t help but wonder if Amy Fuller would have lived if it had been another detective assigned to her case. It was the thought that kept him up late at night, pouring over these cases, wandering aimlessly through the house during his sleepless nights as he tried to uncover the identity of this mysterious Broker.

      Jim leaned back into his chair and rubbed face. The dark crescents imprinted beneath his eyes another physical sign of his deteriorating state. His mind was foggy, sluggish, fueled by caffeine, adrenaline, and the obsession of bringing the Broker to justice.

      Jim’s phone buzzed, and he checked the message quickly. The Broker had been contacting him since that first case, taunting him. Jim had turned over his phone to their cyber division in hopes of setting a trap for the Broker, but they’d had no such luck.

      Up late again? You should really get some sleep, Jimmy.

      Jim fought the urge to smash the phone.

      You’re about to have another big day tomorrow. Stay sharp, Jimmy ;)

      Jim squeezed the phone so hard his knuckles turned white and the plastic groaned as if it would break in half.

      “You’re up early.”

      Jim quickly hid his phone as his mother entered the kitchen. “Morning.”

      “Morning.” Mary Swisher kissed the top of Jim’s head on her way to the coffee pot. She had her floral-pattern robe on, complete with matching slippers. “I don’t make it as strong as you probably like it, but do you want some?”

      “That’d be great, thanks.” Jim reached for the case files. “I’ll get this cleaned up before the kids come down.”

      “I appreciate that,” Mary said, and she leaned back against the counter as the coffee machine warmed up. “You’re still going over those files?”

      “There’s something I’m not seeing,” Jim answered. “Something I missed.”

      “How many children have you brought home?” Mary asked.

      Jim paused to think about it. “Nine hundred and twelve.”

      “And how many kids have you not brought home?” Mary asked.

      Jim stared at Amy Fuller’s case file. “One.”

      Mary walked over to the table and sat next to Jim. “You need to cut yourself a break.”

      “A girl died because I couldn’t get there in time,” Jim said. “There’s no excuse for that.”

      “You’re only human, Jim,” Mary said. “You’re not a machine. What happened wasn’t your fault.”

      “Tell that to Amy’s parents,” Jim said.

      “Hey,” Mary grabbed Jim’s hand, her touch warm and familiar. She was the first and only true mother figure he had ever known. “We are not defined by a single mistake.”

      “You used to tell me that all of the time when I first got here,” Jim said.

      “I did,” Mary said. “Because you made a lot of mistakes.” She smiled.

      Jim studied the lump of files on the table. “The person behind all of this, the one working with these pedophiles to lure children out, he’s not going to stop until I catch him.”

      “For as long as I can remember, you have always been able to do anything you put your mind to,” Mary said. “You’re stubborn. Too stubborn. And you don’t realize when you have too much on your plate.”

      “I’m fine,” Jim said, but the crack of fatigue in his voice betrayed him.

      “You don’t sleep, you barely eat, and every time I look at you, I think you’re about to pass out from exhaustion,” Mary said.

      “I got a few hours tonight,” Jim said but couldn’t look his mother in the eye as he spoke.

      “Have you talked to Jen?” Mary asked.

      Jim sighed. “No.”

      The coffee maker rumbled as it began to pour the black liquid into the carafe.

      “You need to call her, Jim,” Mary said.

      “I’ll talk to her,” Jim said. “I promise.”

      Mary grabbed Jim by the chin and leaned in close, her gaze intense. “Your father and I like Jen. She’s good for you. Don’t screw it up.” She let him go and then returned to the coffee maker.

      Jim knew his mother was right, but his obsession with work had consumed him. He had missed dates, failed to call her back, and was rarely home. And three weeks ago, when he and Jen had tried to talk, their conversation had erupted into a fight that had brought Jim back to the foster home where he had grown up. A place where his parents continued to foster children with no place else to go.

      “And what about the other thing?” Mary kept her back to Jim as she poured her coffee.

      “I haven’t reached out to her yet,” Jim answered, quickly stacking up the files.

      “Does Jen know?” Mary asked, sipping from her mug as she turned around.

      “No,” Jim answered. “And that’s not what we’re fighting about anyway.”

      “You’re fighting because you’re working too much,” Mary asked. “And you’re not telling her the truth about why you’ve been so on edge. It’s not just the case, Jim. You need to tell her about your mother.”

      “You are my mother,” Jim said.

      “Your biological mother,” Mary said.

      Ever since Jim was a child, he had always wondered who his parents were, but more importantly, why they had given him up.

      Jim had already found his father—an experience more horrifying than he could have imagined—but his mother’s identity had remained a mystery. Until a month ago.

      “Your father and I have always been supportive of you looking for your birth mother,” Mary said. “And until you reach out to her, until you talk to her, you’ll never have the answers you’re looking for, Jim.”

      “I don’t need the distraction,” Jim said, finishing packing up the files.

      “But you need the closure,” Mary replied. “You should talk to her before all of that pain inside of you destroys all of the good things you have in front of you—like Jen.”

      Jim winced. Deep down, he knew she was right. He had allowed his own feelings to fester for far too long, and it was growing difficult to keep them at bay.

      Kelly Rawlins, age fifty-two, still lived in the Seattle area. She had remarried, had children, and lived a perfectly normal life. A normal life without Jim.

      Jim wondered if they had ever crossed paths before or if Kelly even knew what he looked like or recognized his name. They didn’t share the same surname. Kelly’s maiden name before she married was Acosta. So Jim wasn’t even good enough to inherit her name.

      Jim had hundreds of questions for her, but there was one question that always came up first: Why had she given him away?

      It was the most frequent question any orphan asked themselves, at least the ones whose parents hadn’t died. To be discarded so carelessly as a piece of trash had affected him and every other orphan he’d ever known.

      Because even now, years later, as a grown man, those childhood insecurities resurfaced, the ones that whispered to him that he wasn’t good enough for a family, and those whispers had grown so loud it was all he could hear these days.

      Jim’s refusal to deal with the past had begun to affect his present. The workload he’d taken on at the precinct had strained his relationship with Jen. He still loved her, and she knew that, but what good was love when it was never around to hold onto?

      Jim pressed his scarred palm against the table, the wood cold and foreign against his hand. He would have much rather it been touching Jen, a woman who had helped him come to grips with his scars, physical and emotional.

      But there was only so much Jen could do, and it wasn’t her job to heal him. That onus was himself, and until he came to terms with his past, his future would be spoiled like milk left out of the fridge.

      Jim swayed when he stood, but caught himself. He wondered how much longer his body could withstand the breakneck pace with no rest.

      “Jim—”

      “I’m fine,” Jim repeated and kissed Mary on the cheek. “I’ll take my coffee to go.” He returned to the living room before his mother could offer up any more advice.

      He packed away the files, and after he zipped up his briefcase, he saw the tremor return to his hand. Jim’s nerves were fried. He knew he was pushing his mind and body to their limits. But the job wasn’t done, not until Jim had the Broker in handcuffs, and judging by the message Jim had received earlier, today would be another relentless day.
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      The arguing never stopped. Even when they didn’t think he could hear them, he could, just like now.

      Ricky Teller lay in bed, his racecar sheets pulled up to his chin, staring at the crack in his bedroom door where a bright glow of light challenged the darkness. He wished they would stop bickering, but even more, he wished they stopped pretending everything was fine when he knew it wasn’t.

      Unable to sleep, Ricky slipped out of bed and walked over to his desk, where his laptop was located. He turned it on and then logged onto his YouTube channel. Lately, this was one of the only places Ricky could go that he felt truly connected with people.

      He had started making videos three years ago, and his channel had exploded with subscribers since then. He was one of the most-watched creators on YouTube. He had only started doing them because they were fun, and he never imagined he would have the popularity he enjoyed now.

      But there was an added pressure that came with making the videos now, and it took away the fun that had made him want to create content in the first place.

      Ricky scrolled down the pages of videos, all the way back to his first upload. He was reviewing a new toy he had received for his birthday. His father was holding the camera, and back then, the footage was grainy and shaky. It was before they had multiple lenses, lights, and microphones, back when his father simply used his phone to record.

      Ricky smiled when he saw how happy he used to be, but what was more, he saw how happy his parents used to be. Somewhere along the way, it had stopped being fun and turned into work.

      When the channel first started to become popular, Ricky remembered how his parents had sat him down and told him that they would only keep making videos if he wanted to. He would be able to stop anytime. But Ricky assured his parents, at the tender age of five, that he would do this forever. And despite his parent’s repeated assurance that he could quit anytime, Ricky didn’t know if that was true anymore.

      All of the arguments between his parents centered around money, screaming about how they needed more and disagreeing on how they should get it. There was never a peaceful moment, and what started as a project that seemed like a dream come true was slowly turning into a nightmare that wouldn’t end. But Ricky didn’t dare speak those thoughts aloud because he didn’t want to make things worse.

      How could he tell his parents, who were always yelling about money and work, that he didn’t want to make any more videos? He might not have understood everything about the business side of their channel, but he knew it was how they paid for everything. Without the money, they would fall apart.

      It had been difficult holding all of his thoughts inside, but Ricky knew it was for the best. Because he knew he was responsible for his parent’s arguments. If he had never started making those videos, then his parents wouldn’t be yelling at each other and they would still be a happy family. But maybe if he kept making those videos, everything would return to normal.

      So Ricky put on a smile and played the role of a good little soldier, helping develop new ideas for the channel. He was too afraid to do anything else, and all of that fear was starting to wear him down.

      But there was one person he could always talk to, a friend who he trusted, someone who he would be meeting soon.

      Ricky looked back to his bed, staring at his pillow. He closed his laptop and then crawled back into bed. He reached inside his pillowcase and removed a silver smartphone. It had been given to him as a secret present, sent to him by a friend he had made online.

      Ricky’s parents didn’t know about the phone, but he didn’t think they would have cared even if they did. They were too busy fighting with one another to care.

      But Ricky’s friend, Kurt, the one who had given him the phone, didn’t care about money. All he cared about was having fun, but what Ricky liked most about Kurt was how well he listened.

      It was so easy to talk to Kurt, and Ricky told him secrets he’d never told anyone else. He trusted Kurt; he trusted him more than anyone else he knew. Sometimes, Ricky wished he could live with Kurt.

      Ricky knew his friend was an adult. He spoke like an adult, and he reminded Ricky of one of his favorite teachers from last year, Coach Mike. A few weeks ago Ricky asked Kurt if he could stay at Kurt’s house, and they had started to plan for a sleepover.

      But they had to be careful. Kurt was adamant about not involving Ricky’s parents. He didn’t want his parents to ruin it, and Ricky agreed. They would just make a big deal about it, and Ricky didn’t want to go through all of that.

      So, Ricky and Kurt planned to meet at the convention where Ricky was doing a promotional show for his YouTube channel.

      Ricky had asked to know what Kurt looked like so he knew how to find him, but Kurt had told him it would ruin the surprise. Ricky thought it was strange, but he was too excited to care.

      Phone in hand, Ricky texted Kurt.

      Ricky: Hey.

      Ricky waited for the three little dots to appear, letting him know that his friend was about to reply. His friend was always available to talk, especially at night, when they texted most often.

      Kurt: Hey! What’s up?

      Ricky: Can’t sleep.

      Kurt:  Sorry.

      Ricky: I know. Are you still coming tomorrow?

      Kurt: You bet! Wouldn’t miss it for the world!

      Ricky smiled and sent him a thumbs-up emoji. He tucked the phone back into his pillowcase and pulled the covers over him. He shut his eyes and tried to focus on the exciting news of tomorrow when he would finally meet his friend that he had been speaking with for weeks now. Tomorrow was going to be a good day.
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      The room smelled of vanilla perfume and clashed with the aroma of the coffee coming from the next room. Whoever had sat in the chair before must have been coated in it because the scent was strong long after they’d gone. The way it hung thick in the air had a certain adolescent quality to it, the way teens tried to cover up their own pheromones with sweet perfumes that smelled more like candy.

      Detective Kerry Martin struggled to sit still, agitated by the lingering fragrance. She was alone in the waiting room of the therapist’s office, and she was glad no one could see her nerves. She was already dressed for work, knowing that she would have to go to the station the moment her session was over.

      Kerry had come here reluctantly, searching for relief. Her blue eyes always held a worried, anxious gaze these days, adding a few wrinkles amongst the spatter of freckles around her eyes. She brushed back her auburn hair, which she didn’t have time to wash this morning, and was pulled back into a ponytail.

      Kerry was dreading her conversation with Dr. Connor. Even though it had been her idea to go to therapy, she was beginning to second guess her decision. But her second-guessing was the reason she’d come here in the first place.

      After fifteen years on the job and a near spotless record, Kerry had learned to trust her instincts. The moral compass that guided her on the job had never failed her, but after Amy Fuller’s death three months ago, Kerry was questioning every decision she’d made, and she wasn’t sure how much longer she could walk this path of uncertainty.

      While her partner, Jim, had chosen to wash himself clean in the waters of work, Kerry had been left to flounder in her own indecisiveness. It was like there was a hand on her throat, keeping a constant pressure on her just to make sure she was aware that she wasn’t in control anymore.

      But what drove Kerry mad was the fact that if she weren’t in control, then she didn’t know who was. Deep down, she had a sneaking suspicion that it was the idea of her father, a man whom she swore she would never be like but ended up walking his same path.

      Everyone assured Kerry that she wasn’t as bad as her father, the notorious cop killer who had tarnished the reputation of Seattle’s Police Department, representing one of the darker stains in the city’s history that refused to wash out. But Kerry had always felt this… thing, pulling her off the path she knew to be right and toward a destination she knew would corrupt her from the inside out.

      The conflict raging inside her, combined with her guilt of Amy’s death, overshadowed everything about her life at work and at home.

      “Kerry?” Dr. Connor poked his head into the waiting room, smiling. “Why don’t you come in?”

      The office was small but well decorated. Kerry took her seat in the other chair, thankful it didn’t have the same smell as the one in the waiting room, and struggled to find a comfortable position.

      “So, how are things at work?” Dr. Connor sat cross-legged in a large mauve-colored chair. He was dressed sensibly, classic sweater vest and glasses, and his hair was buzzed short, nearly bald. But the therapist’s hairline was still very prominent, so it had been a conscious decision.

      Kerry absentmindedly touched the badge on her belt. “As good as it can be, I suppose, considering my line of work.”

      “Any particularly hard cases you’ve had to deal with since our last session?” Dr. Connor asked.

      “Every case is difficult when you’re dealing with missing children,” Kerry said, harsher than she intended.

      “Of course, my apologies,” Dr. Connor replied.

      Kerry regretted her remark. Dr. Connor had such a friendly face that it was like kicking a puppy every time she lashed out at him.

      “No, I’m sorry,” Kerry said. “I guess my work week was more stressful than I realized.”

      Whenever a child went missing, there was always panic. It might not be widespread, big-headline panic, but for the families Kerry spoke with, their worlds were always on the edge of collapse.

      And when the authorities failed, the families always directed their anger, their blame, their hate toward the detectives who were supposed to bring their children home.

      “I imagine the stress of your line of work can be overwhelming,” Dr. Connor said.

      “Yes,” Kerry replied. “But I’ve always been able to handle it, except after what happened three months ago.”

      Dr. Connor nodded. “Amy Fuller, the girl who was killed.”

      “Yes,” Kerry said. “I’ve always felt the weight of the badge I wear, ever since I was a rookie. I know the responsibility that comes with it and what happens when you betray that responsibility.”

      “And do you feel like you betrayed it?” Dr. Connor asked.

      Kerry ran her thumb across the front of her detective’s shield. She had worked harder than any other cop she knew to earn it, and on the day she was finally promoted, she was vindicated from all of her sacrifices.

      “I don’t know,” Kerry answered and then cleared her throat. She wasn’t used to being in the hot seat like this. She laughed nervously. “I’m usually the one asking all of the questions.”

      Connor offered a friendly smile. “Therapy can feel strange at first, but I promise you I’m not here to judge or intimidate. I’m simply here to listen to you and help you work through whatever has been bothering you.”

      Kerry nodded again and drummed her fingers on the armrest. She hadn’t spoken aloud about what had happened to anyone, save for her husband, Brian, but even then, she had omitted the more grotesque details.

      “I see a lot of disturbing things in my line of work,” Kerry said. “The images I’ve seen are heart-wrenching. But I’ve always been able to compartmentalize it, you know? Box them up. Because I know the work we do makes a difference. But…” Her mouth went dry, and she busied her hands in her lap. “I’ve only been a detective for a short time. I know because of my age, you’d think that I’d have been one longer, but I wasn’t. And my partner—my work partner—is one of the best detectives in the state, probably the country. In the time we’ve been partnered, we had never lost a kid before. Ever. And I guess I just got used to that feeling of always having the upper hand, you know?”

      “Dealing with the loss of life, especially one so young, is extremely difficult,” Connor answered.

      “Yeah,” Kerry answered. “And I’m sure you saw the news; it was quite the story. Dead kids are always a story.” She grimaced.

      “Can you walk me through the events of the case?” Connor asked.

      Kerry fidgeted. “Once Amy’s parents notified us about her disappearance, we managed to track her down quickly. We were confident we had identified the suspect who had abducted Amy, and my partner and I drove to the suspect’s home.”

      The images of the incident flooded Kerry’s memory, and she tensed. “We were the first ones on scene, which isn’t unusual, and my partner and I had made the decision to enter the home without backup so we didn’t waste any time.”

      Kerry shivered with cold even though she was sweating, and she forced herself to continue through the memory.

      “I approached the door first, as I usually did, and Jim was behind me. Normally, we would have waited for SWAT to arrive, but we wanted to get inside as soon as possible.”

      She focused on a spot on the carpet, drifting back into the memory.

      “The door was locked,” Kerry said. “We had to find another entrance, so I led the charge around to the back of the house. The rear entrance was locked, but it was just a screen door, and we managed to break it down without a problem.”

      Kerry took a breath.

      “Before I entered the house, I thought I heard something coming from the backyard. I turned and saw a shed. I stared at it for a second, listening to see if I heard anything else, but it was quiet.”

      She squeezed her hands tightly together, her heart beating faster, picking up speed as she thrust herself into the memory.

      “Something inside of me told me to go and check it out,” Kerry said. “But I just stood there, and then my partner asked me if there was something wrong and I said no, and then entered the house.”

      She bounced her knee nervously.

      “We cleared the home, and once we determined it was empty, I walked to the back door again—walked.” Kerry shook her head. “I should have run. I should have sprinted out to the shed and ripped open the door.” She chewed on her thumbnail.

      “Did you end up going out to the shed?” Dr. Connor asked.

      “Yeah,” Kerry answered. “And I was three minutes too late.”

      She looked Connor in the eye.

      “That’s what the coroner told us after the autopsy was finished. We were three minutes too late. If I had just listened to my instincts in the first place, then Amy Fuller would still be alive. My indecision ended up being the difference between saving that girl and having to tell her parents their daughter was dead. And I can’t—” Kerry’s voice caught in her throat. “I can’t stop living in that moment. I can’t stop replaying it in my head over and over and over again. I can’t stop thinking of why I didn’t go out to the shed and check. Why didn’t I look?”

      It was the question that had kept Kerry up at night and had plagued her since. For the past three months, and on every case since, Kerry struggled with every decision.

      “If I can’t act decisively,” Kerry said, “then I can’t do my job. Because when I hesitate, people die. And I don’t want any more bodies on my conscious.”

      Connor nodded sympathetically, but he didn’t attempt to patronize her, which she appreciated.

      Kerry wiped at her eyes with a tissue from the box on a table to her left. “And it’s affecting every aspect of my life. I can’t sleep anymore, I’m second-guessing myself on the job, and I can barely keep it together when I see my own children because I keep thinking—” She drew in a breath and steadied her voice. “I keep thinking how easy it could have been one of them.”

      “What you experienced was traumatic, and all of the emotions you’re going through are normal,” Dr. Connor said. “It’s going to take time to work through it.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t have time,” Kerry said. “If I can’t move forward and act, then more kids are going to suffer. I can’t have that.”

      Dr. Connor nodded, jotting down a few quick notes. “Is stepping away from the job something you’re willing to consider?”

      Kerry had thought about that, but she had already made her decision when it came to quitting. “No.”

      “Your job is important to you,” Connor said.

      “It is,” Kerry replied. “I’ve wanted to be a cop since I was a kid. I’m meant to help people. And I know I still have more to offer.”

      “Okay,” Dr. Connor answered. “It’s going to be difficult to work through this kind of trauma. But I can recommend some exercises to help you combat some of your hesitation. But you need to be willing to do the work.

      “I am,” Kerry said. “Whatever it takes. I just need some help.”

      When the session ended, Kerry didn’t feel any better, but Dr. Connor said that was also natural. They made another appointment for the same time next week, and the doc reiterated the importance of practicing the exercises.

      “Follow your gut,” Connor said. “Don’t second guess yourself, with anything, even the small decisions. If you think you want a coffee? Get a coffee. This will help break some of the mental blocks you’ve created for yourself.”

      “So be impulsive?” Kerry asked.

      “Yes,” Connor answered. “Just don’t go too overboard with it. I know that sounds contradictory, but I did say this would be difficult.”

      “Yes, you did,” Kerry replied.

      “Good luck, Kerry,” Connor said.

      “Thanks.”

      It wasn’t the immediate relief Kerry had hoped to receive upon her first visit, but she understood there weren’t going to be any quick fixes when it came to addressing this. Luckily, she had never been afraid of hard work. And right now, it was time to clock in and start the day.
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      Ricky Teller sat in the middle seat of the back row of the SUV wedged between his parents. They weren’t fighting, but Ricky knew it was only because he was with them. The second his parents thought he wasn’t listening, they would start up again.

      “You excited, bud?” Daniel Teller, Ricky’s father, patted Ricky on the leg.

      “Yeah,” Ricky answered, forcing a smile.

      “It’s going to be great.” Marcia Teller, Ricky’s mother, had her phone glued to her hand, staring at the screen. She barely looked at him anymore. Whatever was on the phone was far more important than her own son. “This will provide us a huge boost for the channel.”

      “And it’s going to be fun, right?” Daniel asked, nudging Marcia with his elbow.

      Marcia finally peeled her eyes away from her screen, and she glared at Daniel before she faked a smile at Ricky. “Yes, it’s going to be a blast!”

      All Ricky wanted to do at that moment was scream at the top of his lungs, to tell his parents that he was finished with all of the pretending and that he couldn’t stand it anymore. But he swallowed those feelings, remembering just how important this was to them.

      And besides, today Ricky would finally get to see his friend, Kurt, and then things would start to get better.

      When their driver pulled up to the convention center, the crowds were packed into the front lobbies of the building. It was the region’s biggest content creator convention where people like Ricky, who had developed a following on social media, could come to interact with their fans. Because of Ricky’s massive following, he had been granted the largest viewing hall for his panel. There were going to be a lot of people.

      “Okay, looks like we have our soundcheck at eleven, and then we get to chill for a little while until our big debut at one,” Marcia said.

      “What do you want to do for lunch, bud?” Daniel asked.

      “Um, I don’t know,” Ricky answered, starting to feel nervous. “Maybe like a grilled cheese?”

      “I don’t think they have grilled cheese here,” Marcia answered, still staring at her phone.

      “Why do you do that?” Daniel asked, exasperated.

      “Do what?” Marcia retorted.

      “Just shoot him down like that,” Daniel replied.

      “It’s okay, Dad, really,” Ricky said.

      “See? He’s fine,” Marcia said. “You need to stop coddling him so much.”

      “And he doesn’t need to be worked so much,” Daniel said.

      “This isn’t work for him; he likes it, right?” Marcia asked.

      If his mother had actually looked away from her phone and seen the expression on Ricky’s face, then she might have realized just how wrong she was.

      “Yeah,” Ricky said. “It’s fun.”

      But as they arrived at the area where they would be dropped off, Ricky saw another group of people, and they didn’t look like fans.

      “Oh my God, what are these nutjobs doing here?” Marcia asked.

      Dozens of people held signs, protesting the exploitation of children for entertainment. They were held back by a makeshift barrier to keep them from coming onto the convention’s property.

      Ricky moved closer to his father as the angry chants penetrated the safety of their SUV.

      “Can’t you drop us off somewhere else?” Marcia asked.

      “Sorry, but this is the designated area for me,” the driver said and pulled up across from where the protestors were gathered.

      “It’s okay, Ricky,” Daniel said. “We’ll just go out the other door on Mom’s side. C’mon.”

      Ricky was sandwiched between his parents as they hurried into the convention center. He glanced behind him once to see the angry faces of everyone in the crowd. He didn’t understand why they were so upset, but he was glad to leave them behind as they entered the convention center.
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      The hall where Ricky’s panel was being hosted was packed. The cheers were deafening as he stood on stage and waved to all of the five thousand fans who had come to see him and begged him to stay a little bit longer.

      “Thanks, guys!” Ricky said, his voice booming through the speakers of the microphone. “It’s great seeing everyone in person, and be sure to look out for more content heading your way! And remember,” he paused, allowing the audience to shout the catchphrase he used at the end of every video.

      “Stay curious!” the crowd erupted with more delight.

      “Bye!” Ricky waved goodbye one final time and then stepped off the stage, smiling the entire way until he was out of the public eye, and then the smile slipped from his face with an ease that shouldn’t have been possible at his age.

      “Great job, buddy!” Daniel Teller was quick to put his arm around his son, pulling him into his side. “You killed it out there!”

      Ricky forced another smile. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Hey, are you all right?” Daniel asked.

      Ricky wasn’t in the mood for another pep talk, so he ramped up his energy, not giving his father a chance to make him believe something was wrong. “Of course! Ready for another one!”

      “Atta boy,” Daniel said, ruffling his son’s hair.

      It was a usual response for Ricky. He was a people pleaser. He had been for as long as he could remember, and there were no greater people he wanted to please than his parents. He loved them, and that was why he kept so much of how he really felt to himself.

      Because it wasn’t all bad. He enjoyed how happy his videos made other people. But he wasn’t sure he wanted to do this forever. And for a seven-year-old kid who was responsible for the well-being of his parents’ financial future, forever was an eternity.

      Daniel Teller led his son into the small dressing room the convention had provided for him. Inside were pictures and flowers and letters from all of his fans, everyone clambering over how much they loved Ricky and his videos.

      Ricky used to enjoy reading the letters and opening the gifts, but lately it had felt forced. But again, he pushed those feelings back down and smiled when he saw the presents, reacting just the way he believed his parents wanted him to react.

      “Wow, so cool!” Ricky said.

      “I know, bud, so cool.” Daniel patted his son on the shoulder.

      “I don’t care what the contract says; he’s the biggest star on YouTube for his demographic!” Marcia Teller paced angrily and anxiously in the small space, yelling into the phone. “Yeah, well, if you don’t want to meet my terms, then he doesn’t show.” She hung up the call and then muttered a curse beneath her breath that she didn’t think Ricky heard—Ricky always heard them.

      “Marcia?” Daniel asked, his tone stiff and formal. “We need to head back to the house. Can you have them pull the car around for us?”

      “What about the encore?” Marcia asked, looking at Daniel. “We had a deal that we were going to unveil the new channel if the crowd was going wild and listen!” She walked over to the closed door where they could still clearly hear the crowd in the convention hall clamoring for more.

      “He’s tired,” Daniel said. “He needs rest.”

      “Is that what he said?” Marcia asked, and then she finally looked at Ricky. “Are you tired, sweetie? Because if you are, I understand.”

      “Well, I—”

      “Of course he’s tired, Marcia,” Daniel said, growing angrier. “He’s seven years old, and this weekend has been nonstop! He needs a break!”

      “Guys, I’m okay, really—”

      “You can’t keep holding him back, Daniel,” Marcia said.

      “I’m not holding him back. I’m just making sure he doesn’t burn out before he’s eight years old,” Daniel said.

      “Mom, Dad, I’m okay,” Ricky said, finding a bucket of energy he didn’t even know he had. “I can do the encore. I’m fine.”

      Marcia listened as the announcer outside requested the audience to start to vacate. “Shit. See?” She stomped her foot, looking at Daniel. “We missed our chance, and this would have been the perfect opportunity to do it.”

      “The new channel won’t be ready for another three months,” Daniel said. “And he’s already gotten plenty of momentum from his exposure here.” Daniel sighed. “Let’s just call it a fucking day, okay?”

      Ricky blushed, knowing that this was his fault. He should have just stayed out on stage, he should have been ready for the encore right away. He couldn’t do anything right.

      Once Marcia had confirmed the car was waiting for them outside, they were led through the back halls of the convention center with the security team the venue had provided.

      Daniel and Marcia bickered the entire walk to the car, and Ricky tried to focus on anything but his parents’ arguing. All he wanted to do at that moment was go back to the way things used to be, but that wasn’t possible.

      Just before they neared the exit, the power shut off, casting them into darkness.

      “What the hell is going on?” Marcia asked.

      “Clearly, the power is out,” Daniel answered harshly.

      Ricky remained frozen in fear, gripping his father’s hand tightly. “Dad?”

      “It’s okay, bud,” Daniel answered reassuringly. “How do we get out of this?”

      “I can’t see a damned thing,” Marcia said, annoyed.

      “We’re working on a way out, sir,” the security officer answered, and then he and the other two members of the security escort turned on their flashlights, the beams cutting through the darkness. “Looks like we can still make it to the exit. Let’s move.”

      Ricky remained close to his father as they hurried through the halls. They heard the grumble of the crowd behind the walls, the masses in the other convention halls becoming more and more unstable.

      Before they reached the exit, it burst open, flooding the hallway with light. Ricky shielded his eyes, and their security escort stopped.

      “Get back!” the security guard shouted. “Move, now!”

      Ricky couldn’t see what was happening before he was pulled harshly in the other direction. “Dad?” He looked up at his father but could barely see him in the darkness.

      “What are those people doing in here?” Marcia shouted.

      “I don’t know!” Daniel yelled.

      “This is security team Delta. We have a breach on the south end of the building. The protestors have entered the convention center. We are cutting through the main hall and heading toward the west exit,” the security guard shouted.

      Ricky glanced behind him and toward the people running at him. At first, he thought they were fans, but then he recognized some of the chants from earlier and knew it was the protestors from outside—the ones who had been angry with him.

      “This way!” the security guard shouted and then opened a door.

      Ricky followed his father through the exit, and they bumped into another large crowd. The security team tried to plow through, but the large crowd and the darkness only caused the masses to grow more agitated.

      “Hey, watch it!”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Get your hands off me!”

      Before either the Tellers or the security team could do anything, the masses in the hall started to panic from the sudden intrusion, and when the protestors from outside entered the main hall, their voices ringing high into the ceiling, it created the final spark that triggered chaos.

      Bodies slammed into one another, and Ricky was ripped from his father’s hand.

      “Dad! Daddy!” Ricky’s voice was swallowed up by the angry cry of the mob. He struggled to fight against the people in the hall, and between the darkness, and the bodies, he had no idea which way to go.

      Eventually, Ricky found his way to the wall, clinging to the cold concrete as the current of bodies rushed past him. He whimpered, wishing his parents were nearby. But then his pocket buzzed, and he reached inside to grab the secret phone he’d been given.

      The screen was bright in the darkness, but it also offered security, something to distract his worried mind as the crowd around him continued to panic. It was Ricky’s friend reaching out to him.

      Kurt: Go to the bathroom on your right.

      Ricky glanced to his right and saw the bathroom entrance. He hurried toward it, ducking inside. It was even darker in the bathroom, but the glow from his phone helped guide him.

      A row of urinals was on his left, and immediately after that was another row of stalls. He glanced down at his phone to see if his friend had any more instructions, but it was blank.

      “Hello?” Ricky asked. Ricky crept forward, moving toward the closed doors of the stall. He texted his friend.

      Ricky: Are you here?

      Ricky waited for a reply, but when none came, he opened the door to the first stall; it was empty. The next stall door was open, but the next door was closed. Ricky didn’t know why he was so afraid. After all, his friend had told him he should go in here, so it had to be safe.

      But all Ricky could think about was what had happened to his parents. Why weren’t they here? How was he going to find them?

      Before Ricky opened the door, a hand grabbed him by the shoulder and yanked him backward. At first, Ricky thought it was his friend, but he didn’t understand why his friend covered his mouth and gripped him so tightly.

      And when the person picked Ricky off the floor and hurried out of the bathroom, the moment he had waited for so long, to meet his friend who he trusted, was nothing like Ricky had imagined.
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      Jim was on his third cup of coffee by the time he reached the precinct. It was half-past nine when he entered the building and the place was buzzing. He tapped the desk sergeant on the shoulder. “What happened?” Jim asked.

      “Big stink at the convention center, some kind of power outage,” he answered, unphased by the precinct’s hectic energy.

      Jim remembered the message he had received from the Broker earlier this morning. If he had something to do with it, Jim knew he would be joining the chaos soon enough. Until then, Jim walked to his desk to catch up on paperwork.

      But Jim distracted himself with his phone, looking at the text the Broker had sent him. It was maddening having the monster orchestrating all of these abductions, hiding in plain sight.

      Jim had tried every trick in the book to track the Broker from the texts, but the Broker never used the same number twice, and every time their cyber division attempted to locate the phone associated with the number, it always ended up at a dead end.

      But that didn’t mean he stopped trying.

      Jim headed back to the cyber division and found Missy Logan at her desk. She had purple hair, wore only black, didn’t enjoy human interaction, and was the best cyber investigator they had.

      “Got another one?” Missy asked, never taking her eyes off the six computer screens, each with a different spread of data across it.

      “He texted me this morning,” Jim answered.

      “Always assuming it’s a he,” Missy replied. “Women can be pedophiles, too.”

      “They can, but it’s rare,” Jim said, setting down his phone on Missy’s desk, pushing it toward the keyboard until it was in her line of sight.

      Missy finally stopped typing and picked up the phone. “Jim, I have to tell you, I don’t think this will be any different than the last time.”

      Jim already knew that, but he couldn’t do nothing. “Please.”

      Missy sighed and then plugged the phone into her desktop. “All right, let’s see what we’ve got here.” She pulled up the phone’s system on her computer and started sifting through the messages. “Do you remember what he said?”

      “The last thing he sent me was to ‘stay sharp,’” Jim answered.

      Missy shivered. “The fact that this person is so elusive gives me the creeps. I mean, I know there are some good hackers, some even better than me, but to have one this good who does the things he does…” She shook her head. “It’s scary.”

      “Yes, it is,” Jim said.

      After five minutes of scanning the messages on Jim’s phone, Missy found nothing that would be helpful. “Sorry, Jim,” Missy said, returning his phone. “He uses an AES encryption for all of his messages, and that encryption has never been broken. He’s smart and careful.”

      “And boastful,” Jim said, remembering how playful he sounded whenever he reached out to Jim. “Thanks anyway.”

      “No problem,” Missy said.

      Jim returned to his desk and grew anxious as he waited for the inevitable phone call. So far, the Broker had never been someone to bluff. Every time Jim received a message from him, starting with the abduction of Amy Fuller, the Broker had always made good on his threats.

      Jim wasn’t used to playing on the defensive so much. Of course, with every case, there was a certain amount of catch-up that he would have to do, but he’d never chased a single person for so long without finding any piece of evidence he could use.

      “Morning.” Kerry dropped into her chair and fired up her computer.

      “Hey.” Jim continued to stare at his phone, both hoping for and dreading another text message. Because as infuriating as those messages were, each one represented another opportunity to catch the Broker.

      “Busy morning,” Kerry said, glancing around the office.

      “There was an incident at the convention center,” Jim said.

      “I heard,” Kerry replied. “You all right?”

      Jim and Kerry hadn’t been partnered for as long as some of the other detectives in the precinct, but they were already in sync with one another, able to read each other’s thoughts.

      “He sent another message,” Jim said.

      Kerry’s expression darkened. “When?”

      “This morning—early,” Jim answered.

      “Has anything come in?” Kerry asked.

      “Not yet, but I’m betting the incident at the convention center was his doing,” Jim answered. “All we can do now, though, is wait.”

      “God,” Kerry said, “just when I think today might be a good day.”

      Jim was quiet for a moment, and then he leaned over the desk, whispering, “How was therapy?”

      Kerry had kept her therapy sessions a secret from everyone save for her family, Jim, and the lieutenant. She had fought long and hard to overcome the baggage her father had left behind for her when she had joined the force, and now she had finally earned some respect around the precinct.

      Therapy, at least in the department, still had a stigma associated with it. Officers didn’t want to believe they could be broken enough to speak to someone about the things they’ve seen and the instances they’ve experienced on the job. It was easier for most just to sweep it under the rug.

      But Kerry couldn’t sweep Amy Fuller’s death under the rug. She knew she would never forget what she had seen, what she had felt, but she needed to figure out a way to live with it.

      “It was good,” Kerry said, then she leaned closer. “You should try it.”

      Jim grimaced. “You know how I feel about therapists.”

      “What you went through as a kid was terrible,” Kerry said. “But not all therapists are bad people.”

      Jim shook his head. “I’m not saying that. I’m just saying therapy isn’t for me. But I’m glad it’s working for you, really.”

      Jim had been subjugated to sick and twisted individuals when he was in the foster system, some of them therapists. None of them did the proper due diligence to investigate the abusive families Jim had been sent to live with, and he and hundreds of other children had paid the price.

      “Well, let me put it another way,” Kerry said. “How long do you want to stay at your parent’s place?”

      Jim rolled his eyes. “I’m working on it.”

      “I’d work faster,” Kerry said. “Jen is a good woman, and she’s not going to wait around for an apology forever.”

      “What makes you think I’m the one who has to apologize?” Jim asked.

      “Do you really want me to answer that?” Kerry replied.

      Jim dropped the subject. He had enough on his plate, and he didn’t want to add arguing with Kerry to the list. Work was still the one good thing he had going for him.

      “Any news on the ‘mom’ front?” Kerry asked.

      “Is therapy going to make you start asking a bunch of questions now?” Jim asked.

      “Someone needs to get you to open up,” Kerry answered.

      Jim knew the lack of sleep and frustration with the Broker was making him irritable. “I’m sorry.” He set his phone down on the desk and rubbed his eyes. “I haven’t reached out to my biological mother, but I will when all of this crazy work stuff dies down.”

      “Hey,” Kerry said. “We’re going to catch this guy, Jim.”

      “Yeah,” Jim said. “I know.”

      “Martin, North.” Lieutenant Mullocks poked her head out of her office. “We’ve got a situation at the convention center.”

      Jim and Kerry exchanged a quick glance before they joined Mullocks in her office.

      “What are we dealing with?” Kerry asked as Jim closed the door behind them.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard about the power outage, but there’s something else,” Mullocks said. “A kid was taken. We have units on the scene trying to sort out this mess. It’s a madhouse down there, but so far, one child has remained unaccounted for.”

      “Who?” Jim asked.

      “Ricky Teller,” Mullocks answered. “He was there as a performer at the convention, which was hosting a YouTube exhibition centered around children’s content.”

      “He’s the only one missing?” Kerry asked.

      “So far, yes,” Mullocks answered. “I have a pair of uniforms bringing the child’s parents down for an interview. Once the uniforms on scene finish their sweep, we’ll send out the AMBER Alert and start the process.”

      “We should start it now,” Jim said. “The Broker messaged me again.”

      Mullocks was one of the toughest officers Jim had met. She was a small woman, but she made up for it with her fiery personality. It was rare for Jim to see the lieutenant nervous, but with twelve cases already tied to the Broker, Mullocks was anxious.

      “Okay,” Mullocks said. “Start the paperwork. Let’s find out who abducted Ricky Teller.”
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      The caffeine helped but only a little. Jim was running more off of pure adrenaline now than anything else. He had pulled back-to-back all-nighters before but never after such a long stretch of exhaustion. But he was still sharp enough to handle this case.

      “Jim,” Kerry said, standing outside the door to the room where the parents were waiting for them inside. “Before we go in there, maybe we should consider handing this over to someone else.”

      Jim frowned. “What?”

      Kerry kept her voice hushed. “We might benefit from a second pair of eyes on this, someone who can look at it fresh.”

      “Kerry, if this abduction has anything to do with the Broker, then we have to handle it ourselves,” Jim said. “We know these cases better than anyone.”

      “And we’ve failed, Jim,” Kerry said. “The Broker is still out there, still taking kids.”

      “Where is this coming from?” Jim asked. “Is this something your therapist asked? Because if you need to step away—”

      “I’m fine!” Kerry said, raising her voice louder than she intended.

      “Kerry,” Jim said, touching her shoulder. “I can’t stop. I’ve tried, but I can’t. And if this is one more chance to find the Broker, then I’m going to take it. If you don’t want to do this, then I understand. But I’m going into that room to figure out how to find their missing son.”

      For Kerry, it was like smacking her head against a brick wall when it came to speaking with Jim lately. But she should have known better to think he would hand this over. He wasn’t going to budge, and Kerry wasn’t about to let Jim go through this alone, so she followed Jim into the room to begin their investigation. She could keep it together for a little while longer.

      The father, Daniel Teller, had his head bowed at the table, and neither Jim nor Kerry was sure if he was praying, meditating, or keeping himself from losing his mind. The mother, Marcia Teller, was on the phone, pacing anxiously around the room.

      “Well, I don’t give a shit who you have to talk to about this. I want all the names of everyone who was inside the venue!” Marcia screamed. “Don’t give me that privacy bullshit, Barry. My son is fucking missing; do you understand me? You can either be part of the solution or part of the problem, and if you’re part of the problem, I will end you!” She hung up and then squeezed the phone with the intent of breaking it in half.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Teller,” Jim said, announcing their entrance, “I’m Detective Jim North, and this is my partner, Detective Kerry Martin.”

      Daniel jerked up his head to look at them, and Marcia stepped to their side of the table.

      “What can you tell us? Did you find him?” Marcia asked, eyes wide as she aggressively entered Jim and Kerry’s space. “Speak up!”

      “Marcia,” Daniel said, exasperated. “Give them a chance to do their job, okay?”

      Marcia lingered a moment before she finally backed down, and while she returned to her side of the table with Daniel, she didn’t sit.

      “I can understand your anger,” Jim said, taking a seat, glad to sit down. He’d been feeling lightheaded since he arrived at the precinct, and the last thing he needed was to have Kerry or Ricky’s parents see him pass out. He just needed to eat something, and he would do that the moment he stepped out of this interview. “We have a forensic tech on scene at the convention center along with uniformed officers questioning witnesses. There have been several arrests—” He held up his hand before Marcia could interrupt him. “—none of whom have revealed the person who took your son.”

      “It will take some time to gather and assimilate all of that information, but what we’re here to do right now is learn more about your son,” Kerry said.

      Marcia closed her eyes and tensed, speaking slowly as if she were about to vomit. “My son is all over the internet. It’s what he does. You want to know what he looks like? Here.” She tossed the phone at Jim. “Look up his channel.”

      Jim gently returned the phone to the center of the table. “We have all of the physical descriptions we need, but we’re looking for insight into your son’s life.”

      “What do you mean?” Daniel asked.

      “Your son has a very prominent presence on social media,” Kerry answered. “Have you had any problems with cyberbullies or threats recently?”

      The moment Kerry asked the question, Jim watched as the parents exchanged a glance, and he knew Kerry had touched on a sore subject.

      “We do everything we can to shield Ricky from the darker side of celebrity,” Daniel said. “But lately, there have been certain individuals who have tried really hard to make their displeasure known about what our son is doing.”

      “Anyone in particular?” Kerry asked.

      “Jamison Kent,” Marcia answered.

      “The Be With It actor?” Kerry asked.

      “Yeah,” Marcia answered. “The bastard hasn’t left us alone for the past six months.”

      “He’s started some kind of movement with parents about child actors,” Daniel said. “And he’s using Ricky as the poster child for his movement. It’s gained a lot of traction. He was at the convention center, protesting. If there’s anyone you should question, it’s him.”

      “Aside from the protest today, what kind of threats has he posed to your son?” Jim asked.

      “Every YouTube video has a comment section,” Daniel said. “Some people choose to turn the comments section off—”

      “But that hurts the algorithm,” Marcia said. “Which hurts your performance, which affects the bottom line.”

      “Right,” Daniel said. “But there is a monitoring feature that we activated as a way to make sure we can see what people are posting before Ricky does. Plus, our audience is also a bunch of other five to nine-year-olds, so we don’t want them seeing anything that would be a detriment to their own mental health.”

      “And we don’t want to damage Ricky’s brand,” Marcia said. “He represents a wholesome experience to families all over the world.”

      “Why do you do that?” Daniel asked.

      “Do what?” Marcia asked.

      “Our son is missing and you’re speaking to these detectives like they’re marketing executives.”

      “They said they wanted to know about Ricky’s life!” Marcia said, shouting. “Am I not supposed to talk at all?”

      “It’s always about money with you!” Daniel said, growing frustrated. “Money, money, money. That’s all you ever talk about, and it’s all Ricky ever hears you talk about! God forbid you actually have a real conversation with him about anything other than the business!”

      “Mrs. and Mrs. Teller—”

      Marcia slammed her fists onto the table, silencing Mike. “Well, someone has to make money for this family because you sure as shit failed miserably! That’s why I handle the finances and the business and you’re editing the videos.”

      “Don’t put this on me,” Daniel said, rising to meet her.

      “Why? Because I’m right?” Marcia asked. “I told you we should have hired that bodyguard.”

      “I didn’t want Ricky to freak out about having some stranger around him all the time!”

      “Well, that doesn’t matter now, does it?”

      The pair finally took a breath, both of them panting after the blowout.

      It was Daniel who finally sat down, and he rubbed his face until it was a pinkish hue. “Sorry about that,” Daniel said.

      Jim didn’t want to start another round of fighting, so he tread lightly. “This is a very stressful time. If you need a minute—”

      “No,” Daniel said, and then Marcia sat down, both of them remaining indifferent to one another. “No, we don’t need to do that. I guess it’s worth mentioning to you that Marcia and I are getting a divorce.”

      “Does Ricky know?” Jim asked.

      “No,” Marcia answered. “We’ve managed to keep that from him.”

      Jim knew kids had a way of uncovering secrets even when you didn’t want them to know. Children were always more perceptive than what parents gave them credit for.

      “Well,” Jim said, “we’ll need access to your son’s channel. I’m going to have one of our technicians come in and get that set up.”

      “Of course, whatever you need,” Daniel said, but Jim noted how Marcia didn’t look too pleased about it. “Could this be that predator we saw on the news? The cyber pedophile?”

      “We’ll know more as the investigation continues, but we’re looking at all possible angles,” Jim said. “We’ll let you know when we find something.”

      “Thank you,” Daniel said.

      Jim and Kerry stepped out of the room, leaving the parents to bicker amongst themselves, and then returned to their desks.

      “That was a lot to unpack,” Kerry said.

      “Yeah,” Jim replied, still processing the conversation. “Where are we with the AMBER Alert?”

      “It’s already on the lieutenant’s desk for approval,” Kerry said.

      Jim reached for his cellphone and stared at the blank screen. He knew the Broker was behind all of this, and now they just needed to prove it.
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      Once Jim and Kerry squared away the necessary paperwork for the AMBER Alert, they drove to the Teller’s house to take a look at Ricky’s room to see if they could find any evidence that the Broker was involved. They cleared it with the Tellers, who said they would meet Jim and Kerry back at their house.

      “You think we’ll find the phone?” Kerry asked.

      “I hope so,” Jim answered.

      “What’d you think of the parents?” Kerry asked.

      “Did I like them? No,” Jim answered. “Did I think they were involved? I’m not sure yet.”

      “I just don’t understand how a parent could view their child as a commodity,” Kerry said. “Brian and I do everything we can to guard our kids against social media. Neither of us thinks it’s healthy for them to be subjected to other peoples’ opinions all the time. The social pressures at school can be hard enough, but I can’t imagine bringing that home, you know? Home is where you’re supposed to have refuge.”

      “Supposed to,” Jim said. “But I imagine for a kid who doesn’t have a good home life, the internet is a means of escape. I know I would have been on it if I’d had access to it when I was in the foster system.”

      “You think that’s what Ricky was doing?” Kerry asked. “Looking for a friend?”

      “I think a friend might have found him,” Jim answered. “The Broker always goes after children who come from broken homes. Ricky Teller fits that description.”

      When they entered the Teller’s neighborhood, they noticed how the houses continued to grow larger and more expensive. And when Kerry slowed and pulled into the Tellers’ driveway, both of them were shocked by the size of the house.

      “All of this comes from making those videos?” Kerry asked.

      “Some of it, but from what I was reading about it, the bulk of the money comes from having paid sponsors,” Jim said. “Companies pay big money for someone like Ricky to give a review of their product in order to reach his audience. The Tellers make a cool twenty million a year from Ricky’s channel and corresponding sponsors.”

      “When the hell did you read about that?” Kerry asked, pulling into the gated driveway.

      Jim lifted his phone. “What do you think I do when you drive?”

      Kerry rolled down her window and then pressed the talk button at the intercom outside of the gated entrance.

      “Hello?” a female voice asked.

      “This is Detective Kerry Martin and Detective Jim North,” Kerry said.

      There was a pause, and then the gates opened. Kerry pulled through, rolling up her window. “I guess that’s a good sign,” Kerry said.

      “Hopefully, it stays that way,” Jim replied.

      The mansion was even more impressive inside the gates. It didn’t look like the home of a family of three that boasted such down-to-earth videos on the internet, but then Jim remembered how obsessed the mother was with money.

      “I hope they’re saving for Ricky’s college education with all of this,” Kerry said.

      “Are you kidding?” Jim asked. “This is his nest egg for the rest of his life.”

      Kerry followed the driveway up to the front door, where she parked next to a four-car garage. The amount of excess and grandeur on display made Jim sick. The house had to be at least ten bedrooms, more room than any of them needed.

      “Let’s make sure we keep our cards close to our chest,” Jim said. “If the parents are involved, I don’t want to give them anything that will help them.”

      After Kerry parked in the circular driveway by the front door, a concerned Daniel Teller stepped out of the house to greet them. Jim thought the worry might just be a performance, but if it was, the father was putting on a hell of a show.

      “Have you heard anything yet?” Daniel asked.

      It had been less than thirty minutes since the interview with Daniel and Marcia Teller had ended, so Jim wasn’t sure what the father thought might have happened.

      “The AMBER Alert was sent out,” Jim answered.

      “How long does it take for it to start working?” Daniel asked.

      “The officers assigned to the hotline should be receiving calls as we speak,” Jim answered.

      “So you guys follow up on the leads, and then… what?” Daniel asked.

      “Any credible leads are forwarded to us,” Jim answered. “But right now, we need to examine your son’s room.”

      The answer didn’t satisfy Daniel Teller, but he turned around to lead them into the house without another word.

      The inside of the mansion was just as decadent and insane as the interior of the mansion. But it did have a bit of a homier feel than the outside. There were family pictures on the walls and toys scattered about the house, along with film equipment. But there were also paintings that looked like they had cost a fortune, designer furniture, and a marble statue of some ancient Greek bust that clashed with the few items of normalcy, as if they were simply bought because that’s what the Tellers believed rich people owned.

      Ricky’s bedroom was on the third floor and was almost as big as Jim’s entire house. Inside was everything a little kid could possibly want to do or have to play with—toys, a computer, television with surround sound and video games, a desk, and a huge race car bed that had to have been custom made, with matching racing sheets.

      “Did Ricky spend a lot of time in his room?” Kerry asked.

      “Yeah, we wanted him to have his own space, you know?” Daniel asked.

      “Nice of you, considering he helped pay for all of this,” Jim answered.

      Daniel soured. “I know what you’re thinking. That we’re the bad parents who take advantage of our kid. But we don’t do anything Ricky isn’t comfortable with doing, and we have always made it clear to him that anytime he wants to stop, he can.”

      “Easier said than done,” Jim said. “You don’t think he knows that without him, all of this goes away?”

      “We’ve been smart with money,” Daniel said.

      Jim glanced around to the massive house, muttering to himself, “Clearly not that smart.”

      “Where do you make the videos?” Kerry quickly asked before Daniel could reply and then cast Jim a “drop it” look.

      “We have a studio out back where I edit the videos,” Daniel said. “But we mostly film in the living room, the kitchen, bathroom, or the backyard. Every once in a while, we’ll do a location shoot like at the beach, but most of the time, we film here.”

      “Where is Mrs. Teller?” Jim asked, walking over to Ricky’s desk where there were several drawings and sketches scattered messily over the top along with colored pencils.

      “She went to speak with our lawyer,” Daniel answered.

      Both Jim and Kerry perked up.

      “About what?” Jim asked.

      “Look, it’s not what you think,” Daniel answered. “We have several different holdings and a ton of events Ricky was scheduled to attend over the next week. Those obligations have contracts, and those contracts are very, very complicated. She’s just making sure that when Ricky comes back—because we have every expectation that he will—that he’ll have however much time he needs to recover.”

      “How thoughtful,” Jim said.

      Kerry stepped between Jim and Daniel, cutting Jim off before he could ruffle anymore feathers.

      It could have been the lack of sleep or the frustration that had been building in him over the past several months, but Jim felt his ability to hold his tongue slipping away. Those lone wolf days, where he would do whatever was necessary on a case, were coming back to the forefront of his conscious thoughts.

      “Well, if you need anything, just let me know,” Daniel said, and then he left the room.

      Once Daniel was gone, Kerry walked over to her partner. “I thought we were going to play the cards close to our chest?”

      “Sorry,” Jim answered. “Let’s start looking for the phone.”

      While Ricky’s father was certain they wouldn’t find anything, Jim knew that every kid had secrets. No matter the child, no matter the home, every kid always tried to hide things from their parents.

      They checked all of the usual places, under the mattress, pillowcases, desk, closet, but neither Jim nor Kerry found anything.

      “Maybe we’re not dealing with the Broker on this one,” Kerry said.

      “He wouldn’t have sent me the text unless he was targeting another kid,” Jim said. “Keep looking. We just haven’t found it yet.”

      Kerry sighed, but she continued to glance around the room, searching through drawers, checking for false bottoms.

      Jim walked to the center of the room and tried a different approach of looking at the space. Kids were creatures of habits, and if there was a place where Ricky spent most of his time, Jim was betting it was the desk.

      Jim walked over to the desk, tilting his head to the side as he examined the heavy dents in the carpet. The chair never moved, save for the times Ricky pushed it in and out. Jim sat down at the desk and saw that Ricky’s laptop was front and center.

      “You think he was contacting the Broker through the laptop?” Kerry asked, going through Ricky’s sock drawer.

      “No,” Jim answered, opening the lid to the laptop. “The Broker wouldn’t deviate from a method that’s worked to his advantage this far.” He spun the laptop around and then flipped it up so he could see the bottom, and it was here he saw the kind of repeated scratch marks at one of the corners that only could have occurred if Ricky had constantly been picking at it.

      Jim picked at the corner and felt the bottom piece of hard plastic give way. He flipped it over and found a small notebook inside, skinny enough to be wedged between the computer’s case and against another piece of plastic that protected the computer’s components.

      Kerry walked over to Jim. “How do you do that?”

      “It’s all about putting yourself in the kid’s shoes,” Jim answered.

      Jim opened the skinny notebook and then scanned the scribblings inside. The writing was disjointed and random, but it didn’t take long to see why Ricky wanted to keep this hidden.

      “It’s about his parents,” Jim said. “He knows about the divorce.”

      “Looks like Mr. and Mrs. Teller aren’t as clever as they thought they were,” Kerry said. “Anything about talking to a friend?”

      Jim hoped Ricky had scribbled something about the Broker, but as he neared the end of the journal, there was no note of a secret friend. “It’s just about how he doesn’t want to do the videos anymore.”

      Kerry arched an eyebrow. “Do you think his parents knew he didn’t want to do it anymore?”

      Jim set the journal down. “I’m not sure. If they did know, we found the motivation for the parents to be involved.”

      “But why would they kidnap their own kid?” Kerry asked. “They need him to keep making the videos; it’s how they built all of this.”

      Jim agreed, but that didn’t completely absolve the parents. They needed more information. “Let’s head over to the convention center and see what the forensic teams have found there.”
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      Jim flipped through Ricky’s journal as Kerry drove to the convention center. He didn’t find anything incredibly useful, but he did notice the tremor in his left hand every time he turned the page, and he wasn’t the only one.

      “What’s with the shakes?” Kerry asked.

      Jim flexed his hand and put down the journal. “Nothing. How much farther?”

      “We’re almost there,” Kerry said.

      Jim bounced his knee, growing agitated. “This is taking too long.” He checked the time and saw that Ricky had already been gone for over two hours. The first twelve hours in a case were critical. After the first twelve hours, the rate for a successful recovery dropped in half.

      “I’m driving as fast as I can, Jim,” Kerry said.

      Jim rubbed his eyes.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Kerry asked. “Have you been sleeping?”

      “Have you?” Jim asked, looking at her accusingly.

      “Forget I asked,” Kerry replied.

      “No, I’m sorry,” Jim said. “I’m just a little on edge.”

      Jim’s pocket buzzed, and he checked his phone. Jen was calling him. It was the sixth time she’d called him this morning, but he hadn’t answered. He’d sent her a text that said he was still working, but it apparently wasn’t enough of an answer.

      Lately, their relationship had been rocky. Jim knew it was because he had closed himself off and their lack of communication was beginning to take its toll.

      It wasn’t like Jen didn’t understand the high stakes of Jim’s job, but he couldn’t expect her to spend the rest of her life in their house alone.

      The twelve cases had sucked the life out of Jim. He was short-tempered, grumpy, and just not very much fun to be around these days. If the subject didn’t involve work, then Jim wasn’t interested. There was only so much brain power Jim had, and he needed all of it to find the Broker.

      “It’s okay to talk about it,” Kerry said. “And you know I’m always here to listen.”

      “I know,” Jim said.

      “I just want to make sure you’re okay,” Kerry said.

      In Jim’s world, “okay” was too broad. He had always been okay, or at least he thought he was. It wasn’t until he was partnered with Kerry and starting his relationship with Jen that he realized his version of “okay” wasn’t normal.

      But as much as Jim had grown, the years in foster care where he was forced to fend for himself had set deep roots. And he brushed off Kerry’s concern, keeping himself in denial of the truth.

      “It’s just the case,” Jim said.

      “You’ve been going non-stop since Amy Fuller,” Kerry said. “You need to slow it down before you burn yourself out.”

      “You sound like the lieutenant,” Jim said.

      “She knows what’s she’s talking about,” Kerry replied. “And so do I.” She studied him for a minute as they approached a stoplight. “I noticed that was Jen calling.”

      “Screening my calls now?” Jim asked.

      “Just an observation,” Kerry answered.

      Jim fidgeted in his seat, feeling like he was being grilled. “We’re fine.”

      Kerry grunted something that made Jim believe that she didn’t believe him, and he became defensive.

      “All we need to worry about is focusing on finding Ricky Teller,” Jim said. “That’s the only thing that matters right now.”

      Kerry dropped the subject after that, but there was a clear shift in the mood between them. A distance was developing, a distance Jim had experienced in every previous partnership at the department.

      Perhaps history was destined to repeat itself. Maybe Jim’s partnership with Kerry had been an anomaly. All Jim knew for sure was the days when he was alone, when he didn’t care about his partner, those were the days when he was sharpest. He was always one step ahead of the criminal he was chasing. And his work resulted in the best recovery rate for missing persons cases in the state. And that Jim North would have never allowed a suspect to pull a fast one on him.

      But what Jim forgot about those early days was the loneliness. He was singular in his purpose, and because of that, he wasn’t relatable. And what Jim failed to realize was that kind of mindset lacked the sophistication to understand all facets of the human condition. And in the field of law enforcement, the human condition was integral to the work.

      Because regardless of the statistics and the numbers, at the end of the day, Jim and Kerry were dealing with people. And if he couldn’t understand or relate to the varying minds and personalities, he wouldn’t be an effective detective.

      And if Jim kept all of those feeling buried for too long, it was only a matter of time before they would erupt, and there was no telling how difficult it was going to be to put that genie back into the bottle once it was out.

      When Kerry and Jim arrived at the convention center, most of the crowds had dispersed. Kerry pulled the cruiser to the backside of the convention center where the uniforms still had the area cordoned off and the forensic team was wrapping up their findings. Kerry parked, and Jim hurried out of the vehicle to catch them.

      “Find anything?” Jim asked.

      One of the techs looked up, realizing Jim was talking to him, and then he shrugged. “There was a lot to comb through. It’ll really be up to the system to see if we have a DNA match.”

      The database the tech referred to was used by law enforcement officials across the country. If a perp had been caught, then they had a sample of their DNA, and it would ring as a match. It was incredibly useful in a case, but if there was no match, that meant their abductor was off the radar. And they were dealing with someone smart enough not to have been caught.

      For now.

      “Everything you found here is a priority for analysis at the lab, okay?” Jim asked. “You can confirm with your superiors if you need to. It’s already been approved by the deputy chief.”

      “Sure,” the tech said, and then he turned and headed for the van with the rest of the team.

      Kerry caught up to Jim, finishing the rest of her breakfast biscuit, and then tossed the wrapper into the trash. “God, those things are good. Where’s the security team?”

      “I don’t know,” Jim answered. “They said they’d meet us out front.”

      Jim was about to head toward the nearest entrance when two men dressed in suits with lanyards around their necks moved swiftly toward them.

      “Detectives North and Martin?” the lead security member asked. He was tall, six and a half feet, lean but well-muscled. He had a thick head of hair and a prominent brow that made him look menacing.

      “That’s us,” Jim answered.

      “I’m Marty Fisher, and this is my colleague, Sharon,” Marty said, with Sharon nodding curtly behind them. “We’ve just finished compiling all of the videos, and there are some items we need to fill you in on.” He stepped toward the door, gesturing for Jim and Kerry to follow. “If you’ll come with me.”

      Jim appreciated how Marty didn’t waste any time. They followed the security team inside and were led to a hallway that intertwined behind the convention halls. Through these walls, Jim and Kerry heard the speakers interacting with the crowds at the events.

      “You’re still holding the event?” Kerry asked.

      “We believe the abduction earlier was an isolated event,” Marty said.

      “What about the other guests?” Jim asked. “Are the attendees worried there will be another incident?”

      “A lot of the crowd did leave,” Marty answered. “But there were still people here who wanted to see their shows.”

      “Entertainment over safety,” Kerry said. “Why am I not surprised?”

      When they reached the security room, it wasn’t the high-tech mecca Jim was expecting. There were only two computers and four desks.

      No screens mounted on the walls with live security feed coming from the cameras on the property, no loud radio systems with constant communication from the rest of the team scattered about the convention center, just a dull, cramped room with a coffee maker that looked like it was from the eighties.

      “We don’t have a lot of space, so mind your elbows,” Marty said, and he took a seat behind one of the desks with a computer. “I’ve already sent the video you requested to your cyber team, along with the list of attendees to the convention, but I wanted to show you something we found on one of the cameras outside.”

      Jim and Kerry stood on either side of Marty, their backs pressed against the wall as they studied the screen.

      “This was the protest that was happening at the front of the convention center,” Marty said. “You can see the fence we had set up to keep them in their area.”

      “Did they have permits?” Jim asked, looking for Jamison Kent in the crowd.

      “Yes,” Marty answered. “But look at what happens when I fast forward to… here.” He paused on a section of video and then saw as the barricade collapsed. “You see that?”

      Jim and Kerry shrugged. “Yeah, but what am I looking at?”

      “That barricade was tampered with,” Marty answered.

      “Tampered with, how?” Jim asked.

      “We don’t know,” Marty answered. “But there is a section of security footage missing from earlier this morning. So not only did someone tamper with the barricade, but they also accessed our security system during the blackout, which opened our locks for the emergency and allowed the protestors to get inside the building.”

      “So you’re saying that someone from your team was involved?” Kerry asked.

      “That’s why I wanted you to come in here,” Marty answered, and then he reached for a personnel file on his desk. “We recently fired one of our employees. He had developed an inappropriate relationship with a volunteer member.”

      “Inappropriate how?” Jim asked.

      “She was seventeen,” Marty answered. “We reported it to the authorities, but the girl’s parents didn’t want to press charges and have it become a thing. The girl was insistent that nothing happened, but we had video footage of the two being… rather close and intimate.” He shook his head and waved his hand. “It was more poor judgment by the employee, but we just wanted to be extra careful.”

      “And you think this ex-employee was behind sabotaging the security for Ricky Teller?” Jim asked.

      “It’s an avenue worth exploring because the rest of my guys have airtight alibies,” Marty answered. “Which they confirmed with your officers this morning who arrived on scene.” He handed Jim the file. “This is a copy of his employee file.”

      Jim took the file and flipped open the page. “Looks like we’ll be paying a visit to Ben Turner.” He closed the file. “What about finding any phones on the scene?”

      “Phones?” Marty asked.

      “Yes, mobile phones that might have been found after the crowds cleared out,” Jim said.

      Marty glanced at his colleagues. “Where’s the lost and found bin?”

      The “bin” turned out to be several bins, and Jim and Kerry started sifting through all the lost items.

      “We keep items for a month and then donate them,” Marty said. “If you’re looking for anything that was lost today, it’ll still be inside.”

      Both Jim and Kerry knew what they were looking for, and they quickly sifted through the bins. They set aside sunglasses, cups, belts, shoes and sandals, shirts and pants, but as they neared the last box, Jim wasn’t sure if they’d find anything.

      “Jim,” Kerry said, reaching into her bin. When she pulled out the silver smartphone, it was an exact replica of the ones the Broker had sent, and it confirmed for Jim who they were dealing with.

      The Broker had orchestrated the abduction of another child.
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      Once Jim and Kerry left the convention center, Jim studied the phone the Broker had given Ricky Teller. He didn’t dare try to turn it on, lest it shut down on him. He simply stared at it, knowing what was inside was another opportunity to unlock the Broker’s identity.

      “Unit twenty-two, come in,” Dispatch said.

      Jim set down the phone and then reached for the radio. “Go for unit twenty-two.”

      “Uniforms have brought Jamison Kent in for questioning,” Dispatch said.

      “Copy, on our way back to the Five now,” Jim said.

      “You think Jamison contacted the Broker?” Kerry asked.

      Jim turned the phone over in his hands. “If he did, we’ll get to the bottom of it.”

      When Jim and Kerry returned to the precinct, they took a few minutes to speak with the officers who’d brought him in.

      “The guy wouldn’t shut up,” Officer Rodriguez said. “Kept going on and on about how the system isn’t fair and how it needs to be overhauled.”

      “Was he physical?” Jim asked.

      “No, but the way he was assaulting my ears, he might as well have been,” Rodriguez answered.

      “Did he mention anything noteworthy during this assault?” Kerry asked, unable to hide the smirk.

      Rodriguez groaned. “I mean, I don’t know. I sort of tuned him out. He definitely wasn’t a fan of what was happening at the convention center. That was for sure.”

      “Thanks, Rodriguez,” Jim said. “We’ll take it from here.”

      Jim and Kerry saw Jamison from the monitors of the interrogation room. He was there alone, arms crossed and pissed off. He reminded Jim of some of the rich white kids who get brought in for questioning who think they’re too good to be wasting their time in a place like this.

      “I’m surprised he hasn’t asked for counsel,” Kerry said.

      “He’s arrogant,” Jim replied. “He doesn’t think he did anything wrong.”

      “Well, maybe he didn’t,” Kerry said.

      Jim gestured to the paper in his hand, which had all of the comments Jamison had made on Ricky Teller’s YouTube channel. The parents caught them before they were posted, and he read them from the paper.

      “Stop prostituting your child to the masses,” Jim said. “The only thing worse than child porn is a child forced to make videos against his will. Why do you keep putting your child in situations where he’s begging for it?”

      “Yeah, okay, so he’s an idiot,” Kerry answered. “But idiocy isn’t a crime.”

      “What did you find on his rap sheet?” Jim asked.

      Kerry opened the file she had created, and it was surprisingly thin, which Jim didn’t think boded well for their situation.

      “Most of the stuff he went through was just drunk and disorderly,” Kerry said. “But that was when he was a teenager. He remained off the radar for about a decade before he popped back up again three years ago when a couple in Arizona filed a restraining order against him for continuing to pester their family.”

      “I’m guessing that was the start of Jamison’s crusade to rid the world of child actors?” Jim asked.

      “Yeah,” Kerry answered. “The family had a little girl who was auditioning for a television pilot, and for some reason, Jamison locked onto her as his noble cause. Nothing violent, just a lot of stalking.”

      “Stalking is rarely non-violent,” Jim said. “At least not for long.”

      Jim and Kerry always preferred to be prepared when they stepped into the interrogation room, so they took a moment to perform their due diligence on Jamison Kent.

      In addition to the stalking and drunken disorderly, they discovered the former child star had a history of drug addiction, which he’d struggled with since his days in the spotlight.

      Alcohol, cocaine, marijuana, anything and everything that could be drunk, snorted, or consumed had run through Kent’s body over the past two decades. His picture was plastered on the cover of tabloids during the middle of a bender with a juicy headline to capture the reader’s attention.

      “He’s far from a model citizen,” Kerry said.

      Jim took a deep breath and then nodded to Kerry. “All right. Let’s see what he has to say.”

      The moment Jim and Kerry entered the interrogation room, Jamison Kent flapped his arms at his side, irritated.

      “Do you mind telling me what the hell I’m doing here?” Jamison asked.

      “Mr. Kent, my name is Detective Jim North, and this is my partner, Detective Martin,” Jim answered and then took a seat at the table. “We need to speak with you about the incident at the convention center.”

      “It wasn’t an incident,” Jamison said, and then he smiled. “It was a liberation.”

      “You do realize that boy was abducted, right?” Kerry asked.

      “At least he’s not with his parents to be exploited, being pushed in front of millions of eyes that just want to tear him apart,” Jamison said. “That’s the real crime!”

      Jim restrained himself not to lash out, but he could already tell that this conversation was going to be difficult, especially with the lack of sleep. “So you’re not upset that a child was abducted from his family?”

      Jamison backtracked a little when he looked at the camera in the room, realizing he was being recorded. “Of course, that’s horrible. And I’ll do whatever I can to help you find him. But I already told the police what I saw.”

      “Yes, we read your statement,” Jim said, opening the file. “You said you saw Ricky Teller exit the building and then led your mob—”

      “We aren’t a mob. We were protesting the capitalist exploitation of our country’s children,” Jamison said.

      “Right,” Jim said, and he cleared his throat and continued reading. “You led your ‘group’ toward Ricky Teller and his parents for a confrontation.” He dropped the paper. “What did you hope to gain from this confrontation?”

      “I was hoping I would be able to convince the parents that what they were doing was wrong!” Jamison said. “Do you have any idea how detrimental it is for children to be in the public eye the way child actors are? They don’t have a real childhood; they can’t grow and develop, every mistake and awkward moment that should be happening at school or on the playground happens in the public eye. Instead, they’re dragged through the mud.”

      “Like you were?” Kerry asked.

      Jamison sat back, becoming defensive again. “Yeah, like I was.” He drummed his fingers on the table, calming down a little bit. “What I went through… What a lot of child stars go through is reprehensible. I was abused. Exploited. Overworked. And to top it all off, every penny I made during my brief moment in the spotlight was squandered by my family. And then, when I wasn’t the ‘cute kid’ anymore, I wasn’t any use to Hollywood executives and was cast aside. I went through some very, very dark moments in my life, and I can trace all of my terrible, horrible adult decisions to my acting career. And I’ll be damned if I let what happened to me happen to any other child in the industry.”

      “But Ricky isn’t in the industry,” Jim said. “Not the same one you were in.”

      “No, he’s not,” Jamison said, and then he leaned forward. “He’s in something far worse. At the very least, I had a contract that I had to work with that gave me some rights. These kids making YouTube videos or other content on social media platforms? They don’t have any contracts, and they’re caught up in his horrible cycle of wanting approval from people who can never truly fill that hole that grows wider inside of them every time they do something to try to get more likes, or clicks, or shares, or whatever other bullshit the big tech companies are pushing. It’s disgusting.”

      “And what makes your tactics any different than the ‘industry’ that you claim to be fighting against?” Jim asked, and then he removed the police report for the restraining order in Arizona. “Because it seems to me that stalking a child and her family is exactly the kind of trauma you went through as a kid.”

      Jamison raised his hands. “Hold on. That was taken out of context, okay? I was a little overzealous in the beginning, yes, but that’s because I was passionate about my mission.”

      “Passionate enough to sneak into the family’s home when they were asleep at night,” Kerry said.

      Jamison clenched his jaw and tensed. His nostrils flared as he inhaled, his laser-set gaze on Jim and Kerry.

      Looking at him now, Jim could only see traces of the kid he remembered seeing on the television. He hadn’t watched much TV when he was growing up, but he did remember the show Jamison was on.

      “You were pretty good,” Jim said, changing tactics. “On the show.”

      The comment threw Jamison off guard, and he lowered his defenses a little. “Oh, yeah, well, thanks.” He cleared his throat.

      Jim leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “A part of you must have liked it, right? The fame? The notoriety? I’m sure it came with some perks?”

      Jamison struggled not to smile. “No, I mean, it was bad, but it wasn’t all bad.”

      Jim nodded, trying to goad Jamison into a false sense of security. “I bet a part of you even misses it. Just a little part.”

      “Maybe a little,” Jamison said, finally smiling.

      “I bet you’re even a little jealous of some of these kids,” Jim said. “I mean, they have more control these days, right? They can almost, almost, be their own boss. Control their own content, interact directly with fans; I bet if you were a kid today, you would have cleaned up.” He leaned forward. “And I bet you would have been able to keep all of your money.”

      “I know,” Jamison said as if he had been thinking about that for a while now. “I mean, I would have been a force to be reckoned with.”

      “I’m sure you would have,” Jim said, and then he switched gears now that Jamison had his defenses completely lowered. “Is that why you took Ricky Teller?”

      The blood rushed from Jamison’s face, and he went stark white. “What?”

      Jim pounced, rushing into attack mode as he removed the comments that Jamison had made on Ricky Teller’s YouTube page. “We have over one hundred comments that you tried to leave under various account names, but all of them have been traced back to an IP address located in your personal home,” Jim said.

      Jamison stuttered over his own words. “I don’t– What– No!”

      “You organized a protest against this boy, whom you’ve attacked online—”

      “I didn’t attack him! I was simply pointing out that he was being used!”

      “—And now that boy is missing,” Jim said, rising to meet Jamison’s outrage and putting the man in his place. “None of this paints a flattering picture about you, Jamison. And right now, you are suspect number one in Ricky Teller’s abduction.”

      “This is insane!” Jamison said. “I’m trying to help these kids, not hurt them.”

      “You have a funny way of showing it,” Kerry said.

      “Oh, and what the hell would you know about what I’m trying to do?” Jamison said. “You don’t know what it’s like. You don’t know what these kids go through.”

      “I know that they are constantly judged from every angle,” Kerry said. “Even ordinary kids. They’re judged in real life at school and public places, and then they go home, a place that’s supposed to be safe, and they get online where they’re judged again. And you’re insane if you think starting a protest outside of a seven-year-old kid’s venue isn’t going to give him some kind of a complex.”

      “I’m not protesting him; I’m protesting the parents!” Jamison shouted.

      “What was the tipping point for you, Jamison?” Jim asked. “Was it the fact that this kid was more popular than you are? Was it the fact that you couldn’t stand no one knowing who you were anymore? What was it? Tell me because I want to know where the kid is.”

      “You want to know where Ricky is?” Jamison asked, and Jim thought he was finally going to snap. “Then ask his parents.”

      “What do you mean?” Kerry asked.

      “I mean, it’s always about the parents,” Jamison answered. “Everything about that kid’s life is controlled by his parents, and if something happened to him, then it’s their fault. It’s always the parent’s fault!” Jamison wiped the tears in his eyes, and the anger ran out of him. “I’m just trying to help.”

      Jim collected the folder he was using and then cleared his throat. “Yeah, we’ll see about that.” He stood, and then he and Kerry stepped out of the room and walked back to the monitors to see how Jamison was reacting. “What do you think?”

      “I think you were a little hard on the guy,” Kerry answered. “We don’t even have enough to make charges stick to keep him around. Why did you accuse him?”

      “Because I don’t want to waste any time,” Jim answered.

      Kerry flinched, and Jim immediately realized the comment had been misplaced.

      “Kerry, I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s fine,” Kerry said. “I’m fine.”

      The last thing Jim wanted was to add more guilt to Kerry’s conscience. It wasn’t her fault about what happened.

      “You know, I didn’t look in that shed, either,” Jim said.

      Kerry nodded, but it was obvious she didn’t want to talk about it now. “We should start going through the names on the event list, make sure there aren’t any other persons of interest.”

      Jim hadn’t meant to sound accusatory, but that’s how the comment had come across. It was just another step backward for Jim, and with the clock running he couldn’t afford to be going backwards.
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      Unable to obtain any concrete information or evidence to detain Jamison Kent, Jim and Kerry were forced to let him go. But as the former child star was escorted out the back door of the precinct, away from the cameras and the news teams waiting for updates, Jim couldn’t help but feel like the man was hiding something.

      “What?” Kerry asked, noticing Jim’s hawk-like stare at Kent as he left.

      “You don’t think it’s strange how involved he is with all of this?” Jim asked.

      “I mean, based off of what we saw, his time in the spotlight didn’t do him much good,” Kerry answered.

      Jim shook his head. “I don’t like how he generalized everything so much, you know? I mean, not every child actor has turned out terrible, right?”

      “What are you getting at?” Kerry asked.

      “I’m saying there has to be something more to him,” Jim said. “He was laying on his righteous-cause schtick a little too thick, in my opinion.”

      Kerry tilted her head from side to side. “I can see that. I mean, I guess he did have a bit of a ‘used car salesmen’ vibe. I take it we’ll be taking a closer look at him?”

      “Yeah,” Jim answered. “We will.”

      In the meantime, Jim knew they still had plenty follow up on from what the security team at the convention center gave them. Jim was about to suggest following up with the former employee when he heard a familiar voice shouting at the front of the building.

      “I don’t care what he’s doing. I need to see him, now!”

      Jim’s stomach backflipped, and he froze in place, with Kerry following suit. Both of them recognized the woman screaming at the desk sergeant.

      “He’s always in a meeting! Or on a call! But I’m sick and tired of hearing about that. Do you understand?”

      Kerry looked at Jim. “It doesn’t sound like she’s going to leave.”

      Jim’s mouth was dry. “No.” He didn’t know how, but he managed to take one step forward as he headed for the front desk.

      The woman was still giving the desk sergeant an earful as Jim and Kerry rounded the corner. She was in her mid-forties, but her hair was gray and frizzy. She wore glasses, and her attire was baggy on her thin frame. She wore no makeup, no jewelry, her clothes unfashionable. She was a woman without any frills.

      “Mrs. Fuller,” Jim said.

      The woman stopped screaming mid-sentence as she looked to Jim. She lowered her finger, which had been shoved into the desk sergeant’s face. She looked both satisfied and angry that Jim and Kerry had chosen to show themselves, and Jim braced for the verbal beating that came next.

      “Do you know how many times I’ve called?” Emma Fuller asked. “How many voicemails I’ve left? How many emails I’ve sent? And no one has gotten back to me?”

      “Mrs. Fuller—”

      “Don’t you Mrs. Fuller me!” She yanked her arm out of Jim’s hand, directing all of the rage that had been building up for the past three months, rage because Jim and Kerry couldn’t bring her little girl home alive.

      “I’m sorry,” Jim said. “Why don’t you come back with us so we can answer your questions?”

      Jim hoped the olive branch would calm the mother down, and it did to some extent. She stopped screaming and followed Kerry back into one of the conference rooms they used to speak with people who weren’t being interrogated.

      The rooms were a little bigger and not as intimidating as the other interrogation rooms. The last thing Jim wanted was to make any aggressive moves toward the mother, who was already on a hair-trigger.

      Once they were in the conference room and the door was shut, Jim tried to explain the situation, but he never got the chance.

      “It’s been three months,” Mrs. Fuller said. “Three months since my daughter was killed.”

      Kerry cleared her throat. “Ma’am, we understand—”

      “No!” Mrs. Fuller shouted, slamming her fist onto the table. “Both of you have ignored me since the day you came and told me my daughter was dead. Dead!”

      Jim didn’t need Mrs. Fuller to remind him or Kerry of that day. It had been the reason why he had been working so diligently to find the Broker, but because he had no new updates, Mrs. Fuller received no new calls.

      And if Jim were completely honest, he had been afraid to speak to her again. He had seen the blame in her eyes when they had told her and her husband Amy had been killed. Jim remembered the noise Mrs. Fuller had made, something that wasn’t quite human, not quite animal. It was a scream of grief and pain and anger all rolled into one blood-curdling howl.

      “I want to know why you haven’t caught him yet,” Mrs. Fuller said. “I want to know why my daughter’s killer is still walking free!”

      “Mrs. Fuller, Amy’s abductor has already been sentenced,” Kerry said. “He’s spending the next twenty-five years in a federal penitentiary.”

      “I’m not talking about Gary Kavas,” Mrs. Fuller said, referencing the man who had abducted and then suffocated Amy Fuller to death. “I’m talking about the man who spoke to her! The one who gave her the phone!”

      Kerry looked to Jim for help, but he wasn’t sure how much use he would be to her, and she tried to find a way to appease the woman. “We’re doing everything we can—”

      “It’s not enough!” Mrs. Fuller said. “It’s not enough, just like it wasn’t enough when you failed to bring my little girl home. You should have stopped him. You should have saved her!”

      “We know,” Jim said, the pain thick in his voice.

      “Well?” Mrs. Fuller asked, without sympathy. “Then why didn’t you?”

      Jim didn’t have a good answer, but he knew how much Kerry had blamed herself for their late arrival. If it hadn’t been so close, she might not have put herself through the wringer so much, but the fact that it was only three minutes…

      “Because I made the wrong call,” Jim said. “I’m sorry.”

      Kerry kept quiet. She had already beat herself up enough; there was no need for her to hang herself out to dry just to appease the anger of a woman who refused to acknowledge the closure of her daughter’s death.

      But Jim didn’t blame Emma Fuller, either. The woman had lost a piece of herself, a life she had created, and Jim couldn’t fathom that kind of pain or loss. It was beyond his understanding.

      “I need closure,” Mrs. Fuller said. “I need you to catch the man responsible, so I can finally lay my little girl to rest.”

      Jim frowned. “You haven’t had a funeral yet?”

      “I will not bury her until you’ve caught the man responsible!” Mrs. Fuller said.

      “I’m sure you and your husband—”

      “Teddy’s gone,” Mrs. Fuller said. “He left six weeks ago. But I’m not going anywhere. Do you understand me? I’m not going to give up on my girl like he did. I will come here every day, screaming and hollering. I will bring news crews, I will post online, I will do whatever it takes for you to find the monster who killed my little girl.”

      No one wanted to find Amy Fuller’s killer more than Jim, but he knew Mrs. Fuller could give him a run for his money. Jim considered telling Mrs. Fuller the truth, but he knew that would only make her angrier. And he didn’t want to lie, so he tried to deflect.

      “Mrs. Fuller, the department has offered you and your family grief counseling to help deal with the loss of your daughter,” Jim said.

      “I don’t need counseling,” Mrs. Fuller replied, distorting her face in disgust. “I need you to do your job.”

      “We are trying, Mrs. Fuller,” Kerry said, jumping to aid Jim. “Believe me when I tell you that no one is more dedicated to finding this killer than we are. And if you could just give us more time, I’m sure—”

      “More time?” Mrs. Fuller asked. “You’ve had three months! You remember what you told me when Amy was first taken? Twelve hours. The first twelve hours that pass are the most crucial in a missing person’s case. And you’ve had three months!” She stomped her foot, her heavy heel smacking loudly against the tile.

      Jim was running out of ways to apologize. “We are doing everything we can to find him, Mrs. Fuller.”

      “Everything?” Mrs. Fuller asked mockingly. “I doubt that.”

      “Ma’am,” Kerry said. “Please—"

      “What do you need?” Mrs. Fuller asked. “Huh? What kind of motivation do you need to bring the sick bastard who manipulated my daughter, made her believe that she didn’t need her parents anymore, the one who convinced her to run away with that monster, Gary Kavas, who wrapped a plastic bag around her head and suffocated her to death?”

      Jim and Kerry remained stoic and motionless. Neither of them had a rebuke, and even if they did, they wouldn’t use it. What good would it do to scream at a mother who’d lost her child? It wasn’t as though the mother’s anger was misplaced. It had been Jim and Kerry’s job to find Amy Fuller and bring her home, and they had failed.

      Mrs. Fuller reached into her purse and then removed a stack of photographs which she spread over the table. “Here you go!” She pointed at the pictures, all of them of Amy. “Take your pick! Nail her picture to the wall, your computer screen, your desk, the mirror at your house, but you will not forget her face! I won’t let you! Do you understand? I won’t let you forget her—”

      Mrs. Fuller finally cracked, her anger giving way to grief as she collapsed into the chair and bowed her head over the pictures on the table.

      Neither Jim nor Kerry interrupted her while she sobbed. They stood there and waited, listening to her grief, another form of penance for both of them to endure. But as bad as it was to be screamed at and blamed by the mother of a child who couldn’t be saved, it was even harder to live with the knowledge that they had failed.

      Mrs. Fuller eventually lifted her head and then wiped her tears. She slowly gathered the photographs on the table and then returned them to her purse, except for the last one, which she held in her hands and stared at it for a long time.

      “I keep these pictures out in the house,” Mrs. Fuller said. “Just so I can see her everywhere I look.” She tried to smile, but it only made her return to the verge of tears again. “I watch videos of her so I can hear her laugh. I sit in her room so I can still try to smell her. But I will never be able to hold my little girl in my arms again. Do you know why?” She finally looked up from the photograph and into Jim’s eyes. “Because you failed to bring her home.”

      It was a horrible dagger to his heart, and Jim wasn’t sure how much worse he could feel until Mrs. Fuller shoved the picture into Jim’s chest.

      “Keep it,” Mrs. Fuller said. “I don’t want you to forget about your failure.”

      Mrs. Fuller left Jim and Kerry in the conference room and then found her own way out. Jim and Kerry lingered quietly for a moment until Kerry finally walked up to him and placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “It wasn’t all on you,” Kerry said.

      “And it wasn’t all on you, either,” Jim replied.

      Jim held out the picture for both of them to see. It was a photograph of Amy on horseback. It was one of Amy’s many hobbies. She was a smart girl, good at school, loved by friends and family. Jim remembered everything about Amy Fuller.

      “I wish we could have told her we didn’t need that,” Kerry said. “I see that girl every time I close my eyes.”

      Jim continued to stare at the picture. Amy was grinning from ear to ear, happy as a clam. She looked so full of life, a far cry from what Jim and Kerry had found when they had stormed into Gary’s shed.

      “Do you remember when we found them?” Jim asked. “How he was standing over her body? The plastic was still on her head, and it was clear so we could still see her face.” Jim pocketed the picture. “At least her mother never had to see her like that.”
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      Once Emma Fuller was gone, Jim couldn’t get her out of his mind. The grief-stricken mother’s voice continued to ring loudly in his head, and he didn’t know how he was supposed to make it stop.

      Well, he did know, but he didn’t have the slightest clue how he was supposed to catch the Broker, a man who had eluded him for the past three months.

      But if Mrs. Fuller had intended to light a fire under him again, the heat was burning even hotter than before.

      “Jim,” Kerry said, watching him hurry back toward his desk. “What are you doing?”

      “We need to look at those files again,” Jim said.

      “What files?” Kerry asked.

      “The twelve abductions the Broker was involved in,” Jim said, and he heaved all of them out of his briefcase and they landed heavily onto the desk.

      “Jim, have you been taking these home with you?” Kerry asked, stunned.

      “It’s fine; they’re all officially closed,” Jim answered.

      “I’m not worried about your breaking protocol, but I am worried about you not getting any sleep. What is it that you think you’re accomplishing here?”

      Jim remained hunched over the files, spreading them out until they covered every square inch of space of his desk. “I’m trying to find the Broker.”

      “Jim, we’ve already scoured these dozens of times,” Kerry said. “There was nothing.”

      “Then we missed something!” Jim shouted, his patience snapped. His raised voice drew attention from the rest of the bullpen, and he immediately regretted his outburst. “I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

      “It’s fine,” Kerry said defensively.

      “No, it’s not,” Jim said, and he rubbed his eyes. His head was buzzing from the caffeine and lack of sleep. He was so exhausted he could have passed out right there on the floor, but he knew that if he were to close his eyes, then he’d only see Amy Fuller’s lifeless body on the concrete floor of the shed with a plastic bag over her head.

      “Jim,” Kerry said. “You need to take it easy. Maybe we should hand the Ricky Teller case over to someone else?”

      “No,” Jim answered quickly. “No, I’m okay. Really. I’ve had more sleepless nights like this than you could imagine. I can power through.”

      Kerry didn’t believe the lie, but she also knew there was no convincing him to take a break. The little she could do was buy him time to collect his thoughts.

      “Listen, I’m going to review the files we received from the security team at the convention center,” Kerry said. “Make sure we have a good understanding about Ben Turner before we go and question him about his tenure working security.”

      Jim nodded. “Okay.”

      “I want you to take some time and just… take a break,” Kerry said.

      “Sure, yeah,” Jim said, doing his best to sound appeasing. “Thanks.”

      Once Kerry was gone, Jim collapsed in his chair and then swiveled around to face the documents on his desk. Deep down, Jim knew Kerry was right. Both of them had already combed through all of this stuff so many times that Jim practically knew the files from memory. Hell, he had even gone through it this morning in a last-ditch effort to find a needle in a haystack.

      It was maddening. Not being able to find any piece of evidence was like trying to remember someone’s name that was on the tip of his tongue, and just when he was about to speak it aloud, it was blown away like fallen leaves in the breeze.

      Jim reached for the first file, flipping through it. He had studied Amy’s file the most. The phone they had determined was used as the form of communication had been their best hope for a lead, but Missy—and everyone else at cyber—was unable to salvage the device.

      The phone had been encrypted to self-destruct should anyone try to jailbreak it, which meant they couldn’t get into the phone without destroying any potential evidence on the device. But they had tried anyway.

      After the phone melted down, it was reduced to a pile of plastic and glass. They had eleven more tries to get it right, but every attempt that had followed had offered the same result.

      Once Jim determined the phones couldn’t be hacked, he tried to figure out how the Broker delivered the phones to the kids in the first place. After all, there had to be some kind of physical interaction that happened. Phones just couldn’t be teleported to some place. But even after he figured out how the Broker delivered the phones, it only led to another dead end.

      Through the use of a fake name, complete with social security number and a driver’s license, with a stock photo of someone from the internet, the Broker would open up a random P.O. Box, and then order a phone via a VPN that made it look like he was buying the phone in a different location than where he was currently located. From there, the phone would be sent to a different P.O. Box, and then the Broker would message the child, usually on whatever social media platform they were using most, with instructions to pick up the phone.

      In other words, the Broker orchestrated all of this without ever having to leave the comfort of his computer chair.

      Even the communication on the social media platform, that first contact, was wiped clean by the Broker. The man left nothing behind, nothing to incriminate him. If not for the mysterious text messages Jim had received, along with the confessions of all twelve pedophiles saying they had requested the Broker’s service, Jim would have thought the man was a ghost.

      But the Broker was real, flesh and blood, and he was still out there, hurting people. He had helped orchestrate another abduction, and he would keep doing it until he was caught. And while Jim and Kerry hadn’t been able to bring the man down, he knew they were still the best chance to catch him.

      Jim and Kerry—along with their cyber division—concurred that the individual they were hunting had superior knowledge of coding. But that search criteria was still too broad to narrow an effective list of suspects.

      The Broker had the upper hand, but Jim wouldn’t quit until the person responsible was arrested. Because as clever as the Broker might have been, the monster underestimated Jim’s relentless pursuit.

      Jim stared down at the scars on his palms. The odds were stacked against him then, too, but he had persevered. Just as he had done throughout his entire time in the foster system. Those years had been just as pivotal to his success as a detective as the years he had spent with Marcia and Ray Swisher. Jim didn’t have any quit in him, which was important because the Broker wasn’t just a monster; he was a sociopath.

      Through the past eleven successful recoveries of children, Jim and Kerry had interviewed each of the pedophiles they had arrested and uncovered an interesting detail about the Broker: he never asked for payment.

      The Broker did all of this work helping pedophiles abduct children pro-bono, which revealed an important aspect to the Broker’s psyche. There was a conviction in the Broker’s work, a mischievous streak to lash out against society’s most vulnerable. And the Broker always targeted children who were products of troubled homes, which Jim knew made them easier to manipulate. It was probably why Ricky Teller was targeted since his parents were getting a divorce.

      All of the children described their conversations with the Broker as incredibly open and understanding. The Broker made the kids feel like they were important, that they were cared about, and that they mattered.

      The Broker preyed on a child’s desire to want to please adults, to make them feel like they were needed and loved. And then he turned all of those emotions against the child when it was time for the pedophile to step in during the abduction.

      Jim’s phone rang, and he saw that it was Missy down in Cyber. He answered after the first ring. “Tell me some good news.”

      “Should I hang up now then?” Missy asked.

      Jim leaned forward, elbows thumping on the desk. “It fried again?”

      “Sorry, Jim,” Missy answered. “The phone is completely scrambled.”

      “Right,” Jim said. “Thanks for trying.” He hung up and then slouched in his chair. He hated how the Broker purposely dangled the phones like a carrot, giving Jim a brief glance of hope. There was nothing as maddening for Jim as a criminal who believed they were untouchable.

      “Jim,” Kerry said. “Are you ready to visit Turner?”

      Turner was the next suspect on their list. He had been the employee recently fired from the security team at the convention center after his inappropriate conduct with a minor.

      Jim picked up Amy Fuller’s file. He might have been so exhausted that he was on the verge of collapse, but he was still alive. That was a gift Amy Fuller no longer had, and Jim wasn’t going to waste it.

      “Yes,” Jim answered. “Let’s go.”
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      On the ride over to Ben Turner’s house, Jim researched as much as possible on the former security member at the convention center.

      “This guy has quite a few speeding tickets, a drunk and disorderly charge, which was dismissed by a judge, in addition to all of the problems he was having at work,” Jim said.

      “Sounds like he should have never been hired in the first place,” Kerry said. “Wouldn’t the company do a background check on him?”

      “They did,” Jim answered. “I guess Turner’s previous problems didn’t bother them.”

      When they approached Turner’s house, Kerry slowed and parked down the street. She kept the engine running and stared down the road. “It’s three houses down on the left, the one with the blue shutters.”

      “Car’s in the driveway,” Jim said and then matched the make and model to what Turner had registered with the DMV. “It’s Turner’s, so he’s most likely home.”

      “How do you want to handle this?” Kerry asked. “I have a feeling he might run.”

      “Good thing you’ve been keeping up with your cardio.” Jim opened the door, and then Kerry shut off the engine.

      The pair moved quickly down the sidewalk, Jim studying the house, looking for as many exit points as he could find.

      “No doors on the west side of the house,” Jim said. “So if he runs, he’ll most likely head out through the back.” He looked to Kerry.

      “On it,” Kerry said, and then she moved swiftly down one of the sides of the houses before getting to Turner’s.

      She would sneak her way up the backside of the houses and wait until Jim gave the all-clear. It was a tactic that they had used many times before, but as Kerry disappeared behind the house, Jim couldn’t help but wonder if Kerry was up to the task.

      Jim knew how hard Kerry had taken Amy’s death. She blamed herself, even though it hadn’t been her fault. Therapy had been the last resort for her, but Jim was glad she was getting some kind of help.

      In order for either of them to do their jobs effectively, Jim and Kerry needed to be at the top of their game. And lately, Kerry’s indecisiveness was bleeding into their work.

      Jim hoped therapy would help Kerry work through some of her issues, but he didn’t know when she’d return to her former self. If they wanted to stop the Broker, both of them needed to be in prime condition. If Jim were honest with himself, neither of them was at their best.

      Jim’s childhood as an orphan in the foster system had made him more resilient than most, and he was very used to being on his own. It was a mindset where he was most comfortable.

      Maybe he wasn’t meant to have the kind of life that was full. Maybe he was meant to become something that was filed down and sharp and unstoppable.

      Because with all of the terrible evil in the world, there needed to be someone willing to go all-in against the evil. Jim had seen and experienced that evil firsthand. And he took it upon himself to stop those who destroyed the weak and the innocent who were too fragile to protect themselves.

      And for a very long time, Jim was always one step ahead of the criminals he chased. No one evaded him for long. But over the past year, as Jim began to have a life outside of work, he couldn’t help but wonder if that sharp edge that made him so effective on the job had dulled.

      Could he still have a life and still be effective in a job that required him to perform at the highest level? He wasn’t sure, and he had struggled with finding an answer.

      Jim pushed his doubts aside and focused on preparing himself to interrogate Ben Turner as he reached the walkway to Turner’s front door. Because Jim dressed in a suit and tie, people always assumed he was either a person selling religion or a cop. To a well-trained eye, Jim always looked like a cop. It was the way he carried himself, but he didn’t know how to hide it.

      The blinds were pulled shut on the windows, so Jim couldn’t see inside. He paused at the door, listening for a television, music, a conversation, any noise that told Jim that Turner was home. But he heard nothing.

      Jim lingered, making sure he gave Kerry plenty of time to get into position before he knocked on the door.

      Jim hung back, putting his hand on the butt of his pistol, poised and ready to act if Turner decided to become aggressive. He was prepared to make a move when the door suddenly opened and a tall, heavyset, white man appeared in the doorway.

      “Yeah?” he asked.

      “Ben Turner?” Jim asked, reaching for his badge once Turner nodded. “I’m detective Jim North with Seattle PD. I’d like to come inside and ask you a few questions.”

      Turner looked like he’d just woken up. The undershirt he wore was flipped up and exposed the fat of his belly. He was in sandals and gym shorts, and his hair was a mess. He also had a glassy look in his eyes, but since Turner’s eyes weren’t dilated Jim wasn’t sure if the man was under the influence.

      “What’s this about?” Turner asked, his voice scratchy.

      “It’s about your time with the security firm at the convention center,” Jim answered, trying to remain friendly but firm.

      Turner looked at Jim, and his eyes drifted down to the pistol on Jim’s hip before looking at Jim in the eye again. “Like I said, what’s it about?”

      Jim sensed Turner becoming hostile, and he braced for Turner to either run or fight.

      “Mr. Turner, this will go a lot smoother if you decide to cooperate,” Jim said.

      Turner held the thousand-yard stare, but he finally stepped aside. “Whatever. Just make it quick.”

      “I appreciate your cooperation,” Jim said, raising his voice just a little to make sure Kerry heard the all-clear, but he didn’t give the signal for her to join him. He still wasn’t convinced Turner wouldn’t run.

      The inside of Turner’s house was a typical bachelor pad. Minimal furniture, no decorations on the white walls, and the biggest thing he owned was the television. Jim had lived like this himself for a long time, minus the television.

      Turner stood in the living room next to a recliner and crossed his arms while Jim remained by the front door.

      “Well?” Turner asked. “Are you going to ask questions?”

      Jim couldn’t see anything in the house that he identified as red flags. He assumed Turner had a firearm since he was licensed to carry. He also figured Turner wasn’t responsible for the actual abduction. The man was too casual, too apathetic toward the whole situation. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t aware of other people involved.

      “What was the last event you worked at the convention center?” Jim asked.

      “I don’t know,” Turner said.

      “You were only fired a few weeks ago,” Jim said. “You don’t remember any detail?”

      “Look, I don’t know what you want from me,” Turner answered. “I worked there. I got fired. It wasn’t like I loved the job.”

      “Find any new work?” Jim asked, already knowing the answer was probably a no since he was sleeping late on a weekday.

      “I’ve got a few prospects,” Turner replied.

      “Must be difficult for you now after the allegations that were made,” Jim said.

      Turner stepped closer to Jim, the move meant to intimidate, but Jim had gone up against big men before.

      “I’d be careful about what you say in my house, Detective,” Turner said.

      Now that Jim had a pressure point, he started to push. “I bet the parents of that seventeen-year-old girl didn’t like the things you were saying to their underage daughter.”

      “I didn’t do anything wrong,” Turner said. “No charges were filed.”

      “That might be the official story, but that’s not how the press will see it,” Jim said.

      A small hint of fear entered Turner’s expression. “What?”

      “The video of you and the girl is pretty damning, even though nothing actually happens,” Jim said. “But you pair that with a story and I think your life is over. At least in this town.”

      “You can’t do that,” Turner said. “You can’t—”

      “You answer my questions and I’ll consider keeping that video away from the press,” Jim said. “But who knows? Sometimes our systems are hacked and information is leaked.”

      Turner stepped back, no longer emitting the same aggressive stance. He looked like a kid who’d been caught with a stash of dirty magazines.

      Jim took Turner’s silence as cooperation, and he stepped forward. “What do you know about the convention that was happening at the center today?”

      “I don’t work there anymore,” Turner answered.

      “No, but you had intimate knowledge of the security detail of the event,” Jim said. “And I’m sure you saw the AMBER Alert that went out.”

      Turner shrugged, but Jim could tell he was starting to sweat. “What does that have to do with me?”

      Jim figured Turner would continue to deny his involvement with Ricky Teller’s disappearance. “The boy who was taken was a speaker at the convention center. An event in which you had detailed knowledge of the security, and this morning that security failed, resulting in the abduction of that little boy.”

      Turner was sweating, and he slowly retreated down to the hallway that led to the back of the house. He was panicking. He was going to run.

      “I didn’t have anything to do with that,” Turner said, his voice dry and hollow.

      Jim readied himself to chase or fight. “Don’t do this the hard way, Turner. You can tell me what you know and help me save a little boy from a terrible fate.”

      Turner licked his lips, mouth slightly agape, staring at Jim with a “deer caught in headlights” look that Jim had seen a thousand times. But he didn’t want Turner to run because that had the possibility for too many variables. Something could go wrong, which could cost Jim precious time, which Ricky Teller didn’t have.

      “Turner,” Jim said, enunciating slowly. “Don’t do it.”

      But the man already had the look in his eyes, and he was down the hall, sprinting toward the door before Jim could reach him in the hallway.

      “He’s running!” Jim shouted, alerting Kerry to Turner’s movements.

      Turner burst out of the back door, and Kerry swarmed him the moment he stepped outside. But he was so big that when Kerry threw her weight into Turner to bring him down, she only succeeded in causing him to stagger a few feet before he managed to right himself.

      Kerry clung to Turner’s back, hanging on for dear life as Jim sprinted out the back door. He chased after him and reached Turner before he was at the fence.

      With Kerry’s help, Jim managed to bring Turner to the ground and pinned his arms behind his back while Kerry handcuffed him.

      “I didn’t do anything!” Turner screamed, his face a purplish red. “Fucking cops, let me go!”

      “Yeah, you’re the picture of innocence,” Jim said, standing up and brushing the grass off of him, straightening out his shirt. “I told you I didn’t want to do this the hard way, but now you’re the prime suspect in the disappearance of Ricky Teller.”

      “No!” Turner said. “Just wait; I want to make a deal!”

      Jim and Kerry exchanged a glance

      “What information do you have that we could possibly use?” Jim asked. “Especially after you were so adamant about not knowing anything to begin with.”

      “I was approached by someone, all right?” Turner said, still struggling to catch his breath.

      “Who?” Jim asked.

      “I tell you and I lose my leverage,” Turner said. “I want a lawyer, and then I tell you what I know.”

      Jim and Kerry knew they couldn’t force Turner to talk, but Jim thought he might be able to speed up the process. He reached for his phone and accessed the security video the convention team had sent them, specifically the video that involved Turner speaking to the underage volunteer.

      Once Jim had the clip up on his phone, he placed it into an email to the Seattle Times and then showed the clip to Turner.

      “You don’t tell me now and this headlines tonight’s six o’clock news,” Jim said.

      “You can’t do that,” Turner said, but he didn’t sound like he believed himself.

      “I can do whatever I want,” Jim said. “And if you think for one second that I won’t risk getting into trouble to make sure a little boy gets to go home to his family, then you would be sadly mistaken.”

      Turner and Jim held each other’s gaze, and then Turner lowered his head back onto the grass.

      “Shit,” Turner said, and then he groaned. “Fine.”

      “A name,” Jim said, still holding the phone up for Turner to see.

      “It was the boy’s father,” Turner said.

      Of all the names Jim expected to hear, Daniel Teller was low on the list.

      “What proof do you have?” Jim asked.

      “He wired me money,” Turner answered. “And I have emails from him. He used a different account, but I’m sure you could trace the account back to him.”

      “And you can provide all of that to me?” Jim asked.

      “Yes!” Turner yelled. “I don’t know why he did it, and I didn’t ask any questions. I didn’t steal any kid; I just made sure the security was compromised. That’s it, okay?”

      Jim lingered next to Turner, looking for any sign the man was lying but saw none. Turner wasn’t sophisticated enough to come up with that on his own. And if it wasn’t Turner’s idea, then Daniel Teller could be the one pulling the strings.
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      “And you can confirm the money transfer?” Jim asked.

      “Yes,” Missy answered. “Daniel wired ten thousand dollars to Ben Turner. The guy was even dumb enough to use his own name.”

      “Okay, thanks, Missy,” Jim said.

      Jim ended the call and clicked on his seatbelt as Kerry drove over to the Teller’s house.

      “So it’s true?” Kerry asked.

      “Yup,” Jim answered. “Daniel paid Turner.”

      “You want us to have backup tag along?” Kerry asked.

      “No, we can handle him,” Jim answered. “And I don’t want to wait for an officer to respond.”

      “Right,” Kerry said.

      When they returned to the Teller home, they were once again granted entry, and Kerry parked near the front door.

      “Are we arresting him?” Kerry asked.

      Jim studied the large home that had been built on the back of the Teller’s young son. “No,” Jim answered. “We play it like we need to talk to him and go over some information down at the station.” He looked to Kerry. “I want to make him think everything’s fine.”

      “Lure him in under false pretenses,” Kerry said.

      “Right,” Jim replied. “Let’s go.”

      This time when they walked up to the door, Daniel Teller wasn’t there to greet them. Instead, it was the woman who had buzzed them in earlier. She asked them to wait in the foyer as she left to go retrieve Daniel.

      Kerry leaned into Jim’s ear. “You think he’s going to make a run for it?”

      Jim shook his head. “I think he wants to avoid looking guilty for as long as possible. Bad parents don’t like it when it’s revealed that they’re bad parents.”

      When Daniel Teller finally greeted them, he was sweaty and breathless. “Sorry about that. I was in the gym, trying to work through some of my anxiety. What’s up?”

      “We wanted to have you come with us down to the station,” Jim answered.

      “Is everything all right?” Daniel asked, becoming skittish.

      “Yes,” Kerry answered. “We just need for you to go over a few more pieces of information with us.”

      Worry spread over Daniel’s face. He wasn’t prepared for something like this, and Jim saw the wheels turning in his head. He was already trying to think of a story that would sound reasonable to the authorities. He wondered how he was going to save his own skin and try to spin how his son’s abduction wasn’t really his fault.

      “Yeah, of course,” Daniel said, clearing his throat. “I just need to call my wife and let her know—”

      Kerry intercepted Daniel before he retreated. “We can call her from the station.”

      It was only for a split second, but Jim saw the glint of fear in Daniel Teller’s eyes. He knew what was happening. He felt the walls closing in around him. It was only a matter of time before the truth came out and he was ruined.

      Daniel Teller was witnessing the end of his life, happening in real-time, so he did what most people who were in over their heads did in those situations: he denied it.

      “Sure,” Daniel said, becoming overly helpful. “Whatever you need.”

      Jim and Kerry put Daniel into the back of the squad car, and Jim kept an eye on him the entire ride to the precinct. He didn’t know how Daniel would try to weasel out of the situation, but he figured he might try to pin something on the wife.

      Daniel remained silent on the drive to the precinct, and Jim kept a close eye on the father. It was clear the man was nervous, but whether he was guilty remained to be seen.

      When they returned to the precinct, Jim and Kerry escorted Daniel inside, and it was here they had a little present waiting for Daniel.

      They had brought Ben Turner in on charges, and they made sure to sit him where Daniel Teller would notice him on his walk through the building. The moment the pair locked eyes, it was clear to Jim that they recognized one another.

      After they dropped Daniel off in one of the interrogation rooms, Jim and Kerry studied Daniel from the monitors outside, watching his reaction to Turner’s presence.

      “How long do you want him to sweat?” Kerry asked.

      Jim studied the monitor, trying to come up with the best approach to handle Ricky’s father. “We focus on the failed marriage. That’s obviously a point of contention for him. That’s where we’ll start. Let’s go.”

      When Jim and Kerry returned to the interrogation room, Daniel’s complexion turned white as a sheet, and when Jim closed the door, the father looked like a man on death row.

      “So,” Daniel said, speaking nervously. “What can I, um, help with?”

      Jim made sure to take his time before he answered. He didn’t think it would take long before Daniel popped and told them everything they wanted to know.

      “What can you tell us about the preparation the security team had with you about the event security for your son?” Jim asked.

      “Um, nothing, really,” Daniel answered.

      “But before you said you and your wife were in communication with the security team,” Jim said, twisting Daniel’s words against him. “Isn’t that right?”

      “Oh, yes, of course,” Daniel answered. “No, I mean, yes, we did speak. We spoke.”

      “And what did you speak about?” Kerry asked.

      “We just wanted to make sure Ricky would be safe,” Daniel answered. “Obviously, they failed.”

      “Did you try to reach out to any other security firms to see if they would be able to provide extra assistance?” Jim asked.

      Daniel shook his head. “No. That was something I tried to bring up with Marcia, but she didn’t want to listen to me about it. I tried, though, and now look at us.”

      Jim remained silent, letting Daniel marinate in his own lies. It was only a matter of time before Daniel cracked.

      “Who was, um, that man out there?” Daniel asked, referring to Ben Turner.

      “What man?” Kerry asked.

      “Oh, I just thought I saw, um, I thought maybe you had a suspect,” Daniel said. He placed both hands on the table and squeezed them tightly, lacing his fingers together.

      “Actually, we do have a suspect,” Jim said.

      Daniel clapped his hands together, feigning a mixture of relief and sadness. “That is great! Fantastic news. Does that mean you also found Ricky?”

      Jim leaned forward, looking Daniel in the eyes. “We know, Daniel.”

      Daniel smiled, but the expression was vapid and hollow. “Know what? I don’t—I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about. What do you know?”

      “We know that you spoke with Benjamin Turner,” Jim said. “We have the emails. We have the account information and the money you wired him. We know you wanted him to sabotage the security at the event.”

      Daniel was frozen, but only for a moment, and then he leaned back into his chair and crossed his arm, growing defensive. “Are you accusing me of something?”

      “We want to know why you paid Ben Turner,” Kerry answered.

      Daniel laughed again. “This is ridiculous—I’m not the guilty one here, okay? I didn’t do anything wrong.” He was growing angrier and more defensive. “I am a good father, okay? I protect my son! I protect him!” He slammed his fist onto the table to accentuate the point, and Jim and Kerry stood, moving to a defensively ready position in case Daniel became violent.

      “Mr. Teller, you need to calm down,” Kerry said.

      But a part of Jim didn’t want Daniel to calm down. He wanted Daniel to attack, so Jim could let off some steam. He was just looking for an excuse now, and he was hoping Daniel Teller would give him what he needed.

      But Daniel Teller didn’t attack. He didn’t even get up out of his chair. He simply started to cry, burying his face in his hands. “Oh God,” Daniel said, running his fingers through his hair. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my fucking God.”

      “Where is your son, Daniel?” Jim asked.

      “I don’t know,” Daniel answered, petulant.

      “You paid Ben Turner to sabotage the security at the event, and then your son was abducted at the same time,” Jim said. “How can you not know where your son is located?”

      “Because I didn’t know he was going to be taken!” Daniel shouted, crying now. “I just wanted to make Marcia look bad, okay? I knew the protestors were going to be there, and I knew there were going to be big crowds! I never thought Ricky would be in real danger! I just wanted to make it look like he was in danger. Christ, how did this happen?” He covered his face again, and Jim wasn’t sure if this was all of the truth.

      “Why do all of that to make Marcia look bad?” Jim asked.

      “Because she controls everything,” Daniel answered. “My lawyer told me things weren’t looking good for me in court and that unless we could prove that Marcia was putting Ricky’s life at risk, then I was going to be cut out of everything. The money, the business, the house!”

      “Not to mention your son’s life,” Jim said, adding that important detail on Daniel’s behalf.

      “Huh? Oh, yes, of course,” Daniel said.

      “So you mean to tell us that you hired someone to sabotage your son’s security, put his life at risk, all because you were afraid to lose money?” Kerry asked.

      “It wasn’t just that,” Daniel answered. “I’ve put just as much time and effort into Ricky’s channel as she has. But I’m just not good with business stuff, so she handled that. Little did I know that her name is on everything. She left me out of it, purposefully, but I signed off on it, so I don’t have a leg to stand on in court. I just wanted a little leverage, but I had no idea—” He covered his mouth, Adam’s apple bobbing up and down from crying. “I didn’t know Ricky would be taken.”

      Jim leaned back. This wasn’t how he believed the conversation would go. But he also wasn’t sure if he believed Daniel. The man could have just been lying to them to try to save face. Maybe something went wrong with the abduction? Maybe Daniel hired someone else for the abduction? Jim would have Missy take a closer look into the Teller’s financials.

      “If you want to look at a real suspect, you should talk to Marcia,” Daniel said, quickly deflecting. “She doesn’t have her shit together like you think she does.” He leaned forward. “I couldn’t make this stick in court, but she has a gambling problem. She does a very good job of keeping it under wraps. She says she hasn’t gambled in years, but I think she’s lying. I think the reason she’s been pushing Ricky so hard with endorsements is that she’s blown all of our money.”

      “If you said you don’t have proof, then how do you know she has a problem?” Kerry asked.

      “Because she had a problem when we met,” Daniel answered. “She tried to clean up her act, but over the past year, I think she’s slipped into old habits.”

      “Why would her gambling have anything to do with your son’s disappearance?” Jim asked.

      “She gambles big money,” Daniel said. “The kind that’s not exactly legal, you know?”

      Jim couldn’t believe what he was listening to. He was disgusted. “You know what I think is worth looking into? The fact that you were willing to put your son’s safety at risk for money.”

      “I didn’t know!” Daniel said. “I didn’t know he was going to be taken!”

      Jim turned to leave, Kerry following, as Daniel cried at the table.

      Once they were in the hallway, it took all of Jim’s strength not to punch through the drywall. “Piece of garbage.” He grunted and then paced the hallway between the walls.

      “We need to find the mother, see if we can confirm anything about the gambling,” Kerry said.

      “I mean, what is wrong with people?” Jim asked, talking to himself.

      Kerry grabbed Jim’s arm, and he stopped pacing. “Are you all right?”

      Jim wasn’t all right. He was on the verge of having a mental breakdown and he knew it. The constant breakneck pace of work over the past few months was catching up with him. He was too wired, too fried, too exhausted to keep going. But if he didn’t push forward, then Ricky Teller might not come home, and Jim wasn’t going to lose another kid on his watch ever again.

      “I’m fine,” Jim said, removing his arm from Kerry’s hand. “And you’re right. We should go and find the mom.”

      But Kerry was looking past Jim, her eyes wide with surprise. “Doesn’t look like we’ll have to.”

      Jim turned around and saw Marcia Teller being escorted in by a police officer. Her face was beaten, her eyes shiny, and her lips swollen, with cuts along her cheeks and forehead. She looked like she’d gone twelve rounds with Mike Tyson.

      “What the hell is going on?” Jim asked.
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      The paramedics were called to help with Marcia Teller. In addition to the welts and bruises covering her face, there were several large bruises along her rib cage. The paramedics said X-rays were needed to check for cracked ribs and punctured lungs, and she was taken to the hospital.

      Jim and Kerry followed, wanting answers to the several questions circulating around the case. When they reached the hospital, they were forced to wait until the doctors cleared Marcia to speak with them.

      But no matter how often Jim and Kerry told the nurses it was urgent they speak with Marcia Teller immediately, it did nothing to speed up the process.

      “A little boy has been missing for over four hours now,” Jim said, growing frustrated by the brick wall that was standing in front of him. “The first twelve hours in a missing person’s case are crucial. Once that time is gone, we can’t get it back.”

      “Sir, Marcia Teller is still being looked at by the doctors.” The nurse, whose name tag read Rachel, looked up at Jim, raising her hands to try to keep him calm, but without success. “The moment she can talk—”

      “She needs to tell us what she knows now!” Jim shouted, raising his voice loud enough to cause the rest of the workers in the hall to stop and stare at the outburst. It was only now Jim realized that he had crossed a line.

      “Jim,” Kerry said, pulling him back. “C’mon.”

      Jim didn’t resist, but he wasn’t quite done with the nurse, feeling the need to make a final comment before he was completely gone.

      “The moment she is out, you come to find us,” Jim said.

      The nurse didn’t reply, and Kerry led Jim away from the crowd that had stopped to gawk at him and down a separate hallway that wasn’t as busy as the main fairway.

      “You need to relax,” Kerry said, keeping her voice hushed. “That’s the second time today you’ve stepped over the line. I want to find this kid as much as you do, but that doesn’t excuse your actions. So snap out of it.” She shoved him in the chest and knocked him back a step. It wasn’t a hard hit, just firm enough to remind him that Kerry was strong enough and smart enough to challenge him.

      “I’m sorry,” Jim said, realizing he needed someone to give him a good shake. He leaned back against the wall and shut his eyes so hard that when he opened them again, he saw nothing but black spots.

      “You just need to calm down a bit,” Kerry said. “I’m going to get something out of the vending machine. Do you want anything?”

      Jim shook his head. “I’m fine.”

      Once Jim was alone, he allowed himself a moment of rest. He found a chair outside of a room nearby and collapsed into it. He didn’t think he’d ever been this tired working a case before. He was still confident in his ability to get the job done, and he didn’t think there was anyone else more capable than him to bring Ricky Teller home. He also recognized he wasn’t at one hundred percent.

      And that frightened him.

      For as long as Jim had worn the badge, he had always wanted to be the best, not for the records or the accolades, but because he had been the kid who was missing. Jim understood what it was like to go through something traumatic. He had been the child who was abducted. He had been the kid who was forgotten. And now that he was in a position of power, he vowed to never let any child go through something like that while he could do something about it.

      No child should have to endure the kind of pain he went through. And for all of those children who didn’t have a protector, Jim vowed to fill that role for them.

      And Jim’s noble pursuit of justice helped ease the guilt he felt about having a second chance. Because he knew there were thousands of other children who would have been just as deserving of escaping and surviving the system. Why did he survive a horrendous childhood while so many others never escaped? What made him so special?

      “Looks like someone’s awake,” a voice said through the open door next to Jim. “How are you feeling?”

      “Tired,” another voice said, this one much more fragile than the first.

      Jim peered around the side of the door and peaked inside. He saw a mother standing at the bedside of a young girl. She had her head shaved and tubes stuck in her, hooked up to machines. She must have been a cancer patient, and while Jim wasn’t sure of her exact age, he would put her between ten and twelve.

      “Can I get you anything?” the mother asked.

      “Are there any popsicles left at the cafeteria?” the girl asked.

      “I’ll go check.” The mother kissed the daughter on the forehead, and Jim quickly looked forward in his seat as she passed.

      Once the mother was gone, Jim peeked back into the room. The girl had shut her eyes again, probably more exhausted than she had ever been in her life. Jim couldn’t imagine the struggle the little girl was going through, the fight she had put up. But despite what was sure to be a lot of pain running through her, she looked incredibly peaceful as she slept.

      Jim couldn’t remember the last good night’s sleep he had, and looking at that sick girl now, he couldn’t help but feel like he was drifting away, too.

      The sudden manic beeping of the machines in the room snapped Jim out of his daze, and he was on his feet before he realized he had stood.

      The machine that monitored the girl’s pulse and blood pressure had flatlined, and the girl lay just as she had before, with only the slightest difference in her posture. The life had gone out of her.

      Doctors and nurses rushed past Jim and into the room, immediately working on the girl. Five people in total worked to resuscitate her, and Jim stood helplessly by as he watched their efforts in vain.

      All the while, the machine hooked up to the girl never stopped beeping, not even when all the doctors and nurses stood still, and the doctor checked the time on his watch.

      “Time of death, 11:53 am,” he said.

      The doctor ripped off his gloves and then threw them into the trash, the entire staff standing with their heads bowed, the girl lying lifeless on the hospital bed, and one of the nurses turned off the machine as the doctor pulled the sheet over the little girl’s peaceful expression.

      Jim had never seen a doctor covering a body like that, not in this setting.

      “Excuse me—” The mother returned, and the moment she stepped around Jim and saw the doctors and nurses in the room, she dropped the two popsicles onto the floor.

      The doctors and nurses parted as the mother rushed forward, ripping the sheet down the doctor had just used to cover the little girl’s face.

      “No,” the mother bemoaned. “No, no, no, Lacey. No, Lacey, oh God.” She hugged her little girl, using her body to shield her daughter from the other people in the room, even though everyone who was there meant to help.

      “Mrs. Goodwin—”

      “No!” the mother screamed as the doctor reached for her shoulder. “No, you can’t have her! You can’t!” she cried again, mumbling something that wasn’t coherent into the pillow her child was still resting on.

      The doctors waited patiently for the mother to grieve.

      “Jim,” Kerry said, calling him from down the hallway. “Marcia Teller’s done with her examinations.”

      Jim nodded and then looked back to the room where the mother was still crying. That was a fate he wouldn’t allow Ricky Teller to experience. He was going to find him, no matter the cost. He was done informing parents of their child’s death.

      Jim caught up to Kerry, the images of the little girl still fresh in his head, and refocused his attention on pulling the truth out of Marcia Teller.

      “The doctor wanted to give us a rundown of her condition first,” Kerry said. “Then we can go in and see her.”

      “Good,” Jim said. “I want to know exactly what happened.”

      “Dr. Thorn,” Kerry said, and a heavyset man in his forties with scruff on his face and a bowl cut turned around with a clipboard in his hands. “This is my partner. What do you have for us?”

      “Well,” Dr. Thorn said, glancing at the clipboard before he returned it to the plastic bin on the wall. “No broken bones, but she does have several contusions around her body. She was beaten with something, but I don’t know what. Hard enough to hurt, but not heavy enough to break a bone.”

      “Has she said anything to you?” Jim asked.

      “No,” Thorn answered. “She’s a little delirious, but aside from the bruising and the pain, she’s fine, at least from a medical standpoint.”

      “We can speak to her now?” Kerry asked.

      “Yes, you’re all cleared. Thank you for your patience,” Thorn answered, and then he joined a cluster of nurses walking past, moving on to the next patient.

      Jim was amazed at the breakneck pace of the hospital. There was never a moment to catch their breath, never a moment to stop and take stock of what they had gone through. It was a pace that Jim had experienced himself, but there was an entire team of individuals here doing the work while Jim had chosen to work alone.

      Maybe it was time to step back into the light and out of the shadows he had been hiding in for so long.

      “Why don’t you take the lead on this one,” Jim said.

      Kerry arched her eyebrows. “You’re sure?”

      “I’m not… in a good headspace right now,” Jim answered, remembering the little girl and how the doctor had pulled the sheet over her. “I think I’d be more effective in watching her reactions. And you might be able to pull something more out of her than I could.”

      “Okay,” Kerry said. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Marcia Teller was lying in bed, hooked up to similar machines that the little girl had been plugged in to, though Marcia’s were still beeping in a steady rhythm.

      “Mrs. Teller,” Kerry said, causing Marcia to open her eyes.

      “Oh, thank God you’re finally here,” Marcia said, reaching for Kerry’s hand. “I was attacked.”

      “Tell us what happened?” Kerry asked.

      “I was leaving the lawyer’s office to finish up some contract work and was going to head straight back home to see if there were any updates on Ricky when I was kidnapped by a bunch of guys in a van,” Marcia said. “I think they’re the same people who took Ricky!”

      “And what makes you say that?” Kerry asked.

      Marcia stared down at her hands, fiddling with her fingers. “You’ll probably find out sooner or later, so I should just tell you now… I have a gambling problem. I’ve kept it hidden from my family for a long time, but after what’s happened, I think it’s time for me to come clean,” Marcia said.

      “Come clean about what?” Kerry asked.

      “I made a bet with money I don’t have,” Marcia answered.

      “What about the money from the channel, the endorsements, and the events?” Kerry asked.

      “It’s all gone,” Marcia said, starting to cry. “I thought I could get it back, but it’s all gone.” She sniffled and then gently dapped her swollen nose with a tissue.

      “And exactly how did you gamble all of that money away?” Kerry asked. “I’m sure it didn’t happen overnight.”

      Jim watched Marcia carefully. He found it interesting that her story lined up with what the father had told them, with one glaring detail: the money itself. Daniel had tried to orchestrate a catastrophe at the convention center to make Marcia look bad and gain some kind of monetary compensation after the divorce.

      “Well, no, it’s been going on for a while,” Marcia said, still dabbing her nose, almost like it was a nervous tick. “Don’t you want to know who did this to me?”

      “Did you know them?” Kerry asked.

      “I did, yes,” Marcia answered. “It was the bookies I owed money to. They hired a bunch of guys to rough me up, and they told me they’d do the same thing to my son!” she shouted, clenching the tiny ball of tissue in her hand so tightly her knuckles blanched.

      Jim listened as Marcia gave them the names. Kerry was writing it all down, and Jim figured they were real, but why Marcia Teller was giving this information to them now was the big question, and it was one Kerry wasn’t afraid to ask.

      “Why didn’t you tell us about this before?” Kerry asked. “When your son was taken and we were looking for suspects, you didn’t think this information was important?”

      “I was being selfish,” Marcia answered. “You know about my divorce, and I didn’t want to give Daniel anything he could use against me in court.” Marcia’s remorse looked genuine, but it was clear the Teller family knew how to put on a good show.

      “I would have thought your son’s safety was more important than your reputation,” Kerry said. “We’re going to have a uniform come and take you downtown so we can ask you more questions. Maybe you and your husband could share a cell?”

      Kerry turned to leave before Marcia could reply, and Jim followed her, leaving the beaten mother to contemplate her own moral choices.

      “Can you believe these people?” Kerry asked.

      “We need to run those names,” Jim answered.

      “No, we don’t,” Kerry said. “I already know one of them. He was someone who used to run with my dad.”

      “Does he know you?” Jim asked.

      “He knows my name,” Kerry answered. “And right now, we have probable cause for a warrant, so he won’t have a choice but to talk to us.” She stared back at the room where Marcia was being held. “Maybe Jamison Kent was right. It really was the parents.”

      “Maybe,” Jim said. “But I can’t help but feel there is something else they’re not telling us.” He checked the time and realized they had less than eight hours now left on the clock. “Let’s hope we can get these answers soon.”
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      Once Jim and Kerry collected a written statement officially signed by Marcia Teller about what happened to her, it wouldn’t take long to get a judge to sign off on a warrant to search the gambler’s place. But while they waited, Jim wanted to check on something with Missy back at the station.

      “It’s crazy about the parents,” Missy said, eyes still glued to her computer screen. “I guess you never can underestimate the power of money.”

      “And never underestimate the power of due diligence,” Jim said. “I want another set of eyes on the cases involving the Broker.”

      “Am I looking for anything in particular?” Missy asked.

      “Not necessarily,” Jim answered. “Anything that could be a pattern, or anything that stick out to you.”

      Missy pulled up all twelve cases involving the Broker with their information spread across the six screens at her desk. “I’ve actually already compiled a list of known similarities, but I know how you like to see the raw data.”

      “It’s no slight to you, Missy,” Jim said.

      “It doesn’t bother me,” Missy said. “In fact, I don’t understand why more people don’t take the time to look at all the information. I appreciate the fact that you’re not lazy.”

      Jim wasn’t sure if he should take that as a compliment or not, but he decided to. He studied the information on the screen. “Talk me through it.”

      “Each of the children came from broken homes,” Missy said. “Divorce, separation, abuse, neglect, in some form or another. Even number of boys and girls were taken, and all of them were given the exact same phone, through the exact same means.”

      “Right, and we can’t access the phones because of the encryption,” Jim said.

      “But what we do have are the children’s testimonials after their recovery,” Missy said, and she pulled up the transcripts from each of those interviews. “In every instance, the Broker managed to have the child open up to them. These kids trusted the Broker.”

      Jim studied the screen and remembered each of the interviews. All of the children Jim and Kerry rescued had felt betrayed over what happened. They had hoped the Broker, who had used a different name each time he had spoken with the children online, would be the person to save them from their horrible situation at home.

      “He’s definitely a master manipulator,” Missy said. “He’s able to find out what the child wants more than anything and then uses that against them to make them think he’s the only one who can give it to them. It’s messed up.”

      “He thinks himself superior to everyone he meets,” Jim said. “He’s someone with a twisted mind and a black heart.”

      “Like I said, messed up,” Missy said. “He tries to make the kids believe it’s their fault that they’re not feeling well. He preys on their insecurities. He makes them think running away is their idea.”

      Jim gestured to Ricky’s laptop, which they had brought over along with Ricky’s journal. “Anything useful on there?”

      “Not really,” Missy answered. “The kid didn’t do anything but play video games and watch shows on the computer. No correspondence with the Broker on that device that I can tell, but I’ll keep looking.”

      “Good,” Jim said. “I doubt we’ll get lucky, but who knows. Keep scouring, and let me know what you find.”

      “Will do,” Missy said.

      Jim left Missy to her work and then returned to his desk. Kerry was still on the phone with the DA’s office as they waited for the final approval of the warrant. Once that came through, they’d be paying a visit to the bookies who had beat up Mrs. Teller.

      Jim logged into the file Missy had created for the Teller case and reviewed the evidence they had so far. Turner was paid by Mr. Teller to lower the security at the convention center in order to make a case against his wife in court, whom he was divorcing, and both were keeping it a secret from their son who was responsible for the millions of dollars that were made and then secretly gambled away by Mrs. Teller who had a gambling addiction.

      However, unbeknownst to his parents, Ricky knew about the divorce. Children were surprisingly perceptive, and if that was information Ricky had shared with the Broker, it was no doubt used against him.

      There was nothing more emotionally sensitive to a child than their relationship with their parents, especially if it was a situation where the child and parent connection was already troubled. And for a boy whose sole responsibility was to make money for the family so they could survive, that was a befuddled relation.

      Jim imagined how the Broker would do it, slipping into the child’s mind. He could see Ricky’s insecurity, the way he was constantly paraded in front of people, expected to perform. He imagined the Broker would feed into that pain, the loneliness of it all. How Ricky couldn’t confide in anyone.

      Not until the Broker came along. Here was someone who was inviting and reassuring in a way Ricky’s parents were not. Jim had been one of those children when he was in the foster system. Despite all of his anger, he still wanted to believe there were adults out there that he could trust.

      “Yeah, okay,” Kerry said. “Just speed it up.” She hung up, flustered, and pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “What’s wrong?” Jim asked.

      “The DA is having trouble finding a judge to sign the warrant,” Kerry said.

      “Why?”

      “Apparently, the crime syndicate Marcia Teller was involved in is part of a larger federal investigation,” Kerry answered. “The DA doesn’t want to jeopardize pissing off the Feds by going after these people now.”

      Jim stood and headed for the lieutenant’s office. He poked his head through the open door, knocking to catch Mullocks’s attention. “L-T, we hit a roadblock.”

      Mullocks paused her work. “What’s going on?”

      Jim filled her in on the situation as Kerry joined them in the office. “We were hoping you might be able to pull some of your FBI strings.”

      Mullocks crossed her arms. “You’re sure about this gambling lead?”

      “Not one hundred percent,” Jim answered. “But right now, it’s the best lead we have.”

      Mullocks reached for the box of strawberry Pop-Tarts on her desk and pulled one from the packaging. “I could make a call, but I need something concrete to give them.” She bit into the pastry, crumbs falling over her desk and lap.

      “What will it take?” Kerry asked.

      “I would think capturing the Broker would be enough,” Jim said. “The man is responsible for one death and thirteen abductions to date.”

      “But finding Ricky Teller won’t necessarily lead to finding the Broker,” Mullocks said. “Give me something more, and I’ll make the call.”

      Jim grunted in frustration, and then he and Kerry returned to their desks. Both of them sat forward, thinking of how to proceed.

      “We could wait until the DA finds a judge?” Kerry asked.

      “No, if the FBI is involved, there won’t be a judge who will sign off on it,” Jim said. “They won’t want to hurt the big picture.” He drummed his fingers. “If the FBI is building a case, maybe we can help speed things along?”

      “How?” Kerry asked.

      “Follow me,” Jim answered.

      The fifth precinct was home to several different detective divisions. Jim and Kerry handled missing persons, but there were also detectives who handled homicides, home invasion and burglary, and the VICE unit.

      Detectives Connie Loughlin and Glenn Ruthers were veterans in their field. Between the two of them, they had over thirty years of experience dealing with drugs, guns, prostitution, and gambling.

      “Connie, Glenn,” Jim said, catching their attention, “I need some information.”

      “Then you’ve come to the right place,” Glenn said. “I’m a fountain of knowledge.”

      Glenn Ruthers had the appearance of an aging rockstar—tattoos covered his arms and crawled up his neck. He was fit for his age and always wore skintight shirts to showcase his physique.

      “And anything he doesn’t know, I do,” Connie replied.

      Connie was slightly younger than Glenn, sporting a pixie haircut and a few piercings. She was built wiry, lean and tall.

      “What can you tell us about Vincent Marcus?” Jim asked.

      Connie and Glenn exchanged a look, dropping the playful act.

      “He’s a clever bastard I’ve been after since I earned my shield,” Glenn answered. “You telling me you’ve got something on him?”

      “I might, but first, I need information about him,” Jim answered. “What can you tell me?”

      “He started out as an enforcer for a local bookie,” Glenn said. “That was about thirty years ago. Since then, he’s risen through the ranks and developed a reputation for being heavy-handed for those who couldn’t pay their debts.”

      “You remember the jockey who was busted for betting on the Kentucky Derby ten years ago?” Connie asked. “Well, our boy Vinnie was the guy who made sure the jockey went down alone.”

      “We couldn’t ever prove it, but I know Vincent threatened the jockey’s family,” Glenn said. “But everyone was so terrified by the guy that they didn’t dare cross him. That was his style back in the day. Sheer terror for the sake of compliance.”

      “Sounds like a real charmer,” Kerry said.

      “He’s calmed down a lot in recent years,” Glenn said. “He’s even tried to go legitimate with a few business ventures, but he can’t break old habits and still handles illegal bets on the side.” He held up his hand and formed a narrow gap between his forefinger and thumb. “I’ve been this close to bringing him up on charges a half dozen times, but every time I do, his lawyer always manages to bail him out. It’s infuriating.”

      “So you have a file for him?” Jim asked.

      Glenn scoffed and then walked over to a filing cabinet. “I have an entire drawer for him.” He slapped the top of the cabinet and leaned up against it. “Now, what do you want with ol’ Vinnie?”

      Jim filled Glenn and Connie in on the case. They were already aware of their efforts to find the Broker by means of using a joint task force. It was a way to better coordinate with the department, harnessing the resources of the entire city to catch who the mayor had deemed a threat to public safety.

      “And you think Vinnie used the services of the Broker to abduct Ricky Teller?” Glenn asked, and then he grimaced. “I don’t know; subversion has never been Vinnie’s style.”

      “It’s the next link in our evidence chain, and we have to follow it,” Jim answered. “I’m hoping we can use what information you have on Vinnie as a bargaining chip with the Feds to get after him.”

      “It could be the key in finding Ricky,” Kerry said.

      Glenn and Connie exchanged another glance. They had always been team players, but every detective was hesitant to share information with the Feds. The Bureau tended to overshadow the department’s hard work when it came time to give credit where credit was due.

      “How desperate are you right now?” Glenn asked.

      “Very,” Jim answered.

      Glenn drummed his large fingers over the filling cabinet and nodded to Connie, who nodded in return.

      “All right, Jim,” Glenn said. “We’ll turn over our files. But when it comes time to bring Vinnie in, we want to be there.”

      “I’ll make sure you get a spot right up front.” Jim shook Glenn’s hand and then did the same to Connie. They collected all of their files and brought them to Mullocks as an offering.

      The lieutenant examined the spread and nodded. “This might be enough. I’ll make the call.”
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      Jim and Kerry waited anxiously at their desks as Mullocks continued her meeting with her FBI contact. Jim knew he was staring, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the closed office door.

      “You think he’ll budge?” Kerry asked.

      Jim bounced his knee nervously. “I’m not sure.”

      The man in the lieutenant’s office was the Director of Missing Persons for the FBI. Jim had met him before, and the two men had always butted heads. But Jim was hoping the director’s pride would lean in their favor.

      The door opened, and Mullocks poked out her head, looking at Jim and Kerry. She gestured for them to come inside, and Jim was quick to hop out of the chair. He was the first one in the office, and Kerry shut the door behind her.

      “Well?” Jim asked.

      “I like how he’s to the point.” Director Chad Hickem kept his back to Jim as he remained in his chair.

      Even from a sitting position, Jim knew Hickem was a mountain of a man who towered at over six and a half feet and was built like a linebacker. Hickem had always tried to hide his bulk behind his clothes, but it never worked. It was like trying to hide a whale in a swimming pool.

      “Well?” Jim asked.

      “Hickem agreed to throw his weight around at the Bureau, but the FBI will be taking full credit for the raid,” Mullocks answered.

      “So VICE just gets left in the dust?” Kerry asked.

      “Hey, you wanted my help,” Hickem answered, finally standing up and revealing his true height. “That’s the price of admission.”

      Jim hated the way Hickem handled his business. The man cared about nothing except advancing his own career. But while Glen and Connie would be upset with him, Jim couldn’t turn down the opportunity to save Ricky.

      “Fine,” Jim said.

      “Excellent,” Hickem said, buttoning his jacket. “I’ll call when we have something.”

      Hickem walked out of the office, and it took all of Jim’s remaining willpower not to chase after him.

      “Son of a bitch,” Jim said, muttering beneath his breath.

      “We’re getting what we want,” Mullocks said. “I think we should take that as a win.”

      “And what else are we going to have to sacrifice to win?” Jim asked, turning his anger onto the lieutenant. “Because I don’t think we should have to give into the whims of someone who puts their own career before the cause.”

      “Jim, you’re stepping over the line,” Mullocks said bitingly.

      “Am I?” Jim asked.

      Kerry intercepted Jim before he could do any more harm to himself. “C’mon, let’s take a walk.”

      The lieutenant didn’t push the issue anymore as Kerry led Jim out of her office and then to the back of the building, where they were alone.

      “You need to calm down,” Kerry said.

      Jim paced like a lion in a cage. All of the anger and resentment and doubt that had plagued him since the moment Amy Fuller had died was reaching a crescendo. He wasn’t sure how much longer he would be able to hold it in before he imploded on himself.

      “Talk to me, Jim,” Kerry said.

      “Talk about what?” Jim asked angrily. “Talk about how the Broker has been playing us for fools since all of this started? Talk about how we let a girl die?”

      Kerry winced, and Jim knew he had picked at a scab that refused to heal. But he was too angry to stop now.

      “We haven’t done enough!” Jim said.

      “But we’re doing what we can,” Kerry replied.

      “And look at how far it’s gotten us?” Jim asked. “We keep doing the same thing, over and over, and over and over—we’re just spinning our wheels! The man responsible for all of this is still a free man!”

      “And you think you’re carrying all of this on your own, Jim, is that it?” Kerry spat back at him. “You think you’re the only one frustrated or hurting? What about Emma Fuller? What about Ricky Teller or all of the other children we recovered from the pedophiles who used the Broker’s services? You don’t have a monopoly on pain, Jim. And if you took just a moment to step out of all the self-pity you’re wallowing in, you might be able to see that.”

      Kerry stormed back inside after her outburst, leaving Jim alone next to the dumpster. He knew he had allowed his anger to get the better of him, but he was still so upset that he couldn’t bring himself to apologize.

      When Jim finally returned to his desk, Kerry was on the phone. He sat down just as Kerry hung up.

      “We have our warrant,” Kerry said, getting up and grabbing her jacket from the back of her chair. “SWAT team is also ready to go.”

      Kerry said nothing else as she stood and headed for the door. Jim knew he needed to apologize, but he chose to focus on the work, just as he had done for the past three months, and he knew it would only make his relationship with Kerry suffer, just as it did with Jen.
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      As expected, Glenn and Connie from VICE were disappointed about not getting credit for the raid, and Jim felt their glares even as Hickem led the debrief on the raid.

      “Vincent Marcus is one of the city’s most formidable mob men,” Hickem said. “The FBI, along with various other departments and local task forces, have been building a case against him for years, and with our collective efforts, we have enough to bring this man down.”

      Glenn and Connie were standing close to Jim as Hickem spoke, and Jim heard Glenn scoff. He apparently didn’t enjoy being referred to as a “task force.” But Jim kept his focus on the main problem at hand and that was getting to Vincent Marcus, which would hopefully lead them to Ricky Teller.

      “When we enter the building, we are to expect resistance,” Hickem said. “Marcus’s men are armed and have a reputation for being violent. So, everyone should keep their heads together on this one. I’ll turn it over to our SWAT sergeant leading the charge with our FBI agents. Sergeant Martinez, the floor is yours.”

      Martinez stepped forward, and he didn’t have the same flamboyance as Hickem when he spoke. The SWAT sergeant was curt and straight to the point. “We will be entering an establishment called Corner Pocket, which is where our target is currently located. The building is two stories, and we will have snipers positioned on the adjacent roofs on the south and east sides to provide cover and let us know who might be waiting for us up top,” Sergeant Martinez said. “We believe no more than five combatants are inside the building, but this is a pool hall, so we will be dealing with a situation where civilians are present. Everyone mind your trigger finger. We also have possible intelligence that tells us our suspect might be harboring a child. For that, I’ll turn it over to Detective North.”

      Jim stepped forward from the line of officers and agents. “Our victim is Ricky Teller. He is a seven-year-old male with blond hair and brown eyes. I’m not sure what kind of shape he’ll be in if we find him, but he is our priority.”

      Kerry passed around a photograph of Ricky so everyone knew who they were looking for. Once everybody had a good look, the teams broke off to gear up for the final raid.

      Jim grabbed his bulletproof vest from the back of their interceptor’s trunk and strapped it on. Kerry walked up beside him and did the same. There was a stiffness between them, uncomfortable and awkward. Jim knew he should say something, but his own pride caused him to hold his tongue.

      “You’re sure you’re ready for this?” Kerry asked.

      “I’m fine,” Jim answered, making sure Kerry couldn’t see his trembling right hand.

      “Jim,” Kerry said, speaking his name in a way that forced Jim to look at her. “I don’t want to go in there angry.”

      “Then don’t,” Jim said, and he grabbed a few extra rounds of ammunition and left her by the trunk.

      It was the pettiest thing he’d ever done, and the moment he walked away, he knew he’d made a mistake. He hadn’t acted this childishly since he was a teenager. He stopped to turn around, but when he did, Kerry had already joined up with the SWAT unit they were attached to for the raid.

      Jim walked over to join her, and Jim felt the coldness between them. Just before they headed into the building, Jim whispered “sorry” into Kerry’s ear, and she nodded in response.

      Both of them were a flurry of nerves. Regardless of how “routine” this might have been for SWAT, it was never the case for Jim and Kerry. If experience had shown either of them anything, it was that routine had a tendency to turn into the unexpected without warning.

      Jim and Kerry brought up the rear of the SWAT pack as Martinez led them between the buildings and over toward Corner Pocket. They approached from the rear, and when they neared the building, the team split into two units, Jim and Kerry sticking with Martinez in the back.

      They huddled behind a dumpster and waited for the other unit to move into position. “Copy that, unit one.” He looked back to Jim and Kerry and the two other SWAT members who stayed with them. “Stay sharp. Let’s move.”

      They emerged from the dumpster and then headed for the back door without hesitation. That was the key for a raid. Once you moved forward, you never wanted to lose your momentum until the area was secure.

      The backdoor was breached with a coordinated entrance from the front, and the moment they were inside, Jim was assaulted by the smoke and stale beer, but as orders were shouted for everyone to get down, there was no resistance.

      “What’s this all about?” a man asked, flanked by a pair of bodyguards.

      “Vincent Marcus?” Jim asked, gun up and aimed as the rest of the patrons inside remained on the ground.

      “Yeah?” Vincent asked.

      “You’re under arrest for the assault of Marcia Teller,” Jim answered, and we have a warrant to search this place.” He flashed the warrant to the others.

      “Well, go ahead,” Vincent answered. “I don’t think we have anything to hide.”

      Jim didn’t like how confident Vincent was in his response, but he motioned for Martinez to secure the area while Jim and Kerry searched.

      The pool hall wasn’t very big, and there were only two other rooms, besides the restrooms, on the first floor. Jim grew antsy as they made their way up to the top floor and had a sinking suspicion that they wouldn’t find anything upstairs.

      And he was right.

      “Shit,” Kerry said, lowering her weapon now that the building was secure. “Kid’s not here.”

      Jim spun around, heart hammering faster in his chest even though he was standing still. “No. That can’t be right.” He spun around, hyperventilating. “Ricky has to be here.”

      “Jim,” Kerry said, reaching for his arm. “Why don’t you sit down.”

      Jim’s heart pounded faster, and a heavy pressure against his chest. “It’s hard to breathe—I can’t breathe.” He choked for air, collapsed to his knees, and then fell onto his back.

      Jim lay on the floor, the crushing pain in his chest worsening, his vision blurred as Kerry and others hovered over him. He didn’t understand why Ricky wasn’t here, and if he weren’t here, then where was he? The questions circled Jim’s head as the pressure continued to push him into the floor and he passed out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      Some kind of weight kept Jim pinned down. It was like an elephant was sitting on his chest and his eyes were glued shut. Jim thought it was a dream at first, that he was stuck in some kind of dark purgatory nightmare where he was blind and paralyzed.

      But when he began to hear familiar voices that sounded close, Jim knew he was awake. Jim panicked, his heart rate spiking as he struggled to move, and then a pair of hands were on him.

      “Relax, Mr. North,” a woman’s voice said.

      “I can’t—I can’t move,” Jim said, his speech slightly slurred.

      But that wasn’t entirely true. He managed to wiggle his toes, then his fingers, and finally, some light broke through the darkness. It was nothing but strange shapes in the beginning, but they started to come into focus the longer he kept his eyes open.

      The woman holding Jim’s arm was an old nurse, her gray hair trimmed in a pixie cut and a friendly, well-worn smile. Jim glanced down at his body and saw nothing on top of him except for the thin hospital blanket. But he was starting to be able to move more now.

      “What… happened?” Jim asked.

      “You collapsed,” the nurse answered. “You were severely dehydrated. We think it was a stress-related event.”

      “Did I have a heart attack?” Jim asked.

      “No, but the doctors said your body was extremely fatigued,” the nurse answered.

      Jim relaxed a little bit, trying to remember where he was and what he was doing before the collapse. But the harder he tried to concentrate, the less he was able to focus.

      “How are you feeling now?” the nurse asked.

      “Tired,” Jim answered, his voice croaking like a frog, but then he tensed again. “How long have I been in here?”

      “You were brought in an hour ago,” the nurse answered.

      “An hour?” Jim sat up, but the nurse tried to keep him back down.

      “You really need to lie down,” the nurse said.

      Jim blinked. His vision was still a little fuzzy, but he saw his clothes on a chair nearby. “I need to get dressed.” He struggled to swing his legs over the side of the cot, but he managed.

      “Sir,” the nurse said, growing increasingly agitated over Jim’s actions. “You need to lie down.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      Jim and the nurse both turned toward the door and saw Kerry standing in the threshold. She was smiling a little, but it vanished quickly.

      “I’ll keep an eye on him,” Kerry said, walking into the room.

      The nurse was skeptical, but Jim wasn’t the only patient she had on her rounds who needed assistance, so she nodded and then left them alone.

      Once the nurse was gone, Kerry stood at the end of the bed and crossed her arms. In all of their time working together, she had never looked more like a stern mother than she did right now.

      “I’m—”

      “Fine?” Kerry asked, finishing the sentence for Jim. “No, you’re not. Because if you were fine, then you wouldn’t be stuck in the hospital after collapsing from exhaustion.”

      Jim stared at the hospital gown he was dressed in. “Okay, so I’m tired.” He looked up at her, hoping she couldn’t see how exhausted he was or how much of his energy had been sapped from the ordeal. “But there isn’t any time for me to rest, Kerry.”

      “There is if that’s what the doctor ordered,” Kerry said. “You know what the doc said when we brought you in? He said you were one day away from a cardiac event. The only reason you didn’t have one was that your nervous system shut you down before it could overheat.”

      Jim had never been in this situation before. He had never not been able to hack it, and he had never felt more weak and insecure in his life. “If I can’t do this job, then what good am I?” He looked to Kerry and saw the understanding on her face.

      Kerry sat next to Jim on the edge of the mattress and clasped her hands together. “When we were first paired together, I thought it was a mistake, and I know you did, too. I’d heard about your reputation, and I knew you’d heard of mine; everyone had. And during that first case we worked, you proved all the rumors true. You were cold and calculated, and the only thing you cared about was bringing home the missing child.”

      “If this is supposed to be a pep talk, I don’t think that you’re doing a very good job with it,” Jim said.

      Kerry grinned. “But you were also the smartest detective I’d ever seen. The way you worked a case, you saw things other people didn’t. You looked at things in a way other people couldn’t. And your dedication to the victims and the family of the victim was relentless.” The smile faded. “But what made you so good, Jim, was the sharpness of your mind and your keen instincts. And you’ve run yourself ragged so much over the past three months the sharpness which makes you so effective has dulled.” She took a breath. “Sometimes, we have to take a step back in order to take a step forward. But the older we get, taking that step back becomes even more terrifying because we are never sure if we’ll be able to take that step forward again.” Her gaze grew more distant. “Because we never know if we’ll ever get back to what we were.”

      Jim knew she was right, but he also recognized she was talking about herself as well. “Is that how you feel?”

      Kerry wrung her hands. “I just keep thinking about how close we were to finding Amy Fuller alive. Three minutes, Jim. Three minutes separated that little girl from going home with her family and suffocating to death.” Tears formed in her eyes.

      Jim reached for Kerry’s hand and squeezed. They shared the same loss, the same doubt, the same frustration and anger.

      “You know, before I had a partner I could trust, I never thought I needed anyone else,” Jim said. “But you’re the reason I know that I do.”

      Kerry wiped her eyes and then shoved him to the side. Since their pairing, Kerry had become the sister Jim didn’t even know he needed.

      “Take it easy; I’m in the hospital!” Jim said.

      “You really should take it easy,” Kerry said, and then she stood. “But I know I’m not the one to convince you.”

      “And who is?” Jim asked.

      Kerry looked at the door, and Jim turned around to see Jen standing there. She was dressed in her work clothes, and her cheeks were red as if she’d been crying.

      “I’ll give you two a minute,” Kerry said, walking toward the door. When she passed Jen, she whispered something into Jen’s ear, and Jen nodded.

      Of all the people Jim wanted to see, Jen was always at the very top of the list. She was someone who made him feel like he wasn’t alone anymore, but all of that had changed with Jim’s self-imposed exile from the house.

      “Can I come in?” Jen asked.

      “Yes, of course,” Jim answered.

      Jen had her curly red hair tied back up in her signature ponytail, her face dotted with freckles, and her attentive blue eyes focused on her shoes as she walked over to Jim. She stood in front of him for a moment, still staring at her feet.

      “Jen, I’m sor—”

      Jen lunged forward, wrapping her arms around Jim, and squeezed him so tight that his back cracked. She sobbed into his shoulder as she kissed his neck. When she finally pulled back, her face was red and wet, and she wiped her nose with her coat sleeve. “I was so worried when Kerry called me.”

      “I’m okay,” Jim said. “No long-term damage.”

      “They said you collapsed from exhaustion,” Jen said, taking a seat next to Jim on the edge of the mattress.

      “I did,” Jim said. “But I took a power nap, and I’m fine now.”

      Jen tilted her head to the side, still upset and trying not to laugh. “You need to take this seriously, Jim.”

      “I am,” Jim said.

      “No, you’re not,” Jen said. “You’ve been working yourself ragged, and if you don’t take a break, next time, something worse might happen. You could have a heart attack or a stroke, or you could crack your head on something if you fall wrong—”

      Jim grabbed hold of Jen’s hands, and she relaxed. “I’m okay.”

      Jen shook her head. “Jim, what is going on? You won’t talk to me, and I can’t help or understand if I don’t know what you’re dealing with.”

      Jen knew about the cases Jim had been working. She knew he had taken Amy Fuller’s death hard but how hard he had kept to himself. And he had been carrying the burden of that weight alone for the past three months, refusing help. But Jim knew he couldn’t carry it alone anymore, not if he wanted to remain alive.

      “I’ve never failed at my job before,” Jim said. “And Amy’s death… It shook my confidence. And I blamed that confidence on my relationships. With you, with Kerry, anything I thought was a distraction from my work. And that was unfair.”

      “I know how serious you take your job,” Jen said. “That was one of the things I admired about you so much. You are a brilliant detective.” She gently held his face. “But you are also human. And people fail, Jim. And sometimes, those failures are horrible, wretched things. But I am here to help you through them.”

      Jim closed his eyes, allowing himself to feel the warmth of her touch. He hadn’t realized how much he had missed it.

      They held onto one another for a long time, and then Jim finally pulled back and took a breath. “I know I haven’t been open with you. I thought burying myself in my work would help, but it only made things worse.”

      “Come home,” Jen said. “Please.”

      Jim held Jen’s hand. “I will. But I have to see this through.”

      “There are other detectives who can take this up,” Jen said. “Kerry can work with someone else, just until you feel better.”

      Jim shook his head. “I know it looks like I’m being stubborn, but…” He struggled to find a way to explain it to Jen that she would understand. “When you have a body on your table at the coroner's office, you are always as diligent as you can be, right?”

      “Of course,” Jen answered.

      “And when there’s something that’s just… off, you stick it out until you find it,” Jim said. “That’s what I need to do now.”

      Jen was still clearly worried, but she knew Jim well enough that the more she pushed him, the more he would resist. It was just how he was wired, and the source of that drive allowed him to do incredible things.

      “I don’t want to lose you, Jim,” Jen said, and then she bit her lower lip. “Is this really the only way?”

      “It’s all I know how to do, Jen,” Jim answered. “And I need you to be okay with that because I’m never going to stop.”

      “What about slowing down?” Jen asked.

      Jim nodded. “I could do that, just not right now.”

      Jen bunched up her face as if she were about to cry again, and then she shook her head. “I don’t… I don’t think I can stand by and watch you do this to yourself.” She stood and wiped her eyes. “I love you, Jim, more than anyone else I’ve ever met. But I can’t stand by and watch as you run yourself into the ground.”

      When Jen turned to leave, Jim knew he should have gone after her, but he stayed on the bed. Because as much as he loved Jen, he couldn’t turn away from this case. Even if it killed him.
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      All of the doctors at the hospital tried to convince Jim to stick around, but they couldn’t keep him pinned down. Against the advice of the doctors, his partner, and Jen, and to some extent even himself, Jim returned to work.

      But what greeted him upon his return to the precinct nearly put him back into the hospital.

      “You stupid, prick!” Director Hickem barreled toward Jim like a charging elephant, red-faced and snarling. “Do you realize how many favors I wasted!”

      Lieutenant Mullocks was close behind Hickem, and she jumped in front of Hickem before he collided with Jim and crushed him. “Hickem, relax,” Mullocks said.

      “I don’t know what’s going on,” Jim said.

      “You don’t know what’s going on?” Hickem asked patronizingly. “The guy we just spent a considerable amount of resources on, a man who the FBI had been looking to bring down, is about to walk free!”

      Jim looked to the lieutenant for confirmation, and Mullocks nodded.

      “We can’t get anything to stick,” Mullocks said. “Forensics didn’t find anything we could use at the pool hall. And since the warrant was to search the place in connection with Ricky’s abduction, we can’t hold him without evidence.”

      “Do you know how many years our guys had been working to bring Vincent Marcus down?” Hickem asked. “All of it wasted on your stupid little hunch.”

      “It wasn’t a hunch,” Jim said. “It was where the evidence led us.”

      “Well, your evidence was shit,” Hickem said. “And now I have to get on the phone and call people to beg them not to fire the rest of my team and me for your colossal error.”

      Hickem smacked into Jim’s shoulder on the way past, and Jim nearly toppled over. He rubbed his shoulder after Hickem had gone.

      “Is it that bad?” Kerry asked.

      “Worse for Hickem than us,” Mullocks answered. “But definitely not as bad as it is for Ricky Teller, who’s still missing.”

      “So, Marcus denies the claim that his guys attacked Marcia Teller?” Jim asked.

      “He maintains his innocence,” Mullocks answered.

      Jim walked over to the monitors for the interrogation room and saw Marcus was still in their custody.

      “Arrogant looking, isn’t he,” Kerry said. “He didn’t even request a lawyer.”

      After so many different layers to the case they were working, Jim was beginning to doubt his own instincts. But something was telling him that Vincent was still valuable. He just needed to figure out which piece of the puzzle he fit into.

      “C’mon,” Jim said. “Let’s see if we can make him sweat.”

      But the lieutenant put the brakes on Jim’s plans. “If you’re thinking about going in there, you can’t,” Mullocks answered.

      “Why not?” Kerry asked. “He’s sitting in our interrogation room at our precinct?”

      “Hickem doesn’t want any more interference from us,” Mullocks answered. “And seeing as how he has jurisdiction over the case that we agreed to give him, I’m inclined to listen.”

      “Lieutenant, give us a chance to go in there,” Jim said. “I’m one of the best interrogators you have.”

      “You shouldn’t even be here,” Mullocks said. “You should be back at the hospital recovering. I don’t know what the doctors were thinking letting you out.”

      “I’ve given more than my fair share to this department and to the job,” Jim said. “If there is anyone who deserves a chance to go in there and speak with him, it’s me.”

      It was obvious that Mullocks was considering it, and as she looked at Kerry, Jim wasn’t sure if his partner was going to back him up.

      “Let us go in, Lieutenant,” Kerry said, surprising both Mullocks and Jim. “After everything we’ve done, we deserve a chance to see if we can crack this.”

      Mullocks sighed, muttering beneath her breath. “You get five minutes with this guy. No more, understand? So make good use of your time.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Jim said.

      Mullocks said nothing else as she returned to her office. When it was just Jim and Kerry, he looked to his partner, surprised.

      “Thank you,” Jim said.

      “Well, you are the best interrogator in the department,” Kerry said. “And we’ve pushed this too far not to see it through until the end.”

      Even after everything Jim had done, how he had acted, this was a moment he would never forget because it showed just how much more steadfast Kerry was than him.

      “I know you’ve been having a hard time,” Jim said.

      Kerry cast her eyes downward, and she cleared her throat. “I’m working on it.”

      “But that’s the thing,” Jim said. “I don’t think you have to. Throughout these cases, it’s you who has been the steady hand. You’re the one making sure we stay on the right track and making sure I don’t go off the rails.”

      “Haven’t had much success on that last part,” Kerry said.

      “No, but that isn’t on you, Kerry,” Jim said. “I know I’m not… in the right head space, but I know what happens if I take my foot off the gas when I’m running on empty. I don’t know if I’ll start up again.”

      “It’s okay to take a break, Jim,” Kerry said. “You put too much pressure on yourself.”

      “That’s true,” Jim said, and then he looked back to the monitors where Vincent Marcus was waiting for them. “So let’s put some of that pressure on Vincent Marcus.”

      When Jim and Kerry entered the interrogation room, Marcus didn’t look worried. He sat in the interrogation room as if he owned the space.

      Jim and Kerry had done their homework on Marcus, and they had learned that despite running a relatively well-known gambling ring, he had managed to stay off the books. His secret was staying small enough to remain off the radar of some of the bigger organizations. It was said he had a few Seattle PD officers on his payroll to help him out when he got into a jam, but Jim wasn’t sure if that intelligence was completely accurate.

      It could have just been a rumor started by Vincent himself to buy him some credit on the streets. But even with the small-time accounts, he had to have been making a decent living. After all, he owned the pool hall, which Jim assumed was where he laundered most of his money, and he was able to employ a constant staff of workers.

      “Detectives,” Vincent said as Jim and Kerry entered the room. “I was wondering when you were going to show up.” He checked his watch. “Can we make this quick? I have a meeting I need to get to in less than an hour, and you know how lunch-hour traffic can be in the city.”

      Jim sat down, matching Vincent’s laissez-faire attitude. “You do understand you’ve waived your right to an attorney?”

      “I haven’t waived anything,” Vincent said. “I just figured we’re a couple of people talking.” He shrugged. “So talk.”

      “What makes you think you’re not in trouble?” Jim asked. “We had a search warrant.”

      “Nothing wrong with a search warrant, so long as it was obtained legally,” Vincent said. “But since I haven’t been charged with any crimes, I take it your people didn’t find anything?”

      The truth was the team hadn’t finished, but so far, there was nothing they could use. Wherever Vincent was keeping his bookie dealings wasn’t at the pool hall. But he must have known they’d find nothing.

      “I’m not worried about what the team will and won’t find,” Jim said. “I have a signed testimonial which doesn’t paint a very flattering picture of you. Combine that with your reputation and I have everything I need to put pressure on you.”

      Vincent laughed. “I heard about you.” He leaned forward, wagging his finger at Jim like a grandfather giving a lesson to a youngster. “You’re good at your job. You’ve been in the news a lot over the years. You catch pedophiles, right?”

      “I catch a lot of people, Vincent,” Jim answered. “And I’m not someone you want to have on your radar.”

      “Now, that is something I think we can both agree on.” Vincent leaned back into his chair and crossed his arm. “Your accusations seem a bit far-fetched, though.”

      “I don’t see it that way,” Jim said.

      “I’m in the middle of a deal with the city that would net me hundreds of millions through the use of my casino once it’s approved,” Vincent said. “Legal gambling is coming, and I’m going to be the first one to the top of that mountain. Why would I risk all of that over some bullshit?”

      “I wouldn’t call being owed millions bullshit,” Jim answered. “And you strike me as a man who doesn’t waste a cent.”

      Vincent smiled. He uncrossed his arms, his posture more amicable.

      “You know, I don’t deal with kids in my line of work. Pool hall, that is,” Vincent said. “No one underage is allowed at my facility. Adults should only deal with adults, you know?”

      Jim wasn’t sure where this was going, but his curiosity had been piqued, so he remained quiet as Vincent spoke.

      “And I think I might be able to help you with this… current situation,” Vincent said.

      “Current situation?” Jim asked.

      “The situation with the missing kid,” Vincent answered. “Ricky Teller. It’s all over the news. And considering that his mother has frequented my establishment, it’s only natural for you to come and question me, right?”

      “Frequented your establishment?” Kerry asked. “Mrs. Teller didn’t strike me as a pool player.”

      “We also have darts,” Vincent said.

      Jim was tired of beating around the bush on this, and he decided to take matters into his own hand. “What do you have on her?” Jim asked.

      “You said Mrs. Teller accused my employees at the pool hall and me of assault?” Vincent asked. “Well, I have video surveillance at my business that shows Mrs. Teller arriving at my establishment unharmed and leaving in the same condition. She was, however, very loud and aggressive with my people.”

      “You’re saying that you didn’t touch Mrs. Teller,” Kerry said.

      “Of course not,” Vincent said. “What kind of a business do you think I run?”

      “The kind that keeps things off the books,” Jim answered. “We’ll need the video tape.”

      “Whatever I can do to cooperate.” Vincent smiled wide.

      It was a salesman’s smile, and despite the friendly demeanor he was displaying here, Jim couldn’t help but feel like Vincent was trying to goad them into something.

      “What else do you have?” Jim asked.

      “I’m not sure I know what you mean?” Vincent answered.

      “Why would you work with us, besides trying to get on our good side?” Jim said. “And I’m not going to let you go until I have an honest answer from you about it.”

      Vincent’s smile faded, but barely enough for Jim to notice. “Mrs. Teller has frequented my establishment before and has run up quite the tab.” He shrugged. “I simply want to be assured that I will get paid.”

      “And what do you have to offer in exchange for your… cooperation?” Jim asked.

      “We have an ATM at the pool hall,” Vincent said. “For select members only, of course. She made several large withdrawals from that ATM. A sum large enough to make some questionable choices.” He leaned forward. “And she also requested a referral.”

      “A referral for what?” Jim asked.

      “For services I do not provide,” Vincent answered, but with a twinkle in his eyes. “The kind of ‘muscle’ that might be used for a terrible atrocity. Maybe, something like, a kidnapping.”

      “She told you that’s what she was planning? A kidnapping?” Kerry asked.

      “You don’t have to believe me,” Vincent said. “Like I said, I just want to cooperate and tell you what I know. You can take that information and do with it as you see fit.”

      Jim had developed a keen nose for liars and bluffers from his time in rooms like these, and all of those experiences were telling him that Vincent wasn’t lying.

      “We appreciate the time,” Jim said, and then he stood. “It’ll just be a little while longer.”

      “Of course,” Vincent said.

      Once Jim and Kerry were out of the room, they returned to the monitors where they watched Vincent.

      “He’s telling the truth,” Jim said.

      “Are you sure?” Kerry asked. “Because this guy isn’t exactly the picture of honesty, Jim.”

      “He’s either the best liar I’ve ever seen, or he’s telling the truth,” Jim said.

      “Or he’s just a cocky son of a bitch,” Kerry replied.

      “We need to dig more into the mother,” Jim said. “And we need to take a look at the security footage from the pool hall, make sure Vincent isn’t pulling our chain on that one.” He checked the time and grew anxious when he saw them already past the six-hour mark. “We need to speed through this, so let’s finish our due diligence and get to work.”
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      It didn’t take long for Jim and Kerry to confirm the video's authenticity from Corner Pocket’s surveillance and the fact that Vincent was telling the truth.

      “They didn’t touch her,” Jim said.

      “Yeah, but Vincent wouldn’t be stupid enough to beat the woman in his own business when he knew he had cameras recording,” Kerry said. “They still could have done it somewhere else.”

      “I don’t think so,” Missy said. “Take a look at this.”

      They had gone over to Cyber to watch the video and to get an update on Missy’s status on working to open the laptop they had found. Missy pulled up video surveillance from a traffic camera that showed Marcia Teller parking on the street and then disappearing down an alley alone. When she returned, she had a noticeable limp to her gait.

      “So that’s where she was attacked?” Kerry asked.

      “Attacked or did something to herself,” Jim answered. “Is there any other angles of footage that you can look at?”

      “No,” Missy answered. “I tried, but there was nothing.”

      “Jim, Kerry,” Mullocks said, poking her head inside Cyber’s office. “I need you to come with me.”

      Jim nodded to the lieutenant and then glanced back at Missy. “Keep digging on the Tellers, anything and everything you can find about their financial history. Whatever systems you have to hack into, do it.”

      Missy finally peeled her eyes away from the computer screens and looked at Jim with laser focus. “You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for someone to tell me that.”

      Jim left Missy to her work and joined Kerry in the lieutenant’s office, unsure of the meeting.

      “We have some visitors,” Mullocks said.

      Before the lieutenant had a chance to explain anything else, Jim and Kerry saw the two sets of parents waiting for them by their desks.

      Jim recognized them as the parents of two of the children he and Kerry had successfully recovered from the Broker’s abductors.

      “What do they want?” Kerry asked, her mouth going dry.

      “They just wanted to speak with you two,” Mullocks said. “We tried asking them to come back another time, but they saw the news coverage of Ricky Teller. And after our incident this morning with Emma Fuller, I thought it best to let the couples speak with you.”

      Unsure of what the parents wanted, Jim didn’t need the distraction. “I don’t know what I can do for them.”

      “I suspect they want closure,” Mullocks said. “They’re aware—just as Emma Fuller is aware—that the Broker is still out there, wreaking havoc. I assured them we were working the case as diligently as possible, but they want to speak to you. Personally.”

      “Lieutenant, I can appreciate what these parents have gone through, but I don’t think now is the time to be wasting—”

      “Wasting?” Kerry asked. “Their children were abducted by a psychopath, Jim. We can give them a moment of our time.”

      Jim knew how harsh he sounded, but with the clock ticking on finding Ricky Teller, they didn’t have time to waste. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know what you meant,” Kerry said. “So think of it this way. Those parents can offer us insight into what happened with their children. This could be a good opportunity for us to learn something new about the case.”

      Jim wasn’t sure if they would be able to learn anything new, but he didn’t want to make a big stink about it. Maybe Kerry was right, and if she weren’t, then Jim would make sure to end the conversation quickly.

      Mullocks led Jim and Kerry to one of the conference rooms. The space wasn’t as intimidating as the interrogation rooms, and Jim didn’t mind the change of scenery. He tended to be aggressive in those rooms, and the last thing these parents needed was to feel attacked by a member of the police force.

      “Jim, Kerry, these are the Hooper and McMillan families,” Mullocks said.

      The two families stood, nervously fixing their clothes as they approached Jim and Kerry. The first to introduce themselves were the Hoopers, Todd and Jessica, and then Shelly and Michael McMillan.

      “We appreciate the time,” Mr. McMillan said, shaking Jim and Kerry’s hands as everyone was introduced. “We know you’re busy, so we won’t be long.”

      “Why don’t we all have a seat?” Mullocks asked.

      “Of course,” Mr. Hooper said.

      All seven of them gathered around a small circular table. Jim wasn’t sure what they wanted to talk about or if he should start the questioning, but Mr. Hooper solved that problem for him.

      “We want you to catch the person responsible for taking our children,” Mr. Hooper said. “Not just the person who abducted them, but the man who spoke with them online.”

      “I can assure you we’re doing everything we can to find the person responsible,” Jim said. “But I’m afraid we can’t share any details about the case since the investigation is ongoing.”

      “We’re not here to learn what you’re doing,” Mrs. Hooper said. “We’re here to tell you what we know.”

      Jim was intrigued, but he wasn’t about to get his hopes up. “We’ve read all of your statements—”

      “We know,” Mrs. McMillan said, and then she reached into her very large purse, and she removed a binder that was three inches thick of materials. She placed it onto the table and then pushed it over for Jim and Kerry to read. “That’s everything we managed to glean from our children about their conversations with the Broker.”

      Kerry was closest, so she reached for it first and opened to the first page, which had photographs of both the children.

      “You gathered all of this yourselves?” Kerry asked.

      “It’s been part of our children’s therapy,” Mrs. Hooper answered. “Talking about the conversations they had helps them to move past it.”

      “It’s been hard on the kids, coming home,” Mr. Hooper replied. “Our son used to love playing videos games online, but now he won’t even try because he’s afraid of who might be talking to him.”

      “It’s because of the details the Broker went into learning about our kids,” Mrs. Hooper said. “The games they liked to play, the foods like they liked to eat, the clothes they wore, the shows they watched, everything our kids loved was used against them by the Broker.”

      “We thought that if we could provide you with information on our boys, it might be of use to warn other parents,” Mr. Hooper said.

      “That’s very thoughtful and forward-thinking of you,” Kerry said. “This looks like it took a lot of work to make.”

      “It did,” Mrs. McMillan said. “We hope it’s some use to you.”

      “We also know it’s a lot of information to comb through, and you probably don’t have a lot of time, so to make it easier for you, the first three pages are the highlights of what we thought was most important,” Mr. Hooper said, and then he swallowed. “We tried to… think like he might think.”

      All of the parents shuddered, and Jim knew it wasn’t easy for them to do all of this. He reached for the binder and flipped through the first two pages.

      “This is very impressive,” Jim said. “Truly.” He looked up at them, realizing how any hope of redemption for their children now rested with Jim and Kerry.

      “We love our children, Detectives,” Mrs. McMillan said, holding back tears. “What we’re asking you to do, what every parent is counting on you to do, is daunting. We understand the psychotic nature of whoever was responsible, but don’t let him get away with this.”

      Beneath all of their grief was a well of anger that was bubbling up. Jim understood that anger.

      “You’re good parents,” Jim said, his voice catching in his throat, unsure why he said that. “Better than some of the guardians I had growing up, that’s for sure. And, I…” He stared down at the pictures of the children. “… I won’t let you down.”

      Mrs. McMillan started to cry while the other parents nodded their thanks. Once the meeting was over, Jim and Kerry hung back in the conference room while Mullocks escorted the family out of the building.

      Jim stared at the binder in his hands, and Kerry touched his shoulder.

      “You all right?” Kerry asked.

      “Yeah,” Jim answered quickly and then opened the binder again, scanning the first three pages.

      “You think this will be helpful?” Kerry asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Jim answered. “I want it to be, but who knows.”

      It was difficult to scour through the pages the parents had given them because it reminded both Jim and Kerry of the horrible reality that every child could face if they couldn’t find the Broker and bring him to justice.

      “I guess the silver lining to all of this is that we managed to bring their children home,” Kerry said.

      “Yes,” Jim replied.

      The binder didn’t really tell them much of anything they didn’t already know about the Broker and how he operated. But what the binder did provide was the stark truth of what they were up against.

      The way the Broker manipulated the children he spoke with, the way he crept into their innermost thoughts and pried their secrets away from them, holding it against them without the children even realizing it.

      “We need to find him,” Jim said, his anger rising. “We need to find Ricky and bring him home, and then find this animal who has been preying on children without remorse, without repercussions, and we need to bring holy hell down upon him.”

      “Detectives North and Martin?”

      Jim and Kerry looked up to find a well-dressed man in suit and tie, with an envelope in his left hand.

      “Yes?” Jim asked.

      “My name is Kit Donovan,” he answered.

      “The attorney?” Kerry asked.

      Kit flashed a smile. “I see those bus signs are paying dividends. Yes, it’s me.” He handed Jim the envelope in his hand. “I’m representing Emma Fuller in a civil suit against you. You two are due in court Monday of next week.”

      Jim stood, and Kerry snatched the envelope from Jim’s hand as she opened it to read the letter.

      “You have a lot of nerve going after that woman,” Jim said. “Do you have any idea what she’s been through?”

      “I do, actually,” Donovan answered. “It’s the reason why I chose to represent her and file the dispute against you and your partner for your negligent handling of her daughter’s case, which resulted in Amy Fuller’s untimely death.”

      Defeated, Kerry slowly lowered the summons to the table. Jim was too angry to read the letter now. He stepped around the table, hands clenched tightly into fists. He was one bad thought from swinging at the lawyer’s face.

      “Go on, Detective,” Kit said, goading Jim. “Hit me and see what happens. Your career will end. Your life will be over. And I’ll string you up in court so bad you’ll never get free. Unlike you, I’m good at my job.”

      Jim inched closer, but Kerry held him back.

      “You should leave,” Kerry said. “Now.”

      Donovan glanced at the two of them, measuring them up, and then he laughed. “You know, I’ve followed you guys in the papers throughout your career. You were quite the pair, but I suppose every good team reaches the end of the road, huh?” He laughed and then retreated toward the door. “I look forward to seeing you both in court.”

      Once Donovan was gone, Jim kicked the table, rattling the computer on his desk. Kerry studied the summons more closely, shaking her head.

      “I can’t believe she’s doing this,” Kerry said.

      “He had to have gotten to her,” Jim said. “No way she would go after us like this. She knows how hard we’ve been working—we just talked to her this morning!”

      Jim reached for his desk phone and started to dial Mrs. Fuller’s number, but Kerry stopped him before he finished.

      “You’re not in a good headspace to call her,” Kerry said.

      “We need to talk to her,” Jim said. “We need to explain—”

      “Explain what?” Kerry asked. “Explain to her that she shouldn’t be upset with us that her daughter is dead? Explain to her that she needs to move on or that we’re doing everything we can? Jim, you can’t force someone to work through something. They have to get there on their own time, okay?”

      Jim let go of the phone and then collapsed into his chair. Kerry was right, but Jim also understood that between Hickem wanting to end their careers and Emma Fuller suing them and the department, Jim and Kerry would be easy targets for the chopping block. But of everything Jim had lost in his life and could be on the verge of losing, adding his job to the list was too much.

      “If they take us off the case, there’s nothing more we can do to help,” Jim said. “The only way we finish this is if we stay in the fight.”

      “We are still in the fight, Jim,” Kerry said.

      “And how long do you think it’s going to stay that way?” Jim asked.

      The question resonated between them, and Kerry didn’t have a good answer, but they were running out of time to find out.
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      None of the details were adding up, and Jim knew that meant someone was lying. But between Daniel and Marcia Teller, Jamison Kent, and Ben Turner the security guard, he realized that all of them had incriminating evidence against them.

      “I can’t believe these people,” Jim said, staring at the monitors on the screen. “All of them are guilty, in my opinion.”

      “So let’s work backward,” Jim said. “Ricky gets his phone.”

      “Right, through the same methods the Broker has used with all of the previous victims,” Kerry said.

      “We don’t know how long they’ve been in communication, but it’s been at least a few weeks, judging by the video at the P.O. Box where Ricky picked up the phone,” Jim said.

      “I still can’t believe no one thought a child coming into that place alone was weird,” Kerry said.

      “People are oblivious,” Jim said, and then he continued with his train of thought. “He takes the phone home, and I think Ricky knew he was supposed to meet his ‘friend’ at the convention.”

      “And then the power goes out, Ricky is nabbed, and we’re left with five different suspects.” Kerry stood next to Jim, a similar look of disgust on his face as well. “So, what are we missing?” She turned around and headed toward their desks.

      Jim joined her and opened the file for the security guard, Ben Turner. “One suspect with allegations of inappropriate behavior with a minor.”

      “And someone with an ax to grind against the security team that fired him,” Kerry said.

      “But is that enough for him to reach out to the Broker on the dark web for help?” Jim asked, and he dropped the file. “And how would he even know how to do that? The Broker’s contacts spread through word of mouth and on the dark web. He didn’t strike me as someone who had the kind of understanding needed to make that happen.”

      Kerry picked up the mobster’s file. “Everything we learned about these guys from VICE suggests that while they might have been dangerous back in the day, they’ve grown much more timid in their handling of business. They have too many legitimate avenues going to risk losing on some racketeering beef.”

      “But Mrs. Teller did owe them a lot of money,” Jim said. “Millions if the numbers add up.”

      “Millions they’ll easily make back once the casino is up and running,” Kerry replied. “I don’t think they’d jeopardize that kind of future over one woman, no matter how much money it is. And those guys didn’t strike me as someone who would take a child.”

      “Crooks with morals,” Jim said. “Not the first time I’ve heard about that.”

      “Plus, Vincent told us the mother asked for contacts about ‘contract’ workers,” Kerry said.

      Jim knew that the term ‘contract worker’ was a base term for people hired for unsavory jobs. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility for Marcia Teller to hire someone to kidnap her own son for the sake of the insurance money. Jim reached for the mother’s file.

      “It’s always the parents, isn’t it?” Jim asked.

      “Ninety percent of abductors are someone the victim knows,” Kerry said. “It’s just math.”

      “Math that hasn’t worked in our favor the past twelve abductions,” Jim said.

      It was maddening, going over the same information repeatedly. It was akin to banging his head against the wall and expecting money to pop out of the wall with every smack.

      “The Tellers make more money in a single year than the average person earns in their lifetime and it’s still not enough,” Jim said, shaking his head. “Maybe Kent was right.”

      “About what?” Kerry asked.

      “Parents using their kids,” Jim answered. “It’s obvious neither of Ricky’s parents had his best interests at heart. They were only looking out for themselves.”

      “They’re despicable,” Kerry said. “But are they vile enough to really trade their own child? To use a psychopath to help broker a conversation with their son?” She shook her head. “A parent would never do that.”

      Jim nodded, chewing Kerry’s thought. “I think you might be right about that. But that doesn’t mean the parents are completely innocent.” Jim picked up the mother’s file and then headed back toward the cyber division.

      “Missy,” Jim said.

      “You rang?” Missy answered, in her best Lurch from The Addams Family impression.

      “Where did we land on the financials for the Tellers?” Jim asked.

      “I was just about to check on that, actually,” Missy answered, and then she scouted through her emails at warp speed. “Just came in a few minutes ago.” She opened the attachment and scanned the documents the state financial division had sent them. “Tax returns look pretty normal, debt isn’t too bad, save for the house, but their high income level helps offset that tremendously.”

      “Insurance policies?” Jim asked.

      A look into a family's financials was always standard when dealing with an abduction. While it didn’t happen often, insurance fraud was always a possibility when it came to abductions, especially with a victim as wealthy as Ricky Teller.

      “Looks like Mrs. Teller took out a new insurance policy three weeks ago, which includes a ten million dollar kidnapping clause,” Missy answered.

      “I would say that’s a red flag,” Kerry said.

      Jim boiled with anger. How could a mother do that to her child? How could she hang her little boy out to dry for money?

      “Jim, how do you want to do this?” Kerry asked.

      Several different scenarios ran through Jim’s head in response to that question, all of which would get him fired from the department. Instead, he was forced to settle for the interrogation room.

      “Print out what you have, Missy,” Jim said. “It’s time to get Ricky’s mother to talk.”
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      Once Marcia Teller was cleared by the doctors at the hospital, Jim and Kerry requested the mother be transferred to the station. They had more than enough evidence to arrest her, but they held off on the official charges so they wouldn’t cause a stir with the media.

      “Are you sure about this?” Kerry asked.

      “If we charge her and we’re wrong, then the real pedophile knows we’ve fallen for his trap,” Jim answered.

      “And if we’re right, we’re just delaying the inevitable,” Kerry said.

      Jim knew what she meant. If the parents were involved, then the likely scenario didn’t bode well for a successful recovery of the child. Nine times out of ten, whenever parents tried to fake an abduction, it meant the child was dead.

      It was always a difficult situation to be in, and Jim struggled to keep his anger in check at the possibility these parents had done something so vile. He couldn’t believe he was even thinking it, but he was beginning to agree with what former child star, Jamison Kent, had said about the parents of children who were in the spotlight.

      When Marcia Teller arrived at the precinct, she was brought in through the front doors so the media could get a good look at her. It was another reason why Jim hadn’t wanted to press charges. She was simply coming in under the guise of learning new information about her son.

      But Jim knew she had to have been nervous. Because even if she weren’t responsible for the abduction of her son, she was responsible for blowing all of his money. And the circumstances that surrounded her were incredibly suspicious.

      Jim figured that was the reason Marcia Teller couldn’t sit still in the interrogation room. He watched her from the monitors for a little while. It was clear she was about to crack, but Jim wanted to make sure she believed she didn’t have any other choice but to tell them the truth. It was only a matter of time before they uncovered what really happened.

      “You ready?” Kerry asked.

      Jim nodded, finally taking his eyes off of the monitors as they headed for the room. Marcia Teller shuddered when Kerry opened the door and stepped inside. Her initial reaction was one of terror, not of hope of potential news of her son but of what this meeting meant for her. There was a clear distinction that Jim could always tell when he looked at a parent’s face. He had seen thousands of similar faces growing up in the foster system. He could always tell when an adult was going to be genuine with him or if it was all a show.

      And right now, Marcia Teller was putting on a hell of a show.

      “Did you find him?” Marcia asked. “Did you find Ricky?”

      “Take a seat, Mrs. Teller,” Jim answered as he did the same.

      Marcia collapsed back into her chair, but she remained on edge. “I kept thinking something terrible happened on my way over. The officers who brought me here wouldn’t tell me anything. They said they didn’t know what you found.” Her lips trembled as if she were about to cry, but the tears never fell. “Well?”

      If time weren’t of importance in the case, Jim would have enjoyed letting Marcia Teller sweat it out. But alas, he didn’t want her son to suffer any more than he had.

      “Why did you take out a ten million dollar insurance policy on your son three weeks ago?” Jim asked, sliding a copy of the paperwork toward Marcia Teller.

      Marcia stared at it like she had never seen it before in her life. “I don’t—I didn’t do this.”

      Jim flipped through to the last page and tapped on the line where Marcia had placed her signature. “You don’t remember signing that?”

      Marcia stared at it, and Jim could tell she was struggling to come up with an explanation. “It was forged. I didn’t—I wouldn’t do something like that?”

      “It’s not that you took out an insurance policy against your son,” Kerry answered. “It’s the fact that you did it less than a month before he disappeared. And you paid extra to include a kidnapping policy for the amount of the ten million.”

      Marcia shook her head, furiously denying the allegations. “This is insane. You don’t understand. I didn’t—I could never—I was set up!” She slammed her fists onto the table and then stood, turning her back to Jim and Kerry.

      Jim wasn’t sure if Marcia was crying or not, and he didn’t care. He just wanted to find Ricky. “This will go easier for everyone if you just tell us the truth now, Mrs. Teller. Because the moment we step out of that door, we’ll be charging you for the abduction of your son. At least have the decency to tell us where he is.”

      Marcia Teller was quiet, and then she bowed her head. “I don’t know where he is.”

      Jim sighed. “If that’s how you want to play this game, then so be it—”

      “No,” Marcia quickly turned around. “It was me, okay? I helped plan it.”

      Jim remained cautious. If he were about to get a confession, he wanted to make sure it would stick. “Who else was involved?”

      Jim assumed it would have been the husband, but he was shocked at the name Marcia uttered next.

      “It was Jamison,” Marcia answered.

      Jim leaned forward. “You worked with him?”

      “We made a deal!” Marcia shouted, stomping her foot like a child who wasn’t getting her way. “I told him if he took Ricky and kept him safe, I would do a stunt for him in his campaign for child actors. It was supposed to be a collaboration. That’s all.”

      “You let someone take your child for a stunt?” Kerry asked, disgusted.

      “I need the money all right?” Marcia shouted. “We don’t have anything left, nothing! I lost it all.” She collapsed into her chair and grabbed her head like she was holding it in a vice. “Christ, what have I done?”

      “So the real reason for the video, the abduction, the rouse, it was all to make it look like we were chasing the real cyber predator,” Jim answered.

      “It was Jamison’s idea, okay?” Marcia said. “He assured me Ricky would be safe, and I believed him! He has spent his life trying to make things better for kids.”

      “I don’t think kidnapping a child is the best way to make things better for children,” Kerry said.

      “Where is he?” Jim asked. “Where are Jamison and Ricky?”

      Marcia continued to break down. She cried, apologizing, assuring Jim and Kerry that nothing went wrong with the abduction. “I wasn’t supposed to know,” Marcia said. “So it wouldn’t come back to me.”

      Jim walked around the table and stood next to Marcia. She couldn’t even look up and stare him in the face.

      “You know what kind of person does this to their own child?” Jim asked. “A monster.”

      Marcia Teller finally looked up, eyes red and filled with tears. The tiny muscles along her face started to spasm as she struggled to hold herself together. “You can go ahead and judge me all you want, but you weren’t there in the early years. When we had nothing.” She looked at Kerry, snarling. “I bet you think I’m a terrible mother, don’t you?”

      “That’s just one of the many things I’m thinking about you right now,” Kerry answered. “But I would definitely put that at the top of my list.”

      “You think that what we earned, the life we built, was easy?” Marcia asked, growing more hysterical. “Do you think it was just making videos and posting them online? The hours I put into that channel, the blood, sweat, and tears I gave up so that I could provide a better life for my child!” She slammed her fist onto the table. “I was a good mother! I was a mother who could see beyond the moment. I wanted to give my kid something I never had, a future where he didn’t have to scrape by with nothing.” She scoffed. “It was all Daniel’s fault, really. He was the one who could never make enough money for the family. He was the one who couldn’t take care of us. So I stepped up to the plate.”

      “I think you’re forgetting about Ricky’s contributions to all of this,” Jim said.

      “It was just a game for him!” Marcia said. “He loved doing those videos. He was basically playing the entire time!”

      “That’s what you think, huh?” Jim asked, and then he reached for the evidence file they had put together for the case, removed Ricky’s journal, and tossed it in front of Marcia. “Why don’t you read through that and then tell me how much your son loved making those videos.”

      Marcia picked up the journal as if she were afraid of it and then opened it to the first page.

      “You killed the joy in his life,” Jim said. “All of the things that he loved, you ruined because all you cared about was making money. That’s not what a mother’s job is. You failed!”

      Jim was panting and sweating. His voice had gone hoarse from yelling, and he was trembling because he was so tired.

      Jim stepped out of the room, leaving Marcia alone with her son’s journal to learn the truth about how he really felt about him being the sole financial supporter of the family.

      Kerry caught up with Jim at his desk. “You shouldn’t have gone off like that, it only gives her ammunition for the lawyers.”

      “And she shouldn’t have tried to fake her son’s abduction,” Jim retorted. “We need to locate Jamison. Let’s get units over to his house now.”

      “Detectives,” Desk Sergeant Hale walked over and dropped a large envelope onto Jim and Kerry’s desk. “Mail, it’s marked as urgent.”

      “Everything’s urgent today,” Jim said, heading toward the lieutenant’s office.

      But Kerry hung back, reaching for the mail. The pictures that spilled out onto the desk confused her at first, but when she picked them up and saw that they were photographs of her children, she felt very cold.

      “Jim,” Kerry said.

      Jim turned away from the lieutenant’s office, and when he saw the look on her face, he hurried back to her side where he saw the origin of her concern.

      “It’s my kids, Jim,” Kerry said. “It’s pictures of my children.”

      Jim saw the photographs of Kerry’s kids at school and walking home. The images were recent, having been taken yesterday. But Kerry’s kids weren’t the only photographs in the envelope.

      Jim’s foster parents, Mary and Ray Swisher, who continued to take care of children to this day, were also photographed. There were also pictures of the children his foster parents were currently raising.

      “There’s a note,” Kerry said, handing Jim a scrap of paper.

      The handwriting was clear and legible, and the message was simple.

      Back off.
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      Kerry didn’t know how long she stared at the photograph of her children, but when she heard Jim speak her name, she knew it wasn’t the first time he’d tried to get her attention.

      “Who sent these?” Kerry asked, but she already knew the answer. There was only one person out there who would be daring enough to go after her children and to go after Jim’s family. This was the Broker’s doing.

      “I need to call Brian,” Kerry said and used her cell phone.

      “Hey, honey—”

      “I need you to get the kids,” Kerry said, cutting her husband off. “Get them out of school now.”

      “The lieutenant is sending officers over to the school now,” Jim said. “The principal is pulling them from class.”

      At the sheer mention that her kids were alive and still at school, Kerry lost her breath for a moment; she was so relieved.

      “Officers are on their way now, and the principal pulled the kids from class,” Kerry said.

      “Are they okay?” Brian asked. “What the hell is going on?”

      Kerry stared back down at the pictures in her hand, and she cleared her throat. “The kids are being targeted from the case I’m working.”

      Brian’s spat of silence was audibly noticeable. “You’re talking about the Broker?”

      “Yes,” Kerry answered. “That case.”

      Every parent knew about the online predator terrorizing families and children across the state. Kerry and Brian had always been careful when it came to social media with their kids, but ever since this Broker stepped into the spotlight, they had doubled down on their efforts. But no amount of shielding could protect their children from a potential stalker.

      “All right, I’m on the way over now,” Brian said. “I’ll call you when I get there.”

      “Okay,” Kerry said. “You’ll have an escort home, and there will be a team to sweep the house for any bugs.”

      “Jesus,” Brian said, whispering under his breath. “Okay. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “Bye.” When Kerry ended the call, she felt a piece of herself break away. She had never wanted the job to affect her family, but over the past year, they had taken just as many blows as she had. It was getting harder and harder to separate her job from her family, and if she couldn’t even protect them with her badge, Kerry didn’t know what else to do.

      “Are you all right?” Jim asked, and then he shook his head. “Stupid question. Don’t answer.”

      Kerry knew Jim meant well, but he also had his own problems. She gestured to the photos of his foster brothers and sisters. “Did you speak to your parents?”

      “Everyone is accounted for,” Jim answered. “I have a unit heading over to their house to keep everyone on lockdown. The older kids won’t like it, but they’ll have everything they need to hunker down until this is over.”

      “Will this be over?” Kerry asked. “Because we still don’t know how to find the Broker.”

      Kerry knew Jim had been struggling with this case and trying to stop the pedophile they were chasing. And she didn’t want to pile onto his stress, but they needed to start asking themselves the hard questions.

      “These pictures mean he’s getting desperate,” Jim said. “We’re getting close.”

      “But is worth it?” Kerry asked.

      “What are you saying?” Jim asked.

      Kerry gestured to the note the pedophile had left behind. “Maybe we listen.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Jim said. “We can’t be bullied into submission, Kerry.”

      “Maybe we can?” Kerry asked. “Maybe this is the way forward?”

      “We give in to this guy and it will only embolden him,” Jim answered. “The only reason he’s doing this is because of who we are. He’s scared, Kerry.”

      “Well, so am I!” Kerry barked at him, and she sensed the other crew in the room grow still and quiet. “My children are in this predicament because of what I’m doing, and if I have the ability to keep them safe, then it’s not insane for me to consider it.”

      Deep down, Kerry knew she was only scared, and she had a right to be. She also knew that giving up now wasn’t the right thing to do. But she had been doing nothing but the right thing ever since she had started her career with the department.

      “My entire life, I have been trying to erase the damage done by my father,” Kerry said. “His reputation put a stain on my family name. But I will not sacrifice the safety of my children to uphold that ideal, Jim. I will not put them in harm's way again.”

      Jim nodded. “I understand.” He picked up the note again and stared at it for a moment. “You know, this was one of my worst fears. It was the reason I didn’t ever really want to get close to anyone. At least, that’s what I always told myself. I never wanted to be put in a position to lose someone. But now I am close to someone,” he looked at Kerry. “You. My parents, my foster siblings, Jen. If I lost any of you, I would lose my mind.”

      “It’s okay to have people in your life you care about, Jim,” Kerry said, and then she had a moment of realization. “It’s the reason we do what we do. It’s the reason we’re cops. And you’re right,” she snatched the note out of Jim’s hand, “we can’t let this guy push us around. We give him an inch, and he’ll take a mile. We need to send him a message that we won’t be shoved around.”

      Jim nodded. “Agreed.”

      The pair found Lieutenant Mullocks already with Missy in the cyber room. After Brian called to let Kerry know he had the kids, Kerry breathed a sigh of relief at the sound of her children’s voices.

      “We’re okay, Mom,” her daughter said.

      “Yeah!” Jake shouted. “We’re getting ice cream!”

      “There is nothing in the world that ice cream can’t fix,” Brian said.

      “I’m glad everyone is all right,” Kerry said.

      “We’re good, honey,” Brian said. “You do what you need to do.”

      Kerry knew her family was as safe as they could possibly be, considering the circumstances. And she knew Brian would be there to keep her children calm while they figured out what was happening with the abductions.

      “I love you,” Kerry said, speaking to all of her family. “I love you all so much.”

      A unanimous “We love you, too” shouted back through the speakers of the phone, and she hung up, feeling a renewed sense of purpose in her mission.

      “Everyone all right?” Lieutenant Mullocks asked.

      “Yeah,” Kerry answered. “Any thoughts on how this bastard managed to track down my kids?”

      “Well,” Missy said, swiveling back toward her screens. “I know you said you’ve been monitoring your kids’ account, but it looks like your daughter created one in secret.”

      “What?” Kerry asked.

      Missy pulled up the account, and Kerry was shocked to find photos of her daughter and her friends. Thankfully, there wasn’t anything inappropriate, just girls her age doing silly things.

      “It looks like she uses this mostly for messaging with her friends,” Missy said. “And she also talks to boys, but it was all very PG,” she added very quickly.

      “I’ll have to have a talk with her about this,” Kerry said. “Does any of this information help us?”

      “It doesn’t seem like the predator tried to contact your daughter in any way,” Missy said. “Which is a good thing for her but bad for gathering more evidence. I’ll be sure to keep a close eye on all their online activity, though, to make sure they’re not making contact.”

      “Thanks,” Kerry said.

      “And the same goes for your foster family, Jim,” Missy replied. “Though only some of the older kids have any social media accounts that I could find, and our predator seems to tap out at anything older than twelve.”

      “Do we have any good news?” Mullocks asked.

      “Your families are still alive,” Missy answered.

      “Right,” Jim said. “Thanks, Missy.”

      Even with her family safe, Kerry couldn’t help but worry. She paced nervously once they returned to Mullocks’ office where it was just her, Jim, and the lieutenant.

      “We need to consider taking you two off the case,” Mullocks said.

      “Lieutenant—”

      “No, Jim,” Mullocks said. “This is getting too personal for both of you.”

      It had been exactly what Kerry had wanted to hear, a way out. She had been tormented over these cases for the past three months, and now it was affecting the safety of her family.

      “Kerry,” Jim said, looking to his partner, “we have to stay the course.”

      She knew Jim was looking for her to help him out, but all she could see was Amy Fuller, the girl she couldn’t save, lying face down with a plastic bag over her head, the pair of dead eyes fixed on a random spot in the room.

      “I can’t let my children be hurt because of me, Jim,” Kerry said.

      “It’s not because of you,” Jim said, looking between Mullocks and Kerry. “This is all because of one man, and if we walk away now, we’re sending a clear message to him that what he is doing is working. We are still the best people to handle this case. We are still the only ones who can see this through to the end. Do you really want the fate of your family in someone else’s hands?”

      Jim had a point. Kerry trusted herself to take care of her family more than anyone else she knew. She might fear for her family’s life, but she and Jim were still the best detectives to handle this.

      “He’s right, Lieutenant,” Kerry said. “I don’t want him to be right, but he is. Keep us on. We’ll figure this out. And I trust the department to help keep my family safe.”

      It was a far cry from how Kerry felt about the rest of the department years ago, but she knew she had earned the respect of her peers through her dedication to the job. And what would she be saying to them, and to her family, if she walked away now?

      But none of that mattered if Mullocks didn’t leave them on the case.

      “Susan,” Kerry said, dropping the formalities with the lieutenant, “if I’m going to put my child’s life in someone’s hands, I want it to be mine. I know you’d feel the same way about your child.”

      “I can’t argue that,” Mullocks said, and then she shook her head. “I won’t take it away from you.” She walked over to them, moving closer. “But you need to get this kid home, and we need to find the Broker. The longer this goes on, the more unstable the situation becomes.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Jim said.

      “I’ll get a team over to Jamison’s house,” Mullocks said. “We need to make sure this guy doesn’t try to make a run for it.”
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      “All units, be advised to converge at 1213 Maple Drive,” Jim said, speaking into the radio as Kerry accelerated quickly through traffic, the lights from their interceptor flashing against the vehicles they passed. “Suspect is Jamison Kent, age thirty-nine, and should be considered dangerous and unstable.”

      Kerry weaved around a van that refused to get off the side of the road, and she laid on her horn to make sure the driver heard her.

      “We believe Kent has recent missing child, Ricky Teller, in his custody,” Jim said.

      “Copy that, unit twenty-two,” Dispatch said. “Command is setting up a perimeter, and you will have air support in fifteen.”

      Jim took his thumb off the button. “How much longer until we get there?”

      Kerry made a hard right, then another hard left, and she cleared her throat. “It shouldn’t be more than ten unless these idiots don’t get off the road.”

      “Unit twenty-two, come in,” Dispatch said.

      “Go for twenty-two,” Jim said.

      “SWAT is in route,” Dispatch said. “ETA ten minutes.”

      “Copy, tell SWAT to engage immediately,” Jim said. “I repeat, immediate engagement.”

      “Copy,” Dispatch said.

      Jim relaxed his grip on the speaker and then looked to Kerry, who was white-knuckling the steering wheel. “You don’t think—”

      “I don’t know,” Kerry said. “I hope not, but I don’t know.”

      Because of the money involved, Jim didn’t think Kent would be crazy enough to hurt the kid, but after everything they’d seen and experienced during these cases to date, Jim wasn’t sure if that were true or not. And he knew that neither he nor Kerry wanted to go down another dark road like they had with Amy Fuller.

      Jim paid attention to the radio as Kerry pulled off the exit that would take them to Kent’s address.

      “SWAT just arrived,” Jim said. “They’re gearing up.”

      Kerry exhaled, and she continued her breakneck pace toward Kent’s residence. The only thing that filled Kerry’s mind was the image of Amy Fuller on the floor, naked with a bag over her head, a pair of lifeless eyes staring up.

      “I don’t want to lose them,” Kerry said.

      “Don’t think about it,” Jim said. “Just focus on what happens next. We get to the house, we find out the situation with SWAT, and we reassess, but none of that matters if you end up crashing before we arrive. So just focus on the road.”

      “Right,” Kerry said, and she swallowed. “Okay, I can do that.”

      Kerry focused on moving through traffic as quickly and efficiently as possible. If she second-guessed herself before they even arrived, then there was no telling what they might lose. Now was not the time to lack confidence. She needed to trust herself. She needed to trust her partner and the rest of her peers.

      “Unit twenty-two, SWAT is on scene,” Dispatch said. “They are moving into the house now. I’m patching you in to their feed now.”

      Jim leaned forward, bracing his arm against the dash as if they were going to crash, and depending on the news that came next, they just might.

      “This is unit one, approaching the front door. Unit two, are you in position?” The voice sounded grainy over the radio, but it was being filtered through two systems.

      “Copy, unit one, unit two is in position.”

      “Breach on three, two, one, breach, breach, breach!”

      What followed over the radio was a mixture of heavy footfalls, breathing, and random shots as the SWAT team moved through Kent’s house.

      “There,” Jim said, spotting the house and the police vehicles that had swarmed the place outside.

      Kerry barely slowed down as the officer at the end of the drive waved them forward when he saw the lights. Kerry pulled up right behind the SWAT van parked near the front entrance.

      “Hands up! Hands up!”

      Jim and Kerry exchanged a glance. Their heart rates elevated, their breaths quickening. Jim didn’t bother to check over the radio to see the situation. Instead, he and Kerry jumped out of the vehicles and sprinted toward the rundown house Kent called home.

      All Jim and Kerry thought about was how this situation mirrored what had happened with Amy Fuller. How close they had come only to find that it was too late.

      But when Jim and Kerry entered the home and found the cluster of SWAT agents clogging the hallway, it took all of Jim’s strength not to push them aside with force to get him there, but he knew that wouldn’t help anything.

      “What’s going on?” Jim asked the nearest SWAT agent.

      “Suspect is inside with the kid,” the officer answered.

      “Is he alive?” Kerry asked.

      “For now,” the officer answered.

      Jim and Kerry took it as a small victory, but they wouldn't rest easy until they had Ricky Teller back in custody.

      “Let us through,” Jim said.

      The SWAT team moved aside as Jim and Kerry made their way forward. When they turned the corner from the hallway into the room, Jim and Kerry raised their pistols to find the SWAT sergeant with one of his men in the room.

      Jamison Kent had Ricky Teller held up against his chest. Wrapped around them was a vest of C-4. And Jamison had his finger on a dead man’s trigger. The arm not holding the detonator had Ricky in a chokehold, with a knife in his hand.

      “Oh my God,” Kerry whispered only loud enough for Jim to hear.

      “Let Ricky go, Jamison,” Jim said.

      Kent was drenched in sweat, his hair glued to the top of his forehead. He was shirtless, save for the vest of C-4, and wore sweatpants. Ricky was fully clothed, but he had been crying, his eyes bloodshot red.

      “I can’t,” Kent said. “This is the only thing that’s going to change the way it works. People only respond to violence, don’t you get that?”

      “What I get is that you have an innocent kid in your arms, with a bomb strapped to your chest,” Jim answered. “That goes against everything you said you stood for. You said you wanted to help kids like Ricky.”

      “And you don’t think that is what I’m doing?” Kent asked. “You already know about his mother, right? She sold him out! She’s the whole reason he’s here with me, and for what? Money?” He laughed, his pitch manic and piercing. “No child should have to go through that.”

      “You’re right,” Jim said. “But this isn’t the way to do it. Ricky deserves a chance to live a life, just like you did.”

      “And what kind of life have I lived, huh?” Kent asked. “You’ve seen me in the tabloids. Everyone knows what a piece of garbage I am!”

      Jim’s focus was split between Kent and the dead man’s trigger in his hand. If anyone put a bullet in Kent before they disarmed that vest, then everyone in the room was dead.

      “You’re not garbage,” Jim said. “You just had a tough go of it, but you’ve turned it around, right?”

      Kent shook his head, keeping Ricky close to his chest, tears filling his eyes again. “You don’t understand. You’re not a father or a parent.”

      “But I’ve had shitty parents,” Jim said. “I know what it’s like to be abused.”

      “But you didn’t have your shame plastered all over the news,” Kent replied.

      “I did,” Kerry replied, and she stepped forward, lowering her weapon. “I had my family’s shame plastered all over the news. I was vilified.”

      “Kerry—”

      Kerry held up her hand back to Jim, quieting him. She held all of her attention and focus on Kent.

      “You’re talking about your father,” Kent said. “The cop.”

      “That’s right,” Kerry said. “Once his secrets got out, it ruined my family. People threatened us; they called us every name under the sun.”

      “They thought they owned you,” Kent said, connecting with Kerry.

      “That’s right,” Kerry said. “They did. People I never even met before, they would come up to me and think they had the right to call me whatever they wanted. I was just a kid at the time, but I never forgot how it made me feel. Powerless.”

      “Yes,” Kent replied, whispering like a man who had finally found water after wandering in the desert. “Powerless. And they’re never afraid to shove that fact in your face. They never let you regret it or live it down.”

      “No,” Kerry said. “They don’t, so why don’t we talk, just you and me.”

      Jim stepped forward, realizing what Kerry was about to do, but the SWAT sergeant was ahead of her.

      “Detective, we cannot—”

      “Yes, you can,” Kerry said sternly. “You need to give us some time. There’s a lot we need to discuss.” She looked back to Kent. “Right?”

      Kent still looked like he was on the verge of losing his mind, but the communication with Kerry seemed to help him calm at least a little, and in a negotiation this tense, they had to take what they could get.

      The SWAT sergeant looked back to Jim, who nodded in agreement. He squeezed his radio and then slowly retreated. “Units, stand down. I repeat, stand down.”

      Once the SWAT officers were out of the room, Kerry looked at Jim.

      “Go,” Kerry said.

      Jim hesitated. He didn’t want to leave Kerry alone with this madman, but if Jim tried to contradict Kerry now, she would lose what little credibility she had with Kent. So, against his better judgment, he lowered his weapon and closed the door on his way out, praying Kerry knew what she was getting into.
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        * * *

      

      Once the door clicked shut, Kerry realized the danger of the situation. She had gone completely off book on this, but it was the only thing she believed would be able to work should all of this go south, and she prayed she could pull something off. But not to recognize the danger she had put herself—and Ricky—in, and everyone still in the house, would be a foolish and costly mistake.

      She needed to tread lightly.

      “So,” Kent said. “You understand what I’m doing here? What I’m trying to accomplish?”

      Kerry chose her words carefully. She couldn’t outright agree with Kent because she didn’t want to embolden him, but if she were too harsh with him, he might lose his temper and try to detonate the bomb. There was no telling how unstable Kent was in this current moment.

      “You’re trying to help,” Kerry said, keeping her support vague.

      “That’s right,” Kent replied, smiling. “You do understand.”

      Kerry realized she hadn’t come up with a plan beyond this, and she needed to figure out a way she would be able to talk Kent down from the ledge he was teetering on.

      “I think it might be helpful to let Ricky go,” Kerry said.

      Kent tensed again and took a step back. “Is that all this is to you? A way to get the boy back so you can shoot me?” He raised the detonator in his hand, and all Kerry thought was how easy it would be for his finger to release the trigger and then boom.

      Kerry shook her head. “No, no, of course not.” She knew the weapon wasn’t going to help her at all, so she set the pistol down on a chair to her right, then kept both of her hands up so Jamison could see them. “See? No gun. I’m here to help, that’s all.”

      Jamison looked at the pistol in the chair and then back to Kerry. He relaxed.

      Kerry wouldn’t benefit from a prolonged engagement with Jamison. She needed to stop him quickly.

      “How is Ricky doing?” Kerry asked. “I’m sure he’s scared.”

      Jamison looked down at Ricky, who was still whimpering and quivering. The boy was white as a sheet, sweaty, trembling. He looked like he wanted his mother.

      “He’s okay,” Jamison said. “He understands that I’m trying to help—that we’re trying to help. Don’t you?”

      Ricky nodded, and Kerry couldn’t help but be amazed at how intuitive and brave the boy was in the moment.

      “Could we give him a break for a minute?” Kerry asked. “Since it’s just you and me?”

      Jamison grew skeptical but not as angry this time, and Kerry kept pushing.

      “You still have the bomb, Jamison,” Kerry said. “Even if he’s not at your side, anyone in this room would die if you took your finger off the trigger.”

      Jamison stared at the trigger in his hand and then cleared his throat. “All right.” Slowly, he released Ricky, and the boy relaxed a little bit.

      Kerry was glad Ricky didn’t come running to her. Any sudden movement could make Jamison nervous and he might blow the trigger out of fear or a mistake.

      “There,” Jamison said. “Better?”

      Ricky nodded, but he was still trembling. Kerry didn’t know how much longer this was going to last before SWAT decided to call an audible. She needed to get close enough to keep her hand over the trigger.

      “So,” Kerry said. “We need to talk about how we’re going to get out of here.”

      “Out of here?” Jamison asked. “No one is going anywhere.”

      “I thought the point of this was to create awareness?” Kerry asked. “I thought you wanted to make a statement?”

      “I do, and we will,” Jamison answered. “Because when the world is watching, I will make my final demands, and then I will blow us all sky high.”
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        * * *

      

      The moment Jim was out of the room, he led the SWAT team back outside where a command center had been set up.

      “What the hell was that, Jim?” Sergeant Martinez asked. “That was not protocol. That was reckless, and now we don’t have any eyes inside!”

      “We do have eyes,” Jim said, trying to remain calm. “Kerry isn’t going to do anything rash.”

      “She doesn’t have the training to handle something like this!” Martinez yelled. “If this goes south, it is your ass. Do you understand me?”

      “I understand,” Jim answered.

      Jim glanced back out to the street where the perimeter had been set up. News vans were showing up, and Jim knew this was exactly the kind of spotlight Jamison craved. “Here comes the attention he wanted.” He jogged down to the officers on the perimeter. “You need to get the news crews to hold off.”

      The officers laughed. “You’re joking, right? We don’t have the authority to do that?”

      “Just stall them,” Jim answered. “We’ll get shit from the ACLU, but the moment our suspect has the spotlight, we run out of bargaining room, okay? So, go!”

      The officers dispersed, and Jim was walking back up to the command tent when Mullocks arrived.

      “Jim, what the hell is she doing?” Mullocks asked.

      “She has it under control,” Jim answered.

      “Bullshit she does,” Mullocks said, but then worry replaced her anger. “What’s the play?”

      “Kerry will try to make a move, but we need to give her time,” Jim said. “Jamison wants an audience for his final act, and we need to make sure he doesn’t see it.”

      “So we need to buy her some time,” Mullocks said. “If he wants a spotlight, he’ll need a camera and equipment, right? We can get that sent in, and it could provide Kerry the time she needs to make a move.”

      “That could work,” Jim said, and then he turned around to face the house. “Hang on, Kerry. We’re on our way.”
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        * * *

      

      Once Jamison had relaxed a little and no longer held Ricky, Kerry still maintained her distance. Every move she made, any subtle motion could set Jamison off. She was walking on eggshells.

      “What can I do to help?” Kerry asked, hoping that offering to appease Jamison would continue to buy her some goodwill.

      Jamison licked his lips and blinked, still holding the knife. It was clear he hadn’t thought this completely all the way through. He probably never believed he would have survived the raid from the SWAT, but now that it appeared he was getting what he wanted, he was thinking on the fly.

      “I need to make the announcement,” Jamison said. “And that means I’ll need a way to communicate with the world.” He walked over to the computer on the desk. “I know they shut down my internet, so I need it turned back on.”

      “Okay,” Kerry said, nodding along. “I think I can help make that happen.” She held up her hands, showing both of them to Jamison before she moved any further. “I’m going to reach into my pocket for my phone, okay?”

      Jamison nodded, and a drop of sweat dangled from the tip of his nose. “Okay.”

      Kerry reached into her pocket and removed the phone. She sifted through her contacts and called Jim. He answered on the first ring.

      “That was dumb,” Jim said.

      “I need the internet turned on,” Kerry said.

      “If we give him his audience now, we run out of time,” Jim said. “Bargain for something more, make it look like you’re trying to help him.”

      “And we want microphones, a camera, and lighting,” Kerry said. “With hookups that could run to the news trucks so they can broadcast.”

      Jamison stepped forward, arm still tensed over the dead man’s trigger. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m trying to help,” Kerry answered. “If you want to make a statement, it needs to be one people remember. Unless you want the media to manipulate what you were trying to say after you’re gone.”

      Jamison grimaced. “No, of course not.” He nodded. “Do it.”

      “Bring it to us immediately, leave it outside the door, and call me when it’s there,” Kerry said, and then she hung up to make it look more dramatic. “I think they’ll give us what we want.”

      “Good,” Jamison said. “Very good.” He started to pace the room with nervous energy. “We’ll make them all understand. We’ll make them see the truth of what we’re trying to do.”

      “Yes, we will,” Kerry replied, and then she looked to Ricky, who was still shaking in the corner. He had tucked himself into a tiny ball.

      She couldn’t help but think of her own son, Jake, when she looked at him. Ricky was a little older, but she saw the same creativity in Jake that Ricky had. She imagined they would be good friends should they ever meet.

      “It’s going to work,” Jamison said, muttering to himself like a madman now. “I’m going to make everything right.”

      Kerry kept thinking back to the first case with Amy Fuller and how they had arrived too late, how Kerry had fumbled at the door and cost them precious moments before they had entered the house. If she had only been a little quicker, if she could have only foreseen the problem before it had arisen, then she could have done something to prevent what happened.

      But now Kerry saw the situation unfold in front of her. She saw the equipment arriving. She saw the chief and the rest of the commanders growing impatient. She saw a botched SWAT raid that not only killed the officers involved but the suspect responsible and the child they were trying to save.

      Kerry understood what needed to happen next. And she hoped she had the strength to see it through.

      Kerry studied the room, along with the C-4 strapped to Jamison’s chest. She saw the walls around her and knew that if the bomb did go off, it would only take out the room and probably the hallway.

      Jamison Kent wasn’t a large man, and Kerry was in good shape. She thought about what Jim said in buying time, and Kerry was confident she could buy Ricky the time needed to make a run for it.

      But if she was going to make a move, she needed to do it now, while Jamison was pacing and distracted. She only hoped Ricky was brave enough to run when she told him to.

      Kerry waited until Jamison had his back turned to her, and then she lunged forward, reaching for the trigger in his hand, and clamped down hard so he couldn’t let go even if he wanted to.

      “No!” Jamison screamed and started to swing his body, thrashing Kerry around, but she never let go of the trigger.

      “Ricky, run, now!” Kerry screamed.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ricky sprint toward the door and then fly out of the room. Jamison tried to lunge after him, but Kerry held him back, using all of her strength.

      “You bitch!” Jamison yelled, and then he released his hand on the trigger, letting Kerry hold it with both hands herself. But because she held onto the trigger, she couldn’t defend herself from the knife attack as Jamison plunged the blade into her side.

      Adrenaline numbed the pain at first, and Kerry focused her remaining strength on holding the trigger. She never considered letting go, not even to kill Jamison because it was better for him to be brought to justice, and she still wanted to make sure she gave Ricky plenty of time to keep running.
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        * * *

      

      The moment Jim saw Ricky Teller sprinting out of the house, Jim and the rest of the SWAT team ran to intercept him. Jim let the other officers pull Ricky away while Jim sprinted into the house. He had his gun up and ready and led the SWAT team to the room, where they found Jamison standing over Kerry with a knife in her side.

      Three men subdued Jamison while Jim clamped one hand over the trigger, taking it from Kerry’s weak grip, and placed his other hand over the bloody wound in Kerry’s side.

      “Woah, woah, take it easy,” Jim said. “It’s okay. Everything’s all right; help is on the way.”

      Kerry nodded, her complexion turning ghost white. “I did it,” she said, smiling. “I didn’t hesitate.”

      Jim reciprocated the smile. “Yes, you did. Now, you need to hold on, okay, Kerry?”

      Kerry started to grow limp. “I’m tired.”

      “I know you’re tired, but you need to stay awake—Kerry?” Jim gave her a little shake, mindful of the detonator in his hand. “Kerry!”
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      The bomb squad handled the vest, and Jim helped the paramedics rush Kerry out of the house and into the back of the ambulance. Jim rode with Kerry, holding her hand as the paramedics did their best to stop the bleeding.

      “Let’s get an IV going,” the female paramedic said, and then she shined a light into Kerry’s eyes. “Ma’am, can you hear me?”

      Kerry remained unresponsive, and Jim squeezed her hand tighter, hoping for a reaction, but it didn’t help.

      “She’s still unconscious,” the paramedic said as they slipped a needle into her arm. “Do you know if she’s allergic to anything? Has any pre-existing conditions?”

      “Um, no,” Jim answered. “Not that I know of.”

      And Jim suddenly realized that he would need to call Brian and tell him what was going on. It wasn’t a conversation he was looking forward to, but it needed to be done.

      Kerry was still unresponsive when they arrived at the hospital, but she was alive, and the doctors aimed to keep her that way as they whisked her off to prep for surgery.

      Jim was held back and finally forced to let go of Kerry’s hand as she disappeared through a pair of swinging double doors.

      One of the nurses asked Jim a few questions, and he did the best he could to answer them but told the nurse that Brian would be able to answer them more thoroughly. He was about to call him when Mullocks showed up.

      “How is she?” the lieutenant asked.

      “She’s in surgery,” Jim answered.

      “Christ,” Mullocks said. “What was she thinking?” The lieutenant was stressed, her tone more or less that of a concerned mother who was afraid of what might happen to their child.

      “She was thinking she didn’t want another dead kid on her conscious,” Jim said. “I know because that’s what I was thinking, too.”

      Mullocks rubbed her forehead. “I have the officers bringing Brian and the kids over.”

      “You already talked to him?” Jim asked.

      Mullocks nodded. “They’ll be here soon.”

      Jim pocketed his phone. He was thankful he didn’t have to make the call himself. He looked back through the double doors where Kerry had vanished and then balled his hands into fists. “Where’s Jamison?”

      “He’s being taken back to the station,” Mullocks answered. “Jim, wait.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “It’s over. Ricky is safe, and Jamison is arrested.”

      “No, it’s not over,” Jim said. “Because we might have the abductor and the victim, but we don’t have the Broker.”
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        * * *

      

      Jim was fuming by the time he returned to the precinct. All he could think about was how Kerry was in surgery and how it was because Jamison Kent had stabbed her. Going into the interrogation room, Jim only had one thing on his mind: finding something that connected him to the Broker.

      “Detective North,” the officer said, “he’s in room two.”

      Jim moved quickly past the officer and headed toward the monitors that had the recordings of each interrogation room. He stopped the recording for room two and then headed down the hallway. He locked in on the interrogation room’s door and then pushed his way inside.

      Jamison Kent looked up at Jim with a deer in the headlights expression. His shirt was stained in Kerry’s blood, with some of it still smeared on his face and hands. He looked like a murderer, and if Kerry died, that’s how he would be tried.

      “I’m sorry,” Kent said, still dazed and confused. “I didn’t mean to hurt her, I didn’t mean—”

      Jim crossed the room with such speed that Jamison didn’t have a chance to reply before Jim lifted him up by the collar and pinned him up against the wall. With the cameras turned off, he knew he could do whatever he wanted, so long as he could live with himself after it was done.

      “You’re going to tell me everything you know about the Broker,” Jim said.

      “I-I-I don’t know what you’re talking about—”

      Jim applied more pressure to Jamison’s throat, causing the man to gag. “We found the phone Ricky used to communicate with the Broker. We know you reached out to him. And when we scan your computer, I’ll bet we’ll find some visits to some sights you shouldn’t have been visiting.”

      Kent slapped at Jim’s arms, trying to get him to stop choking him as his face reddened from the lack of oxygen.

      “Do you know what they’re going to do to you when you go to prison?” Jim asked. “Do you know how they treat pedophiles on the inside? It’s the worst possible hell you could imagine, even worse than what you went through in your own childhood. I promise you that.”

      “I didn’t—touch the kid,” Kent said, his voice cracking and wheezing as he struggled to speak. “I swear.”

      Even if Kent didn’t touch Ricky Teller, it didn’t make him any less of a monster for reaching out to the Broker.

      “Tell me how you contacted him!” Jim shouted, applying more pressure. “Tell me!”

      When Jim saw Kent’s lips start to turn blue, he considered toying with the idea of crossing the line. After all, no one would miss Jamison Kent. The man had attempted to kill himself, a cop, and a child. He was a troubled man, but as Jim watched Kent squirm beneath his grip, saw the fear in Kent’s eyes, Jim let him go.

      Kent collapsed to the floor, choking and gasping for air. Jim felt no joy in hurting the man; there was no release, no satisfaction. All he felt was shame for pushing himself this far.

      “Why did you contact the Broker?” Jim asked one final time.

      Once Kent had finally caught his breath, he shook his head. “I didn’t. I don’t know who that is. The only thing I know is that Ricky’s mother contacted me, told me she wanted me to hold him, told me she would give me one million dollars. I needed the money. That’s it.”

      Jim shook his head. He felt as though Kent was telling the truth, but they still had overwhelming evidence that the Broker was still involved, but if Jamison Kent didn’t contact the Broker, there was only one other person who made sense.
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      Jim allowed himself to calm down before he walked into interrogation room three. The cameras were running this time, and Jim saw Mrs. Teller sitting pensively behind the table, head down, the bandages the medic had applied, covering her left eye, which was guarded with a patch.

      “I just wanted to let you know that we found your son,” Jim said.

      Mrs. Teller’s expression was either relieved or worried, probably a mixture of both. But regardless of what the mother told him, Jim knew there was only one way this conversation was going to end, and that was with the truth.

      “Thank God,” Mrs. Teller finally said. “I was so worried—”

      “Were you?” Jim asked. “Because I don’t see how a mother who reaches out to a known associate with pedophiles has their child’s best interest at heart.”

      The look on Mrs. Teller’s face told Jim everything he needed to know about her guilt, but he wanted to hear her say it out loud. He wanted at least that little bit of justice done for both Ricky and Kerry, who was currently in surgery after risking her life to rescue Marcia Teller’s son.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Mrs. Teller said, shaking her head. “Don’t sit there and judge me like you know who I am.”

      “I know exactly who you are,” Jim said. “I had parents like you more times than I could count when I was in the foster system. The only difference between you and the parents I had was they weren’t my biological parents. You betrayed your own flesh and blood.”

      Mrs. Teller was either on the verge of tears or a violent outburst. She trembled, her lips quivering as she struggled to find her voice. “I have done everything I can to help my son. From the moment he was born, all I’ve ever done is try to build a better life for him. That’s all I ever wanted, and that’s all I ever tried to do.”

      “He gave you up, Mrs. Teller,” Jim said. “Jamison told us it was all your idea, that you approached him, that you volunteered to give your son away.”

      “That’s not true,” Mrs. Teller said, tears forming in her eyes.

      But it was true, and it was a truth Jim was determined to convince Mrs. Teller of, no matter how long it took. Because as much as he wanted to find the Broker, he also wanted this woman, a mother who had forsaken her child, to acknowledge that she had done so.

      “You wanted the money because you wanted to keep gambling because you’re an addict,” Jim said. “And you were willing to sell your own son for cash—”

      “Stop it!” Mrs. Teller slammed her fists on the table and stood. The veins along her neck bulged, and her face was blood red. “You don’t understand! You would never understand!”

      “But I do understand,” Jim said. “My mother sold me out, too. Granted, she didn’t string me along as much as you did to Ricky, but she still sold me out. But what you did, the falseness of your relationship with your son, that’s what makes me sick. And I think that’s the source of your denial.”

      “No,” Mrs. Teller said, shaking her head, “I love my boy.”

      “Actually, I think you’re even worse than my mother,” Jim said. “At least my mother never gave me any false pretenses. From the day I was born, she didn’t want anything to do with me and dropped me off at the orphanage. But you… You actually made your son believe you loved him.”

      Mrs. Teller could barely stand now, and she slowly sank back into her chair. The realization of the truth was overwhelming her. She had hidden from that truth for a long time, but with nowhere to run, no one to help cover for her lies, she finally had to face it head-on. And it was terrifying.

      “I… didn’t…” Mrs. Teller grimaced, holding back tears, her voice barely a whisper, but Jim leaned close to hear what she said next. “I didn’t mean to hurt him. I just… thought… it wouldn’t be this hard being a mother. All the time he’s there, expecting me to love him. And I know that I’m supposed to, but I just… don’t. I thought maybe if I pretended long enough that things would change, but I just couldn’t pretend anymore. And then when I got into trouble with the money, I saw the news coverage of that cyber pedophile, the Broker and I thought… I thought… maybe I can get something out of this—”

      With that last bit of a confession, Mrs. Teller burst into tears, collapsing forward on the table. Jim sat there for a moment and watched her and waited for his own moment of recognition.

      A part of Jim thought that making Mrs. Teller confess would relieve him of the pain he had held onto about his own mother, a pain he had not dealt with to date. And he knew that needed to change.

      Jim left Mrs. Teller to cry, glancing at the camera that had recorded the confession. He would make sure Ricky never saw the video because as sick as Mrs. Teller was, she was still Ricky’s mother, and sons always had a special place in their hearts for their mother.

      Jim walked back out to his desk and found Mullocks waiting for him. She had her cell phone to her ear, head down, pacing back and forth in short strides.

      “Yeah, okay. Thanks,” Mullocks said and hung up. “That was the hospital. Kerry’s out of surgery, but she’s still in critical condition. The blade pierced a section of her liver. The doctors think it’s small enough that it could grow back, but they won’t know for a while. The biggest risk right now is internal bleeding.”

      Jim couldn’t believe all of this was happening. He gripped his chair for support because he felt his legs going weak.

      “I was about to head over there if you want a ride,” Mullocks said.

      Jim nodded. “Yeah.”

      The ride was quiet, with Jim reflecting on the day, the case, and how all of this seemed to revolve around one man.

      “He’s still out there,” Jim said.

      “The Broker?” Mullocks asked.

      “He’s just going to keep doing this, over and over again,” Jim replied.

      “We’ll get him, Jim,” Mullocks said. “One way or another, a break will come our way. Guys like that, arrogant as they might be, they always make a mistake. Not everything he does is air-tight. We just have to find the leak.”

      “How can you be so certain?” Jim asked.

      “Because I’ve been at this far longer than you have,” Mullocks answered. “I’ve seen good guys go down and bad guys live. I’ve watched bad cops get away and good cops take the fall. And vice versa for both scenarios. All we can do is our job. A case comes our way and we do everything within our power to solve it. It’s that simple.” She glanced over at him. “We got the kid, Jim. It could have been a lot worse.”

      “Yes,” Jim said. “It could have.”

      When they arrived at the hospital, Brian was there with the kids, and the man was barely holding it together.

      “It’s maddening,” Brian said, pacing and wringing his hands together. “No one knows what’s going on, and the doctors keep saying we have to wait to see what happens.” He rubbed his forehead, his hand trembling.

      “Some of the best doctors in the world work here,” Mullocks said. “I’m sure as soon as they know something more, they’ll let you know. But I know that doesn’t make the waiting any easier.”

      Jim wasn’t sure what to say, so he chose not to say anything. But when Brian looked at him, his gaze lingering, Jim was compelled to speak.

      “She saved that boy’s life today,” Jim said. “She didn’t hesitate.”

      Brian nodded. “I know she’d been struggling. I just wish… I wish it didn’t have to be like this, you know?”

      Mullocks reached for Brian’s hand. “Why don’t I take the kids to get some dinner? I’ll bring you back something?”

      “That’d be great. Thanks,” Brian answered.

      Jim and Brian watched as Mullocks led the kids down the hallway, holding each of their hands. Jim hadn’t spent a lot of time around Brian, but the two were still on amicable terms. But he didn’t know what to talk about.

      “I just keep thinking a doctor is going to come walking toward me, and he’s just going to have this look on his face and—” Brian covered his mouth, stifling a sob, and he quickly regained his composure. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay, really,” Jim said.

      Brian sat down and rubbed his palms along his thighs. Unsure of what else to do, Jim sat down next to him.

      “Kerry told me about that thing with your biological mother,” Brian said.

      “Oh,” Jim said.

      “Shit, was I not supposed to know?” Brian asked. “Sorry, I just talk when I’m nervous.”

      “It’s fine,” Jim said.

      “Have you spoken with her yet?” Brian asked.

      “No,” Jim answered.

      Brian nodded. “I imagine it would be hard. Not knowing her, wondering about who she was, I bet you have a lot of questions for her.”

      Jim slowly rubbed his own palms together. “Kerry was really pushing me to go.”

      “Yeah, she told me that, too,” Brian said, and then he nudged Jim with his elbow. “She said you were being stubborn.”

      Jim scoffed. “Yeah. I tend to do that.” He leaned back and felt himself relax a little.

      “Look,” Brian said. “It might not be my place, but after everything our family has been through over the past year, I can tell you that you can’t take any day for granted. Because life can change in the blink of an eye. I mean, Kerry and I have always known the risks for her job, but because we recognize the dangers, it helps us appreciate the moment.” His eyes watered, and he wiped his nose. “And I would give everything for more moments with my wife and more moments for my children to have with their mother. At any age, you know?”

      When Brian started to cry, Jim grabbed the man’s shoulder. Neither said anything, but the gesture on both sides was clear as day.

      Jim stood and shook Brian’s hand. “I guess it’s time for me to stop wasting moments, too.”

      “Good luck,” Brian said.

      “You too.” Jim glanced down the hallway one last time where Kerry’s room was located. He knew it was a strange time to finally go visit his mother, but a part of him believed that maybe if he be strong enough to face his biological mother, then maybe Kerry would be strong enough to survive her injuries.
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      Once Jim had his car, it was a thirty-minute drive to Kelly Rawlins’s house from the hospital. Jim didn’t bother calling beforehand to see if she was home. The spontaneous trip was meant to distract Jim from having to wait around the hospital with Brian, waiting for the news on whether or not Kerry was going to be okay.

      The prospect of losing her was more painful than Jim could handle at the moment, and it put the fear of meeting his biological mother into perspective.

      Plus, Jim knew Kerry wanted him to meet his mother. And he hoped that in doing that now, he was helping to buy some goodwill in the universe to save Kerry’s life.

      Jim pulled up out front of Kelly Rawlins’s house and parked on the street. It was a modest home and oddly plain from what Jim could tell. He wasn’t exactly sure what he expected to find, but he was still surprised to see something so… normal.

      But a normal life, a normal family, that was one of several different scenarios Jim had explored with himself over the years. He imagined his mother having the family she always wanted instead of the bastard son he had been.

      Jim’s phone buzzed, and he quickly checked, wondering if it was an update on Kerry, but instead, he found another text from the Broker.

      Good work. Can’t wait to play again

      Jim grimaced. He hated how the Broker referred to all of this as a game. They were dealing with innocent lives, and this monster likened it to playing a video game.

      Nothing would please Jim more than to stop the Broker. It was all he had been able to obsess about for the past three months. But he remembered what Mullocks had said about catching the Broker.

      The man was arrogant, and he would make a mistake. He would eventually reveal himself and that was when Jim and the others would be ready to capitalize on the moment. And while Jim’s patience was thinning, he knew he needed to stay the course.

      Jim pocketed his phone and looked back up toward the house. A light was on in the living room, and a white sedan was parked out front. Jim assumed Kelly was home, so it was now or never.

      Butterflies filled Jim’s stomach on the walk toward the house. He had pictured this moment a thousand times in his head, but now that it was about to happen, he had no idea how the events would unfold.

      Jim’s hand trembled when he knocked on the door, and he flexed his hand to try to steady it. He had never been this nervous before, and the few seconds he waited for Kelly to answer the door were the longest of his life.

      But when Kelly Rawlins opened the door and looked at Jim, he experienced something he never imagined. It was a feeling of recognition. The pair of eyes that Jim was staring at was a direct reflection of his own. The rich chocolate-brown eyes were inherited from his mother.

      Kelly stood there for a moment, slack-jawed, and neither of them spoke a word. Deep down, they already knew who they were looking at.

      “Mrs. Rawlins,” Jim said, breaking the silence and feeling foolish for being so formal. “My name is Jim North. I’m your son.”

      Kelly Rawlins exhaled as if she had been holding her breath, and she leaned against the doorway for support. She was in her early fifties, and her brown hair was graying, giving her hair a layered texture of grays and browns. She had wrinkles and age blemishes on her face, but just looking at her, Jim could tell she had been very beautiful in her youth. She had a slender build but looked strong.

      “I don’t know if you remember or not—”

      “I remember,” Kelly answered, her voice cracking. “This is… a surprise.”

      Jim glanced past her into the home but didn’t see anyone else. “Is now a bad time?”

      “No,” Kelly shook her head, and then she stepped aside. “Please, come inside.”

      The interior of the house was warm and welcoming. Pictures of Kelly’s family were all over the walls. She had married, had children, and from the imagery Jim saw around the house, she had lived a good life.

      A good life without her firstborn.

      Kelly remained timid, and she clasped her hands, rubbing them nervously, the same way Jim did. “Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll get us something to drink. Do you like tea?”

      “Yes,” Jim answered, though he would have said yes to anything.

      “Okay,” Kelly said, and then she paused again but smiled when she looked at Jim. The first smile she’d shown since he arrived. The first smile Jim had ever received from his biological mother. “Please, sit.”

      Jim sat on one of the two sofas in the living room. He looked around and caught his reflection in a mirror, and it was only then that he realized that he was smiling, too. From what he could tell, this was going well, better than he could have expected.

      Jim waited patiently in the living room, and when Kelly returned with two glasses of iced tea, he stood to accept his.

      “Um, cheers,” Kelly said, and they clanked their glasses together and then sat down.

      Jim sipped the tea and then nodded. “It’s good, thank you.”

      Kelly set down her glass and studied Jim for a little bit longer. “Wow, I mean, look at you. You’re a man. Handsome, you look healthy.” She smiled more brightly, the shock of the situation starting to wear off. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

      Jim blushed, and he set down his glass on the table as well. “I can’t believe I’m here, either.”

      Kelly kept fidgeting with her hands. “I’m sure you have… so many questions. I have some myself, but… what can I answer for you?”

      Of the million questions Jim wanted to blurt out at that moment, there was one that superseded them all. “Why did you give me up?” Jim asked, his mouth going dry.

      The question hung in the air, floating around as if it didn’t know where to go. Kelly bowed her head, nodding.

      “I suppose that’s the only one that matters,” Kelly said, and then she cleared her throat. “By now, we both know who your father was.”

      Jim tensed.

      “I saw what happened between you two on the news,” Kelly said. “I never really knew who he was. He raped me like he had done all the other women. But when I saw his picture on the news, I knew it was him. It was like reliving that night again when he pinned me down—” She shut her eyes and looked away.

      Jim had been so angry with his mother about his abandonment that he never had taken the time to wonder if she had been hurting just as much.

      “I’m sorry,” Kelly faced forward again, wiping her eyes as she regained her composure. “When I found out I was pregnant, I was only nineteen. Nineteen and I didn’t have any family, at least none who would help me, and I was broke, living on a friend’s couch, and I didn’t know what else to do.” She stared at the floor. “I did think about aborting you, but when I went to the clinic, I just… I couldn’t do it.” She took a breath. “But I also knew I couldn’t take care of you, so after you were born, I put you up for a blind adoption. It’s where the parents—”

      “I know what it is,” Jim said, his tone sharper than he intended. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” Kelly said. “Honestly, I’m glad you’re a little angry. You should be. I’ve always wondered what happened to you, who you would be, and, when I saw you on the news after your first big case as a detective, I was so proud.” Her eyes watered, and she smiled brightly. “I can’t imagine what you had to overcome in your life, but I couldn’t picture a better life than the one you have.”

      Jim found it strange to be here, talking about all of this with this woman who was his biological mother. In many ways, it actually felt very natural for them to speak with one another. It was like they were picking up on a conversation that had started years ago and now they were able to finish.

      “My life isn’t very good right now,” Jim said. “I’ve buried myself in my work, and things aren’t good with my girlfriend, who I love, but can’t muster the words or ability to justify those feelings, and my partner at the department is in critical condition after the case we just closed.”

      “Jim, I’m so sorry,” Kelly said. “Is there anything I can do?”

      Jim looked at Kelly and realized how much he had longed to hear those words. At night, when he was in foster care, he would wonder what it would be like to be tucked in by his mother or have her read him a bedtime story. Just the simple, normal things children expected from their parents.

      And hearing those words now, with such earnestness from Kelly, Jim felt himself start to breakdown. But he forced himself to keep his composure. “That’s very kind, but I’ll be able to work it out,” Jim said.

      “I imagine you’ve gotten used to doing things on your own,” Kelly said. “Jim, I’m so sorry I left you. Really.”

      “Did you ever look for me?” Jim asked, sounding like a child.

      Kelly hesitated, but then she answered, “No.”

      “Why?” Jim asked.

      “At first, it was because I was ashamed,” Kelly said. “And then it was because I was scared. Scared about what you might think of me, about how you might react. And even when I saw you after all of these years, I figured you had your own life. And I didn’t want to step into it and mess everything up. Because I knew it was only based off of my selfish desire to beg your forgiveness.” She stood and joined Jim on his couch. “And I’m going to do that now, be selfish, and ask you to forgive me.”

      Jim was a little shocked at the request. But staring into his mother’s eyes, seeing the pain she held, he couldn’t say no.

      “It’s okay,” Jim said. “I forgive you.”

      Kelly cried as she pulled Jim to her in a hug. The pair held one another for a long time, and Jim realized this was the first hug he had received from his biological mother. It was a significant memory for both of them, and Jim allowed himself to revel in the moment.

      Kelly eventually released Jim and then wiped her eyes. “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s fine, really,” Jim said. “It was nice.”

      Kelly smiled. “It was nice.” She gently placed her palms against his cheeks, a loving look in her eye. “You’ve turned into a good man, Jim.”

      “Well, you can thank my foster mother for that,” Jim said.

      Kelly lowered her hands. “I think I will.”

      The mother and son spoke for another hour, Kelly asking more questions than Jim, both of them answering as quickly as they could. The rest of the conversation was fairly lighthearted. Neither Jim nor Kelly wanted to get into the darker side of their past just yet. Instead, Jim told Kelly about his work, his partnership with Kerry, which had been amazing, along with his dating Jen.

      “It sounds like you love her very much,” Kelly said.

      “I do,” Jim said. “It’s just… we’ve hit a rough patch lately, and by rough patch, I mean I’ve been distant.”

      “You probably get that from me,” Kelly said. “I’ve always had a hard time letting people in. My default position has always been to revert to work.”

      “I do the same thing,” Jim said.

      “It’s just easier, you know?” Kelly said. “With work, there are rules, there is an objective, there is a clear path of where you need to go to get the job done.” She softened a little bit. “But relationships aren’t like that. They don’t take logical turns, and it’s emotional, and draining, and stressful….” She shrugged. “But the relationships we have with people are what give life meaning. No one can be alone, Jim. No one. We all need people, and it took me a long time to figure that out. Don’t be like me and wait that long, okay?”

      “I won’t,” Jim answered, and then he gestured to the pictures that covered the walls. “I want to have what you have someday.”

      “You will,” Kelly said. “And, I need to introduce you to the rest of my family!”

      “Are you sure?” Jim asked. “I don’t want to cause trouble.”

      “Listen to me,” Kelly said, holding Jim’s hand. “I let you go once, but I’m not going to let that happen again. It’s time that you meet my family, your half-siblings.” She smiled and then returned to the kitchen. “I just need to find my phone, and we’ll exchange numbers, set up a time for you to come over and we can do a big party.”

      Jim stood, too excited to sit down. “That’d be great.” He walked over to the wall with the most recent pictures and saw a family portrait. From the looks of it, Kelly had three other children, two girls and one boy. The kids were about four or five years younger than Jim, putting them somewhere in college. The son looked like he was the oldest.

      “Found it,” Kelly said, walking out toward him. “Now, what’s your number—Jim, what’s wrong? You’re white as a sheet.”

      Jim wasn’t looking at Kelly. He was looking at the phone in her hands. There was no way it was a coincidence. Jim had been a detective long enough to realize that such occurrences were a rarity.

      The phone in Kelly’s hand was the same brand, color, complete with protective case, that the Broker gave to the children he helped abduct.

      “Jim?” Kelly asked again. “What’s wrong?”

      “Where did you get that phone?” Jim asked.

      “My phone?” Kelly asked, confused as she looked down at the device. “Um, my son gave it to me for Christmas last year. What does that have to do with anything?”

      Jim turned back toward the family picture and removed it from the wall. “This is your son? Here?” Jim pointed.

      “Yes, that’s Charlie. What is going on, Jim?” Kelly was growing more concerned.

      Jim studied his biological mother, looking for any signs that she was also making the connection Jim had just made. Her surprise and concern were genuine, and he believed she didn’t know.

      “Where is your son now?” Jim asked.

      “Um, he’s at home,” Kelly answered.

      “What does he do for work?” Jim asked, trying not to sound too abrasive.

      “He–he works for some tech company based in Europe, but he works remotely here in Seattle—Jim, where are you going?” Kelly ran after him toward the door and followed him all the way out to his car.

      Jim climbed into the vehicle and then reached for the radio on his dash. He still had the photograph in his hand. “This is Detective North. I need information and current address on a Charlie Rawlins.”

      “Copy that, Detective. Do you have anything else you can tell us about him?” Dispatch asked.

      Jim looked up at Kelly, and he saw the horror on her face. But he needed to push through it. “What’s Charlie’s social security number? Do you remember it?”

      “I do, but what is going on, Jim?” Kelly asked, starting to cry. “Tell me why you need to speak to Charlie.”

      Jim held her gaze, and the longer they stared at one another, the more certain Jim was that she understood.

      “No,” Kelly said, shaking her head. “No, it can’t be him. It can’t be.”

      “I need the number, Kelly,” Jim said. “The more we know about him, the easier it will be when we finally bring him in.”

      Kelly stifled a moan and then collapsed onto the grass. Jim got out of the car, leaving the radio behind, and held his mother.

      “Oh my God,” Kelly said, sobbing. “No, no, no.”

      “Detective, we have a possible address for you when you’re ready,” Dispatch said, the voice echoing from the vehicle.

      Jim reached for the radio, but Kelly stopped him. She looked up, tears in her eyes. “I know where he’s at.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      After Kelly managed to calm down a little bit, Jim confiscated the phone from her and logged it into evidence. He didn’t want to try anything on it because he wasn’t sure what the Broker, or Charlie, had done to it.

      And he wanted to make sure Kelly didn’t try to call Charlie to warn him. But for all Jim knew, Charlie had cameras in the house and was watching this unfold before his very eyes. Jim already knew how savvy the Broker was when it came to technology, and with the way he had always been ahead of the game, playing Jim and the entire law enforcement field like a fiddle, Jim feared that was what was happening now.

      All Jim could do was focus on what he could control, and right now, all he could control was gathering information.

      Jim didn’t want to pit Kelly against her own son, so he called Missy and asked her to dig up anything she could find on the man. Just as she always did, she delivered beautifully.

      “Okay,” Missy said. “I’ve already sent you an email with the information I found, all of it compiled neatly into one document, but I’ll go over the highlights with you that I thought were most interesting.”

      “Let’s hear it,” Jim said.

      “Charlie Rawlins is currently twenty-two years old and works for tech conglomerate Saagar Solutions,” Missy said. “He’s worked there for less than a year, but he is one of their highest-paid employees, specializing in cybersecurity for the financial and defense sectors.”

      “So he’s good with computers,” Jim said.

      Missy let out a single “ha” before she spoke again. “Yeah, you could say that. He graduated from MIT with his master’s in Information Systems, where he was at the top of his class. He was considered a bit of a prodigy ever since he was younger and had a full ride to MIT at sixteen.”

      “So he’s really good with computers,” Jim said.

      “I’ve looked for any other properties he might have, but it looks like the only place he owns is a house in northeast Seattle,” Missy said. “Bellevue area.”

      “He’s paid well,” Jim said. “Good job, strong tech education, and locally based.”

      “Not to mention straight, white, and male,” Missy said. “He checks all of the boxes, Jim.”

      Jim glanced over at Kelly, who was sitting quietly on the couch. She looked like she was on the verge of tears, but she had looked like that for the past twenty minutes. It was a lot for anyone to take in, especially after just meeting the son she had given away over twenty-five years ago.

      “Anything else you found that’s noteworthy?” Jim asked.

      “Nothing that stood out,” Missy answered. “Have you called it in yet?”

      Jim continued to look at Kelly. “I’m going to do that right now but keep this information to yourself. The lieutenant will come and find you when it’s time.”

      “Okay,” Missy said.

      Jim ended the call, dreading telling Kelly what came next.

      “I always worried about him,” Kelly said, wiping her nose, her voice nasally and congested. “He was always by himself, always enjoyed being alone. But I thought it was because he was smart.” She looked at Jim and forced a smile. “He was such a good boy, Jim.”

      Jim walked over to Kelly and sat down next to her. The last thing he wanted to do was sever what little connection they had made with each other. But it was like Kelly had said, he always reverted back to the job, just like she did.

      “Are you going to hurt him?” Kelly asked timidly.

      “Not if I don’t have to,” Jim answered.

      “Maybe if you let me call him and just talk to him—”

      Jim held Kelly’s hands, the scars from his palms rough against her skin. “I can’t let you do that. He’s hurt a lot of people, Kelly. And he needs to pay for the crimes he’s committed.”

      Kelly sobbed, but she nodded. “Just… try not to hurt him. He’s always been so fragile; ever since I can remember, he’s always just wanted to be left alone. I thought he was just a late bloomer. I thought if I gave him space, he would turn it around.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Jim said.

      “I think it might be,” Kelly said. “I mean, I didn’t raise you, and you turned out so wonderful. But my time with Charlie… I must have done something wrong.”

      Jim didn’t have time to get into a debate over nature versus nurture, but when the officer arrived to relieve Jim and keep an eye on Kelly, he stood to leave.

      “I wish things could have been different,” Jim said, “in a lot of ways.”

      “Me too,” Kelly said.

      No goodbyes were shared. Jim simply nodded and then left, instructing the officer to keep Kelly in the house and make sure she didn’t make any calls or send any messages.

      Jim figured she would try to do something. After all, a mother was supposed to protect their children. Except for when they didn’t.

      Jim knew that prolonging the inevitable was only going to make things worse, so he made the call to Mullocks. “Lieutenant, I found him.” It was better to rip off the Band-Aid quickly.
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      Of all the things Charlie had seen and heard on the dark web, all of the terrible things he heard people do to one another, none of them pained him. He had thought that made him a psychopath. He had believed that maybe he was one for a long time but had never admitted it to himself.

      But now, hearing his mother talk about him as if he were something sick and vile, he felt the first twinge of pain enter his heart. He had never bled before, not like this. He wasn’t sure how it was supposed to make him feel, but the rage that filled him was unlike anything he’d ever known before.

      The audacity of his own mother to talk about him so openly and freely to a stranger! Charlie clenched his fists and pounded them feebly on his keyboard. He had never been strong or fast, but he had always been smart. And his intelligence had kept him ten steps ahead of everyone his entire life.

      But it had been stupid to give his mother the same model phone as the other victims. Of course, Jim would have gone to see their mother eventually. Charlie had been watching Jim long enough to make that connection. It was a foolish oversight, but it wasn’t the end.

      Charlie had hoped he had more time before Jim closed in on him. He never thought he would be able to do this forever, but he still had so much more to accomplish.

      But nevertheless, Charlie understood it was time to move onto his contingency. He had strung Jim along this far, but now it was time to reveal himself and make himself known to everyone who doubted him.

      Including his mother.
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      Jen pulled off of her gloves and tossed them into the hazardous waste bucket. She washed her hands and decided that she’d finish the final paperwork on her last body in the morning. With no criminal investigation pending the death and the family notified that it was indeed a heart attack that had killed their patriarch, Jen knew it could wait.

      And she wasn’t sure if she was in the right mind to finish the work without any mistakes. She needed dinner, she needed a shower, and she needed a good night’s sleep.

      But what Jen needed more than anything was to see Jim. She wanted him back in the house, back in their bed, back with her.

      It had been difficult waking up in that house alone. And after having such a good, long stretch in their relationship, navigating these rocky shores was unfamiliar to her.

      But the fact that she was still sticking it out revealed something to her about the relationship. Everyone she had ever dated before, whenever things took a turn for the worse, she always ended the relationship. It had never been worth it to her to stick around. But it was now.

      Jen looked back at the body that lay still on her examining table. As a coroner, she always took great care and respect whenever she was working with a cadaver. Because she knew there had been life left behind and that life had impacted others, people who were grieving over the loss of a friend, a brother, father, husband.

      It was a connection that lived on even after death through the people they had left behind. With all of the death Jen had seen over the years, all of the pain she had seen others experience, a lot of people thought she might be callous and hateful toward the world.

      People were always surprised to see her so chipper and friendly, a bundle of energy and joy. It wasn’t because she was a sadist or anything like that. It was because her job made her appreciate life. It made her realize just how precious the time people had on this earth really was because it moved by so quickly.

      And not everyone had the same amount of time.

      Jen walked back out to her car, and she sat behind the wheel for a minute, dreading going back to the empty house. She had been so excited to move in with Jim, to have someone to come home to at the end of the day, to really share her life with. A partner in the truest sense of the word.

      But they hadn’t been good partners for each other lately, and Jen knew she didn’t want this kind of life to continue for herself. She wanted something more, and she wanted Jim to be that something.

      But life was never fair. It didn’t care about the things you wanted. Life simply marched on, and the only options a person had were hanging on or letting go. Relationships were kind of the same way. And Jen wasn’t ready to let go of hers with Jim just yet.

      “He just needs a little more time,” Jen said, starting the car. “I can wait a little bit longer.”

      It was worth it for Jen, and as she pulled out onto the road to head home, she turned up the radio and belted out her favorite Whitney Houston song.

      Jen was so distracted by the music that she didn’t notice the car that had been following her since she left work. It was late, and the pair of headlights behind her could have been anyone’s. When she pulled into the neighborhood where traffic was light, it wasn’t until her steering wheel locked up that she realized something was wrong.

      Jen’s arms grew rigid as she held the steering wheel. She tried to hit the brakes, but those were also malfunctioning, along with the radio and the car’s lights.

      She hadn’t been going faster than thirty-five, but with no control over the vehicle, it was still more than enough speed for her to crash into a light post with significant force.

      The airbags erupted after the crash, smacking Jen in the face. Stunned from the sudden impact, Jen sat there for a moment and checked herself, searching for any areas of damage. Aside from the jolt from the collision, she thought she was fine. She unbuckled her seatbelt, and when she opened the door, there was a hand there ready to grab her.

      At first, Jen thought it must have been someone from one of the homes nearby who had seen her accident. But then she smelled the chloroform, and once it was over her mouth, she had zero time to react and fight back.
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      Officers and the SWAT team arrived at Charlie Rawlins’s home before Jim got there, and Jim was disappointed not to find Charlie at his residence.

      When Jim entered the house, he expected to find clear evidence that suggested Charlie Rawlins was the disturbed individual Jim had believed he was, but it didn’t take long for him to see how normal the home looked.

      More often than not, when Jim entered the residences of pedophiles and abductors, there were always clues to the suspect’s sick infliction. But Jim and the rest of the team who had invaded the small two-bedroom, one-bath home that was no larger than most apartments found nothing to indicate anything abnormal. It was a typical bachelor pad, with not much furniture or decoration. The entire house was clean and orderly, with a minimalist approach to everything.

      The only pictures Jim found in the house were that of Charlie’s family. There were photographs of his mother and him, with his sisters, and one with his father. Jim picked up one of the pictures of just Charlie and his mother.

      Kelly Rawlins was planting a big kiss on Charlie’s cheek in the photograph. Charlie looked completely disgusted with the entire ordeal.

      Jim was a different mix of emotions. He had thought this could be one good thing for him, one positive, impactful thing he could salvage after so many tragedies in his life. But nothing was ever that simple.

      All Jim wanted was to have a piece of his biological past that wasn’t marked by something darker, like it had been with his biological father.

      “Jim,” Mullocks said, poking her head out from down the hall. “We found something.”

      Jim returned the photograph of Kelly and Charlie back to the wall and followed the lieutenant down into the basement.

      “Looks like we found where he’s been doing his work,” Mullocks said.

      While there might not have been any of the usual signs of a monster in the main section of the house, the basement was another story. Downstairs looked like a small server warehouse, with servers stacked along the walls and a six-screen monitor set up at a desk.

      “These were the servers he’d been using to conceal his location,” Mullocks said, who had also made it on scene. “Some of our techs think they’ve already been wiped, but they’re going to take them apart and see what they can find inside.”

      Jim walked over to the desk where Charlie had sat and helped coordinate the abduction of twelve children, the first resulting in death.

      “He sat right here,” Jim said, touching the seatback. “He brought so much pain to so many families, all from the comfort of an ergonomically correct chair.” Jim tightened his grip on the chair’s back, and then without warning, he picked it up and slammed it onto the floor.

      “Jim!” Mullocks shouted.

      Everyone else in the room froze, and Jim stared down at the chair, which hadn’t even cracked. He resisted the urge to pick it up again and throw it against the wall. It wouldn’t do any good, but as he turned his attention to the computer screens, he thought that if he broke all of them, it might make him feel better.

      “Jim,” Mullocks said sternly. “Let’s take a walk—now.”

      The computer screens were turned off, and Jim caught his reflection on the black screen. He saw his anger, the same anger he had felt when he was just a boy, alone and abandoned. How was it that he had come this far but still felt like he had all of those years ago?

      “Jim,” Mullocks grabbed his arm, “let’s go.”

      This time Jim allowed Mullocks to lead him out of the basement, leaving the forensic team to do their work. Mullocks led Jim all the way out of the house and then stopped in the small front yard. Outside, Jim was able to breathe again and his head cleared.

      “I’m sorry,” Jim said.

      “You’ve pushed yourself too far, Jim,” Mullocks said. “You need to take a break.”

      Jim shook his head. “He’s been in Seattle this whole time.”

      Mullocks looked over at Jim and chose her next words carefully. “Jim, with your proximity to the case and the revelation about your biological mother—”

      “You’re not taking me off this,” Jim said, stiffening. “I have been working this case from the very beginning.”

      “I know you have,” Mullocks said, sounding as sweet as possible, “but you have a lot going on right now, and the last thing you need—”

      “Don’t,” Jim said.

      “—is added stress with so many moving parts,” Mullocks said.

      Jim couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Tell the captain I’m fine. You know I am.”

      “It wasn’t the captain’s decision, Jim,” Mullocks said. “It was mine.”

      If Jim hadn’t been so exhausted, the betrayal would have been more intense. Or it could have been the fact that deep down, Jim understood where Mullocks was coming from. He had run himself ragged over the past three months. Between reaching out to his mother, the revelation that the Broker was his half-brother, Kerry in the hospital, and his relationship with Jen on the rocks, Jim knew he had more on his plate than he was prepared to handle.

      “You found out who he was,” Mullocks said. “You did what you set out to do.”

      “I was supposed to catch him,” Jim replied.

      “Let someone else pick up the slack,” Mullocks said. “You can’t do everything by yourself, Jim.”

      Jim glanced back at the house, balling his hands into fists. Since his partnership with Kerry, Jim had always been someone who shied away from working with others. But since they’d been partnered, he had understood the importance of working with a team.

      All of the officers on scene—the forensic techs, the cyber division—everyone was working toward the common goal. But sometimes, Jim was so hell-bent on solving the case that he forgot to look around at the other people still marching forward.

      “Go home, Jim,” Mullocks said. “We’ll find him.”

      For the first time in three months, Jim felt like he finally exhaled. He suddenly felt weightless but also tired enough to fall asleep right where he was standing.

      “Do you need an officer to drive you to your house?” Mullocks asked, with a tenderness that Jim had never heard from her before, which sounded out of place considering the setting.

      “No,” Jim answered. “I’ll be fine.”

      Mullocks tried to object again, but Jim returned to his car and got back onto the road before she could stop him. However, Jim didn’t make it very far.

      Once Jim was out of the neighborhood and he was certain no one from the crime scene could see him, he pulled over and turned off the car. Jim sat alone with his thoughts for a moment, which he hadn’t done for himself in a long time. The past three months of running himself ragged had distracted him from a truth that he had been trying to escape from for a long time.

      And that was a truth of inadequacy. The reason Jim had worked so hard at his job, was so relentless with his cases, wasn’t just because he understood the horrors that a child had gone through. It also stemmed from a troubling tendency that most orphans dealt with: they believed they didn’t deserve to be happy.

      Jim had seen it in kids all the time. The trauma of losing parents, or being abandoned, triggered thinking that made them feel as if it were their fault they were in that position. If they had just worked a little bit harder or would have been more well-behaved, or if they would have eaten more vegetables, any of the million silly things that floated through a child’s head to justify why something had happened to them, then maybe they would still be with their parents.

      Jim had avoided trying to tackle those emotions for a long time. He had buried them deep, so deep he never believed he was going to have to revisit them again. But they had been steadily rising to the surface over the past several years, and Jim had done his best to outrun them, ignore them, keep them covered up. But he couldn’t do that anymore. Meeting Kelly had finally eroded the last of his mental abilities to keep them at bay. Now, they demanded to be seen and heard, and Jim couldn’t stop himself from crying as he slowly lowered his head to the crest of his steering wheel.

      How many years had he been walking around with this? How long had he kept it inside and hidden it from his friends and family? It had been a long time.

      Never before had Jim North asked for help or so desperately needed it. Never before had he wanted to be with someone who saw through the façade he had put up.

      “Jen,” Jim said, whispering her name in the quiet space of his car.

      Jim needed to see her. He needed to tell her everything that had been happening with him. If there were ever anyone to understand what he had gone through, it was her. If there were a single person who could help him, it was Jen.

      Jim wiped his eyes and started the car. He had never been a fast driver, even in his youth. He always took his time on the road, which was one reason why Kerry always drove when they were on the clock. But when he merged onto the highway, he floored it, speeding through traffic, weaving around vehicles like he was at the Daytona 500.

      Even though Jim felt like his life was falling apart, the closer he moved toward home, the happier he started to feel. It was like Jen’s presence was pulling him toward her, a force as strong as gravity and as undeniable as truth itself.

      But when Jim entered their neighborhood, he saw Jen’s car crashed into a telephone pole. He immediately pulled over and checked the driver’s seat, but it was empty.

      Jim glanced around, heart pounding, but there was no sign of Jen anywhere. He reached for his phone and dialed Missy at the precinct.

      “Hey, Jim,” Missy answered.

      “I need you to track Jen’s phone,” Jim said. “Find her, now.”

      Missy offered no objections, and she clicked away at her keyboard. “She’s at your house.”

      Jim rushed back over to the car, staying on the line with Missy. He floored the gas and then slammed on the brakes when he reached the house. He shifted the car into park but left it running as he hurried up the driveway to the front door.

      “Missy,” Jim said, drawing his gun. “I need you to say on the line with me, okay? But don’t make a sound.”

      “Jim, what’s going on?” Missy asked.

      “Just stay quiet until I start talking to you, okay?”

      “Sure,” Missy answered.

      Jim slipped the phone into his pocket and then entered the house. The lights were off inside, but everything appeared to be in order.

      “Jen?” he shouted, but there was no reply. He walked to the hallway and saw the glow of light coming from beneath their bedroom door.

      Jim pivoted toward the bedroom, palms sweaty as he adjusted the grip on his pistol. He positioned himself in front of the door and then slowly reached for the handle. He opened the door and found Jen sitting in the corner with a man standing next to her, a gun pointed at her head.

      “Hello, Jimmy,” Charlie said. “So good of you to join us.”
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      Brian was the only one left in the waiting room this late, and he was getting the stink eye from the nurses who had already told him that visiting hours were over.

      The kids were at home with Brian’s sister, who had driven over to help out. They were practically asleep by the time they had left, and while both of them understood the concept that their mother was hurt, neither of them knew just how grave the situation was.

      “Is Mommy going to be okay?” Jake asked.

      It took all of Brian’s willpower not to break down in front of his son, who was looking up to him for assurance. “She’s fighting really hard to be back with us soon, okay, bud?”

      It wasn’t the answer Jake was looking for, but he didn’t ask any further questions. Their daughter seemed like she understood what was happening a little more than her younger brother. She said nothing, but Brian recognized the look on her face. It was the same terror he felt, but that wasn’t something a girl her age needed to weigh herself down with.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” Brian said as he watched his children leave.

      Brian knew it wasn’t the best phrase to have used, especially given the circumstances. He had always hated when people spoke like that instead of being more honest about the situation, but he had panicked. He couldn’t tell his children the truth, not when he couldn’t face it himself just yet.

      “Mr. Martin?” a nurse asked.

      Brian spun around, his heart catching in his throat. “Yes?”

      “I understand you’ve been waiting for an update on your wife,” the nurse said. “If you’d like, we can take you back to see her so the doctor can explain what’s going on.”

      Brian felt like he was dangling off the edge of a cliff as he followed the nurse down the hallway. She gave no indication that Kerry had gotten better and no indication she had gotten worse.

      When Brian turned the corner and saw his wife of almost fifteen years on a bed, with tubes and wires running through her, it took every ounce of his strength not to collapse. “Oh my God.”

      “Mr. Martin,” the doctor swooped in next to Brian, holding his arm, “I know this is a lot to see, but your wife has been stabilized.”

      Brian looked away from Kerry and up at the doctor. “Is she… going to be okay?”

      “It’s still a long way to go before we know for sure, but yes,” the doctor answered. “We believe she’s going to pull through.”

      Brian’s knees buckled, and this time, he did fall to the floor. The doctor and nurse were quick to rush to his side, but the tears he was crying were of relief.

      Eventually, with the help of the doctor and the nurse, Brian was able to stand up, and he wiped his eyes.

      “You have to understand that she has a very long recovery ahead of her,” the doctor said. “But my colleagues and I believe she’ll be able to return to near one hundred percent. She had a healthy liver, so that helps a lot in her prognosis.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Brian said. “So I’ll just stick with thank you. Thank you so much.”

      “She’ll be unconscious until we can get her breathing on her own again, but you can stay with her for a little while,” the doctor said. “If you need anything, the nurse’s station is just down the hall on your left.”

      “Thank you,” Brian said.

      Once Brian was alone with his wife, he walked over to her as if the air around her were made of glass and would shatter at any moment. He gingerly reached out his hand and touched Kerry’s fingertips. She was surprisingly warm, despite the coldness of the room they currently occupied.

      “Keep fighting, Kerry,” Brian said, his voice cracked and worn. “Fight for me, for the kids, and for our life together. We have so much more ahead of us.”

      And Brian truly believed that, but what he had no idea of knowing was a threat miles away inside of Jim North’s home was about to become Kerry’s threat as well.
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        * * *

      

      Jim remained frozen. He didn’t dare move a muscle in fear that Charlie would put a bullet in Jen’s head. He could clearly see that Charlie had his finger on the trigger. All it would take was one wrong muscle spasm and a bullet would fly through Jen’s head and Jim’s life would be over.

      “Took you long enough to come home,” Charlie said. “I would have thought you would have come straight here, but you took a little detour to my house.”

      “Let her go,” Jim said, sounding incredibly weak and frail.

      “And why would I do that?” Charlie asked. “You’ve already ousted me, Jim. You’ve ruined my life, so why don’t I go ahead and ruin yours?” He looked at Jen, who had her mouth covered with duct tape. Her stare was locked on Jim, and despite the danger they were staring down, Jen held a glint of hope in her eyes. Hope that Jim could save her.

      “You can leave,” Jim said, on the verge of begging. “I won’t tell anyone I saw you.”

      “I don’t trust you, Jimmy,” Charlie said. “Don’t you find it interesting how Mom picked names for us that end in an E sound? Charli-E. Jim-E. I wonder if she did that on purpose or if it was just a happy accident.”

      “It’s going to be okay, Jen,” Jim said.

      “You know, I heard your conversation with our mother,” Charlie said. “It’s easy to listen to conversations. All I had to do was hack into your phone’s microphone, and it was like I was right there in the room with you.” His face darkened, his downturned mouth opening to bare his teeth. “She was my mother. Not yours. You shouldn’t have come looking for her.”

      “You’re right,” Jim said. “And I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” Charlie spat back at Jim. “I don’t want your apology. I want you to feel what it’s like to lose someone like I did.”

      Jim frowned. “You didn’t lose anyone.”

      “No?” Charlie asked. “Are you sure about that? Because I think I lost my mother to you tonight. I’ll never get her back, no matter how hard I try, because you’re the monster who took her from me. You’re the person who showed her what I am!”

      “She cares about you, Charlie,” Jim said. “More than she cares about me.”

      “That’s not true,” Charlie said. “I already told you I heard what she said. She’d always wanted me to be like you, even before I knew you existed. It was how she looked at me, wanting to find something that just wasn’t there. And you have no idea how hard I tried to make her happy, to prove to her that I could be something and that I was special.”

      Charlie stepped closer to Jen, pushing the end of the pistol against Jen’s temple.

      “I was accepted on a full ride to MIT, graduated at the top of my class, all before I was twenty years old,” Charlie said. “Hours of studying, of learning, of pushing myself. And I did it all alone, with no one else’s help!”

      “She is proud of you, Charlie,” Jim said. “If you just talk to her—”

      “And see that look in her eyes?” Charlie asked. “I’m not going through that again. I’m not going to crawl back to her and beg for her forgiveness.”

      Jim’s shock was slowly wearing off, and he started to formulate a plan to get himself and Jen out of this. He was in no condition to bum rush Charlie. Doing so would most likely result in his own death, Jen’s death, or both. And Jim didn’t trust himself to be quick enough to get there in time, even with the short distance. And if Jim couldn’t physically stop him, then he needed to outthink Charlie.

      “You want to hurt me,” Jim said. “I understand. It’s why you stole Jen; it’s why you wanted me to come here. But there’s another way to hurt me.”

      Charlie’s wild eyes made him difficult to read, but Jim believed his half-brother was considering changing his mind. “How?” Charlie asked.

      Jim took one step forward, testing the waters to see how close he could get, but when he did, Charlie shoved the pistol harder into the side of Jen’s head. “Don’t push me, Jim.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jim said. “I’m sorry. Listen, okay? You’re not the bad son. I am. I did so many bad things in my life, and I’ll confess all of them to you. You can tell the world about all of the terrible things I’ve done. But only if you let her go.”

      Jim wasn’t sure how Charlie would take the Hail Mary pass, but as Charlie studied Jim, he thought it might work.

      “No,” Charlie said.

      Jim’s stomach flipped. “Charlie, just wait for a second—“

      “You’re used to being in charge, Jim,” Charlie said. “You’re used to calling the shots and having things go your way. But that’s not how life works for the rest of us.”

      Charlie reached into his pocket with his free hand and held up one of the phones he had used to give the children when he reached out to him. “Recognize it? I’m sure you do. It’s just like the other models of phones I sent the kids I spoke with over the internet. But this phone is special because you know what it does?”

      Jim didn’t want to know.

      “It’s connected to the Seattle power grid,” Charlie answered. “One section of the grid in particular.”

      Jim still wasn’t sure what Charlie was doing, but dread and anxiousness sat in the pit of his stomach like a heavy chunk of lead.

      “I saw what happened to your partner,” Charlie said. “From what I gather, she’s not having a very good go of it in the ICU.”

      “No,” Jim said.

      “Her life depends on machines now,” Charlie said. “They’re pumping air into her lungs; they’re keeping her alive, monitoring her vitals. If the power goes out, there are generators in the hospital, but they’re also connected to a grid. And I’ve managed to gain access to those as well.”

      Jim trembled. “Don’t do this, Charlie. I’m begging you, let’s just talk—”

      “Talking is over, Jim,” Charlie said. “I’ve talked and talked and talked ever since I started taking these jobs. Now I’m in the fray. Now I’m the one calling the shots, and you’ll have to make a choice.” He gestured to Jen. “Your girlfriend, the wonderful Jen, whom you love and adore, a woman you want to spend the rest of your life with.” He gestured to the phone. “Or your partner, Kerry. A person who helped you grow beyond your selfish ways, who made you not just a better cop, but a better person.” He raised the phone so Jim could see the screen and hovered his finger over a button. “Kerry will be lost in approximately five minutes without the life support systems currently keeping her alive. They’ll perform CPR, of course, but because her body is so fragile from the surgery, they won’t be able to keep it up for long. They’ll try to move her, but the closest hospital is twenty minutes away. They’ll never get her there in time to hook her up.”

      Jim looked at Jen, who was crying now. “I love you.”

      “So is it Jen then?” Charlie asked. “Do you want to save her? I have to say that’s a bold choice. Kerry will undoubtedly suffer before she finally passes, her body fighting to stay alive. But Jen here will only receive a bullet to the head, quick, utterly painless. But then again, Jen is conscious while Kerry is not. Jen is sitting here, afraid of what I’ll do, afraid you won’t pick her.”

      It was an impossible decision, but Jim knew the answer before he uttered it aloud. “Jen. I choose Jen.” Jim’s voice was barely above the volume of a whisper, and Jim couldn’t comprehend the impact of the decision he had just made, but he knew he would never forgive himself for it.

      All Jim could see was the same image of the little girl he saw die at the hospital earlier today. She was hooked up to the same kind of machines keeping Kerry alive, but not for much longer.

      “Very well,” Charlie said. “Bye, bye, Kerry.”
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        * * *

      

      Brian kept hold of Kerry’s hand, gently rubbing the soft skin with his thumb in a circular motion. He didn’t want to leave her but knew the doctors would eventually force him out. And just when he was thankful for Kerry’s recovery, allowing himself to believe everything was okay, the lights in the room shut off.

      Brian stiffened, unsure of what was going on, but his shock was short-lived the moment he heard Kerry gurgling and spasming in the bed. “Oh my God, Kerry? Kerry!”

      Kerry continued to seize on the mattress, her muscles spasming out of her control. Brian sprinted into the hall, screaming. “Help! I need help down here!”

      A team of nurses and doctors sprinted down the hallway, flashlights in their hands as they raced past Brian and into Kerry’s room.

      “Why aren’t the backup generators turning on?” a nurse asked.

      “I don’t know, but we need to get her breathing again,” the doctor answered. “Let’s remove the tube and start manual compressions.”

      Brian stood to the side, keeping hold of Kerry’s hand while the nurse held her shoulders down and the doctor pulled out the long tube that had been shoved into her throat. Brian gagged when he saw how it was removed.

      “Put the mask on her,” the doctor said.

      The nurse placed a large plastic mask over Kerry’s face that had a tube and a ball attached to it. The nurse squeezed the ball, which pumped air into Kerry’s lungs, causing her chest to rise.

      “We have air moving,” the nurse said.

      “Is she okay?” Brian asked. “What’s happening?”

      The doctor reached for Kerry’s wrist and checked her pulse. He held it for a long moment and then shook his head, immediately dropping Kerry’s arm. “She’s gone into cardiac arrest, starting chest compressions now!” The doctor pressed down hard onto Kerry’s sternum, and there was a sickening crack of Kerry’s ribs. “C’mon, c’mon!”

      All Brian could do was stand there and hold Kerry’s hand, and as he squeezed, hoping to pump some of his own life into her, he felt the tears begin to fall.
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        * * *

      

      It was nothing but a simple press of a button that caused the hospital’s power to fail. One easy, quick movement of Charlie’s thumb, and it was done.

      “Clock’s started, Jimmy,” Charlie said. “It won’t be much longer now.”

      Jim swallowed and struggled to keep his composure. “Now what?”

      “Now, we wait it out, Jimmy,” Charlie answered. “Once I’m certain Kerry’s a goner, which will happen in about five, no, four minutes now—”

      Jim looked at Jen. “You said I had to choose and you would let one of them go. So let her go.”

      “I will,” Charlie said. “But not yet.” He looked at Jen, examining her like she was a car he was thinking about purchasing. “You know, I don’t understand why you chose all of this, Jimmy. I followed you for a long time. Those early days when you worked alone on cases, that was when you were at your best.”

      “I didn’t realize you were such a fan,” Jim said.

      “I admire someone who doesn’t need people,” Charlie said. “Life is so much more efficient when you don’t have to deal with others. Just look at what I’ve done all on my own?”

      “You and I have very different definitions of success,” Jim said.

      “Maybe,” Charlie answered. “But after we’re done here, you and I are going to take a little ride over to our mother’s house.”

      “I thought you said you didn’t want to speak with her,” Jim said.

      “I don’t,” Charlie said. “You’re going to speak to her. You’re going to be the one to explain to her how I am the better son, not you. All of those terrible things you were talking about confessing? That’s what you’re going to tell her when we get there.”

      “Okay, Charlie,” Jim said. “Whatever you say.”

      “That’s better,” Charlie said. “I’m glad you finally see it my way.” He looked at the phone. “Oh, only three minutes left now.” He smiled. “You know, it is kind of funny.”

      “I don’t see the humor,” Jim said.

      “How can you not?” Charlie asked. “Think about it. You were a product of rape and shame for my mother. Your father was a psychopath, and my mother did everything she could to make sure she married a normal, boring man who would give her normal and boring children. Instead, she made me.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be so proud to hear you say that,” Jim said.

      “For all of your shortcomings, Jim, I have to say you’re still a much more morally centered person than I am,” Charlie said. “I’m the yin to your yang, Jimmy, your counterweight. It seemed that you took all of the good out of my mother when she birthed you in order to combat all the evil of your father. So, naturally, when she gave birth to me, there was nothing but the bad stuff left.”

      Charlie smiled.

      “But you have to admit that I’m exceptional,” Charlie said. “That’s a redeeming quality, isn’t it? And you’re expectational, too, Jimmy. We just took different paths with our abilities.” He chuckled. “You and I should have been switched at birth. I have a feeling I would have gotten along just fine with your father.”

      “Yes, you would have,” Jim said.

      Charlie’s playfulness disappeared, and he grimaced. “You know, she’s not a saint, our mother. Of course, you know that since she abandoned you. But the pictures on the walls, the happy family, it wasn’t always like that. She drank a lot. Probably because she never fully processed what happened after the rape that conceived you.”

      Jim noticed a distant look in Charlie’s eye as he melded into the memory, and he very carefully and slowly inched forward.

      “She would get drunk, and I would hear her say things like, ‘I wonder how he turned out?’” Charlie said. “And then she would look at me, this… expression of contempt on her face as if she were ashamed that I was her son. Like she should have kept the first one,” he snarled. “She never said it aloud, but I know I wasn’t what she wanted. I know I wasn’t the first choice. She really wanted you.”

      Jim realized now he had an opportunity, but he needed to capitalize on Charlie’s anger and insecurity. “Of course she would.”

      Charlie’s frown deepened as he remained laser-focused on Jim. “What?”

      “Look at me, Charlie,” Jim said. “I’m clearly the better specimen. I’m tall, strong, good looking. You, brother, are none of those things. You’re small and frail and sickly looking. You spend all your time behind a desk, with your misshapen body and your tiny, beady eyes.”

      Charlie trembled with anger. “Shut up.”

      “She was right to want me instead,” Jim said. “But I can tell you right now, Charlie, that if our lives were reversed, if you were the one who had to go through life at the orphanage, I know for a fact that system would have chewed you up and spit you out.”

      “Liar!” Charlie pivoted his pistol away from Jen’s head, and it was the moment Jim had needed.

      Jim lunged forward, reaching for the pistol as Charlie raised it high and then fired, the bullet missing Jim and landing in the wall. The man had never handled a weapon before, and it played in Jim’s favor.

      Even with his fatigue, Jim still easily overpowered Charlie, wrestling the weapon away from him and tossing him to the floor. Charlie lay on the carpet for a moment, Jim aiming the gun at his half-brother as he flipped over to his back.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Charlie said. “You still lost your partner. She’s gone by now.”

      Jim reached into his pocket and removed his phone, which had been on a call the entire time. “Missy?”

      “I managed to get the power back on in time, Jim,” Missy answered. “Kerry’s back on life support.”

      Charlie stared at the phone and then looked at Jim, shocked.

      “Thanks, Missy,” Jim said, and then he hung up and pocketed the phone. “You mentioned how I always work alone? Well, this is what happens when you work with a team, Charlie. Something you could have benefited from yourself.”

      Jim walked over next to Charlie’s side, staring down at his half-brother, who cowered on the floor like a dog showing its belly.

      “I didn’t catch you, Charlie,” Jim said. “But my team did. And I hope that eats away at you for a long time while you’re rotting behind bars.”

      Jim thought it would be the end of it there, but when he saw the forced smile on Charlie’s face, he knew something was wrong.

      “You think this is the end?” Charlie asked. “How long have you been chasing after me, Jimmy? It’s been months, and the only reason you found me was that you finally went to see our mother. I’m sure she was so glad to see you, so happy the prodigal son had returned home.” The muscles around his eyes twitched quickly, almost as if he were having a seizure. His expression darkened, he narrowed his eyes, and all of the hate he had held for Jim reached its boiling point. “But I’ve already made sure you’ll lose something tonight, Jimmy.”

      Jim knelt, looking Charlie in the eye. “What did you do?”

      “You came and took my mother from me. You made her believe I’m a monster,” Charlie said, snarling. “But all I have ever done is try my best in a world that wanted nothing to do with me. A world that rejected me at every turn, told me that I wasn’t good enough, told me that I didn’t belong.” He smiled and it was all teeth. “But I carved out something for myself, something that made me feel good.”

      “You helped pedophiles abduct children,” Jim said. “You’re a monster.”

      “I’m someone who understands what it’s like to be on the outside!” Charlie shouted. “I don’t judge people, not like you do, Jimmy.”

      “Well, when you work with people as sick and depraved as I do, it’s pretty easy to judge,” Jim said. “But what did you mean before when you mentioned this wasn’t over? Did you take another child?”

      Charlie chuckled, and then it faded into a whimper. “You and I will be on level playing ground after tonight.”

      “Charlie,” Jim said, losing his patience. “What did you do?”

      “I already told you,” Charlie said. “You took my mother, so I’m going to do the same to you.”

      Jim saw red, and he grabbed Charlie by the collar, easily lifting him off the floor and pinning him against the wall. “What did you do?”

      “Where do you think Jamison got that explosive, huh?” Charlie asked. “Did you think he managed to get that C-4 all on his own? The man was an actor and not even a very good one. But I made sure to keep some extra for myself to give you a little surprise.”

      Jim understood, and he let Charlie go and watched him slide to the floor. He reached for his phone and called his mother. “C’mon, Mom, pick up. C’mon, c’mon, c’mon.” The phone continued to ring and it went to voicemail.

      “You won’t have time to stop it,” Charlie said. “It’s going to blow, but you’ll still be able to pick up the pieces! Maybe you can put her back together?” He laughed, cackling loudly as Jim struggled not to beat him to a pulp.

      “Jim,” Jen said. “The police. Call the cops who are there.”

      “Right,” Jim said, and his hand was trembling when he dialed the number, and thankfully, Mullocks picked up on the second ring.

      “Jim, what’s—”

      “Tell the officers watching my parents’ house to get everyone out of the house, now!” Jim yelled, and Mullocks didn’t bother to ask why.

      “Calling now,” Mullocks said.

      Jim paced anxiously in the bedroom, and Charlie continued to laugh, every cackle and high-pitched whine a slap to Jim’s face.

      “Jim, something happened,” Mullocks said. “The officers were called away.”

      “What? Why?” Jim asked, alarmed.

      “I don’t know,” Mullocks said. “Dispatch were emailed orders from the Chief’s office to send them away.”

      Jim looked to Charlie, who still had that shit-eating grin on his face, his eyes bloodshot and his smile growing wider, which caused the black hole in the back of his throat to grow larger.

      “Get the closet unit over there now,” Jim said, and he walked over to Charlie, handcuffing his half-brother’s hands behind his back.

      “It’s too late, Jimmy!” Charlie said. “I made sure those cops were gone, and no one is close enough to get there in time!”

      Jim fought the urge to kick Charlie and instead hurried out of the house and back toward his car, Jen following him.

      “Jim—”

      “Just stay here and watch him,” Jim said, getting into the car. “Officers will come by to take care of him.”

      “Be careful!” Jen shouted, straining her voice.

      Jim paused and caught Jen’s eyes. She was worried, terrified really, but even with all of that happening, he still managed to draw strength from her. “I will,” Jim said.

      Jim sat in the car and shifted the still-running engine into reverse, then sped out of the driveway. He shoved the shifter into drive before the car came to a stop, and it jolted forward.

      Mullocks was still on the phone as Jim pulled out onto the highway. “I’ve got units on their way, Jim.”

      “We’ll need a bomb expert onsite,” Jim said. “I don’t know how much he used, or where he put it, or when it’s going to blow, but we need to hurry.”

      “Our guys are only eight minutes out,” Mullocks said.

      Jim was at least ten minutes away, and he prayed he could get to his family before it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Mary Swisher poured more water and then walked over to the kitchen table where Ray was sitting and handed him the glass.

      “Thank you, sweetie,” Ray said.

      “Should we be worried the police left?” Mary asked.

      “No, I’m sure it’s fine,” Ray answered. “If there were a problem, I’m sure Jim would call.”

      Mary knew Ray was right, but she couldn’t help but feel something was off. “My phone has been acting funny today. I’m not sure what’s wrong with it.”

      “It’s probably nothing,” Ray said.

      Her husband was always dismissive of technology. He preferred the old ways. He was a man stuck in time, but Mary didn’t mind. The pair had been married for decades. She knew what she was getting into.

      Mary glanced up to the ceiling, thinking about the six foster children under their care. She had thought about them a lot over the past few weeks as Jim had been staying here.

      “I’m worried about him,” Mary said.

      “Who?” Ray asked, focused on the crossword puzzle in the paper.

      “Jim,” Mary answered. “He needs to go home and make things right with Jen.”

      “He has a stubborn streak, that’s all,” Ray said.

      Mary wasn’t sure about that. She knew Jim well enough to know when he wasn’t acting like himself. “He’s been working too much, pushing himself too hard.”

      “He puts a lot of pressure on himself,” Ray said. “He’s always been like that. You remember when he first joined the academy? He needed to be first in everything. Boy’s had a chip on his shoulder from the day he was born. You know how rough he had it.”

      Mary nodded. “I just don’t want him to go back down old roads. He fought hard to turn his life around when he came here, and I don’t want him to waste all of the good things he has going.”

      “Mary,” Ray said, reaching for his wife’s hand, “he’ll be fine. You just need to give him some space and time, that’s all.”

      Mary nodded. “Right.” She squeezed Ray’s hand and then stood. “I’m going to check on the kids.”

      “They’re sleeping,” Ray said.

      “I’ll be quiet.” Mary headed for the stairs. She knew it bothered Ray when she was so overprotective, but one of her favorite things was watching their kids sleep.

      Mary and Ray had never been able to have children of their own, but they had been blessed with dozens of children who had come to stay with them over the years. They typically took in children who had a low probability of being adopted—older kids, teenagers, children who had a history of violent behavior. Mary made sure they never turned anyone away. Because sometimes, all a child needed was a second chance, a fresh start, and someone who could help guide them into a better future.

      And to their credit, Mary and Ray had done a wonderful job of guiding their children into productive members of society. There was no greater feeling in the world than watching these kids grow up.

      Mary peeked into the bedrooms for the two young girls they had, age seven and eight, and saw them twisted up in their beds, tangled in their sheets. She smiled, noting how uncomfortable the positions looked and amazed at how soundly they slept.

      The next room had their oldest of the current crew, Mario, who was seventeen. He had a background similar to Jim’s. Mario had come from several abusive homes and was fourteen when he had arrived at the Swisher’s house. On the verge of being expelled from school at the time, Mario was now looking at community colleges for next year.

      Each room Mary checked, watching the kids sleep, she reminisced on their journeys, marveling at how far they’d come and how far they still had yet to go. Never in Mary’s life did she think she would have so many children, but life had always surprised her.

      Mary gently and quietly closed the last door and then walked back down the stairs, pausing to look at all of the pictures on the walls. The entire home was covered in photographs of all the lives Mary and Ray had touched and changed for the better. She hugged herself as she reached the bottom of the steps and smiled.

      There were certain moments in Mary’s life, like this one, where she reflected on all she had gained in love and family. She’d had a full life, a good life, and all she wanted was to continue living that life with her husband, her family, and any other children who needed a place to weather the storm. Because everyone had their own personal battles going on. It was impossible to see what people were hiding, but Mary believed that if she were patient enough and established trust, then people would open up to her.

      Mary pressed her hand over her heart, hopeful for the other lives that would someday walk through her door. Because she and Ray still had so much more to give.

      But what Mary couldn’t see, what she had no way of knowing, was what lurked beneath the floors of the house.

      Because lodged in the center of the crawlspace of their old home was twenty pounds of C-4 armed with a timer currently ticking down from sixty seconds.
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        * * *

      

      Jim gripped the wheel like a driver at a speedway. He weaved recklessly through traffic, foot pressed all the way down on the gas. He had Mullocks on speaker still as he drove.

      “The units are close, Jim,” Mullocks said. “Not much longer now.”

      “Charlie must have done something with my mom’s phone because nothing is going through,” Jim said, laying on the horn as he weaved around someone going slow in the fast lane. “Everyone needs to get out the moment the units arrive.”

      “I’ve already given everyone instructions,” Mullocks said. “They know what to do.”

      Jim veered across four lanes of traffic and took the exit to his parents’ neighborhood. “I’m almost there. I’m going to try my mom’s cell one more time.”

      “Okay,” Mullocks said.

      Jim ended the call and quickly dialed his mother’s number again. Each unanswered ring was like a punch to the gut. Never had he felt so helpless or angry. He couldn’t believe Charlie would stoop to this level, but it wasn’t really Charlie, was it? It was the Broker Jim had been dealing with, a man who cared nothing about the sanctity of life.

      The call went to voicemail again as Jim turned onto the final few streets before reaching his parents’ house. He tried again, one more time, racing through the sleepy neighborhood, which was suddenly rocked by a loud explosion.

      Jim jolted from surprise and slammed on the brakes. He saw the smoke rising over the other houses from the blast, and his jaw hung slack from shock.

      Jim’s phone rang, and he saw it was Mullocks calling him. Jim stared at the screen, afraid to answer, to know what had happened. And as he reached for the phone, he felt hollowed out as he waited to learn whether his family had survived or if he had been orphaned again.

      

      Chapter 25—One Week Later

      Jim stared at himself in the mirror. It had been a long time since he had attended a funeral, but the black suit he had worn to an old friend’s funeral five years ago still fit. He hadn’t expected this; no one had

      “Ready?” Jen asked, stepping into the room, dressed in a black dress.

      “Yeah,” Jim answered, exhaling in the same breath.

      Jen sensed Jim’s nerves and reached for his hand. “It’s going to be all right.”

      Jim squeezed Jen’s hand in reply. He was so thankful to have her in his life. He honestly didn’t know what he would do without her. But before they left, Jim stared at the spot on the bedroom floor where he had restrained Charlie just a week before.

      Even though it wasn’t that long ago, it felt like a different life, and in many ways, it was. Jim and Kerry had closed a very painful chapter in their book at work together. But after today, Jim wasn’t sure how many chapters he had left.

      The past three months had taken a toll on him, more than he was willing to admit. Jen saw it, and so did Kerry and Mullocks. He walked a little slower, spoke a little less. He had aged beyond his young years after this case, forged by the blood that had stained his badge.

      The lieutenant had assured Jim that all detectives went through this; every cop did eventually. But Jim had never believed he would fall into that category. He never believed he would lose.

      The entire drive over to the church, Jim had butterflies in his stomach. They became so unruly that he thought he might throw up and pulled over.

      Jen rubbed his back soothingly. “We don’t have to go.”

      Jim’s head pounded, and he was sweating. He gripped the steering wheel hard, and he shook his head. “No. I have to be there.”

      Jen didn’t protest. She only nodded, and once Jim felt certain he could keep his breakfast down, what little he’d been able to eat, he merged back into traffic.

      It wasn’t a large funeral, but the surrounding circumstances had attracted a lot of attention. Thankfully, the press remained respectful, keeping away from the church, and no one shouted questions across the street. It was the first time Jim had seen them show any restraint.

      When Jim and Jen finally entered the church, he tensed as he headed for their seat near the front of the casket. He didn’t think he’d be able to walk the distance to the pew, but Jen helped, putting one foot in front of the other.

      Every eye in the church found Jim as he made his way to the front, and he knew why. In the week since the Broker’s capture, his and Kerry’s faces had been plastered on every news channel in the country. They were hailed as heroes, even though Kerry was still recovering in the hospital.

      When Jim and Jen slid into the pew, he forced himself to look at the front row. It was there he saw Emma Fuller, dressed in black, a white tissue clutched in her black-gloved hand. She looked back at Jim, providing a curt nod.

      Emma Fuller had made good on her promise to hold off on burying her daughter until the Broker was caught, but now that he was in custody, she could finally find peace.

      Jim wasn’t sure why Mrs. Fuller had requested him to attend. He figured he would be the last person she would want to be there, but it wasn’t a request he could deny, especially after she’d dropped the civil case against Jim and Kerry. Kerry had been invited as well, but her recovery at the hospital had prevented her from attending.

      As the ceremony began, Jim focused on the coffin where Amy Fuller lay in repose. A young girl whose life was cut short by men who should have never been allowed to get close to something so young and innocent.

      Jim knew that even after today, after this closure, he would still remember. Amy’s death was a scar on his memories as prominent as the ones on his hands. They would be with him forever, and he would bear it with the dignity it deserved.

      Jim gripped Jen’s hand tightly through the procession.

      “It’ll be fine,” Jen said, whispering into his ear.

      Jim nodded, thankful to have Jen by his side. It was a somber affair; the funeral made even more painful because of the young child who had lost her life far too soon. The funeral was tasteful, or at least as tasteful as a child’s funeral could be. While Jim was in pain the entire time, never able to find a comfortable position, he never let anyone see it. Today wasn’t about him. It was about a girl who had lost her life to a monster. A monster who would never hurt anyone ever again.

      After the funeral was over, Jen helped Jim stand in line to pay his respects to the parents. The entire wait, Jim couldn’t think of what to say. He had done his best to try to come up with something beforehand, but whatever words he cobbled together never felt right.

      And finally, it was his turn, and Jim stepped up to the mother whose eyes were still red from crying and would stay red for weeks and months to come.

      “Detective,” Mrs. Fuller said. She was dressed all in black, complete with a veil and black nail polish and lipstick. “Thank you for coming.”

      “It was a nice service,” Jim said.

      “Yes,” Mrs. Fuller said, and then she reached for Jim’s hand, sandwiching it between both of hers. She had such frail, bony fingers, but there was a strength in them which Jim felt. “Thank you for allowing me to finally have peace. I didn’t realize how much—” she choked up but quickly recovered—“I needed it.”

      “It was a beautiful service,” Jen said.

      “Thank you,” the mother replied. “And thank you again for coming.”

      Jim nodded, still unable to say anything. Jen waited a moment longer for Jim to speak, and when he didn’t, she simply nodded and smiled at the parents one last time and pulled him away.

      But Jim only made two steps before he turned around and cleared his throat. “I’m sorry,” Jim said. “For your loss.”

      The mother nodded. “Thank you, Detective.”

      It wasn’t enough. Jim knew that, no gesture would be. But he could still try. “The piece that feels like it’s missing,” Jim said, “you never really find it again. And you can’t replace it. But you can fill it with the good moments you shared with your daughter. It will hurt at first, but that will fade, too.”

      Emma Fuller grimaced as if she would cry, but held it together. “Thank you, Detective. Thank you for everything.”

      Once they were outside the church, Jim and Jen returned to his car and climbed inside. When Jim didn’t start the car, Jen reached over and touched his hand.

      “Are you all right?” Jen asked.

      “I didn’t know how I would feel coming here today,” Jim answered. “I’d thought of nothing else but finding the Broker for the past three months, ever since we lost Amy Fuller, and now it’s over.”

      “And how does that make you feel?” Jen asked.

      Jim grew emotional, feeling it bubbling up from a place that had long remained dormant. “I feel… relieved.” He looked at Jen, the tears in his eyes. “And that makes me feel guilty because a little girl is dead, her mother lost a daughter, and there are so many other people in pain because of what happened.”

      Jen leaned over from her seat and held him, and for once, Jim let himself sink into her, allowing another person to help bear the weight of his own pain and grief. And he was so thankful for Jen to be in his life.

      After, Jen kissed him, told him how much she loved him, and Jim felt content.

      “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” Jim said.

      “I know,” Jen replied, smiling.

      Jim felt lighter on the drive home, and he reveled in the sensation. Because he knew there would be more cases like this in the future. Because evil never took a break, but he would always be there to combat it.
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        * * *

      

      “Easy,” Brian said, helping Kerry into the wheelchair.

      “I’m okay,” Kerry said.

      “The doctor said not to strain yourself,” Brian said, holding up most of her weight until she was sitting all the way down into the chair.

      Kerry rolled her eyes, but she knew Brian was right. She was still in a considerable amount of pain, and even if she wanted to move around on her own, she didn’t have the strength, at least not yet.

      “There,” Brian said. “How does that feel?”

      Kerry examined the wheelchair she would be bound to for the next several weeks. “Weird.”

      “How are you holding up?” Brian asked.

      “Still a little sore,” Kerry answered.

      “Would you describe your pain as more of a dull ache or more like a stabbing pain?” Brian asked, grinning widely.

      Kerry groaned, rolling her eyes. “Are you really trying to make a joke about me getting stabbed right now?”

      “Too soon?” Brian asked.

      Laughter pulled their attention to the door, where they saw Jim dressed in a black suit and tie.

      “See? Jim thought it was funny,” Brian said.

      “If you put some spinners on that, you’d be riding in style,” Jim said.

      “We’ll have to special order those,” Brian said.

      Jim and Brian shook hands, and then Jim handed Kerry some flowers.

      “You shouldn’t have,” Kerry said.

      “Probably not, but you know how stubborn I can be,” Jim said.

      Kerry examined Jim’s attire, and she realized what today was. “I should have gone with you.”

      “I explained to Mrs. Fuller the situation and she understood,” Jim said. “No need to make a big fuss about it.”

      Kerry had wanted to attend Amy Fuller’s funeral, which had taken place today, but neither she nor Brian was sure when she would be discharged from the hospital.

      “I’ll give you two a minute,” Brian said. He clapped Jim on the shoulder before he headed for the door. “Make sure she doesn’t try to get up.”

      “I think you overestimate my powers of persuasion,” Jim said.

      “He really does,” Kerry said.

      Jim pocketed his hands. He looked handsome in the black suit and tie. He also looked more rested than the last time she saw him.

      “You look good,” Kerry said.

      “Wish I could say the same for you,” Jim said.

      Kerry laughed and then gingerly touched her side. “Ow, don’t make me laugh. I’m still feeble.”

      Jim took a seat in one of the empty chairs. “You’ll be back on your feet in no time.”

      Kerry had limited information on the happenings outside of her hospital room. The lieutenant and Brian had refused to give her much, other than they had caught Charlie Rawlins and that his reign of terror was over.

      “Did you tell Missy thanks for me?” Kerry asked.

      “I did,” Jim answered. “She said, ‘no problem,’ and then promptly ignored me.”

      “Good,” Kerry said. “Then we know she meant it.”

      “How are you doing with your recovery?” Jim asked.

      “Doc says I’m progressing fine,” Kerry answered. “Not as fast I would like but fine.”

      “Don’t rush it,” Jim said. “You’ll still have a spot at the Five when you’re at full strength.”

      “How come you always seem to spit my advice back at me when I don’t want to hear it?” Kerry asked. “It’s really an improbable superpower of yours.”

      “One of many,” Jim said.

      The pair fell into silence, and Jim rubbed his palms together.

      “Still having those nightmares?” Jim asked.

      “No,” Kerry answered, relieved. “No more nightmares. But… I don’t know. I guess I still feel off?”

      “Well, you were stabbed in the liver,” Jim answered.

      “You know what I mean,” Kerry said.

      Jim nodded. “I’m not sure it’ll ever go away, that feeling of failure. But it’s not a taste I’d like to have in my mouth again.”

      “Me either,” Kerry said.

      “All the more reason for you to take your recovery seriously so you can get back on the force and we can return to do what we do best,” Jim said.

      “Yeah,” Kerry said, and then she glanced down at the wheelchair she’d be calling home for the foreseeable future. “You know, I was wondering what it would take for me to stop blaming myself. For a while, I thought I would have had to give my life for it, you know? But after Kent stabbed me, I knew my guilt was misplaced.”

      “What do you mean?” Jim asked.

      “I blamed myself for not getting into that house in time,” Kerry answered. “But the truth was there were hundreds of minutes throughout that day that I could have pinned the blame on not getting to Amy Fuller in time. The worst part about evil, real evil, is that it makes you think it’s your fault. It makes you believe you’re the reason you failed. But it’s not. Amy was killed by a pedophile with the help of Charlie Rawlins. Her death is on their hands, not ours.”

      Jim nodded, bowing his head, and Kerry realized how complicated this must be for Jim. He had found his biological mother, only to learn that his new half-brother was a monster.

      “Have you talked to her?” Kerry asked. “Kelly?”

      “No,” Jim answered.

      “You should,” Kerry replied.

      “I’m not sure I’m someone she wants to speak with right now,” Jim said.

      “Hey,” Kerry said, “don’t let evil ruin something that could be good for you. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Jim answered, and then he stood. “So long as you stay in that chair.”

      “Deal,” Kerry said.

      Jim bent down and hugged Kerry, and then he headed for the door.

      “Jim,” Kerry said, and he stopped and turned around. “Tell Jen I said hi.”

      “Will do.”

      After Jim was gone, Kerry leaned back into the wheelchair. She closed her eyes, something she had done a lot of lately as she slept. She no longer saw Amy Fuller’s face. Instead, she saw nothing but peaceful darkness, and so she rested.
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        * * *

      

      With the events of the day winding down, Jim and Jen returned home, feeling exhausted from the funeral. When Jim pulled into the driveway, he parked and then shut off the engine, lingering behind the wheel.

      “What is it?” Jen asked.

      Jim had spent a lot of time thinking about his life, job, and how it all connected together. And he knew it was important for him to get what he was feeling off his chest. “There’s never going to be a good time to do this, so…” Jim pivoted to Jen. “You know I love you.”

      “I do,” Jen said.

      “And I know a lot of our problems over the past three months, well, all of our problems really, have stemmed from my job,” Jim said. “More specifically, how I’ve acted at my job and how I’ve acted with you because of it.”

      “Yes,” Jen said.

      “When I go back to work, after this break, I’m going back full steam, Jen,” Jim said. “It’s the only thing I know how to do.” He was growing nervous. “I want to be honest with you about this because I know how hard this has been on you, and if you want to leave now, I understand—”

      Jen leaned over and kissed Jim on the lips. When she pulled back, Jim still had his eyes closed. “I knew the type of man you were when we started dating, Jim North. Your job is as a part of you as your own beating heart. And I love every aspect of you. Whatever challenges come our way in the future, we’ll handle them together. But I need you to promise me something here and now, and this is not negotiable.”

      “Okay,” Jim said.

      “Talk to me,” Jen said. “About anything and everything. If we don’t communicate, we’ll end up resenting one another. And I don’t want that for us.”

      “Me either,” Jim said. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” Jen said.

      Jen smiled, the bright smile that made him fall in love with her, the kind that made him believe better days were ahead, and then she kissed him.

      Feeling lighter, Jim stepped out of the car and headed for the door, but as he and Jen walked to the front door, they were stopped by an unexpected visitor.

      “Hi, Jim.”

      Kelly Rawlins stood in the walkway. He was surprised to see her. They hadn’t spoken since the night Jim had discovered her son—his half-brother—was the Broker.

      “I’m sorry to just show up like this, but I was hoping we could talk?” Kelly asked.

      Of all the people Jim was surprised to find on his doorstep, Kelly Rawlins would have been the last name on that list.

      “Of course,” Jen said. “Come inside, please.”

      “Oh, no, I’m fine out here, really,” Kelly said. “But thank you.”

      “Well, I’ll leave you two to talk,” Jen said, and she kissed Jim on the cheek before she went into the house.

      “She seems wonderful,” Kelly said.

      “What are you doing here?” Jim asked.

      Kelly fiddled with her hands, unable to stand still. “I, well, um, I was hoping we could talk. About Charlie.”

      “Kelly, there isn’t anything I can do for him,” Jim said. “And even if there were, I wouldn’t.”

      Kelly shook her head. “I know, and I don’t expect you to. I just… I wanted to tell you… that I’m sorry.”

      The apology caught Jim off guard, and he didn’t know how to take it.

      “You came back into my life, and I thought I could make things better, and then, this happens, and—” Kelly started to cry. “I’ve lost one son. I don’t want to lose another.” She removed some tissues from her purse and dabbed her eyes.

      “You know,” Jim said, “for a long time, I would have loved to see you like this; penance for all of the pain you caused me. I thought it would only be fair for you to experience some of the things I went through. But the older I get, the more I learn, the more I see, and I realize how evil that sounded. We’re not put on this earth to hurt one another. I believe that with all of my heart.”

      Kelly inhaled a few times, calming herself down. “I just want us to have a chance. You know? I want to get it right.”

      “Me too,” Jim said.

      Kelly nodded. “Good. Well, I know you’re probably tired. And, honestly, I’m exhausted. I’ve been waiting for you since this morning.” She collected herself, and then Jim walked her out to her car parked on the street. “Thank you. For speaking with me.”

      “Thanks for coming over,” Jim said.

      Unsure if they should hug or not, Kelly leaned forward and kissed Jim on the cheek. It was a light peck, and even though they had only met once before, the touch was still somehow familiar.

      Kelly opened her car door and then stopped herself. “I’m surprised you never changed your name.”

      “Nothing wrong with Jim,” he said.

      Kelly shook her head. “No, your surname. North.”

      Jim shrugged. “I just figured it was the name I was assigned at the hospital.”

      “I picked it,” Kelly said.

      “You did?” Jim asked.

      “Yes,” Kelly answered. “I knew I couldn’t give you anything, nothing of importance at least, but I thought your last name might give you purpose. I did a lot of hiking when I was younger, and my father taught me how to navigate the stars. The most important direction you could find was true north. If you could find that, you could always find your way back home. I thought it would be a way for you to always find the right path. I wanted a better life for you, Jim.” She looked past him and toward the house. She smiled. “I’m glad you found it.”

      Kelly lowered herself into her car and started the engine. She waved to Jim one last time before she drove away, and Jim remained at the end of the driveway until he couldn’t see her car anymore.

      Jen eventually walked out to join him. “Are you okay?”

      Jim put his arm around Jen and kissed the top of her head. “Yeah.”

      “Jim?” Mary Swisher poked out her head, a few of the kids joining her. “Are you two staying for lunch?”

      “Yeah, Mom,” Jim answered. “We’re coming in.”

      Jim and Jen walked into Jim’s house, where Jim’s parents had been staying as they rebuilt the home that Charlie Rawlins had blown up. The officers had arrived in time to pull them out. Jim had never been more relieved to see them in his life.

      And as Jim sat down in the living room, kids buzzing about, his mother and Jen finishing the sandwiches, and his father working in the backyard, Jim realized how far he’d come in life. This house used to be so empty. There was no life here, no love, just one man who toiled in his work because that was all he had.

      But that old life was gone. Jim had family, friends, and a fuller life because he had chosen to let people inside. He was thankful for this home, for his life, and all of the people in it.

      

      
        
        Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

        Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

        As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

        I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

        Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for new release updates and receive your free copy of “Missed Connections: A Small town Mystery”, Free Audible codes, and deep discounts on new releases! Click Here

      

      Read more Riveting Kidnapping Mysteries! Click here to view the series page!

    

  

cover.jpeg







