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      The bus was crowded this morning, filled with people heading to work. The steel box stuffed with warm bodies held a mixture of different smells—warm coffee, cologne, deodorant, eggs and bacon from a sandwich somebody was shoveling into their mouth. Most everybody was on their phones, a few were chatting up the person next to them, but not everyone was thrilled about the early-morning conversation. But while everyone else might have been starting their day, Nate Walker’s was coming to its end.

      Nate sat in the window seat, eyes closed, arms folded across his stomach, leaning against the window that vibrated as the bus churned down the road. He remained in a semi-light sleep, his body conditioned to wake up when he neared his stop. And today was no different.

      The bus brakes squeaked as it slowed, and Nathaniel jolted awake. His knees popped as he stood from his seat, which was claimed the moment he was up. He squeezed between the other riders on his way toward the exit, hurrying to escape the claustrophobic space.

      Free from the crowd, Nate breathed fresh air as he stepped out onto the sidewalk. The bus jerked forward, puffing exhaust as Nate pocketed his hands and headed home.

      The morning weather was nice, cool enough for him to keep his work jacket on. The pavement was slick from an early morning rain, his boots splashing in a few of the puddles.

      Nate kept his head down on his walk from the bus stop back to his apartment complex. It was easier to avoid trouble when you didn’t try staring it dead in the eye, but sometimes, even if you didn’t want it, trouble found you.

      Another pedestrian smacked into Nate’s shoulder, heading in the opposite direction. “Hey, watch it, asshole!” the man barked back and stopped. He had another guy with him, and Nate recognized the tone. He was looking for a confrontation, but Nate didn’t engage.

      The man continued to shout a few more obscenities before he finally gave up. The encounter was typical for the neighborhood. Nate didn’t live in the best part of town, but that was nothing new.

      The areas Nate had called home growing up—he used the term “home” loosely—were always crime-ridden, dilapidated, and dangerous. He had been born into a place similar to this one, and no matter how hard he tried to claw out, he couldn’t escape his circumstance.

      Nate glanced at the duffle bag that held his security guard uniform from the warehouse where he worked the nightshift. He no longer wore it on the ride home. It attracted too much attention—attention he didn’t need.

      One morning, he was asleep on the bus when an argument broke out. A disagreement between two riders had escalated to the point of shoving and pushing. And since Nate was the only person on the bus with any symbol of authority, they all looked to him to stop it. But when he remained in his seat, a woman nearby leaned forward, keeping her voice low.

      “Aren’t you going to do anything?” she asked.

      “Are you?” he replied.

      Eventually, cooler heads prevailed and the argument ended, but Nate felt the crowd on the bus glaring at him the rest of the ride home. Even though no one else had done a thing, they all resented him for not speaking up. It was bullshit.

      Nate wasn’t a big guy. He was only five foot six and weighed a buck forty sopping wet. He wasn’t built for fighting; he was built for hiding.

      If Nate wanted to put himself in harm’s way, he would’ve become a cop, soldier, firefighter, or somebody whose job didn’t involve sitting behind a desk and watching security monitors. He had enough to worry about in his life, and he didn’t need any more trouble piled onto his plate. It was full.

      Nate fished out his keys once he reached the shadow stretching across the sidewalk from his apartment building. A fence wrapped around the entire structure, keeping safe what little property those who lived inside had in their possession. But sometimes, life was more dangerous even on the inside of the gate’s perimeter.

      The city of Seattle seemed to be two different people these days. Of course, there had always been the haves and the have nots, but the inequity was growing wider, and Nate was one of many holding the short end of the stick.

      It was hard to picture this part of the city ever being nice, but Nate suspected it must have been beautiful at one point when it was new. Most things that were new were nice, but that wasn’t always the case.

      Nate paused before he entered the building and looked back at the fenced-in courtyard. There might have been grass at one point, but now it was nothing but dirt and trash. The concrete was cracked, stained with garbage and dirt, and whatever else had been flung to the ground over the past forty years.

      The building was drafty inside, and Nate headed toward the stairwell. Elevators hadn’t worked since he had moved in five years ago, and after pestering management to get it fixed for the first three years, he finally gave up.

      Out of breath by the time he reached the sixth floor, Nate listened to the television sets and conversations through the paper-thin walls of the other apartments.

      Most of the people in the building kept to themselves. No one was here because they wanted to be, but everyone shared a sense of decency to one another simply to make their stay here more bearable.

      Nate was in desperate need of a shower and a warm dinner, he hoped there were some leftovers from yesterday. He was so hungry, Nate didn’t even notice that the apartment door was already unlocked when he stepped inside.

      The apartment was tiled throughout, and while it was colder in the winter, it was nice and cool in the summer. The furnishing was minimalistic. A small card table provided the setting where breakfast, lunch, and dinner were consumed. One small loveseat was positioned in front of a boxy television, sitting on what should have been a nightstand.

      Nate removed his jacket and hung it on the rack of hooks next to the door. He kicked off his boots without bending over to untie the laces and sighed with relief when his feet touched the cool tile. He stood there for a moment, enjoying the chill under his feet, and then glanced to his left at the card table where a chessboard was set up.

      The pieces were arranged in a manner that suggested a game had been going on for some time. Nate studied it for a moment and realized his son had already made the next move. He sat down on the side of the white pieces and rubbed his jaw, studying the board.

      Nate’s son, Tim, had a knack for chess. The boy had a knack for everything, really. Nate didn’t know where Tim had inherited his intellect, but it certainly wasn’t from him, and it certainly wasn’t from his late mother. His parents weren’t stupid by any means, but the boy had a brain like a computer. At least that was what his teachers told him.

      Nate hadn’t been able to beat his son in chess since the kid was six. And now, at age nine, Tim was better than most professional players five times his age.

      After studying the board for about five minutes, Nate realized he was screwed. He knocked over his king and crossed his arms over his chest, trying to understand where he had gone wrong. He suddenly realized where he had made his mistake. He had fallen for a trapped rook, and that had exposed his king. He could have stayed alive for a few moves, but he was pinned down. He would simply be delaying the inevitable.

      Nate laughed and then smiled as he stood and headed for the bedroom.

      The apartment was a one-bedroom, one-bath, which wasn’t ideal for two people. But they managed to fit two mattresses in the bedroom, and for now, it was enough space. However, Nate knew that as his son became a teenager, the boy would need more. Right now, Tim still thought it was cool to bunk with his dad. But there would come a time when his son would want to stretch his legs a little bit. And Nate wouldn’t mind having a little more privacy of his own.

      Nate hoped everything he had risked for his son would be worth it. He wanted his boy to have a better life than he did growing up. He wanted to provide Tim all the opportunities he never had. Every sacrifice, every move he made, was for his son.

      Nate peeled off his clothes on his way to the shower, dropping his duffle bag at the foot of his unmade mattress, leaving behind a trail of stinky clothing. He would need to do laundry today, and he made a mental note to put in a load before he ate dinner. He imagined it was difficult for most people to live the way he did, backward from everyone else. Working at night, sleeping during the day, dinner at breakfast time and breakfast at dinner time. But he had been living backward his entire life.

      Once the water was steaming and a thick fog filled the bathroom, Nate stepped into the shower and groaned with relief as the hot water melted away the grime of his workday. He was lathered up with soap when the first phone call rang from the bedroom.

      At first, Nate didn’t think anything of it, probably some telemarketer trying to sell him something he didn’t need. But then the phone rang again, and again, and again, and Nate’s relaxing shower turned into frustration from the incessant calls. He shut off the water and wrapped a towel around his body, still dripping wet.

      Nate snatched his phone up from the bed and was so frustrated that he didn’t even look at the screen to see who was calling. “What?” he barked into the phone, irritated.

      “Mr. Walker?” A female voice asked.

      “Yeah? Who is this?”

      “This is Vice-Principal Teller,” she answered.

      Nate frowned. He had only gotten a call from his son’s school once over the past five years. And that call had been to tell him that his son was practically a genius and needed to be put into a more accelerated program in order for him to continue growing his mental gifts.

      “Yeah?” Nate’s bluster had disappeared, replaced now with a growing sense of dread.

      “We noticed that Tim wasn’t in class this morning,” Teller said. “I wanted to call to check with you to make sure everything was okay.”

      The dread in the center of Nate’s stomach spread through his chest. He glanced around the apartment as if he could find his son standing somewhere in their cramped space. He stared down at the puddles he had created around his feet on the tile, and he was suddenly shivering with cold. Thousands of questions raced through his mind, and his panic was overpowering his ability to think.

      “Mr. Walker?” Teller asked. “Is everything all right?”

      Nate cleared his throat. “Yes. I just… Tim wasn’t feeling well this morning. I’m sorry. He won’t be into school today.”

      “Oh,” Teller said, slightly relieved. “Well, I hope he feels better. Take care.”

      “Yeah.” Nate ended the call and dropped the phone onto the bed. He stood there a long time, thinking about what had brought him here, thinking about the road that seemed predetermined for his life. This wasn’t where he had hoped to end up. But his mistakes seemed to have finally caught up with him, but he never intended for those mistakes to haunt his son.

      But life didn’t care for what Nate Walker wanted. Life had never cared at all.
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      The alarm had gone off twenty minutes ago, but Kerry Martin remained in bed, the covers off her, listening to her husband finish getting ready for work. He stepped out of the closet, dressed and ready to go, and she smiled at him.

      “Morning,” Kerry said.

      “Morning,” Brian replied, tucking his blue polo into his black pants. “You’re good to take the kids to school?”

      Kerry finally sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. “Yes, I’m more than capable of taking our children to school.”

      Brian cocked his head to the side. “You know I didn’t mean it like that.” He walked over to her and bent down to kiss her lips. “I know you’re more than capable of doing everything without my help. I’m basically obsolete now.”

      “Basically,” Kerry said.

      Brian sat on the edge of the bed next to Kerry, holding her hand and gently rubbing her palm. “Things are going to get better. It just takes time.”

      Kerry rested her head on Brian’s shoulder. “I know.”

      Time was the one thing she had too much on her hands. She couldn’t believe how often she had found herself contemplating her decision to step away from the badge and her life as a detective. Technically she was simply on a sabbatical. She hadn’t made a decision on whether or not she was quitting permanently. But she knew she would have Brian’s support either way.

      “Go,” Kerry said, lifting her head from his shoulder. “I don’t want you to be late.”

      “You know I could just call in sick,” Brian said. “We could stay in this bed all day if you want.”

      Brian kissed her neck, sending a series of tingling sensations down her left side. She smiled and laughed as she gently pulled away.

      “No?” Brian asked. “Final offer.”

      “Go to work!” Kerry pushed him off the bed.

      Brian reluctantly stood. “All right. But don’t think I’ll throw around that offer all the time.”

      Kerry laughed as Brian left the room, and as she listened to his car leave the garage, her smile faded into the silence of the house.

      Brian didn’t know the true reason for Kerry’s leave of absence from the department. She had told him it was because she felt burned out, but that was only half the truth. She had compromised herself, and she was trying to come to terms with what she had done. She knew talking to him might ease the burden she’d been carrying around, but that would also incriminate him as well.

      Kerry walked to the dresser mirror and examined her reflection. The auburn hair, blue eyes, freckled cheeks, it was all still her, but she didn’t recognize herself anymore. She opened the top dresser drawer where she used to stash her badge, but now there was nothing but underwear.

      As far back as she could remember, Kerry’s job as a police officer was her sole identity. And when she was finally promoted to a detective, she thought it was a dream come true. Years of hard work and dedication had finally paid off.

      But all of those years of service had come to a head on her last case. She had crossed a line she had sworn she would never step over. And now she was lost and floundering, unsure of what to do next.

      “Breakfast,” Kerry said, whispering to herself. “Breakfast comes next.”

      That was the mantra she had repeated to herself over the past few weeks. Just taking the day one step at a time. She tried not to focus too much on what was down the road and more on what was directly in front of her. And right now, what was in front of her was getting her kids ready for the day.

      With no structure from work, Kerry had thrown herself into the kids’ schedule, which provided at least a morning distraction from her personal doubts.

      Kerry dressed and then grabbed her .38 special from the gun safe. She no longer had her service-issued Glock, but she always kept the revolver on her ankle, a habit she couldn’t break. She roused the children from their beds and went downstairs to begin making breakfast. She heard them shuffling around, brushing their teeth, taking a shower, and getting dressed. Once breakfast was devoured, Kerry packed up their lunches, and everyone piled into the car.

      The ride to school was filled with conversations about upcoming events. Her daughter, Daisy, had a soccer game on Saturday, and her son, Jake, would be competing in a spelling bee Thursday night. He was currently practicing some of the harder words.

      “Superfluous,” Jake said. “S-U-P-E-R-F-L-U-O-U-S. Superfluous.”

      Kerry smiled. “Very good, Jake. You’re going to do great at the competition.”

      Jake beamed with pride. “Thanks, Mom.”

      Daisy rolled her eyes in the front seat. “If he wins another one of these brainiac awards, his head might swell up to the size of the moon.”

      “If my head swelled to the size of the moon, I would die,” Jake said.

      Daisy rolled her eyes again. “He can’t even take a joke.”

      “I can take a joke,” Jake said, defensively.

      “Everybody relax,” Kerry said, stopping the fight before it had a chance to get out of hand. The last thing she wanted to do was arrive with two screaming kids in her car. She didn’t want to give the other parents anymore gossip to spread.

      Kerry pulled up to the school drop-off area, and Daisy and Jake slid out of the car.

      “Bye, Mom,” Daisy said.

      “Bye, Mom,” Jake said.

      “I love you,” Kerry said. “Have a great day, okay?”

      A unanimous “I love you, too” echoed back before the slam of the car doors. Kerry lingered in the drop-off spot, watching her two children walk up the sidewalk together. It was the last year they would be at the same school before Daisy moved over to the middle school. And despite the two always being one quip away from an argument with one another, she couldn’t help but smile as Jake reached for Daisy’s hand and she held it as the pair walked into the building together.

      If her children were the only good things Kerry would do in her life, then she knew that her life was well-lived and worth it.

      Kerry pulled out of the drop-off lane and headed home. When she pulled back onto the highway, she caught a glimpse of a vehicle in her rearview mirror. It was a black SUV, windows tinted so darkly that they had to be illegal, and as she changed lanes, she noticed how the SUV mirrored her movements. She kept an eye on it, noting how the vehicle remained at least two car lengths behind her at all times.

      Years as a cop had made Kerry skeptical of the world. She was always mindful of her surroundings because she knew how quickly things took a turn for the worst.

      Kerry pulled off on the nearest side street once she was off the highway. She parked alongside a row of houses with wire fenced, unkempt yards. The SUV pulled up behind her as Kerry stepped out of her vehicle. She marched over, mindful of the revolver strapped to her ankle. She didn’t think the altercation would turn violent because she had an idea of who was following her, but the weapon provided a confidence she desperately needed.

      Kerry saw the driver in the seat through the dark-tinted windows. She could tell even from his position in the front seat that he was a big man. However, it was who the chauffeur was driving around that interested her.

      Kerry knocked on the back passenger side window. “What do you want, Cutters?” she shouted his name loud enough so the neighborhood could hear him.

      He was a man who enjoyed a low profile, and the last thing he wanted was attention drawn to him.

      The window rolled down.

      “It’s good to see you, too, Detective.” Benjamin Cutters was a small man in his fifties. He barely cleared five feet and couldn’t have weighed more than a buck twenty. He had shoulder-length hair that was thinning on top and was always dyed some extravagant color. Today’s shade was a light purple. But while his appearance might have suggested some type of eccentric software designer, he was really the West Coast’s largest and most prominent kingpin of importing and exporting illegal goods.

      “I’m not a detective anymore,” Kerry said. “So I can’t help you.” She turned to leave, hoping that would be the end of it, but Cutters wasn’t finished.

      “Just because you’re on a leave of absence doesn’t mean you’re not still a cop,” Cutters said. “And even without your badge, you’re still working for me.”

      Heat rose into Kerry’s cheeks as she stopped walking. She kept her back to Cutters to collect herself. She didn’t want him to see her frustration. “I don’t work for you,” Kerry said, turning around. “Badge or no badge.”

      Cutters narrowed his beady eyes. He wasn’t an intimidating man by any standard, but Kerry knew he was still dangerous. A man like him couldn’t survive in this world without getting his hands dirty. Even if it weren’t exactly his hands doing the dirty work.

      Kerry glanced to the muscle that was Cutters’ security detail. Three bodyguards sat in the car with him. Each of them looked like an NFL lineman, but Kerry knew they were well trained. Some of them might even be ex-military.

      “You should be thanking me,” Cutters said. “We could have had this conversation back at your children’s school. Not something the PTA would appreciate, no doubt.”

      Kerry tensed from the mention of her children. “If you ever bring my children into this, I’ll—”

      “Do you really think that you’re in a position to make demands?” Cutters asked tersely.

      It was Cutters’ tone that worried her, and deep down, she knew he was right. Kerry had compromised herself on the last missing person case she had worked. Her actions had been done with good intentions, but no good deed went unpunished.

      “Our deal was a mistake,” Kerry said.

      Cutters smiled. “I think you misunderstand the essence of our relationship. But since it’s your first time, I’ll let that slide.” He held out his hand to the security guard next to him, who handed him a folded piece of paper, which Cutters handed to Kerry. “I need you to give a tip to the VICE detectives at your precinct.”

      Kerry opened the folded piece of paper frowned. Written on it were an address, a date, and time. “And what does this tip entail?”

      “They’ll find a shipment of heroin at that location and time,” Cutters said. “All they have to do is show up.”

      Kerry studied the piece of paper and then looked to Cutters. “And why the hell would you want some of your own heroin to be caught by the police?”

      Cutters picked something underneath his nail. “That’s not your concern. Just make sure those detectives receive that tip.”

      Kerry didn’t like any of this scenario. But she understood that Cutters wasn’t going to disappear until she complied. “And how did I come by this information? Should I tell them you gave me a tip?”

      “Go visit your father,” Cutters said. “He can be your source.”

      “My father is in prison,” Kerry said. “He doesn’t have any way to get this type of information.”

      “Don’t be so naïve, Detective,” Cutters said. “You should know better than to think your father was able to turn over a new leaf. Despite what you might think, he is still very much a part of a seedy underground. We can’t run away from our past no matter how far we think we’ve gone. The life he chose was a permanent decision. A man like him doesn’t get to walk away from his past, just as you don’t get to walk away from your agreement with me.”

      Kerry knew about her father’s horrible past. But recently, she had been trying to heal her relationship with him. He had done terrible things to his family and to the people of the city, but Kerry had come a long way in forgiving him.

      Kerry hated the fact that Cutters knew so much about her personal life, but so did everybody else who read the newspaper. Her father had made headlines when he was arrested when she was a kid. Her father had been in jail for longer than he had been a free man at this point. But he seemed to have changed, or at least that’s what Kerry wanted to believe.

      “Just get it done,” Cutters said.

      Cutters rolled up his window, and the SUV pulled back out onto the road. Kerry watched as the vehicle disappeared from view and then stared down at the piece of paper.

      Kerry knew she had made a mistake on her last case, going to Cutters for help. But she and her partner were out of options. There was no other way she could think of to solve the case and to make sure everybody remained alive. It was a difficult choice, but even now, she understood that it was necessary. And it appeared she would have to continue to do what was necessary in order to keep her family safe.
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      For the first time in ages, Jim North was awoken by the alarm on his clock. He couldn’t remember the last time he wasn’t up before the sunrise, but the past few weeks had been anything but normal for him. He slammed his hand down onto the alarm clock, silencing the incessant buzzing.

      Jim turned to his left and saw Jen sleeping silently next to him. The first morning rays of sunlight shone through the blinds of his bedroom window. The light striped her body in the sheets. He didn’t think he had ever seen anything look so peaceful as the way Jen slept.

      Jen slowly opened her eyes and squinted from the morning light but then smiled when she saw Jim looking at her. “Were you watching me?”

      Jim smiled. “It’s nice having you here.” In fact, it was the one thing keeping him sane, but he chose to keep that to himself.

      “Aww, I like being here, too.” Jen rolled to her back and stretched, the covers slipping down past her breasts as she yawned. “How’d you sleep?”

      Jim had never been much of a sleeper. Late nights and early mornings had plagued him for most of his life. But that had slowly changed since he had started dating Jen. Now, the only time he couldn’t sleep was when she wasn’t with him. But that was a rarity these days.

      “Best sleep of my life,” Jim answered.

      Jen sat up. She was always quick to wake, bright-eyed and ready for the day. Her thick, red hair was bunched up in messy curls, makeup-less and freckled-faced, her ocean-blue eyes smiling; Jim had never seen anything more beautiful. “Really?”

      Jim nodded.

      “I don’t suppose I have anything to do with that good sleep?” Jen asked.

      Jim leaned forward to kiss her, but she leaned back and quickly covered her mouth.

      “Morning breath,” Jen said, the words muffled from her hand.

      Jim laughed. “Fair enough.” He flung the covers off of him and got out of bed. “I’ll get breakfast started.”

      Jim weaved around the boxes in the bedroom, most of them unpacked and empty, but a few still needing to be sorted through. Jen had moved into Jim’s house over the weekend. It was a big step for them both. Neither had ever lived with anyone they were dating. But for such a big milestone, Jim was surprised at how calm he was about the entire ordeal.

      Even though Jen had only moved into the house over the weekend, she had been practically living there for the past few months. Together they had fallen into a morning routine. Jim would be the first one up and make breakfast while Jen got ready for work. They ate together, and then Jen would hang out while Jim would get ready for work.

      It might not have been much of a thing for most people, but for Jim, it was rejuvenating. He wasn’t used to living in a world where he was at peace.

      Jim’s outlook had changed dramatically over the past year. He had slowly come out of the shell that he had built around himself. He was finally allowing himself to experience what life could be like when he wasn’t afraid of being let down by another person.

      For the longest time, Jim had always been someone who enjoyed being alone. He was never the person to be a part of a group. Except for a few people he held close, like Jen, he had always been a lone wolf. He supposed it was part of his upbringing. A childhood where he had bounced around foster homes, each one worse than the last until he had finally reached a family he could trust.

      But even after finally being housed with decent people, it was hard to break years of old habits, and some of them still lingered even to this day. And after what had happened on the last case he had worked with Kerry, he felt those old habits creeping to the forefront once again.

      Halfway through breakfast, Jen set down her fork and swallowed the rest of her biscuit. “Anything big happening today?”

      Jim sipped his mug of coffee before he answered. “I have a meeting with the lieutenant and the captain this morning. Not sure what it’s about.”

      Jen raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Do you think it’s about Kerry?”

      “I don’t know,” Jim answered.

      Jen was quiet, pensive, but Jim knew she was worried when her breakfast continued to remain untouched.

      “Everything is fine,” Jim said.

      “I just know how difficult it’s been on you,” Jen said. “Not having her around.”

      Jim hadn’t spoken much about Kerry aloud, though she hadn’t really left his thoughts during the day, especially when he was at the precinct. The pair had been put together rather reluctantly, and no one, not even Jim or Kerry, believed the match would last. But their lieutenant had seen something no one else could, and the pair had become the finest missing person detectives in the state.

      “I guess I’m not as good at faking it as I used to be,” Jim said.

      Jen reached for his hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Have you called her yet?”

      “No,” Jim answered.

      “You really should,” Jen replied. “I’m sure she would love to hear from you.”

      “Well, she hasn’t reached out to me, so I guess she wants her privacy,” Jim said, more harshly than he intended.

      Jen frowned, giving him one of her looks that told him he was being stubborn. “I just think it would be a good idea to talk to her. That’s all.”

      “I’ll try to give her a call around lunchtime,” Jim said.

      “Good.” Jen smiled, happy that she had managed to push Jim in the right direction. It was rare that Jen was ever wrong about matters like this. She was more in tune with what the world expected of people from a social standpoint, even though she could be a bit awkward herself. But she was the kindest person Jim had ever met.

      Once breakfast was over, the pair finished getting ready, and Jim walked Jen to the door. Before they parted ways for the morning, Jim pulled her close and kissed her firmly on the lips. He held her a few seconds in the embrace, and when he finally pulled back, she smiled at him.

      “What was that for?” Jen asked.

      “I’m very thankful for you,” Jim said. “I just want you to know that.”

      Jen kissed him again and whispered into his ear, “I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too,” Jim said.

      Jim watched her walk to the car and then drive away. It wasn’t until he couldn’t see her vehicle anymore that he grabbed his own keys and headed into work.

      Traffic was light on the drive to the precinct. Jim even found a spot close to the front building where he parked his old, but sturdy, Mazda Protégé. It was rusted and well worn, and the transmission was starting to buck a little bit, but it still got him from point A to point B just fine.

      Kerry had told him to upgrade, for Jen’s sake at least, but he enjoyed the lack of a car payment. And when he was on the clock, he always checked out one of the unmarked cruisers in the motor pool. It was like he got a new car every day…if new cars smelled like stale coffee and old fast food.

      The shift change had already happened by the time Jim arrived, and the precinct was already in full swing as Jim made his way to the detectives’ bullpen. His desk was paired with another, the same set up every detective pairing had in the precinct, but the desk across from Jim’s was empty and barren.

      Jim draped his jacket over the backside of his chair and booted up his computer. He stared at Kerry’s old desk while his computer turned on, and once the screen appeared and asked for his login, he swiveled toward the monitor and started his day.

      Most of the morning was spent on paperwork. Having worked solo since Kerry’s LOA, Jim had fallen a little behind on some of the more administrative tasks. He’d gotten used to splitting the paperwork, and he hadn’t quite caught up with it yet.

      But the extra paperwork paled in comparison to the loss of the comradery Jim had with Kerry when they worked together. It had been a long time since he had someone have his back the way she did, and Jim knew those people were hard to come by in life.

      Before Kerry, Jim had reveled in working alone. It was a badge he wore with pride and honor. But it had given him a bad reputation, one that had improved since his partnership with Kerry. Jim remembered those days like a distant memory. And what Jim feared most was falling back into the cold, calculated man who lived alone, worked alone, and enjoyed being alone.

      “North.”

      Jim didn’t need to turn around to know who was it was. He’d recognize the gruff voice anywhere. “Hey, Glenn.”

      Detective Glenn Ruthers appeared on Jim’s left and sat on the edge of his desk, pushing the stack of paperwork backward and nearly toppling it over onto Kerry’s old desk. He was one of the VICE detectives, and he looked more like a heavy metal drummer than a cop. The look came in handy for his undercover work, but Jim could never determine if the fashion choice were simply out of his own personal taste or part of the job.

      “I thought you might actually be late today.” Ruthers grinned, looking cocky as he chewed a piece of gum. He crossed his muscled arms over his chest, and Jim could see some of the tattoos from the bottom cuff of his long-sleeved work polo.

      “Not today,” Jim said.

      “You know the other detectives have a pool going over when you’re finally going to get a new partner,” Ruthers said.

      “I already have a partner,” Jim replied, returning his attention to his computer screen.

      Ruthers glanced at Kerry’s empty desk. “Doesn’t look like it.” He blew a bubble and it popped, the loud snap sharp in Jim’s ear. “You seen her since her LOA?”

      Ruthers was the last person Jim wanted to discuss the details of his partnership with Kerry. And thankfully, he was thrown a lifeline to escape the conversation.

      “Jim!” Lieutenant Mullocks waved at him from her office down the hallway. “Let’s go.”

      Thankful for the lieutenant’s distraction, Jim left Ruthers’ question unanswered and headed for his boss’s office for the meeting.

      Lieutenant Mullocks was joined by Captain Kierney. The captain wore his dress blues, as he did every day. Everyone in the department said it was because the man never wanted to miss a good photo opportunity. He wasn’t well-liked by the officers, but everyone in command seemed to enjoy his company.

      Aside from a stern-looking expression that appeared well-practiced in the mirror, there wasn’t anything intimidating about Captain Kierney in Jim’s opinion, other than the fact the man could fire you on the spot.

      “Detective North,” Kierney said, addressing Jim with slight disdain. “Please, have a seat.”

      Jim knew the captain didn’t like him. Kierney had been against Jim since his reassignment here from the beginning. Jim didn’t want to cause a fuss, so he took the seat in front of the lieutenant’s desk while Kierney remained standing.

      “We’re all busy, so I’ll make this quick,” Kierney said. “We’ll be assigning you a new partner starting tomorrow.”

      Jim immediately looked to Lieutenant Mullocks, who remained stoic. He glanced back to the captain and could tell he was waiting for Jim to have an outburst, so he tried, as calmly as possible, to figure out why this was happening now.

      “Can I ask why, sir?” Jim asked.

      “Your caseload is piling up,” Kierney said. “And we have plenty of good officers waiting for a shot at earning their detective’s shield. Your former partner’s vacancy needs to be filled.”

      Jim struggled to sit still. “I was under the impression Detective Martin’s slot would remain open until she decided to return.” Jim swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. “Is she not coming back?”

      “Detective Martin remains on her sabbatical, but we can’t wait around for her,” Kierney said, and then he looked to Mullocks. “The lieutenant will brief you on the details, but I wanted to make sure you heard this from me.”

      Jim was shocked at how quiet the lieutenant was being, and he quickly stood. “Sir, I’ve had no trouble working the cases solo. There has been no drop in my case closure rate, and—”

      “This isn’t up for discussion,” Kierney said angrily. “This is department policy, and I will not have my precinct fall into disarray.” He stepped closer to Jim, his body language tense. “I’ll be keeping a close eye on you, Detective. If I get even the faintest whiff that you’re falling back into old habits, I will personally take your badge and your gun. Do I make myself clear?”

      Despite Jim’s career in law and order, he’d always had a rebellious nature. He assumed it stemmed from all of those years in the foster system, fighting back against those who had harmed him. But he suppressed those urges now. The captain might have been a blowhard, but a bluffer he was not.

      “Yes, sir,” Jim answered.

      “Good.” Captain Kierney leaned back and then straightened out the front of his dress blues. He turned to the lieutenant. “I’ll be waiting for your follow-up at the end of the day.”

      Mullocks nodded but remained silent.

      Once the captain was gone, Jim shut the door and kept his back to the lieutenant for a moment before he faced her. “Did Kerry say something to you?” Jim asked.

      The lieutenant was a small woman, short, petite, pretty with piercing green eyes. But she had one of the most intimidating glares Jim had ever seen.

      “The decision has been made,” Mullocks answered.

      “Did she, lieutenant?” Jim asked.

      Mullocks rocked forward in her chair, softening a bit. “No. I haven’t talked to her since she filed her paperwork the last day she worked.”

      “I don’t need another partner,” Jim said.

      “It’s not about what you need,” Mullocks said. “It’s about the administration making sure their asses are covered.”

      “Didn’t you fight this?” Jim asked, petulant.

      Mullocks tilted her head to the side. “Jim, it’s done. The more you fight it, the more you’re proving their point.”

      “And what point is that?” Jim asked.

      The lieutenant stepped around her desk and walked over to Jim. “Despite your progress over the past year, you have a checkered history with the department.” She held up her hand before he could protest. “I know you’re good at your job. The brass knows it, too. But before you came here, this was your last shot at remaining a detective. You’ve come a long way, but…” She trailed off, and despite having a reputation of being a bit of a hardass, Jim saw a softness in her eyes when she looked at him. “I’ve seen lone cops go down rabbit holes they can’t escape. I don’t want that to happen to you.”

      Jim studied the lieutenant and then frowned when he realized what she had done. “You made the request for me to have a partner.”

      “I did,” Mullocks said.

      It was rare for Jim to feel betrayal, but that was only because he allowed very few people into his life. Mullocks had been one of those individuals.

      “Why?” Jim asked.

      “Because it’s dangerous out there for us,” Mullocks said. “I know it’s always been dangerous, but the general public’s feelings toward us are at a very low point in the department’s history.”

      “I’m aware of the current climate,” Jim said. “But is that it? Or do you agree with what Captain Kierney said as well?” Jim knew he was on the verge of crossing a line, but he couldn’t help himself.

      “You’ve been slipping, Jim,” Mullocks said. “A little bit more, every day.”

      Jim scoffed. “You’re kidding.”

      Mullocks raised her right hand and extended a finger for every instance she rattled off. “You’ve cited extenuating circumstances in three of your last five cases to enter a domicile, and those three cases are falling apart in court.”

      “I brought the kids back, didn’t I?” Jim asked.

      “Yeah, and their abductors are getting off the hook!” Mullocks answered. “That’s the kind of thinking that landed you here in the first place, Jim. Do you really want to burn through the rest of what little goodwill you have with the department? Because that’s what you’re doing. You need someone out there helping you.”

      “You mean to keep an eye on me,” Jim said.

      “Yeah, well, I’d do it myself, but you’re not the center of my universe,” Mullocks said angrily, putting her foot down. “You will report to my office tomorrow at the start of your shift to meet your new partner. Is that clear?”

      Jim clenched his jaw. The lieutenant had been nothing but helpful to Jim, and he knew she had cut him more slack than she should have. He should have been thanking her for everything she had done, and because of that, Jim acknowledged that he was slipping. It was time to accept that.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Jim answered.

      “Good.” Mullocks returned to her desk, where she collapsed into her chair with a sigh.

      Jim blushed with embarrassment. He knew the lieutenant only had his best interests at heart. She had been the only one to believe in him when the rest of the department had turned its back on him.

      “I know you’re worried about me,” Jim said. “And maybe you’re right. But so long as I remained solo on the job, I thought…”

      “You thought Kerry would come back,” Mullocks said. “She just needs time, Jim.”

      “Do you think she’ll come back?” Jim asked.

      Mullocks considered her response before she answered, and then she shook her head. “I honestly don’t know. Your last case together was… difficult. And she had been dealing with stuff even before all of that.”

      Jim knew Kerry had been dealing with a lot, but he had believed she shared the same belief as him, that the job was a part of them and it wasn’t something you could just walk away from. Because walking away from it was be cutting yourself in two.

      “Call her,” Mullocks said.

      “Yeah,” Jim said.

      “I’m serious,” Mullocks replied. “She would be glad to hear from you.”

      “You’re not the first to suggest that,” Jim said.

      “Jen’s a smart woman,” Mullocks said. “You should listen to the smart women in your life more often, Jim. It’d make your life much easier.” She smirked, and Jim couldn’t help but mirror the expression. “Get back to work. You’re wasting our taxpayer’s dollars standing in here, sulking.”

      Jim nodded. “Lieutenant.” He stepped out of Mullocks’ office and returned to his desk in the bullpen. He stared at Kerry’s empty chair and thought about their last case, which had been difficult, to say the least.

      Jim and Kerry had brought down one of the biggest child trafficking rings in the country that entailed a series of secretive underground clubs catering to the wealthy and powerful. The case had put the city and the department in the national media. But interest had died down, the news cycle doing what it did best in kicking out old stories and ushering in new ones.

      The desk phone rang, snapping Jim out of his daze, and he picked it up. “North.”

      “Detective, it’s Hale,” the sergeant said. “I’ve got a guy here who wants to talk to you.”

      Jim frowned. “Reporter?”

      “No,” Hale answered. “Says he knew you in the foster system.”

      The quick shot of adrenaline caused Jim’s heart to skip a beat. He had known plenty of kids when he was in the system all those years ago. But he knew there was only one kid with whom he’d grown close, but Jim hadn’t seen him in over ten years.

      “Send him back,” Jim said.

      Jim hung up the phone and then fidgeted nervously at his desk. Unable to sit still, he stood and donned his jacket. He adjusted his tie and then looked up in time to see Nate Walker step into the bullpen.

      A chill ran up Jim’s spine when he saw Nate as a flood of memories rushed back to him. Some of them were good, most of them were bad. For almost seven years, Jim and Nate were paired together, shuttled around to different foster homes. They had bonded through fear and pain. But of all the time they spent together, there was only one night that came to mind when Jim saw his friend, and Jim could still see the blood splattered on Nate’s face.

      “Jimmy,” Nate said, rushing over, out of breath as if he had run miles to get there. “I need your help.”

      Jim gestured to the chair next to his desk, a thousand questions racing through his head. “What are you doing here?”

      Nate was fidgety, nervous, glancing around like a junky going through withdrawals. “I’m in trouble.”

      Jim flinched. “What kind of trouble?”

      “My son,” Nate answered. “He’s been taken.”

      “Okay,” Jim said. “How long has he been missing?”

      “I don’t know,” Nate said. “I left for work last night at ten, and I got back to our apartment around eight this morning. Must’ve been somewhere in that timeframe.”

      Jim checked the time and saw that it was a little past ten o’clock now. That meant if Nate’s son had gone missing immediately after he left for work, then they were already past the twelve-hour mark on the case. Jim needed to gather as much information as quickly as possible.

      “All right,” Jim said, trying to sound reassuring. “Just calm down. I need to get some information from you, and then we’ll send out an Amber Alert—”

      “No!” Nate shouted, his voice rising above the chatter of the bullpen, which fell silent, briefly, from the disturbance.

      “Okay,” Jim said. “Just calm down—”

      “There can’t be any official report,” Nate said, his eyes pleading with desperation.

      Jim grew uneasy. “Why?”

      Nate bit his lip, hugging himself tightly. “He’s not… He’s not officially mine.”

      “What do you mean he’s not officially yours?” Jim asked. “Do you not have custody?”

      “No,” Nate answered.

      Jim leaned back. “Christ, Nate.”

      “He’s better off with me,” Nate said, growing more animated. “I wasn’t about to lose my son to some old hag!”

      Jim didn’t have all of the context to the situation, but none of that mattered. Because some people in life were too important, and for Jim, Nate Walker was one of them. Nate had saved Jim’s life. He was his first partner before he wore the badge. And Jim wasn’t about to let his partner down.

      “Will you help me?” Nate asked. “Jimmy, I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

      Against Jim’s better judgment, he nodded, and he felt himself slip back into those old habits everyone had been so worried he would find.
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      Kerry sat in her car, parked in the lot outside of the federal penitentiary where her father was held. The building was big, bland, and filled with the most dangerous criminals in the country. It was here that the justice system buried their lifers behind impenetrable concrete and steel walls, letting them rot for the crimes they committed against their fellow man.

      Kerry’s father, Roy Solomon, was one of those men. Kerry knew all of the intricate details of her father’s past indiscretions. She had hated him for what he had done not just to the city but to his own family. Kerry and her mother were dragged through the mud right along next to her father. His past had become her past, his sins her sins, and she had fought hard for a long time to separate herself from him.

      But while Kerry had taken steps to separate herself from her father, it had taken almost fifteen years on the police force before her fellow officers had finally trusted her. Because Roy Solomon wasn’t just a crooked cop, he was a cop killer. That had been the crime that had finally exposed Kerry’s father, unraveling his web of deceit and corruption that had spanned and terrorized the city for over a decade.

      Once Kerry’s father’s actions were brought to light, she and her mother were treated as co-conspirators to all of Roy Soloman’s crimes. People couldn’t understand how the wife of a detective didn’t know exactly what he was doing. And Kerry was the apple people were convinced hadn’t fallen far from the tree.

      And now, here she was, following in his footsteps, one more tainted cop in a system that citizens already held in little faith. Kerry had tried to convince herself that what she had done was necessary to solve the case, and a part of that was true.

      The people Jim and Kerry had been chasing were the worst kind of pedophiles imaginable. And if she hadn’t made her deal with Cutters, then they would still be around. She supposed her own moral compass was a small price to pay to save the lives of innocent children.

      Kerry entered the facility, passing a few of the correctional officers who knew her by name. A few of them cast her dirty looks, knowing whose daughter she was, but most had warmed up to her.

      Because of Kerry’s status as a detective, she was normally given a private room to speak with her father. But since her leave of absence, she no longer had the badge to use to leverage a secluded space. She was hoping the correctional officers would cut her some slack, but none was given. She was thrust into the rest of the common area with everyone else.

      Roy Soloman shuffled into the visiting area and found Kerry at one of the smaller tables. Time in prison had worn Roy Soloman down and had filed off those sharp edges. He was, by all accounts, a broken man. The Roy Soloman the papers had written stories about, and that cops spoke about like some mysterious legend, was only a shadow of the man he was today.

      Kerry had always resented her father and the things he had done because his prison sentence had affected Kerry and her mother as much as it did him. They were forced out into the cold, her mother doing everything they could to help them make it. They were forsaken by everyone: friends, neighbors, what little family her mother had. But despite all of that, Kerry had begun to mend her shattered relationship with her father. And over the past year, they had made progress.

      “I wasn’t expecting you today,” Roy said as he sat down.

      Kerry glanced around suspiciously and leaned forward, keeping her voice low. “I need your help.”

      Roy studied his daughter for a moment and then frowned. “What happened?”

      “You remember that favor I asked from you?” Kerry asked. “The one that made me take my leave of absence after the case was finished?”

      Roy nodded.

      “Well, it’s come back around,” Kerry said.

      “I told you it could be risky,” Roy said.

      “I know,” Kerry said, still whispering.

      “What’s the payment?” Roy asked. “And who's it for?”

      Kerry hadn’t told her father about the deal she had made with Cutters. She hadn’t told anyone, not even Brian.

      “Kerry?” Roy asked. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me who you’re dealing with.”

      Kerry knew beating around the bush wasn’t going to make things easier, so she ripped off the Band-Aid quickly. “Benjamin Cutters.”

      The name lingered in the air between them for a moment, floating there as if Roy hadn’t heard it. And then, he repeated the name back to her very slowly.

      “Yes,” Kerry replied.

      Roy bowed his head and muttered something under his breath that Kerry couldn’t hear.

      “What?” Kerry asked.

      “I said you’re fucking stupid!” Roy said, his whisper loud enough to garner some attention from the table nearby, but they quickly returned to their own conversation. “Do you know who he is?”

      “I’ve dealt with him before,” Kerry answered, pretending she wasn’t concerned by her father’s tone. “I know he’s a criminal and deals with a lot of imports of drugs and other items.”

      “Benjamin Cutters is the biggest smuggler on the West Coast,” Roy said. “Hell, maybe even in the country. Everyone knows that if you want something brought in beneath the radar, you call him.”

      “And?” Kerry asked.

      “And you don’t get to be in the kind of position Cutters is without having done some very bad things,” Roy answered. “He’s a dangerous man, Kerry.”

      In all the interactions Kerry had with Cutters, she wasn’t sure if “dangerous” was the right word to describe him. But she wasn’t naïve.

      “Look, I just need a way out,” Kerry said.

      “A way out?” Roy asked. “There is no way out. You want to know where your way out is?” He pointed his finger at the table. “Prison or six feet under. Take your pick.”

      “Well, those two options don’t work for me,” Kerry said.

      Roy leaned back, amazed at his daughter’s stubbornness. “What does he want you to do?”

      Kerry glanced around, making sure there was no more attention on them. “He wants me to give a tip to the VICE unit about a heroin shipment.”

      “Is it a fake?” Roy asked.

      “He said it wasn’t,” Kerry answered. “He says the detectives will find product.”

      Roy drummed his fingers on the table and then leaned forward. “Do it.”

      Kerry waited for more, but when that was the extent of her father’s advice, she asked, “And then what?”

      “And then you wait for what else he wants from you,” Roy answered. “That’s usually how the arrangement works.”

      Kerry grew irritated. “I came here for you to help me find a way out. I need something to use against Cutters.”

      “You don’t think the police haven’t been trying to nail that guy for the past thirty years?” Roy asked. “Do you have any idea how many cops, and lawyers, and politicians have tried to do what you’re doing? And in all that time, across all of those different fields of justice and persuasion, no one has been able to do it. You know why? Because Benjamin Cutters has his finger in everything.”

      Kerry was aware of how elusive Cutters had been. But that didn’t mean it was impossible to bring him down.

      “There has to be something,” Kerry said. “If I can testify against him, about what he’s making me do—”

      “And how do you think that would go over?” Roy asked. “Or did you forget that you’re the daughter of the city’s most-hated cop? Do you have any idea what the media would do to you? What that would do to your family?”

      Kerry hadn’t considered the kind of exposure going after Cutters would entail. She knew firsthand how difficult a public trial was on a family, and she never wanted to put her children through that experience, no matter what.

      “What did you think was going to happen when you agreed to help him?” Roy asked, his tone still berating. “This is a mess you can’t just clean up, Kerry. It doesn’t go away. Ever.”

      Kerry wasn’t sure exactly what she expected in coming here. At the very least, she knew it would cover her ass if she actually decided to go through with the job Cutters gave her. But deep down, she was hoping that her father had one last trick up his sleeve. Because even though she was a grown woman, there was still a small piece of her that hoped her dad would be able to get her out of this jam.

      Roy softened a little bit and then leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “I know you think there is a way out of this. And believe me, nobody wants that for you more than me. But there are some lines that cannot be uncrossed.”

      It wasn’t the answer Kerry had expected to hear from her father, and she felt that small glimmer of hope she was looking to find here diminished.

      “A man like Benjamin Cutters wouldn’t stay in business as long as he has if he didn’t know what he was doing,” Roy said. “He’s a very powerful man.”

      “I know,” Kerry said.

      Roy quickly reached across the table and grabbed hold of Kerry’s, squeezing it firmly. “No, you don’t. Because if you did, this conversation would never have happened.”

      “So that’s it,” Kerry said.

      Roy nodded. “That’s it.”

      Kerry and Roy sat in silence for the rest of the visit. Both were pondering the path that lay ahead for her and the consequences of taking that first step. When the correctional officer finally told everyone time was up, Kerry and Roy stood, and Roy walked over to his daughter and hugged her tightly.

      “Be careful,” Roy said. “Please.”

      “I will,” Kerry said.

      Roy leaned back and offered a sad smile. “You’re still the best cop I know. No matter what you’ve done.” He fell back into line with the rest of the inmates, and Kerry stood with the other family members as they watched their fathers, sons, brothers, and friends walk in a single file line out of the visiting area and back into their cells.

      Kerry returned to the parking lot and sat in her car. Coming to visit her father was a Hail Mary pass at a way out. But as her options diminished, the path ahead became clearer, the pitfalls and dangers starting to take shape.

      A lonely hollowness Kerry had not felt in ages gripped her, fueling her doubts and fears. She glanced at the prison in her rearview mirror. She had fought long and hard to avoid the same fate as her father. But no matter what happened, she would not let her family suffer the way she had growing up. She would see an early grave before she allowed that to happen.

      And as Kerry sat in her car, thinking of what to do next, one person came into her mind. Someone she trusted with her life and her family’s life. But she hadn’t spoken to Jim since she had left the department, and she didn’t want to burden him with her problems.
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      Jim drove Nate from the station and back to his apartment complex. The ride was silent for the most part, save for a few mutterings from Nate under his breath. He sounded worried, but then again, his son was missing.

      It was still hard to believe that Nate had tracked him down, but once the shock wore off of seeing his old friend, unease settled in its place. Jim had not filed the missing persons’ report, just as Nate requested. He did look up the boy, though and confirmed Nate had a son.

      Jim also saw the arrest warrant issued by the judge in North Carolina, where the boy’s grandmother lived. The warrant had been filed almost five years ago, and there hadn’t been any activity on the matter in almost four. It seemed the parties involved were satisfied with marking the case unsolved.

      “You want to tell me what happened?” Jim asked.

      “I already told you my son is gone,” Nate answered, his tone petulant.

      “I mean about the arrest warrant,” Jim replied. “The fact I haven’t turned you in or filed the report for your missing son means I’m breaking the law.”

      Nate calmed down. “Look, I’m sorry. You’re right.” He nodded and cleared his throat. “I really appreciate what you’re doing for me, Jim.”

      Jim turned off the highway and onto the exit ramp. “So what happened?”

      Nate cleared his throat again, fidgeting in his seat, unable to get comfortable. “I don’t even know where to start. Should I pick up from when I last saw you?” He glanced at Jim and grinned, and for a moment, Jim saw a flash of the friend who had become a brother to him. “No, probably not.”

      “Tell me about the situation in North Carolina,” Jim said.

      Nate sighed and shook his head. “It’s complicated. I met this woman, we had a thing, we had a kid, and it turned out she was a drug addict.”

      “That’s not normally something that comes as a surprise, Nate,” Jim said.

      “Yeah, well, I might have been using at the time, too,” Nate said. Nate kept his head down, avoiding Jim’s gaze, but Jim still saw the man’s cheeks flush red.

      “And are you using now?” Jim asked.

      “No,” Nate answered quickly. “I cleaned up after my kid was born. Because I didn’t want him to grow up the way we did, you know? I wanted to be a good father. And I’ve done that, Jim. I got him the hell out of that backwater town the moment I could.”

      The Nate Jim remembered had always been a bit of a lush, so the fact that he’d made the jump to drugs wasn’t a surprise. Nate had introduced Jim to alcohol and cigarettes at an early age, and the pair had gotten into their fair share of trouble. But it hadn’t been booze and cloves that had bonded them so tightly. It had been their experience together at one of the many foster homes they shared.

      “You remember what it was like?” Nate asked as though he could read Jim’s thoughts. “What we went through.”

      “I remember,” Jim answered. “It’s one of the reasons I became a detective.”

      Nate flashed an easy smile, the one that always charmed the girls at the orphanages. “That’s not all you’ve done, is it? I read about that non-profit you started with your father’s money.”

      Jim had inherited a fortune from a psychopath. The man had been a killer and someone who found pleasure in torturing children. He had sought to sire an heir to ascend to his throne, but Jim made sure the man’s legacy was shattered. Jim didn’t want anything to do with the man’s money, so he set up a trust for at-risk youth for the state of Washington. The building was being constructed, and there was already a long list of children who needed help. It was a way for Jim to give back to a community that desperately needed assistance.

      And not only was his father a psychopath, but he happened to be the leader of a secret organization that called themselves The Greeks. Naturally, it had garnered Jim a lot of attention. That had been the last case Jim and Kerry had worked before his leave of absence. It had been a difficult one, but Jim had been surprised by her sabbatical.

      “I thought it was a good way to spend the money,” Jim said. “I thought it might be nice for kids to have a better future than we had growing up.”

      “Yeah, that would have been nice to have that kind of money when we were in the system, huh?” Nate asked. “I wonder if things would have turned out differently for us.”

      Jim had asked himself that question thousands of times, but it wasn’t good for the psyche to dwell on “what-ifs” for too long.

      “Do you ever think about that night?” Nate asked.

      Jim knew the night Nate spoke of, but he wasn’t in the mood to relive it. “Not for a long time.”

      “I think about it a lot,” Nate said. “Especially when I’m watching my boy sleep. I can’t imagine ever hurting him like that bastard tried to do to us.” He looked at Jim. “He would have killed us both, you know that, right?”

      “I remember what happened, Nate,” Jim answered.

      One of the foster homes Jim and Nate had been assigned to was owned by a married couple. The woman wasn’t ever around, and the man was a drunkard. He used to hit Jim, Nate, and the other kids. He would go on day-long benders, screaming at the kids, threatening them, and it was all they could do to lock themselves in the room they shared and wait for him to pass out.

      But one night, the bastard decided threats of violence weren’t enough anymore. He decided that he was going to make good on his promises. There was a gun in the house, an old revolver stashed up in the ceiling.

      Jim and Nate had tried to get a few times just so they could get rid of it, but they were too short of reaching even after standing on the chairs. They were only ten years old then, but they were still the oldest of the group staying at the house.

      And that night, when the drunk brought that revolver down and beat down the door to the room, Jim lunged forward, trying to wrestle the gun away, and managed to get the man to drop it. But once the man no longer had the revolver, he focused all of his strength and effort on Jim, choking him.

      Jim had thought he was going to die. He could still feel the man’s hands around his throat even to this day. But just before the world faded to black, a gunshot thundered in the room, and Jim was released.

      Gasping for breath, Jim saw the drunkard on his back, blood pooling in his mouth as he choked on his own blood, a hole in the side of his belly where he’d been shot. Nate was standing off to the side, holding the gun with the other kids behind him. A little bit of blood was on his face, his eyes wide and bulging. He gripped the revolver like a vice, knuckles blanched over the black steel.

      The police showed up shortly after the gunshot. A concerned neighbor had finally called the cops, but why they had never called the authorities every other night the bastard was screaming at the top of his lungs, Jim didn’t know.

      Nate was never charged with anything, even though their foster father had died. It seemed both the officers and the social workers involved understood the kids had gone through enough.

      Ever since that night, until the day Jim was adopted by the Swisher family, Nate and Jim were true brothers, and they always had each other’s back. It was why Jim didn’t file the paperwork and why he hadn’t arrested his friend.

      You don’t turn your back on family.

      “It’s just up there,” Nate said, pointing to an old ten-story building up the road.

      Jim parked on the street and then followed Nate into the apartment building. The place was in disrepair, but Jim had visited a lot of places like this during his time as a detective.

      “Not much better than the places we lived in growing up, huh?” Nate said.

      “I’ve seen worse,” Jim said.

      “Yeah, I guess you have,” Nate said.

      Once they reached the sixth floor, Nate led Jim out of the stairwell and down to the apartment. He unlocked the door and then stepped inside.

      “Okay,” Nate said, opening the door. “Here it is.”

      Jim stepped through the entrance of the apartment and stopped when he reached the middle of the open floor plan. It was a small apartment, barely enough space for one person, let alone a father and son.

      Nate shut the door behind him, then locked it. “I know it doesn’t look like much, but it’s all I can afford by myself.”

      Jim looked to his friend. “You don’t have anything to be ashamed of. You’re doing what you can to take care of your son. It’s more than either of our parents ever did for us.”

      Nate offered a sheepish smile. “Thanks.”

      Jim examined the surroundings, searching for anything that stood out to him and saw the chessboard on the kitchen table. “Do you play?”

      Nate walked up to the chessboard and gently rolled the king that had been toppled. “I started playing after you were adopted. I needed to find a way to occupy all the time I found myself with. I got pretty good at it, and I enjoyed the game. More importantly, it kept me out of trouble most of the time. After my son was born and he was old enough to understand the game, I taught him. It was through chess I learned how smart he was.”

      “He’s gifted?” Jim asked.

      Nate picked up one of the pawns. “His teachers told me he has a genius-level intellect. Top 1% of the 1% or something like that.” He returned the piece to its square. “I don’t know where the brains came from. Not from me and certainly not his mom.”

      “The grandmother,” Jim said. “Does your son know about her?”

      “Yes,” Nate answered. “He understands not to call her, though.”

      “You’re sure about that?” Jim asked.

      “I’m sure.”

      Jim nodded and checked the windows, making sure that they hadn’t been broken and saw no sign of a break-in. He examined the front door as well, again finding no sign of tampering. “Does anybody else have a key to the apartment besides you and your son?”

      “Just the landlord,” Nate said, growing a little antsier. “

      Jim walked to the precipice of the bedroom’s entrance and gestured inside. “Mind if I take a look?”

      “Be my guest,” Nate answered.

      Jim entered the bedroom and saw the two twin mattresses lying on the floor. There was no bedding except for a single pillow for each mattress and a yellowed, white sheet. There were dirty clothes scattered about the different corners of the room, but while it was a little messy, there wasn’t much to make a clutter, to begin with.

      Everything in the apartment was bare-bones. It seemed the only forms of entertainment that existed were the chessboard and the television set.

      Jim walked over to where he assumed the boy slept. Books were scattered around the mattress, stacked in haphazard piles. They were classic literary works. Most of them looked like they were checked out from the library. “How old did you say he was?”

      “Nine,” Nate answered. “I told you, he’s very smart.”

      Jim set the books down. “Does he come directly home after school?”

      “No, he goes to an afterschool program to give me a few more hours of sleep,” Nate said. “He also likes it because there’s a chess team at the program. He plays there with kids a lot older than he is and more experienced in the game than even me.”

      “I’ll need the name of that program,” Jim said.

      Jim crossed over to Nate’s side of the room. Pictures were taped to the walls. Some of them were of Nate and his son, a few of which were Nate when he was younger, probably in his early 20s. But there was one picture taped up of a woman sitting in Nate’s lap at a bar somewhere. It was the only picture with the woman in it, Jim pointed out. “Who’s that?”

      Nate grimaced. “I’ve meant to take that down.”

      “Is that your son’s mother?” Jim asked.

      Nate walked over and carefully peeled the picture off the wall. “Just a girl I was dating. We’d been together for about a year, but we broke up six weeks ago.”

      Jim raised his eyebrows. “Any reason she might want to take your son?”

      Nate shook his head. “She doesn’t want anything to do with us.”

      “You’re sure she doesn’t have a key to the apartment?” Jim asked.

      “She had a key, but she gave it back,” Nate answered, folding the picture into his pocket. “I guess it’s possible that she could have made a copy and not told me. But I don’t know why she would want to try to take my son?”

      “Was Tim close with her?” Jim asked.

      “No,” Nate answered.

      “I’ll still need her name and phone number if you have it,” Jim said.

      “Yeah, sure, whatever you need,” Nate said.

      Jim circled the apartment one more time, making sure he hadn’t missed anything, but without forensics being able to come in and take a closer look at the fibers, there wasn’t much more he could do by himself.

      “What about when you’re gone at night?” Jim asked. “Does anyone stay with him?”

      “No,” Nate answered. “He’s here by himself.”

      Even though the boy was probably sleeping most of the time, that was still a long period for a boy his age to remain unsupervised.

      “So what now?” Nate asked.

      “I’ll knock on a few doors in the building, see if anyone heard anything last night,” Jim said. “And I’ll look into that afterschool program and follow up with your ex.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Nate said.

      Jim studied his friend a little more closely. He was taking a risk helping Nate, but that wasn’t what worried him. “You know I tried to get you adopted with me. I begged my parents to do it, but they didn’t have the room. And by the time they did, you were gone.”

      “I know you did, Jimmy,” Nate said. “I don’t blame you for the life I had after we were separated. I’m glad you turned out all right.”

      All of this was like a blast from the past, and Jim was still wrapping his head around seeing Nate after over ten years.

      “No one has called me Jimmy in a long time,” Jim said. “Why did you come to find me? Now? After all of these years?”

      “I know it’s been a long time.” Nate pocketed his hands, shifting his weight between his feet. “I just took a different path than you did. You wanted to fight back against the system that hurt us, and I just wanted to get as far away from it as I could.” He glanced to the crummy apartment and scoffed. “A lot of good that did.” He swiped at his nose. “I never thought I would be a father. I don’t think I even wanted to be a dad. After all the shady experiences we had growing up, it’s not like I had a good role model to base fatherhood on after everything we went through, you know?” He steadied himself. “But I’ve done everything I can to provide a better life for my son than what I had. He’s my whole world, Jim. He’s the reason I’m not in jail or dead of an overdose. I just want him back. I there isn’t anyone else I trust to help me.”

      It was the most sincere and earnest reply Jim could remember hearing from a parent. But Jim couldn’t shake the feeling in his gut. “If there is something you’re not telling me,” Jim said. “Something I need to know, then you need to tell me now.”

      Nate hesitated a moment and then replied. “You know, that night when I pulled the trigger, I don’t think I slept for three days. All I kept seeing was the blood that came out of him and that smell. Sweat, blood, and fear. I could taste it in everything I ate for weeks. But after it was done, we never really talked about it. And I never asked you for anything in return. Ever.” He stepped closer. “So I’m asking you now, Jim. Just find him. Help me. Please.”

      It was Jim’s rule to never promise anyone during a missing person case that he could bring their family member home. He would only get their hopes up in a case that held so many variables it was impossible to know for certain whether the person could be recovered.

      But Jim had an impeccable recovery record when it came to missing children. And this man had been his best friend growing up. They had covered for each other, taking care of one another, and Nate had saved his life.

      “I’ll never forget what you did, Nate,” Jim said. “And I promise that I will find your son.”

      It might have been a mistake to say that, but when Jim saw the relief on Nate’s face, it made it worth it. If he could ease his friend’s pain even just a little bit, Jim knew it was worth the risk of promising what he had no right to give.
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      It didn’t take long for Jim to realize how the residents of the apartment complex felt about the police. Half of the doors he knocked on didn’t answer, and the half that did immediately slammed the door in his face.

      People weren’t interested in what he had to say, and no one was willing to stick their neck out for somebody they didn’t know.

      Jim had experienced this type of shunning before, and he didn’t blame the citizens. The city had chosen to forget about certain communities, leaving them behind and in disrepair. These people didn’t believe the authorities helped them, so why should they provide help in return?

      After half an hour of the same reply or no reply at all, Jim was about to give up when he decided to knock on one more door.

      No one in the apartment directly across from where Nate and his son lived had answered on the first knock, but Jim wanted to give it one more try. If there were anyone in the building who heard or saw anything, whoever lived in that apartment would have been best positioned to know something.

      Jim knocked on the door with authority but made sure not to be overly aggressive. When no one answered the first time, he knocked again and again. After the third round of knocking, he heard movement from inside the apartment. The door flung open, and a middle-aged woman looked up at him with curlers in her hair.

      “What the hell do you want?” she asked, irritated.

      Jim flashed his badge and positioned himself in a way that it would be hard for her to shut the door in his face. “My name is Detective Jim North. I wanted to ask you a few questions about last night.”

      The woman narrowed her eyes. “You have a warrant?”

      Jim chose his words carefully. “I just wanted to ask if you heard anything strange last night or saw anything out of the ordinary.” Jim didn’t want to give away that Nate’s son had been abducted, not that he thought this woman would file a report.

      The woman remained perfectly still, staring at Jim, unblinking.

      “Really anything at all would be helpful,” Jim said. “Have you noticed anything strange happening on this floor over the past few days? Any characters you haven’t seen around here before drop by?”

      The woman scoffed. “You see where we live? There are strangers walking around all the time. Half the people on the floor will be gone by the end of the week. There is a very high turnover rate in this apartment complex. I suppose it’s why the landlord likes this particular clientele. Quick to get cash upfront and quick to kick them out if they don’t pay.” She then quickly glanced in both directions of the hallway and shook her head. “I’m sorry, I have to go.”

      Before she closed the door, Jim thrust forward, using his shoulder to prevent her from closing the door. She glared angrily at him, and Jim quickly backed off.

      “I’m sorry,” Jim said. He reached inside his jacket pocket and removed a business card, extending it to the woman. “Please just take this. If you think of anything, just give me a call.”

      The woman didn’t even look at the card. She simply stared into Jim’s eyes. There was indignant anger in them, the kind of anger Jim saw on many of the children he knew in the foster system. He had no doubt that this woman had experienced hardship in her life. There was no other reason for her to be in a place like this.

      Just when Jim didn’t think she was going to take the card, she snatched it from his hand, shoved Jim backward, and then slammed the door in his face.

      With no luck with the residents, Jim descended to the first floor where the management’s office was located and found a man encased in a box of bulletproof glass, watching television. Jim flashed his badge, and the guy stood as if Jim were inconveniencing him.

      “What?” The man picked at a wart on the side of his bulbous nose. He was in his late fifties, balding with only thin wisps of long hair left on his head. He wore a faded-red polo shirt with a sweat ring around the collar and a gold chain on his neck.

      “Do you have any security footage on the premise?” Jim asked.

      The man scoffed. It was his only reply.

      “What about visitor logs?” Jim asked, already having an idea of the answer.

      “Does it look like we have visitor logs?” the man asked sarcastically. “I’m lucky to get rent on time from half the tenants in here.”

      “Do you work the night shift?” Jim asked, changing tactics.

      “I’m here day and night,” he answered, leaning against the counter now as if the act of standing had exhausted him.

      “Did you hear anything last night?” Jim asked.

      “No.”

      “Nothing?” Jim asked.

      “Nothing,” he answered dryly.

      Unable to squeeze anything out of the guy and with no warrant to allow him to physically probe any further, Jim left the man to his television and stepped outside.

      Jim examined the tall gates that surrounded the building, along with the modern locks on the doors that led into the apartments. He also noted the bars on the walls, the locks in the stairwells. It was an awful lot of security but to not have security cameras was a red flag.

      Jim knew there were certain buildings in at-risk communities that were controlled by gangs, used as places to launder money, store drugs, a way to continue their criminal activity in plain sight. And the residents in those places were offered low rent in exchange for their silence, which would have explained why no one was willing to speak with him.

      But Nate hadn’t mentioned any of that, so Jim might just be projecting his own opinions onto the case. It was one of the many detective traps that cops fell into after a few years on the job. Once a particular narrative filled their heads, it was near impossible to make them believe anything else.

      Jim returned to his car and headed toward the school where Nate’s son attended the afterschool program. He would again need to tread lightly, not wanting to raise suspicion of his visit.

      Nate’s son, Tim, had managed to earn a scholarship at a small charter school. It was a place for highly gifted students who excelled in math and science. Apparently, that was Ben’s specialty.

      When Jim arrived, he explained to the principal that he was investigating an abduction that happened nearby and wanted to see if there was anyone strange in the area lurking about.

      The principal was a very timid woman. But she moved with calculated efficiency in almost every detail of her life. There was something almost robotic about the way she moved. It was hypnotizing.

      “I haven’t received any information from our security team about any threats,” the principal said. “We take our student’s safety very seriously.”

      “How do adults gain access inside of the school?” Jim asked.

      The principal walked Jim through the visitor pass process, but unless it was a parent, a listed guardian, or somebody working maintenance on the building for an outside contract, there was nobody else allowed on school grounds.

      “We haven’t had any outside maintenance work done in the past six months,” the principal said. “And our security systems are very up-to-date, state-of-the-art, really.”

      “Do you have someone monitoring the security feed at all times?” Jim asked.

      “Yes,” the principal answered. “Even when the children aren’t here. We have a lot of very expensive equipment housed in the building. We try to take preventative measures against any theft.”

      Once Jim was able to confirm that no suspicious activity had happened via the security footage, he asked to speak with the counselor at the afterschool program.

      “Why?” The principal asked.

      “The abduction happened outside of normal school hours,” Jim answered. “We think the perp might be looking at kids in after-school programs.”

      The principal covered her mouth, stifling a quiet gasp. “That’s terrible.”

      On the way to the gymnasium where the programs were hosted, the principal was gushing about the counselor who ran the afterschool program.

      “He’s done excellent work since he has been here,” the principal said. “I don’t know what we would do without him.”

      “How long has he been with the school?” Jim asked.

      “About six months now,” the principal answered. “We managed to steal him away from another school down in Portland. I couldn’t believe we convinced him to come up here and join us. It was really quite wonderful.”

      Once they entered the gymnasium, the principal lit up when she spied the counselor across the basketball floor, standing beneath one of the hoops. He had a board in his hands, studying whatever was on the piece of paper it was attached.

      “Samuel!” The principal shouted and waved her hand, catching Samuel’s attention. “Could you come here for a moment?”

      The counselor looked up from his clipboard and smiled as he tucked it beneath his arm and jogged over. He was tall, lean, and around Jim’s age, mid to late twenties. He had the type of wiry frame somebody might see on a tennis player.

      “What’s up?” Samuel asked.

      “This is Detective Jim North,” the principal answered. “He’s investigating an abduction.”

      Samuel expressed concern. “My God. Who is it?”

      “It happened down the road from here,” Jim answered. “I just wanted to come and take a look at the school since it was so close, see if anyone has seen anything.”

      “Oh,” Samuel said. “Well, I haven’t noticed anything here.”

      “Would you mind if I asked you a few questions?” Jim asked, glad he was finally able to speak to the man he’d come to see.

      “Of course,” Samuel said. “Whatever I can do to help.”

      The principal checked her watch. “Well, I have a meeting to run to. Detective, I’ll leave you in very capable hands.” She smiled at Samuel. “Keep up the good work.”

      “Thank you,” Samuel replied.

      The principal gave Samuel a good look up and down and then giggled as she left. If they weren’t sleeping together, then the principal definitely wanted to.

      “So,” Samuel said. “How can I help?”

      Jim noted the man’s casual arrogance. He wasn’t ugly but not necessarily good-looking, either. There were too many sharp angles along his face to distract a person from the whole of it. Jim imagined that Samuel might get a lot of one-night stands but probably didn’t have much luck in any long-term relationships. Even the way the man dressed was a bit flashy, all distracting from the reality of his dullness.

      “How many kids do you watch in the afterschool program?” Jim asked.

      Samuel rocked back on his heels. “Oh, not many. Twelve, maybe? Most of the kids here come from wealthy homes and have nannies or babysitters to watch them. I mainly take care of the kids on scholarship. Blue-collar students.” He laughed, but Jim didn’t reciprocate.

      “Do you have the same kids every day?” Jim asked.

      “Yeah, mostly the same group,” Samuel answered.

      “And you’re here alone with those children?” Jim asked.

      Samuel paused for a moment. “I’m the only one supervising them, yes.”

      “Is that all you’re doing?” Jim asked.

      “Excuse me?” Samuel asked.

      “The principal mentioned you were also in charge of the chess club?” Jim asked though it had been Nate who had mentioned it, not the principal. But he omitted that part.

      “Oh, yes,” Samuel said. “That overlaps with the afterschool program. Smart kids like chess.”

      “Do you teach them?” Jim asked.

      “I do my best,” Samuel answered.

      “Do you spend a lot of one-on-one time with the children?” Jim asked.

      Samuel narrowed his eyes. “Sometimes.”

      Jim could tell the man was growing suspicious, so he changed gears. “Would you mind if I looked around for a little bit?”

      Samuel cocked his jaw to the side and then glanced around the empty gymnasium. When he faced Jim again, there was a harshness in his voice that wasn’t there before. “Go ahead. If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to work.”

      “Of course,” Jim said. “But one more thing. Who would be your direct supervisor?”

      Jim knew that Samuel was caught between a rock and a hard place. The man didn’t want to give up any more information but growing even more defensive and stonewalling would only draw more attention to himself.

      “That would be the principal,” Samuel answered. “Good luck, Detective.”

      Jim nodded as Samuel walked back to the other side of the gymnasium, maintaining a brisk pace. Jim lingered in the gymnasium for a moment. He would need to work a particular timeline to see if the man had an alibi for the time of Tim’s disappearance.

      If Tim had developed a relationship with Samuel, then that might explain why the lack of a break-in. Jim had seen on more than one occasion how children would leave of their own volition in hopes of meeting another person. It was possible that Tim could have left the apartment after his father was gone to meet Samuel. But Jim would have to do more research into Samuel to know for sure.

      Jim returned to the principal's office and requested Samuel’s personnel file. She was a little hesitant, but most people wanted to comply with the police, and she handed it over.

      “Is all of this really necessary?” the principal asked.

      “I just want to cross off every possibility,” Jim answered.

      “Well, I’m sure you’ll find everything in order,” she said. “We have extensive background checks for anyone hired by the school. We even set the standard for all of the schools at the city level.”

      Jim thanked the principal for her assistance and then focused on the file. At first, there was nothing out of the ordinary. The references were glowing, the background checks revealed no crimes greater than running a stoplight or speeding. There was nothing to suggest that Samuel was hiding anything from his past. But that didn’t mean there were no indiscretions. Jim had the impression that Samuel might’ve been very good at concealing who he truly was.

      Jim requested a list of all of the children that Samuel took care of in the afternoons. Again she appeased his request, but Jim sensed he was pushing his luck. He found Ben’s name on the list along with ten other children.

      “I’d like to speak to the children one at a time,” Jim said.

      The principal had exhausted her hospitality at this point. “I’m not sure I can do that without their parent’s consent, Detective.”

      “Of course,” Jim said, and then he quickly handed the personnel file back to the principal but kept the list of names of the other children. “I appreciate your time.”

      “Yes, well, I hope you catch your predator,” the principal said. “It’s a shame what can happen right under someone’s nose.”

      “Yes,” Jim said. “It is.” He turned to leave and then paused. “I was actually wondering if I could look at the room where the afterschool program is actually held? Just to make sure it’s secure.”

      The principal was clearly irritated, but she granted Jim his final request. He was escorted to the building by one of the security guards, and Jim found a child inside, working at a chessboard, playing by himself. The moment Jim and the security guard stepped inside, the little boy looked up at them like he was in trouble.

      “Harry, you’re not supposed to be in here,” the security guard said. “How many times do I have to tell you that this is for afterschool only?”

      Jim recognized the name and realized there was a Harry on the list. “Harry Morgan?”

      The boy nodded. “Yeah, that’s me.”

      Jim turned back to the security guard. “I actually wanted to talk to him.”

      The security guard wasn’t privy to the conversation Jim had had with the principal, so he allowed it and stood outside the door, waiting.

      Jim always had an eye for kids who were abused. It was like a sixth sense. He had gone through it himself, so he suspected that helped in identifying that same pain in others. And as he walked over and sat across from Harry, Jim thought he found another wounded soul.

      Jim introduced himself and told Harry he was a police officer. For most kids, the police were still somebody they believed they could trust, but even that was starting to change.

      “How’s the game going?” Jim asked.

      Harry remained timid. “Okay.”

      Jim studied the board. He didn’t know anything about chess. “Did you win?”

      “It’s not really about winning,” Harry answered. “At least not this game. I’m studying a match I played yesterday, trying to see if I can find any moves where I was vulnerable.”

      Jim nodded, noting how the boy avoided eye contact. He also kept his hands clamped together in his lap. It was a protective stance.

      “Who taught you how to play chess?” Jim asked.

      Harry smiled. “My grandpa. We used to play together. Before he died.” The smile waned, and he bowed his head again.

      “You were close with your grandfather?” Jim asked.

      Harry nodded. “He was one of the only grown-ups who really talked to me. My parents are always too busy to play or do anything with me. That’s why I go to the afterschool program.”

      Jim was glad Harry had brought up the afterschool program on his own. It provided a natural transition into why Jim wanted to speak with him. “Do you like going to the afterschool program?”

      Harry shrugged, but he kept his eyes on the ground. “It’s okay.”

      “Just okay?” Jim asked. “If you get to play chess, then it must be pretty fun, right?”

      Harry remained silent again. Jim thought the kid was going to remain quiet until he finally whispered, “It used to be.”

      Jim proceeded carefully. The last thing he wanted to do was spook the kid. He needed to make sure that Harry understood that Jim could be trusted.

      “Harry,” Jim said, waiting until the kid looked up at him. “What can you tell me about Mr. Samuel?”

      The moment Jim spoke Samuel’s name, Harry’s eyes grew wide, and he became rigid and motionless. He was afraid. And it was the kind of fear that was related to some form of abuse. Whether it was physical, mental, or sexual.

      “Harry?” Jim asked.

      “Mr. Samuel is fine,” Harry answered, repeating the name like it was rehearsed. “All the other kids like him.”

      “Do you know if Tim Walker liked him?” Jim asked.

      Harry shook his head. “I-I don’t know.”

      “Harry,” Jim said, remaining very calm, “you know you can tell me anything. If somebody is hurting you, then it’s important to say something about it.” He tilted his head to the side, studying the young boy who was still motionless, eyes wide as saucers. “I can help you.”

      Children typically felt helpless. They could do little to protect themselves from the world around them. That was the job of an adult, and for a child who had been abused, any adult represented somebody who had failed them and keeping them safe. Depending on how bad the trauma was, a child can start to believe that no one can help them stop the abuse from the hands of their abuser.

      “Harry, it’s okay—" Jim paused when he noticed Harry’s gaze turn to the glass window on the right where Samuel walked past.

      Harry kept his eyes glued onto Samuel, who hadn’t noticed Jim and Harry in the room to the left. He was busy looking at that clipboard in his hands. And even after Samuel had passed the window, Harry kept his eyes fixed to the space where Samuel had disappeared.

      Before Jim could speak up, the door opened, and the security guard stepped inside.

      “Almost done in here?” he asked.

      Jim glanced back to Harry, who again was staring at the ground. Jim knew that the boy wasn’t going to say anything else, but there were no more words that needed to be said. Jim was convinced that Samuel was abusing the kids under his care at the afterschool program.

      Now all Jim needed to do was find the proof.
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      Kerry sat in her car, the keys still in the ignition, but the car engine turned off. With the windows up and no A/C running for the past ten minutes, she was starting to sweat. But she couldn’t stop contemplating what she was about to do. She replayed the conversation she’d had with her father about Cutters and about what she’d done.

      Kerry reached for the slip of paper in her cupholder. It was the tip Cutters had given her, the one he wanted her to give to the VICE detectives back at her precinct. The request seemed too small for a man like Cutters. It made her nervous.

      None of the paths ahead were ideal. She understood the line she’d crossed, and what she’d done was irreversible. The choices she’d made, no matter how justifiable, had led her to this point. And now, she had a final choice to make, one that would shape the rest of her future.

      There was no going back now.

      Note in hand, Kerry stepped out of the vehicle and slammed the door shut behind her. She walked with authority to the front entrance of a coffee shop. It was part of a string of business that had sprung up in the area. It was a part of a citywide effort of revitalizing struggling neighborhoods around the city. But what some hailed as economic advancement, others cited as gentrification.

      Kerry opened the door and found the interior empty save for one table. She walked over to it and slammed the piece of paper with the tip onto the table next to the cup of coffee Cutters had been drinking. “Find somebody else to do your dirty work,” Kerry said.

      Cutters reached for the mug of coffee on the table and took a sip, ignoring Kerry’s demand. He was flanked by his security team as usual, but the behemoths who guarded him remained stoic. She doubted that even Cutters was bold enough to do anything violent in the middle of the day in such a public place.

      Satisfied with the coffee, Cutters set the mug on the table and finally looked up at Kerry. “I don’t think you understand how this works.”

      “I understand how it works just fine,” Kerry said. “But I’m not going to be your lackey. You want to bring me down? Go ahead. I made a mistake using you as a way to help solve the case. But I will take my chances in the court of law and have the justice system provide what punishment they seem fit.”

      Cutters folded his hands in his lap. He looked so small in the chair, like a weathered doll with stringy, purple hair. But there was a cunning in his eyes, a predator’s gaze. “And you’re ready to take your licks in the court, huh? What about your family?”

      “My family didn’t do anything wrong,” Kerry answered.

      Cutters shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. But this will be a very public trial. Like the one held against your father all of those years ago.”

      Kerry knew that no matter what decision she made, her family would feel the brunt of her decisions. But at least on this path, she had a better chance of keeping them safe. Once her association with Cutters became public, it would become too risky for him to make a move against her family, seeing as how he would be the main suspect.

      “I don’t have anything more to say to you,” Kerry said. “My next stop will be the precinct to tell my superiors what I’ve done. And then I’ll bring you down with me.”

      She turned for the door, but one of the big security guards had positioned himself in front of it. She turned around and saw Cutters still sitting in his chair.

      “That’s very noble of you, Detective,” Cutters said, and then he downed the rest of his coffee and stood. “But before you go, I want to show you something. It will only be a moment, and then you can leave. Come.” He waved her to follow him and then walked past the front counter and into the back of the shop, disappearing through an open door.

      The security team remained in the front of the store with Kerry, but when she finally headed toward the back of the store, they trailed her the entire way.

      Burlap sacks lined the walls in the back room of the shop, along with a few workers, each of them grinding up the fresh beans, keeping their heads down, focused on their tasks, and paying no attention to Kerry, Cutters, or the men dressed in black suits who stayed close on her heels.

      The way Cutters moved through the shop suggested he owned the establishment. It must have been one of the many businesses under his thumb, though it seemed too small of an operation for him to be concerned with, but perhaps that was the way he liked it.

      Kerry was still trying to figure out the front Cutters was using this shop for, and when she followed him into the basement, she expected to find a meth lab or some type of sweatshop. But instead, she found more coffee bags, equipment, and a man gagged and bound to a chair.

      Cutters walked over to the man, who was covered in sweat and half asleep, but quickly woke up when he saw he was no longer alone. He looked like he’d been down here for a while, long enough for him to wet himself at least. His stench hung heavy in the basement, but beyond the sweat and waste, there was another smell, something hormonal, primal—fear.

      The moment Kerry saw the man, she started to reach for the revolver on her ankle, but one of the security guards brandished his weapon first. Kerry was forced to hand over the gun and was now at the mercy of the security team.

      Cutters remained next to the prisoner and pocketed his hands as he examined the man. “You’re looking at Terry Mackie. I bought this coffee shop from him for a fair price that was very lucrative for him. He agreed to the terms and conditions but then decided to try to persuade my competition to outbid me.”

      Terry groaned something inaudible into the gag, which Kerry figured was some desperate plea for help. But with two guns drawn on her and seeing as how she was boxed into the basement with a long flight of stairs as the only means of escape, Kerry was in no position to stage a rescue.

      “I can’t say that I blame him for what he did,” Cutters said. “But I’m afraid his behavior is unacceptable when making a business deal with me. I have a certain reputation that needs to be upheld.”

      Cutters slapped Terry on the shoulder, and the man winced as if he’d been stabbed.

      “You see, when you make a commitment with me, I insist you honor it,” Cutters said. “Our word as people is what separates us from the animals. It’s our ability to think beyond our own impulses and desires, to have foresight, but I’m afraid Terry’s foresight was very poor.”

      Cutters extended his hand, and one of the security guards placed a Glock .45 in it. The pistol looked far too big for his small hands, and he had to grip it with both of them in order to reach the trigger.

      Terry squirmed more desperately in his chair, and when Kerry lunged forward to stop Cutters, the two security guards grabbed her by the arms and held her back. She watched as Cutters pressed the end of the pistol against the man’s left knee.

      “Stop this!” Kerry shouted, unable to free herself from the two men. “You’re going to kill him! In front of a cop? If you think I had something on you before—”

      The gunshot rang out and echoed loudly in the basement space. Terry screamed into the gag. Blood soaked the pant leg of the knee that had been shot, and smoke rose from the wound and the end of the pistol.

      Cutters looked at Kerry. “I’m not a patient man, Detective. I don’t give out second chances. Do you understand?”

      Kerry remained frozen in shock, though she was still held by the security guards.

      “Kerry!” Cutters shouted. “This is not a game. You do not have a choice. I tell you to do something and you do it.”

      Cutters then placed the pistol against Terry’s right knee, just as the man’s screaming had died down, and pulled the trigger again, reigniting a fresh round of pain. The man vibrated in the chair like he was having a seizure, waving his head around on his neck, eyes glued shut from the torture.

      Blood was pouring out of both knees now, and even if he survived, he would be confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life.

      “I don’t—” Kerry struggled to find her voice, unable to hear her own thoughts over the man’s screaming.

      “Shut up!” Cutters yelled at Terry, his voice amplified by the basement walls, and then turned his attention back to Kerry. “You don’t get it! There is no out! There is no other way! You work for me now!” He pressed the gun against Terry’s temple, and the man sobbed.

      Kerry had never seen Cutters lose his temper before. He had always been more distant, calculated. But the rage she witnessed here was murderous.

      “What are you going to do?” Cutters asked, his temper subdued.

      Kerry hated that the fear stole her voice, and she barely uttered a muted, “What?”

      “I said,” Cutters answered, “what are you going to do?”

      Kerry looked at Terry, who was trembling with fear. She saw the desperation in his eyes, the exhaustion, and pain.

      “I’m—” Kerry swallowed, finding the strength in her voice, “I’m going to work for you.”

      “What?” Cutters asked, leaning his ear closer as if he didn’t hear her.

      “I’m going to work for you,” Kerry said, louder.

      Cutters smiled. “That’s good, Detective. Very good.”

      Kerry half expected Cutters to let the man go. She had rationalized that this was simply a scare tactic, something to get her going again, but when the gunshot thundered and she watched Terry go limp in the chair, she stifled a scream.

      Cutters lowered the weapon, staring at the bloody stump that was now Terry’s head. His skull had caved in slightly from where the bullet entered, and something was dripping out of the hole, but Kerry turned away and vomited before she identified it.

      Kerry gagged a few more times, overwhelmed by the smell, the adrenaline, the shock of the murder she’d just witnessed. Her throat and nose burned from the puke, and when she finally stood and turned back to Cutters, he looked blurry through her bloodshot eyes.

      One of the security guards walked over and removed the pistol from Cutters, wiping it down and then handed his boss a white rag. Cutters cleaned the blood off his hands as he slowly walked over to Kerry.

      “I know how you hoped this would go,” Cutters said. “But what you’re feeling now is nothing new. I assure you, everyone I work with goes through this.”

      Cutters tossed the bloody rag to one of the security guards. He looked up at Kerry. Blood speckled his face, and there was a murderous gaze in his eyes. It was the first time since Kerry had spoken to Cutters that she was genuinely afraid of him.

      “You work for me now,” Cutters said, calmly even though he had just murdered a man. “Whatever I tell you to do, you will do it. If you don’t, I will visit your husband, and then I will visit your son, and then your daughter, and then I will save you for last. There is nothing you’ll be able to do to stop me. I have more firepower behind me than you do. Even if you were to enlist the entire Seattle Police Department, it would be a war I would win. Do I make myself clear?”

      Kerry wasn’t sure how long she was quiet for, but she knew that when she spoke, her voice was surprisingly steady when she answered, “Yes.”

      “Good,” Cutters said and then glanced down at his attire, which was also stained with the man’s blood. “I don’t want to have to ruin another outfit.”

      One of the security guards stepped forward and handed Kerry a burner phone.

      “That will be my contact with you moving forward,” Cutters said.

      Kerry remained in the basement as the security guards picked up the body and cleaned up the mess, leaving behind only a dark stain on the concrete floor. Cutters and his men were long gone by the time Kerry ascended the steps back into the coffee shop, where the workers in the back continued their business as if nothing had happened.

      None of the workers looked Kerry in the eye as she walked past and then outside to her car. Again she sat in the driver seat, her hands on the steering wheel, the keys not in the ignition. She sat there for a long time, unable to get Terry Mackie’s screams out of her head.
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      Once Jim finished at the school, he returned to the precinct. The first thing he looked up was Samuel’s file and checked to see if he had a record, but the man was squeaky clean. However, he had one more trick up his sleeve, and he removed a piece of paper from his pocket with a list of names written on it.

      The principal hadn’t allowed Jim to make a copy of any information in Samuel’s file, but Jim managed to jot down a few of the schools Samuel had worked for on his employment history and started making phone calls.

      Jim disguised himself as a possible employer, looking for anything pertinent on Samuel that he should be made aware of should he be hired. But every person Jim spoke with said some version of the same thing: they loved Samuel.

      Not a single person Jim interviewed had a negative thing to say about the man. All of his performance reviews were glowing, and there was nothing of note in any of his previous files.

      But after the look Jim saw on young Harry’s face earlier today, he no longer had any doubt Samuel was guilty. Jim just needed to figure out how Samuel was connected to Tim’s disappearance.

      As Jim neared the end of the list of former employers, Jim knew he was running out of options. Right now, he had nothing to show a judge to provide a search warrant. They were well beyond the twelve-hour mark, and the chances of Tim’s recovery grew slimmer with every second that passed.

      Jim knew he could always try to interview Harry again, but getting back into the school or convincing the boy’s parents to talk to him without blowing his cover about Tim’s disappearance would be difficult.

      Jim considered calling the boy’s grandparents. Even though Nate was certain the grandmother couldn’t have been involved, he wanted to make sure he exhausted every possible avenue.

      Just when Jim was about to give up hope and nearing the end of the list, he spoke to a YMCA director who happened to be Samuel’s direct superior when he oversaw one of the elementary school development programs at the institution.

      “Yes, I remember him,” the supervisor said. “Hard worker.”

      “I was calling to see if you remember anything outstanding about his time at the program,” Jim said, doing his best not to fish too hard. People were smarter than the world gave them credit for, and whenever the police called, even if it wasn’t for them, people were always nervous. And nervous people tended to be closed-lipped.

      “About Samuel?” he asked. “Well, not that I can recall off the top of my head.”

      Jim shut his eyes, his body language exhausted, though he made sure it didn’t reach his voice. “Take your time.”

      The supervisor remained silent for a few minutes, which felt like an eternity over the phone, but Jim perked up when the man finally spoke again.

      “Actually, I do remember something,” he said. “There was a big stink about it at the time. Cops were called, everyone was interviewed, pretty scandalous really.”

      Jim picked up his pen and pressed it to the notepad on his desk. “What happened?”

      “Well, there was this one kid who attended the program every day after school,” he said. “Apparently, the mother of the kid got it in her head that Samuel touched her son.”

      Jim couldn’t believe what he was hearing and scribbled as quickly as he could. “You’re saying the child was sexually abused by Samuel?”

      “No, I’m saying the mother said he was sexually abused by Samuel,” he answered. “There was an investigation about the allegations, naturally, and it almost ruined Samuel’s reputation. But turned out the mother was a drug addict and even had a history of neglect with the kid herself.”

      Jim paused. “What was the mother’s name?”

      “Oh, I don’t remember. I’d have to get the file,” he answered.

      “I can wait,” Jim said.

      The supervisor grunted a noise that made it sound like he was being put out, but after some rustling on the other end of the line, he retrieved the file.

      “Okay,” he said, sounding like he was catching his breath. “The mother’s name was Wanda Smerconish. The kid’s name was Donnie Smerconish.”

      Jim immediately entered the mother’s name, but there wasn’t much on her in the Washington State database, so he checked the national databases the department had purchased last year. It allowed them to search for criminals by tapping into a pool of databases from other police departments around the country.

      Turned out Mrs. Smerconish had done a lot of prison time for possession but never any dealing. There were also some prostitution charges, but that was where her story ended. She was currently on parole with the state of Oregon after her latest drug charge. Jim knew he would be able to look up her information and contact her parole officer to learn more.

      “What happened with the investigation?” Jim asked.

      “They couldn’t find any evidence Samuel did anything,” the supervisor answered. “The kid, Donnie, even said nothing happened. Said his mother was lying and that she was always lying about stuff.”

      Jim found it hard to believe a mother would make up something like that. It wasn’t unheard of for a kid to protect their abuser. Many times a child would think that the abuser would hurt them if they spoke to anyone about what was going on. A skilled predator knew how to manipulate kids, and Samuel struck Jim as a very intelligent creature.

      “There was no evidence at all?” Jim asked, knowing that he was already going to follow up with the officer who responded to the call.

      “Nothing that I can remember, but I do remember how devastated Samuel was,” he said.

      “I bet,” Jim replied, but he could tell the man didn’t pick up on the sarcasm.

      “He didn’t stay much longer at the program,” he said. “Even though he was cleared, there was a kind of stigma associated with him. We didn’t put anything bad in his file about it. You know how that sort of thing can follow a person around. We didn’t want his reputation to be tarnished.”

      “So you decided to brush it under the rug,” Jim said, disgusted.

      “What? No, I didn’t say that,” he said, growing defensive. “There was an investigation. He was cleared. The guy didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see about that,” Jim said, and then he ended the call.

      Jim had grown up dealing with people who cared more about not rocking the boat than making sure justice was served to the people who deserved it. There wasn’t anything more infuriating to Jim than watching a child fall through the cracks in a system that was supposed to help them. It was unconscionable and unforgivable.

      But now that Jim had a name to work with and a story to pursue, he immediately located the mother’s parole officer, and after a brief conversation with her, Jim learned that the mother was currently in a rehab facility in Portland.

      “She’s been checked in there for forty days,” the parole officer said. “I think she’s really trying to get clean now. She’s trying to turn it around.”

      Jim thanked the officer and then asked her about the situation with the YMCA and her son.

      “Oh, yeah, I read about that in her file,” the parole officer said.

      “Any way I can get the name of the officer in charge of that investigation?” Jim asked.

      “Let me see if I can look it up,” she said, and then there was a lot of typing before she found what she was looking for. “Officer Dan Capshaw of Portland City PD.”

      “Thanks,” Jim said.

      Jim decided to speak with the officer who handled the investigation prior to speaking with the mother. His view was already a little skewed base on how he saw Harry react to Samuel, and he at least wanted to try to stay impartial when he spoke to the officer.

      When Jim finally managed to connect with the officer through Portland PD, Jim was greeted with a very curt hello, as if the man didn’t have any time to waste with speaking to Jim.

      “My name is Detective Jim North with Seattle PD,” Jim said. “I had some questions about a case you worked five years ago.”

      “You’re going to have to be more specific than that, Detective North,” the officer said. “I don’t remember what I had for breakfast this morning.”

      “It involved a woman named Wanda Smerconish,” Jim answered. “She said that her son was allegedly abused by a former afterschool program teacher.”

      “Yeah,” the officer said. “I think I remember that one. Something about the mother being a drug addict, right?”

      “The mother is actually in rehab right now, but I was hoping to get your take on the situation before I reached out to her,” Jim said.

      “Well, it’s kind of exactly what you said,” the officer said. “Once we did a little more digging into the mother’s past, we realized that she cried wolf quite a bit. And with no hard evidence and even the kid saying nothing happened, there was nothing we could do. Of course, that didn’t stop Mrs. Smerconish from trying to bring a lawsuit against the department. But it fizzled out before it got into court from what I remember.”

      “So you don’t think there was any credibility to her allegations?” Jim asked.

      “Are you asking me my opinion about the case, or are you asking me about my actions based off of the evidence we found?” the officer asked.

      “I’m looking for context,” Jim answered.

      “I think it was all bullshit,” the officer said. “I think the mother was looking for a quick score in trying to sue the afterschool program by making those false allegations. She had that look about her, you know?”

      “And what about the accused?” Jim asked. “Samuel Collins.”

      The officer took his time formulating his reply, giving it a little more thought than what he had done with Mrs. Smerconish. “The guy was a little weird. I’ll admit that. Little too happy, you know what I mean?”

      Jim didn’t really know what he meant, but he didn’t interrupt.

      “But like I said,” the officer continued, “There was no evidence against the guy, and the kid said nothing happened. Everything we heard about him from his fellow coworkers was exemplary. Nobody had a bad thing to say about this guy.”

      “Except for Mrs. Smerconish,” Jim said.

      The officer laughed, but Jim didn’t intend to make a joke. “Yeah, except for her.”

      Having heard all he needed to, Jim thanked the officer for his time and then hung up. He gathered his notes before he decided to call the rehab facility where Mrs. Smerconish was recovering from her addiction. The only picture Jim had of the woman was a mug shot from three years ago. She had stringy brown hair and was sporting a black eye at the time. She was incredibly thin, practically emaciated. Hers was one chapter in a never-ending book in the drug epidemic that was sweeping across the nation.

      The opioid crisis was causing an overload of crime and disruption within the communities of Seattle. And while some reforms had been passed to help ease the burden of those afflicted with addiction, it wasn’t enough. It was like trying to heal a gunshot wound with a Band-Aid.

      “Thank you for calling A Fresh Start. How can I help you?” The receptionist who answered the phone at the rehab facility had a pleasant voice. The type of person who had steady energy that was never too high or too low, probably perfect for a group of people who were always on one end of the extreme spectrum.

      Jim introduced himself and explained the situation. Once the receptionist was able to confirm his badge number, she placed him on hold. Jim wasn’t sure if Mrs. Smerconish would speak to him or if the facility would even allow it. He knew that some rehab centers were very strict about outside contact. They didn’t want their patients to experience any interruption during their recovery.

      Not to mention all the scams that the dealers ran to try to get the product to their clients who were experiencing some of the worst withdrawals of their life. Jim imagined that the facility received several calls a day from people needing to talk to their friend about an “emergency” situation under the guise to get the drugs.

      The hold music continued for about two minutes before the receptionist returned. “Detective North?”

      Jim leaned forward, attentive. “I’m still here.”

      “I have Wanda with me,” the receptionist said. “Our policy states that I have to remain on the phone with her while she speaks to you. Will that be acceptable for you?”

      “That’s fine,” Jim answered.

      A few moments later, a rough-sounding voice got on the line. “They told me you’re a cop?”

      “Yes,” Jim answered. “I am a detective with the Seattle Police Department.”

      “Look, whatever you think I did, it wasn’t me,” Wanda said. “I’ve been here for the past couple of months, trying to get better, and before that, I was in jail.”

      “I’m not reaching out to you about any criminal activity,” Jim said. “I am working on a case here in Seattle and was hoping you could provide me some information.”

      “Okay?” Wanda said.

      She sounded skeptical. Jim didn’t blame her.

      “Do you remember five years ago when you accused a man of abusing your son at an afterschool program?” Jim asked.

      Wanda didn’t skip a beat when she answered. “Yeah, I remember that son of a bitch.”

      Jim repressed a smile and continued with his questioning. “The police report I looked at doesn’t list any substantial evidence against the man you accused.”

      “Of course it doesn’t,” Wanda said, growing irritated. “The police didn’t care what some junkie mother who couldn’t take care of her own kid had to say. The moment I opened my mouth and started talking, and they saw my face, they immediately dismissed what I was trying to say.”

      “I’d like to hear your side of the story firsthand,” Jim said. “Whatever you can remember.”

      “Oh, I remember everything,” Wanda said. “My son came home from that after-school program one day, and I could just tell something was wrong. You could call it mother’s intuition, sixth sense, whatever you want, but I knew something bad happened to my boy.”

      “The report that was filed stated that your son went on record saying that nothing happened,” Jim said. “He told the police you were lying.”

      “He was scared!” Wanda said. “He was afraid that man was going to hurt him or that he was going to be taken away from me. He was only a kid, for Christ’s sake.”

      “Did your son ever tell you directly that Samuel abused him?” Jim asked.

      “Yeah,” Wanda answered. “He told me. It took some time to finally coax it out of him, but he told me that when they were alone together, the man, Samuel, made him do things. He wouldn’t go into detail with me about what exactly happened, but that was all I needed to hear.”

      “Did you ever confront Samuel about this directly?” Jim asked.

      “Hell yes, I did,” Wanda answered. “He was the first person I went to. I marched straight into his office and practically grabbed him by the throat. But of course, that wasn’t acceptable behavior. After all was said and done, the little shit decided not to press charges against me out of the kindness of his heart,” she scoffed. “I could see it in his eyes. The guilt. I’ll never forget that expression on his face when nobody was watching him but me. He had gotten away with it, and he knew it.”

      Jim jotted down all the notes carefully. “Where is your son now?” Jim asked.

      As good as all this testimony was from Wanda, Jim knew that unless he could get the victim to change his official statement, then he wouldn’t be able to build any sort of case against Samuel.

      “You want to bring all this up again with him, don’t you?” Wanda asked.

      “I’m not trying to cause any more trouble for your son,” Jim answered. “But what he tells me could be the difference between saving another child’s life and bringing a predator to justice.”

      Wanda scoffed again. “If you people had just listened to me five years ago, then none of this would have happened.”

      “Wanda,” Jim said, his voice pleading, “I need your help. I need your son’s help.” Jim wasn’t sure if appealing to the mother’s better angels would provide him the answers he needed, but Jim was out of options.

      Finally, Wanda broke her silence, but she wasn’t happy about it. “My son is staying with my sister in Seattle. I’ll call her and let you know that you’re coming. But I’m warning you. If any of this causes my child any more pain, I will find you when I’m out of this place, Detective North. You can be certain of that.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything less,” Jim said. “Thank you, Wanda.”

      The call ended, and Jim entered the sister’s address into his GPS. He was forty minutes away. Jim grabbed his jacket and hurried for the door, hoping he could convince this boy to come forward with the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Jim made good time on the drive, and he parked in the street outside of a small, single-family home north of the city. He was greeted at the door by Wanda’s sister, Alice, a heavyset woman in her late forties. She was dressed in a business suit and looked as though she had come to meet Jim from her office downtown.

      “Wanda told me you would be coming,” Alice said.

      “I appreciate your doing this,” Jim said, unsure of how difficult it was for her to leave work.

      “How long do you think this is going to take?” Alice asked, impatiently checking the time on her phone.

      “I only need a few minutes,” Jim answered. He did his best to sound upbeat and appreciative, but he could tell his limited amount of charm wasn’t getting him very far with Alice. “Is Donnie here?”

      Alice took a deep breath and then sighed as she led him to the back of the house. “Donnie wasn’t feeling well this morning, so he stayed home from school. That happens a lot with him. If he weren’t so smart and able to keep up with his homework, I don’t think the principal would have allowed so many absences.”

      “Does he have some kind of ailment?” Jim asked.

      Alice paused outside of the bedroom door and lowered her voice. “I think it’s more of a depression-type thing. The doctors we’ve taken him to have given him a clean bill of health. They say that most of his problems are probably mental.”

      The mental diagnosis was no doubt a symptom of the abuse Donnie had suffered at the hands of Samuel all of those years ago. It was very common for a child to experience mental health issues later in life after being abused at a young age. Especially once they entered their adolescent years, and Donnie had recently turned fourteen.

      “Whatever you want to talk to him about,” Alice said, becoming protective of the boy. “Just try to remember that he’s been through a lot in his life. His mother and I both wanted him to have a fresh start here. He’s made good progress, but he still has a long way to go.”

      “I’m not here to cause Donnie any more grief,” Jim said. “But I will need to talk to him about his past. If you don’t think that’s a good idea, then I should leave now.”

      Jim hoped that the honesty with the woman would buy him some credibility. But he also knew that showing his hand this early in the conversation meant that she could kick him out before he had a chance to learn what Donnie knew.

      “Just don’t draw it out,” Alice said.

      Alice opened the door and leaned inside while Jim remained in the hallway. He waited there until after Alice had entered and stepped back out. Inside he could hear someone moving around on the bed.

      “You have ten minutes,” Alice said.

      “Thank you,” Jim said.

      Alice stepped aside, and Jim entered the bedroom. He looked back behind him and saw Alice remain in the doorway.

      Donnie was on the bed, sitting upright with his back against the wall. The sheets covered him from the waist down, and he wore a baggy Seahawks jersey with Russell Wilson’s number three on the front. He kept his head down and his hands folded in his lap.

      Jim pulled the chair from the desk and brought it to the edge of the bed. He positioned it, so his back was to Alice, and he faced Donnie.

      “I appreciate you talking to me, Donnie,” Jim said.

      “Aunt Alice told me that you talked to my mom,” Donnie said.

      “I did,” Jim said. “She said it was all right for me to talk to you about something that happened when you were younger.”

      Jim studied Donnie’s physical reaction looking for any signs that the boy was nervous. But Donnie kept his head down and remained completely still.

      “You want to know about that incident with Samuel,” Donnie said.

      “That’s right,” Jim said. “Would you be willing to talk to me about that?”

      Donnie rubbed his left hand with his thumb. He had jet-black hair that was shaggy and covered most of his face that was speckled with red acne. Jim caught a flash of braces when Donnie finally lifted his head. He had the look of a rocker teenager but the energy of an emo kid.

      “What do you want to know?” Donnie asked.

      Jim decided to start off easy by lobbing some softballs to get the kid warmed up. “What can you tell me about that time at the afterschool program?” Jim asked.

      Donnie provided an over-exaggerated shrug, the classic teenager reaction. “I don’t know. It was fun, I guess, for a little bit.”

      “What do you remember about your interaction with Samuel Collins?” Jim asked.

      It was only the briefest of details, but Jim noticed how Donnie flinched at the mention of Sam’s name. Anybody else probably wouldn’t have noticed, but Jim did.

      “He was okay,” Donnie answered, sheepish and quiet.

      “It’s not always easy to talk about things that happened in our past,” Jim said. “But if we don’t deal with those emotions from our past, they will distract from our future.”

      “You steal that from a fortune cookie?” Donnie asked.

      Jim knew the sarcasm was simply a defense mechanism. Samuel had worked his magic on the boy very well. Even after all these years, he was still afraid to talk about what happened.

      “He’s done it again, you know,” Jim said.

      Donnie looked up, meeting Jim’s gaze directly for the first time. “What?”

      “I’m working a missing person case,” Jim answered. “A young boy, age nine, has gone missing. Like you, he attended an afterschool program run by Samuel.”

      Donnie grew more agitated at the mention of both Samuel and the missing kid. “I don’t… I don’t know what you want from me.”

      “I need proof, Donnie,” Jim answered. “If you can give me evidence that Samuel has acted inappropriately with children before, I would have enough probable cause to issue a search warrant for his house.”

      “What kind of proof do you need?” Donnie asked.

      Jim could tell that Donnie was considering telling him the truth. It was hanging off the tip of his tongue, just waiting to be spoken aloud. But Jim could understand how difficult it was to finally speak the truth that had been rattling around in his mind for years. After a while, you started to wonder if it was even true at all.

      “I think that what your mother said happened to you all those years ago was true,” Jim said. “But I need to hear that truth from you now. It could save another kid’s life.”

      Donnie was on the verge of tears now.

      “He can’t hurt you anymore, Donnie,” Jim said. “I promise you.”

      “You don’t know that,” Donnie said. “You can’t make any promises. No one can.”

      Jim knew that in dealing with whatever traumas he suffered under Samuel, Donnie was also dealing with the trauma of a neglectful mother. All of the meaningful relationships he should have had with adults had been tainted.

      “I can make that promise,” Jim said. “And I wouldn’t make it unless I could keep it. You help me, Donnie, and you’ll be making sure I find another lost boy. A boy who trusted Samuel, just like you did. And who had their trust betrayed by Samuel. Just like you did.”

      The tears were streaming down Donnie’s face, and when the kid opened his mouth, he could barely get the words out as he spoke.

      “He touched me,” Donnie said. “He would do it in the locker rooms when no one was around. It started slowly at first. He would just watch me shower by myself, and he would… touch himself.”

      Alice gasped, and then Jim heard what sounded like a choking sound as she struggled to keep her composure.

      “But then he started asking me to do things to him,” Donnie said, his voice quiet and trembling. “He told me that this was something special that he only did with me. He would tell me that it was because I was special and how important it was to keep it a secret or our friendship would be over. He was very good at that, establishing that relationship with me early on. He made me think that there was no one else that I could trust.” Donnie’s voice cracked on the last word just before he broke down. He uttered one more phrase, “Not even my own mother.”

      Donnie collapsed forward and buried his face in his hands. Alice immediately rushed to her nephew’s side, and the pair held onto one another. Jim remained silent, allowing the two family members to share their moment. It wasn’t until Donnie had finished crying and collected himself that Jim started to speak again.

      “Thank you for telling me this, Donnie,” Jim said. “I know how difficult that must’ve been for you. I went through some very troubling abuse myself at a young age. It’s something that never truly goes away, but you will learn to cope in healthier ways.”

      “So, you’re going to stop him?” Donnie asked.

      “I will,” Jim said, and then he rubbed his palms together. “But I’m going to need you to go on the record with the information you just told me.”

      Donnie looked from Jim to his aunt, concerned. “I thought this was on the record. You mean I have to go through that again?”

      “Isn’t what he already gave you enough?” Alice asked.

      “I’m afraid it’s not,” Jim answered. “Until we have something on the record that we can submit to the district attorney’s office for court—"

      Donnie immediately started to freak out. He shot up out of bed and scrambled past his aunt. “You mean that everyone will know what happened to me?”

      “We will keep your name and other information private,” Jim answered, trying to calm the boy’s fears. “No one will know it was you who gave Samuel up.”

      “Why should I believe you?” Donnie asked. “All this time, he’s been out there, probably hurting other kids. The cop who spoke to me before only questioned me for two minutes. He knew that my mom was having trouble. And they used that against her and me. What makes you any different, huh?”

      Jim chose his next words carefully. Without the kid’s recorded testimony, the search warrant was toast.

      “I don’t think there’s anything I could say that would make you trust me,” Jim said. “After what your family went through, after what you went through, I can understand your trepidation in trusting authority. But maybe you’ll trust a kid who lived in the foster system. Maybe you’ll trust someone who understands what it’s like to fear for your life. Someone who understands the helplessness you feel at the hands of the adults who are meant to protect you and take care of you but betray that trust and hurt you in ways that you didn’t think were possible. Hurt you in ways that you should have never experienced as a child. I was that kid, Donnie. It was the reason I became a cop. To help those who couldn’t help themselves. I wish I could’ve been there for you back then. I wish I could’ve been the responding officer that had taken your case. But I wasn’t. Nothing I do, or you do, will change what happened. All we can do is focus our efforts on making sure others don’t share our same fate. Help me, Donnie. Help me put someone very bad behind bars, so no one has to experience what he did to you, or any other child, ever again.”

      It was the best plea Jim could offer. With all of his cards on the table, Jim waited anxiously for Donnie’s answer. Jim could tell that the boy was still afraid. And that was completely understandable. It took courage to face your demons and even more courage to confront the demons of someone else.

      Donnie looked back to his aunt, who was still teary-eyed and gave an encouraging nod. The gesture seemed to give Donnie a bit of bravery, and he faced Jim with a level of determination he hadn’t shown before.

      “I’ll do it,” Donnie said. “I will give you a recorded statement. I don’t care if my name goes on it.”

      Jim could’ve told Donnie at that moment that his name wouldn’t be on any of the documents because he was a minor, but he knew the young man was having a moment, and he didn’t want to ruin it.

      “Thank you,” Jim said.

      With Donnie’s commitment for a recorded statement against Samuel, Jim would then ask a judge for a search warrant. It was time for Samuel’s reign of abuse and manipulation to come to an end.
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      The images of the dead man were still very bright and vivid in Kerry’s mind when she returned to the precinct, and when she parked, she pulled down the visor to check her makeup. It was here she saw the specks of blood on her cheek.

      Kerry stared at it for a moment and then quickly grabbed a napkin from the glove compartment and wiped off the blood. She checked the rest of her clothes, arms, and legs to make sure she was free from any other traces of the murder she had witnessed and then tried to drown out the screams she’d heard, muffled by the gag.

      Even though Kerry’s adrenaline had run its course, she remained on edge as she tried to collect herself in the precinct’s parking lot. She drew in deep, slow breaths and exhaled to calm her nerves. It was more difficult than it should have been, but she finally managed to set aside the images she had seen less than an hour ago and prepare herself for what came next.

      Kerry had the piece of paper with Cutters’ tip crushed in her hand. She had already memorized the date, location, and time, but she held it tight. All she had to do was tell the VICE detectives what to expect, and it would be done.

      But she doubted this would be the end.

      Kerry walked toward the precinct and entered through the front door. She no longer had a key to the side entrances since her leave of absence, and she didn’t want to cause a stir by breaking any rules.

      The desk sergeant, Tony Hale, smiled at her and signed her in. Normally somebody would need to be escorted into the bullpen, but Kerry was allowed to enter by herself.

      Without even realizing it, Kerry started walking toward her old desk in search of Jim. It was simply out of habit, and she had to stop herself before she reached it. She wasn’t sure she was ready to speak with Jim yet. He had taken her leave of absence very hard, and she wasn’t sure what she was going to say to him when they finally saw one another again.

      But to Kerry’s relief, Jim wasn’t at his desk. But then her relief was quickly replaced with sadness. She missed her partner. And she desperately needed somebody she could talk to and trust about what was going on. However, she also knew that implicating Jim would only make things worse for him. She had gotten herself into this business by herself, and that’s exactly how she would get out of it.

      “Well, look what we have here,” Detective Glenn Ruthers said. “I thought you were down for the count?”

      Ruthers was a detective with the VICE unit. The tattoo sleeves that ran up and down his arms also made him look like an aging rock star, and the earring in his left ear wasn’t doing him any favors. But he sported a wide, friendly grin as he rocked back in his chair and placed his hands behind his head.

      “If you’re looking for Jim, you just missed him,” Ruthers said.

      “Actually, I’m here to speak with you,” Kerry said, trying to sound as natural as possible.

      Ruthers raises eyebrows. “I’m intrigued.”

      “I was visiting my father today, and he provided me a tip,” Kerry said. “Something I think would be helpful for you and your partner, Connie.”

      Connie Loughlin was the other detective who worked VICE. She was one of the only other female detectives at the precinct.

      “What kind of tip?” Ruthers asked.

      “There’s going to be a shipment of heroin coming into the city,” Kerry answered. “I managed to secure a time and location. But I don’t know how much, and I don’t know what firepower they’re going to be packing.”

      Ruthers cocked his jaw to the side and gave it some thought. “It is this from someone you trust?”

      “It’s from my father,” Kerry answered. “And I trust him.”

      It was odd hearing herself say that. For the longest time, Kerry had hated her father. If somebody would’ve told her only a year ago that she would be standing here doing what she was doing, she would call them a liar and a lunatic. But much had changed in twelve months.

      “Well, if you think it’s legit, we’ll definitely check it out,” Ruthers said.

      Kerry experienced no moment of relief in finally getting it over with, only a growing sense of dread at what came next.

      After years of following the rules, after years of proving to herself and to everyone else that she was not the corrupt daughter of a corrupt father, she had suddenly become everything she had fought so hard to avoid.

      A piece of Kerry had broken off, and she felt it in her bones. And she knew that more pieces were going to slip away from her.

      “Hey,” Ruthers said. “Are you okay? You look a little pale.”

      Kerry recovered quickly and flashed a smile. “Fine. Let me know how that turns out.”

      Ruthers flashed a thumbs up and then swiveled back to his computer screens.

      The moment Kerry turned her back to Ruthers, her smile vanished, and she felt a queasy pit grow larger in her stomach. She thought she might throw up, and she spied the nearest trashcan in case she wouldn’t be able to make it outside. She had never been a good liar, at least, she didn’t think she was. But after the interaction with Ruthers, whom she was convinced suspected nothing, she wasn’t so sure about that initial assessment.

      And why would he doubt her? Kerry had been exemplary in her performance as a police officer, and she had become a very good detective. People knew her father and knew that she had been speaking to him. All of it made perfect sense to anyone looking at the evidence from an outsider’s perspective.

      “Kerry?”

      Kerry turned and saw Lieutenant Mullocks approaching her. She managed a smile and hoped she didn’t look too suspicious. “Hey, Lieutenant.”

      “If you’re looking for Jim, you just missed him,” Mullocks said.

      Kerry shook her head. “I had a tip for VICE. I was speaking to my dad this morning, and he mentioned something that they might be able to use. I just wanted to pass it along.”

      Mullocks always had a keen eye when it came to observing human behavior. It was what made her a great detective and an even better lieutenant. She was able to read the body language of her own staff, and she could sniff out a lie even better than Jim. Kerry could feel the Lieutenant studying her. She had a studious gaze, and Kerry was starting to sweat.

      “How have you been holding up?” Mullocks asked. “It’s not easy for a detective to just step away from the job like you did. I remember I went crazy when I was on maternity leave. I couldn’t wait to get back to work.”

      “It’s been a little challenging,” Kerry answered. “But I’ve tried to develop a routine. I’ve been doing a lot more work around the house for sure and have been finishing some projects that have needed to be done for quite some time.”

      “I know that after the last case you worked with Jim, you were struggling with your identity as a cop,” Mullocks said. “What you went through and what you experienced is something every good cop struggles with—that balance between the job and her moral compass. Not everything we do seems like it’s right, even though it’s within the boundaries of the law. If there’s ever anything I can do to help, or if you just need to talk to someone, I’m always here.”

      “I appreciate your help,” Kerry said. “But I’ll be able to figure this out on my own.”

      Mullocks looked at Kerry in a way that suggested she didn’t believe that, but she only nodded.

      After the conversation with the lieutenant, Kerry quickly stepped out of the precinct and hurried to her car. She started the vehicle and left the precinct.

      In the quiet solitude of her car, Kerry gripped the steering wheel. A large piece of her had wanted to come clean with the lieutenant. But Kerry was determined that if she were to go down for any of this, then it would be alone. She wasn’t going to risk anyone else’s career or life for the mistake she had made.

      Not her work colleagues and not her family.

      But in order for Kerry to fix this, she needed to find leverage against Cutters. The man had been able to evade law enforcement and prosecution for almost three decades.

      Kerry racked her brain as she tried to figure out her next move. She knew that if she sat on the sidelines and waited for Cutters to request another favor, then she would be playing right into his hands. She needed to be proactive in getting ahead of him on this. She needed to learn more about him.

      Kerry returned home and started researching Cutters. She found everything she could about the man through what resources were available to her online. All of her accounts with the police department had been suspended, so she had to rely on Google for most of her searches.

      The information Kerry found on Cutters told the story of a man who had a very legitimate business hold on the Seattle community. He also had several investments in large firms across the country, and it was through his legitimate business connections that authorities believed he funneled all of his illegal activity.

      But Kerry knew that in business, you dealt with people, even in this day and age of incredible automation. Someone out there knew what was going on, some type of close confidant that Cutters trusted with his information. She simply needed to figure out who, and she determined that the fastest way to do that was to follow the money. And to follow the money, she needed to earn it.

      Kerry had the cell phone Cutters had given her. She opened the contacts and saw a single number was saved inside. She flipped it open and then called it.

      “What?” The voice that answered wasn’t Cutters, and it was harsh and irritating.

      “I need to see him,” Kerry said.

      There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Is it done?”

      “I need to see him,” Kerry repeated, not wanting to give any information until she had secured a meeting with Cutters.

      “The Docks,” the voice said, and then the call ended.

      Kerry already knew what the caller had meant when he said, “The Docks.” Cutters enjoyed frequenting a certain strip club on the west side of the city near the marinas. She had visited him there before, but this would be her first trip there alone.

      Kerry was frisked at the entrance of the club. She had left her revolver in the car, and once the security guard determined she didn’t have any weapons on her, she was escorted inside. The music was loud, the bass thumping in time with her heartbeat. Strobe lights flashed, and even though it was the middle of the day, there was still a decent crowd inside.

      Most of the clientele looked like they were college students or vacationers on holiday. A few people looked like they were playing hooky from work, and most everyone acted like they were on some sort of drug.

      Kerry drew some quizzical glances from the patrons inside, along with the staff. She was used to those looks. She didn’t know how not to look like a cop after almost twenty years on the force.

      Cutters was in the back of the club in a private room. There were a few girls inside with him, all of them half-naked, but there was nothing happening. They were sitting around, chatting with one another while Cutters was on his phone.

      Again, Kerry was frisked by Cutters’ personal security team—three guys this time—and Kerry noted the cocaine on the glass table by the couch where the girls sat.

      The moment Kerry entered, the girls stopped chatting and turned their attention toward her. They were young, pretty, with nice bodies. But it was a forced pretty, the kind of manufactured look that some girls thought was attractive. Kerry never understood the appeal for it.

      “Who’s this bitch?” A redhead asked and snarled at Kerry while the others laughed.

      “That one’s not taking off her clothes,” a brunette with a butterfly tattooed between her breasts said.

      “She probably sleeps in a turtleneck,” sneered a bone-thin blonde with massive fake breasts.

      Kerry paid none of them any mind. She was here for one thing, and that thing was currently invested in whatever was on his phone’s screen.

      “It’s done,” Kerry said.

      “Good,” Cutters replied. “I’ll call you when I have something else for you.”

      One of the security guards reached for Kerry’s arm, but she pulled away before he could touch her. He made a second aggressive move toward her, and Kerry pinned his arm behind his back, and that was enough to draw everyone’s attention toward her.

      “And what do you think you’re doing?” Cutters asked.

      Kerry shoved the security guard forward and released him, but the shove didn’t push him very far. He was almost six and a half feet and weighed near three hundred pounds.

      “I want something out of this,” Kerry said.

      Cutters tilted his head to the side. “You already got something. Or are you forgetting the deal you made in exchange for the information about the Greeks on your last case?”

      “That was the old deal,” Kerry said. “And as far as I can tell, we were even the moment I handed your tip over to the VICE detectives. If you want me to remain invested, I’ll continue to need some type of encouragement.”

      Cutters smiled. “You want me to pay you.”

      “I can’t be the only cop on your payroll,” Kerry said. “And if this is something that is going to be a part of my life for the foreseeable future, then I want to make the most of it.”

      Kerry wasn’t sure if her plan would work but having access to the money source could get her foot in the door to uncovering more substantial evidence against Cutters. She might not be able to intimidate a man like Cutters, but she could most likely persuade one of his lower-level workers to provide details about his organization.

      “How much?” Cutters asked.

      Kerry hadn’t thought of a specific number, so she quickly made one up on the spot. “I think an extra five grand a month would be sufficient to start with.”

      Cutters laughed and clapped his hands together. “Well, look at you. I’m glad you’re starting to embrace this. I have to admit it’s easier to keep people under control once they have a steady stream of income. I think that amount is more than fair.”

      Cutters snapped his fingers, and one of the security guards handed him a business card along with a pen. Cutters scribbled something down onto the business card and then handed it to Kerry.

      “That’s the name of a man who will get your account set up,” Cutters said. “Tell him the amount you told me, and everything will go smoothly.”

      Kerry pocketed the card. “Thanks.”

      “And if I could make one suggestion about what to do with your new funds,” Cutters said. “You might be tempted to invest the money into some sort of nest egg or pack it away for a possible escape, but it would be a waste. Because if you were to ever burn me, it wouldn’t matter how much money you had stashed away. Because I would find you. And then I would hurt you and your family.”

      The room remained silent as Cutters spoke. Only the faded bass from the music club could be heard through the walls.

      Cutters said nothing else and returned his attention to the phone. The same security guard who she had immobilized earlier stepped forward again, his body language suggesting that it was time to leave. Kerry didn’t say anything else; she turned around but made one final passing glare at the three women on the loveseat.

      A part of her hated them, but a larger part of her wanted to help them. She knew that none of them had dreamed of doing this kind of thing when they were little girls. Somewhere along the way, life continued to hand down nothing but terrible options for them to choose from. Or maybe it was all self-inflicted, and they had come from very nice homes. Either way, this was no life for anyone to live.

      Outside, Kerry squinted from the bright glare of the sun. It had been so dark in the club that even the few minutes she was inside had caused her eyes to grow lazy. She reached for her sunglasses to help shield herself from the brightness and returned to her car.

      Once behind the wheel, Kerry examined the business card Cutters handed her. It turned out not to be a business card at all, merely the shape of one. It was a blank scrap of paper, and the name written on it was for Arthur Myers.

      A quick search for Arthur Myers online revealed a middle-aged man with a small accounting office. He boasted that he specialized in small business taxes and family tax returns. The number listed on the business card was different than the one listed online, and Kerry figured the man had a separate line for his affairs with Cutters.

      If Kerry could turn Myers, then she could potentially find a thread that would lead to some of Cutters’ more profound and substantial investments. She didn’t need to find everything, just something big enough to catch Cutters’ attention.

      Hopefully, that would be enough.
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      “You have to be kidding me.” Jim stood with his hands on his hips, staring at one of the junior district attorneys who assisted the DA on cases, who had just handed him back the official recorded statement from Donnie Smerconish about what Samuel had done to him five years ago.

      “Jim, this is two conflicting statements we have on record,” the assistant DA said. “That’s not enough for a judge to issue a warrant.”

      “But this is a new statement of omission,” Jim said. “This warrants investigation.”

      “I’m not disputing that it warrants an investigation,” the assistant DA said. “What I’m telling you is that’s not enough evidence to provide a search warrant. Is it suspect? Yes, but that’s not enough for a judge to sign off on it, and it’s not enough for me to be willing to use what few favors I have within this department to help you.”

      “I’m on a time crunch here,” Jim said. “Couldn’t you tell the judge that for the sake of—”

      “Jim,” the assistant DA said. “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

      Defeated, Jim watched as the assistant DA returned to his office. He stared down at the written statement Donnie had provided at the station. Jim had come straight down to the courthouse to file for the warrant, but he had been so gung ho about getting down here he hadn’t given much thought to the actual credence of the evidence he was providing.

      Jim had fallen into the dangerous trap of allowing his emotions to guide him instead of the evidence. He wanted to nail Samuel for what he had done, but there was a reason detectives couldn’t submit emotional “good feelings” as evidence. What Jim needed was cold, hard proof. And in order for him to obtain that, he would need to catch Samuel breaking the law. So Jim would watch him like a hawk.

      Jim drove over to the afterschool program where Samuel was currently teaching and found a parking spot that would allow him to view the inside of the gymnasium from the road. While he was waiting, his phone rang, and he saw Nate calling. He didn’t have any positive updates for his friend, but Nate had called him five times already, and Jim knew he couldn’t ignore him for much longer.

      “Hey, Nate,” Jim said.

      “What’s going on?” Nate asked. “I’ve been trying to get in contact with you for the past hour.”

      “I’ve been doing some interviews and following up on leads,” Jim answered. Jim paused for effect, hoping that Nate would take that as positive news, but his friend wasn’t satisfied.

      “And?” Nate asked. “Do you have any updates?”

      “Nothing that I can tell you about right now,” Jim answered. “But I’m making progress.”

      “Progress?” Nate asked. “Why can’t you tell me what’s going on?”

      Jim knew that arguing with his friend wasn’t going to lead anywhere productive. So, he decided to change the subject. “I’ve been trying to get in contact with that girl you dated. She hasn’t returned my calls. Is there any way you could get her to contact me?”

      “Probably not,” Nate answered. “The breakup wasn’t amicable.”

      “Well, if you could try, that would be a great help,” Jim replied, hoping to give Nate something to do. “Listen, I’m in the middle of something. I have to go. But the moment I have anything you need to hear about, I will call you. Okay?”

      Nate grumbled on the other end of the phone, but he eventually replied with an “okay.”

      Once the afterschool program ended, Jim didn’t find anything noteworthy during his stakeout. He stuck around and waited for Samuel to leave and then tailed the man as he drove off.

      Jim remained two car lengths back to make sure he remained inconspicuous. It had been a while since he had tailed someone like this, but it was like riding a bicycle. Samuel made a few stops before he returned home, going to the convenience store and picking up what looked like a jug of milk and a bag of chips that he munched on inside his car. He then stopped at the bank, made a deposit, and then went to a gas station outside of his neighborhood and filled up his tank.

      The rest of the drive, Jim noted how Samuel never drove faster than the speed limit, never ran a red light, and always came to a full and complete stop at every stop sign.

      When Samuel finally arrived back at his house, he parked in the driveway even though he had a two-car garage. The house was in a middle-class neighborhood, and Jim was surprised how Samuel was able to afford the place on a single salary. He was not listed as married, but he could be living with a roommate.

      But there was no other car in the driveway, and Samuel struck Jim as a man who enjoyed his solitude. Most pedophiles did. It would make it easier for him to conduct whatever affairs he deemed too scandalous for public view. Jim parked his vehicle on the side of the road several houses down from where Samuel lived and waited until Samuel entered the house before he shut off the vehicle.

      Jim waited, the seconds ticking away quickly. If there were anything Jim hated more than some of the bureaucracy of the department, it was wasting time sitting around. What drove Jim insane was the fact that Nate’s son could be in the house at this very moment, waiting to be rescued.

      “Come on,” Jim said. “Give me something I can work with.”

      It was another ten minutes before Samuel stepped out of the house again. He had changed from his school uniform into a plain black shirt, jeans, and sneakers. He also had a hoodie tucked under his arm and a pair of sunglasses even though it was now cloudy and overcast, and it wasn’t particularly cold. The outfit was something that someone might wear if they were trying to conceal themselves.

      When Samuel backed out of his driveway, Jim restarted his pursuit.

      Jim tailed Samuel from his house to a shadier part of Seattle on the city’s Southside. It was an area known for crime and drugs, but Samuel never struck Jim as an addict. He assumed that the schools and programs where he worked required drug tests, not that those tests could be altered or switched.

      Eventually, Samuel slowed as he neared a standalone building at the end of a cluster of high-rises that had decayed over the years from neglect. Samuel drove between one of the high-rises in the small, unmarked building and then parked in the back.

      Jim was forced to stay on the main road, finding a space across from the small, standalone building. If he would’ve tried to follow Samuel into the back, he would’ve easily been made. All Jim could hope for was that Samuel walked around to the front entrance.

      But after fifteen minutes, Jim feared he had lost Samuel. There could’ve been another exit on the backside of the buildings that Jim couldn’t see. He wasn’t as familiar with this part of town as he was others.

      Just when Jim was about to get out of his car and proceed on foot, Samuel’s vehicle emerged from the narrow, one-lane side street and pulled back out onto the main road. He was now wearing the hoodie and sunglasses and drove rather quickly away from the building.

      Jim nearly lost Samuel’s vehicle when he tried to make a U-turn and he was blocked by traffic. Samuel was several car lengths ahead of him, and Jim had to break the speed limit in order to catch up to the man, which made him more noticeable.

      Just before Samuel’s vehicle disappeared, Jim managed to sneak through a yellow light and caught up. Afraid that he may have drawn too much attention to himself, Jim remained farther back, but Samuel showed no sign he was aware that he was being followed.

      Samuel drove for another twenty minutes or so and then merged back onto the highway. They headed even farther south outside of the city. Jim had no idea where they were going, but after almost forty minutes of driving, Samuel exited the highway into a little town. They drove through a small but quaint business district and then through a neighborhood.

      Jim was definitely out of his jurisdiction at this point, but he wasn’t going to give up. He was convinced that Samuel was about to commit a crime, and he wanted to catch the man in the act.

      Eventually, the neighborhood opened up into a large park. The kind that had baseball fields, large open areas for picnics, trails, and several tennis and basketball courts. It was a massive recreation area, and it was fairly crowded when they arrived.

      Now that they were in more of a centrally located area, Jim hung back again, making sure he gave Samuel enough space to think he was still alone.

      At first, Jim thought maybe Samuel had some other gig coaching a team here, but that wouldn’t be helpful in obtaining a warrant. Maybe Jim’s gut had been wrong about the man, but then he remembered the way Harry had looked at Samuel in the principal’s office when they were speaking. Not to mention Donnie’s confession.

      Kids typically didn’t lie about the sort of abuse Donnie had received. If anything, kids didn’t go into all of the details of what happened to them. It was just too painful to think about, and after everything an abused child had experienced, reliving those memories was something they desperately wanted to avoid.

      Jim was forced to get out of the vehicle and walked through the park. He kept to himself and saw that Samuel had driven past the baseball field and toward the picnic areas. He parked next to a tree where there were no other vehicles in the vicinity.

      Jim hung back a second, waiting to see if Samuel would step out of the vehicle, but the man never left the car. Jim frowned, unsure of what he was doing, but as Jim walked closer toward the vehicle, Jim noticed a playground from Samuel’s point of view in the car, and on the playground was a cluster of at least a dozen children.

      There were parents nearby on benches, talking casually and sipping coffees or iced beverages. So what was Samuel’s plan here? Was he looking for a new child to take? Had he already disposed of Nate’s son?

      Jim decided that he had enough of waiting, and he circled around so that he could approach Samuel’s car from the rear.

      The windows of Samuel’s vehicle were tinted dark, and it made it difficult for Jim to see exactly what he was doing from the back. Jim had his hand on the butt of his pistol, but he hadn’t removed it from the holster. He tensed, ready to pull at a moment’s notice, but he didn’t want to jump the gun too soon.

      From his many years on the job, Jim had seen a number of things that had soured his stomach. It was the nature of his line of work that he saw some of the worst humanity had to offer. And when Jim saw what Samuel was doing in the driver seat of his car, he felt a surge of rage course through his veins.

      Samuel had exposed himself in the seat of his car and was pleasuring himself at the site of not just the children on the playground but also pornographic images of underage minors that he had laid out on the steering wheel.

      Before Samuel noticed Jim was standing nearby, Jim smashed the car window with the butt of his pistol, startling Samuel and the crowd at the playground.

      Unsure if Samuel had any type of weapon on him, Jim slammed Samuel’s head into the dash, causing a break along the man’s forehead, and blood gushed over his face. From there, Jim unlocked the door, ripped open the vehicle’s door, and flung Samuel out of the car into the pavement.

      “What the hell is going on?” Samuel asked, disoriented from the blow to the face and partially blinded from the blood in his eyes.

      It took all of Jim’s composure not to beat the man within an inch of his life, but he remembered that Donnie still deserved his justice, and there was still a missing boy that needed to come home.

      “Samuel, you are under arrest,” Jim said. “You have the right to remain silent.”

      Jim applied the handcuffs and penned Samuel’s hands behind his back as he continued the rest of the Miranda Rights. The entire time, the group around the playground had consolidated to a single point, everybody watching Jim as he arrested Samuel for his indecent exposure.

      Once Samuel was secured with handcuffs, Jim made sure that the man’s pants were hiked up high enough to keep him covered.

      “I wasn’t doing anything,” Samuel said, repeating the words with little conviction. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Save it for your attorney,” Jim said, and then he hurried Samuel out of the parking lot back toward his cruiser, throwing him in the backseat.

      Once Samuel was secured in the backseat, one of the parents from the playground walked over hesitantly.

      “Is everything okay?” the woman asked.

      “It is now,” Jim answered.

      Jim didn’t want to get into too much detail about what happened and what Samuel was doing. He knew it would only cause grief for the parents in what was most likely a safe neighborhood. The last thing he wanted to do was to cause a panic that wasn’t necessary.

      The woman nodded tentatively, but Jim could tell that he hadn’t completely convinced her everything was fine.

      Once the mother returned to the flock of parents waiting to hear what she had to say, Jim got back into his car and called dispatch to let them know he was bringing in a suspect.

      “I told you I didn’t do anything!” Samuel said.

      Jim turned around, his face set in stone with an angry glare. “You’ve stolen more from children than you could possibly imagine.”

      It might’ve been the expression on Jim’s face or the fact that Samuel realized that his future was now over. Whatever semblance of a pathetic life he had hoped to continue had come to an end. And Jim had everything he needed for the search warrant to get into Samuel’s house, where he was hopeful he would find Nate’s son.
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      Once Jim had Samuel put through processing and the man was booked on charges of purchasing and possessing child pornography and exposing himself in front of minors, Samuel was put into the box, which was what the detectives at the precinct called the interrogation room.

      Samuel requested a lawyer be present before he was questioned, and Jim was currently waiting until Samuel’s representation showed up.

      “Smart one,” Mullocks said.

      Both Jim and Lieutenant Mullocks stood at the monitors where they could view the inside of the interrogation rooms. The reason they were nicknamed “boxes” was because there were no windows in the room. And they were small and suffocating—by design. Anybody they brought into that room they wanted to make sure felt the pressure of the moment.

      The room made the walls feel like they were closing in around them and made suspects nervous. Jim and other detectives preyed on those nerves during the interrogation. Nervous people made mistakes. And in a career where the burden of proof was on the state, Jim would take whatever advantage he could get.

      “How’d you find this guy?” Mullocks asked.

      Jim hadn’t told the lieutenant the truth about why Samuel had been brought in. He, of course, told her the reason for the arrest, but how Jim came to hunt Samuel down had been a lie.

      “Tip came in,” Jim said. “Someone said they believed someone was touching kids at the school where this guy worked. I didn’t get a name, and the cell number was just a burner, so I couldn’t trace it.”

      Mullocks frowned. “Are you serious?”

      Jim looked to his lieutenant, his mouth dry. “What?”

      Mullocks crossed her arms over her chest and sighed. “The day you’re a better liar than me, I’ll hand in my gun and my badge.” She studied the monitor. “If you want to go the tip route, that’s fine. But just make sure the paperwork is clean.”

      Jim swallowed but said nothing else.

      “Do you have a search warrant for the house yet?” Mullocks asked.

      “It’s with the judge now,” Jim answered. “I already have a SWAT team on standby.”

      Mullocks nodded with exhaustion. “Are you sure there isn’t anything else you want to tell me about this guy?” She looked to Jim. “Anything about that man who came in to see you this morning?”

      Jim couldn’t hide the red in his cheeks, but he couldn’t come clean now. He was already too deep into the mess. “Just an old friend who wanted to say hi.”

      “Right,” Mullocks said, unconvinced. “Just be careful, Jim. Captain Kierney wasn’t bluffing this morning about consequences.”

      Jim considered his reply but dropped some of his pretenses. “I know what I’m doing, Lieutenant.”

      Mullocks shook her head. “Sure you do.”

      “Jim!” Sergeant Hale shouted from his desk. “You got your warrant. Just came through.”

      “Thanks,” Jim said, and then she turned back to the lieutenant. “I have been doing this for a long time, you know.”

      “Not as long as me, Jim,” Mullocks said, her tone slightly depressed as she turned to him. “But I trust you. I want you to remember that road is a two-way street.”

      It pained Jim to keep his secret from the lieutenant, but he couldn’t betray Nate. The pair had too much history together.

      “Go,” Mullocks said.

      Jim nodded and then grabbed the warrant from the desk sergeant. He then headed toward the side exit where the SWAT team had gathered, awaiting instructions on where they were to go next.

      “Team’s ready.” The SWAT Sergeant, Carlos Hernandez, was a lean muscled Hispanic man with a chiseled, clean-shaven face. He was a former Marine. “You ready to tell us where we’re going?”

      Jim held up the search warrant so Sergeant Hernandez could see the information. “We need to clear the house quickly. I think the suspect might have a child inside. That’s our priority once the house is secure.”

      Sergeant Hernandez nodded. “You riding with us?”

      “I’ll follow in my cruiser,” Jim answered.

      “All right,” Hernandez replied. “We’ll meet you there.”

      Jim was juiced with adrenaline as he jogged out to his police car. He watched as the SWAT team loaded up into the back of their armored vehicle, and once he was in the car, he called dispatch to confirm a forensic van would meet them at the location once the house was secure.

      Despite some of the challenges that came with working in law enforcement, Jim was always amazed at how things came together during a raid like this one. It was like the entire department was just waiting on the edge of their seats for something big, and when that call finally came through, it never disappointed. Now it all came down to the execution of the moment.

      Jim flipped on the lights for his cruiser, the reds and blues flashing as he weaved through traffic at a breakneck pace. Cars pulled over to the side of the road and the only time Jim took his foot off the gas was when he neared an intersection, slowing to make sure the rest of the vehicles stopped for him. He gripped the steering wheel tight, his hands aching.

      Jim was laser-focused. He had always been able to push everything else aside when the moment seemed its most critical. He didn’t know why, but he was thankful for the skill set. It had been the single most important personality trait that had molded him into one of the best detectives the city had ever seen.

      Once they arrived in the residential neighborhood, Jim turned off his lights as they approached Samuel’s house. It was standard protocol for a raid since they were unsure if anyone else would be in the house when they arrived. Jim didn’t think Samuel was working with anyone, but the team wouldn’t take any chances.

      Jim and the SWAT team pulled up to Samuel’s house with quiet stealth, and Jim joined the SWAT officers as they hurried to the front door. Jim normally would have allowed SWAT to go in first and handle the logistics, but because of his attachment to the case, the fact that Jim was working to help a friend, he joined Sergeant Hernandez at the door and would be one of the first people who went inside.

      Hernandez held up his hand, silently counting down from five, and when Hernandez made a fist, the battery ram was shoved against the door, breaking the lock and the frame as the door exploded inward and the officers rushed inside.

      Jim was certain there would be no other adult in the house, but until the home was cleared, the team acted as though there was still a threat inside.

      “Livingroom clear!”

      “Bathroom clear!”

      “Bedroom clear!”

      “Kitchen clear!”

      “Garage clear!”

      With the home secured, everyone relaxed slightly, save for Jim, because there was no sign of the kid anywhere in the house.

      Sergeant Hernandez caught his breath and turned to Jim. “Orders, Detective?”

      Jim cleared his throat. “No sign of life in the sweep?”

      “No bodies,” one of the officers answered.

      Jim turned in a semi-circle, feeling disoriented, and then checked the rest of the house himself. But with each empty room, Jim’s anxiety worsened. Had he missed something?

      “Detective?” Hernandez spoke as if it weren’t the first time he’d said the word. “We need orders, sir.”

      Jim cleared his throat and realized everyone in the room was staring at him. “We hold the house until forensic arrives,” Jim said. “I need two men to help me search the perimeter of the house and the backyard.”

      “We need a ground scanner?” One of the SWAT officers asked.

      Jim paused. The ground scanner the officer referred to was used to search the soil for possible human remains. “No. I don’t think we’ll need it.”

      The SWAT officers exchanged a look, but Jim ignored them. He didn’t think Samuel was capable of killing anyone. But if Nate’s son weren’t dead, and he wasn’t here, then where the hell was he?

      Once the forensic team arrived, Jim dismissed the SWAT team.

      “I hope you find what you’re looking for,” Sergeant Hernandez said.

      “Me too,” Jim replied. “Thank you.”

      Jim hung around the house for a little while longer wanting to see if forensic would find the smoking gun, and when he heard a commotion coming from the bedroom, Jim believed they had found it.

      One of the forensic techs found a hard drive stashed under the suspect's bed. He had plugged into his mobile laptop and what they found on the drive caused everyone to look away in disgust.

      “Jesus,” the tech said, whispering to himself.

      All of the images on the hard drive were of children. It was a mix of boys and girls, but there were definitely more boys. Each of them stood naked in front of a wall in various poses. The pictures scanned onto the hard drive were actually Polaroids, and it didn’t take long for another tech to find the polaroid camera Samuel had used.

      There were dozens of children, and while Jim spied a very young Donnie Smerconish, Jim saw no pictures of Nate’s son, Tim.

      “What a sicko,” the technician said.

      “Log it into evidence,” Jim said. “And make sure you do a thorough sweep of the house. Fibers, hairs, anything you find, you tag it. Understood?”

      The tech nodded, and Jim stepped outside, the images still fresh in his head. He was disturbed by the pictures but more concerned with the fact that there was no sign of Tim. But Samuel was still waiting to be questioned back at the precinct. Jim wanted to make sure that he exhausted every avenue before he gave up hope because he knew where there was smoke, there was fire.

      Jim returned to the precinct, eager to speak to Samuel. He hoped the man had his lawyer because Jim’s patience had frayed. He knew there was more to the story than what Samuel was letting on. There had to be because Jim was running out of time and options.

      All eyes were on Jim when he returned, but he remained focused on heading to the interrogation room where Samuel’s lawyer was waiting for him.

      Jim entered the interrogation room alone, but half of the bullpen, along with the lieutenant, watched the monitors, the footage streaming from inside the room.

      When Jim stepped inside, he saw that Samuel had been crying. His face was red, his eyes puffy. The lawyer who sat next to Samuel on the other side of the table wore a cheap suit and sported a terrible comb-over. He was a thin man with beady eyes and a small, circular mouth. When he finally opened his lips to speak, he was very reserved and quiet. Almost like he was whispering.

      “My client is ready to answer your questions, but let’s keep it civilized, Detective,” the lawyer said.

      Jim sat down and studied Samuel for a moment across the table. “Civilized.” He repeated the word in the same tone and manner in which the lawyer had spoken. “Is that what you are? Civilized?”

      “Detective, I am warning you,” the lawyer said, though his tone suggested there was no real threat in words. “I have explained to my client that he is under no obligation to speak to you.”

      “And yet here he is,” Jim said. “I have a feeling something is bothering you, Samuel.”

      “I didn’t do anything wrong,” Samuel said, muttering to himself.

      Jim leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “But you did take some pictures, didn’t you?”

      Samuel winced, but he continued to keep his head down.

      “We found the hard drive, Samuel,” Jim said. “I know what you’ve been doing to those children in your afterschool programs.”

      Samuel remained silent, shrinking in his chair.

      “Do you even have a clue about how many lives you ruined?” Jim asked. “Is that something you take into consideration when you choose your victim?”

      The lawyer started to raise his voice. “Detective, this is bordering on harassment.”

      Jim knew he was pushing the envelope, but he didn’t care. Samuel wasn’t a man anymore. He was an insect, and Jim had the heel of his boot against the creature’s head. But Jim understood he needed to tread carefully. His conversation was being recorded, and he needed to keep mention of Nate’s son off any official documents.

      “You’re going down for the pictures,” Jim said, shifting gears. “Your lawyer knows that, and you know that. But what I want to know is what else you’ve done.” He leaned forward on the table, inching closer to Samuel, invading the man’s space. “Because I don’t think a guy like you can simply take pictures.”

      Samuel finally made eye contact with Jim. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Jim’s patience continued to fray, but he remained calm, collected. “These kids are going to testify against you. And they’re going to tell us everything you did to them. So why don’t you save them, and us, some time and you tell me what else you did, okay?”

      Samuel tensed. “You think you’re better than me?”

      “I know I’m better than you,” Jim answered. “But that’s not what we’re here to discuss.” Jim stood and stepped around to Samuel’s side of the table. “How many did you take back to your house?”

      “You don’t have to answer that,” the lawyer said.

      “Did you ever abduct anyone whose picture you didn’t take?” Jim asked. “Maybe someone you wanted to do something more with?”

      “Detective, you need to back off,” the lawyer warned.

      Jim knew that eliciting an emotional reaction in the interrogation room was important. It was when people were emotional that they tended to break down. And years of being in an interrogation room had given Jim the unique ability to know when somebody was about to crack. Samuel was on the brink of losing it.

      “We already have forensics combing through your house,” Jim said. “What else are they going to find, Samuel? Souvenirs? Videos? A body?”

      Both Samuel and the lawyer snapped their attention up to Jim, each of them sporting a different level of concern.

      “A body?” Samuel asked.

      “Don’t say anything else,” the lawyer said, starting to pack up his briefcase. “This interview is over.”

      “The pictures got boring after a while, didn’t they?” Jim asked. “You needed more of a thrill, right? Something else to get the juices flowing?”

      Samuel fidgeted. He bounced his knee like a jackhammer, the quick up-and-down motion smacking underneath the table every few seconds. “You can’t prove anything,” Samuel said. “People will come to my defense. People will come to protect me, you’ll see.”

      Every criminal Jim had ever interrogated always had a pressure point. It typically revealed itself during the interrogation once Jim had enough evidence to really dig into somebody. And Jim suddenly realized that this man’s behavior elicited a reaction of shame. He knew what he was doing was despicable. And wrong. Yet he did it anyway.

      A lot of the pedophiles they brought in had a level of arrogance to them. They were more upset about being caught than being arrested for the crime they had committed. But Samuel seemed more worried about his reputation. Jim could use that against him.

      “You really think that all of those people who had your back before are still going to protect you after they find out what you are?” Jim asked.

      Samuel’s expression slackened. He looked up from the floor as if realizing that this was suddenly going to go public for the first time.

      “This is absurd,” Samuel said, starting to laugh. “Do you have any idea how highly sought after I am? My reputation will be able to withstand whatever you throw at me!” He grew defensive. “I always did a good job. Every place I work, I always make sure that all of the children learn something. I make sure they know they are special.”

      Jim grimaced. Part of him knew that Samuel believed in what he was saying. “You have a sick way of showing a kid they’re special.”

      Samuel pounded his fist on the table. He raised his voice and pointed a thin, long finger into Jim’s face. “You don’t have a right to say anything about me. You don’t have a right to judge me about what I do in my life. You have no idea what it’s like.”

      “Well, I would have to agree with you there,” Jim said. “I assume you spend a lot of time in picking your victims. I imagine it’s not too hard considering you have access to all of their files.”

      “We don’t have to sit here and listen to any more of this,” the lawyer said. “Samuel, I strongly advise—”

      Samuel held up his hand, silencing the lawyer. The man was more concerned about defending his reputation than he was about doing what was smart and keeping silent. Because while he might be able to withstand holding in the shame of his actions, he couldn’t stand the idea of someone besmirching his good name.

      “I take pride in making sure that all the children under my care and supervision receive one-on-one attention,” Samuel said. “And that’s because I care about who they are and what they do.”

      The lawyer was muttering to himself, shaking his head, frustrated that his client didn’t know how to be quiet. The man must’ve known Samuel was screwed, and he resigned himself to leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed over his chest, tilting his chin down.

      Denial was a hell of a thing to witness, but even the strongest denial fell apart when it finally came face to face with the cold hard truth.

      Jim removed his phone from the inside of the jacket and opened the attachment that contained some of the images from Samuel’s hard drive. Once he had the images up, he flipped his phone around to show them to Samuel and the lawyer

      “Recognize them?” Jim asked. “I haven’t gotten around to identifying all the children here, but the moment I step out of this room, I’m going to start making calls. It won’t take very long to find out their names. And then I’m going to make sure they all turn against you, Samuel. Every last one of them. All of your ‘special’ relationships gone.”

      Samuel's face turned a crimson red. It seemed he not only cared about his repetition with the schools but his relationships with the children as well. “They won’t turn against me.”

      “Yes, they will,” Jim said. “I must admit you do a fantastic job of convincing them otherwise. But should know that another one of your students from a few years ago already turned against you. And while it’s going to take a long time to undo all of the damage you inflicted upon them, I can promise you that it won’t take me very long to convince them of what you really are. Because deep down, they already know.”

      Jim took immense satisfaction over the sheer terror on Samuel’s face. The man’s walls were crumbling around him, and Jim couldn’t be happier that he was responsible for bringing them down.

      “Now,” Jim said, now that Samuel was trembling uncontrollably. “I want to know who else you might have taken. Someone who wasn’t in the pictures.”

      Samuel frowned. “What?”

      “You had a very special little project, didn’t you?” Jim asked. “Someone who you wanted to keep all to yourself. And I want to know what you did with him.”

      “I did,” Samuel said, his voice trembling with a sick note of desire. “I don’t think I had ever wanted a child more.”

      Samuel’s lawyer quickly lunged forward at this new omission, trying to stop his client from saying anything else. He tried to get into Sam’s line of view, but the floodgates were already open.

      “It’s important to establish trust in the beginning,” Samuel said. “It’s the only way any of this works. But once you have that trust, once you’ve established yourself as somebody who is going to help them, once you’ve established that you’re the only person who can help them, then that’s where you’re free to do whatever you want.” Samuel smiled. “Gaining the trust of the child, there is really nothing like it. People think it’s easy to do, but it’s not. It’s actually incredibly difficult. You see, children are much smarter than people give them credit for. Their intuitive as well. If they sense that your intentions are to harm them, you’ll never get close enough to do any damage. When they trust you…” That smile widened, and his eyes watered. “It’s that trust that is the most delicious aspect of what I do. That’s what I crave more than anything else. It gives me… power. Power that is incomparable to anything else in this world.”

      Jim leaned back, disgusted. He had listened to some very disturbing confessions over the years. These interrogation walls had borne the brunt of several horrible conversations. But this one might’ve been the most troubling he’d ever heard.

      But Jim still needed a name.

      “Who?” Jim asked. “Who did you want more than anything else?”

      Samuel looked Jim in the eye, and Jim was convinced he had figured it out. He was certain the name Samuel was about to speak would be Nate’s son, Tim. But he was wrong.

      “Harry,” Samuel said. “I wanted Harry more than any of them.”

      “I would like a moment alone with my client to discuss his options,” the lawyer said.

      “Your client doesn’t have any more options,” Jim said, standing up. “He’s going to spend the rest of his life behind bars. But who else?”

      “What?” Samuel asked, confused.

      “There had to have been another boy,” Jim answered, growing desperate. “You took another boy, didn’t you!”

      Samuel shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Jim slammed his fist on the table. “There was someone else! Who was it?”

      Startled by Jim’s explosion, both the lawyer and Samuel jumped backward. Jim’s grip on the situation was unraveling. He had let his anger take control, and when he heard the door open and turned to see the lieutenant standing in the doorway, he knew his time was up.

      “That’s enough, Detective,” Mullocks said.

      Finished, Jim stormed out of the interrogation room, fuming, and didn’t stop until he found an exit to the side parking lot. He paced, furious with himself over how he reacted. It wasn’t enough for the defense lawyer to get Samuel off the hook, but it was enough for the defense to want to take a closer look into why Jim was investigating Samuel in the first place.

      A few minutes later and Mullocks stepped outside. She looked cross, and Jim waited for the verbal scolding he knew he deserved.

      But it never came.

      “Hell of a show you put on back there,” Mullocks said.

      “Lieutenant—”

      “Save it, Jim.” Mullocks held up her hand, silencing him. “It’s been obvious to me that you were working a different angle on this case, and now it’s obvious to a lot of other people, too.” She walked over to him. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on? Or are you intent to die on this hill alone?”

      Deep down, Jim knew that telling the lieutenant was the right move. She had always been in his corner. But telling Mullocks would only implicate her in Jim’s crimes, and he refused to bring down a good cop because of a mistake that he had made.

      “I have it under control,” Jim said.

      Mullocks shook her head. “You and your old partner are really made for each other, you know that?” She returned to the building, leaving Jim confused about the meaning of her message.

      Jim returned to his desk and collapsed in his chair. He didn’t know where else to look. After expending so much energy on catching Samuel, he didn’t know where to turn next.

      A sense of hopelessness flooded through Jim at the prospect of having to call Nate, his friend, a man whom he trusted with his own life, telling him that he didn’t know where his son has been taken or who was responsible. He had no answers and was going to be starting over from scratch with even less time on the clock. Because once they reached the twenty-four-hour mark, the chances of recovery dropped to almost zero.

      Out of time, out of options, and out of any new leads, Jim almost didn’t look at his phone when it buzzed in his pocket. He figured it was Jen, wanting to know what time he would be getting off work tonight, but was surprised at the unknown number.

      A filter on Jim’s phone always revealed whether or not the call was from a telemarketer or a scam, but an unknown number meant it was from the local area code and from an actual person. Intrigued, he answered it.

      “Detective North,” Jim said. Silence greeted him, and Jim checked the call to make sure it hadn’t dropped. It was still connected. He listened again before he spoke one more time. “Hello?” Jim asked. “This is Detective North, is someone there?”

      Another stretch of silence and Jim was about to end the call and search for who was registered to the number when a woman’s voice finally answered.

      “Hello, Detective,” the woman said.

      Jim struggled to listen to what she was saying. It sounded like she was whispering and was in a very crowded area. “Who is this?”

      “I spoke to you earlier today at the apartment complex,” she answered.

      Jim realized that he had only given out one business card, and he suddenly remembered a woman he had spoken to on Nate’s floor. She had been the only person who had given him more than ten seconds of their time.

      “Yes,” Jim replied quickly. “What can I help you with?”

      Jim hoped he didn’t appear too eager because he understood how skittish people could be talking with the police. This woman obviously knew something, or she wouldn’t have called him in the first place.

      “Are you still… looking for information?” the woman asked.

      “Yes,” Jim answered.

      Another silence stretched between the two of them, and Jim was afraid he had lost her again, but at least he knew where she lived.

      “I need to meet with you and speak to you about something,” the woman said. “Are you familiar with the park by the complex building?”

      “Yes,” Jim answered.

      “Be there in ten minutes.”

      The call ended before Jim could ask any more follow-up questions, and he checked his watch for the time. It would take him at least ten minutes to get there, and that was if traffic were good.

      Not wanting to waste any time, Jim grabbed his jacket and hurried out of the door just as Samuel was being brought out from the interrogation room. His fate was sealed, but Jim hoped that Nate’s son still held a future.
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      Because it was getting later in the evening, most of the kids at the park had gone home for the day, though there were a few that had lingered behind, enjoying the last few bits of sunlight before night descended upon them.

      It took Jim a moment to find the woman from earlier, but he finally spotted her sitting on a park bench that was partly concealed by bushes, hidden from view of the main road.

      The woman saw Jim approach, and she gave no sign that she was there to meet him. Jim picked up on the queue that their conversation was meant to be clandestine and sat on the other end of the bench. Neither of them looked at one another, and while Jim didn’t want to hurry the woman, he was short on time.

      “I appreciate you calling me,” Jim said.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t know about that,” the woman said.

      The woman was very skinny but had a large head. She had very thin, long hair and wore too much makeup. She looked like she may have had some drug problems, either in the past or currently.

      Jim could tell that she was distressed. Whatever information she had could potentially be dangerous for herself. After his visit to the apartment complex where Nate lived, he got the impression that people tended to be quiet out of survival.

      “You must have called me for a reason,” Jim said, trying to sound encouraging. “I can promise you that whatever you tell me will not come back to you.”

      The woman laughed. “You can’t promise that. No more than you can promise Nate that you’re gonna bring his son back.”

      Jim frowned, unable to hide his shock. Had Nate told her? Did she know who took Tim?

      “Don’t worry,” she answered. “Your little secret is safe with me.”

      Unsure of just how much the woman knew, Jim trod carefully. “How did you find out?”

      “The walls in the apartment building are thin,” she answered. “And there’s only one reason why a detective would be walking around our building, asking vague questions. Everyone knows what happened. They just don’t know who was taken.”

      Jim frowned, not following what the woman was saying. “What do you know?” Jim asked.

      The woman was quiet for a moment, and she stared out at the playground where some of the children were still playing tag with one another.

      “The only reason I called you is that Tim is a good kid,” the woman said.

      “Did you know him?” Jim asked.

      The woman nodded. “I would check in on him from time to time when his father was working. Sometimes we would play chess. I’m more of a checkers woman, but I enjoyed learning from him.”

      Nate hadn’t mentioned any of the neighbors checking in on his son.

      “Did you have a key to the apartment?” Jim asked.

      The woman cast him an angry glare. “No, of course not.”

      Jim realized his comments sounded more like an accusation than a question. And he tried to recover quickly. “I didn’t know if you watched him regularly.”

      “I just said it was from time to time,” the woman said.

      “The night that Tim went missing, did you hear anything from his apartment?” Jim asked.

      The woman shook her head. “I didn’t hear a thing. Which was rare for where we lived. It was one of the peaceful nights, ironically.”

      Jim wondered what the woman had to tell him if she didn’t have any information from the night of the abduction. But he paused, sensing that the woman wanted to take her own time in revealing her information.

      “A couple weeks ago, around midnight, I heard somebody pounding on a door in the hallway,” the woman said. “That’s not uncommon at our apartment complex, but there was something vicious about this particular greeting. Seeing as how I wasn’t asleep, I walked over to the door and peered through my peephole. Since I’m directly across from Nate’s apartment, I could see the back of a man standing in front of Nate's door. He was the one making all the racket.”

      Jim refrained from trying to stick questions into the woman’s train of thought. Once someone got talking, it was best to let them go until they were finished.

      “I was a little worried about it since I knew Nate wasn’t at home, and his boy was there by himself,” the woman said. “I was about to step out and say something when Tim opened the door. I think the man was a little surprised that the kid answered.”

      The woman sighed and then reached for a pack of smokes in her pocket. She pulled one out, stuck it between her lips, and lit the tip. Once she had taken a nice drag, she leaned back and continued speaking. The cigarette remained between her fingers.

      “I heard a little bit of their conversation,” the woman said. “But a lot of it was muffled because I was on the other side of the door. I understood the gist of the discussion. The man wanted money from Nate. Something about a payment being late, or overdue, or not enough.” She waved her hand dismissively. “It doesn’t matter. The moment they come knocking, they don’t stop until they get what they want.”

      “The moment who comes knocking?” Jim asked.

      The woman only smoked and continued to glare at him.

      “You mentioned before that everyone already knew why I was looking around, but they didn’t know who was taken,” Jim said. “Do a lot of people disappear from that building?”

      The woman was visibly shaking now, and her stoic expression had cracked. She looked like she was on the verge of tears. “They’ll kill her if they find out I’m even talking to you.” She sobbed once and then took another drag, struggling to regain her composure. She was shaking so badly she nearly dropped the cigarette.

      “Whatever is happening, I can help,” Jim said.

      The woman laughed louder this time, but it was enough to keep her from crying. “You can’t stop the sun from rising, and you can’t stop the rain from falling.” She gazed at him for a moment through bloodshot eyes. “I didn’t know Nate had a cop friend.”

      Jim wasn’t in the mood for games anymore. “A boy is missing. Now, you tell me what’s happening, or I take you downtown, and we handle this a different way.” He didn’t really want to do that, but he hoped the comment would cause her to speak up.

      “Fine.” She tapped her cigarette and sprinkled ash on the concrete. “Most of the people in our building have a connection with a past we’d rather forget. I don’t know your friend’s story, but I’m assuming it’s close to something like mine.” She took a long drag before she continued. “I used to own a nail salon downtown. It was a nice place. Money was great. The people who worked for me were easy to get along with. I was living the dream. But there’s something about life that, when it’s going good, it makes you reckless. Like you want to test the limits, you know?”

      She took another drag and then held the smoke for a second longer than normal. “I know I don’t have anyone to blame but myself. I should have known better. It was greed that did me in. I had so much, and I wanted more.” She chuckled to herself. “Don’t know why I did it looking back, but at the time, it made all the sense in the world.”

      She dropped the cigarette onto the ground, finished with it, and then crossed her arms, remaining standoffish as she spoke. “I met a guy at a party, and we got to talking. He mentioned how I could triple my income in a matter of weeks. So, naturally, me being in the market to make more, I said sure. The booze and the drugs probably didn’t help with my judgment, but that’s another story for a different day. Anyway, the guy tells me that all he needs is access to my books, and then sure as hell, just like he promised, I’ve got triple the money coming into my account, all cash.” She shook her head. “I don’t even know what I did with all of that money.”

      “He was laundering money through your business,” Jim said. “The man who approached you.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I never asked any questions, except for when the money stopped. I got angry, you know? Who wouldn’t be? Losing all of that free money so quickly, hell it would make anyone get angry.” She picked at one of her nails, the green polish almost gone. “The guy I spoke with told me to let it go, that the free ride was over. But then I got really pissed and threatened to go to the cops. And that’s when I realized just how powerful the people I’d gotten into bed with really were.”

      She wiped some snot from her upper lip. “Next thing I know, I get another visit, saying that my shop’s been closed after an ICE raid, and I’m being audited. My whole world starts crumbling around me, and then I go back to that guy because I know this is all his fault, and the—” She started crying and quickly covered her mouth.

      Unable to do anything, Jim simply placed a hand on her knee, and the simple gesture was enough to keep the woman speaking.

      “He told me he had my sister,” she said. “And that if I didn’t play by the rules until the investigation with the ICE raid is over and my business audit is complete, then they’re going to kill her.”

      Jim frowned. “They just took her?”

      She wiped her eyes and nodded. “They made her fill out all of this paperwork for her job, saying that she was taking time off for a family medical emergency. It was all really smart. They provided all of the documentation she needed from a doctor, forged documents, whatever was necessary. And now I’m here, waiting for the trial to be over so I can get my sister back.”

      Jim waited for her to regain her composure before he started asking questions again. “This man that you saw at Nate’s door was this the same man that you met at the party?”

      “Yeah,” she answered. “Same guy.”

      “Who does he work for?” Jim asked.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I never made it that high up the food chain. Didn’t want to. I just wanted to keep my head down and wait it out.” She looked around to see if anyone was listening, even though they were completely alone. “But I’ve heard other people talking in the building. Thin walls, right? I don’t think I’m the only one in my situation.”

      It was almost unbelievable to hear, but Jim couldn’t find a reason the woman would have lied about all of this. What did she have to gain? And if she were telling the truth, then that meant Nate had chosen to omit certain details about his son’s disappearance.

      “What happened when Tim answered the door?” Jim asked.

      “Not a whole lot,” the woman said. “But after the guy had left, I walked over to make sure Tim was all right. He told me he was fine, but I could tell he was a little shaken up. I asked if he wanted me to stay over for a little bit, and he said yes.”

      “Did anything else happen that night?” Jim asked.

      “We played chess for a little bit,” she answered. And then a smile appeared on her face unexpectedly. “He actually let me win. He was trying to make me feel better for coming over. He’s a very selfless kid.” She looked back out onto the playground. “You don’t see that very often. Humility in someone who doesn’t have to display it.”

      “Did you stay the night?” Jim asked.

      “No,” she answered and then sighed. “The kid fell asleep somewhere around one o’clock in the morning. I borrowed the key hanging by the front door so I could lock the door when I left and returned to my apartment. The next morning I came over, but the kid was already gone for school. But Nate was home.”

      “Did you tell him what happened?” Jim asked.

      The woman nodded. “He was a little concerned but not as surprised as I thought he would be. But then again, I suppose when you live in our apartment building, most people have come from some type of a hard life.”

      Jim could attest to the difficulty of Nate’s childhood, but he wasn’t sure how difficult his life had been in adulthood.

      “This guy that you saw outside of Nate’s apartment,” Jim said. “Do you have a name?”

      “Just a first name,” she answered. “And I don’t even know if it’s real.”

      “What about a location where you met?” Jim asked. “Something you remember from—”

      “Look, I’m not going to risk my sister’s life for some stranger’s kid,” she said, and then she quickly stood. “I’ve already told you too much.”

      Jim shot up before she disappeared and struggled to keep her still.

      “You don’t let me go, and I’ll scream,” she said.

      “You scream, and I arrest you,” Jim replied.

      The stalemate seemed to work, and she relaxed.

      “I need something other than a fake name,” Jim said.

      She hesitated and then glanced around the park as if somebody were watching. “It’s too risky.”

      “What about your sister?” Jim asked. “If I find out where they took Nate’s son, then I find out where your sister is. Don’t you want her to come home?”

      The woman stared at him, eyes wide as saucers. “I do want her to come home. I just don’t want it to be in a body bag.”

      She tried to get away again, but Jim stopped her once more. “I’m not going to implicate you. No matter what happens. I just need something tangible that I can use. Please.” Jim couldn’t remember the last time he had begged somebody for help.

      Throughout his career, he had worked on some very tough cases, but he had always been able to solve them despite the challenges. But something about this case felt off. Not just with the revelation that Nate, somebody who would be such a large part of his past, had lied to him, but the fact he was missing his partner.

      The woman must’ve seen something in Jim’s face because he noticed that she softened, and Jim had never been embarrassed speaking in front of a witness before, until now.

      “I do have a picture of him,” the woman said. “It’s on my phone. I’ll text it to you, okay?”

      Once again, the woman glanced around, making sure that they were still alone. Jim saw the genuine fear in her, and a part of him felt guilty for employing such emotional tactics against her. But all that mattered right now was finding Nate’s son before the boy was gone forever.

      When Jim received the text, he immediately opened the image. The man looked like a bruiser, the kind of person somebody would send to rough somebody up. He saw a few notable tattoos on the man’s hand and one on his neck, but he could use them to identify the individual through the tattoo database they had in the department. More than likely, this guy had probably spent some time inside; so chances of discovering his identity were good.

      And if he couldn’t find the man in the system, that he would just go and visit the apartment complex and see if he could find the man hanging around. But as Jim returned to his car, he couldn’t help but think of why Nate would have kept any of this from him. He would need to find his friend and ask him personally. But first, he needed to uncover the identity of this mystery man.
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      Arthur Myers's accounting business was located in a small strip mall, sandwiched between a furniture store and a frozen yogurt shop. Kerry parked in front of the accounting office and entered through the front door. A bell chimed at her entrance. The inside of the shop was small, with a tiny reception area with a few chairs, a coffee table with tabloid magazines on top, a large Ficus plant that looked fake, and an almost empty water cooler. There was no actual receptionist, and Kerry waited for someone to greet her.

      “Hello?” Kerry shouted from the reception area. “Is anybody here?”

      “Yeah!” a voice shouted somewhere in the back. “I will be with you in just one second.”

      A few more minutes passed before a tall, lanky-looking man in an awkwardly fitting suit stepped out from behind the reception wall. He smiled, exposing white but crooked teeth and extended his hand to Kerry.

      “Arthur Myers,” he said. “How can I help you?”

      Kerry reached into her pocket and removed the business card that Cutters had given her. “I was told to contact you by a mutual friend.” She handed the card over to him, and Arthur took one look at it and understood the message.

      “Ah, yes,” Arthur said. “I was expecting you. Please, follow me.”

      Arthur handed the card back to Kerry, and then she followed him behind the reception wall into an even smaller space that acted as Arthur’s office. There was no window, no decoration, not a whole lot of light, just a desk with the computer and two chairs sitting in front of it.

      “Very homey,” Kerry said.

      Arthur laughed, but the reaction sounded false, like he was on autopilot. “Let me just pull up your account information.”

      Kerry frowned. “My account information? What do you have on me already?”

      “Nothing much. I just like to make sure things run smoothly around here,” Arthur answered. Don’t want to make the boss angry, right?” He laughed again in the same tone as before. He typed quickly on his keyboard, but the screen was positioned so Kerry couldn’t see its contents. “And what was the amount you requested?”

      Kerry cleared her throat. “Um, five thousand.”

      Arthur grunted in confirmation, continuing to type. Less than a minute later, he ceremoniously tapped one final key and then leaned back in his chair and clapped his hands together. “All set.”

      “That’s it?” Kerry asked.

      Arthur held up his hand, and then something printed behind them. He removed the sheet of paper and then extended it to Kerry. “That is your account information. You can expect the funds to be deposited on the first of every month. It’s an offshore account, so you don’t have to worry about claiming it on your taxes. That’s something that I’ll handle every year. All you have to do is figure out what you want to spend the money on. If everything goes smoothly, then you and I will never see each other again.”

      Kerry wasn’t exactly sure how she expected this to play out, but she hadn’t expected this to go so fast.

      “How is that possible?” Kerry asked. “How are you able to do all of this?”

      Arthur looked like a video on a computer screen that was frozen, remaining completely still until he finally blinked and then shifted uneasily in his chair. “I’m afraid my methods are my business. As I’m sure, yours are your own.”

      “So that’s it,” Kerry said. “

      Arthur smiled again. “Yep. That’s it.”

      Kerry couldn’t leave here without learning some type of information about Cutters. It was the only reason she had gone to Cutters in the first place to get paid. She needed something more substantial from this man than a vague mention of an offshore account.

      “How long have you been working for him?” Kerry asked.

      Arthur laughed nervously. “I usually don’t interact this long with the clientele. I actually have a very busy day ahead of me, so if you could see yourself out—"

      “What does he have on you?” Kerry asked. “I mean, he has something on everybody, right?”

      Arthur was very uncomfortable now, and he stood up from his chair, adjusting his tie and jacket as he did so. “I would like you to leave now, please.”

      Kerry remained in her seat. “I know that you’re afraid. But I’m a cop.”

      Arthur started to sweat. “Yeah, and that’s supposed to make me feel better?”

      Kerry stood, staring up at the man, who looked like he should’ve been average height but was stretched out an extra foot. “I don’t need any information that will get you in trouble. I just need a lead to follow.”

      Arthur shook his head and stepped around the desk heading for the front door. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Kerry was pushed from the office and back into the reception area where Arthur had opened the front door so Kerry would leave.

      “Get out,” Arthur said.

      Kerry shook her head. “I’m not leaving until I get the answers I’m looking for.”

      Agitated, Arthur released the door, and it swung shut as he hurried back into his office. He reached for a phone in his drawer and dropped it with his fumbling, nervous fingers. Before he reached for it again, Kerry snatched it off the floor.

      “Give that back,” Arthur said, shouting at her like a kid who’d had his ball taken away on the playground.

      Kerry pocketed the phone. “What made you do all of this, huh? What did he do to you?”

      Arthur stepped around the desk, and while he made a big show of acting angry, Kerry saw right through it. “If you don’t leave now, then I’ll… I’ll call for help!”

      “You going to call the police?” Kerry asked. “No, you won’t call them. You’d call one of Cutters people. You’d tell them I’m here causing trouble, and then they’d come over and rescue you. Is that what you use them for? Protection?”

      “I don’t have to explain myself to you!” Arthur shouted. “Why are you doing this if you’re associated with him? If he goes down, then so do you. Once you’re in this life, there is no escape.”

      “Yeah, that’s what people keep telling me,” Kerry said. “

      Arthur raised his eyebrows and gestured Kerry to the door once more. “Well, you better go before I call those… people. They’re not anyone you want to mess around with, trust me.”

      Kerry understood Arthur’s fear. She was afraid herself, afraid that she would get her family into trouble that couldn’t be undone. But she could use that fear against him. “And what do you think I’m going to tell them when they show up? Do you think I’m going to play nice all of a sudden? No. I’m going to tell them that you and I were planning something.”

      Arthur remained skeptical. “They wouldn’t believe you.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Kerry asked. “Because Cutters is the kind of person who doesn’t like to leave behind loose ends. Even if he isn’t sure that I’m telling the truth, he’ll make sure that you’re disposed of just to be safe.”

      Arthur went pale, and Kerry knew that she was getting under his skin.

      “Do you have any idea how many other accountants he probably has working for him?” Kerry asked. “I don’t know the exact number, but if you’ve seen some of the bigger accounts, then you must know you’re not the only one he has on the payroll.”

      Arthur shook his head as he retreated and fell back into his chair. “You’re insane.”

      “There is an easier solution to all of this,” Kerry said. “You can tell me what I need to know. I’ll make sure that it doesn’t blow back on you, and then we can both go about our days.”

      Arthur bit his lower lip and shook his head. “How do you know it won’t come back to me?”

      “I told you I’m a cop,” Kerry answered. “I can keep your name off the official report.” Kerry wasn’t actually sure if she could do this, and with her LOA from the department, she didn’t exactly have her badge, but she needed to keep Arthur calm.

      Even though Arthur was terrified, Kerry saw his wheels turning. He was considering doing what she asked of him.

      “What did he do to you?” Kerry asked.

      Arthur grimaced. “The same thing everyone has ever done to me my entire life. He made me afraid. He saw what I could do—I’m a very talented accountant—and then threatened me. I wish I could say there was more, but a threat against my life is enough to convince me to break the law.” His eyes watered, and he wiped at his left eye before a tear could fall. “These people are murderers.”

      “I know,” Kerry said. “That’s why I have to do something.”

      Kerry waited patiently while Arthur considered his position. She wasn’t sure exactly what she would do if he didn’t agree to what she demanded, but she knew she couldn’t leave here empty-handed. The longer she was working for Cutters, the more difficult it would be to get out from under his thumb, and the more danger she would be placing on her family.

      “I’ve been working for… him, for almost six years now,” Arthur said. “I’ve seen a lot of what he keeps on his books. Where he funnels the money. Strictly from an account basis, mind you. I’m not sure of the exact businesses or the people who own them. But his accounts are… extensive.”

      “I get those accounts to someone in forensic accounting, and they’ll be able to do something with it,” Kerry said.

      Arthur shook his head. “No. They won’t.” He placed his hands on the keyboard and opened up a file on his laptop. “I encrypt all of the information. Even if I were to download it for you, and you gave it to the account team, it still wouldn’t work.”

      “They couldn’t hack it or something?” Kerry asked.

      “The code was designed to collapse during any sign of a breach,” Arthur said. “It’s embedded in the software. And in addition, your forensic accountant’s computer would be destroyed.” He typed quickly, and Kerry couldn’t make sense of the numbers on the screen. “But I know of another accountant whose codes we could use so this doesn’t trace back to me.”

      “Who’s the other accountant?” Kerry asked.

      Arthur paused and then looked up at Kerry as he smiled. “Me.”

      Kerry frowned. “What?”

      “I created another persona,” Arthur asked. “In case I ever needed a scapegoat. This guy has a social security number, bank accounts, owns a house that he pays a mortgage on, passports, the whole shebang.”

      Kerry couldn’t even comprehend how this guy had done what he said he’d done, but if it got her the information she needed, then she wasn’t going to stop him. “Okay, then let’s do it.”

      “I can’t access the guy’s account from this office,” Arthur said. “It could be traced back to me. I told you, I keep everything separate. I have a VPN link at my house that will show this character accessed his codes from his house in New York.”

      “Okay, so let’s take a ride,” Kerry said.

      “No.” Arthur shook his head. “I don’t know if he has people watching me.”

      “You’re kidding,” Kerry said. “I think you might be giving yourself too much credit.”

      Arthur stood. “And you’re not giving me enough. Were you not listening to everything I just told you? Cutters trusts me enough to handle his big money. He knows what I can do, and anyone in his organization who poses a threat is watched.”

      “Then how do you know this place isn’t bugged?” Kerry asked.

      “It is,” Arthur answered, and then he walked over to a lamp and carefully lifted the base of the lamp to reveal a small responder device inside. “I tapped into his frequency, and I have a pre-recorded message playing over the top of it to make sure they can’t hear what I’m really doing unless I want them to hear.”

      Kerry arched an eyebrow. It was impressive, but it wasn’t evidence. “We don’t have any trust, you and me.”

      “You can trust that I want to live,” Arthur said. “And you’re right; this life isn’t sustainable. Sooner or later, the other shoe always drops. If I can get out now, then I’ll take that chance. It’s the reason I created my scapegoat in the first place.” He returned to his desk and removed a sheet of paper from inside and scribbled down an address and a time. “Meet me there. I’ll have what you need. The rest is up to you.”

      Kerry didn’t take the piece of paper. “I need something else. Something more tangible.”

      “Ugh, I just told you what I’m about to give you—”

      “Think of it as a down payment,” Kerry said, realizing that she sounded like an enforcer.

      Arthur rolled his eyes and then removed a folder from one of the filing cabinets behind his desk. “Here. These are some of his newest accounts. Businesses he just opened up. I have to create dummy corporations to guise them to launder money. Technically they haven’t done anything illegal yet, but will that work?”

      Kerry took the papers from him. “You’re doing the right thing, Arthur.”

      Arthur shook his head. “Just don’t get me killed.”
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      On the drive back to the precinct, Jim tried calling Nate three times. Each time the phone went to voicemail, but Jim didn’t bother leaving a message. After the conversation with the woman in the park, Jim realized he had trusted his friend too blindly. He had allowed the past to cloud his judgment of the present. Jim considered heading toward Nate’s apartment, but he wanted to see if he could uncover some more information on the man in the photograph.

      Even though Jim didn’t have a name, the gang database with the department allowed Jim to search for past criminals by their tattoos.

      Once Jim was at his desk, he went to work, identifying as many tattoos as possible on the man that were visible. He saw some tribal rings, a skull, a silhouette of a woman with a devil’s tail, but none of them provided any match. But then Jim saw a key on the side of the man’s neck, and when he entered that into the system, he got his first hit.

      The gang this guy was affiliated with called themselves The Door Men. The gang started out as a collection of former bouncers at clubs and grew from there, hence the origin of their moniker. Their work at clubs that featured high-profile criminals garnered them an opportunity for extra work.

      Jim cycled through the list of men that had been arrested with that tattoo, but there was no sign of their guy, which meant he hadn’t been arrested by anyone in Seattle law enforcement. Still, Jim needed a name.

      With no luck uncovering the mystery man’s identity, Jim looked at the profiles of the other gang members who had been arrested. He noticed a theme of drug arrests and decided to take a short walk over to the VICE unit to find both Glenn Ruthers and Connie Loughlin at their desks. The pair seemed to be in a good mood when Jim walked up and hoped to use that to his advantage.

      “Celebrating something?” Jim asked.

      Detective Glenn Ruthers, a man who looked more like an aging rocker than a Seattle detective, raised his coffee mug in salute. “I would say taking fifty kilos of heroin off the streets is cause for celebration.”

      Jim raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Fifty kilos? That’s a lot.”

      “More than we expected,” Loughlin replied. “Thanks to your partner.”

      Jim frowned. “Kerry helped you with this?”

      Detective Ruthers nodded. “Her dad gave her a tip, and it came through.”

      “What brings you to our neck of the woods, Jim?” Loughlin asked.

      “Yeah, I heard you caught your own big fish today,” Ruthers said. “Cleaning up the streets one bag of heroin and one pervert at a time.”

      “I need an ID,” Jim said, and then he showed Ruther and Loughlin the picture he received from the woman at the apartment complex. “You recognize him? He’s part of The Door Men gang.”

      “Don’t know him,” Loughlin said.

      Ruthers squinted and then leaned forward in his chair. “Let me get a closer look at that.” Jim handed Ruthers his phone. “Yeah, I do know him. Bill Fayette.” He handed Jim the phone back. “He’s been enforcing for big names for almost a decade now. We’ve questioned him a few times but could never find anything to leverage charges against him.”

      “Any idea on who’s backing him?” Jim asked.

      “No,” Ruthers answered. “But some of the guys he runs with have been arrested, and they always have a high-priced lawyer. Whoever it is has a lot of money.”

      Jim pocketed his phone. “Thanks for the info.”

      Jim turned to leave, but Ruthers barked at him one last time. “Hey!”

      Jim looked back.

      “Aren’t you going to congratulate us?” Ruthers asked, spreading his arms wide and grinning like a mad man.

      “Congrats,” Jim answered, and then he returned to his desk.

      “Ah, he’s no fun,” Ruthers said.

      Jim searched for anything he could find on Bill Fayette and his possible connections, but the man was a ghost on social media. No accounts, no pictures, no posts, nothing. Jim leaned back in his chair, thinking of his next move.

      From the very beginning of this case, Jim hadn’t possessed all of the information. Nate had chosen to omit certain details about his life, and Jim had made the mistake of not taking a closer look at his old friend. Because the number one rule when it came to missing person cases was, look at everyone, even the parents.

      But it was better late than never.

      Jim confirmed that Nate’s story about the death of his ex-wife was true. From there, he found the grandmother’s information, the one who had filed the original missing persons’ report for Tim when Nate took the boy on the run.

      It had been years since the report was file, but Jim wasn’t surprised nothing came from it. Despite the number of children who were recovered every year, there was still a significant number who never made it home.

      Jim dialed the number on file, unsure if it was the same and then waited while the phone rang in his ear. Even though Nate had been deceitful, Jim still felt like he was betraying his friend by calling. But Jim wasn’t taking any more chances.

      “Hello?” a frail voice answered

      “Mrs. Matthews?” Jim asked.

      “Yes, who is this?” She answered.

      “My name is Detective Jim North. I’m with Seattle PD,” Jim replied. “I wanted to ask you a few questions if that’s all right.”

      “Seattle?” she asked. “What’s this about?”

      “I’m afraid we’ve found some criminal activity in the area involving identity theft,” Jim said. “We found some of your information among the evidence, and I just wanted to confirm a few things with you.”

      “Identity theft?” She groaned. “Oh my goodness.”

      “It looks like your information hadn’t been used, but I wanted to call and notify you regardless,” Jim said, hoping the ruse would work. “Can you answer a few questions for me?”

      “Okay,” Mathers answered.

      “Thank you,” Jim said. “It looks like the criminals managed to get your information online. Do you use the computer frequently?”

      “Computer? No, I don’t have one,” she answered.

      “What about anyone else in your household?” Jim asked, hoping to get her to talk about Nate’s son. “Does anyone else have a computer in your home?”

      “No, I live by myself,” Mathers answered. “How did my information get online?”

      “Maybe by a grandchild?” Jim asked.

      Mathers grew quiet. “Oh. Well. I’m afraid I don’t—” She suddenly stopped, and Jim thought the call had dropped, but then he heard some quiet sobs on the other line. “I don’t have any grandchildren.”

      “Okay,” Jim said, feeling guilty for fishing. “Well, it looks like everything is all right now. Have a good day, Mrs. Mathers.” He hung up the phone before she could reply.

      It was clear to Jim the grandmother had given up hope on recovering her grandchild, so Jim felt confident on crossing her off the list.

      Jim’s phone rang, and for a moment, he feared it was the grandmother calling him back. But he dismissed that and answered.

      “Detective North,” he said.

      “Got a woman on the line for you,” Hale replied. “Says you’ve been pestering her about an ex-boyfriend?”

      Jim leaned forward. It was Nate’s ex-girlfriend. “Put her through.”

      A click echoed in Jim’s ear, and a woman’s voice was mumbling something inaudible.

      “Nancy Turrett?” Jim asked.

      “Yeah,” Nancy answered, her voice growing louder as she brought the phone’s speaker closer to her mouth. “What the hell do you keep calling me about Nate for?”

      “I wanted to ask you some questions about your relationship,” Jim answered.

      Nancy scoffed. “Not much of a relationship. He gave me drugs. I gave him blowjobs.”

      “Drugs?” Jim asked. “What kind?”

      Nancy immediately backtracked, forgetting that she was speaking with a detective. “I don’t—Look, I have to go.”

      The call ended, and Jim let the phone linger by his ear. Nate had told Jim he’d cleaned up his act, but the closer Jim looked at his friend, the easier it was to see through the lies. And now, questions were starting to pop in his head, questions he should have asked from the very beginning.

      Like how Nate had been able to find a job, an apartment, do all of the normal things someone required when filling out applications and performing background checks. If any of that had happened, it would have been flagged, and the authorities would have been notified. Nate would have had to not just deal with fake IDs but procure social security cards for both him and his son, and that was no easy task.

      Jim had never pushed Nate to figure out the details of his life. He had taken the case blindly, but now his vision had cleared and it was time for answers.
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      Jim continued to call Nate the entire drive toward the apartment complex. And with each ring he heard without Nate picking up, he wasn’t just irritated; he was worried.

      Jim struggled to justify Nate’s reasoning, his behavior. He was afraid that there was something else happening with his friend, something more sinister. But until he finally heard the truth from Nate, he knew that speculating was only going to cause unnecessary stress. Doubt was a cancer that ate away at everything it came into contact with.

      Even if Nate hadn’t told him everything, Jim was certain there was a reason. But then again, Jim didn’t really know Nate as well as he thought he did. A lot can change over the course of ten years.

      Jim pulled up to the apartment complex with the phone still ringing in his ear. He hung up and pocketed his mobile. He then made sure his gun was loaded. The Glock didn’t have an external safety, so it was ready to fire at a moment’s notice.

      And while Jim was hopeful that there was a perfectly normal explanation for all of this, he knew he needed to ready himself for whatever was waiting for him up there.

      Jim exited the vehicle and headed for the building. He kept his eyes peeled along the way, looking out for anyone, particularly the man from the photograph, Bill Fayette. But Jim saw no sign of the man.

      A quick flash of Jim’s badge at the office granted him entry. The clerk at the front didn’t even bother asking what Jim was doing there.

      Jim bounded up the steps to Nate’s floor and hurried toward the apartment. He considered knocking on the woman’s door to help him get the story out of Nate and to see if anyone was lying, but the woman had already done enough, and Jim didn’t want to put her in any more danger.

      “Nate!” Jim pounded on the door and then pulled on the knob. “Open up, now!”

      At first, there was no response, and then Jim heard footsteps on the other side, and the door opened.

      “Jimmy,” Nate said. “I didn’t realize you were coming over.”

      Jim studied his friend. The man was pale and sweaty. He looked like he hadn’t slept all day, but there was something else, something past the perplexed and nervous expression, and Jim saw that his friend’s eyes were dilated. “You’re high.”

      “What?” Nate scoffed. “No, I’m not high.”

      Jim had seen enough junkies in his day to know when someone was using. And now that he was here, looking at his friend, Jim admonished himself for not following through with the correct protocol. He should have done more in the beginning and investigated Nate’s past. That was the first thing any detective would do when dealing with a missing person, always look at all of the family, including the parents.

      “What did you do, Nate?” Jim asked.

      Nate continued to play dumb. “I didn’t do anything! I’m just sitting here, waiting for you to help me find my son!”

      “And why did someone take your son?” Jim asked, growing louder. “Why didn’t you tell me about Bill Fayette?”

      The name immediately registered on Nate’s face. He didn’t even try to hide it, but Jim wanted to know what was so important about this man.

      “What’s going on, Nate?” Jim asked. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      It was the sincerity in Jim’s voice that finally caused Nate to breakdown. He swayed from side to side, and for a moment, Jim thought he was going to collapse.

      “I didn’t…” Nate couldn’t even get the words out before he started crying. He fell back into the sofa and buried his face in his hands.

      In the years Jim had known Nate, his friend had never been a coward. Sure, he was scared shitless sometimes, but he never broke down like this. Whatever he had done was bad.

      Eventually, Nate finally calmed down, but he reverted to a comatose-like state. He sat on the couch, staring at the floor, not moving, and Jim wondered if he would need to call the paramedics.

      “After you left, I was genuinely happy for you, Jimmy,” Nate said. “I don’t think there’s anything better than seeing somebody you care about go to a place they deserve.”

      Nate looked up from the floor and stared into Jim’s eyes. There was sincerity there, a genuineness that Jim remembered from their time together in the foster system.

      “But after you left, I lost my way,” Nate said. “I didn’t have a compass anymore to help guide me on the right path. That’s what you are for me. You were the one who always helped me find my way home.” He scoffed and chuckled to himself. “I guess as much of a home as either of us could have had growing up, huh?”

      “Why didn’t you try to come to find me?” Jim asked. “I looked for you after you aged out of the system. Hell, I even tried contacting you before that happened.”

      Nate avoided Jim’s gaze. “I didn’t think you’d like what you would’ve found. Hell, I didn’t like what I saw when I caught my reflection in the mirror.”

      Jim took a few steps closer to his friend, but the distance between them still felt immeasurable. “Whatever you’re caught up in can be fixed. But you need to tell me the truth.”

      Nate looked up, and he was on the verge of tears. “I really fucked up, Jimmy. I fucked up so bad. I had to do it.”

      Jim still wasn’t following what his friend was saying. “What did you have to do?”

      “I owed them so much money,” Nate said. “There wasn’t any way out of it. Most of it wasn’t even my fault. It was my ex-wife—stupid junkie. She dug us a hole that I couldn’t lift us out of, no matter what I tried to do.”

      The longer Nate spoke without specifically telling Jim what the heck was going on, the more worried he became.

      “Somebody took your son because of money you owed?” Jim asked.

      “It was the only way for me to get out of the debt,” Nate answered. “It’s because of my job at the warehouse. I’m in charge of logging all of the shipments to come in at night. The guy wanted me to make sure that a few shipments remained off the books. I never really touch the stuff. I only made sure that it was off to the side, and when a truck came to pick it up, I made sure security cameras were turned off or pointed in a different direction. That’s all.”

      Jim tensed. He didn’t like the way this was shaping up. “And this Bill Fayette, he’s the person you’re working for in all of this? Who is his boss?”

      “I don’t know!” Nate shouted and exploded off the couch. “I came to you because I just needed help! Okay? I needed—” He cut himself off and tried to calm himself down. “I needed a friend.”

      “Bullshit,” Jim said. “What was the point of this, Nate? If you really wanted to help your son, then you would have told me the truth about everything. I’ve been out there chasing my tail while your son has been missing!”

      Nate flinched and then looked away.

      “I called your son’s grandmother,” Jim said.

      Nate looked sharply at Jim. “What?”

      “But I don’t think you have to worry about her,” Jim answered. “She seems to have given up on ever seeing her grandson again.”

      Nate’s cheeks reddened. “I told you what would happen if you did that—”

      “I didn’t out you, Nate,” Jim said. “But I need to know the truth about what trouble you’re in and don’t feed me that bullshit line about friendship. You came to me for a specific reason. Why?”

      Nate chewed on his lip, and Jim could tell he was on the verge of spilling the truth, but Jim didn’t understand why he was so hesitant.

      “I know about the other people in the building,” Jim said. “I know what this place is, how people here are kept to keep them quiet. What are you being kept quiet for, Nate?”

      “My job!” Nate screamed, spittle flying from his mouth. “It was impossible for me to find a place to work, all right? I had a son to provide for, but my prospects didn’t involve anything legal. I took the job that I knew would keep food on the table and keep my son with me. Because that’s where he belongs. Not with his grandmother, some old hag he barely knows. I know what it’s like to grow up without a father. You do, too. And I’ll be damned if I let you make me feel like shit for doing what needed to be done for my son.”

      It was the first honest thing Nate had told Jim, and with both men still fuming, Jim decided to be the first to bring the temperature in the room down.

      “You could have told me about this, Nate,” Jim said.

      Nate shook his head. “The people I work for aren’t forgiving, and they have eyes and ears everywhere. I couldn’t risk telling you.”

      Jim walked closer to Nate. “What do they have on you?”

      “The warehouse where I work,” Nate answered. “Those shipments that I make sure are kept off the books…”  He fidgeted. “I thought since no record is kept, I could take some, make a little money on the side! I wanted to buy Tim some stuff for school, and I thought—”

      “Jesus, Nate,” Jim said.

      “I was just trying to do something for my boy!” Nate shouted.

      Jim held up his hand, trying to get Nate to calm down. “What did you take, and how much did you take?”

      Nate bowed his head again. “It was coke. Thirty kilos.”

      “Thirty?” Jim asked, shocked by the number. “That’s not exactly skimping a little on the side, Nate.”

      “There’s ten times that amount that comes through!” Nate exclaimed. “I didn’t think they were going to miss it!”

      It might have been the dumbest way for Nate to have made money, but considering his life choices to date, Jim was starting to understand how his friend had gotten into this mess in the first place.

      “That still doesn’t explain why you called me,” Jim said.

      Nate calmed slightly. “I don’t know, I just—” He tensed and then exhaled. “I thought maybe you could find him anyway. Stumble across him and then…” He shook his head, rubbing his eyes. “I don’t know.” He started to sob. “I thought maybe if you were looking for him, then it would buy me some time to get the money together that I owed in order to get my boy back, but… the dealer I was working with fell through on the product and now I’m fucked!”

      Jim planted his hands on his hips and stared at his friend. He couldn’t believe how blind he’d been, but despite the colossal failure on both their parts, Jim remembered the reason he started all of this: to find a missing boy.

      “Does it have to be cocaine?” Jim asked.

      Nate looked up. “What?”

      “The product you were trying to replace,” Jim asked. “Does it have to be cocaine, or can it be something of equal value?”

      “I-I’m not sure,” Nate answered, suddenly growing hopeful. “It could probably be something equal value, yeah. Yeah, I could make that work.”

      Jim remembered his conversation with Detectives Ruthers and Loughlin and the fifty pounds of heroin that were sitting in the evidence locker.

      “Can you call your guy and tell him to set up a meet?” Jim asked.

      Nate rushed to his friend, hugging him, but Jim stepped back. “Yes. I can make that happen.”

      “Okay,” Jim said, formulating a plan. “It’s important that when you speak to this guy, you get proof of life of your son and you demand that your boy will be at the exchange. Is that clear?”

      Nate nodded quickly. “Of course. Do you think this will really work?”

      Jim had no idea what would work, but he knew he was in this too deep to try to go through the proper channels now. “We’ll make it work.”
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      Jim returned to the precinct while Nate set up the meet with Bill Fayette. He had no intention of losing the drugs once they made the exchange. Jim would be there, hidden, and when the deal was about to happen, he would intervene. The goal was to make it look like Nate had no idea about the bust, but that would only work if the people brought Nate’s son with them.

      But even to try to make all of that happen meant Jim had to get the drugs, and he needed to keep it off the books.

      The evidence locker at the precinct not only had a logging system and an officer on duty, but there were also cameras. The department wanted to protect itself against any type of evidence tampering, making what Jim was about to do difficult but not impossible.

      Even with all of those systems in place, Jim knew the specifics of each section. There was a shift change coming up, and that would be his best chance in trying to get into the locker unnoticed. The first thing he would need to do would be to shut off the cameras between the shift changes and then hurry into the locker to check out an item from the last case he worked, which happened all of the time when a case had gone to trial so that wouldn’t be suspicious.

      The only problem Jim hadn’t figured out yet was removing the thirty kilos of heroin from the evidence locker and then leave the precinct without drawing any attention to himself, but when he arrived at the precinct, he needed to come up with something quick. The shift change happened in less than three minutes.

      “Shit,” Jim said, gripping the steering wheel as he racked his brain. “Think. Think. Think—” An idea popped into his head, and he believed he could make it work. There were still quite a few things inside of Kerry’s desk that he could pack up to make room for his new partner that would be assigned to him tomorrow.

      No one would think twice about Jim collecting some of Kerry’s things. He could use that box to funnel the heroine out of the evidence locker and use Kerry’s stuff to conceal the drugs underneath. It was risky, but it was the only play he had at the moment. And he was out of time.

      Jim found an empty paper box by the dumpster and brushed it off before he went inside. He would need to collect Kerry’s items first and then go to the video room to make sure the cameras were switched off, and from there, he would need to get to the evidence locker, load the heroin, and then get out before the next officer stepped inside, all without knowing if the shift change had already happened and he would be recorded.

      It was going to be tight.

      Jim quickly moved to Kerry’s desk and started opening drawers, dumping whatever was inside into the box. There wasn’t much left, but he hoped it was enough to conceal the drugs he was about to take from the evidence locker.

      With the desk emptied, Jim hurried toward the surveillance room and was glad to see Officer Petty logging off of his computer.

      “Detective,” Petty said, sounding surprised. “Can I help you with something?”

      “Actually, yeah,” Jim said. “Do you have access to the interview I did earlier today?”

      “The one with the perv? Yeah, it’s loaded already,” Petty answered.

      “Could you do me a favor and pull it up,” Jim asked, keeping the box tucked beneath his arm. “I wanted to give it another listen. I think there was something he said that could help out the prosecution.”

      “Oh, um,” Petty checked the time. “I was actually getting ready to clock out.”

      “Oh, right,” Jim said and then adjusted the box under his arm. “You know what? Don’t worry about it—”

      “No, it’s fine,” Petty said. “If you don’t mind sending it to yourself so I can get out of here, I’m meeting my girl for dinner.”

      “Yeah, of course,” Jim said, stepping into the room.

      Petty pulled up the video, and Jim heard the rustle of the shift change outside. It wouldn’t be long until Petty’s replacement was inside.

      “Who’s got the night shift tonight?” Jim asked.

      “Officer Stents,” Petty answered. “Okay, here it is. You good?”

      “Great, thanks again,” Jim said.

      Once Petty was gone, Jim found the feed to the evidence locker and then shut it off. He then made sure to email himself the video of the interrogation, just to cover his ass, and then hurried toward the evidence locker.

      Jim spied Officer Stents in the breakroom. He was grabbing a cup of coffee, chatting it up with a few other street cops. If Jim moved quickly, this could actually work.

      Once he checked in at the evidence locker, Jim hurried inside and then grabbed a notebook that the perp used to keep a diary for the last missing person case he worked. He dropped it in the box and then quickly found the heroin that Ruthers and Loughlin had confiscated.

      The drugs were neatly packaged, and Jim began piling the needed kilos into the box. Once he was certain he had the right amount, he hid Kerry’s things on top of the drugs and then hurried out of the locker, checking out the journal and stealing a quick glance at the camera that surveyed the locker room.

      Jim stopped by the breakroom to see if Stents was still inside, but he was gone. Knowing that he wouldn’t get very far if he was caught, Jim decided to see if Stents had seen anything, and he returned to the surveillance room.

      Jim found Stents sitting at the desk, sipping his coffee. “Hey, Stents.”

      Officer Stents spun around. “Detective North, how are you?”

      It was that one greeting that told Jim the man knew nothing. “Heading out for the day. I was actually looking for Petty. Have you seen him?”

      “He left a little bit ago, I think,” Stents said. “Just missed him.”

      “All right, have a good one,” Jim said.

      “You too.”

      Jim felt the sweat dripping from beneath his underarms. He couldn’t believe it had worked, and just when he was heading for the exit, he bumped into someone as he turned the corner.

      “Sorry—” Jim immediately froze when he saw it was Kerry who he had knocked into. Neither of them moved for what felt like an eternity, but when Kerry saw the box in his arms, she frowned.

      “What’s that?” Kerry asked.

      Realizing he had come here under the guise of taking her things back to her, Jim knew that he needed to come up with something on the spot.

      “Just some casework,” Jim answered, and he cleared his throat.

      “Right,” Kerry said.

      The pair fell into another awkward silence, and even though it had been only a few weeks since the pair had been partners, it was like Jim was staring at a stranger. But in addition to the surprise was a sense of longing. He didn’t realize how much he had missed his partner.

      “How have you been?” Kerry asked.

      “Good,” Jim answered. “You?” It felt like a stupid question the moment he said it aloud, but he couldn’t take it back.

      “I’ve been all right,” Kerry answered. “I, um, I’ve been meaning to call you, but—”

      “It’s fine, really,” Jim said. “We’ve both been busy.”

      Kerry nodded. “Yeah. Well, I just came into the precinct to speak with the lieutenant about something, so…”

      “Right, yeah,” Jim said. “It was good seeing you.”

      “You too.”

      Kerry stepped around Jim and continued down the hall. He felt like a kid in junior high who had missed his shot at the girl, but this was far more important.

      “Kerry, wait.” Jim jogged to catch up with her, the box still tucked under his arm. “I’m in the middle of something, but we should catch up. Have breakfast like we used to.”

      Kerry smiled, and Jim knew the expression was genuine. “I’d like that a lot, Jim.”

      “Good,” Jim said. “How about Friday?”

      “Perfect.”

      Jim walked away, feeling better about the interaction after the second take, but the moment he was outside the precinct, he remained laser-focused on his goal. Because if anything slipped up here, he’d be behind bars before his breakfast on Friday.
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        * * *

      

      After the conversation with Jim, Kerry paused at the lieutenant’s door. She wasn’t sure how she would feel after seeing Jim again. She had envisioned their reunion a hundred times but never anticipated the current scenario. Still, she couldn’t wipe the smile off of her face. And for the first time since she left the department, she felt like she had something to look forward to.

      Kerry hadn’t expected to see Jim here so late in the day. He would’ve normally been on his way home if he weren’t out working a case. She remembered a time when she and Jim would have been here all night, but his relationship with Jen had given his life perspective.

      As important as their work was here in the department, everybody still needed some time to decompress with the people they cared about. Because it was for those people, along with the public’s safety, that served as the fuel for everything that Kerry and Jim did on the force.

      Kerry knocked before entering the lieutenant’s office. She saw Mullocks behind her desk, hunched over some paperwork. “Hey, Lieutenant.”

      “Kerry,” Mullocks said, “I was just about to head out for the day.”

      Kerry shut the door behind her as she approached the lieutenant’s desk. She had played out her options in regards to dealing with Cutters and knew that she was at a crossroads. The information that she received from Myers was useless unless she established a chain of evidence. If she was going to be legitimate in her efforts to bring Cutters down, then that meant bringing in legitimate authority.

      “What do you have there?” Mullocks pointed to the folder that Arthur Myers had given her as collateral for their meeting, which was scheduled to happen in less than an hour.

      “I was wondering if your offer still stood?” Kerry asked.

      Mullocks set down her pen and focused all her attention on Kerry. “It does.”

      Kerry understood that once she brought the lieutenant up to speed, she couldn’t undo any of this lest both of them go to prison. But she knew there was no other way. “I need to tell you something.”

      To her credit, Mullocks did an excellent job of keeping a straight face while Kerry explained her story. Not once did she ever betray what she was thinking or pass any judgment. And when she was finished, Kerry waited patiently to hear the lieutenant’s thoughts.

      “The deal you made with him,” Mullocks said. “If you hadn’t done that, a lot of kids would have died.”

      It wasn’t the response that Kerry had expected, nor did she anticipate the tears that fell from her reaction. She had been living with the weight of her decision alone and hadn’t realized how heavy it had been to carry it all this way.

      “It doesn’t feel like I made the right choice,” Kerry said.

      “The right choice feels like that sometimes,” Mullocks replied. “That’s the information the accountant gave you?”

      Kerry nodded. “I’m meeting him soon, but in order for this to play out, I’ll need an alibi.”

      Mullocks tilted her head to the side and arched an eyebrow. “Yeah, I suppose that’s going to be the biggest hurdle. In order for most of this to stick, we need to be operating under the pretense that you have been working this case from the beginning.” She drummed her fingers on the table for a moment, chewing the inside of her cheek and then stood. “During my time with VICE, I had a contact over at the DEA. I could give him a call and see what deal we could cut.”

      For the first time since Kerry was tangled in this mess, she believed that there was a way out. “And he would be okay with backdating when I started?”

      “To bring down Benjamin Cutters?” Mullocks asked. “If you can deliver, there won’t be a problem.”

      The first feeling of relief since all of this started washed over Kerry. She could see the light at the end of the tunnel. Now all she had to do was make sure the accountant held up his end of the bargain. “You should come with me to the meeting.”

      “That’s happening soon?” Mullocks asked.

      Kerry nodded. “We need to leave now.”

      The lieutenant grabbed her jacket and met Kerry at the office door. “I’ll make the call along the way. Let’s go.”
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      After Jim left the precinct, he picked Nate up at the apartment. Together the pair drove to the meeting that Nate had set up.

      “You confirmed that he’s bringing your son, right?” Jim asked.

      Nate nodded. “I told him that if I didn’t see him, then the deal was off. They didn’t seem too happy about it, they made a bunch of threats, but I think, yeah, he should be there.”

      “I can’t tell you how imperative it is that if he’s not there, you need to walk away,” Jim said. “We’re not going to get a second chance at this.”

      Nate nodded quickly again, and Jim noticed that his leg was hammering up and down like a jackhammer. “I know, Jimmy.”

      Jim was so caught up in the logistics of the case in the meeting that he had forgotten about the human element. Even though Nate had lied to Jim, he understood it was simply to protect his boy. Of course, in hindsight, he should’ve said something, but there was nothing they could do about that now.

      “This is going to work,” Jim said, trying to sound as reassuring as possible. “All we have to do is stick to the plan. We don’t deviate from it no matter what.”

      Nate clung to Jim’s confidence and stopped hammering his leg so quickly. “Yeah. Stick to the plan.”

      The goal was to have Jim hang back and watch from a distance while the exchange took place. The moment that Nate had his son, Jim would rush inside and catch Bill Fayette and his dealers off guard. Seeing as how Jim was going in solo, it was imperative he acted quickly. The probability of a gunfight was high, but there was no other way to do this without either Jim or Nate going to jail.

      The meeting location was on the south side of the city, close to the coast. It ended up being an old marina that looked like it’d been shut down for years. But the area looked like it would work well for Jim since the fence was chain mesh and would allow him to see inside.

      Jim parked out of sight of the marina, and he and Nate went over the plan one last time. “You go in there without the product; just bring a sample. Once they know it’s real, then you ask to see your son and only then, if he’s physically in front of you, do you make the call to me. I’ll drop off the rest of the product, and you take it inside. The moment you have your son, I’ll go in, and you and your boy get out of the way immediately. Got it?”

      For someone who had been a dealer, Nate was incredibly nervous. But then again, Nate had never been involved in a case with stakes this high. Both men understood what happened to his son if they failed.

      “We don’t get a second chance at this,” Jim said.

      Nate nodded, and he started to gather his wits about him. “I know.”

      “Good,” Jim said. “You ready?”

      “Yeah,” Nate answered.

      Nate didn’t carry a weapon on him. The people who had his son would have just frisked him and taken it from him anyway. He had the heroin sample, and Jim hung back from the car as Nate made his way over. He told him to explain to the dealers that he showed up alone but had someone nearby with the stash. It was pretty standard, and Jim didn’t anticipate trouble.

      But Jim hadn’t been on top of his game lately, and he was worried about what would happen to his friend if he were wrong. An innocent life hung in the balance, and Jim didn’t want any blood on his hands.
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      “Okay, thanks.” Mullocks hung up the phone and looked over to Kerry. “Everything’s set up, pending you can do what you said you can do.”

      “Well, then let’s hope Arthur comes through,” Kerry said.

      “Yes,” Mullocks replied. “Let’s.”

      Kerry adjusted her grip on the steering wheel and looked at the lieutenant. She seemed oddly calm considering the circumstances, while Kerry felt like she was barely holding it together.

      “Thank you for doing this,” Kerry said. “I don’t know of any superior officer I’ve had in my career who would do something like this.”

      “I’m a very special person.” Mullocks grinned.

      Kerry was thankful for the levity, but after the past year at the precinct with Mullocks as her lieutenant, she still hadn’t quite nailed the woman down. “You’re very difficult to read.”

      “I know,” Mullocks said. “It’s a practiced art. There’s only been a few who have cracked the code.” She looked at Kerry. “Just keep trying. You’ll get there.”

      Kerry adjusted her grip on the steering wheel. “Even with the help of the DEA agent, Cutters will still try to tear me apart in the media.” She winced. “It’s going to be hard to watch my family go through that. I know what it was like.”

      The lieutenant was a mother herself. She kept a picture of her son on her desk, and he looked just like her. Same freckled face and the same strikingly green eyes. She rarely talked about her home life, but on this occasion, she opened up.

      “When I was on the VICE unit, I became an addict,” Mullocks said. “I’ve been clean for a long time, but those demons of my past haunt me to this very day. But I think what’s frightens me the most about all the things I did when I was high is the fact that my same genes have been passed on to my child. He could grow up to be an addict just like I was. I know it’s still too early to tell, but there’ll come a day where he will go to a party and there will be booze and drugs. All it took for me was one time. Just one time. They say addicts have some chemical imbalance in our brains that causes us to become addictive. I don’t know if my son has that same gene or not, but I know that I’ll be there for him. Even if he doesn’t want me to.”

      The lieutenant turned to Kerry. There was a strength in her that Kerry latched onto. It was like a life preserver after being stuck out at sea, treading water and barely keeping your head above the waves.

      “It’s going to be hard for your family,” Mullocks said. “There’s no sugarcoating that. But you have to understand that no matter what happens, no matter what other people say about you, and the press is going to have a field day with this, you are not your father, just like my son is not me. You did not make the same mistakes your father did. You are operating in two completely different worlds, and the sooner you understand that, the easier all this will be. Yes, you broke the law. But you are a better person than your father ever was. Anybody who knows you understands that. And you can be damn sure that your kids know that too.”

      Kerry couldn’t help but tear up at the lieutenant’s words. She reached for Mullocks’ hand and held it firmly in her own. “Thank you,” Kerry said, her voice catching in her throat.

      When the moment had passed, Kerry felt closer to the lieutenant. There was much she had wanted to ask the lieutenant about her career and seeing as how she wasn’t sure if she would get the chance to ask again, she rolled the dice.

      “You told me once that great partners are rare and that you knew from experience,” Kerry said.

      “That’s right,” Mullocks answered.

      “Your partnership with Chase Grant,” Kerry said. “If you were me, would you have told him what you did?”

      Mullocks smiled. “Honestly, Grant would have figured it out before I had a chance to tell him. He was the finest detective I ever knew. He was like a brother to me.”

      “I was sorry to hear about his passing,” Kerry said.

      Mullocks looked away, and Kerry couldn’t see the lieutenant’s expression. “Yeah. Me too.” She faced forward again a moment later and then cleared her throat. “Why are you asking me about this now?”

      Kerry shook her head. “I don’t know. I guess it’s just… Jim and I were good at what we did.”

      “You were,” Mullocks said.

      “And after what you said about our partnership, how special it was, I recognized it too, and after what I did…” Kerry trailed off. “I didn’t realize how difficult it would be for me to walk away and how much I wanted to come back.” She swallowed. “But after this, I guess I won’t have the option to come back at all. I guess what I’m asking is, now that you know what I did, if everything goes according to plan, should I come back?”

      The question hung in the air, and Kerry was nervous to hear the answer. She held a high opinion of the lieutenant and hearing what she had to say about this manner frightened her.

      “I can’t make that decision for you, Kerry,” Mullocks said. “But I will tell you this.” She shifted in her seat and pivoted so she was facing Kerry directly. “If the chips fall the way we want them to, I want you to come back. More than anything. But I want all of you to come back. If your heart’s really not in it, if you have doubt, then you should stay away. Because there is no room for doubt in our line of work. Doubt gets people killed.”

      It wasn’t the feel-good answer Kerry had hoped for, but she knew it was honest. The lieutenant didn’t have time to bullshit. And so Kerry decided to set aside her doubt for this meeting because while she wasn’t sure if she was coming back, she was certain she wanted to bring Cutters down.
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      Jim hung back and watched as Nate entered the fenced marina. He had the rest of the heroin with him and was ready to make the drop whenever he received the text. But what he didn’t notice was any other vehicles in the area until he saw one approaching from the opposite direction.

      The vehicle disappeared through the entrance on the opposite side, the vehicle blocked by the old marina building in the center of the area. It wouldn’t be much longer now, and Jim waited for the text. He was alert and ready, adrenaline coursing through him.

      It had been a long time since he was involved in something of this magnitude, and Jim understood the consequences of his failure.

      A few minutes passed, then five, then ten, then fifteen, and Jim’s phone remained silent.

      “C’mon, Nate,” Jim said, whispering to himself. “What’s going on?”

      Just when Jim feared something bad happened, he heard a commotion from inside, and he heard Nate screaming. Jim left the heroine and reached for his pistol. He sprinted toward the marina’s building, the shouts inside growing louder and more panicked.

      Jim raised his pistol as he entered, his eyes adjusting to the dim sunlight that penetrated the building’s windows and open doors.

      “Seattle PD, everyone freeze—” Jim skidded to a stop. He couldn’t believe what was in front of him. “Kerry? Lieutenant?”

      Kerry and Mullocks stood with their weapons aimed at Nate, who had his hands up, standing between them.

      “Jim?” Kerry asked.

      Jim lowered his weapon, and Kerry and the lieutenant did the same. “I don’t understand— What are you doing here?”

      “I invited them.” A voice echoed from somewhere inside, and everyone turned to see Benjamin Cutters emerge from the darkness, flanked by three bodyguards. “It’s glad to see everyone together again.”
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      The cold sense of dread that started the size of a marble in the pit of Jim’s stomach now spread throughout his chest, arms, and legs. His mouth was dry, he moved his tongue around inside of his mouth, and it was like scratchy sandpaper.

      Jim sat there for what felt like an eternity as he reckoned with the realization of what was happening. He still couldn’t quite connect the dots of what Cutters had planned, but if Jim knew one thing about that man, it was that he was dangerous.

      “I’m so sorry, Jimmy,” Nate said. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

      Jim turned back to his friend, and he was suddenly transported back in time, fifteen years ago when the two had been teenagers, getting into so much trouble. At that moment, Nate looked like he had when he and Jim were kids, looking to Jim for answers to a problem that he didn’t know how to solve.

      “I imagine this must be hard for you,” Cutters said. “All of you, really. To be on the losing end of the deal.” He stepped forward, and the security detail stepped in unison around him. “But you shouldn’t be too hard on yourselves. After all, I’ve been at this a very, very long time.”

      Jim struggled to focus on any one question that raced through his mind, and as he looked to Kerry and Mullocks, he saw the same confusion on their faces. But as he turned to Nate, a man who had saved his life, a man who Jim considered his brother, he saw the shame on Nate’s face, and everything suddenly became clear.

      “You knew,” Jim said, speaking to Nate.

      Cutters glanced to Nate and laughed. “Of course he knew. He helped set up this little reunion of ours, and I thank him for it.”

      Anger slowly replaced confusion, and Jim adjusted his grip on the pistol. “Is your son even missing?”

      “His son is perfectly safe,” Cutters answered for Nate. “And he’ll stay that way so long as he continues to cooperate.”

      “I’m sorry,” Nate said. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t have a choice!”

      Nate stepped forward, but one of the security guards held him back and then whisked him out of the building.

      “You mind telling me what the hell is going on?” Mullocks asked, her gun up and aimed at one of the security guards who had drawn his own weapon.

      “Ah, yes, Lieutenant,” Cutters answered. “I suppose it would be best to catch everyone up to speed.” He stepped forward, positioning himself between Jim, Kerry, and Mullocks. Despite their weapons still being drawn, Cutters looked incredibly at ease, far too comfortable for Jim’s taste. “You see, over the past year, the two of you have been a thorn in my side. At first, I thought you would go away on your own, but the longer you’ve stuck around, the more I’ve come to realize that you are here to stay.”

      Jim and Kerry exchanged a glance, and he wondered what the hell she was doing here? Had she and the lieutenant been working on something?

      “I managed to procure Kerry’s services on the last case you worked with the Greeks,” Cutters said. “But I knew she wouldn’t come to my side willingly.”

      Jim frowned, and Cutters laughed.

      “I see you two have a lot of catching up to do,” Cutters said. “Well, in that case, I’ll make this as plain as I possibly can. You three—yes, even you lieutenant—all work for me now.”

      It must have been a joke, but no one laughed.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Cutters said. “How? Why? Well, Kerry has already been with me for a few weeks now.”

      Kerry lowered her eyes and stared at the ground, her cheeks flushed red. None of this was making any sense to Jim.

      “But I knew you wouldn’t go quietly,” Cutters said, and he wagged his finger at Kerry like a principal scolding a student for running in the halls. “And you didn’t disappoint me, did you? Because what did you do? You tried to outsmart me. I have to admit, that was a clever meeting with the accountant. But I’m afraid you underestimate the level of loyalty within my ranks.”

      Cutters raised his hand and snapped his fingers. At that motion, the guard who disappeared with Nate drove a Cadillac SUV through the entrance of the marina building where Kerry and Mullocks must have entered through.

      The vehicle’s bright headlights supplemented the fading sunlight outside. Once it was parked close, the vehicle turned off, but the headlights remained on. The driver stepped out and then walked to the back, where he remained.

      “Let me make one thing clear to everyone here,” Cutters said. “I own you. Each and every one of you.” He turned to Jim. “Nate wore a wire during his conversations with you, Jim. I know about the drugs, Jim. I also know how you failed to report him and his son to the investigative officers in North Carolina. Now, normally this would be enough to cause an average detective not to continue to pursue, but I know you better than that, Jim. That’s why I still have his son. And I have Nate. And if you go against me or make a move against me again, I’ll hurt them. And then I’ll hurt that woman who has moved into your house.”

      Rage started to blind Jim’s judgment, and he didn’t realize that his finger had moved back onto the trigger of his pistol even though it was still pointed at the ground.

      Cutters then turned to Kerry and Mullocks. “And I don’t think I need to remind either of you about what you’ve done. But, Kerry, I am disappointed. It seemed my earlier threats didn’t do the job, so I’ll offer one final attempt to make you understand.” He snapped his fingers again, and the trunk of the SUV slammed closed.

      The big security guard who had driven the Cadillac inside stepped from behind the vehicle, carrying a large bag. Even before the bag was dropped and everyone winced from the sickening thud of the body hitting the ground, Jim knew what was inside. But while Jim didn’t recognize the man, he saw the look of horror on Kerry’s face.

      “Did you really think that he was just going to flip on me?” Cutters asked. “I told him that you might try something because I know how clever you are, Kerry, or how clever you try to be.”

      Kerry shook her head, and despite the anger of her expression, she sounded on the verge of tears when she spoke. “Then why did you kill him?”

      Cutters looked surprised. “Oh, I didn’t kill him. You did.”

      “What?” Kerry asked.

      “You see, I have footage of you threatening Arthur in his office,” Cutters said. “The bug in the lamp wasn’t the only form of surveillance I had on him. In fact, you were the last person to see him alive.”

      “I had no motivation to kill him!” Kerry said.

      “Didn’t you?” Cutters asked. “Anyway, it’s going to be difficult to prove otherwise given your state of unrest. And, since you’ve implicated the lieutenant, it won’t just be your own career that’s down the toilet.” Cutters shrugged and then clapped his hands together. “So, you now all see how you’re connected to one another. Your fates are tied together, and if any of you step out of line, then I’ll be forced to bring down the hammer. And, yes, you might be able to implicate me in some of this, but I have the money and resources to get myself out of trouble. You three, on the other hand, do not.”

      Kerry hadn’t taken her eyes off the dead man, and Jim noticed how still she was.

      “You see,” Cutters said. “I am untouchable. The people in my organization are so loyal, they’ll come to me and tell me what’s happening even if they are afraid of the repercussions. Because they know I will eventually find out sooner or later.” The playfulness ran out of his voice now, and there was a sinister look in his eyes. “I always find out.”

      “Why?” Mullocks asked, finally breaking up the silence. “Why us three?”

      “I suppose that’s the only question that matters, isn’t it?” Cutters asked, and then he clasped his hands at his waist. He looked around the dilapidated structure of the marina and smiled. “You know, this was where I first started my business, thirty years ago. It still looked as bad as this thirty years ago, but what others saw as a money pit I saw as a means to bring in product. The police never bothered in this part of town back then.” He turned to the three officers. “They didn’t think it was worth their time. So I took advantage of that, and through the Seattle Police Department’s negligence, I built my empire. I always knew, no matter how much I lost, I could always come back to this place and start again.”

      Cutters smile faded. “But the path hasn’t been without its obstacles. And there was one group that threatened my existence above all others. It wasn’t the police, or the ATF, FBI, or DEA. It was the Greeks.” He turned to Jim and Kerry. “An organization so big and so powerful, no one even knew they existed but the select few. And despite my formidable attempts, I could never crack the code. And then you two come along.”

      “If they were your competition, you should have been thanking us,” Kerry said.

      “I do, truly,” Cutters replied. “But it was then I also knew that you were a threat to me.” He narrowed his eyes as he focused on Jim. “They were made up of some of the most powerful people I’d ever known. They were the only other beasts in the jungle I feared. But somehow, against all the odds, you three brought them down. That’s when I knew how dangerous you were.” He tilted his head to the side. “Any of you students of military studies? No? Well, in Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, he speaks of making the enemy your friend.”

      “Hell of a way to make friends,” Mullocks said.

      “You should consider this a compliment,” Cutters replied. “I don’t go to such great lengths to recruit people the way I’ve done with you.”

      “If you know us,” Jim said. “Then you know we’ll find a way out.”

      Cutters smiled, tilting his head to the side as he studied Jim. “There’s that eternal optimism. You know, for somebody who grew up with such a hard life, you do have incredible hope, Jim. It’s not a side I think people recognize in you. All they see is a man who is calculated and cold, save for the few you allow into your personal life. People like Kerry. Your foster parents.” The smile widened. “And, of course, Jen.”

      “So what happens now?” Mullocks asked.

      It seemed the lieutenant was the only person who was had managed to keep her emotions in check. And while Jim wasn’t sure how Kerry was feeling, he felt his grip on control slipping.

      “Now, we all go our separate ways,” Cutters answered. “When I need something, I’ll contact you. And you should know that the only reason you’re not six feet under is that you’re much more valuable to me alive. But if push comes to shove, I already have a spot picked out to dump your bodies.”

      It was odd hearing such that threats come from such a small-looking man. Jim had always known that Cutters was a criminal and capable of despicable actions. But it wasn’t until now that Jim truly understood the nature of the man. He was the deliberate and quiet type of evil. The kind who would sneak up on you slowly for years, so slowly that you didn’t even realize it was happening. And it wasn’t until you were on the cusp of death that you realized what he had done.

      “You can’t change what’s been done,” Cutters said. “The best path forward for both of you would be to play the game. You’ll still be able to be detectives. I have no interest in missing persons. All you need to do is come running when I call.”

      And while Jim understood the gravity of his own situation, he still remembered what this case had started about, a missing child.

      “And what about Nate’s son?” Jim asked.

      “I already told you Nate’s son remains unharmed,” Cutters answered.

      “And not with his father,” Jim said, stepping closer, which caused the security team to also step closer. “I found out some other interesting information about the rest of the tenants in Nate’s building. Apparently, his son isn’t the only person you’ve taken.”

      “My business isn’t your concern,” Cutters said.

      “It is when you’re abducting people,” Jim replied. “How long have you been taking people as leverage?”

      “I’m all about dealing with what is most effective,” Cutters answered. “If taking somebody’s child or sister, or mother in order to get them to do what I want, then so be it. I don’t hurt anyone. Most of the time.”

      “I don’t suppose you have anything on me,” Mullocks said.

      “Ah, Lieutenant,” Cutters said. “The fact that you’re even here, listening to our conversation, makes you complicit in what both your detectives will be doing for me moving forward. But I suppose a silver lining for Jim and Kerry would be that they now have the support of their superior as they work for me. I’m sure you would be able to offer wisdom and guidance in how to keep themselves out of jail and to make sure that their family remains above ground.

      “I actually have a job for you tonight. It involves a shipment coming in at the docks.” Cutters pointed to the ground and gestured to the surrounding marina. “In fact, it will be right here. The time will be ten o’clock. I’ll need you to make sure that my shipment arrives at the warehouse without incident.”

      “You want us to shuttle drugs for you?” Kerry asked.

      “I never said they were drugs,” Cutters answered. “But if that’s what you want to think it is, then so be it. All I care about it is making sure that my shipment arrives at the warehouse safely. Once it’s dropped there, your free to go about your business. And I’ll call you when I need your help with something else.”

      Jim had never felt more helpless in his entire career than he did at that moment. Both he and Kerry and the lieutenant had been played like a fiddle. Cutters had been able to see twelve steps ahead of either of them and had played on their emotions in order to lure them into his trap. And none of them had even hesitated in taking the bait.

      Cutters walked to his vehicle, escorted by his security detail. One of them picked up the accountant's body and carried it back into the trunk of the SUV.

      “I know you all have a lot to talk about,” Cutters said. “So, I’ll be on my way and leave you to it. I’ll send Kerry the details of the drop. Good luck.” He smiled. “Welcome to the team.”
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      The moment Cutters was gone, Jim, Kerry, and Lieutenant Mullocks remained at the marina. What had just happened to them, what they had just experienced, triggered a range of reactions from everyone. Jim was perplexed, Kerry downtrodden, and Mullocks was livid.

      “If he thinks we’re going to just lie down, then he’s got another think coming,” Mullocks said.

      But while the lieutenant was rearing to go, both Jim and Kerry were hesitant to move forward. After what Jim had seen Cutters do, what the man had been able to plan, it was formidable.

      “I’m sorry,” Kerry said, her voice cracking from the effort. “I didn’t—” She cut herself off before she finished and then quickly hurried out of the marina’s building, leaving Jim and the lieutenant alone.

      “Go,” Mullocks said. “Talk to her. I’ll be out in a minute.”

      Jim holstered the weapon, not realizing he still had it out. Whatever danger Jim had thought he would need it for paled in comparison to the threat they now faced. The world had collapsed on all of them, and they were trapped beneath the rubble.

      Outside, Kerry had her back to Jim when he approached her. He didn’t say anything, but she turned around and saw him.

      “What did I get us into?” Kerry asked.

      Jim and Kerry had grown close over the past year. The two understood that they were on the same wavelength, and their bond had felt like it had become unbreakable. Jim had his fears and doubts over the past couple of weeks while Kerry contemplated her future, but all of that vanished as he walked to his friend and hugged her.

      Kerry squeezed Jim back, and they remained close for a moment. It was an intimacy without romance, a purely plutonic moment. They were friends, partners and had grown close like a family.

      Kerry pulled back and wiped her eyes. “Christ, I’m a mess.”

      “You’re not the only one,” Jim said.

      Jim waited for Kerry to speak again, knowing there was a lot he needed to be caught up on. And, slowly, Kerry told Jim about the deal she had made with Cutters, and how without it, she didn’t think they could have brought down the Greek Society, and when she finished her piece, she looked up at Jim, waiting for his judgment.

      “You were right,” Jim said. “We were out of options. And if you would have told me what you were doing at the time, I probably would have fought you on it. But I would have been wrong.”

      “The lieutenant said the same thing,” Kerry said. “But we’re still dealing with the consequences.”

      “Listen,” Jim said. “What happened with Cutters on our last case… It’s not all on you.”

      Kerry grunted something that suggested she didn’t agree.

      “What you did with Cutters may have been off the books and outside of the rules, but if you hadn’t done what you did, then a lot of innocent people would have died, and those responsible would still be in power. Not to mention you and I would probably be dead. What you did saved a lot of lives, Kerry.”

      Kerry nodded, but Jim knew it would take time for her to come to grips with the decision she had made.

      “I’m serious,” Jim said. “This is on me as much as you feel it’s on you. We’re partners, and partners share the good times and the bad.”

      “Yeah, well, these must be the end of times,” Kerry said. “I can’t believe this is really happening, you know? Like, I’ll wake up in the morning, and for a few seconds, I’ll forget everything that happened over the past couple of weeks. And then this feeling comes over me, like a layer of filth, something that I can’t wash off no matter how many showers I take. It’s so surreal.”

      Jim knew exactly how Kerry felt.

      “It hasn’t been the same without you,” Jim said.

      “From what I heard from the lieutenant, you’re doing just fine,” Kerry said.

      “Yeah, well, don’t believe everything you hear,” Jim replied. “I’ve been keeping up with the caseload, sure, but it’s been taking its toll on me. I don’t know why but I feel more… exhausted from the work. It made me realize just how much of the brunt of the load you really bear when we work together.”

      “I appreciate that, Jim,” Kerry said.

      It was good to be talking again. Jim had missed it as much as Kerry’s presence and thoughtful mind.

      “Well,” Jim said. “I don’t know what your plans are in regards to coming back to the department, but how do you feel about working one more case?”

      Kerry shook her head. “I don’t know, Jim. How the hell are we supposed to bring Cutters down?”

      “We do it together.” Mullocks walked out and joined them. “Up until now, he’s been dividing and conquering. Let’s see how well he does when we’re all on the same page. And to do that, we need to know what’s going on with you, Jim.”

      Jim explained the situation with Nate, their history together, and how he was simply helping a friend.

      “Not great, but not bad,” Mullocks said.

      “So what do we do now?” Kerry asked. “We don’t just need the smoking gun; we need the field of bodies he’s buried over the years.”

      “The accountant,” Mullocks said, turning to Kerry. “Do you think those documents he gave you are legit?”

      Kerry shook her head. “I doubt it. I don’t think anything he gave me was real.”

      The moment Cutters revealed what he had done, Jim’s mind was already turning with how to approach their next moves. And he determined that the most effective way forward was the simplest one.

      “We find Nate’s son,” Jim said.

      Kerry and Mullocks exchanged a glance.

      “We know Cutters has him,” Jim said. “And I have evidence that suggests he has other people as well. If we get to them and can get their families to testify, then that’s our field of bodies.”

      Mullocks nodded, liking the plan. “Okay. So, we just need to figure out where Cutters is keeping the kids. Any thoughts?”

      Jim remembered the conversation he’d had about Bill Fayette and was convinced now that his mysterious boss was Cutters. He showed his picture to Kerry and Mullocks.

      “His name is Bill Fayette,” Jim said. “Find as much information as you can on him. If you can track him down, that’s even better, but I think I might have a way to find him.”

      “And what will you be doing?” Mullocks asked.

      “I need to go find my friend,” Jim answered.

      Jim offered no further explanation, but neither Kerry nor Mullocks protested. And he was thankful for it.

      “Be careful,” Kerry said.

      The trio parted ways, but Jim felt lighter, knowing that they would see one another again. It made what Jim was about to confront easier.

      Jim followed the fastest route to Nate’s apartment. When he arrived at the building, Jim paused to consider what he would say but wasn’t sure how he would react when he saw Nate. All he could think about was their past together. He stared up at the apartment complex. He and Nate had lived in places like this when they were in the foster system.

      After everything that had happened, it was difficult to believe that Jim and Nate had survived their childhood. They had put themselves in very precarious situations, circumstances forcing their hand to act beyond what a normal child should have been forced to deal with. And now Jim and Nate were still battling with those abnormal circumstances.

      The only difference now was that Jim had the experience of knowing that in order to make it through the harder paths, you needed conviction. And there was no one with greater conviction than him when it came to helping those he cared about.

      When Jim arrived at Nate’s apartment, he kept his hand on the butt of his service pistol, prepared for any surprise. When he reached Nate’s floor, his nerves started to get the better of him. He pounded on the door, not expecting Nate to answer, and was surprised when he did.

      Nate stood in the doorway. The tears had dried, but Jim could tell Nate had been crying. His face was puffy, and his eyes were bloodshot, and he had come down from whatever high he had been on earlier.

      “What do you want?” Nate asked.

      It was the agitated tone that triggered Jim’s anger as if Nate didn’t owe Jim a damned thing after everything that just happened.

      Without a word, Jim shoved Nate from the doorway and marched his way into the apartment. He shut the door behind him and locked it to make sure that they weren’t disturbed. When he turned to Nate, Jim could tell the man was probably still a little paranoid from whatever drugs he’d taken. That was fine by Jim. He wanted Nate to be afraid.

      “Where’s your son?” Jim asked.

      Nate grimaced. “You’re the cop; why don’t you find him?”

      Jim walked over to his friend with authority. “It’s a father’s job to protect their child. And you put yourself first instead of putting him first.”

      Nate boiled with anger, and it finally exploded as he shoved Jim in the chest. While Nate was smaller than Jim now that both of them were full-grown, he still possessed surprisingly formidable strength.

      The shoving contest continued, bouncing between the two men for a few more rounds before Nate took a swing at Jim’s head. The punch only grazed Jim’s chin, but it was enough for Jim to quit playing around, and he tackled Nate to the floor.

      Both men exploded with anger once they were on the ground, and their bodies became a blur of punches and kicks, no strategy, just a slugfest. But Jim had more formal training in subduing a suspect, and he eventually worked Nate onto his stomach and then penned his hands behind his back.

      “You son of a bitch!” Nate said, yelling, his face reddened and spit dripping down his lower lip and chin. “You were supposed to help me find my son. You promised me!”

      “And you should have never given up your son in the first place,” Jim said, shouting back, allowing his anger to take control, as it did when he was younger and in the foster system. “You’re no better than any of the foster parents we had growing up.”

      The comment caused Nate to explode with anger once more, and he thrashed and writhed on the floor beneath Jim, but the restraints were already on his wrists, and he could do little but roll from side to side. After that final outburst, Nate ran out of energy and took deep, ragged breaths as he struggled to remain calm.

      “You promised me,” Nate said between sharp and shallow breathing. “You promised me that you would find him and bring him home.”

      It was the slight dig from the promise that caused him to hesitate. Despite Nate’s deception, Jim knew it had been a low blow to compare Nate to some of the horrible parents they had experienced.

      And even though Nate had failed at certain aspects of fatherhood, Jim saw how much Nate hated himself for what he had done. He had given up his only son in order to save himself, but he also did it to save the kid.

      Jim stood, removing himself from Nate’s back as his friend continued to catch his breath on the living room floor. He reached for the handcuff keys and removed the restraints from Nate’s wrists. Once free of the handcuffs, Nate rolled onto his back and stared up at Jim, still panting, his face flushed and sweaty.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” Nate said.

      Jim remembered the choices he had to make on his last case with Kerry and the choices she was forced to make because he couldn’t figure a way out. Sometimes there was no right choice or wrong choice, just the choice we make in order to mitigate the damage and suffering.

      “I know,” Jim said.

      Jim reached his hand down and offered it to Nate. His friend stared at it for a moment then grabbed hold of it as Jim helped Nate off of the floor.

      Even after everything Nate had done, Jim knew he had already forgiven the man. They shared a bond that was forged at an age where they had influenced one another.

      “I don’t know how to get him back,” Nate said. “I did everything he asked, and he still has my son.”

      “Cutters is playing both of us,” Jim said. “But we might have a way out.”

      Nate perked up. “How?”

      “The other people in your building,” Jim said. “I don’t think you’re the only one who has lost a family member to Cutters.”

      Jim explained the plan to Nate, asking if he would be able to start knocking on doors, and he also requested him to contact Bill Fayette.

      “Get him to meet you here, all right?” Jim asked.

      “I don’t know if he’ll show,” Nate answered.

      “Just give it a shot,” Jim said. “And don’t forget about rallying the people here. The more people we gather around us, the harder it is for Cutters to stop us. His strength is dividing everyone that’s against him, but he can’t stop all of us. No one’s that powerful.”

      Nate remained apprehensive. “If I do this—”

      “I understand the risks, Nate,” Jim said. “But sitting on the sidelines isn’t going to work anymore. We both have to face up for what’s happened. Your son’s life depends on it.”
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      Back at the station, Kerry and Mullocks first went through the stacks of papers Arthur had given them, just to confirm they were useless.

      They were.

      “I can’t believe I got played like that,” Kerry said.

      “Happens to the best of us,” Mullocks replied, staring at her computer. “This Bill Fayette character is a bit of a ghost.”

      “Yeah, I’m not finding anything on him,” Kerry said, and she frowned. “How is that even possible?”

      “Maybe Cutters is protecting him,” Mullocks answered.

      “Maybe,” Kerry replied, but something about that didn’t sit well. Cutters enjoyed holding leverage over people, as they had all learned. “What if he’s hiding something?”

      Mullocks laughed. “Of course he’s hiding something; he’s a criminal.”

      “I mean, what if he’s hiding something from Cutters?” Kerry asked. “If he knows the kind of man Cutters is, what he can do, what if he tried to get ahead of the curve on him? Bill Fayette might just be an alias.”

      Mullocks chewed the inside of her cheek and then nodded. “That could be why he doesn’t have a record. But if he managed to change his identity, we don’t have the resources to help with that.”

      Kerry racked her brain. “What about the FBI director we worked with to bring the Greeks down? Do you think he would help us out?”

      Mullocks groaned. “I was worried you’d say that, but yeah. I can give him a call. He owes us a favor for that job anyway.”

      The conversation between Mullocks and their FBI contact didn’t take long, and the lieutenant confirmed Kerry’s suspicions. “Bill Fayette is a fake name. He’s sending over the information for his real name now.”

      Jim called Kerry’s cell, and she put him on speaker.

      “It’s just me and the lieutenant, Jim,” Kerry said.

      “Fayette will meet with Nate,” Jim said, sounding like he was out of breath.

      “He will?” Kerry asked.

      “Yeah, so I need some backup over at his apartment. I’ll text you the address,” Jim said. “Did you find anything on him?”

      “We did,” Kerry said. “Bill Fayette is an alias.” Mullocks handed Kerry the information she received on her phone. “His real name is William Sheehan, and he has a family down in San Diego.”

      “He’s probably hiding his family from Cutters,” Jim said. “That’s our leverage. Kerry, make sure you bring a picture of the family if you can.”

      “On it,” Kerry said. “I’ll see you in a minute.”
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      Once Kerry had everything she needed from the lieutenant, she drove to the apartment and met Jim at his car, handing over the documents they had on Fayette.

      “So, do you really think your friend is going to pull through?” Kerry asked.

      “He has just as much to lose as us,” Jim answered. “He’ll do whatever he can to help.” And Jim knew that was true, but Nate wasn’t in the best state of mind when Jim last left him. The man was barely holding it together, and Jim knew that it was only a matter of time before he finally cracked.

      If Nate didn’t get his son back, then whatever shred of reality the man was holding on to would vanish. He had seen that look in Nate’s eyes on the faces of other parents whose children had been abducted. It was filled with desperation and a pain that no one could fathom or understand unless they had gone through it themselves.

      As they waited, Jim couldn’t help but think about all of the times they’d been on a stakeout together during a case. He realized that this might be the last case they ever worked. And if that were true, then Jim had one last thing he needed to get off of his chest.

      “I never called you because I was afraid of what you might tell me,” Jim said. “About whether or not you’d come back to the job.”

      Kerry looked at him.

      “And I know that after all of this… if it works… things are going to change,” Jim said. “But just because I didn’t call… It didn’t mean I didn’t care.”

      “I didn’t think so,” Kerry said. “And it was the same for me.”

      “Good,” Jim said.

      It was only a small relief, but considering the odds stacked against them, Jim would take whatever good piece of news he could get.

      “You really think this is going to work?” Kerry asked.

      Jim had his doubts about the plan, but they were out of options at this point. “It’s a long shot, yes, but it’s the only option we have at the moment.”

      “It’s not really options if there’s only one,” Kerry said.

      They waited for almost an hour before Bill Fayette showed up. And the moment Jim and Kerry saw him, they both stepped out of the vehicle. Kerry didn’t have her badge, so Jim took the lead with questioning.

      “Bill Fayette,” Jim said, shouting the man’s name.

      Bill paused at the gate’s entrance and turned around, his motion quick, and Jim saw that his hand was ready and poised to pull something from inside of his jacket. Jim figured the man would be armed, and if he didn’t have a permit for the weapon, that was something Jim could legitimately arrest him for, but nothing about what came next was legitimate.

      “What do you want?” Bill asked.

      Jim flashed his badge as Kerry walked up behind him. “Detective North, this is my partner. We have a few questions to ask you about your boss.”

      Bill looked at Kerry, giving her a long pause before he narrowed his eyes. He recognized her. “You sure you want to do this?”

      “I was going to ask you the same question,” Kerry said.

      “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Jim said. “Why don’t you go ahead and show me the papers for that pistol in your jacket?”

      When Bill hesitated, Jim thought he had him dead to rights, but then Bill simply nodded and held up his hands, palms facing out.

      “I’m going to reach into my right breast pocket,” Bill said. “That’s where I keep the papers.”

      Unsure if this was a trick, Jim remained poised to react, but when Bill removed the papers he said were there, Jim relaxed. The paperwork was in order, and everything was up to date. Jim couldn’t arrest the man for the weapon.

      “Anything else, Detectives?” Bill asked.

      “Actually, yes,” Kerry said. “I need to ask you some questions about your involvement with the murder of Arthur Myers.”

      Bill remained stoic. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I think you do,” Jim said.

      Bill straightened up. He was taller than Jim by a few inches, thick muscled, the kind of guy who would start a fight just to prove he could win.

      “I know you’re both on the take now,” Bill said. “You take me into the station now, and I’ve got just as much dirt on you as you do on me.”

      Jim knew that the moment to capitalize was slipping. The tension hung thick in the air, holding everyone in place. No one wanted to make the first move, but Jim and Kerry weren’t going to have a second chance at questioning this guy.

      “Listen,” Bill said. “I’m willing to let this slide if you—

      Jim reacted quickly, pinning the man against the fence and cuffed his hands behind his back before he had a chance to react. He squirmed once he was restrained, but it was much more difficult for him to fight back with his arms behind him.

      Jim turned back to Kerry. “Get the car door open!”

      Kerry hurried to the vehicle as Jim struggled to keep the big man contained. Even with the restraints, Bill was still difficult to move, and he refused to lie down.

      “You two are dead!” Bill shouted.

      Once the car door was open, Kerry rushed back to help Jim with Bill, and together they shoved him into the back of the car. He continued to fight back, kicking the door, the window, thrashing so hard that the car itself rocked back and forth.

      Eventually, Bill ran out of steam, and Jim and Kerry caught their breath.

      “Where are we supposed to do this?” Kerry asked.

      “Here,” Jim answered. “Now.”

      The pair climbed into the car and spoke to Bill from the front seat.

      “So, what’s the plan here?” Bill asked. “You plan on killing me if I don’t talk?”

      Jim shook his head. “I don’t think you’re afraid of dying. Your line of work requires a certain level of danger that I’m sure you’ve become numb to the idea of death.”

      “I’m not going to give you anything,” Bill said. “Whatever you have planned, it’s not going to work.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll have to find something to talk about to pass the time,” Jim said. “Why don’t we talk about your family down in San Diego?”

      Bill’s confidence vanished. His face slackened, and his cheeks flushed red. He tried to play it off like he wasn’t affected by what Jim had asked him, but it was too late.

      “I don’t have any family in San Diego,” Bill answered.

      Jim tilted his head to the side. “Maybe not Bill Fayette, but William Sheehan does.”

      Bill fidgeted and squirmed under both Kerry and Jim’s watchful gaze.

      “Now, the only people I know of who could alter birth certificates would be the federal government,” Jim said. “Now, the only reason a high-profile individual would do something like that for a scumbag like you would be if you were offering something in return.”

      “How long have you been working for the FBI?” Kerry asked.

      “Fuck you,” Bill answered.

      “I’ll take that answer as it’s been a while,” Jim replied. “What do you think is going to happen if I bring that information to Cutters?”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” Bill said though his tone suggested that a part of him they believe it could happen.

      “And why wouldn’t I?” Jim asked.

      “Because you know what he would do to my family,” Bill answered. “And you’re not that kind of cop.”

      Jim never broke eye contact with Bill as he leaned forward. “And what kind of a cop do you think I am? Because right now, you and I are in the same boat, my friend. We both have the power to destroy one another or help one another. And right now, I’m willing to roll the dice either way. So the question you have to answer for yourself is how much you’re willing to risk right now?”

      Bill squirmed uncomfortably, and Jim knew he had him.

      “What do you want from me?” Bill asked, his tone defeated. “You know the kind of person Cutters is. He is ruthless, and he will do whatever is necessary to get what he wants. The man has been on a power trip ever since you two brought down the Greeks.”

      “He’s making a play for their territory,” Jim said.

      Bill nodded. “That’s right. He’s not picking up everything that they did, but anything that involves drugs and prostitution for those who are legal age, yeah. There is a void that needs to be filled, and he’s doing what he can to close the gap.”

      “Where is he keeping all of the family members he abducts?” Jim asked. “I know that’s why you made sure yours were hidden away.”

      Bill shut his eyes. “I talk to you, and you tell them nothing about my family. Deal?” He looked up at Jim, pleading.

      “Deal,” Jim said.

      “You have to understand that Cutters doesn’t normally hurt any of the family members that he takes,” Bill said. “But every once in a while, he does hurt one—bad. But that type of punishment doesn’t tend to breed loyalty if it’s done all the time. And the moment he kills any of the family members, he immediately loses the leverage he had against the person. It’s a lose-lose situation for everyone.”

      “But you said he does it from time to time,” Kerry said. “That’s just to keep people on their toes, isn’t it?”

      Bill nodded. “So long as the threat still feels real, he retains the leverage needed to get what he wants.”

      Jim grew fidgety. “We know most of this already. What we need is the location of where he keeps the family members. Specifically the children.”

      “Cutters goes to such great lengths to distance himself from nearly every aspect of his criminal activity,” Bill said. “He disguises himself as a venture capitalist when he’s really just a kingpin. He’s very good at his sleight-of-hand and mitigating his risk. But every once in a while, he feels the need to test his luck.”

      Jim was growing impatient. “Where are they? Or we can call Cutters now.”

      “Aren’t you listening?” Bill asked. “He keeps everyone at his house.”

      Kerry and Jim exchanged a glance, and neither was sure they believed what they were hearing.

      “You’re joking,” Kerry said.

      “Have you ever been to his house?” Bill asked. “The place is a fortress. Probably some of the best security I’ve ever seen. I don’t even think the White House has the level of security Cutters does. And he usually doesn’t keep anybody longer than a week. That’s normally sufficient enough time for Cutters to get what he needs. Most of the time, it’s just a few days.”

      Jim shook his head in amazement. “What better place to hide something that in practical plain sight?” Jim asked. “In a way, it’s brilliant. It’s in a place where he can control everything, all the time.”

      “Cutters also has a security device on his wrist,” Bill said. “One tap and his entire security team are alerted of his location and that he’s in distress. He always has it on him.”

      “I never noticed it before,” Kerry said.

      “It’s just a regular watch,” Bill replied. “But it’s got some kind of high-tech function in it. Hell, his heart rate goes up too quickly and his people come running. Even if you get into the place, which you won’t, he’ll make sure you never leave.”

      “There’s always a way,” Jim said. “It’s just not always easy.”

      Bill laughed again. “You guys are insane.”

      Kerry gestured for Jim to leave the car, and once they were outside, they still spoke quietly. “If we get a warrant, we can search the house.”

      Jim shook his head. “We don’t have enough time to go through the proper channels, and even if we did, the moment we bring in official authority, Cutters is in the loop about what we’re doing. And that could put those people in danger.”

      “Then how the hell do we get in the house?” Kerry asked. “We’re not exactly Navy SEALs, Jim.”

      Jim had no doubt that Cutters’ house was just as difficult to get into as Bill had described. Simply based off of Cutters’ personality, Jim would’ve guessed that he was really paranoid about security.

      “We don’t need to break into Cutters’ house in order to get into the house,” Jim said.

      Kerry slowly caught on to what Jim was trying to say. “You want to get him to invite us over.”

      Jim nodded. “Once we’re inside, we can look for the kids, but we need to convince him that we need to see him, and it needs to happen when he’s at his house.”

      “You think Bill would know when we could do that?” Kerry asked.

      “Let’s go ask him,” Jim answered.

      It turned out that Bill did have a specific time where he was confident Cutters would be at his house and he would also stay at his house.

      “He has dinner with his girlfriend at his house every night,” Bill said. “Seven o’clock, like clockwork. No matter what’s going on, he always makes it back in time to eat with her. It takes them about forty-five minutes to get through the meal, so that’s your window of opportunity. But he doesn’t normally see or meet with anybody during that time. So, whatever you need to talk to him about, you better make sure it’s damned important.”

      Jim knew that Bill was right about that aspect. But he was confident he did have something Cutters would want to speak about no matter what was going on in his life. If he were a man who valued owning people, then Jim would need to do the same thing Kerry had done when she had tried to gather information by going even deeper into his world. Jim would now need to go all-in himself.

      “One more thing,” Jim said, looking to Bill. “I need to make sure that Nate Walker’s boy is alive.”

      Bill frowned. “Walker? They took his kid?”

      “You mean it wasn’t you?” Jim asked. “I thought you were the abduction guy?”

      “I am,” Bill answered. “But I never took Walker’s kid. That wasn’t on my list.” He shook his head. “Damn. Nate was a prick, but he loved his kid. Too bad.”

      Jim tensed. “What do you mean, ‘too bad.’”

      Bill looked at Jim in a way that already conveyed what he was trying to say. “There’s only one reason Cutter doesn’t send me to grab someone. And that’s if they don’t want that person to come back.” He paused a moment. “The kid’s dead.”

      Jim flinched at the news. “Bullshit.”

      “Hey, I don’t have any reason to lie to you,” Bill replied. “I might be wrong, but I doubt it. Whatever Nate did, it must have been bad, though.”

      Jim remembered how bad Cutters had wanted to bring him and Kerry down. He wasn’t a man who believed in half measures. Jim knew that Cutters hadn’t killed the boy to hurt Nate. He’d done it to hurt Jim because, in his own way, he had helped kill his friend’s son.
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      Jim and Kerry stood outside the car. Kerry was on the phone with the lieutenant, filling her in on the conversation they just had with Bill. And Jim was dreading the call he would need to make to Nate.

      “Okay,” Kerry said. “Thanks, Lieutenant.”

      Jim had his own cell phone in hand, staring at it, looking at Nate’s number when Kerry walked over.

      “The lieutenant is up to speed,” Kerry said. “She’s going to try to get whatever schematics she can for Cutters’ house, though we shouldn’t expect much luck on that front.”

      Jim nodded, but he didn’t speak.

      “You don’t have to tell him now,” Kerry said.

      “I do,” Jim said. “The longer I wait, the more hope he’ll have his boy is coming back.”

      “Bill said it himself; he wasn’t sure,” Kerry replied.

      “He also doesn’t have any reason to lie,” Jim said.

      Kerry’s phone buzzed, and she stared at it. “It’s the lieutenant.” She answered. “Hey, wh— He is?” Kerry turned to Mullocks. “Jim, Nate’s at the station. The lieutenant says he’s turning himself in.”

      Without a word, Jim headed for the car, Kerry rushing after him.

      “We’re on our way, Lieutenant,” Kerry said, and then she hung up the phone once she caught up with Jim. “What about Bill?”

      “We’ll take him with us,” Jim answered. “Make sure he doesn’t squeal to Cutters.”

      Jim flipped the lights on the drive back to the precinct. He knew the lieutenant was more than capable of handling the situation, but if Nate decided to give himself up now, then it wouldn’t be long before Cutters uncovered their plan.

      The precinct was fairly empty with the start of the night shift, with only Sergeant Hale sitting at the front desk and a few detectives and officers working overtime to finish up reports. Jim headed toward Mullocks’s office and found Nate with the lieutenant.

      “He’s gone, Jim,” Nate said, tears in his eyes. “I failed him.”

      All Jim could think about when he saw his friend was what Bill Fayette had told him, but he wasn’t sure what Nate was referencing.

      “What are you talking about?” Jim asked.

      “I begged Cutters to let me see him,” Nate answered. “Begged him. And you know what he gave me?” He removed a bloody chess piece from his pocket. “He told me this was all that was left of him.” Nate cried and then exploded with anger, throwing the chess piece across the room. “I lost him! I lost my boy!” He collapsed forward from the chair, hitting the floor hard, and Jim rushed over to his friend.

      There were no words to offer Nate that would ease his pain, but as Nate cried, Jim understood the only way for redemption for either of them was to bring Cutters to justice. Once Nate calmed down, Jim looked his friend in the eye.

      “Listen to me,” Jim said. “I’m going to stop him. I’m going to bring him down, and you’ll be there when it happens.”

      Nate’s face was red, snot dripped from his nose, and his eyes were bloodshot. But he clung to Jim’s strength and held on to the only piece of hope that remained—revenge.

      “What’s the plan?” Mullocks asked.

      “Kerry and I will infiltrate Cutters’ house,” Jim answered. “Once we’re inside, we’ll need to call the police from the landline in the house. It’s the only way to ensure officers are brought to the scene. All 911 calls must be followed up on.”

      “Why not just call the Calvary now?” Kerry asked.

      “Because everything we’ve done has been illegal,” Jim answered. “We’ll all have to fess up to what we’ve done once this is over, but this path forward gives us the best chance at arresting Cutters.” He turned to the lieutenant. “You’ll be our backup on the outside of the house, in case we don’t make it out.”

      “I want to go in with you,” Nate said, getting up from the floor. “I want to see the look on the bastard’s face.”

      “Kerry and I are going in under the guise of a meeting,” Jim said. “We bring you with us, and he’ll be suspicious. You’ll have to remain outside.”

      “You’ll ride with me,” Mullocks said, looking to Nate. “The moment Cutters is in cuffs, you’ll be able to see him.”

      It might not have been the answer Nate had wanted, but he accepted it nonetheless. As soon as Nate had calmed down, they went over the plan.

      “Once we’re inside, I’ll need to be alone with Cutters,” Jim said. “It’s the only way we’ll be able to get him to talk. Separating him from his security detail is imperative.” He turned to Kerry. “Once I know where the people are located, you need to make that call to the police. And the lieutenant will make sure the cavalry shows up. But I need to find the people first. That’s our smoking gun.”

      “And what happens if you don’t find them?” Nate asked.

      Jim looked to Nate and the lieutenant. “Then you’ll get your wish of charging the castle. It all comes down to this. Everyone ready?”

      There was a general sense of uneasiness amongst them. Everyone knew that even if this plan went off without a hitch, Cutters was still going to do everything he could to drag them through the mud. But still, they chose the hard path because that was the type of unit they were.

      Jim and Kerry drove together while Nate rode with Mullocks in the car behind them, along with Bill Fayette, who they had transferred over to the lieutenant’s care before they left the precinct.

      Cutters’ mansion was nestled in the middle of all the other high rollers of Seattle’s high-class society. The CEOs and presidents of massive tech industries enjoyed their seclusion in the rolling hills outside of Seattle’s city boundaries.

      Mullocks hung back a few houses down while Jim and Kerry pulled right up to the gate.

      “Why do you think he does it?” Kerry asked.

      “What you mean?” Jim asked.

      “The dinner every day at the same time,” Kerry answered. “Seems a little routine for somebody like him.”

      “Maybe that’s the reason,” Jim answered. “Maybe he wants some semblance of normalcy. Or maybe that’s what he wants other people to see.”

      “It would also probably make for a very good alibi,” Kerry said. “Just think of all of the things he could get done from his dinner table. All of the lives he could ruin.”

      There was a level of venom in Kerry’s words, and Jim knew how much she wanted to nail Cutters. “Were going to get him, Kerry. I can promise you that.”

      Kerry turned to Jim, and it looked like she had aged another five years in the past day. She looked sad and tired. It seemed that life on the other side of the law didn’t agree with her.

      “You told me when I first became a detective that we should never make any promises,” Kerry said. “You said that it could be detrimental not just to the case and to the victim’s family, but also to ourselves. You told me that putting that kind of pressure on us would only make things worse.”

      “This is different,” Jim said.

      “How?” Kerry asked.

      “Because we’re not just partners,” Jim answered. “We’re family.”

      Kerry reached for Jim’s hand and squeezed it. It was a gesture that didn’t need words, and Jim knew she felt the same way.

      Jim pressed the call button, and it was answered by some assistant.

      “Mr. Cutters is currently engaged at the moment,” the assistant said.

      “Tell him it’s Jim North and Kerry Martin,” Jim said. “Tell him that it’s about what is supposed to happen tonight. If he wants the exchange to go smoothly, you should—”

      The gate opened. “You will pull up to the front of the house, and when you reach the front door, you will park the car, shut off the engine, and then place your hands on the dash. You will remain there until someone comes and retrieves you. Is that understood?”

      “Yes,” Jim answered.

      The call ended, and Jim drove up to the driveway to Cutters’ estate. The land around the building was filled with trees. Unlike the other pieces of property in the neighborhood that had cleared the brush to make way for large sweeping fields, Cutters had chosen to keep the rugged, natural landscape to add privacy to the home. Instead of driving down a normal driveway, Jim felt as though he were on some narrow backroad in the mountains.

      Eventually, Jim saw the lights of the home through the woods, and he followed the circular driveway around to the front door. He parked exactly where he was instructed to, shut off the engine, and then placed his hands on the dash. Kerry did the same.

      They had to wait five minutes before somebody came out to collect them. Both Jim and Kerry were patted down, and their firearms were removed, along with their mobile devices. Once they were disarmed, they were led inside.

      Jim wasn’t sure what he pictured Cutters’ house to look like, but it was slightly different than what he expected. The house was large and very modern, but it was much smaller than he believed it would be. It was still larger than most average homes, but it lacked the dozens of rooms Jim had expected to find. He figured it couldn’t have been more than 3000 square feet, which was modest compared to some of the other homes in the area.

      Just as they had to wait to enter the house, they were forced to wait before they were finally escorted through the home to meet Cutters. He was still sitting at the dining room at the head of a twenty-foot-long table, and his girlfriend was sitting at the opposite end.

      Neither of them looked happy to be there, but it seemed they were going through the motions simply because this was what they had always done together.

      Jim recognized the girlfriend as one of the strippers from the club that Cutters used to frequent. They had been dating on the last case he and Kerry had worked together, the case involving The Greeks that Kerry had cut a deal with Cutters that had landed them in their current predicament.

      The meal was served on fine china and crystal glassware. It looked like a feast that somebody would have had at Thanksgiving or Christmas, but this was just a random weekday, marking no special occasion that Jim knew of.

      Cutters was in the middle of chewing a piece of his prime rib when Jim and Kerry entered the dining room. Jim and Kerry were forced to wait at a distance while Cutters finished his bite, and once he swallowed, he dabbed his lips with the end of his napkin and reached for the crystal glass filled with some type of red wine.

      “And what was so urgent?” Cutters asked. “For you two to have the balls to come and interrupt my dinner?”

      “You said that you wanted Kerry and me in your pocket,” Jim answered.

      “I do have you in my pocket,” Cutters replied, sipping the wine, the crystal glass almost too big for his small hands.

      “You have us on a short leash,” Jim said. “Not necessarily the best way for us to do our jobs.”

      Cutters set the glass down and again dabbed his lips with the end of his napkin. He pushed some of the food around on his plate, green beans and sweet potatoes. Most of the meat was gone, but the vegetables remained untouched.

      “I don’t care what you do during your regular hours,” Cutters said. “All I care about is making sure you do all of the jobs I tell you to do. Like the one tonight.”

      The moment Jim stepped into the room, he took note of the space. There were three entrances into the dining room, not ideal, but all of them had doors. He looked up and saw the security cameras strategically placed around the space, and those were only the ones he could see. If this place were really as secure as Bill had said it was, then there were probably other secret entries into some type of panic room in every section of the house. Cutters struck Jim as the paranoid type, given everything he knew about the man.

      But that paranoia was something Jim could use to his advantage.

      “How do you know that you can trust us?” Jim asked.

      Cutters laughed. “Are you joking? Did you forget our conversation from earlier? I could destroy everything that you love.”

      “All the more reason for us to work against you,” Jim said.

      Cutters narrowed his eyes as he studied Jim. He sipped slowly from his crystal glass and set it down. “And is that what you’re doing here, Detective?”

      Jim took note of the four security guards in the room with them. It was too many for Jim and Kerry to take on, especially since they didn’t have any weapons. Jim needed to get Cutters alone, and to do that, he needed to offer something that would warrant such privacy.

      “You must know about my reputation with the department,” Jim said.

      “I’m aware of your history,” Cutters clarified. “But you have to be more specific about your reputation.”

      “I’m talking about my success on the job,” Jim said. “If you set aside some of the personal issues that I’ve had over the years with the department, I think anybody would agree that I am the best at what I do.”

      “I’ll give you that, Detective,” Cutters said. “You are very good at your job.”

      With Cutters interested, Jim capitalized on the moment.

      “What if I told you we could do more,” Jim said.

      Cutters laughed. “This is some kind of a joke? You know your partner tried this little trick on me before. That little bit about her wanting to get some money out of the deal? All that led to a dead accountant. Is that what you want? Another body on your hands?”

      Jim shook his head. “I don’t want any blood on my hands. I simply want to keep doing the job I’m so good at.”

      Cutters grew silent as he took another bite of prime rib, chewing it loudly as he kept his eyes on Jim. Whatever he was considering, Jim knew that it had to deal with himself and what happened next.

      “I already told you that I don’t care about what you do during your day job,” Cutters said, sounding irritated. “You’re wasting my time.” He snapped his fingers, and two of the guards moved toward Jim and Kerry.

      Jim’s window was closing. He needed to act quickly. Before the security grabbed him by the arms, he lunged for Cutters' end of the table. “The Greeks aren’t finished.”

      The security guard eventually reached for Jim just as he spoke, but when Jim saw the flash of concern in Cutters’ eyes, he knew he had struck a chord.

      Cutters held up his hand, signaling the security guard to stop. “What are you talking about?”

      Free of the guard’s hold, Jim walked a few steps closer to Cutters. “I know you think that the Feds have pretty much dismantled the organization,” Jim said. “But that’s not the whole truth.”

      “How would you know more than the FBI?” Cutters asked.

      “You’re looking at the son of one of The Greeks’ most prominent members,” Jim answered. “You don’t think I have an ear to the ground on what’s happening with them? I don’t want them to be in existence any more than you do, but right now, their infrastructure is still large enough that they can operate for quite some time without any central system in place.”

      Jim hoped to leverage Cutters’ own fear against him. After all, it was general knowledge who Jim’s father was, what he had done. It wasn’t as far-fetched to make Cutters believe that he would know something more about the Greeks’ operations.

      Cutters rubbed the goatee forming on his chin. “What are you proposing?”

      “We both want the same thing,” Jim answered. “We want every shred of the Greeks gone, and we want their society completely dismantled. I have my hands tied with certain aspects of getting to them, but you don’t. Plus, given your network, I assume you could access details within the FBI that I’m not privy to. All I need are names and locations, and I can take care of the rest.”

      Jim knew that the Greeks were still Cutter’s largest threat to his supply chain.

      “And what happens to the infrastructure after you’ve taken these deplorables into custody?” Cutters asked.

      “I don’t care what you do after I have the people responsible,” Jim said. “Sell as many drugs as you want. I’m not on the VICE squad.”

      Cutters was quiet for a moment, and the silence stretched for an eternity. But when he finally smiled, Jim knew that he had won the man over.

      “You really only care about the results, don’t you?” Cutters asked. “I had always respected that about you, Detective. Truly, I did. And now that we’re working together, I think I love it even more!” He laughed and then pounded his small fist on the table, which barely resulted in a thud. He reached for his glass and then raised it in a salute. “To our good fortunes.”

      The only other person in the room who had a glass was the girlfriend at the other end of the table, but she had barely even registered that they were in the room. Jim sort of remembered what she looked like the last time they met, but so much time had passed that he couldn’t be completely sure of the specifics. But one thing he did remember was that she seemed happy the last time. Now, she looked miserable.

      If there were ever a physical sign that Cutters was poison, the before and after images of that woman in Jim’s head were all the proof he needed.

      “I will need to fill you in on some specifics,” Jim said.

      Cutters kept the crystal glass in his hand, and he couldn’t stop smiling. “Of course. We can set up a time—"

      “I was hoping to do that now,” Jim said. “I have a bead on a few prospects that I need to take care of. I was hoping to do that after the drop tonight.”

      Cutters expression became slightly less emphatic as he set down his glass and studied Jim more closely. That skeptical gaze had returned, and Jim feared he might have pushed his luck too far, but he didn’t have any more options at the moment.

      “Tonight,” Cutters said, repeating the same line in a flat tone. “Is that right?”

      “That’s right,” Jim said. “And if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to do it in private.”

      “We are in private,” Cutters said. “My house is the most private house you’re ever going to find, Detective.”

      “Alone,” Jim said.

      Jim hoped the bluntness of his words didn’t come off as too bold, but time was of the essence. Still, not wanting to scare Cutters into questioning Jim’s motives, he again preyed upon the man’s paranoia. He moved closer, dropping his voice to a whisper.

      “I’m afraid that the Greeks have ears everywhere,” Jim said. “How do you think they managed to grow to the level of power they have? The individuals who were chosen to be in their organization had expertise in deception.”

      Jim had remembered how terrified Cutters had been when he mentioned the Greeks. In all of the conversations Jim had with a man since they had first interacted with one another, he had never seen Cutters flinch about anything or anyone. But the Greeks were something Cutters feared. And even though the bulk of the organization had been dismantled, even the mere threat that they could still come after him was enough to erase whatever suspicion he held against Jim.

      “Very well,” Cutters said. “But if we’re going to speak in private, then it’s going to be just the two of us.” He looked to Kerry. “She’ll need to leave as well.”

      Jim flashed a momentary look of panic, but he recovered quickly. He didn’t like the idea of Kerry being out of the room with the security team, but they had to play the hand that they were dealt. And one look at his partner and Jim knew she could handle the situation.

      “Okay,” Jim said.

      “Leave us,” Cutters said.

      The security team hesitated for a moment, and Jim suspected that this wasn’t an order that they received very often. But the hesitation lasted only a few seconds before they retreated out of the dining room, closing the doors behind them. When it was just Jim, Cutters, and his girlfriend at the end of the table, Jim realized that this plan could actually work. But he also didn’t want to put the girl in harm’s way.

      Jim gestured to the girl at the end of the table. “She should leave, too.”

      Cutters shot one glance at the girl, and without a word, she got up from the table and disappeared through one of the doors, closing them shut behind her.

      Now that it was just Jim and Cutters, the room seemed much larger than it had before. He knew there was probably someone watching the video cameras in the room, and Jim knew about the watch on Cutters’ wrist. All it would take would be one flick of the wrist, and then those security guards would storm back into the dining room and shoot Jim dead on the spot.

      Jim needed to get close and immobilize Cutters before he had a chance to press any buttons. It wouldn’t be difficult once he was close; he knew he could easily overpower Cutters. But a weapon would still be useful, and the cutlery on the table would work just fine.

      “So,” Cutters said, his arrogance so thick it might as well have been another suit of armor, and it made Jim want to grip the man by the throat in that very moment. “You think some of my security team might be working for the Greeks?”

      “I don’t know,” Jim said. “But you can never be too careful.”

      “No,” Cutters said, reaching into his jacket and removing a pistol which he aimed at Jim. “You really can’t.”

      “I thought we were going to talk,” Jim said.

      “So talk,” Cutters said. “Before the rest of my dinner gets cold.”

      Jim slowly walked to the table and sat in the chair closest to Cutters. He could see the knife Cutters used for the prime rib in the corner of his vision. But he didn’t make a move for it immediately.

      “There are two individuals I need access to,” Jim said, recalling the actual information he had about the Greeks. “All I have are aliases, but I’m assuming that’s something you can get for me.”

      “And how would I do that?” Cutters asked. “You just said that the Greeks are impeccable at disguising themselves.”

      “The FBI has all the information on them, but they won’t share any of it with me,” Jim answered.

      All the while Jim was talking, he made sure to keep that knife in his peripheral vision. It was difficult to concentrate on Cutters with the knife so close, but he was holding it together so far.

      “You must have some contacts within that organization,” Jim said. “I’d bet my life on it.”

      Cutters smiled and adjusted his grip on the pistol. “You did bet your life on it, Detective.” He tilted his head to the side. “You really do have trouble letting things go, don’t you?”

      Cutters finally set the pistol down onto the table but kept it nearby and easily accessible. Jim was even more aware now of the knife on the table. The movement would need to be quick, making sure to reach for the knife and Cutters at the same time, all the while making sure Cutters didn’t activate the device on his wrist. If Jim could get the knife to Cutters’ throat, that should be enough to keep the man quiet and still.

      “I can get you the names,” Cutters said. “I’ll have them to you after the drop tonight.”

      Jim realized that this was the end of their conversation and if he was going to make a move, then now was the time. Before he second-guessed himself, Jim lunged for the knife and simultaneously grabbed hold of Cutters’ wrist, pinning his hand down so he couldn’t reach for the distress signal on his watch. And then Jim placed the knife against Cutters’ throat. The complicated movement happened in less than a second, and the quickness surprised both men.

      “What are you doing?” Cutters growled.

      “I know you’re holding people here,” Jim said. “Tell me where you’re keeping them.”

      Cutters studied Jim with a clinical eye. The kind of expression that an intelligent child might give a teacher that was dumber than he was.

      Jim applied pressure against Cutters’ throat, and Cutters stiffened. He spoke more aggressively. “Where are you keeping them?”

      “You do realize where you are, don’t you?” Cutters asked. “Even if I tell you where they are, there’s no way that you’re getting out of here alive. You don’t know how many men I have stationed around the house. You don’t understand the precautions I’ve taken in order to make sure something like this would never happen. What could you possibly do to escape this place?”

      Jim realized that the odds were stacked against them, but if there were even the slightest chance that he could make things right, then he was going to take it.

      “You let me worry about that,” Jim said. “Now, where are they?”
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      The moment the doors closed behind Kerry and she was stuck with the security guard, she knew they were in the thick of it now. But she knew the plan remained the same. She still had to call the authorities, and Jim still had to find the people Cutters imprisoned here. They had to trust each other to get the job done.

      Kerry studied the behemoth of a man standing in front of her. He was well over six feet and weighed close to three hundred pounds. While Kerry spent plenty of time at the gym staying in good shape, when it came to a straight-up fight, she wouldn’t stand a chance. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t subdue the security guard. She might not have been armed or had any type of handcuffs, but she knew the guard had both. She just had to be quick enough to grab it.

      “So, how long have you been working for Cutters?” Kerry asked.

      It wasn’t the most creative question, but she knew she needed to distract the security guard somehow. The best way she knew how to do that was to get him talking. But like the guards outside of Buckingham Palace, this man seemed to have taken a vow of silence.

      “Is there a bathroom around here?” Kerry asked.

      Still, the man said nothing, keeping his attention on some empty space between Kerry and the closed door to the dining room. She noticed that he wore an earpiece and knew that it was probably connected to the other security guards here. Even though she might only be alone with one, it wouldn’t take much time for everybody in the house to know what was going on.

      Kerry suddenly wished that she had been the one to stay in the dining room with Cutters. That seemed like a far easier task than what she currently faced. She gave the big man a once over, looking for any chinks in his armor, but the only thing she could come up with was perhaps he was a bit slow. With all of that weight, which wasn’t all muscle though it was difficult to tell because of the suit, it was more than likely he wouldn’t be as fast as Kerry. But she had seen enough big men to know that looks could be deceiving.

      “Come on, man,” Kerry said. She danced around as if she really had to use the bathroom, and she was barely holding it in. “If you don’t show me where it is, I’ll go right here.”

      Kerry could tell that the security guard was irritated, but even though he retained his silence, he grunted something that Kerry assumed was a “follow me,” and he led her away from the kitchen into a hallway nearby. He stood next to a closed door and gestured toward it with his head.

      “Thank you,” Kerry said.

      Once Kerry was in the bathroom, she immediately looked for any type of weapon to use against the big man. Really anything would do. A nail file, tweezers, heavy bar of soap, anything.

      But as Kerry carefully sorted through the drawers and cabinets, she found nothing useful. She went through the motions of flushing the toilet and turning on the sink, but she was running out of time. If she lingered too long, then the security guard would become suspicious.

      But Kerry also knew that she couldn’t leave the bathroom without having some type of weapon. And just as the security guard knocked on the door and instructed her to hurry it up, Kerry found an old plastic razor at the back of a drawer.

      It was rusty and slightly dull, but a quick strike to the face might be enough of a distraction for Kerry to gain the upper hand, if only for a moment. It would be all about her speed and capitalizing on the element of surprise.

      Kerry positioned the blade beneath her hand, concealing it as best she could. She unlocked the door and then closed her eyes and took a breath. She knew that whatever happened next would have a domino effect on whether or not they would succeed or fail. If she couldn’t get a call out to the lieutenant, then all this would’ve been for nothing.

      Kerry opened the door and saw the security guard staring down at her. He looked annoyed, but from what she could tell, he didn’t suspect anything sinister. The man waited until Kerry was in front of him before he moved and as he followed her down the hallway.

      Kerry adjusted the plastic, disposable razor in her hand and then spun around, reaching up toward the man’s face and slashed against his cheek with the rusted razor as hard as she could.

      The rest happened quickly. Kerry used the few seconds of stunned reaction from the security guard to reach into his jacket and remove the pistol from his holster. Once she had control of the weapon, she pistol-whipped the security guard on the other side of his face, and he stumbled backward.

      Kerry knew the commotion would draw some attention, so she needed to restrain the man as quickly as possible. Gun in hand, she aimed at the big man, who was still disoriented from the two quick blows to his face.

      He kept one hand covered over the cut on his cheek from the rusted blade, blood dripping down onto his black suit. But as the shock wore off, even with the gun to his face, Kerry could see that he was still considering charging. And due to his size and the fact that he was most likely wearing some type of Kevlar, Kerry wasn’t sure if a bullet would stop him even if she squeezed the trigger. But either way, she knew the moment she fired, the entire house would be in lockdown. And she wasn’t sure if Jim was ready for something like that yet.

      “Just stay calm,” Kerry said. But she knew it was like trying to reason with a bull who saw red.

      When the man made his first aggressive move forward, Kerry didn’t hesitate when she pulled the trigger. She aimed for the man’s left arm and connected with her target. The man flung backward but quickly regained his footing. He put pressure on the wound and leaned up against the wall.

      Now that Kerry had fired the weapon, the entire house would be up in arms, and she couldn’t sit around and wait for what was going to happen. She needed to move, and she needed to do it now.

      Kerry sprinted away from the security guard, weaving all around the house, and she heard the security guard give the update on her location. The last thing she heard before she was out of earshot was she was heading toward the front entrance.

      Unsure of her exact location, Kerry immediately veered to the right to throw the security team off the trail. All the while, she kept her eyes peeled for any type of landline. She tried looking for one when they first entered, but she hadn’t seen it. And if Cutters didn’t own a landline, which many people didn’t, they were dead in the water.

      The sounds of the security guards were growing more coordinated, and Kerry could hear them getting closer. She moved tactfully through the home, making sure she cleared her corners at every turn, but since she had never been in the house before, it was impossible to know what came next.

      Kerry skidded to a stop when she saw one of the security guards in the intersection of two hallways. The moment he saw her, he raised his weapon to fire, but Kerry ducked into one of the nearest rooms, slamming the door shut as the gunshots thundered in the hallway.

      Kerry struggled to keep her hands still as she fumbled for the lock on the door and managed to secure it just in time for the big security guard on the other side to slam his shoulder into it. The door buckled from the man’s collision, but it held.

      Kerry examined her surroundings and saw that she was in the office. And she nearly dropped the pistol when she looked over and saw the large oak desk with a few office supplies sitting on it, a computer monitor, a laptop, keyboard, and mouse. And right on the corner of the desk was a phone.

      A gunshot fired into the door, and Kerry snapped into action. She pulled one of the couches in the room to barricade the door and then piled whatever else she could find inside: a filing cabinet, a bookshelf, a chair, anything to slow the pace of the security guards on the other side.

      Kerry quickly reached for the phone. She had already dialed 9-1-1, but there was no ringing. It wasn’t until she hung up and tried again that she realized there was no dial tone, and then the room went dark.

      The power and phone lines had been disabled.
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      Jim was still in the dining room with Cutters when he heard the gunshots, and then two security guards burst through the doors.

      Jim maneuvered Cutters in front of him, using the man like a human shield. He kept the blade snug against Cutter’s neck and aimed the pistol he stole from Cutters at the two security guards.

      “Let him go!” the security guard shouted.

      Jim slowly retreated to the other end of the room and didn’t stop until he bumped into the wall and then moved to his left until he felt the closed door.

      The security guards continued their march forward, pistols aimed and their fingers on the trigger. Even though Cutters was a small man, Jim managed to keep most of his body covered. Even a master marksman would have a hard time shooting Jim.

      “It’s no use, Jim,” Cutters said. “There’s no way out of this except with you and your partner dead. You’re only prolonging the inevitable.”

      Jim pushed his elbow down over the door handle and felt the door open behind him. He quickly glanced behind to make sure the path was clear and then faced the security guard once more. “You keep telling yourself that.”

      The power cut out, and the room darkened. It provided enough of a distraction for Jim to dart down the hallway. He kicked the door shut behind him, wanting to make it as difficult for the security guards as possible, and then pulled Cutters down the windowless hallway.

      Jim bumped into tables and walls in the darkness, but he recovered quickly enough to fire warning shots at the guards who busted down the door after him. The long, narrow hallway provided limited cover, so the guards remained in the dining room.

      Having bought himself some time, Jim quickly scanned his surroundings for an exit. He had to retreat a few more steps before he found a door that was unlocked, and he yanked Cutters inside along with him.

      Jim shut the door and then locked it. He threw Cutters to the floor and then saw he had entered a library. He quickly pulled the sitting chairs and table to barricade the door and then toppled one of the bookcases as well.

      Cutters slowly got up from the floor and gently touched the exposed flesh of his neck where Jim had placed the knife. “You must have a death wish.”

      Jim wasn’t sure how Kerry was faring with her part of the mission, but he knew he had to trust that she would get it done. Because even after Jim found the hostages, it was going to take a miracle for him to make it out of this with his life.

      “What was the plan?” Cutters asked. “Did you even have one?”

      Jim aimed the pistol at Cutters, and he flinched. “If you think I’m going to die, what’s the harm in telling me where you keep everyone?”

      Cutters remained silent.

      Jim stepped close enough to press the pistol against Cutters’ forehead. “Where are they?”

      Cutters winced. “This isn’t the only level of the house.”

      Jim frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      Cutters glanced at the floor, and suddenly Jim understood. They were underground.

      “Where can I access it?” Jim asked.

      Cutters slowly stood and walked over to one of the bookcases. “I’ve spent millions of dollars on this home. Making it exactly how I wanted. There is an escape route in each room that only I know how to activate.” He paused when he neared one of the books and removed it from the shelf.

      Jim half expected the library shelves to swing open and reveal a secret door, but instead, when Cutters opened the book, he removed a small pistol, and he fired at Jim.

      The bullet missed wide, hitting the door instead of Jim. Jim rushed forward to disarm Cutters, but the motion was futile since the pistol only had one shot. Jim knocked the gun out of Cutters’ hand, and when the man started to laugh, Jim punched him in the face.

      It wasn’t a hard hit, but Cutters was so small and Jim was so much bigger that it still knocked the man on his ass.

      Blood poured out of Cutters’ nose, and he stared up a Jim, looking like a madman. “There is no way out of this. I told you that the moment you put the knife to my throat. I figured you were up to something. I just didn’t know what it was.”

      The security team outside of the door was growing more violent in their efforts to remove the blockade Jim had set up. He was running out of time.

      “This doesn’t mean anything to you,” Jim said. “If you are so confident that I’m going to lose, then tell me how I get below ground.” He pressed the pistol against Cutters’ forehead once more.

      “You keep putting that pistol against my head like you’re going to squeeze the trigger,” Cutters said. “There are certain rules you live by. I know that about you, Jim. You’re not a killer, not when there’s another option.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m running low on options here,” Jim said, and he placed his finger on the trigger. “Last chance.”

      It could’ve been the fact that Cutters believed Jim would actually pull the trigger or Cutters’ own arrogance that he could still get out of this unscathed, but in the end, Jim got what he wanted.

      “Bookshelf in the corner,” Cutters said. “Bottom shelf, last book on the left.”

      The door to the library buckled, and the security team on the other side had managed to open up some space. They shouted inside, “Sir? Are you okay?”

      “He’s heading for the underground!” Cutters shouted back. “Get him now!”

      Jim rushed to the book and yanked it off the shelf, and this time the bookcase did open up and revealed an elevator. He stepped inside and hit the only button down, the door shut, and he began his descent just as the security burst into the library.

      The fluorescent light from the elevator gave off an eerie glow, and Jim couldn’t help but associate that strange illumination as an outward expression of how he felt in that moment. It was an out-of-body experience. But he needed to keep his composure for a little while longer. Even if that meant doing things he had sworn he never would.

      It was a short ride down the elevator, and when the doors opened, Jim had his pistol at the ready, along with the blade still in his hand. The emergency lights were still on even downstairs, and Jim saw a hallway that looked more like something out of a hospital floor than some underground basement.

      Doors lined either side of the hallway, all of them shut. Jim counted at least a dozen, but he couldn’t imagine all of them were filled. Though he had been wrong about a lot of things today.

      The doors had no windows, so Jim couldn’t see what was inside. He tested the handle on the first few doors he passed, each of them locked. He kept stealing glances at the elevator behind him, making sure that nobody was following him. The hallway ended and took a hard left, and Jim jogged to the end.

      He could see this hallway led to another sharp left, and he realized the underground prison was a big rectangle. In total, there must have been forty rooms down below.

      But in order for Jim to rescue whoever was down here, he needed to find a way to open doors. Jim jogged down the hallways, checking doors, figuring there had to be some type of control room down here where everything was operated. Judging from the fact that the elevator’s power was still on when the rest of the house had gone dark, Jim figured it was self-sustaining.

      Most of the doors were locked, and when Jim pressed his ear against the cold steel, he heard muffled voices on the other side. The few doors that opened were empty.

      He considered shooting at the locks on the doors, but he only had fourteen rounds in the magazine of the pistol he’d stolen from Cutters, not enough to let everyone out. But he might be able to find the control room if that door was locked.

      The first three locks shot were empty, holding cells, but then Jim heard several pairs of boots marching against the tile of the hallways. It sounded like they were coming from all directions, and Jim realized he was being surrounded.

      Trapped, Jim shot the lock to the next door he was going to try. The guards fired in response to his gunshots, and he ducked inside before their bullets could strike him.

      Jim slammed the door shut once he was inside. It was another empty bedroom. Jim locked and barricaded the door with as many pieces of furniture as he could move. But he knew it wouldn’t hold, not for long.

      The security team gathered on the other side of the door, and Jim struggled to think of his next move. The room had no windows, no other exits; it was about the size of a hotel room with a bed and a bathroom. But as Jim stumbled around the room, he felt the cool rush of air coming from a vent above him.

      The lower level of the house was still being powered. It was the only reason the elevators worked, which meant there must be some type of control room down here.

      The door buckled, and Jim reached for the vent, ripping it open. His shoulders barely fit through the duct’s opening, but there was no other option. Slowly and painfully, Jim wiggled his way through the duct, passing over other rooms.

      Some were filled; others were empty. But the ones with people in them had their attention glued to the doors. They heard the commotion outside, and some of them believed a rescue had finally come. If they had known it was only Jim in the ventilation system, they might have tempered their expectations.

      Eventually, Jim stumbled over the control room. He saw the monitors and then managed to push open the vent and dropped headfirst into the small space. It was about half the size of the other rooms, with only a single chair.

      Jim looked at the monitors and saw that each screen was one of the rooms. He saw the men, women, and children that Cutters had taken from their families. Everyone looked like they were unharmed, though they were now alarmed at the commotion beneath the ground. He also saw the security team break through the door. They found the vent and immediately rushed out of the room. It wouldn’t be long before they found him here.

      But on one of the screens, Jim paused to take a second glance. The room was just like the others, but on the coffee table, Jim saw a young boy hunched over a chessboard, playing a game by himself.

      The quality of the video wasn’t great, but Jim recognized the young boy. It was like looking at Nate reincarnate.

      “He’s alive,” Jim said, whispering to himself.

      Bill Fayette had been wrong.

      The security team gathered outside the control room’s door, and Jim realized he was now trapped. His final hope rested with Kerry and whatever kind of call she would be able to make to the police. But with the power out, Jim wasn’t sure she would even be able to make the call.

      Trapped in that room with evil men pounding down his door, Jim couldn’t help but remember this exact same scenario all those years ago when he was with Nate, the night he saved Jim’s life.

      Their foster father had been beating against the door, just like those men in the hallway. He was ravenous, mad, and drunker than Jim had ever seen him. That night Jim saw the look a man held when he wanted to kill. And in all of the situations he’d escaped since that night, Jim would now meet his end already buried beneath the ground.

      And as Jim thought of his old friend, he also thought of Kerry upstairs, facing whatever type of danger she was in the middle of, he grew even more depressed at the thought of both of them dying alone. Because at least when his foster father had been beating down the door, Jim still had Nate with him. The simple fact that there was somebody else with him when he was nearing his end made all the difference.

      Jim stared up at the ceiling, wondering where his partner was inside. And then his thoughts traveled beyond the house to his parents, and then he thought of Jen. He thought of this morning and how happy he had been when he had woken up beside her.

      His father had taught him to always cherish the little moments in life. He always told him to never be afraid of pausing for a moment and taking it in. Because you never knew when those moments would end.

      And now Jim feared that he was nearing his end. He wished that he had taken more pauses in his life. He should’ve appreciated the little things more.

      The door opened a crack, and Jim snapped out of his daydreams. He kept his pistol aimed at the narrow opening. It was still too small for any of them to fit or for Jim to shoot anybody with accuracy. Even though the odds were stacked against him, his survival instinct was kicking in.

      Jim glanced around the control room, searching for anything that he could use as a distraction. He noticed a separate control panel from where the security monitors were. He stared at it, trying to figure out what it was for, and then remembered how the power had gone out upstairs.

      The house had gone into lockdown just as Cutters said it would, but if everybody was sealed inside when the power was off, then there needed to be a way for them to turn everything back on after the crisis was over. He needed a backup system.

      And Jim happened to be within arm’s reach of those controls.

      The door opened a little bit farther as Jim holstered the weapon and stared down at the console to try to figure out how to turn everything back on. It looked like a more complicated version of a breaker switch with added knobs and dials. Unsure of what dials and switches controlled what, Jim flipped every switch and turned every dial.

      Finished, Jim aimed his pistol at the door, his back to the monitors as the guards on the other side began the process of removing the door. He had done what he could, now all that was left was to wait and see if he had done enough to help Kerry.

      “C’mon, partner.” Jim studied the monitors, gun gripped in his hand.
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        * * *

      

      The shots echoed throughout the mansion, bullets chasing Kerry as she evaded capture from the security team inside the house. She counted at least three but assumed there were more on the way now that the home had gone into lockdown.

      The first thing Kerry tried when she got into a room was to check the windows, but the glass was bulletproof and shatterproof, so there was no other way outside. Unable to get outside, she couldn’t find the fuse box to turn the power back on, and no power meant no phone call.

      Kerry hurried through the house, running out of bullets, and she knew it was only a matter of time before the guards caught and killed her. She eventually found herself in the middle of a hallway somewhere on the northside of the house, trapped on either side by two of the guards.

      Kerry ducked into the nearest room and slammed the door shut behind her. She retreated into the bedroom as the guards gathered outside the door.

      The realization that she was trapped came over Kerry in a massive wave. They were going to fail. They’re going to die here, and Cutters was going to get away once again.

      Kerry checked the number of bullets that remained in her magazine. She had three shots left, which meant she had enough bullets for each of the men on the other side of the door with only one opportunity to miss.

      Kerry had only fired her service weapon a handful of times throughout her career. She had plenty of practice at the range, but taking a life was no easy matter. And these men might have worked for an evil man, but Kerry always operated under the premise that law and order superseded all else, and it wasn’t her job to murder criminals. It was her job to arrest them.

      Heart pounding, Kerry shut her eyes as she braced for her final stand. The guards at the door had nearly busted it down, and she aimed the pistol at the door, her finger on the trigger.

      “This is Detective Kerry Martin,” she said with authority. “If you open fire on me, I will shoot! Put the guns down. You are all under arrest—”

      The lights in the room kicked back on, and for a moment, everything stopped. Kerry heard the audible confusion from the other side of the door.

      Capitalizing on the moment, Kerry rushed forward, removing the barricades before the security guards heard her presence. Barricades clear, she positioned herself by the door and then ripped it open.

      The element of surprise worked, and Kerry managed to put one slug in the chest of the first guard and then winged the second.

      The first man had been armored with Kevlar, but the gunshot knocked the wind out of him and bought Kerry enough time to sprint down the opposite side of the hallway and back to the office where she had found the phone before the power had gone out.

      Kerry immediately dialed 9-1-1, relaying the address to the operator, who informed her that officers would be arriving soon. But just to make sure that the operator understood just how important and dire their circumstances were, she fired off her last gunshot to help speed things along. She just hoped the bullet wasn’t wasted.
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        * * *

      

      Lieutenant Mullocks waited anxiously by the police scanner, wondering when she would hear anything about Jim and Kerry. From her viewpoint on the street, it was impossible to know what was going on.

      “Why is it taking so long?” Nate asked.

      The man had been fidgety the entire time, and it was starting to wear on Mullocks’ nerves. But she reminded herself of Nate’s loss and did her best to keep him calm.

      “Something like this doesn’t have a normal playbook,” Mullocks said. “But Jim and Kerry will do everything they can to bring this guy down. Me too.”

      Nate muttered something beneath his breath and then looked out the side window.

      Despite Mullocks’ assurances, she was worried herself. A lot of time had passed, and she knew the longer this operation took, the more it would favor Cutters. But she still had her trump card if she needed it.

      Their original plan would mitigate some of the trouble they had found themselves in, but Mullocks was prepared to go all-in if need be. Though she hoped she wouldn’t have to go nuclear.

      “I already told your friends the boy’s dead.” Bill Fayette had remained silent up until now. He was resigned to accept his fate, but he wanted to give one last dig into Nate before it was all over.

      “Shut up!” Mullocks said.

      Fayette shrugged. “I’m just saying. Cutters always wins.”

      “He won’t this time,” Mullocks said.

      Fayette laughed. “You really think those two cops are going to bring him down? You’re delusional, lady.”

      Mullocks looked to Nate, who was trembling. “Don’t listen to him.”

      “Maybe he’s right,” Nate said, his voice quivering. “Maybe this is all just a lost cause.”

      “It’s not,” Mullocks said. “You’ll see—”

      “All units, shots fired, shots fired.” Dispatch crackled over the radio, and everyone in the car perked up. “All units, please respond to 203 Maple Drive.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Fayette said.

      “They did it,” Nate said.

      “It’s not over yet.” Mullocks started the car and shifted into drive, darting down the street toward Cutter’s house.

      Since they were already the closest people to Cutters’ house, they were first on the scene. But when Mullocks pulled up to the gate, she knew her cruiser wasn’t strong enough to break through the steel.

      “Aren’t we going inside?” Nate asked.

      “You aren’t going anywhere,” Mullocks said as she turned around and saw a SWAT team approaching.

      “I’m coming in there,” Nate said defiantly.

      “Listen to me,” Mullocks said. “Justice will be done. But right now, your place is here. I’ll let you see him, but not until after Cutters is in handcuffs. Got it?”

      Nate said nothing, and Mullocks left him to sulk as she prepared to infiltrate the house with the SWAT team.
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        * * *

      

      The floor was littered with shell casings. Jim counted twelve, and he only had one bullet left, nestled in the chamber. Of course, the security guards on the other side of the door had no idea how much ammunition Jim had left, and he wanted to keep it that way.

      So long as the guys on the other side of that door thought there was a chance of them catching a bullet, they wouldn’t try very hard to break open the door. And now that the power was back on, they had other things to worry about. If not for the security cameras that Jim could see working on the property, he wouldn’t have known the police had arrived outside the gates. They were knocking on the doors, and it was only a matter of time before they made it through the gates.

      But that still gave Cutters plenty of time to escape somewhere out the back. Jim was sure that the bastard had some type of escape route planned for just such an occasion. The moment the police had burst through the gate after the SWAT team had arrived, Jim heard the security team scurry away.

      He watched them retreat to the elevator and quickly returned to the first floor. It seemed that they weren’t eager to go down with the ship.

      With the security team gone, Jim looked back to the control panels, so he could release everyone inside. He disengaged the locks and watched as people slowly approached their door. It wasn’t until Jim started shouting in the hallway for everybody to get out and run that the doors flung open.

      Jim immediately spied Nate’s son in the crowd and made sure to grab hold of him. He yelped when Jim grabbed his arm, but Jim hushed him. “I’m a friend of your dads,” Jim said, showing Tim his badge. “I’m going to take you to him, okay?”

      Tim was either too tired or too disoriented from the chaos to really fathom what Jim had told him. But he took Jim’s hand willingly, and then Jim led the people to the elevator. They weren’t able to get everybody up on their first try, so Jim sent the elevator down a second time, choosing to stay with Nate’s son as everybody was herded through the hallways of the estate.

      “Keep moving,” Jim said, waving them forward. “Just make sure you do what the officers tell you to do when you see them.”

      Jim could already hear some of the officers entering the building, identifying themselves with the Seattle Police Department. But what he couldn’t see in the chaos was his partner, Kerry. Half expecting to stumble upon her, face down on the floor and covered in blood. But when he heard somebody yell his name, he recognized Kerry’s voice immediately.

      Jim spun around and found his partner making a beeline toward him. Her hair was ragged, and her eyes were wide from the dose of adrenaline she was still feeding off, but at first glance, she looked uninjured.

      “You okay?” Kerry asked.

      Jim nodded. “You?”

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” Kerry answered. And then she looked to the boy in Jim’s arms, stunned. “Is that—”

      “This is Tim,” Jim said.

      Kerry smiled. “It’s very nice to meet you, Tim. Your dad is going to be ecstatic.” She looked at Jim and noticed the other people Cutters had held against their will. “Is this everyone?”

      “There are more downstairs,” Jim said.

      “You think they’ll testify against Cutters?” Kerry asked.

      “I hope so,” Jim answered. “Has anyone seen him?”

      “I haven’t heard anything about it,” Kerry said.

      Jim figured as much, but with the number of people they recovered, Jim still considered this a win, especially now that he’d found Nate’s son.

      “I wish we knew where he was going,” Kerry said.

      “He could be anywhere,” Jim said. “With all of these resources—"

      Kerry perked up when Jim paused. “What?”

      “Do you remember what Cutters said when we were at the Marina?” Jim asked.

      Kerry shook her head.

      “He said that if he ever lost it all, he always knew he could rebuild right there,” Jim said.

      Kerry tilted her head to the side. “No. We know about that place. He wouldn’t be that stupid.”

      “But he might be that arrogant,” Jim said.

      Mullocks moved through the crowd, shouting Jim and Kerry’s names. “Are you two all right?”

      Jim didn’t think he’d ever seen the lieutenant this worried and relieved at the same time. “We’re fine. And look who we found.” Jim gestured down to Tim, who was still by his side.

      Mullocks smiled brightly. “Well, your dad is going to be so glad to see you.” She laughed, and he smiled in return.

      “Can you take him to Nate?” Jim asked.

      “Sure,” Mullocks answered, taking Tim’s hand. “What are you two going to do?”

      “We think we might know where Cutters is headed, but we’ll need to move fast,” Jim answered. “Can you get another unit to back us up?” Jim and Kerry were already retreating down the hall as Jim asked the question.

      “Where am I sending them?” Mullocks asked.

      “The marina from earlier,” Jim answered.

      Mullocks signaled a thumbs up, and then Jim and Kerry rushed out to the cruiser.

      Once they were on the road, Kerry confirmed with local airspace that there had been not takeoffs on their radar in the area, so that meant Cutters hadn’t taken a helicopter to escape.

      “He wouldn’t risk it,” Jim said. “The smartest way for him to get out is to get on a boat and then take a chopper to an island, or head toward the Canadian border where I’m sure he has another safe house or could charter another jet to Asia where the extradition laws aren’t finite.”

      “You’re sure about all of this then?” Kerry asked. “About going after him?”

      Jim looked at her. “And why wouldn’t we?”

      Kerry flushed her cheeks red. “It’s a selfish thought. Never mind.”

      Jim suddenly realized what Kerry was thinking. If they didn’t go after Cutters, and he wasn’t caught, then Cutters couldn’t testify that he had incriminated Jim and Kerry, and they would get off scot-free.

      “He’d still hunt us down, Kerry,” Jim said. “The best thing we can do now is stop him before he gets away and make sure he remains behind bars.”

      “I know,” Kerry said. “Forget I said anything.”

      “I don’t blame you, though,” Jim said. “It crossed my mind as well.”

      “What other tricks do you think might be up his sleeve?” Kerry asked.

      “I don’t know, but he’s not the only one with a rabbit still in his hat,” Jim said.

      The SWAT team finally responded to Mullocks’ request to back Jim and Kerry up, but they would be ten minutes behind them.

      “He could be gone by then,” Kerry said.

      Jim looked to Kerry and saw that she was thinking the same thing he was. If they needed to, then they would go in alone.

      Jim turned off all of his lights as they neared the marina, not wanting to draw any attention to himself on their approach. Jim and Kerry both kept their eyes peeled for any movement inside the marina’s perimeter, but there was so much junk surrounding the area that it was difficult to see if anybody had come through.

      When they neared the marina’s fence and still didn’t see any sign of Cutters, they began to wonder if they had picked the right spot.

      “He could’ve gone anywhere,” Kerry said.

      “Yeah, but it would make more sense for him to come here, even though we knew about this place,” Jim said. “The man is too much of an arrogant prick to change his escape plans simply because we might know where he’s going.”

      Jim parked the vehicle outside of the fence, and he and Kerry proceeded to enter the marina on foot. They approached with caution, making sure that they weren’t caught off guard in their own ambush against Cutters.

      Once on the inside of the marina fence, Jim saw a pair of headlights approach the Marina from the northside. Because they were on the opposite end, it was difficult for Jim to tell who it was, but every fiber in his being told him that it was Cutters.

      “He’s here,” Jim said, whispering to Kerry. “Are you ready?”

      There was no hesitation or fear on Kerry’s face, simply a determination to rid themselves of the man that wasn’t a problem for just themselves, but the entire city.

      “Let’s do this,” Kerry answered.

      Jim and Kerry moved quickly through the vacant marina, heading toward the old storage building that was stationed in the center of the property. They paused there for a moment to determine their strategy.

      “If they come into the building, we can box them in on either side,” Jim said. “I’ll head to the other end, and you stay here. At the very least, it’ll keep them occupied.”

      “And if they don’t enter the building?” Kerry asked.

      “We’ll pursue on foot,” Jim answered. “But don’t make a move until I do, all right?”

      “Copy,” Kerry answered.

      Jim maneuvered himself up to the north side of the building. He moved as quickly and quietly as he could, not wanting to draw attention to himself. When he neared the front of the structure, he paused at the corner and collected his thoughts. He knew that Cutters wouldn’t go down without a fight, so he braced for the inevitable gunfire. He suddenly wished that he had given Jen a call on the way over but then decided he now had something even more important to fight for. A chance to see her again.

      A flash of headlights coming from the road turned Jim’s attention to the present. The vehicle eventually parked just outside the storage building, and Jim peered around the corner to see some members of Cutters security team step out and examine the area.

      The scan was half-assed, none of them spotting Jim, and then they let Cutters out of the back of the vehicle. The man looked more disheveled than Jim expected, but Cutters probably never believed he would be in this situation. But Jim knew he could use the man’s nervousness and uncertainty to his advantage.

      The security team around Cutters had dwindled as well. There were only two men with him instead of the four from the mansion. It appeared that Cutters’ money only provided so much loyalty after all.
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        * * *

      

      Mullocks kept hold of Tim’s hand as he guided the little boy out of Cutters' house and down the driveway. She couldn’t believe the boy was alive, but whatever the reason, she was glad for it. “You’re dad has been looking for you.”

      “He has?” Tim looked up Mullocks, still clutching her hand tightly.

      Mullocks nodded. “And he’s going to be so happy to see you again.”

      Tim smiled, beaming with joy. Whatever Nate’s faults, his son didn’t seem to mind. She hoped the experience wasn’t too traumatic for him, but he looked unharmed. She would make sure one of the paramedic teams took a look at him before they left.

      With all of the police units on the scene, the neighborhood was lit up like the Fourth of July. She imagined it was more action than this part of the city was used to dealing with.

      “Where is he?” Tim asked, getting antsier as they neared the end of the drive.

      “He’s in my car,” Mullocks answered. “It’s parked right over there—”

      Mullocks pointed to the patch of grass where her vehicle should have been parked. But all that was in the grass was Bill Fayette, being looked at by some of the officers on scene. The car was gone. She glanced around, looking up and down the street. Nate might have been gone, but she had an idea of where he might be headed.
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        * * *

      

      “C’mon,” Jim said, whispering to himself. “Go inside. Go. Inside.”

      If they could get Cutters trapped in the Marina, that would be more than enough time to keep him occupied until back up arrived.

      But instead of going into the structure like Jim had hoped, he immediately headed for the sea barrier, or what was left of it.

      The marina didn’t have any working docks to speak of, but Cutters looked undeterred as he moved with swift purpose toward the water.

      Jim glanced out into the dark patch of the Pacific, looking for any sign of a boat coming to pick him up, but he saw nothing. Perhaps it just wasn’t here yet.

      Jim moved as stealthily as he could, but with all of the junk in the area, it was impossible to miss everything, and the hunk of metal that Jim smacked with the tip of his shoe rang like a fire alarm in the still quiet of the night.

      The sound caused Cutters and his guards to dash for cover, and they started to sprint back toward their SUV. A gunshot sounded from the south, and Jim knew it had to have been Kerry.

      Gunfire continued to be exchanged, and one of the security guards ended up staying back, dealing with Kerry, while Cutters and the other two continued toward the vehicle.

      Jim rounded a pile of junk, exposing himself to the guard who had just loaded Cutters into the vehicle. The guard shot first, causing Jim to duck back behind the cover of the junk pile. When Jim peered around the corner again, the guard threw the SUV into reverse.

      Jim aimed at the front two tires and fired off six rounds, two of them connecting with the left front tire. The Cadillac swerved as the tire blew out, and as the driver attempted a sharp turn at the marina’s exit to the road, it careened into the fence.

      The driver put the SUV back into reverse, and Jim took the opportunity to shoot out the back right tire before his magazine emptied and he was forced to reload.

      The driving became even more sporadic, and while they made it back onto the road, it didn’t take long before the driver lost control and was forced off the pavement.

      Jim shoved a new magazine into his pistol as he sprinted toward the vehicle. All he could think about was making sure that he stopped Cutters before the man escaped.

      The SUV seemed to be completely disabled, judging by the smoke coming out from beneath the hood. The security guard stepped out of the driver's side door, slightly shaken up from the wreck, but he spied Jim and quickly fired a shot in his direction. The aim was terrible, the bullet missing wide, but the guard helped Cutters out of the vehicle, and they dipped into the nearby woods.

      Jim entered the woods, staying alert, listening for any sign of movement. He had never been much of a hunter, but his instincts were always on point, and with the jolt of adrenaline from the gunfight, he felt incredibly in tune with his surroundings.

      Heavy footfalls sounded up ahead, and Jim squinted to find the backs of two men moving through the thick brush, but their hasty retreat was thwarted by all of the dense foliage.

      It had been a mistake for Cutters to sprint into the woods, but Jim knew the man wasn’t thinking straight. Cutters had been untouchable for decades, and now that he felt the walls closing in on him, he had panicked.

      Jim fired a warning shot to let them know he was close. He wanted them to continue to panic, and Jim ducked behind a tree as the security guard fired a few random shots behind him. Good, Jim thought, let them waste the bullets.

      The cat and mouse game continued for a little while as Cutters and his security guard struggled to move through the thick brush of the forest they had traveled through, and were eventually forced to stop, no longer able to move forward.

      Cutters muttered angrily to the security guard, and then the guard shouted back. Jim couldn’t see the altercation, but he heard enough to know that both men were frustrated, and he had his shoulder pressed into the rough bark of a tree when the shouting intensified and then a gunshot ended the argument.

      After the woods fell silent again, Jim waited to see who had been the one to survive, but he already had a feeling who had come out on top.

      “It’s just you and me out here now, Detective,” Cutters yelled.

      Jim slowly peered around the edge of the tree, but he couldn’t find Cutters in the brush. He didn’t know how good of a shot Cutters was, but he knew it was safe to assume he handled weapons before. You didn’t make it to his level without killing people personally.

      “I should have killed you both when we first met,” Cutters yelled. “I considered it, you know. But then my better angels prevailed, and I decided to give you and your partner one chance. I should have known better.”

      “It’s over, Cutters!” Jim shouted. “You’re not going to make it out of this with your freedom, but you can still come out of it with your life.”

      “Still willing to let the justice system do their work, Detective?” Cutters asked. “You don’t think I could weasel my way out of this? How many people do you think I have on my payroll? How many politicians, judges, and lawyers do I have in my pocket? Hell, the information I could use as a bargaining chip would all but guarantee my freedom.”

      Jim grimaced. The idea of Cutters going free made his gut sour. But he knew there was some truth to Cutter’s omission. The man must have bribed some very powerful people to have done what he had for so long. There were names he could give, important names, the kind of names that would cause national outrage.

      Distracted by Cutters talking, Jim didn’t even hear the security guard approach him from behind. The gunshot Jim had heard had been nothing but a decoy. Thankfully though, it appeared the guard didn’t have any more ammunition of his own, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous.

      The guard tackled Jim from behind, flattening both of them to the rocky soil. The big man must have had at least sixty pounds on Jim and a half a foot of height. But the big guy was tired from pushing through all of that brush, and Jim was stronger than he looked.

      The fight between the two men was a sloppy brawl, and Jim kept finding himself on the receiving end of several stiff right hooks that landed either on the side of his head or his shoulder. The blows were softened by the fact that the man’s knuckles slid right off, slick with sweat and blood from the wreck, but it still hurt enough to disorient Jim after the contact.

      Eventually, though, Jim managed to bring his arm around the security guard’s neck in a strong chokehold, and he put the man to sleep.

      The security guard offered a few final blows to Jim’s side before his body went still. Jim released the big man and rolled him to his side. Jim was exhausted from the effort, but he knew he was close to the finish line. He searched for his weapon, the fight had caused him to drop it, and when he finally located the pistol, it was already in Cutters’ hands.

      “You mother fucker,” Cutters said.

      Cutters’ face was twisted in anger and pain. His clothes were disheveled, and there were several cuts along his face that looked like a mixture from the wreck and the brush he had pushed through with the security guard.

      Jim was in a bad spot. Cutters were too far away for him to make a move for the gun before Cutters could squeeze the trigger. It was all Jim could do to keep the man talking so he would stay alive.

      “You kill me, and whatever deal you’re hoping for is over,” Jim said. “You can’t get away with killing cops.”

      “You sure about that?” Cutters asked, and then he laughed and shook his head. “You don’t have a clue as to what I’m capable of, or what is possible, or what I’ve done!” Spittle flew from his lips as he spoke. “All you can think about is one case at a time. You don’t understand the bigger picture.”

      “I understand that taking the loved ones of people who would dare to stand against you is illegal,” Jim said. “And that’s all I need to understand.”

      Cutters grimaced again, but he remained where he was. “You might be right in saying that I’m going to be arrested for what I’ve done. But I’m not going to be arrested without first killing you and then walking back and killing that fucking partner of yours.”

      Jim had stared down the barrel of a gun before. But that didn’t lessen the fear. Never before in his life had he so much to lose. Never before did he have so much to live for, and now everything was about to be taken away from him in the worst way possible.

      “You’ll never get the chance to hurt her,” Jim said. “You’ll never get the chance to hurt anyone ever again.”

      “Ha, maybe you’re right,” Cutters said. “Doesn’t mean I can’t hurt you.”

      The first time Jim had stared down the barrel of a gun, he had shut his eyes, not wanting to see the bullet coming. Now, he stared Cutters down, even though his heart was pounding a mile a minute and his breathing was shallow and quick. If he was going to meet his end here in the small patch of thick brush along the coast, then he was going to accept it with his eyes wide open.

      Jim saw the moment that Cutters wanted to pull the trigger. He even heard the gunshot that followed. What he didn’t feel was any pain; then, he saw the look of anguish on Cutters’ face, followed by surprise. And then Jim saw the bloodstain spreading over the cloth of Cutters’ shirt. It ballooned a brilliant crimson, and then Cutters collapsed to the ground where he lay motionless.

      Jim spun around and saw Nate breathing heavily, the gun still in his hand with his arm outstretched, aiming at where Cutters had stood. The same look of surprise was on Nate’s face as it had been on cutters.

      “No,” Jim said, whispering to himself.

      Nate was red-faced and looked like he had been crying. “I had to do it. He was going to kill you. And he killed my boy.”

      Jim was at a loss for words, but he stood and walked over to his friend very carefully. “Just lower the weapon, Nate. Just hand it over, okay?”

      Nate stared at the weapon as though he didn’t even realize he was holding it, but then he slowly handed Jim the weapon and leaned against a nearby tree as he slid to the ground.

      “I failed him,” Nate said.

      Jim shook his head. “Your son’s alive.”

      Nate looked at Jim and frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “Tim was at the house with everyone else,” Jim answered. “He’s alive, Nate.”

      Nate was in disbelief at the news, and he shook his head, remaining in denial until he cried. By the time Nate calmed down, the SWAT team had arrived, and Jim knew that while Nate's son’s life had been saved, Nate had just condemned himself.

      Jim remained with his friend in the woods, keeping his hand on Nate’s shoulder as the father sobbed with relief over the news of his son, not yet quite understanding the consequences of what he had just done.

      The darkness of the forest was bathed in the red and blue lights of ambulances and other police cars that had been called to the scene. Jim was suddenly reminded of the same scene fifteen years ago when he and Nate had rushed into the woods after killing their foster father in self-defense. And once again, it had been Nate who saved Jim. Now it would be up to Jim to make sure he did anything he could to save his friend in return.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            25

          

          

      

    

    







            One Week Later

          

        

      

    

    
      Jim pulled up to the airfield in his rusted Mazda Protégé and parked in the small lot outside the airstrip. The place looked like it hadn’t been used in years, but the plane he’d been told would be there was waiting for its two passengers.

      “Well, this is it.” Jim glanced at the rearview mirror and saw Nate and Tim in the backseat. Tim was snuggled up next to his father’s side, and Nate was staring out at the plane.

      “Right,” Nate said and then put on a smile for his son as he looked at Tim. “Ready, buddy?”

      Tim nodded, and the three of them exited the vehicle. Jim popped the trunk, and they grabbed their luggage. They packed only what they could carry, not that they had much, to begin with.

      Jim escorted both Nate and Tim to the edge of the airfield and then watched as the pilot lowered the steps from the side of the plane.

      “When you arrive in Vancouver, all you need to do is present these passports,” Jim said, handing Nate the folder with all of his final documentation. “Everything you need is inside.”

      “And it’s all legit?” Nate asked.

      Jim nodded. “The keys to your apartment are inside, along with the debit card that holds your bank account information. There’s five thousand in it to help get you started, and the first year on your apartment has already been paid for.”

      Nate flicked through the papers quickly and shook his head. “How the hell did you do all of this?”

      “I called in a few favors,” Jim answered, knowing it was more of Mullocks who had called in a few favors. “You can finally start fresh. New names. New life. But you can’t ever come back here.”

      Nate nodded and tucked the documents into his backpack. He stood, keeping hold of his son’s hand. “I don’t know how to thank you, Jimmy.”

      “You don’t have to,” Jim replied. “You saved my life. Twice. This is the least I could do.”

      Nate squeezed his son’s hand and then looked at Jim. “Well, thank you anyway. Right, Tim?”

      Tim nodded. “Thank you, Uncle Jimmy.”

      Jim smiled at the sentiment. “Look, you better go. I don’t think that pilot is going to wait for very long.” He hugged his friend. “Good luck, Nate.”

      “Yeah, you too.”

      With final goodbyes finished, Jim hung back and watched the plane taxi to the end of the runway and prepared for take-off. The twin engines revved loudly as it picked up speed down the runway and then drifted up into the air.

      Jim lingered until he couldn’t see the plane in the sky anymore. It was a beautiful day, with clear blue, cloudless sky above him.

      Even though Jim knew he was helping a friend, he still felt conflicted. He couldn’t help but think of Tim’s grandmother back in North Carolina, who would never see her grandchild again. He thought of the laws he broke, aiding and abetting a criminal.

      But Jim also knew what it was like to grow up without a father. There was always a piece of him missing, and while Nate wasn’t the world’s perfect father, he still loved his boy. They needed one another, and Jim needed to clear his ledger with Nate.

      Now, both were done, and it was time to deal with the rest of the fallout.

      Jim returned to the precinct where he had a meeting with the lieutenant and captain. The ordeal with Cutters had created a lot of red tape from the situation that happened in the woods, and the department was still working on untangling that mess.

      When Jim arrived at the precinct, the lieutenant’s door was already closed, which meant the meeting had started without him. Jim had expected the Captain and lieutenant inside, but when he opened the door and found Kerry as well, he grew nervous.

      “You’re late,” Captain Kierney bellowed.

      Jim closed the door behind him and stood at attention. “I’m sorry, sir. I had a prior engagement that was a high priority.”

      Jim knew that hinting to the Captain that there was a priority higher than the man himself would irritate him, but that was Jim’s intention. The captain had been nothing but a pain to deal with during this entire process after Cutter’s death.

      The moment after Nate pulled the trigger, Jim managed to tuck Nate away, keeping him hidden, while Jim took the fall for Cutter’s death. It hadn’t been difficult to prove. It was clear there was a shootout, and Jim was simply defending himself. There were no other witnesses that had seen it, so all Jim had to do was sign on the dotted line.

      But this couldn’t have been pulled off without the help from Mullocks, who kept Tim’s name off the official names of the individuals recovered. Nate and Tim had been hiding out at his parent’s house for the past week, laying low until Mullocks could arrange for new identities for them with her DEA contact, who was happy to oblige now that Cutters out of commission.

      Kerry had also been cleared thanks to the DEA, who had signed an affidavit stating Kerry had been working undercover for them since The Greeks organization. The only real witness that could go against them now was Bill Fayette, but he had cut some deal with both the DEA and the FBI, and part of that deal was his silence on Jim and Kerry.

      But Captain Kierney had been a man on a mission to find something, anything, to bring the three of them down. Part of it was due to the fact he was upset he hadn’t been brought into the loop of Lieutenant Mullocks’ ‘operation’ against Cutters.

      “I don’t think I need to remind you, or anyone in this room,” Captain Kierney said, giving everybody a piece of that stern expression, “how important it is to follow the rules. The protocols and procedures of our department are the only things that keep it from falling into disarray and chaos. What the three of you did during the case against Benjamin Cutters, regardless of how the district attorney has chosen to spin it, was very disappointing.”

      It might have been disappointing to the Captain, but the district attorney was ecstatic to finally have people willing to testify against Cutters and his organization. The DA would have preferred to have Cutters alive due to the fact that he had been so instrumental in the corruption of high-ranking officials across the country, making it near impossible to sniff them out now. But at least the logistics of Cutter’s Empire were in disarray, and people were scrambling on the other side of his business dealings to figuring something out. It was in this chaos that the district attorney, along with the task force assigned in sniffing out the rest of his network, were confident that they would be able to bring in several members of his organization.

      The Captain paused for a moment and closed his eyes as though what he was about to say next physically pained him. “However, the chief wanted me to,” he swallowed and took a breath as he quickly spilled out the next few lines. “Thank you personally for everything that you have done and that despite the somewhat lack of following the guidelines and protocols of this department, which I must reiterate our crucial to the functioning of our department, you managed to bring down a very dangerous man. And you also brought several people home that wouldn’t have been able to happen otherwise.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Kerry said.

      Jim parroted his partner's reply, but the Lieutenant took a slightly different approach.

      “And you be sure to tell the chief that we appreciate his words,” Mullocks said.

      Jim repressed a smile when the Captain’s cheeks flushed red. The man considered himself a very important figure, and the fact that he was simply acting as a messenger boy was driving him mad.

      “Lieutenant, I will leave you to discuss the rest of the matters with your team,” Captain Kierney said, and then he exited the office, slamming the door shut behind him.

      “What an ass,” Mullocks said.

      Both Jim and Kerry laughed, and for a moment, things were exactly as they had been before all of this, back when they were both officially on the force and partners. Jim still didn’t know if Kerry was coming back to the department, but the fact that she was here boded well for their reunion.

      “It could have gone worse,” Jim said.

      “Yeah, we should count ourselves lucky,” Kerry replied.

      The lieutenant nodded, but she didn’t dwell on the subject for very long. “Luck always runs out. I prefer to think of it as experience in action.” She smirked, but it disappeared quickly. “Regardless, what we need to focus on now is the way forward. That’s why I invited Kerry here today.”

      Jim realized that Kerry had probably made her decision about whether or not she was coming back to the job. He had wished they had spoken more about it, but deep down, Jim knew that this was her decision, and it would be best if he didn’t interfere.

      “Kerry, I know you told me you wanted to say a few things,” Mullocks said. “Go ahead.”

      Jim couldn’t keep the butterflies calm in his stomach. He was afraid that he was so wired that he might be visibly shaking, and it took every ounce of concentration he had not to dissolve into a fidgeting mess.

      “I know that me being away has caused some stress for the both of you,” Kerry said. “But I want you both to know just how much I appreciate all of the support you’ve given me. Whether it’s been through advice or just giving me space.”

      Jim broke out in a cold sweat, and he hoped Kerry couldn’t see it.

      “Jim,” Kerry said, looking directly at him now. “Being partnered with you over the past year has given me a new outlook on my career. Everything has changed for the better, and I know that’s because of the work we’ve done. We make a good team.”

      Jim nodded and cleared his throat before he spoke to make sure his voice didn’t crack. “Of course. It’s been an honor working with you.” Jim immediately regretted his choice of words, knowing that it sounded as if he believed their partnership was over. But to be fair, Kerry was talking in the past tense.

      “I have done a lot of soul searching,” Kerry said. “Trying to figure out, just not what kind of cop I wanted to be, but what kind of mother, and wife, and friend. I know my children see everything I do, and the last thing I want is to disappoint them and let them down. Everything I’ve ever done in my life has been for them.” She started squeezing her hands, and Jim knew she was nervous. “But the work I do here, with both of you… I love it.”

      Jim smiled. The Lieutenant did the same.

      “We make a difference,” Kerry said. “And I feel like I’ve been given a second chance to wear the badge again, and I want to take it. I want to come back.”

      Jim had never been an emotional person, but he nearly broke down and cried. Thankfully, the lieutenant spoke up before Jim embarrassed himself.

      “We’d love to have you back,” Mullocks said. “I’ll put in the paperwork. It’ll probably take a few days for it to process, but I suspect everything will be good to go by the end of the week.”

      Mullocks stood and walked over to Kerry, shaking her hand.

      “Thanks, Lieutenant,” Kerry said.

      Mullocks turned around, her back to Kerry, and winked at Jim before returning to her desk. “Now, I want you two out of here because you’ve already taken up most of my day. Dismissed.”

      Jim headed for the door and opened it for Kerry. Once they were out of the office and back into the hallway, they both headed for their desks. Neither of them had realized they had done it, it had simply been a force of habit, and then Kerry laughed as she sat down at her chair.

      “Can’t say I miss the chair,” Kerry said, and she bounced around uncomfortably in her seat.

      “I’m pretty sure one of the other detectives switched yours out when I wasn’t around,” Jim said.

      “Looks like I’ll have to hunt it down,” Kerry replied.

      A silence fell between them, only disrupted by the sounds of the office as they caught one another’s glares. It was Jim who spoke first, and his tone was surprisingly calm.

      “I know that you’re the senior in regards to overall time with the department,” Jim said. “But I’ve always felt that I’ve been the teacher in the professional side of our relationship. And while I’m glad I’ve helped you grow as a detective, I want you to know how much you’ve helped me grow as a person. Your friendship has changed my life. You’ve allowed me to see beyond just the job, and through those experiences, I know I’ve become a better cop and a better person. And for me, that is invaluable.”

      Kerry smiled, and then she wiped something at her eye. “I guess we’re good for one another.”

      “Yes,” Jim said. “And we’re good for the city. You were right to come back. There’s always work to be done, and you and I are the best at what we do. If we ever give up… the bad guys win.”

      “Well then,” Kerry said, rocking forward and resting her elbows on her desk. “We’ll never give up.”

      “No,” Jim said. “We won’t.”
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        As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

        I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

        Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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      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!
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