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      The small town of Deville, Washington holds a population of less than ten thousand people. In addition to its annual fall cider festival, it also boasts one of the lowest crime rates in the state. It’s an idyllic little town, where people escape the big city to enjoy nature. For Chase Grant, it was a fresh start, a new beginning. But when the family down the street disappears, Grant is forced to confront a past that he had thought he’d left behind.

      

      Download the Free Prequel- Click Here

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      It was the heavy pounding in her forehead that woke her up. The pain was dull at first and then sharpened as she regained consciousness. Blood from the wound on her head had crusted, leaving behind dried flecks of a deep crimson red on her forehead.

      Disoriented, Mocks blinked a few times, but the darkness never lifted. Panic took over, and when she found her arms and legs restrained at her wrists and ankles, her heart rate spiked higher.

      Tied down and blindfolded, Mocks squirmed in her chair and the baby kicked to match her anxiousness. Her shirt and pants were wet with sweat. And then, as the ringing in her ears faded, she realized she wasn’t alone.

      Chatter echoed around her, men speaking in a foreign language, followed by laughter, no doubt directed at her. From the different tones, Mocks counted at least five in the room.

      The accents were heavy, their origins most likely Eastern Europe or even Russia, which probably linked them to Joza. She remembered the pair of men that attacked her at home having the same accent.

      Door hinges groaned, and the playful chatter ended, replaced by the steady clack of heels against concrete. The steps grew louder, and they finally ended near Mocks. She waited for someone to speak, but as the silence lingered, she chose to make the first move.

      “My name is Susan Mullocks.” Her voice cracked, her mouth dry. She swallowed, trying to wet her tongue with spit but struggling to produce any. “I’m a lieutenant with the Seattle Police Department.” She paused, waiting for some type of reaction, but received nothing. “If you’re associates of Anton Joza, then—”

      “Of course they’re associates of Anton Joza.” The voice preceded more slow, methodical steps that circled Mocks. “You were helping the FBI and the US Marshals in their investigation of Joza. Any reasonable law enforcement officer would be able to deduce who abducted them, but do you know why?”

      The steps ended behind Mocks. She turned her head to the left, her hands and feet beginning to throb and swell from the tight cords of rope that kept her restrained.

      “Nothing?” The voice sounded surprised. “No theories into why we would take a Seattle Police Department lieutenant instead of someone closer to the case?”

      “If I wanted to play games, I would have signed up for Bingo night,” Mocks answered. “So why don’t you just fucking tell me.”

      Hands groped the back of her head, and then a quick tug removed the blindfold, replacing darkness with blinding light.

      Mocks shut her eyes, the brightness as painful as the rope around her wrists and ankles. Slowly, she opened her eyelids, allowing slivers of light to greet her sensitive eyes, and her vision adjusted.

      She examined the room, finding it bare save for her, the chair, the thugs, and the halogen lights in the ceiling. But as she looked in the corner of the ceiling, she noticed a small black device. It was a video recorder, rigged into the wall.

      Mocks counted seven men. Each of them was dressed in tactical gear and armed with assault rifles. The thick black eyebrows, large noses, and muscled bodies matched their Eastern European accents.

      Footsteps started again, and Mocks watched a man dressed in a suit and tie appear from behind her, and who stopped right in front of her.

      “Hello, Lieutenant.”

      He smiled, but the friendly gesture was forced and unwelcoming. He was a short man, plain looking save for a pair of bright-green eyes and pointed ears. His face was familiar, but her pregnancy brain struggled to connect the dots. And then it finally hit her. “Nathan Links.”

      Links spread his arms wide. “My reputation precedes me.” He smoothed out the front of his suit and then examined Mocks in the chair. “I think we’re beyond the need for restraints.” He snapped his fingers, and one of the armed men brandished a knife and set her free.

      The ropes dropped to the floor and Mocks groaned in relief, rubbing the tender flesh of her wrists. She wiggled her toes and fingers, letting the blood circulate, and then protectively guarded her unborn child.

      Links maintained the forced smile then leaned forward, arching his eyebrows. “I read a lot about you.” He reached for her long-sleeved shirt and rolled it up toward her elbow, exposing the scars from the needles used during her years of addiction. He poked the old scabs, and Mocks knocked away his hand. He laughed and crossed his arms. “Defiant. It fits your profile.”

      “If you think I know something about Joza’s investigation—”

      “Oh, no, that’s not why you’re here.” Links examined a cuticle and then dug beneath his fingernail with another. “You’re my get-out-of-jail-free card.” He flicked out a piece of dirt.

      Mocks shifted in her seat and scanned the room. She didn’t think she could have been passed out for more than a few hours, which meant the authorities were aware of her abduction. All she needed to do was buy herself time.

      “You think holding me for ransom will help get you out of whatever jam you put yourself in?” Mocks raised her eyebrows. “I don’t think you realize the shit you’ve waded into. You have every law enforcement department and intelligence agency across the country looking for you.” She laughed. “You’re going to need more than me to bargain with the authorities.”

      “You’re absolutely right, Lieutenant.” Links hunched over, placing his hands on his thighs, and then inched close enough for Mocks to smell the stink of his cologne as his lips grazed her ear. “That’s why Chase Grant is going to help me.”

      Mocks shivered, leaning away from Links’s hot breath, which tickled her skin.

      Links stepped back. “Your old partner has made my life extremely difficult. All of my planning, all of my sacrifices, ruined by the sake of one man’s need for redemption. Do you have any idea what I was trying to do? I could have helped millions.”

      “You were only helping yourself,” Mocks said, grimacing.

      “To help everyone in this country.” Links barked. He paced back and forth in front of her as he ranted. “People have no idea what it takes for them to be safe and healthy, to have the luxuries this nation is afforded. Every day is a fight to stay on top, and the cost of power is paid in blood.” He pointed at Mocks and then lowered his finger to her stomach. “Every action I took was for the betterment of this country’s future. For our children’s future.”

      “Well,” Mocks said, “on behalf of mothers everywhere”—she leaned forward—“fuck you.”

      Links scoffed. “You’re all the same. You think you’re above the slime that runs beneath your feet.” He took three quick steps forward and snatched her arm, exposing the crook of her elbow again where the needle marks resided. “But you’re not. You can look down on me, you can try to judge me from your ivory tower, but everything you stand on was built on shifting sand, and without men like me in this world, the very fabric of society would collapse.”

      Mocks reclaimed her arm then tugged her sleeve back down to her wrist, unable to hide the shame that blushed on her cheeks.

      “But I’ve had a sudden change of heart,” Links said, walking away from Mocks and toward one of the guards, where he removed one of the sidearms from the thug’s belt. He spun around, holding the pistol lazily in his right hand. “I don’t have anything to lose now.” He laughed, heels clacking in rhythm with his cackling. “You and your old partner made sure of that. So why not see what the world looks like when I stop trying to hold it together.” He stopped less than an arm’s length from Mocks and placed the end of the pistol’s barrel against her stomach. “Let’s see how many people die.”

      Mocks trembled, her eyes trained on the trigger where Links placed his finger. A few ounces of pressure were all that separated the life and death of her unborn child. “Please.” She shut her eyelids, which triggered tears to fall. “Don’t.”

      Links applied pressure, the barrel digging into her stomach, her baby kicking wildly due to the intrusion. “Got a lively one in there, don’t you?” He regarded Mocks’s belly with a casual indifference. “Do you know the suicide rates for mothers who lose their children?”

      Mocks shook her head, her fingernails clawing into the thin cloth of the maternity band of her pants.

      “The chances of a mother’s early death after the loss of a child rise by one hundred and thirty-three percent. But that study was only done on parents with children already born.” Links pressed the pistol harder into her stomach. “Shall I conduct some more research?”

      Mocks shook her head. “No.”

      Time slowed, but Links eventually removed the gun from her stomach, and Mocks exhaled relief.

      “No sense in wasting the ace up my sleeve now.” Links handed the weapon back to the thug near the door. “I just hope your old partner is as good as he thinks he is.”

      Links disappeared, taking his cronies with him, and the door slammed shut.

      Mocks rubbed her stomach, eyes on the door, trying to soothe the still-squirming child in her womb. “For your sake, Links, you better hope you’re wrong.” Because god help whoever got in Grant’s way now.
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      The federal workers inside the marshals’ building had broken out into a frenzy. The number of bodies inside had doubled, shrinking the already limited space, and turned normal workplace chatter into a deafening roar. Everyone was on high alert, but the revelation that the former director of the FBI was in bed with one of the world’s most powerful gangsters tended to stir up trouble.

      Grant passed through the halls, bumping against the shoulders of agents in a hurry to deliver news, analyze data, or join a meeting. The commotion made it nearly impossible to think.

      Deville had plenty of quiet places for Grant to think. Hell, the whole damn town was quiet. And standing here in the middle of chaos, he desperately needed some quiet.

      “Grant?” Sam appeared through the thick horde of bodies and approached hesitantly. “I’m heading to the meeting with Multz and Hickem. They’re going to be on a conference call with the head of the Senate Intelligence Committee. Multz wants you to join.”

      Grant heard the question but simply stared at her. He noticed the white bandage reaching up and out of her shirt. The doctors had wrapped her bruised ribs less than an hour ago, and she was already back to work.

      At his silence, Sam inched closer. “We’re going to find her.” She grabbed his arm, offering a reassuring squeeze.

      “She would have been on maternity leave in three days,” Grant said. “And now she’s gone.” Grant removed his arm from Sam’s grip and continued his trek down the hallway.

      “Talking to him isn’t going to help,” Sam said.

      “It’ll help me.” Grant passed three more agents in the hall and then turned the corner, leaving Sam behind. He kept a brisk pace, fists clenched at his sides and his heart hammering in his chest.

      Sam called after him, but he didn’t hear what she said, because it didn’t matter what she tried to tell him. He needed to speak to Rick, and he needed to do it now.

      There was no hesitation in Grant’s steps, even though he understood the consequences of his approaching encounter. The sheer hell and anger he willingly walked toward was undeniable.

      A marshal stood outside room nine. He wore a Kevlar vest and had an M-16 strapped to his shoulder. The dew from the academy was still fresh on his cheeks. He regarded Grant with a curious eye, and when Grant reached for the door handle, he found it locked.

      “Off limits, sir.” The words left the marshal’s mouth with a hint of warning.

      “You know who I am?” Grant asked.

      The marshal nodded.

      “And you know who is inside this room?”

      Again, the marshal nodded.

      “Then open the door, son.”

      The marshal paused, staring at Grant, then looked down both ways of the hall. He stepped back and slid his key card through the magnetic strip. Grant reached for the handle, and with the door cracked open, he stopped himself, turning toward the marshal. “No matter what you hear inside, you don’t open this door. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Grant pushed the door inward, stepped inside, and quickly shut the door behind him. Rick sat in a chair with his hands over his face. Three seconds passed before Rick looked up—the calm before the shit storm that was about to erupt.

      Rick and Grant locked eyes. The air was sucked from the room, and Grant’s blood went cold.

      The legs of the steel chair scraped against the tile as Rick stood, pushing the chair backward. Rick balled his hands into fists so tight that his arms shook. His eyes were red, remnants of his grief, but now there was only rage.

      Neither man spoke, but Grant understood the price of his admission into this room. Pain was inevitable. But it was a pain that Grant had become intimate with. It was a pain that he understood.

      As quick as a snakebite, Rick charged Grant, slamming him up against the door with his hands around Grant’s neck, choking off his air supply.

      “This is your fault!” Saliva streamed through Rick’s bared teeth, and his cheeks reddened. “She never should have helped you. Never! Because you’re just a sad sack of shit who gets everyone that cares about him killed.” He removed one of his hands and punched Grant’s stomach then flung him into the adjacent wall, only to ram him again, this time leading with his shoulder, and then heaved Grant over his head.

      “Gaaah!” Rick spun from the wall, Grant’s head nearly scraping the ceiling, and then body-slammed Grant onto the steel table.

      A hot flash of pain spread from the center of Grant’s chest, and as he gasped for breath his spin began to ache, but it was short lived as Rick continued his attack.

      Rick punched Grant’s ribs, and Grant rolled off the table, barely able to get his feet under him after he landed on the carpet.

      Rick stepped around the table, fists still clenched, panting heavily. He pointed to Grant. “You’ve killed her!” He lunged again, his fist connecting with Grant’s chin so hard that Grant was knocked to the floor.

      The floor became unlevel as Grant lay on his side, blinking to try to rid himself of the black spots in his vision and the hot sting on his chin.

      Rick stomped over, towering over Grant, and raised his fists high, bringing them down quickly in a hail of fury. “You fucking piece of shit!” Every punch was thrown harder, wilder, the unfiltered rage of a husband and father on the precipice of a loss greater than anything imaginable, beating the one person that understood that kind of pain.

      But Grant never fought back, never even raised his fists. He just lay there and took it, knowing that every ounce of pain he experienced paled in comparison to what Rick felt.

      After a few minutes, the punches grew lighter, and Rick stumbled backward, heaving his chest up and down, gasping for breath. Spit rolled down the corner of his mouth, and his knees buckled and hit the floor.

      A symphony of pain stretched from Grant’s head all the way down to his toes, though the majority of the concert was conducted in his ribs, which were at the very least bruised, if not one or two broken.

      Grant slowly lifted his head, pushing himself from the fetal position on the floor, and sat upright. “I’m sorry, Rick.” An unexpected lump formed in Grant’s throat, and his eyes moistened. “I’m so sorry.”

      Rick looked Grant in the eye then stood, still trying to regain control of his breathing. “I don’t care.” He turned away and stepped into the far corner of the room.

      Grant’s knees wobbled as he stood, but he couldn’t straighten out his back without a sharp pain hunching him forward again. He limped a few steps toward the table and then used it for support. “I’ll find her, Rick. I will bring her back, alive, no matter what the cost. I promise.”

      Rick remained in the corner for a moment longer, and when he finally turned, he wiped away the fresh tears, his eyes bloodshot and glassy. His hair was a mess, his shirt was crumpled and dirty, and he had dark spots under his eyes. Six years ago, it would have been as if Grant were looking in a mirror after hearing the news about his own pregnant wife.

      “If you don’t bring her back,” Rick said, his voice trembling from the adrenaline of either fear or anger. He stepped within inches of Grant’s face. “I swear on Mocks’s life and the life of my unborn child that I will kill you.”

      “I know.” Grant sidestepped him and walked out the door, heading toward the meeting with Hickem, Multz, and Sam. But he knew that he’d never give Rick the chance to kill him. Because if he couldn’t bring Mocks back alive, he didn’t plan on surviving the return trip.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sam stood outside Multz’s office. The door was open, with Hickem and Multz waiting for her inside. She looked left and right, searching the hallway for Grant, hoping he’d show.

      It had taken every ounce of control not to follow Grant or stop him. But she knew it wasn’t her place.

      “Cohen,” Multz said, yelling from his desk. “We’re burning daylight.”

      Sam lingered a second longer and then retreated into Multz’s office and closed the door behind her. She sat next to Hickem, who tapped his foot impatiently.

      “Don’t take it too personally, Marshal,” Hickem said, typing on his phone. “Once Grant gets something in his mind, he never lets it go.” He finally looked up from his screen. “He’ll see it through till the end.”

      “He’s committed,” Sam retorted. “Most consider that a noble attribute.”

      “Yeah, well, those people usually don’t live in the real world.” Hickem pocketed his phone and undid the button on his jacket. “Not everyone gets to run off to some small town after they’ve made a mistake to hide out for the rest of their—”

      The door swung inward, and Grant stepped inside and closed it before Hickem could even turn around. He remained off to the side, arms crossed, and silent.

      “Nice of you to join us,” Multz said.

      “I was just singing your praises,” Hickem said.

      Multz’s desk phone rang, and he hit the speaker phone. “Senator Thorn, thank you for your time.”

      “What in the Sam Hill is going on out there?” Thorn’s southern accent was accentuated by his angry tone. “I’m getting calls from people who never call me, and I’ve got constituents worried sick that we’re selling national secrets!”

      “Sir, Director Hickem here. I just want to say—”

      “Already giving yourself a promotion, eh?” Thorn asked. “You’re acting director, Hickem. The title isn’t permanent. In fact, I’ve got half a mind to feed you to the reporters hounding my office!”

      Hickem cleared his throat, thrown by the accusation, fidgeting and uncomfortable. “Sir, I can assure you that I have been nothing but—”

      “Can it, Hickem,” Thorn said. “Now, where in the hell are we with finding Links?”

      “We don’t have many leads on that, Senator,” Multz answered. “But we believe he is still stateside, and his name just moved into the number-one spot on the most wanted list.”

      “No shit.” Thorn scoffed. “Does he have the money?”

      “He has the access codes to the accounts, but as of right now he hasn’t moved it. He knows we’re watching, so we think he’s looking for a way to move it without it being traced.” Multz drummed his fingers and then nodded to Sam.

      “Senator, Marshal Cohen here. We think that Links might use the money now as a bartering chip for Joza to keep him safe, but we’re unsure of where he might be smuggled out of the country.”

      “Well, get sure,” Thorn said. “I want this bastard on a plate to hand to the American people for dinner tonight! So I want to make this abundantly clear that this is your one and only priority.”

      “We understand, sir,” Multz said.

      “I don’t think you do,” Thorn replied. “Because right now the head of one of our country’s most powerful intelligence institutions is currently the most wanted person on the list of the very agency that he had been selected to run!” A heavy pound thudded through the speaker. “I want updates every twenty minutes!”

      Thorn hung up before anyone could respond, and the moment the call ended, Hickem raised his middle finger. “Prick.”

      “Where are we at with video footage tracking Links’s movement?” Multz asked.

      “We’ve got the CIA sifting through every camera from New York to Seattle, but it’s like searching for a needle in a haystack,” Hickem answered. “Links knows the tricks to find him, so he’ll stay off the grid. And if he’s still getting financed by Joza, he’ll have plenty of resources at his disposal.”

      “Let’s start hunting down known Joza associates stateside,” Multz answered. “Sam, you and Grant start at the top of the list and work your way down.”

      “Got it.” Sam looked at Grant out of the corner of her eye and still found him with his head down and arms crossed. Disengaged.

      “Clock’s ticking,” Multz said. “Let’s get to it.”

      Grant was out of the office first, and Sam jogged to catch up, weaving through the busy hall. “Grant, wait!” He didn’t stop till she grabbed his shoulder, spinning him around. “What happened with Rick?”

      “We both want the same thing,” Grant answered.

      Sam waited for more, but he wouldn’t budge. “And that’s it?”

      “That’s it,” Grant answered.

      Sam nodded. “Okay then.” She bit the inside of her cheek and chewed it nervously. She’d been thinking about the conversation she had with Mocks, about telling the people you cared about what they meant to you. And while she wanted to tell Grant those words now, it somehow felt wrong. “Listen, I’m sorry—”

      “We should get to work.”

      Grant walked away, leaving Sam alone in the hallway. She knew he was hurting, and she knew there was only one way to make all of this right. They needed to find Mocks. And they needed to find her alive.
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      Every finger wore a ring. Gold bands crusted with diamonds, rubies, and emeralds were wrapped around thick fingers that held a Regius special-edition Double Corona cigar. At over one hundred grand per box, they were one of the most expensive cigars in the world, and like the rings, Anton Joza flaunted them as a peacock flocked its feathers.

      The butler stepped into the room with two crystal glasses on a silver platter with a brown liquor that Joza had imported from France. He set one crystal glass down at Joza’s desk and then handed the second to the guest, who accepted it graciously.

      Anton, his weathered face clean shaven, though scarred from his early years on the street, raised his glass, his blue eyes reflecting the flames in the fireplace as he smiled. “To our mutual partnership.”

      “Salud.”

      Both men drank, and Joza groaned in ecstasy as he set his glass down and leaned back in his plush leather seat. “Ten thousand dollars an ounce.” He reached for the cigar smoldering on the ashtray and pinched it between his teeth. “Worth every penny.”

      The associate smiled, nodding vigorously in agreement. The man was middle aged, German, and looking for financing for a political campaign in his region. Joza had financed several local political officials across Europe. It helped keep his ear to the ground and discover lucrative information before it hit the wires.

      “I can’t thank you enough, Anton,” the German said. “I can promise you that I will put your money to great work.”

      Joza puffed the cigar, regarding the young German with his blue eyes as cold as ice. He exhaled, the grey cloud of smoke blurring the smile stretched across his face. His teeth were an unnatural white against his tanned skin. He pointed at the German. “You want power. I can smell it like the shit you left in my bathroom.” He laughed, slapping his palm on the desk, his rings hitting the wood with a harsh crack as the German nervously laughed along.

      “I think I can do my country some real good—”

      “Cut the bullshit.” Joza snuffed out the cigar in the crystal glass, the playful nature gone. “I’m not one of the simpletons who wants to hear your campaign speech, so don’t try and speak to me like one. Understand?”

      The German nodded. “Of course.”

      “You win, and the only people that you’re helping are me and you.” Joza flicked off a piece of ash that had landed on his black dress pants. “And if you don’t win”—he lifted his gaze to the German, whose complexion had turned as white as porcelain—“well, I’d hate to spoil the evening we’ve had.” He snapped his fingers, and the butler returned. “Domingo will show you out.”

      The German stood quickly, bowing as he left. “Thank you, Mr. Joza.”

      “Your thanks mean as much to me as your shit.” Joza reached for a fresh cigar out of the velvet-lined oak box on his desk. “I need you to win the election, so give me that instead.”

      The door shut, leaving Joza alone in his office. He lit the cigar, savoring the slow burn of the tobacco as he inhaled. He rested his head back and relaxed, closing his eyes. He rubbed his forehead, trying to rid himself of the headache that had been plaguing him all morning.

      It was rare he went a day without some sort of physical ailment. His doctor had told him that it was a product of advanced age and the life he’d chosen. But he had no regrets.

      Joza swiveled in his chair, admiring the masterful works of art that adorned his walls. Some were bought, others were given as gifts, but every single one of them represented more than just the portrait inside the frame. They represented his status.

      He had grown up on the streets of Prague, knowing only fear and violence. He had seven siblings, and only he and his younger brother survived to adulthood. The rest were claimed by hunger, sickness, or a knife to the throat.

      Nightmares from those early days on the street still plagued his sleep on restless nights. But whenever he awoke in that cold sweat in his silk sheets, he would simply take a stroll through his mansion and admire the castle that served as the epicenter of his empire.

      And like all empires throughout history that had staved off defeat and conquered the known world, his was threatening to crumble. The money that was embezzled by the Americans earlier in the year had cut his wealth by more than half.

      Joza gnawed on the cigar at the thought. Half. He stood and gravitated toward the fireplace, where he leaned against the mantel, the end of the cigar glowing with the same amber flames as the logs below. He built his fortune with his own two hands. No help. No handouts. Just sheer fucking will.

      “Mr. Joza?” Domingo stepped inside, his practiced docility on full display as he kept his head bowed. “You have a call, sir.”

      Joza tossed the fresh cigar into the flames and reached for the cell phone presented to him on another silver platter. It was different from the one used to present the drinks. A platter was never used twice on the same day.

      “What?”

      “I hope the weather in Russia isn’t too cold?” Links asked.

      “It’s always cold in Russia, you twat.” Joza snarled, pacing around the office like a tiger on the prowl. “Where is my money?”

      “I have gained the access codes as we discussed,” Links answered.

      Joza arched an eyebrow, the weathered skin on his forehead crinkling into a dozen folds. “So why the hell don’t I have it?”

      Links cleared his throat. “There were complications.”

      Joza grabbed the remote off his desk and then turned on his television. A news broadcast had his name and picture on the ticker at the bottom of the screen. “I’ve been watching your complications all morning on the news. You’ve been the top story on every network from Moscow to Washington!” Joza threw the remote at the television, shattering the crystals in the screen. “You were only good to me as the director of the FBI! Not a fugitive on their most wanted list.” The anger rising in his chest triggered a pinching feeling in his left shoulder. He closed his eyes, trying to calm himself. “Give me a good reason to not have my men kill you right now.”

      “Because only I can access the money.” Links maintained that even-keeled and arrogant American tone that Joza hated. Americans could always bullshit better than anyone. They wore it like a badge of honor.

      “I wanted the money, but I needed your influence.” Joza ran his hand over his bald head, the metal of his rings scratching red marks along his scalp. “You no longer have that influence, so you are no longer useful to me.”

      “I have another proposition.”

      Joza paused, noting that familiar tone of desperation. People were always begging him for help, for mercy, for money, all of it slipping off him like water on the skin of a seal. It didn’t matter the request or the person, Joza only sought to help those that could benefit him. And with Links at the breaking point, he still might be of use.

      “I can still trade you information in exchange for safe passage out of the United States,” Links said.

      “What information?” Joza asked.

      “I know the facility where they’re keeping your son.”

      Had the pair been speaking face-to-face, Links would have seen the quick flash of eagerness that Joza quickly hid.

      “It will take more resources to get him out now, but once you have the money, you’ll have plenty of spare change lying around,” Links said. “Keeping me alive is in your son’s best interest as much as it is yours.”

      Joza tightened his grip on the phone, that rage boiling again. “You dare threaten me? You dare to use my own son as blackmail!”

      “Of course not,” Links answered, his tone cool and calm. “I’m simply explaining the details of my plan.”

      Joza paced the room, knowing it was a deal he had to take, and knowing that if the little American prick was lying, he’d be dead before the week’s end. “You call me back when you have the money. Then we’ll talk.”

      “I need you to come stateside,” Links said. “As a gesture of good faith.”

      “When you have the money.” Joza growled and then hung up, tossing the phone across the room, where it nearly landed in the fire. He walked toward it, the flames beckoning him closer, as they did on those cold nights in the streets when he was a child in search of warmth. Fire was life in those days, and without it, you would freeze or starve to death.

      There was a reason it was called the dead of winter, and Joza had seen people collapse on their feet in search of shelter to weather the cold. After a childhood of so much death, it was hard for him to imagine a life of doing anything else. But one thing was certain, and that was that Anton Joza was never going to be left out in the cold again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Grant had stepped outside after the meeting with Multz, Hickem, and Sam. He knew that there were hundreds of eyes scanning computer screens as analysts searched for any video or digital footprint that Links might have left behind, but as Hickem said, the bastard knew every trick in the book, and it wasn’t as though the man didn’t know how to sneak around.

      If Grant wanted to get Mocks out alive, he’d have to get leverage on Links. He had an idea of what to do, but he hadn’t yet determined how to do it.

      So until Links contacted him, there was little Grant could do save for kick rocks in the parking lot, which had grown more crowded with reporters. Every channel on television was talking about Links’s treason.

      Grant wasn’t sure how the story was able to get out so quickly. A part of him believed it was the Senate Intelligence Committee themselves, thinking they could jump ahead of the problem by controlling the narrative.

      Grant turned the front corner of the building and retreated toward a small concrete path that was lined with cigarette butts and discarded, broken Styrofoam cups. But among the litter in the grass, an odd shade of green caught Grant’s eye.

      He bent down and pulled out a BIC lighter from the long blades of grass. The plastic had a hole in it, draining it of lighter fluid and leaving it useless.

      Mocks had one like it when they were partners, and he couldn’t count the number of times she flicked that damn thing in meetings, in the car, or at their desks. It had been a nervous tic she’d developed from her days as an addict. She told him that it helped keep her focused during a case. Grant never objected. Every detective had their own superstitions about how to work a case—flicking a lighter was probably one of the healthier ones he’d seen.

      But she had weaned herself off the habit since discovering she was pregnant. He thought it was something she felt she had to do in order to prepare herself to become a mother. Or maybe she lost interest. Maybe—

      Grant’s phone buzzed, and he quickly reached into his pocket, answering without even looking at the number on the screen. “About time.”

      “Someone’s antsy,” Links answered.

      Grant retreated further toward the back of the marshal building and away from the loud chatter of the crowd out front. “Just tell me what you want.”

      “Ah, so you’ve already guessed my little game,” Links said. “Well, then, I suppose I’ll cut right to the chase. Are you still at the marshal building?”

      “Yes,” Grant answered.

      “Good. I need you to use a computer that’s connected to the federal network. I’ll provide you a username and password to grant you access. I need you to download a file and then deliver it to 54 Conway Street.”

      Grant retrieved the notebook from his pocket and flipped to an empty page, quickly scribbling the address down.

      “Once I have confirmation that the package has been delivered, then I’ll tell you where you can retrieve your partner.”

      “I need assurances,” Grant said. “I need to know that she’s still alive. That the baby is still alive.”

      “Fine,” Links said, and then after a few moments of scuffling, there was heavy breathing on the other end of the phone.

      “Mocks?” Grant asked.

      “Grant! Whatever he’s telling you, don’t—” Mocks screamed, and her voice faded as it sounded as if she was being dragged away.

      “Mocks? Mocks!” Grant struggled to keep his voice down and then turned around to make sure that he was still alone.

      “Happy?” Links asked. “Your compliance is integral to the health of that young mother. I’d hate her husband to go through what you did, Grant. But at least you’d be able to help console him—that is, if he doesn’t kill you first.”

      Grant tightened his fist around the lighter until the plastic cracked. “You know that I won’t let this go. You can run and hide, but I will find you, and one way or another I will kill you.”

      Links was quiet for a long time, the silence lingering to the point that Grant thought he might have hung up, but he finally spoke. “I read all about you, Mr. Grant. I know your strengths, and I know your weaknesses, which is why you’re in the position that you find yourself now. That rage burning in your belly will be used to my advantage, because while I know you’re thinking you can gain some type of leverage on me, but it won’t matter because I have something of yours that I do not possess, something I’ve rid myself of long ago.” He paused, and lowered his voice. “I have something you love.”

      The call ended, and Grant had to fight the urge to throw the phone on the ground and smash it to bits. But instead he pocketed the device and made it three steps toward the front of the building before he stopped, realizing that he still had the lighter in his palm.

      He stared at the fresh cracks that lined the side, the plastic brittle from its time under the sun. He was about to toss it back in the grass, but instead he pocketed it and then headed toward the marshals’ building’s front doors.
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      The moment Grant stepped back into the marshals’ building, an invisible target appeared on his back. He knew that no one really understood his motives, but that didn’t stop his imagination from running wild with every pair of lingering eyes that watched him quickly weave through the lobby, and then toward the bull pen on the first floor.

      Dozens of makeshift desks had been crammed into the open space, cables and wires running all across the floor, and Grant took care not to trip on any of them as he searched for an open station.

      The computers were set up so anyone that needed a desk could have one. It was a quick place to run reports, search data inquiries, or check emails.

      Grant found a spot near the back corner of the room. When he sat down, he did a quick scan of the ceiling, trying to see what security cameras were watching him, but then gave up. Whatever file he was about to access would be flagged the moment he entered Links’s information.

      Grant opened the program files, searching for the database that Links had told him about, but it didn’t appear. He retyped it again, just to double-check his spelling, but still found nothing.

      Grant opened a browser and typed the database in the search field, but it provided no successful search inquiries.

      Grant leaned back in the chair, unsure of how he was supposed to access the files. Since anyone could walk in and plug into them, the stations might have been given limited access to the FBI’s network. If that was the case, then he’d need to access the information via a permanent desk.

      Keeping his head down, Grant ascended to the second floor. He turned left down the hall and paused at the corner, craning his head around the side to see if Sam was at her desk.

      Once he found it clear, Grant moved toward it quickly and prayed that her screen wasn’t locked. He tapped the space bar and sighed with relief when the desktop background appeared.

      With the username and password, Grant searched for the program via the FBI’s network, locating it quickly.

      Grant drilled down into the folders, scanning the files one by one in search of the program, and found it buried beneath a stack of digital decoys. He opened Sam’s drawers, searching for a USB drive, and found one in the bottom drawer. He plugged it in, dragged the file onto the drive, and waited for it to download.

      He glanced left and right, checking behind him as well, but everyone was too preoccupied with their own work to even notice his presence.

      The progress bar increased slowly. Whatever Links had him downloading, it was a large file.

      “Grant?”

      Heart dropping into his stomach, Grant spun around, hoping that Sam didn’t notice the lack of color in his face or the sweat starting to bead on his forehead, all the while trying to anticipate an answer for the obvious question that was about to be hurled at him.

      “What are you doing?” Sam asked, dropping a folder onto the desk and examining the screen.

      “Hickem wanted me to take a look at some stats in regard to the probability of where Links might end up.” He struggled to keep the urgency out of his tone but didn’t think he was doing a very good job.

      “I just saw him. He said he was looking for you,” Sam said, sitting on the desk, her back toward the monitor. “Listen, I just want you to know that I’m in this all the way with you. All right? No matter what.”

      Grant kept an eye on the progress bar in his peripheral vision. “I appreciate that.”

      Sam nodded. “Yeah, well, I just wanted to make sure you understood where my head was at.” She stood up from the desk. “I’m on my way to meet with Hickem now. I’ll let him know you’re finishing up.”

      “Thanks.” Grant watched her leave, wanting to tell her more, upset over how indifferently he had treated her, but the less she knew about what he was about to do, the better off she would be in regard to her plausible deniability. Still, he couldn’t help himself. “Hey, Sam.”

      Grant jumped from the chair, taking four big steps to catch up with her, as she turned around. “What I said before. I shouldn’t have—”

      “I know how much she means to you.” The corner of Sam’s mouth twitched upward in preparation for a smile, but she quickly wiped it away and gestured down the hall. “I’ll see you downstairs.”

      Grant lingered in the hall even after she’d turned the corner and disappeared. He wondered what she would think when she found out what he did. He wondered if she would understand or if it wouldn’t even matter at all.

      Sam was good at her job, and she loved her work. And once Grant walked out of this building with that thumb drive in his pocket, it’d be her job to find him and stop him.

      When the progress bar finally reached one hundred percent, Grant removed the thumb drive and hurried toward the building’s nearest exit on the first floor.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The talk with Grant helped Sam refocus, and the walk back to Multz’s office was easier than the walk out of it. It had been a long time since she held onto someone’s opinion of her as she did with Grant. Undecided if that was good or bad, she accepted the smile spreading across her face as a good sign.

      Both Hickem and Multz were on the phone when she entered. Hickem kept his mobile glued to his ear since his latest promotion, and judging from the strained tone in his voice, she was betting the old deputy director had grossly underestimated the shoe size of his new role.

      “Yes, sir. Yes, sir. I understand, sir.” Hickem sat in a chair on the opposite side of Multz’s desk, face buried in his palm, and an elbow planted on the desk. “Absolutely, sir. We’ve already got a few leads.” He removed his hand from his face and looked around the room. When he spotted Sam, he snapped his fingers for the folder in her hands, but she hesitated. It was fun watching him sweat.

      With Hickem looking as if he were about to have an embolism, she finally handed over the papers, which he snatched angrily from her hands then quickly flipped through the pages. “Yes, we’ve already run through a quarter of the footage, so we’re making excellent time. Yes, sir, and I just got off with digital forensics, and they’ll keep me updated on any fingerprints that Links leaves behind.” He dropped the folder and returned his forehead to his palm. “Yes, sir.”

      Sam snaked over to Multz when he was off the phone, and she gestured to Hickem. “Has it been twenty minutes already?”

      “Afraid so,” Multz answered, doing his best to keep his voice down. “Thorn has himself buried in Hickem’s skin like a tick.”

      “Senators do have a tendency to suck people dry,” Sam said. “Hey, listen, I didn’t get a chance to thank you.”

      “For what?” Multz kept his attention on his computer screen, squinting at the small print.

      “For keeping me,” Sam answered. “After what’s happened, you had more than enough reason to boot me off the case.”

      “You’re a good marshal, Sam.” Multz scrolled down and made the font larger. “You don’t put your top player on the sideline in the most important game of the season after a few bad plays. You let them find their rhythm.” He turned to look at her. “But I wouldn’t mind if you found it sooner rather than later.”

      Sam repressed her smile. “Yes, sir.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Hickem hung up the phone and let it thump onto Multz’s desk then leaned back in his chair, exhausted. “If we’re still trying to figure out motivation for why Links did this, I think it’s safe to say that he was driven mad by politics.”

      “It gets easier,” Multz said.

      “Yeah, well, how long will that take?” Hickem straightened in his chair and then reached for his phone, keeping it in his palm. He looked at Sam. “Where’s Grant?”

      “He’s finishing up that data query you requested,” Sam answered.

      Hickem frowned. “I didn’t ask him for a query. What the hell is he trying to jerk me around for?” His phone rang, and he answered, irritated.

      Sam’s stomach soured, and suddenly blinded with tunnel vision, she stumbled toward the door, but she stopped when she heard Hickem’s voice.

      “When did the access happen?” Hickem grew more excited. “Where?”

      Sam turned to find the big man already on his feet, with Multz intrigued enough to peel his eyes away from his monitor.

      Hickem hung up, whirling toward Multz. “Someone accessed an FBI network drive using Links’s information, here, in this building. We need to lock this facility down, now!” Hickem barked the order and rushed past Sam and into the hallway, his footsteps thundering.

      Multz reached for his phone. “This is Multz. Lock down the building. No one in or out. No, this is not a drill.”

      It was the alarm and the flash of lights that finally triggered Sam out of her stupor, and it catapulted her toward the front lobby. She had to get out before the doors were locked. She had to find Grant to—

      The thought battled in her consciousness, and Sam slowed. What would she do? Stop him? Help him? If Grant really was the person responsible for the access breach, then he had thrust himself into the number-two slot on the FBI’s most wanted list.

      Commotion filled the lobby, FBI agents and marshals struggling to either enter or exit, but the building’s security had already locked the doors. They corralled the feisty officers into a line, none of whom enjoyed being on the other side of locked up.

      Sam shoved her way through the crowd toward to the glass doors and got close enough to peer into the parking lot. It was just as mad a scene outside, but Sam squinted, searching for a tall man with dark black hair peppered with bits of grey.

      Hundreds of people lined the parking lot, but she saw a head of black hair turn back toward the door just outside of the security check point. It caught her eye because it was the only motionless head she’d seen, and when her eyes settled, she knew the man’s face. It was Grant.

      “Cohen!” Hickem barked, storming into the lobby and ending the petulant squabbling about the lockdown.

      Sam peeled her face away from the window and spotted Hickem, who was flanked by four of his cronies, and when she returned to the window, Grant was gone. She was yanked from the entrance and pinned up against the wall, surrounded by Hickem and his men.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Hickem asked.

      “What do you—”

      “The station where Links’s account was accessed was your desk,” Hickem said. “You have ten seconds to tell me what the hell you did and why the hell you did it.”

      The words came out without hesitation. “It was Grant. He was downloading something off the computer, said it was for you. I didn’t see what it was.” She swallowed. “I didn’t realize what he was doing.”

      Hickem ground his teeth, and his jaw jutted forward. He raised a finger as if he were scolding a child but then lowered it, though he was still frustrated. “Why?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Sam answered.

      “Try me.”

      The lobby had remained silent, and every head was turned toward Sam, everyone watching, wondering what was going on, wondering what had happened, wondering what she would say. “Links has one of the most important people that Grant cares about. You think he took her by mistake? He’s using Mocks to blackmail Grant.”

      Hickem squared his hips with her and then spun around to address his men. “I want to know what was downloaded, and I want to know if he’s still in the building. Now!”

      The men scattered at Hickem’s booming voice, and once they were gone, the lobby returned to its normal chatter as Hickem turned to face Sam again.

      “This doesn’t look good for you right now, Cohen.” Anger simmered on his tongue, but the bite had disappeared from his voice. “It’ll be Multz’s call to keep you on after this, but my personal vote? Kick you out now.”

      “I just told you what I knew,” she replied. “You think I’m lying?”

      “I think you have the same problem now as you did when the Copellas went missing,” he answered. “You’re too close to him. And don’t try and bullshit me with how you’re not. I’ve been around you two long enough to know that something is going on.”

      “Nothing is going on.” Sam spoke through tight lips, her tone more defiant than she intended.

      “You keep telling yourself that, sweetheart.” Hickem walked away, leaving Sam with a few dozen eyes still trained on her.

      Sam turned back toward the front glass doors one last time, wanting to catch a glimpse of Grant but knowing he was long gone by now. But she could still help him, at least from this side of the fence. She’d meant it when she told him that she’d do whatever she could to get Mocks back. And it was a promise she intended to keep.
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      The moment Grant was out of eyeshot of the marshal building, he broke into a sprint, and he didn’t slow down until he no longer heard the din of the alarm, but he still kept a light jog.

      Rule number one after abduction was to get as far away from the point of extraction as possible, as fast as possible. Once Hickem determined that Grant was no longer in the building, assuming they found out it was he who accessed Links’s accounts, it wouldn’t be long before they put the whole city on lockdown.

      But Grant didn’t have any plans on leaving Seattle. Everything he needed and planned to do was within the city limits. Still, he kept off the main roads, dodging down side alleys and skittering through slums. He knew every dark spot in the city, and he planned on using that to his advantage. If he couldn’t evade the authorities for the next twenty-four hours in his own damn city, then he would hang up his coat for good.

      Still, even with Grant’s knowledge of Seattle and his understanding of the authorities’ response, it wasn’t going to be a cakewalk.

      Grant’s face was about to be plastered on every television and computer screen in the country. He flipped up the collar of his jacket and kept his head down, hands in his pockets, feeling the thumb drive between his fingers.

      He had no idea what he downloaded, but he knew that it had to be tied to the money. Even though Links had the codes, the accounts still hadn’t been drained.

      Withdrawing 5.8 billion dollars and hiding it was no easy task. It would take a slew of accounts to handle transferring that much money. Grant just needed to figure out exactly how Links planned on accomplishing that.

      He planted his foot in a puddle down an alleyway, causing water to splash up his pant leg. He paused to shake the water from his shoe, and when he lifted his head, he saw a police cruiser crawl past the alleyway entrance.

      He froze, knowing that if he made any sudden movements it would only draw more attention to him, so he continued his charade of drying his pant leg, waiting for the cruiser to disappear. With nothing but the trunk viewable from the alley, Grant sprinted in the opposite direction, quickly veering left at an intersection of alleys behind a mix of apartment buildings and businesses.

      Panting, he leaned up against a brick wall, the rough edges of stone catching on his jacket, as he caught his breath. He needed to find a place to lie low, someplace where he could blend in with others who didn’t want to be found. The docks fit that bill perfectly.

      Grant craned his neck around the corner of the alley where he’d just retreated from and found the police car gone, and his heart rate slowed. He’d head north and then skirt around downtown and then head west to the water. Pending any sightings by police or pedestrians, he should be fine.

      But just to be sure, Grant scoured the dumpsters in the back alleys, knowing he needed a change of clothes. He found a ratty old coat, the faded blue smeared with dirt, and a weathered grey beanie that he pulled over his skull.

      Both reeked with a rotten stench, but it helped him blend into the local community of drug addicts and homeless that plagued not just the docks but also the whole city. It had been a problem when Grant lived in Seattle, and there hadn’t been much in the way of progress, at least from what he could tell.

      The huddled masses that clumped beneath dirty sheets, towels, boxes, and newspapers either slept from exhaustion or were passed out from their most recent high. He watched outstretched feet poking out from blankets twitch from the drugs coursing through the people’s veins.

      People didn’t realize the thin line between their life and the lives of the homeless. Your world could come undone in the blink of an eye. He remembered telling Mocks about that one night during his probation. His very public trial had recently ended, and he had to fight the urge to run.

      “I just want to fade away,” Grant said.

      “That’s not who you are, Grant,” Mocks said. “You don’t run away from things. You run through them.”

      Grant shook his head. “Did you ever get like this? Going through rehab?”

      “A few times. But my desire for disappearing stemmed more from escaping to a place where I could do bad things. Getting high was the purpose for my retreat.”

      Grant spoke softly, ashamed of the meaning behind his words. “Sometimes I want to end it, Mocks. Just pull the trigger and—”

      Mocks slapped him hard. “Don’t you dare.” Mocks thrust her finger in his face, those pale, freckled cheeks so red it looked as if she’d been permanently burned. “I swear to god, if you ever have those thoughts, you call me immediately. Do you understand?” She grabbed him by the chin and forced his gaze into hers. “You got it, Detective?”

      It had been the first time since his dismissal that anyone had called him that, and Grant figured it was part of the nostalgia that pulled him out of those dark thoughts. And despite how real they felt during the time, and how close he came, Mocks wasn’t ever convinced that he would have really tried to kill himself.

      But it wasn’t long after he finished his probation and moved to Deville that Mocks started giving him the cold cases to work. Grant figured she thought it would be good for him or, at the very least, keep his mind busy. But in the end, even that wasn’t enough.

      Was he still trying to destroy himself? Was that what all of this had really been about? Some internal desire to push himself until there wasn’t anything left?

      Mocks had tried to tell him before he got himself into this mess that he needed to move on, and he had convinced himself that he had, but here he was, in the same position he found himself in four years ago, without a badge and trying to save his partner’s life. Except Mocks wasn’t his partner anymore, and she held two souls in her body now.

      It seemed that while Grant had always tried to help people, to bring them home to safety and peace, it always came at the cost of the people he cared about. But wasn’t that what Links had told him? Sacrifice one to save a thousand?

      A police siren cast a sudden din, blue and red lights flashing down the alley, and Grant froze in his tracks as he half turned toward the cruiser that had snuck up on him while he was daydreaming.

      “Stay where you are, and keep your hands in the air where I can see them.” The officer’s voice blared through the speaker, and Grant complied but knew the moment those cops got a look at him he was finished.

      The car doors of the cruiser opened, and Grant looked at the stirring homeless that lined the alley, flipping off their blankets, and squinting because of the blinding headlights and spotlight that the officers flicked on.

      “All right, everybody, up!” the officer barked, his boots splashing in the puddles with a violent urgency. “You, buddy, turn around!”

      The decision was quick, and Grant wasn’t sure if it would even work since half of the alley was still asleep under blankets, but it was his only shot. “Cops! Everybody run! Cops!”

      Grant’s voice thundered down the alley, and he sprinted away from the police, kicking a few pairs of feet along the way in hopes of stirring the people awake.

      “Hey! Freeze!” The officers drew their pistols, and Grant knew their sights were lining up on his back. But with the added urgency of the officer’s voices, the homeless people started to wake and then joined in Grant’s retreat from the authorities.

      With a wave of bodies now between Grant and the rest of the homeless, Grant finally dared to turn around.

      The cops had subdued three or four of the people that had nestled themselves in the alley, but the majority had heeded Grant’s call to flee, and dozens of homeless flooded from the alley and into the streets, surprising pedestrians and angering a few drivers as some of them sprinted out into the roads without looking to cross.

      Grant kept north, knowing that it was still the best option for him to make it to the docks. Once again he had passed onto the other side and found himself in a race against time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sam remained on the other side of the one-way glass while Hickem continued his talk with Rick. Aside from Sam, Rick was the only other person that spoke to Grant before he decided to go rogue.

      The first thing she needed to determine was what Grant had accessed on her computer. It had to be something to help Links move the money.

      Rick and Hickem’s conversation turned from interrogation to shouting match, and it ended with Hickem storming out of the room. He slammed the door so hard it rattled the walls, and when he entered the viewing room, the steam was still blowing out of his ears.

      “That guy is a piece of work,” Hickem said, pointing toward the mirror, then paced back and forth in the short space between Sam and the door.

      “His pregnant wife was kidnapped by a sociopath,” Sam replied.

      “And you’d think he’d be a little more forthcoming with information in trying to help us get her back!” Hickem raised his arms and then flapped them down hard at his sides. “I swear if it wasn’t for having to deal with people, this would be the easiest job in the world.”

      “What’d he say?” Sam asked.

      Hickem leaned his shoulder up against the glass, and Sam could only see Hickem’s reflection. “He said that Grant told him he was sorry, and that he would do whatever was necessary to get her back.” He faced Sam. “And then he told Grant that if he didn’t bring her back alive, he’d kill him.”

      “Strong words.” Sam sat on the edge of the table in the room, arms crossed as she watched Rick pace the room. She couldn’t imagine the hell he was going through at that moment. But from the rage still steaming off of him, she had no doubts about Rick keeping his promise.

      “Has he contacted you?” Hickem asked.

      “What?”

      Hickem shuffled toward her. “If he’s going to ask anyone for help, then it’ll be you. So has he reached out?”

      “No,” Sam answered. “Whatever he’s going to do, he’s dead set on finishing it alone.”

      Hickem regarded her, for once keeping his thoughts to himself, and then finally nodded. “All right, Cohen. But if he does try to reach out, then you should tell me. Or at least tell Multz. Because if you help him, your career is over. There won’t be an agency or department that would be willing to hire you, and you’d be thrown into the treason conversation along with Links and Grant. It’s not worth it.”

      “It’s worth it to him.” Sam gestured toward Rick.

      Hickem’s expression softened. “I admire the hell out of Grant.” He moved close to Sam, and she finally had a sense of his size. As a tall woman, it was rare she felt that way with a man. “But we have a job to do.”

      “So what now?” Sam asked.

      “I’ve got IT running a diagnostic on your computer, so I hope you cleared your porn cookies before it was confiscated. We’ll see what was taken, what it could be used for, and if we can track it.”

      Sam arched her left eyebrow. “It has to be some program to move the money, right? I mean it’s the only thing that Links would want.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Grant said. “But after everything that’s happened, I really can’t be sure of anything these days.”

      Sam forgot how much this had probably affected the big guy. She knew that if she discovered that Multz was somehow a double agent or betraying the agency and country that she cared for so much, she’d be a little wary too.

      Anyone who chose law enforcement as a career, no matter the agency or position, understood very quickly that they were walking into a very big family, and that loyalty had to be earned.

      And once that loyalty was earned, it was coveted more than any other asset in an officer’s repertoire. An officer of the law wore that badge more proudly than any other commendation or medal. It was the ultimate sign of respect and fraternity.

      Nathan Links had been given that trust among his peers and subordinates and even the country. And the moment he decided to get into bed with Anton Joza, that trust and loyalty was shattered. And if there was one cardinal sin in law enforcement, it was to break that loyalty. Because those were bonds that could never be mended.

      “I’m sorry about Links,” Sam said. “Regardless of what he did, I know you worked with him for a long time.”

      “He was the one who pushed for my appointment to deputy director,” Hickem said, his expression showing that he was lost in nostalgia. “He could be a hard ass, but he was very good at his job.” He frowned. “I actually looked up to him.” Hickem grimaced with pain.

      “He fooled everyone, Hickem,” Sam said.

      “Yeah, well, we better get to it.” Hickem headed for the door, and when he opened it, he exposed the small viewing room to the noises of the marshals’ building. He paused and turned back to Sam. “Grant will run this till the end if it kills him. You know that, right?”

      “Yeah,” Sam answered. “I know.”

      Hickem nodded then shut the door behind him, leaving Sam alone in the viewing room. She looked through the glass and saw that Rick had finally sat down. The anger had subsided, and he bowed his head, tears streaming from his eyes in buckets, his shoulders bobbing up and down.

      Sam reached for the speaker switch and flipped it on, letting Rick’s sobs echo through to her. Twice, Rick tried to stop himself, and twice he failed. He moaned, cried, and swayed from side to side, still unable to come to terms with his grief.

      Mary Copella had cried like that when Sam told her what happened to Charles. She had screamed and cursed and called her every name under the sun. Sam couldn’t imagine the words exchanged between Rick and Grant. Those two had history. And history always muddied the water.
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      Mocks couldn’t see her feet, but she knew by the bloated feeling in her toes that they were swollen, but nine months into her pregnancy, she’d grown used to it. It helped that she could walk around the room, but there was only so much waddling she could do before she grew tired and was forced to sit.

      The video camera in the corner prevented her from trying anything funny, not that there was much she could do to escape. The door was steel and locked from the outside.

      But what was worse than solitary confinement was the anxiety of not knowing what was happening beyond that closed door, which had caused the baby to stir into a frenzy. So she entertained herself the best way she knew how, by being a nuisance.

      “Hey!” Mocks’s voice echoed off the walls, only the hum of the halogen lights providing an answer. “You’re really going to let a pregnant woman piss her pants?”

      Silence lingered a little bit longer, and then footsteps echoed on the other side of the door, the noise reaching a crescendo as the door quickly swung open and Links entered, still flanked by the Neanderthals.

      “Stop screaming,” Links said, rubbing his temples. “It’s distracting.”

      “Then let me go to the bathroom,” Mocks said, her tone petulant and defiant.

      Links leaned forward. “So what’s stopping you?”

      “Why don’t you get a little closer, and then maybe I’ll think about it?”

      Links smiled smugly. “Not really my thing.” He turned to leave, and Mocks felt the desperation and pain override her pride.

      “Wait, please.” Mocks jerked forward, praying she could at least keep the tears at bay. “I won’t cause any trouble.”

      “And how do I know that?” Links quickly spun on his heel, those green eyes regarding her with a mockingly accusing tone. “How do I know that the moment I have these men let you out of this room, you won’t try something stupid that’ll get you killed before Grant gives me what I want?”

      “I’m not going to do anything to risk the life of my child,” Mocks said.

      Links walked toward her, the heels of his expensive leather shoes clacking against the concrete in the same arrogant tone as their first encounter. He stopped at the chair and bent down into Mocks’s face close enough for her to smell the wretched sourness of his breath. “Prove it.”

      A chill ran down Mocks’s spine, her skin suddenly clammy and cold. She retreated from Links’s face, but he remained intimately close, refusing to lower his gaze. “How?”

      Links smiled. “The burden of proof is on the prosecution, correct? You’re accusing me of not providing basic humanitarian needs. It’s up to—”

      “Links!”

      The booming voice preceded the man that entered. He was flanked by six more Eastern European thugs, and Mocks immediately recognized him. The bald head, the suit, the ugly grimace. It was Anton Joza.

      And judging by the way Links’s face flushed white, Mocks thought that he might be the one to soil his pants.

      “I didn’t realize that you had arrived.” Links smacked his lips together dryly. “How was the fli—”

      “You said you wanted to negotiate face-to-face. Talk.”

      “I told you when I have the money I will give it to you in exchange for my freedom.” Links cleared his throat, stepping behind Mocks for safety. “And then once I have my freedom, I’ll tell you where they’re holding your son.”

      There was no playfulness on Joza’s face. No hint of arrogance. Mocks had seen men like him dealing drugs when she was using. She saw it on the faces of pimps when their women got out of line. She saw it on the faces of those mean drunks who never went home without blood on their shirts. Anton Joza cared nothing for words. He was a man of action.

      “You will tell me where he is being held now,” Joza said. “And then I will decide whether to kill you.”

      “I have tapes!” Links blurted out. “Records of our conversations are with an attorney. If you kill me, then all of that information will be sent to the authorities.”

      Joza laughed and stepped closer. “And what information is that? Some dirt you found on one of my propped-up politicians? A deal I made with an unrecognized government? Someone I killed and you know where the body is buried?” Joza stopped just short of Mocks’s chair, close enough to choke her. “You think that other people don’t know what you know? You don’t think that someone tries to kill Anton Joza every day?” Joza’s men circled Links like a wolf pack.

      “You need me!” Links had grown hysterical. “The codes! Your son!”

      Joza held up his hand, and his men lowered their weapon. “Perhaps. But I don’t need all of you.” He gave a quick nod, and then one of the men lunged toward Links.

      “No! Please!”

      But Links’s cries were cut short with a fist, which was rammed repeatedly into his face, his pleas for mercy akin to a little girl’s cries.

      While Links was beaten, Joza lowered his gaze to Mocks and stared at her exposed and protruding stomach. Without a word, Joza placed his hand on her belly, and Mocks squirmed as if a roach had crawled over her.

      “Detka,” Joza said, the word rolling off his tongue as he dropped to one knee and pressed his ear to her stomach.

      The light, thumping rhythm of Mocks’s heart rate suddenly skyrocketed.

      Joza peeled his ear off her stomach, no longer smiling, and then squinted. “You are the woman.”

      Panic had blocked her ability to think, and Mocks only shook her head in confusion. “What?”

      “The man that Links tried to kill, the one who has made my life difficult. You are his woman, no?”

      Mocks shook her head. “Grant isn’t my husband. My husband is somewhere else.” She struggled to find any spit in her mouth. “Let me go. Please. I don’t have a part to play here.”

      But the more Mocks spoke, the more Joza frowned.

      Links finally ended his moaning, and there was only the thud of fist against meat.

      “Dostatochno,” Joza said then extended his arm. “Day mne nozh.”

      One of the thugs walked over, removing a large hunting blade from his belt. The steel shone beneath the lights, and the gangster handed it to Joza with the handled end.

      Joza turned the knife over in his hands. “Do you know how many babies die in my country every day?”

      Mocks squirmed in her seat. Every instinct told her to flee, but there was nowhere to run.

      “Thousands,” Joza answered. “They die from cold, from hunger, from murder. But of all those ways for a child to die, do you know what is the worst of them all? Neglect.” He flicked the wrist of the hand that held the knife, the move careless and violent. “Mothers toss their children like trash on the side of the street.” He tapped the side of the blade against his cheek. “I was one of those trash children. My mother didn’t want me, and I don’t believe my father ever knew I existed. But as my wealth and power grew, do you know what happened?”

      As the pause lingered, Mocks realized that he was waiting for her to answer, so she shook her head, the motion hurried and frantic.

      “They found me,” Joza replied. “Both my mother and my father. They came to me, saying how sorry they were, saying how much they missed me. But I knew what they really wanted. They wanted my money, my influence. I had been looking for them for years. And after all of those dead ends, they decided to land right in my lap.”

      The smile that spread over Joza’s face was a mixture of deviancy and awe, his tone magnanimous as he lifted the blade to Mocks’s throat.

      “I slit their throats myself.” The blade trembled in Joza’s hand as the man shook with a mixture of rage and adrenaline. “Because I am the man who does my own killing. I don’t shy away from it. No matter how gruesome, no matter how”—he lowered the blade to Mocks’s stomach, the tip barely touching her navel—“cruel.”

      “Please, don’t.” Mocks couldn’t stop the tears now. They flowed freely, unabashedly.

      Joza kept the blade’s edge on her stomach. “Are you going to be a good mother? Or are you going to throw your baby away in the trash like my mother did to me?”

      “I’ll be a good mother,” Mocks said, hyperventilating. “I’ll be a good mother. I swear.” She scrunched her face tight, turning away as she placed her hands on her stomach. It was the one feeble attempt to protect her child’s life that she possessed.

      “Good.”

      And just like that, Joza removed the blade, handed it back to the thug he stole it from, and stood.

      Mocks gasped, sucking air as if she had been holding her breath, and then broke down in tears again.

      “I hope you can keep your promise.” Joza turned to his men and barked something in Russian, and then his thugs filed out of the room. One of them returned with a chair, which was placed next to her where Links’s bloody body was tied down.

      His head hung lazily on his shoulder. His face had swollen, blood still oozing from his nose, mouth, and cuts along his cheeks.

      “To keep you company,” Joza said and then walked out of the room with his men, slamming the door shut behind him.

      Mocks whimpered some more, the warm fluid from her bladder already released, and she sat still, exhausted. After all of the two-bit shit dives she’d been into where she’d gotten high on drugs, Mocks thought she had seen hell. But she was wrong.
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* * *

      There was one stop that Grant needed to make on his evasive journey toward the docks, and it came with some risk. But there was no one else he could call, and no one else that he could turn to. This was his only option.

      Grant exchanged the dirty jacket and hat, upgrading to a newer hoodie and a pair of sunglasses in another dumpster that he found on his escape from the traffic cops, and he kept his shades on when he entered the West Coast Library.

      The revolving glass doors at the front entrance were caught in a perpetual spin as Grant filed into line, keeping his head down.

      He’d been in the library before, and made a beeline to where the computers were located. It was busy, and whispered words drifted toward the high, five-story-building ceilings, where the ghosts of librarians pressed their fingers to their lips and sent hushes back down to the floor, suppressing everyone’s voice in the conservation of silence.

      Despite the crowd at the library, there were quite a few computer stations available, and Grant found one positioned three spots from the end in the third row. He walked past students researching assignments, the elderly checking emails, and a few homeless folks who’d fallen asleep watching videos on YouTube. Grant was hoping he’d blend right in.

      Grant plugged the drive into the computer and prayed that it wouldn’t get flagged or cause the computer itself to shut down. It took some time for the file to upload, but when it did, Grant clicked the folder, expanding the files inside.

      Hundreds of smaller folders filled the drive, and when Grant drilled down into them, he found that each file was separated into three accounts, all designated by different numbers.

      And while no two numbers were ever the same, there was consistency with the quantity of numerical digits: nine. The same amount in a routing number for a bank account.

      It was some kind of disbursement software. This was how Links was going to drain the accounts of the codes that he stole from Charles Copella.

      Grant leaned back in the chair, trying to figure out if there was anything else in the underlying code, but the algorithms were so advanced that it was beyond his understanding. Software engineering had never been his strong suit.

      But Grant knew enough to figure out that the program had the capacity to ghost the money, meaning it would make the transfer of funds untraceable. It was probably some new type of software that the FBI techies had developed.

      Grant had seen stunts like this when he worked Missing Persons. Every now and then, there would be a ransom request for one of the abducted kids. So in an effort to speed up the process, their tech guys would fake wire money into an account as a place holder, and then when they retrieved the kid, the money would disappear, and they would track the abductors down with the digital marker that was inserted into the money. It made the days of cash in bags look like child’s play.

      He imagined that software could be applied here, just on a much larger scale. But he knew that trying to rig this piece of software was beyond his ability. If he was going to do it, he would need help.
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      Hickem grew angrier with every second that ticked past without an update on Grant’s whereabouts. He stormed into the bull pen on the first floor, where he had come down every fifteen minutes for the past two hours to berate the drones for their unsuccessful efforts. Without a word, he walked to the center of the floor, and the drones grew silent.

      Hickem raised his hand high above his head, his phone clutched in his palm, and slowly spun three hundred and sixty degrees.

      “In three minutes, this phone is going to ring,” Hickem said. “And I’m going to have to speak with the chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee, and he’s only going to ask me one question: do we have him in custody? If the answer isn’t yes, then I will spend the next seven minutes explaining to him why my answer is no. If I don’t have an update before this phone rings, someone will lose their job, here and now.”

      Sam watched from the corner. She hadn’t done much in helping with search efforts. But with the intelligence agencies scouring every piece of recorded video in Seattle, there wasn’t much work for her to do in the first place. It had become a waiting game. And she found that Hickem wasn’t very good at waiting.

      Hickem arched his eyebrows, and when everyone kept their mouth shut, he lowered his arm and then kicked the side of the nearest desk. “If you don’t have anything good to share, then look harder! God dammit!” His cheeks flushed, and as he stormed through the floor, the drones returned to work.

      The clack of fingers on keyboards, and the chatter of voices on phone calls roared back to life, and Sam rushed to intercept Hickem, hoping to get an update. “Did IT get back with you?”

      “Huh?” Hickem rubbed his eyes, nodding. “Yeah, um, I just got an email about it to let Multz know. You can come along if you want.” He dropped his big hand from his eyes, stretching out his face with his mouth, and then stumbled forward.

      While Sam had only worked with Hickem for the past week, she had never seen him so frazzled. The stress of the job was taking its toll.

      Once they reached Multz’s office, Hickem collapsed into a chair and tossed his phone on Multz’s desk then rubbed his face until it turned a shade of red. When he finished, he crossed his arms, leaning back in his seat while Sam leaned against the wall behind Multz’s desk.

      “The program that Grant downloaded from Links’s account is a prototype software developed by the CIA that disperses money and makes the transaction untraceable. And it can happen from any computer, anywhere in the world,” Hickem said.

      “Any good news?” Multz asked.

      “The only silver lining is that the program is a prototype and they don’t know if it will work, which puts our odds at the money disappearing at fifty-fifty.” Hickem sighed. “If I was a gambling man, I’d say we put all of our chips on red.”

      “Did they say anything else?” Sam asked.

      “No,” Hickem answered, reaching for his phone when it rang again. “I think I’ll just go ahead and tell the senator to pick someone else to fill the director position when this is over.” He answered the phone and walked out of the room.

      Sam started to follow, but Multz called her back. “Shut the door. I need to speak with you for a minute.”

      “What’s up?” Sam took Hickem’s seat but kept her posture upright.

      Multz fiddled with his fingers. Sam had never seen him this anxious. Even worse, she’d never seen him look worried. “Once the dust settles on this case, there will be an investigation.” He looked her in the eye. “About you.”

      Sam shifted in her seat, unable to conceal her surprise. “May I ask why?”

      “It’s been requested that you be evaluated to determine if you are still fit for service with the US Marshals.” Multz recited the words as if he were reading him from an email.

      “Requested by who?” Sam stood, the quick motion forcing Multz to retreat back into his chair. “It’s already been proven that the only reason the Copellas were taken was because of the mole in Hickem’s unit. And now we know that the person who controlled that mole was the director of the FBI!”

      “It doesn’t have to do with the Copellas’ abduction.” Multz maintained an even-keeled tone. “It’s about your relationship with Grant.”

      Sam slowly lowered herself back in the chair.

      “You were the lead officer on the case, and that means that those under your command were your responsibility. The investigation will determine if there was any negligence or ineptitude on your end. But during that investigation, you will be on administrative leave. Six weeks. With pay.”

      “Six weeks? Boss, this is ridiculous—”

      “It’s as good a deal as you’re going to get,” Multz said and then sighed. “Maybe you and I can go on a trip somewhere.” He laughed at Sam’s confusion. “Apparently, Congress is spooked about agency heads after our latest debacle.”

      “It’s bullshit,” Sam said.

      “I know.” Multz shrugged apathetically, knowing there wasn’t anything either of them could do. “That’ll be all, Marshal.” But when Sam reached the door, her hand on the knob, he called out to her. “If he calls, you need to let us know. The investigation will cover everything that happened during this time, and it’s best that you keep your nose clean. Understand?”

      Sam turned around, nodding. “Yes, sir.”

      Finished, she thrust herself back into the hustle and bustle of the hallway, doing her best to keep from collapsing. The Marshals were her life. She had trained so hard to be here. She had sacrificed so much.

      It wasn’t until Sam made it down to the end of the hall that she realized her phone was ringing in her pocket. Absentmindedly, she reached for the device and put it to her ear without even looking at the number on the screen.

      “Hello?”

      “Sam, are you alone? Can you talk?”

      Grant’s voice snapped her out of the daze, and she immediately ducked out of the main hallway, avoiding the traffic. “You need to come back.” She kept her head on a swivel, always feeling a pair of eyes on her back no matter which way she turned.

      “You know I can’t,” Grant answered.

      “They know you stole the program,” Sam replied, and without even thinking, she told him what he wanted to know. “Hickem says the CIA guys who created it aren’t even sure it will work.”

      Grant paused, hesitation on his tongue. “Did Hickem tell you to tell me that?”

      “Christ, Grant, I don’t have the brain pan to play triple agent.” Sam hushed her voice as more agents passed, and she knew she needed to find a place to speak privately. “Hang on a minute.” She pressed the phone into her chest, muffling the speaker, and found an empty conference room on the south side of the building. She pulled the blinds shut and locked the door. “You’re the one who called me, remember?”

      “What I’m about to ask goes beyond what you signed up for,” Grant answered. “But if you can’t do it, then tell me now.”

      The earnestness in Grant’s voice was a refreshing tone. And she couldn’t let him go through this alone. “What do you need?”

      “I need to modify the software I downloaded,” Grant said.

      “Modify how?” Sam asked.

      “Your tech guys might call it something different, but it’s basically a program that police departments use to make it look like money has been transferred to an account when in reality it never moves. If I can get one placed into the program that Links wants to use, then I can keep him from actually dispersing the money, which gives me leverage on him to give Mocks up.”

      “You think that’s enough?” Sam asked. “Links doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who’d fold. He’s got nothing left to lose.”

      “Maybe,” Grant said. “But I’m willing to bet Links will want his life over revenge, and he needs the money to prevent Joza from killing him. I’m going to drop off the drive at the corner of Mayberry and Third. It’ll be in a grey plastic bag. I’ll be hanging around until I see you show up. Is there someone in your IT division that you trust?”

      “Yeah,” Sam answered. “I have a guy down there who will work it for me.”

      “Good. After you have the device and the software has been added to the drive, meet me at 3487 Tanner Boulevard. And tell Hickem what you’re doing.”

      “Are you crazy?”

      “It’ll establish your credibility with him. He has to know that if I were to reach out to someone, it would be you, so give him what he wants to know. Make up a location near the drop point, and then slip away. Trust me, Sam, it’s our best shot.”

      “All right, when do I meet you?”

      “Twenty minutes.”

      The call ended, and Sam lingered in the conference room long after it was over. She wasn’t sure if she was making the right decision, especially after what Multz had told her about the investigation. But as she walked out of the room then left the marshal building and skirted the rows of news vans, she felt better the more distance she put between herself and the building.
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* * *

      Grant positioned himself in a side alley across from the pickup point, watching the plastic bag like a hawk. He wasn’t sure if she’d come, or if she’d come alone, but he didn’t think she’d betray him.

      The twenty minutes came and passed, and still Sam didn’t show. He waited an hour, and was about to leave, when he spied her walking up the east end of the sidewalk.

      Sam picked up the bag in stride, and while he watched her at least try and look for him, she played the part perfectly.

      It was hard seeing her again only to have her disappear so quickly.

      And with nothing to do but wait, Grant tucked himself in a nearby alley and leaned his back up against the cold concrete of the building.

      The hum of air conditioning units overpowered the noise of traffic, and Grant glanced around the dingy alleyway. He tried to breathe through his nose to protect himself from the smell, but he’d already grown numb to it.

      He was always amazed at how quickly an individual became desensitized when thrust into an extreme environment. He’d watched it happen to a few kids that he brought back. Most of those instances involved some sort of sexual assault, the child either coerced, tricked, or forced into the acts.

      Grant looked up the kids from his old cases every once in a while. A few months ago, he looked up a girl who was taken when she was fourteen. She went willingly, though that was because the forty-eight-year-old man that abducted her was a psychology professor at the University of Washington. She’d attended one of his seminars—that was where the relationship started. Grant had found one of the ticket stubs buried in her locker that she kept at school.

      One background check on the professor told Grant everything he needed to know about the scumbag. He’d already had a few run-ins on campus with some girls that were enrolled in his class, though nothing substantial was ever proven.

      After everything was said and done and Grant recovered the young girl, she screamed and hollered about how they were in love and no one understood that they were meant to be with one another.

      The girl turned eighteen a few months ago, so Grant found her on Facebook. From the social media posts, he knew that she still hadn’t dealt with the psychological repercussions of what she went through. Which made sense, because the free resources that the state provided only did so much.

      Unless a family was incredibly wealthy, it was unlikely that the kid would get the attention or the type of help that they deserved and needed. It boiled down to money. Just as it did right now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sam discarded the plastic bag at the nearest trash can and pocketed the USB drive. She ran her thumb over the drive inside her coat pocket the entire walk back to the marshals’ office.

      While she hadn’t necessarily lied to Grant about having a contact in the IT department to help her out, she may have fudged the line on exactly how solid their relationship was. But she had a plan.

      All surveillance requests had to be approved through Multz before they were sent down to the techies to either tap wires, scan emails, or try to set some other digital mousetrap for escaped convicts.

      Usually, after Multz approved an order for a marshal, most marshals threw away the signed request forms, seeing as how there were copies filed with the tech team. But to see those files, you needed to be granted access by someone in that department.

      But being a stickler for details and redundancies—or at least she used to be—Sam kept copies of her own requests at her desk.

      All she had to do was get a fresh form, fill it out, and then use one of the old forms to trace Multz’s signature. With all of the commotion in the department, she knew that she would be able to slide it through in time to get the drive back to Grant.

      The aftermath of her stunt, however, would definitely come up in the investigation that Multz had warned her about. But she couldn’t let Grant do this alone. He’d done so much already.

      Once back at the marshal building, Sam skirted the line of reporters that had formed a blockade, and entered through one of the more private side entrances. Normally, the side entrances had minimum security, but with all of the attention that they’d received over the past couple of days, even this place was locked down tight.

      Sam flashed her badge and put the thumb drive along with her wallet and service pistol into a small dish that fed into the scanner. She prayed that the x-ray wouldn’t cause any trouble, and breathed a sigh of relief when it passed without alarm.

      Tech was on the third floor, and Sam made a pit stop at her desk for the forms in her drawer. She scribbled across it hastily, knowing that the details didn’t matter, and put it as a rush for the Joza case.

      Sam kept an eye on the crowds around her desk as she plucked one of the signed copies of the form from her drawer. She placed the unsigned document over the signed one, doing her best to line it up perfectly, and then started the quick trace of her boss’s signature.

      The end result was a little skewed, but the two-inch squiggle was hardly ever legible, and Sam was confident it would pass. She grabbed the drive and then ascended to the third floor.

      With the coordination efforts between the FBI and the marshals, the tech room was practically bursting at the seams with bodies and computers. And Sam saw enough fiber wire in that one room to stretch from the earth to the sun.

      A few heads turned when Sam entered, a reminder of her gender anomaly. She found one of their guys and set the form on his desk, which he ignored.

      “I need a ghost drive installed on this,” Sam said, holding the USB in front of her. “It’s for the Joza case.”

      Jim Flanagan wore a white polo shirt, his name tag perfectly centered on his pocket, and wore small-framed rectangular glasses. “Everything that’s sent up here is for the Joza case.”

      “Well, this one is urgent.”

      “They’re all marked urgent.” He had light-brown stubble on his tan skin, and his fingers worked the keyboard deftly.

      Sam stepped around the desk, getting a look at the code that filled his screen, and he immediately stopped his work and lowered the screen of his laptop so she couldn’t see. “You know I don’t even understand what the hell that is, right?”

      “It’s protocol,” Jim answered. “Just like it’s protocol for me to go through that stack of requests first. I’ll get to yours as soon as a I can.”

      Sam bent to a knee and inched intimately closer to Jim. He was one of the few IT guys that kept himself showered, and for that she was thankful, because the thick cloud of biowaste clung to the air.

      “It’s important, Jim. I need to get this down to Multz and Hickem before the hour is up. You know I don’t skirt the rules, but I think we both understand what we’re dealing with. So are you going to help me or not?”

      Jim Flanagan removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose, and then without a word, he reached for the form that Sam had laid on his desk.

      “Thank you, Jim.”

      “Just find the bastard, will you?” he asked, holding out his hand for the thumb drive. “The knowledge that there are people out there like him in the world makes me sick to my stomach.”

      “Yeah.” Sam stood, watching Jim plug the drive into the USB port on his laptop. “Me too.”

      “There you are!” Hickem screeched to a halt as he passed the tech room’s entrance. He palmed the door to slow himself down but only poked his head inside. “C’mon. I need to update you and Multz. Let’s go.”

      Sam looked back at Jim on her exit. “How long do you think it’ll take?”

      “Depends on the file size, and what I’m seeing here looks pretty big,” Jim said, scrolling down his screen. “Give me thirty minutes.”

      “I owe you one, Jim.” Sam disappeared from the room and jogged down the hall to get caught up with Hickem, who was already at the staircase, heading down to Multz’s office.

      There was giddiness to his steps, and Sam wasn’t sure it was a good thing. But she held off the worry until she knew the facts. But if they’d found Grant, her mission was over before it even had a chance to begin.

      “Shut the door,” Hickem said, unable to hide the smile on his face as Sam walked into the office.

      “What’s this about, Hickem?” Multz asked.

      “He’s stateside.” Hickem paced back and forth, bursting with energy that made it impossible for him to stand still.

      “Who?” Sam asked, slightly confused.

      “Joza! The CIA tracked him on a flight out of Russia. They lost him during a layover in Paris, but they believe he’s here.”

      “You think Links reached out to him?” Multz asked.

      “I think it’s Links’s only play,” Hickem answered. “Which means that they’ll most likely be together. Talk about killing two birds with one stone.”

      “Do we have any leads on their location?” Sam asked, her heart starting to race.

      “We think they’re northeast of the city, close to the Canadian border in case they need a quick escape.” Hickem finally ended his anxious walk and ran his hand through his hair, the exhaustion from the excitement finally catching up to him. “God, this is huge.”

      “We’ll start backtracking flights, see where he might have gone,” Multz said. “Sam, I want you to grab a team from the bull pen and start figuring out a timeline. Hickem, can you fill her in on what the CIA told you?”

      “Why don’t we each take a team,” Sam suggested, not wanting to get bogged down with a new project. “We can cover twice the ground.”

      “I don’t care how the hell you two do it. I want some concrete analysis on where that bastard is heading and how long it’s going to take him to get there.” Multz sat down and waved the pair out of the office.

      Hickem kept his eyes glued to his phone on the walk back to the bull pen, checking for updates from the CIA. “There were thirty flights that went from Paris to the United States since Joza landed in France. So far, it looks like our best bets are landing sites in New York, Boston, or Chicago.”

      “I’ll take New York,” Sam said.

      “Leaving me two, huh? Nice.”

      “You and I both know the majority of the planes that are going to land from Paris will hit New York. You might have two cities, but I’ll have more ground to cover.”

      “Somebody’s hungry.” Hickem looked up from his phone, smiling as they entered the bull pen.

      “I just want to get this done.”

      Sam stood off to the side as Hickem gave the update on the case. Like Hickem, everyone shared the same sense of awe and urgency now that they had both men within their grasp. Everyone wanted to be the hero. Everyone wanted to catch them. Sam just wanted to get that USB back to Grant.

      The teams broke off, Sam taking the cluster of desk jockeys nearest to her, and he started having them scour the net. Her eyes found the clock every thirty seconds, the time crawling forward.

      Process of elimination worked in their favor, and twenty-five minutes into the search, one of Hickem’s people got a hit.

      “Eastern European male, sixties, spotted with a large group of individuals coming out of Boston.”

      Hickem circled around to the kid quickly. “Do we have vehicle descriptions for what they might have used to leave?”

      “Unclear, still searching.”

      Hickem clapped heartily, trying to rally his team to the finish line. “Let’s go, people! We’re close! I can smell it!”

      Sam eyed the clock one last time and then turned to the team. “Everyone restart your search from their new point of origin. I’ll be back.” Sam made it to the opposite end of the floor before Hickem stopped her.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Tech,” Sam answered quickly. “Running an inquiry for Multz.” She escaped the bull pen before anyone else decided to flag her down, checking the time on the way.

      It had already been thirty minutes, and she prayed that Jim had been able to get everything together. By the time she reached the tech room, Sam’s heart was pounding, and sweat had broken out beneath her shirt. The blazer she wore trapped in the heat, but it at least covered up the sweat blotches under her arms.

      Jim spotted her the moment she entered the room, and without a word, he lifted his hand, the USB drive gripped between his fingers. “Remember, you owe me.”

      “More than you know.” Sam grabbed the drive, still breathless.

      “Good luck.”

      With the drive in her pocket, Sam hurried back down the stairs. All she needed to do now was convince Hickem about what happened.

      If Hickem was any good at his job, and she knew he was, the man would have a hefty dose of skepticism with the news that Grant had contacted her. She just had to make him believe that she was still on his side.

      Hickem was hovering closely over the people on his team, turning his head from screen to screen like a hawk on a branch in search of prey.

      “Hey!” Sam yelled twenty feet before she was even near him, phone clutched in her hand, holding it up to him. “I just got a call from Grant.”

      “What?” Hickem stared at the phone, which she pocketed. “How long?”

      “Not long enough to track,” Sam answered, watching the others in the room slowly pull their eyes away from their screen. This was what she wanted. A lot of people. Group thinking was a hell of a thing. “He gave me a location. Wants to meet.”

      Hickem paused before he answered, studying her. “Why?”

      “He said he thinks he found a way to Links,” Sam answered. “But he wants to meet in ten minutes, so we need to scramble.” Sam spun around, addressing the bull pen. “Anyone who isn’t designated as emergency support, I want you to report to your team leads and prepare for field assignment.” She quickly clapped her hands. “Come on, people, let’s go!”

      The room erupted into a flurry of movement. But when Sam turned back to Hickem, he was motionless. Bodies hurried past him, the rushing waters of action unable to move the boulder set in their path, and were forced to break around him as he stared Sam down.

      “He called you just now.” There was no question in Hickem’s voice, only accusation.

      “Yeah, when I went up to check on my request.” Sam furrowed her brow, doing her best to play the part despite the hammering in her chest, and then she cracked a smile. “C’mon, Hickem, you really think—”

      “I don’t think you know a damn thing about what I think.” Hickem stepped forward, his big body made even more ominous by the slow movement. “Of all the people Grant contacts here, he decides to call you. Why do you think that is?”

      “Because he trusts me.” Sam knew that in situations of interrogation, it was best to tell the truth when you could. The lies came in the details, but if you laid the foundation of the lie on a bed of truth, then it was easier for the people you were trying to convince to swallow it. “You said it yourself. He and I had a connection.”

      “And what does that connection mean to you? Does it mean more to you than being a marshal? Does it mean more to you than stopping a traitor that was willing to sell out the family that was under your protection to a man that wanted to kill them? Does it mean more to you than your freedom?” Hickem leaned forward. “Is he worth all of that?”

      It took every fiber of control in Sam’s mind not to shake, not to break or show any sign of a tell. She forced her tongue into motion to form the word that she didn’t want to say but knew she had to. And the lie tasted bitter.

      “No,” Sam said.

      Hickem maintained his closeness, still studying her, and then nodded. “All right, Cohen.” He finally turned, walking away, and as he left, Sam felt isolated in a room of at least one hundred people.

      [image: ]
* * *

      So far, the area had remained clear. No cops. No real traffic. No problems. He didn’t think Sam would do something like that to put Mocks in danger, but people did strange things when they were put in a corner.

      Two cruisers passed the alleyway entrance where Grant waited, heading toward the drop site. He backtracked in the opposite direction, taking advantage of his location’s multiple exits.

      The sleepy northern side of Seattle was suddenly awake with car engines, sirens, and the thump of chopper blades. Grant glanced toward the sky as he hurried toward the drop-off point.

      With his hoodie up and his shades on, Grant moved quickly and inconspicuously along the sidewalks, even passing a few cop cars heading for whatever bogus location that Sam had fed Hickem and the others. But he didn’t test his luck. All it would take was one pair of eyes to spot him and undo everything.

      The address that Grant had given Sam was close to an intersection. It was busy, which was good. The more people for the police to watch made it easier for Grant to slip in and out.

      The building itself was an abandoned bagel shop. He wasn’t sure when it closed down, but the faded For Lease sign hanging in the window was brittle from the sun.

      Grant found a spot on a bench on the opposite corner of the intersection, where he had a clear view of the shop. He slouched, pretending to be asleep.

      The light at the intersection changed a dozen times, and Grant finally spotted Sam walking down the street from the source of the cop cars and choppers.

      Sam turned the corner, and Grant resisted the urge to move, and he watched her slow at the front of the bagel shop, checking the address. But as she lingered there on the sidewalk, Grant knew something was wrong.

      Instead of leaving the package on the front step as they discussed, she walked through the small alley between the bagel shop and the tax collector business next door.

      Grant waited on the bench, hoping that she would come back out, but after five minutes, she was still gone. She had wanted him to see her, and she wanted him to follow.

      Mindful of the fact that she might have been tailed, Grant skirted around the intersection, using the crosswalks to go all the way around instead of straight across the square.

      Car horns and the chatter of pedestrians grew noisier as Grant stood across the street from the bagel shop. He looked down the alley where Sam had disappeared, but he still couldn’t see her.

      Everything had been thrown together so hastily that Grant never even considered creating a backup plan. He just knew that it needed to be finished quickly.

      Finally, Grant crossed the street and jogged into the alleyway, splashing into the puddles that had yet to evaporate. He inched along the side of the bagel shop, craning his neck around to the back side, where he found the package laid out just as they discussed.

      Grant made it three steps toward it, when Hickem flung the back door to the bagel shop open and stepped out, gun aimed at Grant’s chest.

      “Don’t move.”

      Grant raised his arms in the air. “So she told you?”

      “She didn’t tell me,” Hickem answered. “I thought that she might be up to something when she wandered off.” He gestured to the wall. “Put your hands flush against it, slowly.”

      Grant pivoted, being mindful of his speed as Hickem had requested, and then Hickem pressed the pistol to Grant’s back as he patted him down.

      Hickem grabbed hold of Grant’s arms and put them behind his back, snapping the handcuffs over his wrists. “You know, I understand what you’re trying to do, Grant. Really. But I can’t have you risk our national security for one person.”

      “Two people.” Grant’s cheek scraped up against the rough siding, and he winced as the cuffs tightened around his wrists. “I can get Links. You just have to trust me.”

      Hickem spun Grant around, slamming him back against the wall with an added force. “I did trust you, Grant.”

      “Let him go, Hickem.” Sam appeared from around the corner, gun up and aimed at Hickem’s head. He slowly lifted his hands. “Sorry, Grant. I saw him follow me and knew that he’d stick around until you showed.”

      “God dammit, Cohen, you’re really going to throw your career away over this?” Hickem backed up as Sam moved closer. “It’s not worth it.”

      “Take the cuffs off,” Sam replied. “Now.”

      With Sam’s finger on the trigger, Hickem let Grant free then tossed the cuffs to the ground.

      Grant rubbed the tender flesh around his wrists then gestured to the bag. “Is it even in there?”

      “Yeah,” Sam answered, her gun still on Hickem. “I didn’t have time to switch it out after he started to follow me.”

      “So what now, Bonnie and Clyde?” Hickem looked between Grant and Sam.

      “Grant is going to leave, and I’m going to take you back to the location. What you choose to do once we arrive is up to you.” Sam quickly glanced at Grant. “You won’t have a lot of time, so you better move.”

      Grant discarded the bag and then pocketed the USB. “Thank you.”

      “Even if you can bring him in, it won’t absolve you of what you’ve done,” Hickem said. “Neither of you.”

      “This isn’t about me.” Grant sprinted from the alley and into the road by the bagel shop. He didn’t look back. He didn’t stop running.

      No quarter would be given, and Grant wouldn’t be surprised if officers were told to shoot on sight. The hounds had been released, and he was the fox that needed to find a hole to hide in.
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      After a few miles, a cramp bit at Grant’s left side and forced him to stop. He winced, trying to breathe and stretch, but the cramp refused to wane. Knowing time was short, he settled his pace at a quick walk.

      The address was on the outskirts of the city, which boded well for Grant’s low profile. But while the miles chewed up behind him eased his stress, he wasn’t out of the woods yet.

      Grant found a water fountain near a running trail, and he drank from the cold stream thirstily, filling his stomach until he felt queasy.

      A siren caught his attention, and his heart jumped. But the noise was nothing more than an echo from the inner parts of the city. The authority that it belonged to was nowhere in sight.

      The water helped some, and Grant stretched, massaging the cramps plaguing his legs. The hot spasms of pain had slowed him to a limp. He was going on nearly a day and a half with no rest, and it was finally catching up with him.

      Grant kept the USB in his palm, staring down at it every few minutes to remind himself that it was there and what was at stake.

      God only knew what Mocks was going through now. But he was confident that Links would keep her unharmed until the money was transferred. They’d already agreed to a proof of life. Links wouldn’t jump the gun by maiming her before it was necessary. He was too patient for something like that.

      The muscles along Grant’s legs started to loosen up, and he broke into another jog, letting his steps find a rhythm. After a few blocks, he was on autopilot, just like his days at the academy when he was up before the sun, running in his sweats with the rest of the recruits, all of them sweating and puking, desperately trying to avoid finishing last.

      Drenched in sweat, Grant clutched a rusted chain-link fence as he caught his breath, staring up at the abandoned five-story apartment building that was the address that Links had given him.

      The building looked like a relic from after the second world war. It had been uninhabited for quite some time, at least as far as paying tenants were involved. There was more than enough evidence to suggest that it was frequented by the homeless as a means of escape or shelter.

      The windows were boarded over, the grounds littered with trash, and a litany of graffiti covered the walls. But when Grant turned the knob of the front door, it opened without resistance.

      Light penetrated the darkness inside, and a wave of heat and the stench of rotten eggs bombarded Grant’s senses as he entered the foyer. His shadow grew long down the hallway, and he waited for his eyes to adjust.

      Cardboard boxes, needles, and discarded clothes littered the floor. A rusted shopping cart blocked the staircase, and Grant tossed it aside. He tested the first few steps with his right foot before deciding that they were still sturdy enough to climb.

      Links had told him that the room was on the third floor, so Grant ascended quickly but kept his eyes out for anyone that might be waiting for him. He didn’t think Links would be here himself, but that didn’t mean a few of his henchmen weren’t lurking around. He felt foolish for not having a weapon. Even a knife would be better than going into the situation unarmed.

      But in the end, Grant knew that the only life he planned on ending, if it came to that, was his own. And in the small chance that all of this was successful, he’d still face charges of treason and obstruction of justice. And while Hickem said that bringing in Links wouldn’t do much to ease his sentence, Grant had a different perspective on that take.

      The higher-ups were quick to judge and condemn, but they were just as quick to forgive, given the right incentive. Grant suspected that if he hadn’t killed that human trafficker kingpin four years ago on his last case and instead brought him back to the authorities alive, he might still be wearing a badge.

      His attorney had argued with the jury that Grant had saved many lives by stopping the trafficker. But wasn’t that what Links had done? All he needed to do was kill one family, and it granted him access to money and a buy-in with one of the world’s most powerful black-market thugs.

      Grant was willing to bet that Links’s new friendship with Joza would grant him the ability to change all sorts of lives. The man could singlehandedly reshape the United States’ foreign policy without ever having to try to push a bill through Congress. And the price of admission was only the lives of three people: Charles, Mary, and Anna Copella.

      A dog barked somewhere out back, and even more sweat oozed from his pores. The heat and the smell only worsened the higher he rose in the building.

      Light filtered around the cracks of the boards over the windows, acting like tiny solar eclipses as Grant reached the third floor. The staircase came up the middle of the building, and he followed the faded apartment numbers down the hall until he spied the room that Links had told him on the call: 836.

      The three had been removed from the door, and the eight and six were on their way to join it, but the glue residue from the three was still intact.

      With the hinges groaning, Grant released the brass knob, letting the door open the rest of the way on its own until it hit the adjacent wall with a light knock.

      An old coat hanger clung to a single nail on the wall to Grant’s left, and when he stepped across the plane of darkness, the floorboards groaned in warning. He stopped and looked around behind him but then pressed forward.

      A light glow edged the darkness deeper into the apartment, and Grant followed it. He passed the kitchen and stepped through the living room, the soles of his shoes crunching against the carpet, which had gone brittle with dust and mites and filth from whoever else had inhabited the sickly-looking apartment.

      There was no furniture, only discarded beer cans, cigarette butts, clothes, and old blankets. A shoe was propped up in the corner by a traffic cone, but Grant bypassed the clothing and crept toward a closed bedroom door, where the source of the glowing light radiated through the cracks in the frame.

      Grant pushed the door open, and the light’s brightness intensified, and he found himself staring into the glow of a computer screen.

      The laptop sat on a table next to a chair, all three of which looked brand new, sticking out in the room like a sore thumb. A wire led from the laptop to a nearby window that had its boards peeled away. Grant followed the wire and found that it was attached to a small satellite latched to the exterior wall.

      Grant didn’t sit, and he examined the USB in his hand. If this didn’t work, then Mocks would die. Everything was riding on Grant’s ability to deceive Links. He shut his eyes, whispered a prayer, and then inserted the USB into the computer.

      The program was recognized by the software, and a text bubble appeared in the top right-hand corner of the screen. When Grant opened it, the bubble expanded, revealing the message.

      Hello, Grant. There should be one folder available for you to open on the desktop. Place the file that you brought into that folder and wait until the download ends. When it is finished, I will provide the location of where to pick up your former partner. And to prove she is still alive, I have included a link to the webcam set up in the room where she is being held.

      Don’t try anything stupid.

      CLICK HERE.

      Grant read the message at least three or four times, the cursor hovering over the link at the bottom of the description. His heart caught in his throat, and his finger wiggled over the button to click it. Finally, knowing he needed to confront the truth, he gathered the courage and clicked the link.

      A video appeared, revealing a room that was nothing but concrete, a light, and a door. Grant immediately spied Mocks in the center of the room, her stomach protruding onto her thighs. She sat in a chair, and while the image was a little grainy, he knew it was her.

      But there was someone else in the room with Mocks. It was a man tied to a chair. He thrashed, bucking wildly against the restraints. The video provided no sound, but Grant watched the man scream.

      Grant zoomed in on the man. His face was beaten and bloody. At first, he thought that it might be Rick, but that wasn’t possible. Sam or Hickem would have said something, wouldn’t they? And how in the hell would Links be able to get to Rick in the marshals’ building? It just didn’t seem possible.

      But while the identity of the mystery man eluded him, Grant knew that he still had a job to do. He dragged the file he brought into the folder just as Links had instructed and then waited for it to download.

      It all came down to whether the program would even work, and if the ghost file that Grant had Sam insert into the drive had enough juice to handle the amount of transactions that were about to be shoved down its throat.

      Grant waited for the first sign of life in the progress bar, and after a minute of waiting, he still had nothing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Petyr and Andrei watched Grant enter the apartment building from the opposite side of the street and two houses down. Petyr held a pair of binoculars to his face, while Andrei peered through the scope of his rifle.

      Andrei sat propped up in a chair, his finger over the trigger of the sniper rifle, with the barrel of the gun protruding through the slightest crack of the window. He was a tall man but skinny, all bones and angles. Two thick gauges pierced the lobes of his ears, the heavy metal dragging them down and causing them to sway.

      “How long do we wait?” Andrei asked, finally looking away from the scope.

      Petyr kept the binoculars glued to his eyes. “Joza will text once the transaction is done.” The shirt that covered Petyr’s muscles was stretched tight across his chest, shoulders, and arms. The physique was manifested from hours dedicated at the gym. It was his daily morning routine. And the physique was only made more ominous by the dense head that controlled it. “We kill him after.”

      Andrei reclined in the chair and removed a switchblade from his pocket. He twirled the knife around with expertise, the motion so practiced that he didn’t even need to look at his hand. “Do you think we will get Joza’s son back? Like the little man said?”

      Petyr scoffed, crossing his arms over his chest, which bulged from the effort. “The little shit deserves to be in jail.” Snot dribbled from his nose, tickling his upper lip, and he wiped it away, leaving a trail of green slime along his hand. “All he did was fuck and drink.”

      Andrei folded the blade up, turning to Petyr. “That’s all you do, too.”

      “Yeah, but at least I work. The playboy wants for nothing and does nothing to receive it. Let the prick rot in prison.”

      Andrei laughed, placing his hands on the top of his head. “Joza won’t let his son rot in jail.”

      “That’s because Joza is a good father.” Petyr’s left eye twitched, and he turned away from Andrei. “He takes care of his sons.”

      “Hoping the old man might finally acknowledge you?” Andrei snickered, and then folded the blade and clutched it with both hands. “You and I both know that there isn’t any place for a bastard at his dinner table.”

      Petyr spun around, whirling on Andrei with a speed and a force that lifted him from the chair and slammed him up against the nearest wall, where a crater formed in the old plaster and wood.

      Andrei’s head whipped back and dented the drywall as he held onto Petyr’s arms for dear life to stop him from choking him to death.

      “Joza is a good man! A good father!” Murderous rage filled Petyr’s eyes as he tightened his hold around Andrei’s throat. The muscles in Andrei’s neck convulsed against Petyr’s palms.

      Andrei’s cheeks turned purple, and his eyes bulged from their sockets as he desperately clawed at Petyr’s arms. But the effort fell short as the life faded from his eyes and the squirming ended.

      Petyr provided one last crunch of Andrei’s windpipe and then released the skinny bag of bones to collapse into a pile on the floor. Petyr stepped back, his chest heaving up and down, more snot dribbling from his nose, and his cheeks a cherry red. He stared down at the man he’d killed. “Joza is a good father.”

      Slowly, Petyr regained control of his breathing and then stepped away from the body, pacing the room slowly. “I’m not a bastard…” He mouthed the words from breathless lips and stumbled back toward the window.

      The sill groaned when Petyr set his hands down, leaning all two hundred forty pounds of his body onto the old wood. He had no idea how he was going to explain this to his father. He could lie, though.

      Yes, that was it. He would just say that Andrei was killed by the man when they attacked him. That was believable. And that was what he would do.

      Vibrations hummed from Andrei’s body, and Petyr jumped from the noise. A rectangle of light appeared through the pocket of his tan pants pulled tight against his leg, and Petyr approached slowly.

      Grimacing, Petyr removed the phone from Andrei’s pocket and pinched it between his fingers as though it had been contaminated with death and it was a disease that he could catch. Petyr touched the screen and revealed the message.

      Kill him.

      He turned toward the window where the sniper rifle was still aimed at the building their mark had entered. He packed up the rifle, leaving Andrei in the room to rot, though he did pause at the door before he left for good, turning his head slowly to look back at his friend’s body.

      It had been so easy to kill him, but killing had always come easy to Petyr. It was a fire that his father said was born from himself. Joza had told him that the fire was good, that it was life.

      And while that fire raged inside of him, sparking flames of death at random, Petyr wasn’t sure how death could be life, but he had never questioned his father before. He looked down at the screen in his hands, rereading the message. And he wasn’t about to start now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After the first ten percent of the progress bar filled up, Grant paced around the room, examining the paint peeling off the walls and the carvings etched into the drywall.

      He traced one of the names that had been carved on the wall recently. The name was John, and the hand that etched the name into the wall was unsteady, the lines forming the letters jagged and crooked.

      He wondered how many people had lived here, what their lives had been like, and where they were now. He’d always found it interesting that people felt the need to mark the place they’d inhabited. It was as if some lingering primal instinct in marking territory had never been erased.

      But we still hadn’t evolved past many of the primal functions of our ancestors. That lingering survival instinct was still imprinted in our DNA, despite most of the world moving into modern civilization.

      Emotions of fear and anger and jealousy ran amok in the minds of every person Grant had ever known, including him. We fought and killed and hurt, and while all of that suffering and pain could snowball into a heaping pile of insanity, Grant held onto the one idea that he used when he was a detective: save one of them at a time.

      That was all he could do. That was all any normal person could do. And despite all of that talk of being a legend, and how there had never been an individual with the exceptional skills of a detective like Grant possessed, the truth was he just worked hard and remained focused on the goal. Maybe in that way he was special, but anyone could do what he did. So long as they had the stomach for it.

      The computer beeped, signaling the download completion. Grant approached the laptop slowly, staring at the completed file. Hesitantly, he hovered the cursor over the folder then finally clicked. He leaned forward, examining the files associated with the drive, and as he scrolled, his heart started pounding.

      All of the money was still there. All 5.8 billion of it, dispersed onto the subsequent files. The ghost drive worked. Grant opened up the message box again and started typing his response.

      What’s next?

      Grant lightly drummed his fingers on the table, his eyes flitting between the text box and the video feed.

      Mocks was still alive, and the man next to her was still screaming. But a second look at the man provided more detail of his features. Because while his face was swollen and bloody, Grant noticed the familiar pointed ears that belonged to Nathan Links.

      “Oh my god.”

      If Links was tied up, that meant Joza was running the show, and that didn’t bode well for Mocks. He needed to leave, and fast.

      Grant shut the laptop down, unplugged the connections, and tucked it under his arm. Quick strides brought him out of the room and through the living room, but when he started for the door, the path was suddenly blocked by a hulking figure that raised a pistol to shoot.

      Grant darted back to the room, three gunshots ringing out, and bullets nipped at his heels as he slammed the bedroom door shut behind him. He dropped the laptop and then quickly grabbed the wire that connected the satellite to the computer.

      The door busted in half, and the big brute burst inside, stumbling forward due to the momentum of his entrance. Grant bum-rushed the bigfoot, slamming him against the wall and creating a crater the size of his back in the old wood.

      He snatched the wrist with the pistol and gave it a quick twist, releasing the big man’s hold on the weapon, but the time and motion cost Grant a heavy punch to the gut followed quickly by a head butt.

      The pair of skulls cracked, and a bright flash of light appeared along with a sharp pain that ran down the middle of Grant’s head. He stumbled backward and gathered his senses just in time to watch the brute reach for the pistol.

      Grant lunged and gripped the back of the man’s head with both hands and pulled down as he thrust his knee upward. The thug’s nose crunched loudly against his knee, blood spurting over his pant leg.

      With the pistol back on the floor, both men scrambled for the weapon, and Grant gouged the brute’s eyes, while the thug wrapped his massive hands around Grant’s throat, eventually throwing him like a rag doll into the nearest wall, but not before Grant managed to squeeze one gunshot that fired into the ceiling.

      He landed on the crusted carpet, gasping for air, and the big man grabbed the pistol and then swung around and brought Grant into the crosshairs, but when he squeezed the trigger, there was only the click of the firing pin.

      Confusion spread across the big man’s face, and as he stared at the magazine in Grant’s hand, it provided the needed time for Grant to lunge forward. He led with his right fist, connecting with the brute’s jaw in a wicked cross, then followed with a one-two combination to the stomach, and finished with an uppercut that sent the giant backward.

      Grant’s fists throbbed with pain from the heavy blows, and he stood over the massive Russian thug, who opened his eyes, snarling, and slowly rose from the floor like a zombie from death.

      Grant quickly snatched the laptop off the floor, grabbed the gun, then loaded the magazine back into the pistol and darted out of the room while the big man slowly got his feet beneath him.

      Grant’s feet blurred as he hurried down the steps, the pain in his head and the fatigue of his body momentarily suspended as he sprinted outside, wincing from the sudden burst of light.

      With the big brute still in the building behind him, Grant never stopped running until he had veered in a serpentine path and he was positive that the big man wasn’t following.

      Wheezing, coughing, and groaning, Grant slowed to a stop to catch his breath. After a minute, he examined the laptop beneath his arm. Now all he had to do was wait to be contacted once they realized they didn’t have the money.
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      Mocks looked to her right, glad to find Links passed out in the chair. He’d finally worked himself into exhaustion. The past twenty minutes of him sleeping was the first peace and quiet Mocks received in the past few hours.

      She looked at the camera in the corner of the room, knowing some bastard in a chair in a dark room was watching her piss herself and squirm and cry. She extended her left middle finger, the one feeble attempt at defiance she could muster.

      The door’s hinges groaned as it opened, and Mocks whipped her head toward the entrance. The ceremonial line of muscled, tattooed, expressionless, and armed cronies entered and then fanned out with Joza in the middle.

      Joza gestured to Links, frowning. “Razbudi yego.”

      Links was still passed out, his head tilted to the side. The only reason Mocks knew that he wasn’t dead was the whistling of breath escaping from his broken nose every time he exhaled.

      The nearest thug walked over, removing a small white packet from his pocket. Mocks had seen those before. It was an ammonia inhalant. It’d wake anyone that wasn’t in a full-fledged coma. She had been on the receiving end of those nasty tricks when she was an addict.

      The thug snapped the stick and then waved it beneath Links’s mangled nose. Two seconds later, Links jerked away, coughing and snorting out the wave of chemicals that had brought him back to the land of the living.

      He blinked in confusion for a moment, but the pain and restraints quickly reminded him of his current predicament.

      “The money didn’t come,” Joza said, snarling as he stared at Links. “There is nothing in the accounts.”

      For a reason beyond Mocks’s understanding, Links turned to her, staring at her until Joza’s gaze was set upon her too. Finally, Links looked away and struggled with his speech due to his swollen lips.

      “I gave him instructions,” Links said. “I told him that if he didn’t give us the money, then I was going to kill her.”

      “He has the money now.” Joza reached for Links’s throat and held it but did not squeeze.

      “That’s not possible.” Links shook his head. “The account—” And then Links stopped himself, shutting his eyes at the realization that Mocks had already arrived at a few seconds ago. “He wants a trade.” Links nodded toward Mocks. “He’ll give you the money for her.”

      “Does this man know who I am?” Joza asked, snarling.

      Links nodded, struggling for breath.

      Joza flung Links’s head back, and Links coughed and wheezed as Joza finally turned his attention toward Mocks. His steps were deliberate, and instead of standing in front of her as he had with Links, he remained at her side.

      Slowly, Joza placed his hand over Mocks’s stomach, and his touch sent a shudder through her body, his fingertips gliding across her belly was like being touched by a spider.

      “This man has done all of this for you?” Joza asked, still gently massaging her womb. “A woman who carries a child that is not his.” He scoffed. “Durachit.” Joza turned back to Links. “Can you contact him?”

      Links nodded.

      “Good.” Joza turned back to Mocks and applied pressure on her stomach. “Do you think he can save you?”

      Mocks’s breath quickened, a cold sweat breaking out over her entire body as Joza’s grip tightened. “Stop.”

      “Many men have tried to kill me,” Joza said. “You know this. He knows this. What makes this man think he is any different?”

      Mocks grabbed hold of Joza’s arms but couldn’t remove them from her stomach. He was too strong. “Let go.”

      “Why do you think he can defy me?”

      “Because he can!” Mocks thrashed in her chair. “Because he’s been up against men like you before, and they’re either dead or in prison. You think that you’re so high on a mountaintop that no one could ever touch you, but you’re wrong.” Tears filled her eyes, and she squeezed the end of the armrests so tight that her knuckles ached. “He’s going to stop you and wipe that arrogant smirk right off your face.”

      Joza released Mocks’s stomach, and she gasped in relief. He tilted his head to the side, watching her defiance, and only smiled. He walked toward the door, shaking his head, stopping halfway. He opened his jacket and spun around, one hand on his hip, exposing the pistol on his waistband.

      “I look forward to meeting this man,” Joza said. “And if he is anything like what you’ve described, then I know our interaction will be memorable.” He smiled again and then walked to one of the thugs and whispered in his ear. And then he was gone.

      All of the thugs save for the man he whispered to left the room, and once they were gone, he walked over to Links.

      “No, please, listen. I can help.” Links squirmed, writhing in the chair like a cockroach that knew of the approaching boot. “Joza!”

      The thug brandished a knife and showed no indication of his intent. Though Mocks had a few ideas of what he might do with that blade.

      “Please!” The last cry triggered Links into nothing but tears and unintelligible moans as the thug inched the blade toward him, but he turned away at the last second, just before he cut the restraints around his wrists.

      The ropes fell to the floor, and the pitiful show of Links’s performance ended as he gently clamped his hand over his freed left wrist. He looked up at the man who’d let him go.

      “Go,” the thug said, gesturing to the door. “Joza wants you to join him.”

      Links stood, the motion zombielike as he shuffled toward the door, and the thug followed him. Mocks watched him leave, but just before he passed through the exit, Links stopped to turn around.

      He stared at her with his only good eye, shivering and hunched over and looking one step from the grave.

      Like so many men who had made a deal with the devil, Links was shocked to discover that he’d underestimated the beast. The arrogance of man was the devil’s greatest weapon, and he used it to kill more people than all the other qualities of humankind put together.

      The thug shoved Links forward and then swung the door shut, sealing Mocks inside, again leaving her in solitude.

      Exhausted again, she leaned back and slouched as far at the restraints would allow. She couldn’t even fathom the shit storm that Grant was about to experience, but she knew there was truth to what she’d told Joza.

      Grant had done more with less than anyone she’d ever met. And if there was ever a moment when he had less, it was now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The walk back with Hickem was quick and quiet. Sam said nothing as he put the handcuffs on her, and while a few heads turned at the sight of her being shoved into the back of a squad car, no one spoke. It was as if her sudden betrayal had been expected from the very beginning.

      On the ride back to the marshals’ building, Hickem stole glances at her from the front passenger seat. And every time he turned around, he opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something, and each time, he closed it then shook his head, muttering to himself under his breath.

      The greeting on their return to the marshals’ building was nothing short of an uproar. Reporters engulfed the caravan of vehicles, and Sam was blinded by lights and flashes as she was removed from the backseat.

      But Hickem at least had the decency to order the driver toward the side of the building and away from the cameras to let her out, though he chose to keep the cuffs on her as they marched through the halls toward Multz’s office.

      Every agent and marshal that Sam passed turned their heads in confusion. She didn’t look anyone in the eye, and she kept her mouth shut despite the handful of questions that were thrown her way. It was the worst walk of shame that she’d ever experienced. Heat flushed her cheeks, and by the time she and Hickem reached Multz’s office, her whole body had turned to jelly.

      The door slammed shut. Hickem removed the cuffs and shoved Sam into a chair. Multz was behind his desk, hands folded on his lap. His glasses sat low on the end of his nose, and he’d undone the top button of his shirt and loosened his tie, which she’d never seen him do, not even when he worked late.

      Hickem stood off to the side, tapping his foot impatiently. “Well? What are you going to do?”

      Multz unfolded his hands and pushed his glasses back into position. He said nothing.

      “She got into bed with Grant. She chose to give him information to help in handing over the funds to Links.” Hickem pointed at Sam as though she had some kind of disease and kept his distance as if it were contagious. “Fire her.”

      Multz flicked his eyes toward Hickem. “The FBI doesn’t have any jurisdiction in our internal affairs.”

      Hickem chuckled, a hint of hysteria in his voice. “You’ve got to be shitting me.” He stomped toward the door, ripped it open, and slammed it shut behind him.

      Sam shifted in her seat, the silence nearly as uncomfortable as the cuffs she wore. She kept her eyes on the legs of Multz’s desk, unable to find the courage to look her superior in the eye.

      “Are you okay?” Multz asked.

      Sam nodded, her eyes still fixated on the right wooden leg. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, you’re not,” Multz replied. “But I think you might be once this is over.” He scratched his bristly mustache, which was the same grey as his flattop. “You need to tell me what you did, and you need to tell me every detail.”

      And that was exactly what she did. Sam didn’t skimp on the details, knowing that there wasn’t any reason to continue to inflate the lie. She told him when Grant called, what he asked for, the form that she forged, and about willingly lying to investigators to aid a wanted criminal of the state.

      “That’s all of it?”

      Sam nodded, finally finding the courage to look Multz in the eye. Her lip trembled, but she didn’t cry. She wouldn’t allow herself to be weakened by regret and fear. She had made her bed. Now she had to sleep in it. “I am sorry, sir. I betrayed the badge. I betrayed our institution. And I betrayed you.”

      Multz rocked in his chair, returning his hands to his stomach. He looked tired, as though he belonged on a porch at the front of a house with a pipe and a newspaper. It was the first time she’d ever seen him look old.

      “I’ve been with the US Marshals for over forty years. That’s longer than I’ve been married, it’s older than my eldest child, and it has consumed nearly every aspect of my life, save for one part.” Multz lifted a hand and extended the short, stubby index finger. “My family.”

      Sam frowned, unsure of why he was telling her this. “Sir, I don’t—”

      “Everyone signs confidentiality agreements when they start working here, but they get so complicated and verbose when you get to a position of my authority that they’re practically unreadable unless you have a law degree.” Multz looked at a picture on his desk. Sam couldn’t tell what it was from where she was sitting, but she could fill in the blanks of who it was. “My wife told me that she would only marry me on one condition, and at the time I was so over the moon with excitement that I would have agreed to anything, which I did, but I didn’t understand the complexity of that promise until ten years ago.” Multz reached for the picture on his desk and smiled as he pulled it closer.

      “What did she say?” Sam asked, watching the director’s emotion as he admired the picture.

      “She made me promise that no matter the secret, no matter how vile the information that came across my desk, I would talk to her about it. Because she didn’t want it to eat me up. She said that secrets were bad for the soul. And that it would do more harm than good.” Multz wiped at the corner of his eye and cleared his throat. “I have told my wife more federal secrets than she knows what to do with. And every time I tell her, it always makes me feel better, and I can return to work the next day with a fresh mind. It’s the only reason I’ve been able to do what I’ve done for the past four decades.”

      When Multz finished, he removed his glasses, the skin around his eyes crinkled with lines Sam had never noticed before. She looked at the back of the picture frame and reached for it. The picture was old and weathered, but the woman was gorgeous. Bright-red hair that curled down her back, accentuated by a pretty smile, and a yellow dress that fell just below the knee. She held some wildflowers to her chest and posed with one leg kicked up behind her.

      “That was taken the day after I proposed,” Multz said. “Best day of my life.”

      Sam couldn’t help but smile at the memory, even though it didn’t belong to her. She returned the picture to the desk and then arched an eyebrow as she examined the man in front of her. “So what happens now?”

      Multz nodded, almost as though he’d forgotten why she was even sitting in front of him in the first place. “You’re suspended immediately. No pay. I need your badge.”

      Sam nodded, removing her badge. Her gun had already been confiscated by Hickem before they arrived. The metal of the badge was cold, and the shield left an imprint on her palm after she set it on the desk. It would be the last time she’d ever take it off.

      “A formal investigation will start immediately into your transgressions, and you will be on house arrest starting tomorrow.” Multz leaned back in his chair and gestured toward the door.

      Sam paused. She looked at the door then back to Multz, her eyes narrowing into suspicious slits. “Sir, are you—”

      “It takes courage to go after what you want,” Multz said. “I’ll hold off filing my report until tomorrow morning. Is that understood?”

      Sam nodded and then walked toward the door.

      “You’ll need to bring back a big fish if you want to walk out of this without any jail time,” Multz said just as her hand wrapped around the doorknob. “And you’ll need to bring it back alive. I’ll keep Hickem off your back for as long as I can. But I can’t promise you he won’t be a problem, so whatever you’re going to do, you’ll have to be quick about it.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Don’t thank me,” Multz said. “Just bring me back something so we’re both not burned at the stake.”

      “I will.” Sam opened the door and found the hallway clear of Hickem or any of his FBI boys. She wagered he was on the phone with Senator Thorn, informing him of the most recent turn of events, and while that was bound to be a heated conversation, her next step was simple: find Grant.
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      When Links caught his reflection in the mirror, he didn’t recognize the face staring back at him. His left eye was swollen shut, and his cheeks were cut and bruised, the purples and blues darkening his pale complexion. Dried blood crusted along the lacerations. He raised his fingertips to the wounds, and even the lightest touch triggered a spasm of crippling pain.

      Links lowered his head, gripping the sides of the sink. He was on the edge now, feet teetering over the side and staring down into the abyss. It wouldn’t take more than a stiff wind to blow him over the side and destroy him.

      If Grant didn’t give up the money, then Joza would kill him. If Grant did give him the money, then there was still the possibility that Joza would kill him. And if Joza decided to kill Mocks, then Grant would kill him.

      Links lifted his head and stared at himself in the mirror with his one good, bloodshot eye. This was the cost of the game he’d entered. And it was still a price he was willing to pay.

      He washed his hands and then stepped out of the bathroom, the armed escort still waiting for him. He followed the gangster through the poorly lit hallway, which fed into the main warehouse floor.

      Links had chosen this location because he knew it was off the books, because he had personally made sure himself. He had places like this in every major city across the United States. He’d figured he’d have to use one eventually. He just never expected it to be in Seattle.

      A single table had been set up in the center of the warehouse room, where Joza sat with two others. Each of them held a hand of cards, and there was a pile of cash in the center of the table. Links was given the last open chair.

      “You’re a man in a very peculiar spot.” Joza kept his eyes on his cards and exchanged two to the dealer, maintaining the stoic expression to not give away his tell. “What do you think will happen to you?”

      “I think our deal still stands,” Links said. “I think you want your son as much as I want to stay alive.”

      Joza flicked his eyes toward Links. “Do you?”

      “Yes. Very much.” Links swallowed, his mouth and tongue dry and uncomfortable. “Grant will be difficult to deal with. But if we give him the woman, I believe he’ll give us the money.”

      “And why should I give up this woman?” Joza rearranged the cards in his hand, and the round of betting fell to him. He threw in another hundred to the pile, and that was when Links noticed that the entire stack of bills was nothing but hundreds. “I like her fire. She would give me a strong son.”

      Links leaned forward, resting his forearm on the table’s edge. “She might. But you already have a son in this deal. I think trying for two would make you greedy.” The words were bold, but he had to maintain a level of strength with Joza. It was the only thing the man responded to.

      Joza lifted his arms, laughing. “And look at how far I’ve come by being selfish.” He nudged the players on either side of him, who laughed in return. He set the cards face up. “I call.”

      The pair of men placed their cards down, one of them holding two of a kind, another two pair, but Joza took the winnings with a full house. He reached for the smoldering cigar in its holder. “You see? I always win.”

      “You win because you’re strong and you’re smart,” Links said. “And you must be both here, because the man that has your money is the same as you.”

      Joza took a long drag on his cigar, and the smoke billowed from his lips. “There are no men like me.”

      “We bring him here.” Links pressed his finger into the table, trying his best to ignore the throbbing pain in his skull. “We line the area with your guys, and the moment we have the money, we can kill him. But we have to make him come to us. We control the narrative. If we give him an inch, he’ll run with it, and then we’ll both be six feet under.”

      Joza tapped the cigar, and the ash crumbled from the tip and onto the table. “Why would he come? If he knows that we want to kill him?”

      “The woman,” Links answered. “He’ll do whatever he can to keep her alive. And he’ll be alone. Whatever he did to double-cross me, he did it against the authorities’ wishes. He’s being hunted just like we are. This is his only option.”

      Joza chuckled, pointing the cigar at Links. “You were always a crafty fox. It is one of the reasons why I liked you. You’re weak, but your mind is strong.” He tapped the side of his skull. “It is good to know men like you.”

      Links nodded, hoping that sentiment would carry over to his survival. “I’ll call him, tell him to meet us here. We’ll give him a deadline, make it short, then we take him out once we have the money.”

      “And my son,” Joza said, gnawing on the cigar. “Let’s not forget about him.”

      Links swallowed nervously, knowing that this would come up in the negotiations. “You get your son once I have assurances. And not a second before.”

      “Ha!” Joza clapped his hands together quickly and then let them fall to his sides. “You see? Brains.” He removed the cigar and pressed the lit end into the ashtray, snuffing out the fire. “So you will bring this man here, we get the money, and then we kill him and the woman.”

      “What you do with her after the transaction is up to you, but she cannot be harmed before the deal is done. She’s our only leverage on him.”

      Joza smiled, his teeth slightly yellowed from the years of tobacco and booze and lack of hygiene. Every corner of him was rough. “Make the call, Links.” He looked around the warehouse. “I want to get out of this shithole.”

      Links was handed a phone, and he dialed Grant. And as the phone rang he prayed that Grant would answer. For the sake of both their souls.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sunsets were always Grant’s favorite part of living on the coast. While he enjoyed the views from his house in Deville, it never quite matched being able watch the sun sink below the ocean on the horizon. And it was made more beautiful by the evening’s weather.

      Unlike California to the south, where they enjoyed a beautiful sunset almost every day, Seattle was plagued with so much rain and clouds that residents appreciated the view when they had a chance to see it. And on those rare clear nights, everyone flocked to their windows or the beach or the docks and reveled in the beauty. Just like today.

      Grant found a spot at the end of a dock, where he sat on the edge, feet dangling over the side. There were a lot of people around, but Grant kept his hoodie up to keep his face blocked from view, and everyone was so distracted by the sunset that nobody even bothered to look at him.

      It was risky coming out here. He understood that. But this might be his last sunset, and he didn’t want to miss it.

      He ran through every scenario that he could think of, and every possible outcome, and no matter the path he took or the choices he made, he was a dead man. Either Links would kill him, or the FBI would.

      If he was being honest, he would prefer Links to do it. After experiencing the trial four years ago after he was let go from the police department, he wasn’t sure he could handle something like that again—all the questions and the press and the looks of every accusing and disgusted pair of eyes that would dissect him and his choices under a microscope. He never understood why people wanted to be famous. But then again, Grant had never been one for attention.

      No, a quick end was what he wanted. But only if he was able to get Mocks out. If he couldn’t do that, then he deserved the slow torture of the trial. It would be one last penance for himself before the end. That was if Rick didn’t kill him first.

      Only a small crest of the massive orange ball remained above the waterline. The sky above had faded into those dark blues and purples and pinks that signaled the night’s return. The moon was already out, and it wouldn’t be long until the stars came out from hiding. And so would he.

      The sun finally completely disappeared below the horizon, and the crowds on the docks and the shoreline lingered a little while, but fifteen minutes later, Grant found himself alone on the dock, watching the water lap against the posts.

      Grant had taken a plunge in that water four years ago. It was the start of the case that ended his career. And it was the first time that Mocks had nearly died. Remnants of winter were still clinging to the city then, and the water was freezing. But he was able to get them to shore.

      And now it seemed that history wanted to repeat itself, and Grant had forced Mocks back into a deadly situation.

      He had never been a believer in God. When he was growing up, his family never attended church, and his late wife, Ellen, had come from a similar background. But over the past year, he had started to contemplate the afterlife and whether there was anything beyond the grave.

      In all those years he spent grieving, Grant never felt as if Ellen were speaking to him, and all those nights he spent on his knees, begging for her to speak to him, she never answered.

      But maybe he had it all wrong. Maybe you didn’t keep the form you had when you passed on. Maybe you entered an entirely different realm that extended beyond the understanding of just heaven and hell.

      Or maybe there was nothing. Maybe you were born, you lived, and then you died. And that was it. You had so many years and so many moments, and then after a collection of a lifetime, it was taken from you, leaving a body behind for whatever friends and family remained to grieve over.

      The lights of a few boats coming in from a long day of fishing lit up the horizon, the reds and greens from their bow lights breaking through the darkness. Grant looked down to his left where he’d placed the computer he’d stolen from the building. He considered that it might have a tracker in it, and that Links and his thugs would try to hunt him down, but a small sense of recklessness had washed over him. Mainly because he didn’t think Links would want the computer traceable, lest it be able to lead back to him should it fall into the wrong hands, as was its current predicament.

      Grant stood, a few splinters breaking off from the old, seaworn planks. He bent down to pick up the computer and then turned his back on the water. If that was his last sunset, he was thankful it was a good one.

      He kept the hood of his jacket up, and the computer was slung lazily under his arm on his walk from the shoreline. His feet crunched into the shelly gravel that lined the dock’s entrance, which slowly gave way to a paved road.

      With no idea of where Links was and no contacts to help him, he knew it was a waiting game until Links realized that he didn’t have the money and would contact Grant.

      He was unsure how long it would take for Links to find out he’d been double-crossed, but he imagined it would be short. Grant strolled to a nearby taco stand, his stomach guiding him as much as his nose.

      It was run by a single Asian man. Sweaty bangs clung to his forehead as the steam and heat from the grill he worked on blasted his face. He only served one type of taco, and Grant was lucky enough to have enough cash on him to buy two.

      The tacos lay folded in a piece of wax paper that warmed the palm of Grant’s hand as he took a seat on the curb a few feet down from the food cart. Two bites, and the taco disappeared.

      The fish was incredibly fresh, most likely caught today, and the sauce and cabbage that lined the top complemented whatever spices the chef had added to the fish.

      Seattle was teeming with great seafood joints, though Mocks had never acquired the taste for it. Just the smell of fish caused her to gag. It severely limited their food options during their years as partners. Though she seemed satisfied living off strawberry frosted Pop-Tarts.

      Finished with dinner, Grant wiped his greasy fingers on his pants and tossed the wax paper in the trash. The food helped clear his mind, and he opened the laptop and booted up the computer.

      The battery was still at ninety percent, so he wasn’t concerned about losing power anytime soon. He just wanted to check the files, make sure everything was still in order.

      And after he eyeballed the 5.8 billion dollars, he hovered over the link to the message that Links had sent him that contained the video feed. When he tried clicking on it again, he received an error message. He’d need a Wi-Fi connection if he wanted to see Mocks again.

      He shut the laptop down and closed the top, and finally, his phone rang.

      Grant let it ring a few times before he finally flipped it open. “I was wondering what was taking you so long.”

      “You’ve pulled yourself into a situation that you think you can control, Grant,” Links said, the struggle to retain a smooth demeanor evident in his voice. “You think you have us by the balls, but I have something more valuable to you than 5.8 billion dollars, and she currently has a knife to her stomach.”

      Grant chewed over his next words carefully. He knew Links would play the only card left in his deck, but Grant couldn’t give in to the demands. Not now. “I don’t have everyone’s balls in a vise, Links. Just yours.” He looked down at the computer. “If you want the money to keep your life, then you will bring Mocks to a location of my choosing, and when I’ve confirmed that she is alive, then I’ll give you the money.”

      “You’re not in control!” Links screamed, his voice shrieking and cracking from the sudden burst of anger. “You don’t get to make the rules here, because as apathetic as you are right now, the moment I snap my fingers, they’re going to cut that baby out of your partner’s belly. So if you want both returned in a healthy condition, then you will do what I say!”

      “No,” Grant answered.

      “Fine. Bring her over!”

      Grant went cold when he heard a woman screaming and then a labored breath as Mocks came on the line.

      “Grant? Is that you?”

      “It’s me, Mocks.”

      “They have a knife to my stomach, Grant.” Her voice trembled with every syllable. “I don’t think they’re bluffing. Ahh!”

      “Mocks!” Grant shot up from the curb, the laptop falling to the pavement.

      “Did you hear that?” Links asked. “Just the slightest little prick. Should I go deeper?”

      Anger quickened Grant’s heart rate, and he white-knuckled the phone.

      “Cut her,” Links said.

      “No!” Grant lunged forward as if Mocks were right there in front of him. “Stop! Stop it! I’ll do it! I’ll come to you! I’ll come to you.”

      “Enough,” Links said, and the bulk of Mocks’s screams faded into gasping whimpers. “Clean her up. Stop the bleeding.” Links’s voice sounded distant as he turned his mouth away from the speaker, but when he returned, he was back to that same even-keeled, smooth tone that Grant remembered. “Twenty-nine fifty-six Tully Boulevard. It’s an abandoned warehouse north of the city. We’ll know if you don’t come alone, and the moment we get a whiff of a double cross, I’ll kill them both. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Now, be a good lad and hurry. You have one hour.”

      The call clicked dead, and the phone slipped from Grant’s ear and hit the pavement. The moment he walked into that warehouse, they were both dead. He was up shit creek without a paddle, and a leak had just sprung in the boat.

      Grant looked over at the fish cart. The people in line and the chef had stopped what they were doing to watch him. With the added pairs of eyes on him, Grant quickly picked up the phone and computer and hurried into the darkness before anyone grew wise enough to call the cops.

      But Grant was certain of one thing. He couldn’t show up to that warehouse alone. He needed backup, and as he scoured his pants pocket for her card, he wasn’t even sure he should call. But he didn’t have anywhere else to turn.
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      The apartment that Sam rented was small. She had always considered it a studio, but the leasing office described it as a micro loft, but the name didn’t make it any bigger.

      Sam passed the galley kitchen, which contained a small fridge, a stovetop, and a microwave. She had substituted a small convection oven for the apartment’s lack of a larger one, and on her way to the bed, which was jimmied up against the counter of the kitchen sink, she grabbed a beer.

      Twisting the cap off, she sat on the edge of the bed, then she chucked the cap in the wastebasket. The bedsprings squeaked with age, and she chugged half the bottle on the first swig.

      The pictures that lined the walls of her shotgun studio apartment were mostly of family and her time in the academy. She stood, one of the old pictures catching her eye as she sipped from the beer a little more slowly now.

      The picture consisted of Sam, Jim Turner, and Kyle Pratt. They were dressed from head to toe in tactical gear, each of them with their own sniper rifle over their shoulder, holding up their paper targets and smiling.

      It was a thousand-yard shot, and she had three attempts. The first missed wide left, the second just off the edge of the paper. But the third went right through the bull’s-eye.

      The shot had been a point of pride for Sam, seeing as how the other two snipers only circled the elusive center. Though she received her fair share of ribbing about the two misses, she was proud of the accomplishment. But her instructor was quick to remind her that in the field you don’t get three shots. You only get one.

      Sam still went to the range, practicing in her free time, but there weren’t any long-range shooting galleys in Seattle. When she was growing up in Texas, those places popped up like weeds.

      It was her dad who first showed her how to handle a firearm. She remembered how she couldn’t stop herself from shaking, even after she fired her first shot.

      The bang and the recoil and the scent of metal and fire provided a rush unlike anything she’d experienced before. But while the rush of the gun range was always a welcomed thrill, what Sam enjoyed most was the time spent with her father.

      Her parents had divorced when she was young, and her mother had received sole custody. While she loved her father, he wasn’t exactly the most stable adult. He could never hold a job and had been evicted from more houses and apartments in a year than most people had during their lifetime, and he was a fan of the drink.

      He was never violent or abusive, never did anything inappropriate, but he had a slew of DUIs, and after his fifth failed attempt at sobriety, her mother packed up her bags and took Sam away while he was on one of his benders.

      Never in her life had she cried so much as she did on the day that they drove away. She kept her face pressed up against the hot glass of the rear window, the rows of the heat wire distorting the view of their house with thin black lines.

      At the time, she didn’t understand why they had to leave. No amount of reason or rational thinking could be used to sway the mind of a six-year-old girl who wouldn’t get to see her father except for every other weekend.

      And while she understood her mother’s actions now, she had lorded the separation from her father over her mother for many years as a teenager. All of that pent-up angst and emotion channeled into fury against her mother that she still regretted to this day.

      Sam continued sipping the beer, looking at the other pictures on the wall, which were primarily related to family—holidays, weekend trips, that sort of thing.

      But there was one picture near the end. It was just after she’d completed her training with the marshals. Her dad had his arm around her as she held up the diploma they handed out at the ceremony. The fact that he had shown up brought tears to her eyes.

      At the time, her father had just been admitted to the hospital the week prior, right during the middle of her final exams and evaluations. It was heart failure. All of those years hitting the bottle every night had finally caught up with him at the ripe old age of fifty-three.

      But that day, he didn’t look sick or tired. He didn’t come stumbling into the ceremony, reeking of a run-down bar. He came as he was in that picture, dressed in a suit and tie, clean shaven with a few cut marks along his chin, his hair parted and slicked back with palm oil, and that wide, hearty grin on his face.

      Even Sam’s mother was surprised he came. Aside from the accomplishment of graduating from the US Marshals, having her father at the ceremony was the most significant moment of her life.

      He had missed so much when she was growing up. Birthdays, holidays, proms, and boyfriends. The fact that he made it there meant the world to her. And she was thankful for the time spent with him, because she knew there wasn’t much time left.

      Barry Cohen fought for another six months before his body finally shut down. No matter how hard he tried to quit the booze, he just couldn’t stop. And because he was free to leave the public hospital, the doctors couldn’t stop him from grabbing a bottle of Jack Daniels and passing out on the sidewalk, only to be hurried back to the ER after some concerned citizen called 911.

      Sam never understood her father’s addiction. But she had always attributed her drive to him. Her father was a skilled tracker. And she was amazed at how he could pull down a deer anywhere within the sight of his scope. On their hunting trips, they never went home empty-handed.

      But her skill with a gun and her drive weren’t the only things Sam had inherited from her father. She had a tendency to isolate herself, avoiding connection with other people. And while her father used alcohol to do that, she used work.

      It wasn’t as much of a health hazard as booze, at least not from a medical standpoint, but she had burned through more overtime than any other marshal in her division.

      She wished her father were still alive. She wanted to speak to him, to ask his advice on what she should do. But in her heart, she already knew what he’d say.

      “If you’re making a decision out of fear, then it’s not much of a decision at all.”

      It was one of the few chunks of sober wisdom that Barry Cohen was able to pass down before he passed on. That and a few off-color jokes that helped her out with her male peers in the academy.

      Sam finished the beer then tossed the glass bottle in the trash and got down on her hands and knees next to her bed. She reached underneath and removed a long case that had four locked latches along the side.

      She twirled the four-number combination on the lock, and once it released, she flipped the silver latches of the case up and raised the lid. Inside was a .300 Winchester Magnum bolt-action rifle. The stock had a walnut finish, and when Sam picked it up out of the case, she was thrust back into the open fields of Texas, crouched down low in the high grass, her father at her side.

      Muscle memory allowed her to dismantle the weapon in less than sixty seconds, and she worked her fingers along the pieces of machinery deftly, cleaning the weapon, which she hadn’t used in months. Halfway through the cleaning, her phone rang, and Sam snatched it off the carpet quickly. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” Grant answered. “A little surprised that you were able to pick up. What happened?”

      “Hickem brought me in,” Sam replied, setting aside the cleaning tools. “Multz put me on administrative leave.”

      “Do you have eyes on you?”

      “No,” Sam answered. And she had made sure of that on the way to her apartment. She figured that Hickem would bring some guys to tail her, but there wasn’t anything suspicious on her return home. But that didn’t mean it would stay that way. “What do you need, Grant?”

      “It won’t be easy.”

      “I’m ready,” Sam said.

      “Meet me in the warehouse district north of the city. There is a small abandoned auto repair shop on Seventeenth Avenue. I’ll be inside. If you have any radios, bring them. And your rifle.”

      “I can leave in five.”

      “Thank you, Sam.”

      After Grant hung up, Sam let the phone linger by her ear. She looked at the dismantled rifle by her side. She pocketed the phone and double-timed it in reassembling the weapon.

      Once finished, she put the rifle back in the case and grabbed a duffel bag and stuffed it with ammunition and magazines. She grabbed a bottle of water and a half-eaten sandwich from the fridge and added it to the ammunition. She figured that this would be a quick job, but there was no telling how long she might be gone. It was a sad attempt at a last meal, but it was the only thing she had.
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* * *

      The front of the repair shop was lined with broken-down cars. The paint had rusted on all of them, and weeds and grass crawled up their flat tires and into the wheel wells. All the windows had been smashed, most likely broken by a bunch of kids with nothing better to do, littering the ground with glass.

      Grant sat perched on a chair behind the counter of the service center. The place was old, everything covered in dust, and the glass in the windows had aged to the point of clouding.

      The register on the counter was one of those old analog counters, but all of the buttons were stuck in the down position. The money tray was open, but like the rest of the building, it was devoid of any value.

      The only light in the area came from a post out on the sidewalk, leaving the building in darkness. Still, Grant had circled the shop twice before breaking in, not that it was hard, considering the door was unlocked. But he didn’t want to run into any trouble with homeless, knowing that it would only draw attention. Thankfully the place was empty.

      Grant repeatedly checked the time on his phone, which was running low on battery. Thirty-two minutes had passed since his conversation with Sam. And the longer he waited, the more his worry grew.

      A crunch of glass echoed from the garage, and Grant stood, pistol aimed at the door to the garage bays, which was open. While his eyes had adjusted to the darkness, it was still hard to see. It was quiet for a long time, and then Sam stepped from the darkness.

      She held a long black case and had a duffel bag slung over her shoulder. They both stood frozen for a minute, and then Sam dropped the bags, and the pair rushed to meet one another.

      Grant threw his arms around her and picked her up off the floor, and Sam reciprocated the embrace. They clung to each other hungrily, and for the first time since Mocks was taken, Grant felt a flood of relief hit him.

      It was Sam who finally broke the embrace, and while it was dark, Grant could see the tears in her eyes. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” Grant cupped her face, smiling. “You?”

      Sam laughed. “Been better.”

      That same overwhelming urge to kiss her resurfaced, but instead he dropped his hands from her face and stepped back.

      Looking disappointed, Sam shrugged. “So what’s the plan?”

      Grant nodded and stepped around her and into the garage. She followed, and he was mindful of the minefield of rusted machinery that dotted the darkened floor. They walked out the back door, and he pointed north to where a dirty-yellow light brightened the horizon. “That’s where they’re keeping her.”

      Sam squinted at the line of trees that blocked the structure from view. “It’s a warehouse?”

      “Yeah,” Grant answered. “I haven’t risked trying to get close, because I know they’ll have people waiting for me.” He turned to her. “I need someone to help watch my back. Did you bring the radios?”

      “And the rifle, but Grant, you need to understand that I’ll be able to get one, maybe two shots in before all hell breaks loose.” Sam pointed toward the building. “The last intel I heard about Joza mentioned he traveled with a lot of muscle. And if they make you go inside the building and I lose line of sight, then it’s game over.”

      Grant nodded. “I understand. I’ll get them to come outside, somehow.”

      “I can scope out a good spot then let you know when I’m in position,” she said and then moved closer to him. “But like I said before, you’ll only have—”

      “A few seconds,” he replied. “Yeah, I know.”

      The pair lingered in silence a little while longer, staring at the dirty-yellow horizon of false light from the warehouse. Grant wasn’t sure his mission would be successful, but he knew that he would die trying.

      “Listen,” Grant said. “If I can’t get her out or if she dies or if I die, just get out of there, okay? You’ll have enough fallout to deal with after the dust settles.”

      “The only way this settles is if we bring back Joza and Links,” Sam answered. “If we can’t bring back the big fish, then my career is over, and you’ll be in jail. I’ll only shoot to kill Links or Joza if the situation calls for it, but I need you to promise the same thing.”

      “I’m not sure I can,” Grant said.

      “You have to. If not for yourself, then for Mocks.” Sam took his hand. “For me.”

      The warmth that radiated from her hand spread through Grant’s arm and the rest of his body. He squeezed her hand back, and he let himself believe that he could make it to the other side. He let himself believe that there was a chance for tomorrow. And that chance was because of her.

      “I will,” Grant said.

      Sam smiled, squeezing Grant’s hand back even harder than before, then let go, releasing a heavy sigh. “We can do this, Grant.”

      “I know.”

      Sam handed over a spare pistol to Grant, then returned into the station to grab her gear, while Grant waited for her outside. He needed to get his head in the game for one last ride.
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      Links paced the warehouse floor, checking his watch every fifteen seconds. The deadline that he’d given Grant was fast approaching, and he still hadn’t heard anything. And the downtime provided Links the opportunity to reexamine his options in the slim chance that Grant didn’t show.

      If the plan here should fail, he might be able to convince the current administration that he was more valuable to them out on the street than behind bars. His most recent transgressions had given him clout with the international organizations that the United States government deemed threats. He might be able to work a deal if he played his cards right. But he wouldn’t have a hand to hold if he was dead. Staying alive was at the top of his priority list.

      Links approached a window near the south exit of the warehouse. Outside was a graveyard of broken machinery. He thought of all of those people who came to work here, each of them pulling their mundane levers, pressing the same buttons repeatedly day in and day out, always going through the same motions and never able to see what was beyond their noses.

      He imagined there was an outcry from the workers here when the company moved its operations overseas to save money. He could see the fingers pointing and imagine the frustration and fear at the prospect of unemployment, the squabbling over the fact that they were paid tens of thousands of dollars every year to do what a machine could have accomplished for pennies on the dollar.

      The thought of all those idiots losing their entitlements made him feel better. Those people had finally gotten a taste of what the rest of the world experienced.

      The alarm on Links’s watched beeped. The hour was up. He turned to Joza and the others. Each of them had heard the alarm.

      “He’s not here,” Joza said, his speech slightly slurred from the booze, though the playfulness was gone from his face. The poker game was over. “Bring the woman to me.”

      “Just a few more minutes,” Links said.

      Joza stood, kicking the chair behind him, and his men rose with him. He clenched his fists, and his face reddened. “I will not be made of fool of!” He turned to the nearest man. “Poluchit zhenshchinu.”

      Links approached the table near Joza with caution. “We have to be smart about this.” He tapped the side of his head. “Remember? That’s what you liked about me. And this isn’t a smart move.”

      Joza snatched the nearly empty bottle of vodka off the table and brought it to his lips. He tilted the bottle back, and the last bits of clear liquid disappeared into his gut. He then slammed the bottle to the ground, and the glass shattered. “Smart doesn’t get you power.” He beat his chest. “Anton Joza is power!”

      The door in the back opened, and Mocks was dragged by one of Joza’s men while she impotently tried to fend off the massive thug. She was tossed to the floor at Links’s feet, her massive belly scraping the floor, and Links could see the bandaged area where they’d cut her.

      Joza walked over, holding a 9mm pistol in his hand with dangerously casual indifference. He grabbed Links’s wrist, opened his hand, and shoved the handle of the weapon into it then closed Links’s fingers around the grip.

      “Kill her,” Joza said.

      Mocks looked at the gun and then looked at Links. “You don’t have the balls, do you? I bet you’ll make one of these cronies do the dirty work for you. You love pulling the strings, but you don’t like the sight of blood.”

      Joza laughed. “Even she is not afraid to die! And you stand there trembling like a virgin in front of a hooker. Shoot her.” Joza removed another pistol and aimed it at Links. “Or I will shoot you.”

      “Wait!” Links no longer had a handle on the situation. The control was slipping away.

      “I’ll count to three,” Joza said. “One.”

      “Just a little more time.” Links hyperventilated, the palm holding the gun suddenly growing cold and clammy.

      “Two.”

      Links raised the pistol, his finger trembling as he placed it over the trigger. He locked eyes with Mocks, who wouldn’t turn away, as if the gesture of staring her killer in the eye was some act of courage. It only made Links furious. Maybe that was the point.

      “Thre—”

      “Links!”

      Every head turned toward the door, and Links wasn’t sure which sigh was louder, his or Mocks’s. He lowered the weapon and looked at Joza. “It’s him.”

      But Joza kept the pistol raised and his finger on the trigger. He stepped toward Links and didn’t stop until the end of the barrel was pressed against his forehead. “And you think I shouldn’t kill you?”

      “Your son,” Links answered, shaking. “You still don’t know where he is.”

      “No, but I bet I can get that dog outside to find out for me,” Joza answered. “What do you think?”

      “I think it’s a mistake.” Links whispered through tight lips. The pistol had frozen him in place.

      Joza nodded, as if he were pondering the statement. “Perhaps you’re right.” He lowered the pistol, and he walked past Links to the door. “Let’s get this done.”

      Links collapsed to his knees, sweat pouring off of him in buckets. On the ground, he caught hold of Mocks’s stare, and he could have sworn he saw the shadow of a smile on her face as one of the thugs picked her up off the ground and dragged her past.
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* * *

      It was a long walk from the repair shop to the warehouse. Sam headed east, while Grant headed north. The agreement was for him to remain on the south side of the building.

      Once he was out of the trees, there was nothing but concrete before the edge of the warehouse. All of the outside lights had been turned on, no doubt to make sure they could see Grant coming.

      He kept the laptop tucked beneath his arm, and he scanned the rooftops for any snipers that Joza might have set up. But the hardest part was not looking for Sam. He didn’t want to give the impression that he had backup anywhere.

      Past the gate and into what used to be the parking lot, Grant was one hundred yards from a pair of doors. His heart was hammering in his chest, and the pistol in his waistband had grown oddly heavy.

      It would happen quickly, and he knew that he’d need to react the moment the bullets started flying.

      Grant stopped twenty yards from the door. It was a distance in which he was confident in his accuracy, but far enough away to make shooting him a challenge. He lingered there for a moment, waiting for Links to appear, but when no one came, he let his presence known.

      “Links!” Grant’s voice boomed into the night air, and the word caused his breaths to grow labored. He scanned the windows and the doors and searched behind him for any movement. But after a few seconds, the front doors opened, and Grant was surprised to find Anton Joza walking out, surrounded by a cluster of his men.

      “The detective.” Joza walked with a swagger in his steps, his arms spread wide and his lips creased upward with a smile. “The man of the hour.” He stomped his foot into the pavement and then laughed.

      The doors behind Joza opened again, and this time a man dragged Mocks by the scruff of her neck and planted her on her knees right in front of Joza, and he gently stroked her hair.

      “You must love this woman very much,” Joza said. “And I can see that you’re a man of conviction. You’ve done much to guarantee her safety. Theft, deception.” He laughed. “Maybe I should have you come to work for me.”

      Grant didn’t pay much attention to Joza, his eyes on Mocks. She looked all right, though there was a tear in her shirt where she’d been cut, and Grant saw the flash of white bandage underneath.

      “Where’s Links?” And almost as if on command, Links emerged from the double doors like a wounded dog. Grant lifted the laptop. “It’s all here. 5.8 billion. Just like we agreed upon.”

      Joza looked at Links and then gestured to Grant. “Fetch, boy.”

      Links approached with slow strides of defiance, and Grant’s heart hammered faster. Sam’s signal to shoot was the moment they confirmed the money and before they had a chance to shoot Mocks or him.

      Links stopped a few feet short of Grant and held out his hand, forcing Grant to meet him the rest of the way. He obliged, the laptop extended, but when Links took hold of it and tried to pull it away, Grant kept hold of his end.

      “Time to give it up, Grant,” Links said. “Unless you want your partner’s baby spilled out onto the concrete.”

      “Is this what you really want?” Grant asked, keeping his voice low. “This is how you want to be remembered after all of those years working for the government, working for the people?”

      “We don’t get to choose how people remember us,” Links answered. “You should know that better than anyone. What did your years of service mean to the people after those women died? Hmm? What did all of those hours at work mean to your boss when you defied him?” Links leaned forward. “It didn’t mean shit. I don’t care how they remember me. I want to live.” He yanked at the laptop harder, and Grant finally let go.

      Links turned slowly but walked back to Joza quickly, opening the laptop on the way, no doubt waiting for the system to load.

      Grant shifted and fidgeted uneasily. The glow from the computer screen illuminated Links’s face, and after a minute, he leaned over to Joza, whispering something in his ear that made Joza smile and then break out into hearty laughter.

      “You really are a man of your word!” Joza clapped, and Grant did a quick count of the men armed with assault rifles. There were eight. “It’s good for a man to keep his word in society.” He held up his fists. “It creates balance, trust.” The smile faded, and he dropped his fists and reached inside his jacket.

      When Joza removed a pistol and aimed it at Mocks’s head, the first gunshot rang out and dropped the man closest to Joza. The bullet entered the left side of his head and jerked it violently in the opposite direction.

      In the same instance, Grant reached for his own pistol then fired on the wings of Joza’s guard, shooting one of them on the far right. He charged forward, squeezing the trigger repeatedly as Sam provided cover from the east.

      The sudden attack pushed the survivors back, all their gunfire directed at Grant as Mocks scrambled to her feet, head ducked low, fleeing as fast as she could.

      “Come on, come on!” Grant was relentless in his assault, never a break in squeezing the trigger. He stretched out his hand, reaching for Mocks, and the moment their fingers interlaced, he pulled her to the nearest rusted dumpster for cover.

      Mocks kept her hands on her stomach, and the bullets thumped against the dumpster, ringing loudly. Grant pivoted around the corner, returning fire while he heard the thunderous shots of Sam’s rifle echo above.

      “Grant!” Mocks said, grabbing hold of his shoulder. “We have to get out of here, now!”

      He spun around, ejected his empty magazine, then reloaded. “You go. If I can bring Joza and Links back in, it’ll help clear Sam’s name.”

      Mocks struggled to catch her breath. “I figured that was her.”

      Grant removed another pistol from his waistband and handed it to Mocks. “Take this.” He then removed his phone and shoved it into her other hand. “There’s an auto repair shop half a mile south of here, just through those trees. Call Hickem and let him know where we are, and then keep going as far away from this place as you can.”

      “Grant, I can’t—”

      He gripped Mocks by the shoulders. “I’m not asking.” He looked down at her stomach. “Now go.”

      Hesitation spread across her face, but he knew that deep down she understood. She had a future. Her son had a future.

      Without warning, Mocks kissed Grant on the lips, and when she pulled back, she kept her hands on his cheeks. “You come back. You hear me? Come back alive.”

      Grant nodded and then watched as Mocks disappeared into the trees. As he watched her go, all of that guilt and anxiousness flooded out of him, and all that remained was hot anger. Anger because of what he’d done to the people he’d cared about, and anger toward the ones responsible for harming them.
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* * *

      Sam had found the highest ground with the clearest view of the warehouse’s south side that she could scavenge. It was on a hill to the east of the trees that separated the warehouse and the repair shop where she met Grant.

      The vantage point allowed her to see either side of the building, allowing her to cover nearly three exits instead of only one.

      She spotted the black SUVs on the east end, which she was betting were Joza’s cars. If they decided to run, she had a clear shot at their getaway vehicles. Once she was in position, she let Grant know and then hunkered down for the long wait, her vision narrowing to the crosshairs of her scope.

      The lens magnified her sight and thrust her to the front double doors. She worked on her movement, sliding to her left and right to find the other exits, practicing the motion until she was comfortable with her speed. She brought the other magazines up and spaced them out so they were easy for her to reach and reload.

      When Grant came into the view of the scope in the parking lot, her heart was hammering as though she were in a sprint. She followed him in the crosshairs, knowing that if he went down, then Mocks would die too.

      But she had to keep reminding herself that Mocks was the priority. She was hell bent on keeping her promise to Grant. She wasn’t going to let her die, no matter what.

      Sam heard Grant’s scream from her position, his voice angry and defiant in the night. She waited for Joza and the others to step outside, praying that they wouldn’t make him go into the structure. The windows on the warehouse walls were too high and close to the ceiling. She wouldn’t have a shot if they forced Grant inside. She’d have to move.

      But when Joza stepped out of the doors with his thugs, Sam breathed a sigh of relief. She kept a bead on Joza and then on Mocks as she was dragged from the warehouse. Aside from a little dirt and fatigue, she looked unharmed.

      Sam took a breath and let her body relax. Her mind became aware of only her finger on the trigger and the target in her sights. Everything else faded away. She slowed her breathing and calmed her heart rate.

      Accuracy was all about precision, and you couldn’t be precise if you were nervous. There needed to be confidence in your movements, and your movements needed to be guided by purpose. Without purpose, there was no action.

      Links came out of the doors next, and then he walked over to Grant and grabbed the laptop from him and took it back. Sam remained calm, even though she knew the moment was drawing near.

      The crosshairs fell onto the man nearest to Joza. She figured if one of them was going to make a move, then it would be him.

      Sam watched the conversations through the scope. She couldn’t read lips, but she had an idea of the few choice words the pair had selected. And then, when Joza removed his pistol from his jacket, Sam squeezed the trigger.

      The body dropped, and she pulled back the bolt to reload as she pivoted her aim to another thug. The crosshairs lined up on a dumbfounded thug, who scoured the horizon for the hidden shooter, and before he realized what was coming for him, he had a matching bullet in his brain for his trouble.

      After the second shot, all hell broke loose. Grant returned fire, and Mocks sprinted toward safety while Sam kept pressure on Joza and his crew, pushing them back into the warehouse. She brought two more heads into her crosshairs, dropping both of them as Mocks and Grant found safety behind a nearby dumpster.

      But Sam didn’t stop shooting until Joza and Links had completed their retreat into the building. And when she saw Mocks sprint away to safety, she pivoted her aim toward the east end of the building.

      “Sam, Mocks is safe,” Grant said over the radio.

      “Good. I’ve got the east end covered.”

      “I’m going in.”

      “Just remember—”

      “Links and Joza stay alive,” Grant said.

      “Watch your six. I don’t have x-ray vision up here.”

      The radio clicked off, and Sam kept her sights on the exit toward the vehicles. At least fifteen yards separated the door and the escape cars. She could bring down at least two of them before they made it to the car doors. Maybe three if she was quick with her adjustments.

      She thought about taking out the tires before they even arrived, but she didn’t want to alert them to her presence and scare them off. The element of surprise was her best weapon. They knew there was another shooter for sure, but they still had no idea of her location.

      The wait brought with it its own challenges as she struggled not to look back to find where Mocks had run off to. But she fought through the urge, and when the doors opened on the west end of the warehouse, she opened fire.

      The first thug made it halfway before Sam placed a bullet through his temple and he face-planted on the pavement.

      Sam pivoted an inch to her left and found the others stopped in their tracks, two of them firing randomly in her direction, though she knew that they couldn’t see her.

      The crosshairs fell dead center on the beet-red face of a bearded Russian, who screamed as he pressed his finger down on the trigger and unleashed a barrage of bullets toward her.

      A quick pump of recoil against Sam’s shoulder, and the anger from the Russian disappeared as the bullet split open the top half of his skull.

      She pivoted the crosshairs toward the door, where she saw Links hovering at the entrance. His gaze kept switching between the dead Russians and the cars. Joza was nowhere to be found, but Links kept looking back behind him.

      “C’mon, you little shit,” Sam said, whispering to herself. “I know you want to.” She took a breath and then exhaled, the center of the crosshairs dancing around Links’s head as he kept the door over him as cover. “Do it.”

      And as if Links had heard her request, he sprinted from the door, arms flailing and legs pumping wildly on his path toward the first SUV.

      Sam followed his movements, guiding the crosshairs to lead her target. Her muscles calmed, her mind and body relaxed. She needed to stop him, but she couldn’t kill him. The placement had to be perfect, and she waited for her shot. She didn’t panic when he crossed the halfway point, nor when his hand touched the door handle. With his back turned, she lined up the crosshairs along his calf and pulled the trigger.

      Links dropped to the pavement, his hand immediately reaching for the bloody mess that was his left leg, and Sam finally lifted her eye from the scope, surveying the carnage below in a broader scale.

      Links was the only body moving among the dead, and Sam rose to her feet then heaved the rifle up on her descent to the parking lot, which triggered tiny avalanches of loose dirt.

      Still trying to escape, Links reached for the door handle, smearing blood along the door, but couldn’t reach. When Sam hovered over him with the rifle aimed at his head, Links finally gave up.

      “Keeping me alive?” Links trembled as he closed his eyes and lay flat on his back. “Smart. It’ll help buy you out of whatever mess that got you into this trouble in the first place.”

      “Good for me,” Sam replied. “Bad for you.”

      Links laughed, and a cold sweat broke out on his forehead. “Bad for everyone.” He opened his eyes and didn’t even have enough strength to lift his head from the pavement. “What do you think they’re going to do to me when you bring me in? Huh? You think—Gah.” He reached for his calf and then shut his eyes again, shaking.

      “It doesn’t matter what you say,” Sam said, gun still pointed at him with her finger on the trigger. “There isn’t any talking your way out of this.”

      “Maybe not with you.” Links lay still save for the occasional spasm of pain. “I’ve been with the FBI a long time. I know their secrets. I know their weaknesses. You don’t think I have contingencies if I was ever caught?” He laughed, but it was cut short by a sharp round of coughing.

      Sam stepped closer and pressed the end of her rifle against Links’s forehead. “I bet it’d be hard to talk with a bullet in your head.”

      “It would,” Links replied. “But is that what you’re going to do? I’m your ticket home. Are you really going to throw it away?”

      “What lies could you spin?” Sam asked, weighing her freedom over the cost of killing the piece of scum that she had beneath her boot. “How many others would you kill to save your own skin?”

      “As many as it takes,” Links answered. “And I’ll do it without the hesitation you’re showing now. Because I want to live. Do you?”

      A thousand different scenarios raced through Sam’s mind, but all of them revolved around Links’s life. Dead or alive, there were consequences, but could she let him live to save herself? Could she let this deadly spider spin more webs, cost more lives?

      “And what about Grant?” Links asked. “You kill me, and he’ll be locked away for sure. I think you can trust my opinion when I tell you that treason isn’t something our government takes very lightly. Especially with the public attention that this case has received.”

      “Shut up,” Sam said, pressing the barrel harder against his skull.

      Gunshots fired inside, and Sam turned toward the doors.

      “He’s as good as dead in there,” Links said. “So what are you going to do, Marshal? What path are you going to take?”

      Sam’s heart raced faster with every gunshot. She wanted to kill him. She knew everything that he said was true. His life might grant Sam and Grant their freedom, but his death would prevent him from leveraging the system for his own benefit, and it prevented the deaths of more innocent lives.

      “Tick tock,” Links said, his cheeks going pale from blood loss. “Time’s running out.”
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* * *

      Grant inched toward the edge of the dumpster, the barrage of enemy fire dying down. He craned his head around the side and saw four dead bodies on the ground, which meant that Joza’s personal army had shrunk to four.

      Three deep breaths, and Grant spun from the cover of the dumpster, pistol raised, and he managed to fire off one shot before the double doors to the warehouse closed and Joza and his men finished their retreat inside.

      Slammed up against the wall near the doors, Grant slowly reached for the door handle then pushed it open. In the same motion, he slid inside, shifting toward the darkness, his only means of cover. A table and chairs sat in the middle of the room, but aside from a few other old stacks of crates, there wasn’t anything or anyone else inside.

      Grant moved quickly across the open floor, knowing it wouldn’t be long before Sam opened fire. If she couldn’t get them to sprint back, then both of them would have to face the music.

      Gunfire echoed outside. It was low at first and then heightened into a hailstorm with the thugs’ retaliatory gunshots.

      Grant kept low by the door, waiting for Sam to flush them back inside, and when he heard the shouts coming from the door, he raised his pistol, poised to fire.

      The first man burst inside, his attention focused on the hallway where he’d just left from, and then two more piled inside, and Grant lined up the nearest thug’s head with his sight and squeezed the trigger.

      The thug’s head popped back, and Grant already had his aim on the second target when both men turned. He squeezed the trigger, and again the shooter’s head jerked back, and he collapsed to the floor.

      The third shooter opened fire, and just when Grant lined up his shot, he felt hot burning pain tear through his side. He fired, and the barrage of bullets from the third man ended, and the man dropped to the floor.

      With the pain in his side, Grant spun to the wall, palm on the wound, where he felt the warmth and stickiness of blood. “Shit.” He stood and kept his back against the wall as he made his way toward the door.

      Whispers filtered from the other side, and Grant knew there were only Links, Joza, and a thug left to deal with. “It’s over!” Grant’s voice cracked as he screamed. “You’re surrounded, and more authorities are on their way.”

      Grant lingered by the door’s edge, the blood spreading from the dead men’s heads growing in the silence.

      Gunfire broke the quiet and forced Grant to retreat from the door. He’d made it all the way to a stack of crates when Joza burst through the entrance, wielding an AK-47 and refusing to take his finger off the trigger.

      The bullets tore apart the flimsy wood of the stack of crates, and Grant could do little but duck and pray.

      When the barrage finally ended, the din of gunshots was replaced by Joza’s voice. “You think you’ve won?” Joza screamed. “You think you’ve beaten me?” He squeezed the trigger again, this time causing the top half of the crate structure to collapse, and forcing Grant to remain on his knees.

      Bullet casings hit the floor, and Joza finally let his finger off the trigger. “I will not be defeated by you! I am Anton Joza! I will fight until my last breath.”

      Grant paused to listen, hearing Joza coming up on his right, which meant Grant could circle around to the left. He moved quickly, and it only took four steps before he made it around the crates, and Joza tried to pivot toward him, but it was too late. Grant fired, winging Joza on the shoulder and dropping him to the floor.

      He rushed over and kicked the rifle out of the big man’s hands and put his foot on the wound, keeping the pistol trained on Joza’s face. “Don’t move, asshole.”

      Joza writhed on the floor and spit blood on Grant’s leg. “You don’t want to kill me?” He smiled then laughed. “You know, I was the one who had the bitch cut. I think it may have hit the kid.”

      Grant dropped to a knee and pressed the barrel of the gun into Joza’s forehead. The man was a monster. And Grant had killed monsters before. It was easy. Just a quick pull of his finger, and the world would never have to worry about Anton Joza again.

      “I don’t fear death,” Joza said. “Go on. Do it. Or I’ll just keep sending more men after that woman and that little bastard living in her stomach. I’ll send men after you. I’ll kill everyone you love. It won’t end. Do it!”

      Grant’s hand trembled, and he applied more pressure to the pistol. He broke the skin on Joza’s forehead, and blood dripped down his temples. He hyperventilated, and the desire to scratch that itch in the back of his mind only intensified. And just when he was about to pull the trigger, Sam burst through the double doors, rifle in hand, breathless.

      “It’s done,” Sam said. “Grant, it’s over.”

      Grant peeled his face away from Joza’s and stared into Sam’s eyes. She was right. He removed the pistol from Joza’s head and stood. And as the sirens sounded in the distance, Grant knew that they were still so far from any peace.
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      The press, the online attention, the constant pressure from every side were enough to bury Grant. But there was one lifeline out there that he clung to, his bright light at the end of the tunnel. And anytime that he wanted to just give up, he’d look to that light and remember the future that came with it.

      The hallway outside of the waiting room was busy, and every time a nurse neared, Grant would half rise out of his seat, only to sit back down once the nurse had passed the door.

      He clasped his hands together tightly, gently sawing them back and forth as he bounced his leg like a jackhammer. But a hand reached over and covered his fists, and his leg stopped its hopping.

      “I’m sure everything is fine,” Sam said, leaning into his ear, her voice a soothing whisper.

      “Yeah.” Grant took her hand and gently massaged her fingers.

      A TV sat in the top corner of the room across from where they sat, and Grant grimaced when a news report of their incident flashed across the screen.

      Links’s picture appeared alongside Joza’s, though Grant’s and Sam’s pictures never appeared. Still, the images reminded him of the officers waiting in the hallway. The moment they were finished here, they’d be whisked away to a dark room and interrogated until the authorities had either the truth or what they wanted to hear. Grant planned on telling them whatever was needed to protect Sam... and if he could, their future together.

      “Your leg is bouncing again,” Sam said, her eyes closed and her head still leaning on Grant’s shoulder.

      Grant looked at his knee and stopped the motion. “Sorry.”

      Sam placed her hand on his chest. “I know you’re worried, but there isn’t anything we can do.” Sam shifted sideways in her chair so that she faced Grant. She ran her hands through his hair, tucking the long strands behind his ears. “Multz will help us, and despite how upset Hickem is, I think he’ll put in a good word too.”

      Grant scoffed. “I wouldn’t count on Hickem.”

      “People can surprise you.” She kissed his cheek, causing him to close his eyes to savor the moment and miss the nurse opening the door.

      “Mr. Grant?”

      Grant opened his eyes and stood to find a middle-aged bald man wearing scrubs. “Is everything okay? Is the—”

      “Everyone is doing just fine,” the nurse answered, laughing as he tried to calm Grant down. “Mrs. Mullocks asked me to come and get you so you can say hello.”

      The butterflies batting around in Grant’s stomach were some of the worst he’d ever experienced in his life. He took hold of Sam’s hand, squeezing it tight on their walk toward the room. He still hadn’t spoken to Rick since their last meeting, and while Mocks might have wanted them in the room, Grant was sure that Rick would object.

      The nurse opened the door for them, staying in the hallway. “You two only get a few minutes. They need their rest.”

      “Thank you,” Sam said.

      Grant turned the corner first and found Mocks propped up in bed with a stack of pillows at her back, and a tiny pink-faced bundle wrapped in a blue-and-white blanket that stopped Grant’s heart and his feet.

      Mocks turned toward them, her eyes tired as she smiled. “Hey, partner. Want to come and say hello?”

      “Yeah,” Grant said, his voice a whisper.

      Before he walked over, Sam pulled him aside, forcing him to sanitize his hands and arms before picking up the baby.

      It had been a long time since he had held something so small and precious, and as he gently scooped the boy out of Mocks’s arms, the weight of the child went beyond its size.

      “He’s beautiful, Mocks,” he said, staring at the boy, then smiled wide.

      Sam sidled up next to him and let the boy grab hold of her finger, making her laugh. “Strong little guy.”

      “He gets that from his mother.”

      Grant turned at the sound of Rick’s voice. He stood at the foot of the bed. Grant hadn’t even noticed him when he entered the room. “I’m sure he gets a little bit from you too.”

      Mocks held out her hand, and Rick joined her at her bedside. She kissed the top of his hand and then looked at Grant. “So we’ll probably need a babysitter over the next ten years. You guys available?”

      “Hopefully,” Grant answered.

      “Hey,” Mocks said. “You two are going to be fine.”

      “That’s what I keep telling him,” Sam said. “Though I haven’t been able to convince him yet.” She held out her arms. “Let me hold him.”

      Grant gingerly passed the baby to Sam, who gently swayed him back and forth, triggering more joyous coos. And while Sam had tried to convince Grant for the past twenty-four hours that they were going to be okay and, despite all of the questioning and the press and general feelings of stress, that everything was going to turn out all right, he hadn’t felt good until that moment.

      He had never been the type of person to believe in love at first sight, especially after Ellen died, but standing there and watching Sam hold that baby thrust him into a future that he wanted to sprint to and never look back.

      “Just take it slow, cowboy.”

      Grant turned to find Mocks smiling at him. “Weren’t you the one telling me that I should put myself out there?”

      “Hey, I just wanted you to get laid.”

      Sam burst out laughing, and Grant chuckled. God, even her laugh was perfect. “So what name did you end up going with?”

      “We tossed around a few ideas, and we each had our favorite, but both of us could only agree on one,” Rick said.

      “Well?” Sam asked. “What did you decide?”

      “Chase,” Mocks answered.

      The tears formed in Grant’s eyes before he even turned to look at Mocks.

      “We thought naming him after his godfather would be an easy way to score babysitting points.” Mocks smiled wide, but her eyes grew red and glassy.

      Rick stepped around the side of the bed, walking toward Grant, and stuck out his hand. Crying, Grant shook it and then hugged Rick.

      “Thank you,” Rick said.

      When they finally pulled apart, Grant was still wiping the tears from his eyes, and when he looked at Mocks and found her in tears, she quickly wagged her finger.

      “No,” Mocks said. “You’re the one who started the crying.”

      Grant walked over to her and hugged her, the pair embracing, and Mocks whispered in his ear just as Rick had. “Thank you, Grant. For everything.”

      This time when he pulled away, the tears had faded, but he found Sam with tears in her eyes. And the moment was interrupted by a knock on the door.

      “Hey, folks,” the nurse said. “Time’s up. They need to get their rest now.”

      Sam handed the baby to Rick then grabbed hold of Grant’s hand as they walked out the door. Grant used his free hand to keep the residual tears from falling. She gave his hand a squeeze.

      “Hey,” Sam said. “I told you it would work out.”

      And while he was thankful for the peace that Mocks and Rick had given him, and even more grateful for the future that Sam allowed him, when he saw Hickem and Multz at the end of the hallway, that feeling of doubt that had plagued him for the past day returned.

      Hickem was flanked by his people, while Multz showed up alone.

      “Yeah,” Grant said. “Let’s hope that good luck continues.”

      Hickem lowered his eyes to Grant and Sam’s hands and then shook his head. He remained quiet for a minute and gave a simple flick of his head to the man on his left, who stepped forward and grabbed Grant’s hands and cuffed his wrists behind his back.

      “Is that really necessary?” Sam asked.

      “Part of the deal, sweetheart,” Hickem answered. “Multz gets you. I get Grant. But, uh...” He stepped closer. “I can give you a pair of handcuffs to use for later if you want. You know, just for fun.”

      “That’s enough, Hickem.” Multz barked the order as if he’d been having to deal with his shit all day. “C’mon, Sam, let’s go.”

      The group walked down the hallway together for a while but then diverged left and right at the hallway’s next intersection. Grant kept trying to turn to look behind him, which only provided him glimpses of Sam, who did the same as Multz pulled her away. He desperately wanted to see her again.

      “So how’s the midget?” Hickem asked, keeping his face forward on their walk.

      It took Grant a second to realize that Hickem was talking about Mocks. “She’s fine. Baby’s all right too.”

      “Good,” Hickem replied, a note of relief in his voice. “I know she’s always hated me, but I always liked her. We had a mutual understanding of what was necessary for success. We may not have always agreed on the methods, but we wanted the same result.”

      “Then you must be happy as a clam right now.” He wiggled his shoulders. The pain from the cuffs’ tightness was starting to get to him.

      “I’m not happy, Grant,” Hickem said, his long stride keeping him in the lead. “I didn’t want it to go down this way. If you had just played by the rules like the rest of us, I could have helped.”

      “Some things you just have to do yourself.”

      Hickem held up his hand, bringing everyone to a halt with him. He sighed, lowered his hand, and then turned to face Grant. He looked haggard, more worn than the last time Grant had seen him. And that was saying something since it had been less than a day. “Not everyone has the ability to just turn off that part of their brain that adheres to law and order whenever something goes wrong. You don’t think I wanted to snag Links by any means necessary? I did. But it seems that your absence from the land of law enforcement wiped not only your common sense, but your knowledge of due process.”

      Grant narrowed his eyes, examining Hickem, and then he shook his head, overwhelmed chuckles escaping his lips. “He’s already copped to a deal, hasn’t he? What’d Links say he’d do?”

      “That’s not your concern.” Hickem spoke through barely opened lips. “You need to do one thing, and one thing only, Grant, if you want to make it out of this in one piece, and that’s keeping a tight lip and pleading insanity. I’ll do what I can, but I can’t make any promises, all right?”

      Grant said nothing, and as they approached the exit, he braced himself for the slew of reporters that were probably waiting for him outside. Sunlight blinded him for a moment, but instead of the sight of dozens of cameras and microphones, he saw only two black sedans. He looked at Hickem with confusion.

      “Reporters are out front,” Hickem said. “Multz and Sam said they would take one for the team.” He opened the door, letting Grant be put inside. “That woman seems to like you a lot.”

      The door shut, and Grant fidgeted in his seat, watching the hospital disappear as they drove off.

      “The feeling’s mutual,” Grant said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three Months Later

          

        

      

    

    
      Seattle was on the horizon, the Space Needle protruding from the skyline first. Traffic had already worsened, and Grant sat behind the wheel of the moving truck with sweat on his brow.

      He’d hoped he had gotten an early enough jump on the day to miss rush hour, but the line of brake lights in front of him dashed those hopes. He leaned back in his seat, one hand on the wheel, with his other hanging outside the open window.

      The symphony of honking cars and angry shouts from road-raged drivers wasn’t something he missed about the city. But when that first scent of salty breeze hit his face and helped cool him down, it helped reacclimate him a little bit.

      Traffic lessened once he was able to get off the highway, and he reached for the radio dial and flipped to the local NPR station, where a news report had just started.

      “Three months after one of our nation’s biggest national security blunders, and we’re still discovering details of what happened. Nathan Links, former director of the FBI, pleaded guilty to selling classified documents to Anton Joza, the international billionaire kingpin who made his fortune selling oil and bribing government officials for contracts. Joza had also been involved in several high-stakes political coups over the past several decades, all of which are being compiled against him in international court. And while the events shocked the nation, the real question that needs to be answered isn’t what Nathan Links did, but how he was able to do it. Unchecked intelligence gathering can foster individual crusades like the one Mr. Links tried to accomplish at the risk of American lives. But we tend not to care what happens unless it’s happening to us. For more on this report, I turn it over to—”

      Grant changed the station, flipping it over to an oldies music station that was playing some Earth, Wind, and Fire. He’d heard enough about the case, and the faster it stopped appearing on the news, the quicker Grant would start watching the news again. He was done hearing about the past. He was done talking about the past. All he wanted to do now was enjoy the present and look forward to the future.

      And much to Grant’s surprise and relief, it was a future without jail time, without probation, and without trouble. He had done exactly what Hickem asked during his interrogations, and in return, Hickem, and Multz, signed off on a special document that stated Grant had been acting as an informant to help bring a swift end to Links and Joza’s arrangement.

      At least that was how they’d played it off with the press. And while Grant’s name was mentioned in the news, this time it was as someone who helped. And though he couldn’t stop the old reports about his dismissal from the department from resurfacing, it was brief. There were bigger fish to fry out there. Grant was old news, and he couldn’t have been happier about it.

      Sam was left out of the report altogether. And while she had kept most of the details of her arrangement with Multz a secret, Grant knew that they had to have covered up quite a bit. But it was the only way that Sam could have kept her position. And if there was going to be a government cover-up, Grant figured that it was about time it was done to help someone who deserved it.

      The marshals were Sam’s life, and Grant couldn’t imagine how much it would have hurt her if she couldn’t do the job that she loved anymore.

      Finally, Grant arrived at his new apartment complex, and he found some street parking near the freight elevator. He looked up and found the window to his third-floor apartment open, and he honked the horn.

      A few seconds passed, and Sam poked her head out of the window, her blond hair dangling freely down her face. “About time you showed up!”

      “Traffic was bad,” Grant said. “You coming down here to help me, or do I have to unload everything myself too?”

      “Hey, I’ve seen your place. It’s not like you had that much stuff to move in the first place.”

      “Touché.”

      Grant shut off the engine, and by the time he made it around to the back of the truck and opened up the door, Sam was walking out of the front entrance. He smiled when he saw her and wiped his hands on his jeans.

      “Hey, stranger,” Sam said.

      “Hey.”

      They kissed and embraced, Grant lifting Sam off the pavement and spinning her around in the air. They were still lip-locked when Grant set her down, and she giggled, pulling herself away.

      “You act like you haven’t seen me in weeks,” Sam said.

      “Well, it’s been what? Four hours?” Grant nuzzled her neck, kissing it gently. “That’s forever.”

      “All right, you two, just wait until we leave for that stuff.”

      Both Grant and Sam turned to find Mocks and Rick with the baby near the truck’s end. “How long have you been watching?” Grant asked.

      “Enough to fill the spank bank,” Mocks answered, laughing.

      Sam walked over to Mocks and the baby and stole Chase away from her mother, while Grant and Rick started to unpack.

      There really wasn’t much Grant had salvaged from his old place. A few boxes, clothes, dishes, and his desk. Most of it, he’d junked. It was time to start fresh. His time in exile was over. And he was moving on.
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