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      Music pumped through Kelly Sears’s earbuds, the heels of her purple running shoes striking against the pavement in the same rhythm of the Pink song that propelled her the last quarter-mile of her run.

      Up since four, she had already caught up on emails, scheduled three more conference calls with potential clients, and had one more quickie with the banker she brought home from last night before putting him in a cab and sending him home.

      Alone on the running trail, Kelly glanced up at the early morning Seattle sky. A fusion of dark blues bled down to a muddy purple that streaked across the horizon. With sweat glistening off her toned muscles and snow-white complexion, she’d already done more this morning than most people would accomplish before the sun came up.

      Sprinting the last leg of her run and with her muscles and lungs on fire, Kelly broke through the imaginary finish line.

      Breathless, Kelly checked her pulse and paced a tight circle until it slowed. She paused her music and checked her time. A minute slower than yesterday.

      Wiping the sweat from her face with the front of her shirt, Kelly walked through the early morning mist that blanketed the running trail around Interlaken Park, which backed up to the apartment complex where she owned a top-floor unit with a west-facing balcony. She loved to watch the sunset.

      Walking back to her apartment, Kelly scanned her email for replies from her clients in Europe. “C’mon, Harry, you’re busting my balls on this one.” She cracked her neck, still tense even after the run, but her boss had been riding her to close the new deal with Heller Communications.

      It was the biggest fish she’d ever gone after, but if she landed them as clients, then it would guarantee her promotion into the vacant Vice President for Global Sales position. It’d taken her five years, but she was so close that she could taste it.

      Eyes glued to her phone, her thumbs were a blur across the screen as she quickly replied to the latest round of questions. They were nervous. They’d been with the same advertising agency for the past twenty years. But Kelly had provided too good of a deal for them to pass up. All that was required now was to soothe the worries.

      But with her head down, she didn’t see the man in the hoodie who had been watching her from the cover of bushes and the early morning haze.

      By the time she heard the scuffled sound of hurried sneakers on concrete, the rag was already over her mouth. Hands and arms clamped around her body, Kelly squirmed but quickly lost consciousness, dropping the phone from her hand, the world fading to black as she was slung over her captor’s shoulder and quickly whisked away into the dense fog.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mary Sullivan dropped the half-eaten bowl of mushy oatmeal into the sink, which rattled against the growing pile of dirty dishes that her husband had said he would take care of the night before.

      “Charlotte! Evan! C’mon, we’re going to be late!” Mary opened the fridge and grabbed a container of leftover spaghetti from Sunday. She cracked open the lid and sniffed. It was probably still good. She shoved the container into her purse, checked her reflection in the fridge door, and ruffled her blonde hair. She hadn’t even gotten a chance to put on make-up. “Kids! Car! Now!”

      Tiny footsteps thundered above from the second floor, and her six-year-old daughter and ten-year-old son hurried down the staircase, backpacks already on.

      Using the hurried momentum from their run down the stairs, Mary shuttled them out the door and into the van.

      Evan clicked on his seatbelt, and then helped his sister with hers. Mary started the van and then did another quick mirror check, deciding that she’d put on some concealer when she got to the parking lot at work.

      “Mom, what about our lunches?” Evan asked.

      “Shit,” Mary muttered under her breath, and then dove into her purse, fishing out a ten, which she handed to Evan. “Here. That’s for both of you.” She reversed out of the driveway and then sped through the neighborhood, praying that they wouldn’t be late.

      “Mommy, are you coming to my recital tonight?” Charlotte asked.

      “Of course, baby,” Mary answered, smiling.

      Charlotte clapped her hands together excitedly.

      Evan rolled his head back and forth on his shoulders until he finally rested his chin on his chest. “Mom?”

      Mary flicked on the blinker. “Uh-huh?”

      “Do you think Dad would want to play catch with me tomorrow?” Evan kept his head down, twisting his fingers into knots.

      Mary caught the downtrodden expression in the rearview, and the sight broke her heart. “Of course he would.”

      “It’s just that I know he works a lot on weekends, so I didn’t know…” Evan finally lifted his eyes, meeting Mary’s in the mirror.

      “He would love to make some time for you,” Mary said, hoping that she wasn’t making promises that she couldn’t keep.

      Evan shrugged. “Yeah. Okay.”

      Elton wasn’t a bad father or husband. He didn’t cheat, he didn’t drink, and he never raised a hand to Mary or their children. But he was absent. His mission to provide for the family had cost him birthdays, holidays, recitals, and sporting games.

      “Hey,” Mary said, prompting Evan to look up. “What if I can guarantee that your dad plays ball with you this weekend?”

      “Really?” Evan asked, his smile stretching from ear to ear.

      “Really,” Mary answered.

      “Thanks, Mom!” The smile never left his face the rest of the ride.

      Mary pulled into the school drop-off lane and Evan slid the van door open. She leaned back between the front seats, giving them each a kiss before they jumped out onto the sidewalk, joining the horde of other children.

      “Love you,” Mary said.

      “Love you too!” Evan and Charlotte shouted in unison, and the van door slid shut with a heavy thud.

      Mary lingered in the drop-off lane and watched her kids disappear into the school’s building. Once they were gone, she had the sudden urge to play hooky. To run back inside, check them out of class, and call into work sick. Because she knew how fast life moved, and it wouldn’t be long until they were grown and gone.

      A honk from the car behind Mary snapped her from the daydream, and she waved an apology as she pulled away.

      Traffic clogged up when Mary hopped on the I-5, but she pulled into the parking garage next to her office building with a few minutes to spare.

      The third floor of the garage was packed with cars but empty of people, and Mary rifled through the infinite chaos that was her purse to find her spare make-up brush.

      Working quickly with the small mirror in the visor, Mary tried to cover up the dark circles beneath her eyes to avoid the usual midweek comments of, “Wow, you look tired.”

      Of course she was tired. Twelve years of marriage, two kids, and a full-time job tended to stretch your limits.

      Finished and more presentable than she was before the concealer, Mary tossed the make-up brush back into the black hole of her purse and stepped out of the van.

      Mary checked her watch, finding that she was already a minute late, and double-timed it to the staircase, which she had resigned to take for the past month in lieu of the elevator to help keep her in shape. So far she’d lost a grand total of one fucking pound.

      With her concentration focused on the work day, the conversation she needed to have with Elton, and the clack of her heels that echoed in the open parking garage, she was too distracted to hear the quiet footsteps coming from behind.
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        * * *

      

      Susie Mullins adjusted the straps of her backpack and pushed back the hairband that kept sliding forward onto her forehead. Her mother had given it to her to keep the hair out of her face, but the tiny teeth only irritated her scalp.

      It was hot in her raincoat, another fashion choice forced on her by her mother. The weatherman had forecasted rain, but with a clear morning sky and the sun peeking out, the heavy plastic was only making her sweat.

      Unable to bear the heat anymore, Susie stopped, removed her backpack, and then ripped the rain slicker off. She shoved aside her books and folders, and then crammed the slicker into the backpack’s main compartment, unable to zip it all the way closed with a portion of the rain coat sticking out of the top.

      But the relief from the heat and sweat trumped the ridicule of having a yellow plastic sheet sticking up out of her backpack. “Stupid raincoat,” she muttered, grunting, but finally managed to maneuver the straps over her shoulders, which were very tight against her chest and back.

      She trudged forward, feeling like a turtle with a fat shell on her back, and then again readjusted her headband.

      It was a long walk from her house to school, but short enough to avoid the bus, which she didn’t mind. The walk was a quiet reprieve from the chaos of school and home.

      Her parents were always screaming at one another about something. She used to keep track of what they were mad about, but it changed faster than the weather.

      Money, food, where they lived, their cars, neighbors, work, her parents always found something wrong. And that was just when they were sober.

      After polishing off a bottle of alcohol was when the real fights started, and that’s when she’d lock her bedroom door. Sometimes she went to the park, but most of the time she just stayed in her room. It wasn’t safe at the park, especially at night.

      But this little stretch of land between home and school provided a pleasant escape to let herself think, mostly about how she couldn’t wait to leave this place, but also about what life might be like when she was older.

      She wasn’t getting married. That was for sure. Not after the way she’d seen her parents treat one another. And she was getting out of Seattle. It was wet and miserable, and the neighborhood she lived in was riddled with crime and drugs.

      Last year when she had a geography assignment, which had turned into her favorite subject, she learned how many wonderful places existed in the world. Paris, with their art and culture, the countries of Africa with their tradition and dance, Australia with all those cool animals. She had already determined that when she could afford it, she’d buy a koala bear.

      The world was a big place, and it gave her hope and comfort knowing that there was something more than the crappy little corner where she had been born. She was going to get out of here, and that day couldn’t happen soon enough.

      Nearly to the intersection where Susie would take her final left that would lead her to school, she heard the rumble of a car behind her.

      Normally she wouldn’t have noticed. Cars passed her on the road all the time. But this car didn’t pass.

      Slowly, Susie glanced back and got a look at a rusted sedan. The morning sun gleamed off the windshield and kept the driver hidden. She faced forward again, growing nervous. She had a few troublesome encounters on her way to and from school, but most of it was from the teenagers that liked to hang out by the turnoff to the highway.

      She walked a little faster, her heart pounding and her breathing quick, the car still following. She glanced around at the houses, trying to see if there was anyone on their front porch or yards. No one.

      Susie wanted to look behind her again, but she couldn’t crane her neck around, haunted by the rumble of that engine.

      Five more houses to the intersection and its busy traffic. Lots of people were up there, too many eyes for someone to do something bad. Then she’d be fine. Just five more.

      But when she was parallel to the fourth house, the car engine revved, and Susie’s heart skipped a beat. She sprinted ahead, focused on the intersection. She was so close.

      The rusted sedan sped past and then mounted the curb onto the sidewalk. The passenger door flung open, and Susie screamed, spinning around, but was yanked back by her hair and forced into the car as the engine revved and drowned out Susie’s screams.
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        * * *

      

      Susan Mullocks stepped out of the shower, the water so hot that the steam rose from her pale freckled skin before she covered herself with a towel. She dried off quickly, then tussled her brown hair, which she had finally let grow long at her husband’s persistence. She had natural curls, which became more prevalent the longer she let it grow. But it was a decision that she was slowly beginning to regret. It would be another three hours before her hair was fully dry.

      Once dry, she dropped the towel and exposed a petite but wiry physique. She’d had to work harder to stay in shape after her son was born, but the work showed. She picked out black slacks, a green blouse, and a gray jacket, then reached for the most comfortable pair of her two-inch heels, taking whatever height advantage she could give herself, and slipped them on.

      She grabbed her brush from the dresser and ran it through her hair a few times to work out the knots and performed a final check in the mirror.

      The green shirt accentuated the green of her eyes, framed by freckle-covered cheeks. She had never been one for lathering on cosmetics, but after turning thirty-five this year and rearing a two-year-old, time was starting catch up with her.

      She covered up a few wrinkles, then reached for the badge and pistol in the top drawer, clipping both to her belt.

      On the way downstairs, she checked the weather and traffic and sifted through her emails, hoping the late shift was quiet. She was already behind on paperwork, and she didn’t need another reason for Captain Furst to get on her back about keeping up with the administrative side of the job.

      But when she stepped into the kitchen and saw Rick next to Chase in his high top at the kitchen table, the pair munching from the same bowl of Cheerios, work vanished from her mind. “How are my boys?”

      Chase stretched his little arms high, giggling with a mouth full of Cheerios. “We’re going to the park!”

      “You are?” She reached for the coffee pot and filled her thermos. “Are you going to be good for your daddy?”

      “Uh-huh.” Chase grabbed another fistful of Cheerios.

      She walked over and planted a kiss on her son’s cheek. “Good.” She then turned her attention to her husband. “And are you going to behave at the park?”

      “That depends if the other mommies are nice,” Rick said.

      “Let’s just make sure they’re not too nice.” She winked at him as she circled around his backside and pinched the portion of his rear that was hanging off the chair, then hurried out of his reach before he could retaliate.

      “You better hurry up, or you’re going to be late,” Rick said.

      “I know.” She walked back over and gave him a kiss on her way out. “Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      “Love you, Chase.”

      “Love you, Mommy!”

      “I put your breakfast by the door for you,” Rick said.

      “Thanks, babe.” She pocketed her phone. “I’ll call you on my way home.” Smiling, she snatched the packet of frosted strawberry Pop-Tarts off the entry table, along with her keys, and stepped out into the early Seattle morning.

      But as she closed the door behind her, she saw an envelope taped to the post by the stairs of their porch. She frowned and set the coffee and Pop-Tart on the banister. When she reached for it, her adrenaline started to pump.

      Her name was written on the front of it. Not her given name, but a nickname bestowed upon her by an old partner whom she worked with during her years as a detective with the Missing Persons unit at Seattle’s Eighteenth precinct.

      But the man who’d given her the nickname wouldn’t have left her a note like this. Not the godfather to her only son, the man he was named after.

      Mocks flipped open the envelope and found a folded letter and a digital watch, the timer running, with thirty minutes already ticked past. She set the watch down and then opened the handwritten note.

      Call Chase Grant. Inmate #26829 would like a word.
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      A steady Pacific breeze helped glide the twenty-four foot marine vessel The Sea Lion into its dock at Roche Harbor. When the bumpers along the ship’s starboard side bounced against the wooden posts, the crew quickly tied off the lines and lowered the walking plank as their passengers waited patiently.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for joining us on our whale watching tour today. We hope that you enjoyed yourselves, and while you’re posting all of those pictures on social media, go ahead and tag The Sea Lion on Facebook or Instagram. We appreciate your time and hope you enjoy the rest of this beautiful day!”

      The boat slowly emptied, the passengers hunched over their phones with expressions of wonder and excitement at what they’d captured on the tour as they made their way down the dock and toward the small fishing village.

      The crowd consisted of tourists and locals, couples and families, but trailing the back of the group were a pair of heads sticking a little higher above the crowd.

      “Can you believe they got that close?” Sam Cohen, bundled up in a green jacket, jeans, and boots, shook her head in amazement at the photograph she snapped of the humpback breaching out of the water. “They were massive.” She flashed a giddy smile, and for a moment, she was a six-year-old kid who was still enamored by her love of the sea instead of a five-foot ten, twenty-nine-year-old U.S. Marshal who spent her days working with some of the hardest sons of bitches in the federal government.

      But instead of staring at the photographs, Chase Grant kept his focus on Sam, more interested in her happiness than what was on the phone. “I’m glad you liked it.”

      “Liked it?” Sam stopped in the middle of the dock, the crowd breaking around them, and pulled Grant close. “It was the best trip I’ve ever taken.” She stood on her toes and kissed him. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Grant grabbed her hand and their fingers laced into one another. Sam pressed her side against him as they walked, and the pair looked like a couple cut straight out of an LL Bean catalog.

      Looking at him, most folks would have pinned Grant in his early thirties, and people were always shocked when they discovered that he’d just turned forty this past year.

      But he was showing signs of wear entering his fourth decade. His once jet-black hair was now fused with small streaks of gray, and his wrinkles had multiplied over a still-handsome face. And his mid-section had expanded a size or two, which he blamed on his career shift.

      It had been one of the hardest choices of his life, but he knew it was the right decision. Second chances didn’t come around often, and Grant wasn’t going to screw it up. With Sam at his side, he knew that a future with her was better than the road that he had traveled before they met. A road that nearly killed him.

      Off the docks and onto the streets of the small fishing village, Sam pointed to an English pub that looked so empty it might have been closed. “I’m starving. Think you want to grab a bite?”

      Grant slowed them both to a stop and shoved his hands in his pockets, dressed in lighter attire, his northwestern blood better acclimated to the cool Pacific breezes than Sam. “Actually, I was hoping we could go for a walk. I know of a trail that’s close by with a pretty good view. I thought we could check it out before it rains.”

      Sam puffed out her lower lip. “But I’m hungry.”

      Grant laughed and pulled her closer, his fingertips gently touching her hips. “Well, why don’t we grab something to go and make a picnic out of it.”

      The pouty face transformed into a smile. “I’d like that.”

      It turned out the pub was open, and they ordered a traditional basket of fish and chips, forgoing the beer and opting for two waters so they wouldn’t become dehydrated during their hike.

      The weather held up, Seattle clinging to the last bits of good weather before the bitter winds of winter blew their way.

      Alone on the trail, they remained close, and when the crash of the ocean waves overpowered the sound of the wind through the trees, Sam slowly let go of Grant’s hand and carefully approached the cliff’s ledge. “Oh my God.” The wind was stronger at this altitude, and it whipped her blonde hair back behind as she stared out into the harbor. She turned at the waist, smiling at him. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Yes, it is.” Grant brought the food over, and the pair munched, enjoying the view of the white caps crashing into the cliff’s base. Sea foam sprayed upward, and while they couldn’t touch it, the scent of the salt drifted up to meet them.

      Sam finished her meal first, then collapsed into Grant’s lap. “This was a good day.”

      Grant smiled. “Day’s not over yet.”

      Sam narrowed her eyes, looking up at him. “I’ve seen that face before.” She sat up, then leaned back to give him the once over. “What do you have planned?”

      Grant kept his right hand in his pocket, which was out of Sam’s view. “You always could read me like a book.”

      “Well, it’s not hard,” Sam said. “So what is it?”

      “You don’t want to try and guess?” Grant asked.

      Sam laughed and rubbed her stomach, pushing her flat tummy out into a small pooch. “I’m too full to guess.”

      “Okay.” Grant nodded, and then glanced out to the sea. “You know I’ve been up here before? My dad would take me fishing right out in that harbor.”

      Sam crossed her legs Indian-style and perked up a little straighter.

      “When we’d come back from fishing, we’d flay and clean our catch and then put it on ice. Then, after we rinsed the boat down, my dad would usually go to the store and pick up supplies for the next day, but he’d let me wander off.” Grant gestured to the trail and cliff that surrounded them. “It was how I found this place.”

      “Did you guys come up here often?” Sam asked.

      “When the weather was nice.” Grant smirked. “So no. Not often.”

      Sam laughed. She had so much life in her laugh.

      “I spent a lot of evenings with my legs dangling over the side, staring out into the water,” Grant said. “It was quiet here. Peaceful. It let me think.”

      Sam’s voice softened. “What’d you think about?”

      “My father always preached that it was important for a man to have a purpose in life, and how what we do with the time we have needs to mean something,” Grant answered. “So I thought a lot about what I wanted to be when I grew up.”

      “Is that why you became a cop?” Sam asked.

      “I knew I wanted to help people,” Grant answered. “I guess being a cop was one way to do that.”

      Sam remained quiet for a little bit, letting the wind whistle between them and through the trees, her blue eyes focused on him. “Do you miss it?”

      Grant knew what he was supposed to say, but he’d never had the tongue for lies. “I miss the purpose that it gave me.” He turned toward her and their eyes locked. “But I don’t miss what it did to me.”

      “I know how hard it was for you,” Sam said.

      Grant kept his head lowered, and his heartrate skyrocketed. The fingers on his right hand had become sweaty in his pocket as he clutched the ring box. “But my dad also told me that who we choose to spend our time with is just as important.” His voice cracked. He hadn’t expected to be this nervous. “I was lucky enough to marry a woman many years ago who brought more joy to my life than I deserved.”

      Sam covered her mouth with her hands. “Oh my God.”

      Grant removed the box from his pocket and then planted a knee on the ground and faced Sam at eye level. “And somehow I’ve been lucky enough to meet another.” He opened the box, the diamond sparkling beneath the sunshine. “Sam, will you marry me?”

      For a moment there was nothing but silence, and Sam’s eyes moistened with tears as she looked from the ring to Grant. Then, without warning, she flung herself at him and wrapped her arms around his neck.

      “Yes!” Sam cried, squeezing him tight. “Yes, I will marry you.”

      Grant embraced the squeeze, holding her just as tight, finally able to exhale in relief. When she finally pulled back, she kissed him, her touch warm and hungry.

      “I think I have to put it on you now,” Grant said.

      “Right.” Sam laughed and extended her left hand. “God, I can’t stop shaking.”

      Grant steadied her hand as he slid the ring on her finger, and once the diamond was secure they embraced once more, holding onto one another while the waves crashed against the cliffs and the sweet scent of pines mixed with the salty air.

      Time slowed on their walk back into town, their conversation a mixture of excited babble and possible wedding locations.

      “I’d be fine with going to the courthouse this afternoon,” Grant said.

      Sam stepped in front of him, looking up at him with a smile. “You really want to marry me, don’t you?”

      Grant placed his palms against her cheeks, cupping her face gently, and kissed her. When their lips separated, Sam kept her eyes closed, and Grant waited for her to open them before he answered. “I want to marry you more than I want anything else in this world.”

      Unable to keep it together any longer, Sam buried her face into Grant’s shoulder and cried. They stood at the trail head, embraced in love, both thankful to have found one another amid all of the uncertainty that the world could conjure.

      When they emerged from the woods and returned to town, the tears had dried but the smiles hadn’t faded.

      “Does anyone know?” Sam asked, leading them to the English pub for a drink to celebrate.

      “A few people,” Grant said. “You sure you still want to go through with this?” He stopped, letting her go a few paces ahead. “I’m not a young man anymore.”

      “No,” Sam said, shaking her head as she walked back over to him. She placed her arms lazily around his neck, inching her face closer to his. “But you’re my man.” She kissed him and her phone rang. “It’s Mocks.” She waved the screen at him before she answered. “Hey, girl. I hope you don’t mind planning a bachelorette party, because I just got engaged.” She laughed. “Thank you. Yeah, here he is.” She handed the phone to Grant and walked toward the pub. “I’ll grab seats at the bar. Guinness?”

      “Make it a pint.” Grant brought the phone to his ear and watched his new fiancée head to the pub. “I swear that ESP of yours gets stronger every year. How in the hell did you know I already popped the question?”

      “I didn’t,” Mocks answered. “Grant, I need you to come into the station.”

      It was the tone that threw Grant off guard, and he instinctively turned away from the pub so Sam couldn’t see the concern on his face. “What happened? Are you all right? Are Rick and Chase—”

      “Everyone is fine,” Mocks answered. “But I need you to come in. We have a chopper heading to the harbor to pick you up.”

      “Chopper?” Grant frowned. “Mocks, what the hell is going on?”

      A marine horn blared, echoing across the harbor, and a flock of seagulls squawked overhead. Grant plugged a finger into his open ear so he could concentrate on what Mocks was trying to say.

      “What? I didn’t catch that,” Grant said.

      “I said he wants to talk to you,” Mocks said.

      Hunched over, his palm pressed firmly over his ear, he frowned. “Who?”

      “Dennis Pullman.”
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      The sight of the police chopper landing in the nearby park off the harbor caught the attention of every resident and tourist in the sleepy little town. And as Grant and Sam boarded the chopper, Grant spent the entire trip back to Seattle with Dennis Pullman at the forefront of his mind. A relic from his past that he wished would stay buried.

      The chopper landed at Seattle’s City Hall, where two cars waited for them. One to take Sam home, the other to take Grant to Mocks’s precinct.

      “I’ll call you when I can,” Grant said.

      “Okay. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      Twenty minutes later, Grant was back in the parking lot of his old police precinct, escorted by a pair of officers who glared at Grant from the corner of their eyes.

      It had been a while since he’d stepped foot into a police station in any official capacity, but not long enough for people to forget who he was or what he’d done.

      Depending on who you spoke with, former Seattle Detective Chase Grant was either a hero or a vigilante cop who cared more about results than following protocol. If you asked the man himself, he’d tell you that he was neither.

      But truth became lost in translation when it was filtered through the public eye, where facts and knowledge were replaced with strong opinions and passionate emotions. And while giving up the badge was one of the hardest decisions in his life, he had made his peace with it. He just wished everyone else would have as well.

      When the precinct doors opened, Grant was thrust back into a world he hadn’t seen in years. The chatter, the energy, the camaraderie, all of it flooded back to him.

      A few heads turned in the bullpen as Grant passed, and he saw whispers passed between the officers, leaving a low murmur of chatter in his wake.

      The officers led Grant to a closed office door. He knocked twice and then stepped inside. “Lieutenant, I have him.”

      “Thanks, Chris. You can send him in.”

      The officer stepped aside and allowed Grant to enter, transporting him back into a world he never expected to be a part of again.

      “Grant.” Mocks was the first one to the door to greet him, giving him a formal handshake due to the company. “Sorry to dampen your big day.”

      “It’s fine,” Grant said, finally recognizing the other man in the office.

      “Grant, this is Chief Hofster,” Mocks said, introducing the pair before sliding back behind her desk. “Chief, this is—"

      “I know who he is.” Chief Hofster had a closely-cropped head of light brown hair, and he crossed his thick arms over his barreled chest. Looking close to fifty, he was a young man to hold the position, younger than Chief Mayfield, who had run things while Grant still wore a shield.

      Mocks sat behind her desk and gestured to her phone. “We also have Washington’s Attorney General on speaker.”

      “Glad you haven’t forgotten about me,” he said. “Mr. Grant, my name is Jason Williams. I think you were familiar with my predecessor.”

      “You could say that.” Grant had connected him to a high-level corruption scheme that involved a human trafficking epidemic.

      “Mr. Grant,” Jason said. “Before we continue, I need you to understand the confidentiality of this meeting. Anything we discuss in this room stays in this room.”

      “That won’t be a problem,” Mocks said. “Grant enjoys talking to the press about as much as I like writing reports.”

      Chief Hofster chuckled.

      “I didn’t get much detail about the situation,” Grant said. “Has Pullman escaped?”

      “No,” Williams said. “He’s currently shackled in a holding room here at the Washington State pen. He’s informed us that he coordinated the abduction of three people. But he won’t tell me who, and he says that the only person he’ll speak with is you. And he insists that the interaction be in person.”

      Mocks held up three evidence bags. The first held an envelope, the second a letter, and the third a digital watch. “I found these on my porch this morning. The handwriting doesn’t match any of Pullman’s samples we have on file, so it does appear someone is helping him.”

      Grant picked up the bag with the letter. “Any suspects?”

      “Without knowing the victim’s names it’s hard to determine who might have taken them,” Mocks answered.

      Hofster pushed himself off the wall and leaned forward on Mocks’s desk, the tip of his black and yellow tie dipping into a container of pens. “I think that Pullman is just trying to get some attention, blowing smoke up our ass.”

      Grant set the letter down and then reached for the watch. He ran his thumb over the face, which was set to the stopwatch feature. The numbers were counting upward, and the time had just passed the two-hour mark.

      Hofster cocked an eyebrow. “That watch mean anything to you?”

      “It’s a message,” Grant answered. “When I worked Missing Persons with Mocks— Lieutenant Mullocks, I used a watch similar to this one whenever I started a new case. The first twelve hours of an abduction are the most crucial. After the twelve-hour mark passes, the chances of a successful recovery drop eighty percent.”

      Hofster shrugged. “So, you’re telling me that when that timer hits twelve hours, we’ll never find these people again?”

      Grant returned the watch to the desk. “I’m saying that’s what I used the watch for. I’m not sure what Pullman has planned.”

      “You were the arresting officer for Pullman ten years ago,” Williams said.

      “I was still working Homicide then, but every law enforcement officer at the city, state, and federal levels was looking for him,” Grant said.

      “But you were the one who caught him,” Hofster said. “What can you tell us about him?”

      Grant sat in one of the two empty chairs in front of Mocks’s desk and rubbed his eyes. All of this was too surreal. Less than thirty minutes ago, he had been with Sam. He’d just gotten engaged. But when he lowered his hand and saw that Mocks and Hofster were staring at him, he nodded.

      “Over the course of eighteen months, Dennis Pullman abducted, tortured, and then killed twelve men and women in the state of Washington.” Grant blinked, the images from every victim flashing against the back of his eyelids. “His killing process involved three phases. The first was choosing his victim. Men, women, he didn’t care about gender, and the only pattern we found in the victims were that all of them were under the age of forty-five. The second phase was to strip them of their humanity, reverting them to their most primitive instincts. He’d do that by stripping the victims of their clothes and tossing them in a cage. He’d starve them, beat them, and drain them of every ounce of humanity. He believed he couldn’t hunt them until they had become wild. The third and final phase was the hunt. Because most of the victims were on the cusp of death by this point, he’d administer a shot of adrenaline before tossing them out into the wilderness, giving them a head start. He was a skilled hunter and an even better tracker. He was a good shot with any weapon, but he preferred a .308 Winchester rifle with a mounted scope. The hunt could last hours or days, but he always found them. After he killed them, he’d scalp the body and then keep it as a trophy.” Grant paused. “In one victim’s case, he flayed all of the skin from her body. The medical examiner couldn’t determine if she was still alive or not when Pullman started.”

      “Christ,” Williams said.

      Hofster cleared his throat. “We’ve all read the case files, Mr. Grant, but what I want to know is why he’s doing this? What does this give him? He’s a serial killer, and killers derive their pleasure from murder, and he’s not doing any of that from inside his prison cell.”

      Grant’s stomach soured, and some of the color disappeared from his face. “Pullman’s murders were never about killing.”

      The room quieted, Hofster leaning back while Mocks leaned closer. It was before they worked together, before he worked Missing Persons, before Ellen died, before his world had completely shattered. He was a different man then, as he was a different man now.

      “Because I was the arresting officer, I also handled Pullman’s confession.” Grant squeezed his left hand, an old tic. “When I asked him why he did it, he told me that it was his purpose. He told me that he was meant to cull the weak from society.” He looked to Hofster. “Killing was a means to an end for Pullman. It was about control; about believing he was superior. And judging by who he’s managed to get in a room and talk about him, I’d say that he’s deriving more pleasure than he’s experienced in a long time.”

      The silence lingered after Grant finished, and it wasn’t until Williams exhaled over the speaker phone that anyone moved. “Mr. Grant, do you think that Pullman really did this? That he was able to coordinate the abduction of three people from inside his prison cell?”

      “Dennis always prided himself on being the smartest guy in the room.” Grant reached for the watch in the plastic evidence bag and then nodded. “So, yes. I do.”

      Jason cleared his throat. “All right, then I think the best course of action right now is to bring you up here and talk to him. The worst-case scenario is he just continues to string us along. The governor was expecting a call from me after this conversation. Chief?”

      “I’ll follow up with the mayor,” Hofster answered, staring at a spot on the carpet.

      “Oh—” Williams said. “Bring the watch. It was another one of Pullman’s requests, and I’d hate for you to come all the way out here for nothing should he be upset that you’re not wearing his gift.”

      “Forensics cleared it,” Mocks said. “There wasn’t anything on it that we could use.”

      The call ended, and then Hofster headed for the door, stopping with his hand on the knob as he turned back to Mocks. “I want every detective in Missing Persons on call. I’ll approve the overtime.” He flicked his eyes to Grant. “I hope you’re wrong about this.”

      “So do I,” Grant said.

      Hofster smoothed out his tie and then shook his head as he stepped out of the office. “That bastard should have gotten the needle.”

      Grant stared at the watch, the seconds ticking faster, inching their way toward the twelve-hour mark. He opened the bag and then placed it around his wrist.

      “Pretty shitty engagement gift,” Mocks said, and then her voice softened. “You all right?”

      “Yeah,” Grant answered.

      “Good.” Mocks folded her hands together in her lap. “Because you should be happy she said yes.”

      Grant tossed the plastic evidence bag in the trash. “I am.”

      “Hey.” Mocks rocked forward in her chair, her eyes clear and focused. Swap the green for blue and they could have been Sam’s eyes. “I’ll get you back to her as soon as the Chief and AG give me approval.”

      Grant managed a half smile. She was still trying to protect him. “You can make it up to me by getting us an awesome wedding gift.”

      “I’ll do you one better.” Mocks opened the bottom drawer and removed a box of strawberry frosted Pop-Tarts. She tore open a package, handed one to Grant, and kept the other for herself.

      Grant smiled. “Glad to know that some things never change.”

      “Yeah, well, some things do,” Mocks said, her mouth full of Pop-Tart. “This time I’m driving.” She spun around and pointed a finger at him. “And I will pull rank on you if you touch the radio.”

      Grant bit into his Pop-Tart. “Yes, ma’am.”
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      Thanks to a quick call by the chief, neither Mocks or Grant had to drive. Instead, the trio took a private plane charter to Walla Walla that shrank the four-hour drive into thirty minutes. When Mocks asked Chief Hofster how they managed the sweet ride, he said that the governor called in a favor to the local FBI station chief.

      The plane touched down in a small field where a car was waiting to take them to the penitentiary.

      Once through the small community of the nearby town, Grant saw the facility high on a hill to the east. The structure stood alone in the middle of a field with enough open space between the prison and the surrounding forests to give the guards in the sniper towers plenty of chances to bring down their target.

      The car slowed to a stop outside twenty-foot high barbed wire fences, and the guard at the post checked everyone’s IDs before he opened the gate.

      The driver parked in a small lot on the prison’s west side. Grant, Mocks, and Hofster exited the car and entered the prison through the employee entrance, and they were immediately greeted with the harrowing soundtrack of a maximum security prison.

      The mix of howls, screams, and curses that echoed from the depths of the prison had an unearthly timbre and were made more ominous by their anonymity.

      Mocks and Hofster were required to surrender all firearms and any and all sharp objects, which included keys and nail clippers. Then they were required to step through a metal detector and undergo a search and pat down.

      Once cleared by security, they followed a long, narrow, cramped concrete hallway littered with puddles, and fresh with the stench of putrid water and bleach.

      They passed two more checkpoints, though neither required a search like the first, and were finally led to a small conference room where Grant met Attorney General Jason Williams in person. He looked like he’d just gone ten rounds with a heavyweight and lost.

      “He still hasn’t said anything?” Hofster asked.

      Jason, a black man in his late thirties, had the sleeves of his white collared shirt rolled up to his elbows and his pink tie loose around his neck. Sweat had stained his undershirt and dotted his forehead. “His lips are sealed.” He turned to Grant. “We have a recording device in the room, so don’t do or say anything you wouldn’t want on record. But it’s only audio. No video per the governor’s request.” He stepped toward Grant, pressing the tips of his fingers together. “I know it’s been a while since you’ve been in an interrogation room.”

      “I’ll do my best to shake the rust off,” Grant said.

      “I need names,” Jason said. “And that’s all we need.”

      “No need to be a hero,” Hofster said.

      Grant said nothing as Jason led him to the door, but stopped when Mocks called his name. He turned to find the woman he remembered when they first started working together. She was younger then, new to the detective’s badge, but already smarter than he was. It was the first time in a long time that he saw her vulnerable.

      “Be careful,” Mocks said.

      “I will.”

      But while Grant followed Jason down the hall, accompanied by a prison guard, the butterflies that had plagued his stomach suddenly transformed into steel winged hawks wreaking havoc on his nerves.

      Jason stopped at the door, waiting for the guard to unlock it. “Just take it slow.”

      The hinges of the old steel door groaned as the guard pushed it open, and Grant stepped inside, momentarily blinded by the bright fluorescents of the room. The door slammed shut behind him, and when his eyes adjusted, he saw Dennis Pullman across the room.

      People always thought that evil was some hideous monster that lurked in the shadows, maiming and killing with their fangs and claws, howling at the moon. But real evil was far simpler and boring than what people expected. Real evil worked in an office, drove a used Honda, and lived in a one-bedroom apartment. Real evil blended in with everyone else, enjoying the anonymity of the crowd. And it wasn’t until that evil decided to plunge a knife into a beating heart or put a bullet through a skull that people realized that evil was standing next to them, smiling just like Dennis Pullman was right now.

      Pullman was chained to a chair, dressed in his bright orange uniform, his face freshly shaven and his dirty-blond hair neatly combed. He was shackled by the wrists and ankles, a two-inch thick steel bar running through the center of both and connected to a steel plate on the ground, preventing him from standing. He had been twenty-three when Grant had put him in those cuffs, but ten years later, he looked like he hadn’t aged a day.

      “Detective Grant.” Dennis spoke the words with a tone of respect and relief. “I’m so glad that you decided to come.” He winced. “Sorry. I forgot it’s not detective anymore. Slip of the tongue. Such a shame too. Detective Grant.” He shivered after he spoke the name again. “It has such a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

      Grant walked calmly to the empty chair from across the table and sat down. He folded his hands in his lap, knowing that Dennis would want to talk his ear off, and waited for an opportunity to interject.

      Dennis was still pasty, still wiry and thin. While some inmates may have spent their time bulking up, Dennis had not. The smile plastered on Dennis’s face was wide and practiced, exposing a set of small teeth.

      But while the smile looked slightly forced, the average citizen would have considered it strange but harmless. It wasn’t until you started to notice the slight watery element to his eyes, the almost invisible twitch at the corners of his mouth, and the laser focus in those rich brown eyes that held such a contempt for humanity that no remorse could ever be felt for claiming twelve innocent lives.

      “It’s been a long time, Grant,” Dennis said, keeping the smile, then frowned, concentrating. “What? Ten years?” He shook his head. “Too long.” He laughed. “You’ve got a little gray in your hair. Starting to get that Clooney look. Lucky dog. I bet the women love it.” He hunched low, bringing his mouth to his hand because the chains wouldn’t allow him to lift them high enough. “Sorry. I know that’s a sensitive subject for you after your wife passed. Ellen, right?”

      Grant chewed the inside of his cheek, biting down harder than he did when he’d first entered the room.

      “I read the news articles,” Dennis said, nodding, feigning empathy. “Such a terrible accident. And she was pregnant?” He clucked his tongue. “I don’t blame you for what you did to the man who killed her, Grant. It’s what any husband or father would have done. It was your right to kill him.”

      “I didn’t kill him,” Grant said.

      “No,” Dennis said. “But deep down, I know you wanted to. And that’s okay.” He adjusted himself in the chair, shimmying left and right in what limited capacity was available to him. “You’ve been busy since we last spoke. Transferred to Missing Persons. Awarded the Medal of Valor by Seattle’s former mayor.” He cocked his head to the side, maintaining that wicked smile. “Highest recovery rate by any detective in the history of Seattle, and the state.” He straightened out. “But then it all went south again. Just like it did after Ellen died. You flew too close to the sun, and all those women died because you couldn’t solve the case in time.”

      Grant had figured Dennis would do his homework, but he underestimated how it would make him feel.

      “The trial, the public attention, it must have been hard for you,” Dennis said. “I know how much of a private person you are. And I’m sure it was hard for you to give up the badge.” That grin widened. “You were so good at your job! It was why you started that consulting work with Mocks.” He narrowed his eyes, keeping the grin, and looking at Grant as though the pair shared a secret from the rest of the world and leaned forward. “It’s hard to stop the things you’re good at.” He rotated his shoulders and then leaned back, straightening his posture. “But you suddenly moved back to Seattle and stopped the consulting work altogether. Why?” Dennis stared at the floor, searching as if the answers were carved onto the concrete. “I mean, sure, you had a few rough goes during your career, but there isn’t anyone that works a case like you, Grant. You have a gift.” He lifted his eyes to Grant. “It’s shameful to let it go to waste.”

      Grant rested his forearms on the table, hands clasped together. “What do you want, Dennis?”

      Dennis chuckled. “What do I want? I want for you to get back in the game, Grant! I want you to have a purpose again.” A sense of wonder slackened his face. “I want us both to have a purpose again.”

      “Your purpose is to rot in a cell for your crimes,” Grant said.

      Dennis blew a raspberry. “Wrong. So wrong, Grant. You think you’re so much better than me, but you and I are the same person.”

      “I’m not a killer,” Grant said.

      “Oh yes, you are.” Dennis nodded, that smile returning. “You’ve killed plenty of people.”

      “I was in the line of duty—”

      “So was I!” Dennis roared, his anger ricocheting off the walls, spinning around them like a tornado. Some spit had dribbled on his chin, and he smeared it onto the shoulder of his jumpsuit. “What I did for those men and women was a gift… people were just too narrow-minded to see the truth.” The anger faded. “It’s why I’m needed again.”

      “Give me the names, Dennis,” Grant said.

      “I will, but on one condition.” Dennis extended one finger from his shackled hands and then pointed it at Grant. “You will be the one who finds them. If someone else tries to retrieve them, then they will die.” He then dropped his eyes to the watch and smiled. “I think you could probably guess what happens when that timer reaches twelve hours?”

      “The names,” Grant said.

      “Of course.” Dennis cocked an eyebrow up, mulling around as he pretended to think of the names as if he didn’t already have them on the tip of his tongue. “Kelly Sears. Mary Sullivan. Aaaaand…” He bit his lower lip, then opened both eyes wide with realization. “Susie Mullins.”

      Grant waited, wondering if the man wanted to spill any more information, but when none came, he stood and then headed for the door.

      “Tell Samantha I’m sorry about ruining the engagement.”

      Grant froze. Sweat trickled down from his underarms, tickling his ribs. He shut his eyes, waiting for his pulse to slow. He took three slow breaths and then turned.

      Dennis still wore that plastic smile. “This is a big step for you. I’m glad you’ve gotten to a point where you’re ready for commitment again, Grant. Really. You deserve it.”

      Grant stood there, afraid that if he should move, he might lunge forward and squeeze the life from Dennis with his bare hands.

      But Dennis looked at Grant, unfazed, and casually gestured to the door. “Clock is ticking.”

      Once out of the room, Grant took a moment to compose himself. He plucked the collar of his shirt off his neckline, the clothing soaked with sweat, and Grant noticed the goose bumps on his arms from the chill that ran down the back of his spine.

      Most of everything that Dennis had told him had been information he was able to pull from newspapers and magazines. The media had done several pieces on him during his career in law enforcement, along with his involvement in cases during his years as a consultant. Even the fact that Dennis knew about Samantha wasn’t surprising.

      But that he knew about the engagement? That hadn’t been in the newspapers. In fact, no one outside of himself and Mocks knew about it. Which meant that Dennis had eyes on Grant.

      When Grant returned to the conference room, everyone was already on the phones, relaying the information that Dennis had given them from the conversation. But only Mocks ended her call and came over to talk.

      “You all right?” Mocks asked, gently grabbing his hand.

      For the past few years, Grant had finally let himself relax. After so much pain and suffering, it was a welcomed reprieve. But he had never shied away from doing the right thing. And when he sank his teeth into something, he was relentless, but that commitment came with a price.

      “Grant?” Mocks repeated.

      “Yeah.” Grant nodded and then glanced at the watch. When he had been a detective with Missing Persons, his life was measured with every case, twelve hours at a time. And with this timer ticking away, Grant didn’t want to waste any more time. “We need to check his cell.”
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      Disoriented, Mary Sullivan had drifted in and out of consciousness since her abduction. Plagued with a splitting headache, her memories of the events were splintered. And every time she thought she could piece them together, another jolt of pain would shatter her concentration.

      Mary rolled her tongue around the inside of her mouth, tasting something hot and metallic. She fluttered her eyelids open, but there was still only darkness. She lay on her back, and her body tingled with numbness as the floor rumbled beneath. She wiggled her fingers, legs, and arms, but found herself restricted.

      Unable to move, unable to see, she writhed and thrashed in the darkness, bucking her hips, rolling left and right. Her body was met with resistance in every direction.

      Mary opened her mouth to scream, but there was only a breathless whisper that burned her throat. She closed her mouth and smacked her lips to garner some spit, but she was too dehydrated.

      Suddenly, the rumbling of the floor ended, and the inertia of a stop rolled her to her side. A door slammed shut, and Mary hyperventilated, struggling to free herself before the footsteps that crunched against gravel were on top of her.

      A lock turned, hinges groaned, and then light blinded her. Hands groped her body as she turned away from the brightness, handling her roughly, and she was lifted from the back of a trunk.

      Pulled by her arms, Mary caught glimpses of sky and dull colored buildings, and the back of a car as her backside was dragged across concrete. She glanced up at the man who had bound her but saw only the back of his head, along with his broad shoulders and muscular back.

      A door opened and Mary was pulled inside, the door swinging shut behind her, and flung on her back to the dusty concrete.

      Mary watched the man pace, his figure blurred, coming in and out of focus as she struggled to remain awake. “Please… let me go.”

      The man stopped, then slowly turned so Mary could get a good look at his face. His expression was stern, his head bald and muscular. He looked like a jack-o’-lantern with skin.

      “I won’t hurt you.” The pumpkin stepped closer, staring down at Mary with a sense of fascination, and then squatted low to be closer to her. “I’m here to help you.”

      Mary trembled and turned her face away as the man brushed his fingers through her hair. The tips were rough and callous, scratching her scalp.

      “I’m going to take care of you now. Until he’s ready.” The pumpkin stood, then disappeared.

      Alone, Mary glanced at her surroundings. She was in a warehouse like structure, surrounded by empty boxes and old and rusted machinery.

      The pumpkin returned with a bottle of water. He brought the rim to her lips and tilted it back.

      Mary slurped the water, draining half the bottle before the pumpkin removed the rim from her lips, sending more of it down the front of her shirt. She coughed, then caught her breath. When she looked up, the pumpkin was staring down at her, but he wasn’t looking at her face.

      “You spilled water on yourself,” he said

      Mary shivered, wanting to cover herself, but unable to move.

      “I can’t have you in wet clothes.” He slowly reached for the buttons at the top of her blouse and exposed her cleavage. “I think I might like you better without the shirt anyway.” He slammed his finger down the middle of the shirt, ripping it open, and Mary screamed.

      The pumpkin pressed his palm over her mouth and moved so close that she could smell the sour stench of his body. It curdled her stomach like bad milk.

      “I can’t kill you, but so long as you’re still conscious, he said that I can do whatever I want.” He exhaled a hot breath of excitement and then sniffed her hair. “God, I’ve wanted you for so long.”

      Frozen with fear, Mary kept her eyes locked on him. She pinched her eyebrows together. Some of those scattered fragments of her memory came back. She knew this man. She’d seen him before, but she couldn’t remember where.

      The pumpkin kept one hand clamped over Mary’s mouth, his other hand unbuckling his pants. She shivered again, though he mistook the fear for excitement.

      “I’ll try and be gentle,” he said.

      Mary thrashed back and forth, but he was too strong. He dropped his pants to the floor, and with his hand still over her mouth, she opened as wide as she could and bit down hard.

      The pumpkin screamed, and blood flooded Mary’s mouth as the man retreated. She turned her head toward the door and screamed. “Help! Help me! Please help!”

      The man lunged for her once more, clamping his hands around her throat. “You fucking bitch!” He snarled, the muscles along his forearm rippling from the tight grip.

      Air was choked from Mary’s lungs. She gaped her mouth open like a fish, a heavy pressure forming in her head. Her vision blurred, and then black spots appeared in her plane of vision. Consciousness slowly slipped away and the dark veil came over her once more.
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      Grant followed Mocks and the warden through the prison halls toward Pullman’s cell, and while Mocks didn’t seemed fazed by the catcalls on their walk past the inmates, Grant struggled to keep his composure.

      “Hey, baby! Why don’t you come in here and warm me up!”

      “I can give you the ride of your life!”

      Eventually the words blended into the overall howls and screams and general noise of the prison until all of it was unintelligible.

      “It’s right up here, Lieutenant.” The warden gestured to an open cell door, two officers standing on either side.

      Grant was the first inside, followed by Mocks, while the warden hung back at the entrance.

      “We checked it the moment you guys called.” The warden crossed his arms. “We didn’t find anything that didn’t pass inspection.”

      The eight-by-eight cell was a simple set-up. A cot was along the left wall, and a single sheet was neatly folded over the mattress complete with a paper thin pillow. Three books were stacked at the foot of the bed. A six-inch hole in the back of the cell marked the toilet. But like Mocks, Grant’s attention was pulled toward the right wall, where three drawings hung by strips of tape.

      “He took up sketching a few years ago,” the warden said. “One of the rehabilitation programs had a class.” He laughed. “Fucking tax dollars at work.”

      The first sketch was of a house, the second an unmarked grave, and the third looked like a cabin in the woods. The sketches were clean and neat but provided no detail to give away their true identities.

      “You think it’s a message?” Mocks asked.

      Grant studied the drawings. “He wouldn’t have left them here if they weren’t.” And he was willing to bet that those three drawings represented the three locations where the kidnappers were currently holding their victims.

      Mocks turned back to the warden. “How often do you perform inspections?”

      “We like to keep it irregular, but we try and hit them at least once a week,” the warden answered. “And I don’t know if this makes a difference, but Pullman has never had an infraction against him. No contraband. Not so much as a titty magazine.”

      “Yeah, well, good titty magazines are hard to come by.” Mocks picked up one of the books. “Grant, take a look at these.”

      Grant peeled his attention away from the drawings and examined the first title that Mocks handed him. “The study of cryptography.” He frowned, then read the next title. “Intro to Chemistry.”

      “I guess he just wanted some light reading.” Mocks flashed the third title at him. It was Mein Kampf.

      “When did he request these?” Grant asked.

      The warden shrugged. “I’d have to check the lists.”

      Mocks dropped the trash back on the cot. “We’ll need to review everything he’s requested since his imprisonment. Books, letters, transcript from visitors, medical issues, all of it.”

      The warden cocked his eyebrow up. “You want to know how many shits he took too?”

      “If you kept track,” Mocks answered. “I also want a list of the guards that have come into contact with him since his time here.”

      “Lieutenant, I can assure you—”

      “Three people have been abducted, Warden, by an inmate under your supervision,” Mocks said. “You can’t assure me of anything.”

      Grant stepped back toward the drawings and peeled them off the wall, tucking them inside the book on cryptography.

      With nothing else but dust in the cell, Grant and Mocks headed back toward the conference room while the warden went to collect their requested files.

      “What’s the odds that Warden Big Balls has a guard working for him that’s been helping Dennis?” Mocks asked.

      “I wouldn’t rule it out,” Grant answered, opening the book on cryptography and examining the sketch of the house.

      “He’s no Picasso, but those don’t look half bad,” Mocks said. “They mean anything to you?”

      “Not yet,” Grant answered. “Where are we at with confirming the names Dennis gave us?”

      “The Chief is working on that now.” Mocks exhaled, and he could tell that she was anxious. “I should have brought my Pop-Tarts with me from the office.”

      Williams was still in the conference room when they returned, but Hofster hadn’t come back yet. “Find anything?”

      Grant lifted the books that contained the pictures. “A couple things.”

      “The warden is pulling more files for us on Pullman’s activities since he’s been incarcerated,” Mocks said. “He say anything else?”

      “Nothing,” Williams said.

      Hofster returned, barging into the room like a raging bull. “We have confirmation on the names. Kelly Sears is a twenty-seven year old sales executive who didn’t show up for work this morning. Mary Sullivan is a wife and mother of two who works at a call center in downtown Seattle, who also didn’t show up for work.” He paused, clearing his throat. “And Susie Mullins is a student at Hawthorne Elementary School. She wasn’t in class today.”

      “Oh my God,” Williams said.

      “Families have been notified?” Grant asked.

      “We have units sitting down with them now,” Hofster answered. “We need to move this party back to the precinct. You have what you need, Lieutenant?”

      “Working on it, sir,” Mocks answered.

      “Work faster,” Hofster said. “We roll out in five.”

      The warden made good on his promise, and his men carried out the boxes of copied letters and reading lists to their car. “We’ll work with Mr. Williams on getting you the personnel files for the guards. We’ll have to scan them since the originals can’t leave the premises.”

      “What about Dennis’s medical files?” Grant asked.

      “I’ve had to request special approval for you all to see those,” the warden answered. “It might take a little extra time.”

      “I can help with that,” Williams said. “My team was planning on searching those files anyway. We can scan you copies as we go through it.”

      “Appreciate it,” Mocks said.

      “Keep me updated,” Williams said, shaking everyone’s hands. “And thank you for your help with this, Grant.”

      “Of course.” With the pleasantries finished and the car still being loaded, Grant separated himself from the rest of the group and called Sam.

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

      “I’m fine,” Grant answered. “Just finished up.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Washington State Penitentiary.”

      “What?”

      “There was an incident this morning,” Grant answered, his voice oddly calm considering the uncertainty of what he was about to walk into. “Three people were abducted.”

      “Oh my God,” Sam replied.

      “We think the perp is someone I busted ten years ago when I still worked Homicide,” Grant said.

      “Wait,” Sam said, gathering her thoughts. “I thought you said you were at a prison— how could he be connected to the abductions if he’s still in jail?”

      Grant glanced down to the cryptography book. “I have a few ideas, but nothing concrete.”

      A horn honked, and Grant saw Mocks waving from the car. The guards had finished loading the boxes.

      Grant knew that Sam could take care of herself. She was a U.S. Marshal, and a damned good one at that. But after Dennis had said her name, after what he’d known about the engagement… “Listen, do me a favor and just stay at the apartment for today, all right? I’m going to have Mocks send a unit over to keep an eye on things.”

      “Okay,” Sam said. “Keep me updated?”

      “I will. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      Grant hung up, pocketed the phone, and then climbed into the SUV’s back seat next to Mocks.

      “Sam all right?” Mocks asked.

      “Yeah,” Grant answered. “Listen, I need a favor—”

      “I’ve already got my best unit outside your apartment building.” Mocks reached over and squeezed Grant’s hand. “She’s my family too.”

      Grant exhaled, grateful for the small piece of mind that Mocks had given him. And for what they’d have to do next, Grant knew that he’d need it.
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      Arnold Waffer sat in the driver’s seat of his sedan, which was parked on the side of the street next to the cemetery. He curled his thin fingers around the steering wheel, his nails long and yellow. His eyes, nose, and mouth were crowded together at the center of his face, making the rest of his head appear larger than it was. He kept his black, beady eyes focused on the old caretaker, waiting for his chance to make a move.

      Arnold checked the time, and then glanced behind him toward the trunk where he’d placed the girl. He’d need to give her another round of chloroform soon. He didn’t want to do it now though. Someone might see. But if that old man wouldn’t play along, then he’d have to improvise. And he hated to improvise.

      It was why he had prepared so much, so he wouldn’t have to deviate from the plan. And it was such a good plan too. He and Dennis had come up with it together. He was so lucky to have found Dennis. All of those wasted years tormenting himself for who he was and what he wanted. It wasn’t until he started writing to Dennis that he finally understood that there was nothing wrong with him. He was special.

      It was society that was wrong. They had told Arnold that he was sick and evil. But Dennis explained that there was no evil. There were just people. People who lived and then died.

      The girl in that trunk represented his evolution, his ascension to a higher purpose. Arnold had watched that little girl for a long time. She didn’t have a good life. She lived with parents who didn’t care about her, who didn’t love her, who neglected her. She didn’t have any friends at school either. She was an outcast. Alone. Just like him.

      Like the girl, Arnold had hated his family growing up. His mother was particularly bad. She beat him for no reason other than she was upset. And what made it even more confusing was when his mother started to kiss him. Kiss him in places that he didn’t know you were supposed to kiss. She told him that it was all right, that it was what they were supposed to do.

      Coming to terms with his childhood and his condition were only two of the myriad of things that Dennis had helped him with. He owed so much to Dennis. And this was how he would repay him.

      With time running short and the caretaker still standing out in the open, Arnold grabbed his sunglasses off the dash and pulled his Mariners cap down low as he stepped from the sedan.

      Dennis had told him that it was important to hide himself, not to be conspicuous. That’s why Arnold also wore a non-descript hoodie. It was all about blending in.

      Arnold passed an elderly woman, walking slowly with her cane after she had dropped a bouquet of flowers onto one of the graves. She had sat there for a long time, talking to nobody. She was wiping her eyes now.

      The caretaker had his back to Arnold as he approached, and Arnold tossed a quick glance to the old woman heading for the exit in the opposite direction. He didn’t think she could see or hear anything, so he figured he was in the clear.

      “Excuse me,” Arnold asked, raising his voice slightly to not sneak up and startle the old timer. “Do you work here?”

      It was a stupid question. Of course the old man worked there, he was wearing a jumpsuit for crying out loud and raking leaves. But Arnold had to make himself appear normal. And normal people asked stupid questions.

      “Yes, can I help you?” The old man had a stoop in his back and a white mustache. Matching tufts of white hair protruded from his cap, and his pair of watery red eyes made him look like he was crying, probably because of all the dead people.

      “I was visiting my mother’s grave, and I saw someone had sprayed some graffiti on it,” Arnold said.

      “Damn kids.” The old man frowned, huffing as he flipped the rake around and pounded it against the ground like a staff. “They think they can just come in here and do whatever they want.”

      Arnold raised his hands. “No, it’s okay. I was just hoping we might be able to clean it off?”

      The old man’s expression softened. “Of course. Where’s the plot?”

      “On the north end of the property,” Arnold answered, gesturing ahead to ensure that he and the old man passed the shed where no one could see them.

      “Let me just drop this off and grab a few things,” the old man said and then trudged forward, Arnold falling in behind him. “When did she pass?”

      “Hmm? Oh, a few years ago,” Arnold answered, forgetting about his dead mother. His mother died ten years ago. It was a drug overdose. Arnold had never brought her flowers. Not that he didn’t want to. He just didn’t see the point.

      “It’s nice that she has a son who still comes by to see her,” the old man said, keeping his head down as he trudged forward. His breathing had become labored, and Arnold wondered if the guy would die before he even got to the shed. “It’s a shame how little people come to visit. I’ll go weeks without seeing a visitor.”

      Arnold only half paid attention to the old man’s words. He was too busy glancing around making sure that they’d be alone. He then checked his watch, knowing that he’d have to make this quick.

      The old man reached for his keys, his arthritic fingers struggling with the lock for the shed. “Where did you say your mother’s plot was again?”

      “The north section of the graveyard,” Arnold answered, growing impatient.

      “Ah, yes, that was it.” The old man cackled, finally inserting the key into the shed’s lock and pushed the door inward. “My mind is about as slow as my body—”

      Arnold positioned his hands around the man’s neck and applied one harsh twist. The caretaker collapsed to the floor.
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      During the flight back to Seattle, Grant kept to himself, staring out the small circular window. It was beautiful outside. Sun shining, a few puffy white clouds dotting the sky, but Grant remembered the weather report, which called for storms and wind later in the evening, bringing in the first cold front of the season and signaling the unofficial end of summer.

      The plane landed, and Grant followed Mocks to a police cruiser waiting for them on the tarmac. They rode with the Chief, both he and Mocks with a phone glued to their ears, making sure that the team was ready the moment they walked through the door.

      On the ride back to the precinct, the Chief took a break from his phone and turned to face Grant. “Before this goes any further, I just want to make sure that you understand that you’re not here in any official capacity. It’s only a matter of time before the media catches wind of this, and when they do, I want to make sure you’re as far away from the camera as possible.”

      The cruiser hit a pothole, rocking everyone from side to side.

      “I understand, Chief,” Grant said.

      “Good.” Hofster faced forward in his seat again and returned to whatever business he had on the phones.

      Once they arrived at the precinct, all of the boxes from the prison were brought to the conference room, where Mocks introduced Grant to the detective who would act as their team lead on the case.

      “This is Detective Lane,” Mocks said. “He’s been with our unit for over a year now.”

      “Nice to meet you, Detective,” Grant said.

      “It’s an honor.” Lane had a firm handshake, and he cleared his throat, shifting his weight from foot to foot like he was nervous. “You probably don’t remember me, but I worked with you on your last case.”

      Grant narrowed his eyes, recognizing the man. “You drove me to Wyoming.”

      “Yes, sir. You’re the reason why I became a detective.” Lane blushed.

      Mocks patted Lane on the shoulder. “Let’s not drool on the carpet, Detective.”

      Lane cleared his throat. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Mocks stepped forward into the room once all the boxes from the prison had been brought in, raising her voice over the chatter from the half dozen detectives that had been called in to assist on the case. “All right, everyone, listen up. We’ll be divvying up into three groups, led by Detective Lane here. We need to work through Pullman’s letters, transcripts from his visitor logs, and his reading material while he was incarcerated. We’re looking for anything and everything that stands out. He’s obviously been in communication with people to coordinate the abductions, and I want to know who Pullman might have been in communication with, how they communicated, and where the victims might be located.”

      Grant walked over and taped the three drawings they pulled from the cell, then handed Mocks the book on cryptography.

      Mocks lifted the book. “We believe that Pullman was sending hidden messages through the letters of fan mail he responded to.” She looked to Grant, giving him a nod to jump in.

      Grant cleared his throat. “Pullman and his associates most likely used some kind of a key or legend in their communication. And like the lieutenant said, this has been going on for a very long time. While searching the letters, you’ll want to isolate anyone who showed an infatuation with Dennis, and anyone who wrote to him consistently.”

      One of the detectives raised their hand and pointed to the drawings. “What are those?”

      Grant stepped closer to the sketch of the house. “We found these in Dennis’s cell. They were displayed on a wall in this exact order, and we think they could be locations where the victims were taken.”

      A heavyset female officer with a buzz cut frowned. “Is that a graveyard?”

      “Yes, we believe it is,” Mocks answered. “So let’s start narrowing this down, people.” She clapped her hands together. She gestured to Grant. “We’ve got a decade worth of data to sift through, so let’s go!”

      Lane assigned the detectives to one of the three teams and each group began their tasks, sifting through the letters and books and lists, searching for anything that they could use to locate the victims.

      Grant checked the timer on the digital watch. They just passed the five-hour mark.

      “Hey,” Mocks said, walking up behind him. “I’m getting pulled into a meeting with Chief Hofster and the governor. You all right to hang out here?”

      “Yeah,” Grant answered.

      Mocks stepped backward toward the door. “Let me know if you find anything.”

      Grant turned back to the drawings, trying to determine their significance. The headstone was an obvious symbol of a graveyard, but for whom? And the house and the cabin were so vaguely sketched that they could have been any middle-income home in the country.

      Unable to break through his funk, Grant joined the team sifting through the letters. They worked efficiently, the flurry of hands fighting for table space for their respected tasks.

      One of the detectives was reading a letter, and he grimaced. “Jesus, it’s like they think he’s some kind of a god.” He set it down and picked up another.

      “People did the same thing to Bundy and Manson.” Grant picked up a letter, finding nothing of note, and set it back down. “Society has always had a fascination with serial killers.” He walked over to the detective examining the list of books. “How’s it looking?”

      “He definitely kept himself busy.” The detective started breaking down the titles into separate genres and created a timeline for when he read them. “Looks like the first year he kept to the classics. Fitzgerald, Orwell, Hemingway, Dickens, Twain, and a surprising amount of Austen. It was a trend that carried over into his second year, but here, look at this.”

      Grant leaned closer as the detective circled a few more titles.

      “Around year three, he started branching out. More scholarly works regarding psychology and theology spanning all religions: Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and Hinduism. It’s like he was researching.”

      Grant turned back toward the detectives sorting through the letters. “Looks like Dennis might have started getting more serious around his third year, so start looking for letters dated around that time frame.”

      Lane frowned, flipping pages of Dennis’s reading list. “His interests were all over the place.” He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “He read the training manual for SCUBA certification.”

      One of the detectives working the possible locations walked toward the printer in the room, grabbed three papers, and walked over to the board. “I’ve got photos of the victims.”

      Everyone in the room lifted their gaze toward the board, the room quiet as little Susie Mullins was the first picture up. But as Grant watched the detective tape the second photo to the board, his heart skipped a beat.

      The hair, the eyes, the skin, it was a spitting image. Grant walked toward the photo like a zombie, using the conference room table to help keep him upright. He snatched the picture off the board, his skin cold. “Who is this?”

      “Kelly Sears,” the detective answered, then put up the third and final image of Mary Sullivan. Grant dropped Kelly’s picture.

      “Susie,” Grant said, trying to gather spit in his mouth. “How old is Susie?”

      “Eight.”

      “Whoa, are you all right?” The detective picked the photograph off the floor.

      Grant collapsed into one of the empty conference room chairs. Mary Sullivan was a spitting image of Sam. Tall, blonde, blue-eyed, but just slightly older. Kelly Sears could have been his late wife Ellen’s twin. And Susie was the same age that his own daughter would have been if Annie had survived the car wreck that claimed her life before it began.

      “He picked them,” Grant said. “They’re not just random victims, they’ve been watched. Hunted. Just like he would have done it.” Grant pushed himself off the table and grabbed the closest detective’s attention. “Compile the list of everyone who wrote a letter and anyone that visited him. Then I want to cross reference their addresses with the addresses of the victims.”

      The detectives swarmed to make it happen, and Grant re-examined the photographs and the sketches that Dennis had drawn.

      “I’ve got the addresses from the letters heading to the printer,” Lane said.

      Grant walked over, snatching the paper the moment it was dispensed in the tray. He scanned the document quickly, looking for anything familiar, then flipped to the next page and froze. “Get Mocks. Now.”

      Without question, Lane sprinted out of the office, and Grant focused on those sketches one more time, and suddenly that house Dennis had drawn wasn’t so vague.

      Winded, Mocks hurried into the room, trailed by Lane. “What do you have?”

      Grant gestured to the pictures of the abducted, singling out Mary Sullivan. “Tell me that doesn’t look like Sam.”

      Mocks walked over, taking her time to examine the photograph before she finally nodded. “I see it.”

      Grant pointed to Kelly Sears. “And she is the spitting image of Ellen.” He then walked over to Susie’s picture. “Our daughter Annie would have been eight this year. The same age as Susie.”

      Mocks exhaled. “Holy shit.”

      Grant nodded. “He did this on purpose. He knew that I’d see the resemblance. He’s making this about me.” He handed Mocks the list of addresses that Lane had printed out. “Chet Denning visited Dennis in prison three years ago, and he was in communication with him via letters.” He tapped the address that he’d circled. “His home address is the same house where I lived with Ellen.”

      Mocks set the papers down and retreated toward the door, pointing to Lane. “I want every available unit to secure that area! Let’s go!”
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      The caravan of police vehicles pushed aside the traffic on the I-5 as they sped toward the suburbs. Grant, Mocks, and Hofster rode in one vehicle with Mocks and Grant in the backseat while Hofster rode shotgun.

      “We have SWAT and air support.” Mocks hung up her phone. “All roads leading to the house have been blocked off for a half mile radius.” She then turned to Grant. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking that we’re dealing with a psychopath who has been planning this day since he was caught ten years ago,” Grant answered. “We could be walking into anything.”

      Hofster grunted, his expression growing solemn. “That’s reassuring.” He faced forward in his seat and was quiet for a while before he spoke up again. “If I send you inside, Grant, am I going to regret it?”

      Taken off guard, Grant shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

      “Well?” Hofster asked.

      Grant cleared his throat. “No, sir.”

      “Right.” Hofster reached for the radio on the center console. “This is Chief Hofster. I’m en route to the location, and I need a vest and a communication link ready upon our arrival.” Hofster turned back to Grant. “When was the last time you fired a weapon?”

      “Two years ago,” Grant answered.

      With Hofster keeping his eyes on Grant, he clicked the radio again. “And I’ll need a standard issue service pistol with a holster.” He let go of the receiver. “I hope you’re not as rusty as I think you are.”

      “That makes two of us, sir,” Grant said.

      The convoy of police cars pulled into Grant’s old neighborhood, past the growing cluster of news vans sitting just outside the blockade that was moved to allow their vehicles to pass beyond.

      When the car pulled over, Hofster was the first one out, followed by Grant and Mocks. And for the first time in years, Grant was less than five hundred feet from the front yard that he had used to mow.

      With the contrast of the traffic jam of vehicles behind them, the empty stretch of road ahead seemed even more barren.

      “We’ve evacuated the immediate surrounding houses,” Mocks said, stepping aside as Grant pulled on the Kevlar vest that he was handed. She handed over an earpiece and pointed to the vest. “There’s a body cam rigged into the Kevlar, so we’ll see everything you do.”

      “Have we confirmed she’s inside?” Grant asked.

      “Two heat signatures at the center of the house, but the blueprints don’t show any windows, and there’s only one door.”

      “It’s the center bedroom,” Grant said. “Ellen used it for—” He cleared his throat, knowing that the detail didn’t matter. “I know where it is.”

      Mocks handed over the pistol already in its holster. “I’ll have a negotiator on standby if it’s needed, and he’ll relay everything you need to say into your ear.”

      Grant clipped the weapon to the right side of his belt, adding a weight that hadn’t been there in a long time. A weight he wasn’t sure he could even carry anymore. “Hopefully it’ll be a quick in and out.”

      “Yeah,” Mocks said, but her expression betrayed the worry that rested underneath. She took a step forward, as if to hug him, but the professional setting held her back. “Be careful.”

      Hofster approached Grant from the left. “I need a word before you go in. Privately.” He walked toward the front barricade, the patrolmen stationed there clearing a space for the pair to talk.

      Grant joined him, still adjusting the Kevlar strapped over his body. The equipment was tighter than he remembered.

      Hofster lowered his voice and leaned close. “Listen. I didn’t want you to be a part of this. And I know Mocks didn’t want it either. This request is coming from the State Justice Department who is taking Dennis’s rules seriously. But if this goes south, they’ll also want to be able to pin the blame on someone. And judging by the way we’ve all been blindsided by this fucker, I’d think the probability that it goes south is high.”

      Grant glanced down to the house. “If I’d know any better, Chief, I’d think you were trying to give me a heads up.”

      “Mocks is the best lieutenant I have,” Hofster said. “She’s going to sit in my chair one day, and she trusts you more than anyone. For now, that’s good enough for me to trust you.” He raised a finger and wagged it with a warning. “But you don’t forget that you haven’t worn a badge in seven years. People tend to glorify their past, and I don’t want you walking into that house as the legend that rookies talk about in the academy.”

      “I’ll do my best, Chief,” Grant said.

      Hofster lowered his finger, and in nearly the same instance, the hard lines on his face softened and he placed his hands on his hips. “You were a good cop, Grant. You broke the rules, but you had shit options no matter what road you went down.” He looked back at the house. “I hope it’s different for you this time.” He shook Grant’s hand. “Good luck.”

      Hofster retreated behind the police line and Grant crossed the threshold of the barrier that had been set up. The stretch of road lengthened from the isolation, but while Grant kept most of his attention on the house, he noticed the SWAT members hidden in the bushes between the homes on his left and right.

      Helicopters hummed overhead, circling the small, quarantined section of suburbia that wasn’t used to such a large police presence. At least it hadn’t been that way when Grant had lived here with Ellen. But a lot could change over the course of a decade.

      Grant placed his hand on the pistol’s handle, keeping low as he approached the property. The front door was closed, and the curtains had been drawn over the windows.

      He removed the pistol from the holster, gripped it with two hands, and walked up the front porch steps, keeping on the left side of the door. His palms were already slick with sweat and his heart fought to burst from its cage of Kevlar.

      He shut his eyes and tried to calm himself. After a few seconds, his hand steadied, but his pulse didn’t. He grabbed the handle, and he gave it a twist. It was open.

      The door hinges creaked, and the old wooden floorboards groaned their disapproval as he stepped inside. It was dark. Grant led with the pistol, his training coming back to him as he kept soft hands and stiff arms, clearing the empty rooms on his path toward the center of the house.

      Even after a decade, Grant still remembered every piece of furniture and every picture that hung from the walls. He could still see Ellen sprawled out on the couch, a book in her hands, and then getting embarrassed and sticking her tongue out from over the pages when she realized that he’d been staring at her.

      But this wasn’t his home anymore. The images were just ghosts he’d exorcised long ago.

      Muffled whimpers signaled Grant’s close proximity to the room. And while he had been nervous upon entering, the closer he moved toward the danger, the steadier his hand became. His breathing was no longer labored, and his pulse had slowed to a satisfying hum that heightened his senses instead of muddling them.

      The room in the house’s center was wedged between the kitchen and master bedroom off the main hallway that cut the home in half. Grant could see the door from his current position and kept the pistol aimed at the narrow opening on his final approach.

      Shoulder against the door, the whimpers inside the room were so close it was like the woman was standing next to him. He took a breath and then removed his left hand from the pistol, reaching for the door knob. He curled his fingers around its warm brass, muscles tensed in their preparation for a strike.

      In one swift motion, Grant flung the door open, letting the brass knob go, and returning his left hand to steady the pistol as he focused on the sights that were aimed at a terrified Kelly Sears. She was bound to a chair with a gag stuffed in her mouth. Chet Denning stood directly behind her, with his hand pressed down on a device that resembled a detonator.

      Chet smiled. “He said you’d find me.”

      Grant assessed the situation, his mind working faster than his eyes as he looked from the trigger in Chet’s hand to the cluster of wires coming out from beneath Kelly’s chair. “I have an explosive device with what appears to be a pressurized trigger system.”

      “We see it, Grant,” Mocks said, her voice calm and reassuring in his ear. “We have disposal on standby and ready to move in when you give the word.”

      Grant kept his distance, his attention split between the woman, the bomb, and the man with his finger pressed down over the detonator’s trigger.

      “Put the gun down, Mr. Grant,” Chet said, an eerie calmness to his voice. “Put it down, or I release my finger and we all die.”

      Kelly whimpered through the gag, her body drenched in sweat, her shoulders slumped as she leaned forward slightly, pressing against her restraints.

      Grant removed his left hand from the pistol and raised both hands in the air. “Okay.” He slowly lowered the weapon to the floor as instructed, and then stood.

      “Kick it over to me,” Chet said.

      He pressed the toe of his shoe on the weapon and then slid it across the wooden floors, and it came to a stop next to the kidnapper’s shoe.

      “Good,” Chet said. “Very good, Mr. Grant. Mr. Pullman said you would be cooperative.”

      “I’m sure Mr. Pullman said a lot of things,” Grant said. “So what’s the play here, Chet? Because I don’t think you want to blow yourself up.”

      Chet kept his eyes on Grant, but turned his face away a few inches and produced a sly smile. “No, I don’t want to blow myself up, Mr. Grant. I want to blow all three of us up.” He raised his voice. “Along with any other law enforcement officers stupid enough to rush inside!”

      Grant shook his head. “No one else is coming, Chet. It’s just us.” He took one step from his position at the door, and Chet raised the detonator threateningly.

      “Uh-ah, Mr. Grant,” Chet said. “Back to where you were.”

      Grant returned his foot to its original position, and then Chet bent down and picked up the pistol that had been slid across the floor.

      “Good.” Chet adjusted the weapon in his right hand, struggling with the Glock’s size and weight. Chet was maybe five-foot-five, and overweight. If Grant could get close enough, he could easily overpower the man. “Mr. Pullman wanted me to play a game with you.” He smiled. “The game is simple. You answer correctly, and I let her go.” He raised the detonator. “You answer incorrectly, and we all die.”

      Kelly trembled in her seat, and Grant worried that should she move too much, she might detonate the device.

      “What’s the question?” Grant asked.

      Chet smiled. “There are three things in this room that can kill Kelly.” Chet tilted his head to the side. “What are they?”

      Grant examined the detonator and the pistol in Chet’s hands, two of the obvious choices, but the final could be a handful of options and scenarios.

      “The bomb,” Grant said.

      “That’s one,” Chet said.

      Kelly whimpered, lowering her head and squeezing her eyes shut.

      “The pistol,” Grant said.

      “That’s two,” Chet said. “Last one, Mr. Grant. Make it count.”

      Grant hesitated. He looked to Kelly, then back to Chet.

      “Tick tock, Mr. Grant,” Chet said.

      Grant swallowed, sweat pouring down his face as he remained frozen in the doorway. “Me.” He nodded. “I can kill Kelly by answering the questions incorrectly.”

      That cool, collective demeanor that Chet had worn since Grant had entered the room slowly faded, revealing the same madness that Grant saw on the face of Dennis Pullman.

      Chet removed the pistol from the back of Kelly’s head, who gasped and hyperventilated through choking sobs.

      “Very good, Mr. Grant. Mr. Pullman said that you wouldn’t disappoint. But then again, Mr. Pullman is never wrong.” Chet raised the hand that still held the detonator and stepped around Kelly, extending his arm as if to give the device to Grant. “I wish you the best of luck.” But instead of handing over the device, Chet raised the pistol to his temple and squeezed the trigger.

      The world flashed white, and time slowed as the deafening roar of the gunshot narrowed into a high-pitched din. Chet collapsed to the floor in a lifeless pile, but as Grant stumbled forward over the dead body, he realized that he and Kelly were still alive.

      Kelly screamed, pulling Grant’s attention to her and the digital timer by the chair’s rear legs that had started to count down from ninety seconds.

      “Mocks—”

      “Disposal is en route.”

      Grant stumbled toward Kelly and removed the gag from her mouth, which triggered another scream. He gripped her hand, which was still tied to the chair, and examined the bomb. “Kelly—Kelly! Hey, it’s all right.”

      “Get me out of here, please, just let me go!” Kelly squirmed in the seat, sobbing uncontrollably.

      “We are,” Grant said. “But we have to get this bomb turned off first, okay? If you stand up, it could go off.”

      The heavy stomp of boots became louder until it erupted inside the room. “Stand aside!”

      Grant raised his free arm, keeping hold of Kelly with the other. “The suspect is down! We need bomb disposal now!”

      The SWAT leader thrust one of his men into the room, and Kelly whimpered as the tech removed some of his gear.

      Grant gave her a reassuring squeeze. “It’s all right, Kelly, he’s trained for this.”

      “Pressure mechanism,” the tech said, his voice shaking. “We try and lift her up, and it’ll blow.”

      “How much time left on the countdown?” the SWAT leader asked.

      “Eighty seconds.”

      “Christ.” The leader stepped out of the room. “Clear the house! Push everyone back!” He turned to Grant. “That means you too, hotshot.”

      But Grant didn’t move, keeping hold of Kelly’s hand as he shook his head. “I’m not going anywhere, Kelly. We’re fine. We’re going to be fine.”

      “Hey!” The SWAT leader barked, grabbing Grant’s shoulder and twisting him toward the door. “I need this room cleared!”

      But Grant easily shrugged the SWAT leader off him, and Kelly gasped, breaking into full-blown hysteria. “Oh God, I don’t want to die.” Kelly scrunched her face, fresh tears squeezing from the corner of her eyes that she shut tight.

      The bomb tech worked efficiently, quickly exchanging tools from his kit, slowly dismantling the weapon that could kill all of them in a matter of seconds. He tossed a glance to Grant, eyebrow raised, and then returned to his work.

      “Grant,” Mocks said, her voice calm and slow. “Get out of that room. Now.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” The response was meant for Mocks, but Grant kept his attention focused on Kelly. The woman who looked so much like his wife. A woman whom he mourned for years after her unexpected death. “You’re going to be all right.” He looked at the clock ticking backward, dropping below thirty seconds. “Everything’s going to be all right.”

      “Control, I have a dual detonation system, are you seeing this?” The tech’s voice was strained, cracking under the pressure. “Copper or silver?” He waited, droplets of perspiration forming on his face, his breathing suddenly labored and quick. “Control, I need confirmation.”

      Grant wasn’t privy to the radio in the bomb tech’s ear, but judging from the tech’s expression, the team in the command center was struggling to come up with an answer. Grant glanced to the clock again. Less than ten seconds.

      “Command, I need an answer!” The tech raised his voice.

      Kelly whined. Grant tightened his grip on Kelly’s hand and kept his eyes on the clock. Less than five seconds.

      “Confirming copper,” the tech said.

      A quick snip, and the digital timer stopped with two seconds remaining, the trio remaining in the room exhaling the same pent-up breath.

      “Timer stopped,” the tech said, dropping his head in exhaustion.

      “We can move her?” Grant asked.

      The tech nodded, and Grant removed the restraints as SWAT and other emergency personnel flooded the house.

      Kelly grabbed hold of Grant’s shoulders, squeezing him tight as he lifted her up and off the chair. She buried her face into his chest and cried, clawing at his back as though she could use him to climb out from the hellhole that Chet had thrown her in.

      “It’s all right,” Grant said, whispering the reassurances in her ear. “Everything is all right.”

      Once the paramedics were on scene, Grant passed her over for a medical check and then headed outside. It had grown hotter outside, but before he could exit the front yard, the SWAT leader blocked his path.

      “What the fuck were you doing in there?” The officer had pulled down his mask, revealing a five o’clock shadow and a bristly, dirty-blond mustache. “I don’t care if the President of the United States was in your fucking ear, you do not—”

      “Stand down, Sergeant.”

      Grant saw Mocks walking up with the chief, and either propelled by Mock’s order or the sight of the big boss, the prickly sergeant backed down, returning to his unit, leaving Grant to face the wrath of Mocks alone.

      “Well, that was fucking stupid.” Mocks growled, keeping her lips tight. She stared him down. “You all right?”

      “Yeah,” Grant answered, and made sure to hide the tremor in his hand.

      “I don’t like improvising,” Hofster said. “But I can’t argue with the results.” He looked back toward the cluster of vehicles. “Press will want to know what’s going on. And I want to keep you two as far away from the cameras as possible. Head back to the precinct, see what else they’ve got with those letters.” Hofster walked away.

      Mocks punched Grant’s arm. “You almost gave me a heart attack, you know that?”

      Grant glanced back to the house and the officers crawling around it. “I never wanted to come back here again.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “Holding Kelly’s hand in there. I thought… It was like holding Ellen’s hand again.” He looked back toward Mocks. “That’s why I couldn’t leave.”

      The harsh scorn that Mocks had displayed vanished, replaced with contempt. “Dennis is a real sicko, isn’t he?”

      Grant nodded. “He wants to make me feel it.”

      “Feel what?” Mocks answered.

      “Pain.”
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      Mary awoke with another throbbing headache and a sore lower lip. Her wrists and ankles were still restrained, and she was now restricted to a chair. She glanced down at her torn blouse, where blood had dripped from her lip and dried on her breasts. But sweat had caused the crimson to shine beneath a harsh fluorescent light.

      Disoriented, Mary blinked away the fatigue and realized that she was no longer in a house. She took a minute to take in her surroundings and saw that she was in some kind of utility closet.

      Old metal shelves lined the wall, and the light source came from a lamp in the corner of the room. There was a door, but she was sure it was locked, not that she could move to test it in the first place.

      Alone, sweating, tired, and afraid, Mary broke down, her mind racing with too many questions that she didn’t have the answers to.

      Why had she been taken? Where were her children? Was this some kind of a ransom? Was it because of something that she’d done to the man that had taken her?

      Mary shut her eyes and bowed her head in exhaustion. She was working herself into a frenzy and if she kept it up, she was afraid that she might pass out again, and then she’d lose what precious time she might have left.

      She counted to sixty and then opened her eyes. Starting over, Mary took another look at the closet, this time finding a few things she hadn’t noticed before.

      There was a camera set up nearby, aimed right at her, the little red light signaling that it was recording. Wires were sticking out of the side of the camera and were fed into a small boxy television with a blank screen.

      Mary looked down between her feet and saw more wires protruding from beneath the chair, but it wasn’t until she checked behind her that she screamed in panic.

      A digital time display ticked backward, counting down, and attached to the timer were gray bricks, the kind she had seen in movies that depicted them as C-4.

      Mary started to rock back and forth, but then thought better of it. She didn’t need to cause anything to go haywire, and if she moved too much, then she might set off the explosives.

      Instead, she dropped her chin into her chest and cried. The sobs rolled out of her quietly at first, and then grew into wheezy gasps. The gag choked her twice, but she just couldn’t stop the fear from pouring out of her.

      She couldn’t see how much time was left on the device, but she knew what would happen when it reached zero. Boom. No more Mary.

      Suddenly, her daughter’s dance recital flooded her memory. She had promised Charlotte that she would come. She imagined how disappointed her youngest would be when she looked out into the crowd to find her mother absent.

      And then there was the promise she made to Evan. She had told him that his father would play catch with him, that he would take time out of his busy work schedule to spend time with his only son.

      Tears splashed to the ground, and even after they dried, the hyperventilated sobs continued. It was hopeless. She would never see her family again.

      A high-pitched signal echoed to her right, drawing Mary’s attention to the television which had suddenly turned on.

      The screen had transformed from a black to a dull gray, but there was still no picture on it. She squinted at it, thinking maybe it was just her eyesight, but then the screen wiggled with horizontal lines in black and white and static rushed through the speakers.

      Mary winced, turning away from the sound until it disappeared. Slowly, Mary faced the television again, and when her brain finally caught up with the images her eyes were being fed from the screen, another scream crawled out from the pit of her soul.

      The television showed her two children and her husband sitting in their living room, holding onto one another, speaking to a police officer.

      Mary quickly looked from the television to the camera. Could they see her like she could see them? The longer she stared at the screen the more she realized that, no, they couldn’t. She was alone.

      Mary sat in silence, just staring at her children, and her heart nearly broke in half as she watched her oldest place his arm around his younger sister, their heads touching as her husband continued to speak to the officer.

      There was still so much that she wanted to tell them, so much that she wanted to teach them, but now she’d never get that chance. She’d never get the opportunity to talk to Charlotte about boys and help her navigate through the difficulties of growing into a woman, to guide her in the same way her own mother had done. She wouldn’t be able to embarrass Evan in front of his friends when he got older and he was too bashful for hugs and kisses, and then be thankful for them as he grew out of that teenage angst.

      Sitting in that chair, she traveled down all of the roads that she wouldn’t get to travel with them as they grew up. She’d miss so much. But she was thankful to see their faces one last time.

      Mary slouched forward, whispering I love you to both her children and her husband. She spoke the words aloud, because even though they couldn’t hear her, it provided her the strength needed to survive however much time she had left.
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      Grant kept to himself on the ride back to the precinct, thankful that both Hofster and Mocks were too busy with phone calls to question him. He stared at the watch’s timer. Seven hours had passed. Only five to go.

      But while the time continued to tick away, Grant noticed that his hand refused to keep still. He made a fist, held it for a few seconds, then relaxed. He repeated the motion until the hand steadied and then took a breath.

      Mocks lowered the phone, yelling up to Hofster. “The Forensics team just finished their sweep of Chet Denning’s house. They found enough household cleaner, wiring, and timer devices to construct two dozen explosive devices like the one that was used on Kelly Sears.”

      “Shit.” Hofster smacked the dash with his palm. He grimaced like he tasted something sour, then wiped his palm down his mouth to rid himself of the taste. “So what I’m hearing is that it’s possible our two other victims could have timed devices strapped to their chests.” He glanced toward Mocks. “Am I right, Lieutenant?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Then we need to figure out who else is involved.”

      Mocks cleared her throat. “Detective Lane combed through the letters sent between Dennis and Chet to see if we can identify a pattern to use to identify other associates. We will have an update when we get back to the precinct.”

      Hofster’s phone rang and he answered with a very gruff hello, then lowered the phone. “Hold on, I’m putting you on speaker.” He hit a button on the touch screen. “Okay, Williams, go ahead.”

      “My team is about a quarter of the way through those personnel files for the jail officers, but so far we don’t have anything flagged. A few minor violations, but no behavioral trends that would account for someone to assist an inmate like Dennis Pullman with something like this.”

      “Try branching out to see if there are any administrative personnel that have come into contact with him,” Grant said. “Nurses. Doctors. Psychologists.”

      “He does have a medical procedure once a week,” Williams said. “But we’ve already interviewed the medical staff, and they don’t spend more than a few minutes a day with him.”

      Grant leaned forward. “What medical condition?”

      “He has Type 2 diabetes. He gets a daily insulin shot, but it’s always administered in the health wing.”

      “I don’t care if he has brain surgery scheduled,” Hofster said. “I don’t want him to leave that room. The nurse comes to him.”

      “Already arranged,” Williams said. “Any luck with suspects?”

      “We got one,” Mocks answered. “Trying to nail down the other two.”

      “We’ll keep you updated. Thanks, Jason.” Hofster hung up just as the SUV bucked as they entered the precinct’s parking lot, past the hordes of news vans parked out front. “Take us around back. I don’t need snapping any pictures of our bulletproof friend back there.”

      Grant glanced down, realizing that he was still wearing the vest, and then removed it before stepping out of the vehicle and heading into the precinct through the building’s rear entrance.

      Once inside, Grant followed Mocks and Hofster into the conference room.

      “Tell me you have something good,” Mocks said.

      Lane smiled. “Oh, it’s good all right.” He shuffled through a stack of letters and then handed one of them to Mocks. “So, I went through and isolated all of the correspondence sent between Chet Denning and Dennis, searching for any particular code within their messages.”

      “And?” Mocks asked.

      Lane pointed to the top of the page which had the date circled. “I didn’t notice it before because the numbers didn’t stand out.” He grabbed a second sheet of paper and handed it to Mocks, which had another number circled. “It’s the same letter.”

      Grant frowned, staring at the two pages. “But it has different dates.”

      “Exactly,” Lane said, growing excited. “The date marked on the actual letter uses the European method of marking a calendar. Day, month, then year, instead of month, day, and year. It wouldn’t have been flagged because most of the dates look like they could still be the American version.”

      Mocks sifted through the letters, finding what Lane was saying was correct. “Tell me you found other letters with the same type of dates.”

      Lane lifted two stacks of papers off the desk. “And I’ve already pulled their files. One is an Arnold Waffer, who works as a janitor for an office building right next to the school that Susie Mullins attends, and the second was for a Barry Finster, who happens to be the garbage man for Mary Sullivan’s neighborhood.”

      Mocks smacked her fists on the table in triumph. “I want units to their addresses immediately. They probably won’t be there, but we might find a hint about where they are.” Mocks walked over to Grant, who was back over by the big board, staring at the sketches that Dennis had drawn.

      Grant pulled the picture of the house off the board and held it with both hands. “He draws the house that Ellen and I lived in, then has one of his cronies kidnap a woman that looks exactly like her.” He reached for the picture of the headstone but only pressed his fingers against it. “And then he draws a picture of a headstone and coordinates the abduction of a girl that would have been the same age as my unborn daughter.”

      “Where are you going with this, Grant?” Mocks asked.

      Grant stepped away from the board, the sketch of the house still in his hand as he paced around the conference room aimlessly, lost in concentrated thought. “He drew a gravestone.” He stopped, then turned toward Lane. “Give me the letters between Arnold and Dennis.”

      Lane handed them over, and Grant rifled through them, searching for the last few letters that were exchanged.

      “If the date is the key, then we need to figure out the message.” Grant studied one of the letters, Mocks nearby.

      “Maybe it’s paragraph, sentence, then word?” Mocks asked.

      Grant tried Mock’s methodology for the first couple of letters and scribbled down the words. Dirt. He then went to the next letter, using the same formula. Deep.

      Lane lowered the phone from his ear. “Lieutenant, officers just arrived at Arnold’s house.”

      “Put it on speaker,” Mocks said.

      Lane followed the command, and the heavy breathing of the officer echoed through the conference room while Grant continued to jot down the hidden words using the date as the cipher.

      “No sign of victim or suspect,” the officer said. “Doesn’t look like anyone has lived here in a while.”

      Mocks stepped closer to the phone. “This is Lieutenant Mullocks. Is there a garage or a storage area anywhere on the property?”

      “Looks like there is a shed out back.”

      Grant scribbled down another word. Shovel. He flipped through another letter and found the word coffin. He dropped the pen and then looked to the sketch of the gravestone on the board. “Oh my God.”

      Boots shuffling against concrete echoed through the speaker. “All right, looks like we’ve got… oxygen tanks.” The clatter of metal hitting concrete sounded between his words. “Some wooden planks, saws.” He sniffed. “The sawdust smells fresh.”

      Mocks frowned, then turned to Grant. “What the hell was he making? Grant?”

      With his stomach twisting into knots, Grant lurched forward, his arms weak and cold while his face burned hot. He snatched the sketch of the graveyard and then grabbed the picture of Susie as he headed toward the door. “He buried her.”

      Mocks followed him toward the door. “Where?”

      Grant shut his eyes, trying to calm the voices arguing inside of his head, the ones that pulled him in a thousand different directions. He took a breath and then forced his eyes open. “He buried her at the cemetery where Ellen’s buried. Where I also buried Annie.”
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      Grant gripped the interior SUV handles tightly while Mocks swerved through traffic, lights flashing, leading the caravan of police vehicles toward the North Shore Cemetery. He bounced his knee, the one outlet for his nerves.

      “Grant,” Mocks said, saying his name like she’d repeated it several times. “You all right?”

      “What’d the second unit find at Finster’s house?” Grant asked, dodging the question.

      “It looked abandoned like Waffer’s residence,” Mocks said. “A lot of electronics, no cleaning supplies for bombs, but we’re not ruling that out.” She turned off the highway exit. “You think we’re going to find Susie Mullins with a bomb strapped to her back?”

      Grant paused. “I don’t know.”

      The radio cackled and Dispatch came through. “Lieutenant Mullocks, we have confirmation of Waffer’s vehicle on the premises.”

      Mocks reached for the radio. “Copy that, Dispatch. We’re pulling up now.”

      Upon arrival at the cemetery, the place was cordoned off, but the barricades were removed for Mocks and Grant as she parked at the graveyard’s entrance. They spotted the car marked as Arnold Waffer’s vehicle and stopped there first.

      The sergeant on scene and in charge had the trunk open, and Forensics was already combing through the inside. “We have the cemetery locked down at every exit and entrance. Air support is three minutes out.”

      “Dogs?” Mocks asked.

      And before the sergeant could answer, an excited chorus of whines and whimpers erupted from behind them as the K-9 units arrived on scene.

      Mocks nodded and then turned to Grant, who had his attention on the ocean of stone made up of the grave markers. “You ready?”

      It had been a long time since Grant had visited Ellen’s grave. Over a year. He had planned to come back after he proposed to Samantha, because he wanted to come back with good news. Never would he have imagined coming back under these circumstances.

      Grant hung back while the dogs led the charge, and they followed the scent directly to the tombstone where Grant believed they’d find the girl. Right next to his beloved Ellen and Annie.

      “Fresh dirt,” Mocks said. “Let’s dig this up!”

      Shovels were immediately planted into the dirt, and Grant and Mocks took a step back. He kept his fists clenched tight, afraid that if he let them go, they’d tremble. He didn’t want Mocks to see that. He didn’t want her to see that he couldn’t handle it.

      Grant paced the edge of the grave, the cops shoulder-deep into the ground now.

      Mocks leaned closer. “You think it’s a decoy? Maybe he just dug up some dirt and then buried her somewhere else?”

      “No,” Grant answered, confident. “She’s here.” He stared at Ellen’s tombstone. “He wants me to take a trip down memory lane.”

      One of the shovels hit something solid, and everyone stopped.

      Grant crouched at the edge of the hole. “Find the edges.”

      The officers cleared the box quickly, the fact that it was so small its own type of horror, and the sergeant who’d started digging wiped dirt off the lock that sealed the girl inside. “I need bolt cutters!”

      The orders were echoed down the line, and the tool arrived in a matter of seconds. The jaws opened wide, and then snapped through the steel like butter.

      Grant remained by the hole’s edge, and his heart stopped when he saw the girl curled up in a fetal position, an oxygen mask strapped over her face.

      The sergeant immediately pressed his fingers to her neck. “I don’t have a pulse!”

      A hole was made around the thickening circle of officers for the medics coming in with their gear. The officer lifted the girl out of the box, her limbs dangling lifelessly as she was gently placed on a stretcher.

      A second mask replaced the one that Susie Mullins had worn in the box, and one of the medics started CPR.

      “C’mon, c’mon!” The medic pumped Susie’s chest, his arms rigid, sweat dripping from the tip of his nose. He checked her pulse and then hesitated before he started pumping the girl’s chest again.

      “Oh my God.” Mocks covered her mouth and turned away. But Grant watched. He wanted to remember the anger.

      The medic pressed his fingers against Susie’s neck again, and his eyes lit up. “I’ve got a pulse!”

      A collective breath released from every emergency worker as the medics rushed toward the ambulance parked just outside the wrought iron fence on the graveyard’s perimeter.

      But while everyone’s attention was focused on watching the little girl be carried off, Grant turned to look at the rest of the graveyard. As was the case with Kelly Sears, Grant believed that Arnold was nearby. Watching.

      At the north end of the cemetery, just stepping out of a gate, Grant saw the backside of a male wearing a hoodie and baseball cap. “Mocks.” He jogged north, Mocks following, already in sync with Grant’s observation.

      “We have movement on the north end,” Mocks said. “White male in a baseball cap, hoodie, and jeans. Could be our suspect.”

      Grant saw the shed to the left and noticed the door was open, and he veered to check inside. An old man was crumpled up in the corner, lifeless.

      Grant stepped out of the shed, removing the firearm from his holster as he sprinted toward the suspect. He weaved between the headstones, his eyes locked onto the figure in the baseball cap, moving toward the city. He passed through the gate, heels pounding the pavement as the perp merged into a crowd.

      Grant didn’t call out the man’s name, he didn’t scream, he just kept moving forward, closing the gap between himself and the monster.

      Arnold must have heard Grant’s footsteps, because right before Grant tackled him to the ground he turned, his eyes wide with surprise and fear.

      The pair landed against the ground hard, both skidding forward a few inches, scraping against concrete.

      Winded from the run, Grant was still able to flip Arnold over, pinning his arms down, and Grant was surprised the man didn’t resist more. He just laughed until his cheeks shone a bright cherry red.

      “Did she die?” Arnold asked, repeating the question between laughter. “Did she?” He laughed even harder and Grant lifted him to his feet, shoving him into the arms of the officers that had gathered. “I hope she died!”

      Arnold’s voice faded as Grant remained isolated in the crowd that had stepped away from him when he tackled Arnold to the pavement. They all stared, whispering, taking photos and videos, and it wasn’t until Mocks pulled him away that he moved.

      “What the hell was that?” Mocks asked, waiting until they were out of earshot of the collection of phones aimed in their direction. “I had units in pursuit. He could have had a device, or a weapon, or—”

      “He’s doing this because of me, Mocks,” Grant said, his breathing still labored. “I’m the reason those women were abducted. I’m the reason that little girl was in the ground. I’m the reason—” He stared down at his shoes. “I stepped away from investigating because I didn’t want this life anymore. I didn’t want to keep putting other people in danger.”

      Mocks grabbed hold of his wrists. “I know you didn’t ask for this. You haven’t asked for any of the bad shit that’s happened to you, and you’ve had more than your fair share.” She drew in a breath. “But life doesn’t care about how much shit you’ve already shoveled, and it sure as hell doesn’t care what it does to your plans. You’re in it. You’re not alone. And it’s not your fault.”

      Had Grant not known Mocks for as long as he had, he would have thought the words were meant to sting. But they weren’t. She probably knew him better than anyone else that was still alive. Maybe even better than Sam knew him.

      The kick in the pants was meant to get him out of the funk, to get his head on straight. Because the job wasn’t done. A mother of two still needed to be returned to her family.

      “Thanks,” Grant said.

      “Yeah, well, just don’t get all sappy on me,” Mocks said. “I have a reputation to uphold now that I’m a lieutenant.”

      Grant smiled. “I don’t think that’s in jeopardy of disappearing.”
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      Dennis sat in the room where he’s spoken to Grant hours ago, staring at the walls. They were the same color as the walls in his cell. He hated those walls. Of all the things to hate about prison, he hated those walls the most.

      The food was lackluster but digestible. The limited outdoor time was aggravating, but it was better than zero outdoor time. The beatings from the guards were spiteful and cruel, but few and far between.

      But there was madness in the dullness of prison walls. Bland. Gray. Lifeless. When a man was surrounded by that every day, all day, for years, decades at a time, it was a wonder that more inmates didn’t completely lose their minds.

      Dennis had fought those walls, distracting himself with books and magazines, but after the first three years, the relentless dullness of those walls started to permeate into his brain.

      Looking back at it now was silly, of course. They were just walls. But when he had reached the breaking point, he couldn’t have conjured up a more menacing foe. Because the walls were immune to manipulation and torture.

      And then, one day, after punching his fist bloody and breaking his hand, he sat in the corner of his tiny cell, curled up into a ball, shivering from the madness that had taken hold.

      It was in that moment, in the darkest, most frightening corner of his mind, when a thought struck him. It was nothing but a whisper at first, and the voice scared him even more than the walls. But it sparked an idea. It gave him a purpose.

      Up until then, he had satiated his appetite for death with books. But it was a craving that ate at him from the inside, hollowing him out. But that idea… It made the cravings stop.

      So now, every time he stared at a prison wall, he no longer saw the dull gray walls that refused to yield. Instead he saw a face, the same face he had carved on that wall the day that voice spoke to him. The face of Chase Grant.

      Dennis knew that when his plan finally came into fruition, the former detective would think it was an act of revenge. And he supposed that in its most simplistic form, that was true.

      But it was more than that. It was a triumphant cry within the darkness, a signal to those who thought he could be controlled and subdued. It was an act of impossible defiance, and one that people would be talking about for years to come.

      Dennis shifted uncomfortably in his seat, snarling as he remembered the day that Grant had caught him.

      Grant represented an ideology, manifested into reality by a system that believed it could do anything. If he could break that man, then he could break the ideology behind the man. And if he could break the ideology, then he could break the system.

      Dennis leaned back in the chair, restricted by his chains. He stared at the empty chair across from him, remembering Grant sitting there, knowing that the former detective hated every minute of it.

      Unlike Dennis, Grant had moved on. He’d given up the badge and started a new life. But Dennis would destroy Grant’s future just like the old detective had destroyed his. And when it was all said and done, Dennis would transform Grant into the very thing he hated. A killer.

      The sound of lock and key brought Dennis’s attention toward the door, and one of the guards stepped inside, quickly followed by a nurse from the medical wing.

      “Hello, Dennis. They brought me to you since they don’t want you leaving.”

      “Well, I apologize for the trouble, Nurse Mabel,” Dennis said, practicing his smile. “Honestly, I think they’re getting worked up for nothing. I mean, it’s not like I could have done what they’ve said I’ve done from inside my cell, right?”

      Nurse Mabel sighed as she filled the syringe with insulin. “Dennis, I don’t think anything. I just give you folks the medicine you need that was written down by the doctor.”

      Dennis blamed his poor diet and lack of exercise for the onset of his Type 2 diabetes, but the condition had granted him an unexpected opportunity.

      Mabel set the insulin down and gestured to the guard, who then walked over and unlocked the shackles around his wrists. With the cuffs off, Nurse Mabel rolled up the orange sleeve of his left arm, and then swabbed his pale skin with rubbing alcohol.

      Dennis shivered and laughed. “It’s always so cold.”

      “I know,” Mabel said, reaching for the needle. “Just stay still for me.”

      Needle sunk into flesh, but Dennis didn’t flinch, watching the needle go into his skin. He always liked watching the injections. It reminded him of what he’d done to the people he abducted. It gave him an erection every time.

      “Okay,” Nurse Mabel said, disposing of the medical waste into a red bag. “All done.” She wheeled her medical cart away from Dennis while the guard stepped in to reapply the shackles.

      But as the guard positioned himself between Dennis and the nurse, Mabel couldn’t see that the guard didn’t squeeze his shackles all the way shut. Nor did she see the small blade that was placed in Dennis’s hand before the guard turned.

      Dennis smiled, both fists closed. “Thanks, Mabel.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Mabel said. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Dennis.”

      But as the door slammed shut and locked, Dennis smiled even wider, because that fat bitch was dead wrong.
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      The graveyard was still blocked off as Forensics searched the shed as well as the grave for any additional evidence. And even though Grant had seen Susie Mullins alive before she was whisked away on the stretcher, Grant remained tense until he finally received confirmation from Mocks that she was awake and alert at the hospital.

      “No permanent damage,” Mocks said, pocketing her phone. “Docs are going to keep her overnight, but they expect a full recovery.”

      Grant exhaled, glad that they had found her before it was too late. But when he bowed his head in thanks, he saw the timer on his watch pass nine hours.

      Mocks crossed her arms, staring at the final sketch that Dennis had given them. “Forensics still hasn’t found anything new at Barry Finster’s place. And Waffer’s not talking, but that’s not surprising. I’ve sent Lane over to speak with the Sullivan family to see if we can get anything else from them.” She looked to Grant and then nudged his arm. “Hey, we got the first two. We’ll get the last one. Chopper’s already inbound to take us to the cabin.” She smiled. “It’s over, Grant.”

      Because Grant and the others had already cracked the cipher for the letters between Dennis and his minions, Detective Lane had deciphered the final message in Barry Finster’s letters.

      And while the message provided confirmation, Grant already had a good idea where Mary Sullivan had been taken. Dennis had forced Grant to remember his past, and now he was forcing him to confront his future.

      The final location, the sketch of the cabin, it had been where Grant and Sam first met. It was the place Grant had gone to when he walked away from the badge and from Seattle. That cabin in the woods of the tiny town of Deville was his exile.

      Grant chewed the inside of his lip, squeezing his hands together. “It doesn’t feel over.” He stepped away, pacing restlessly. “I mean, what’s his end game?”

      “He’s a serial killer, Grant,” Mocks answered. “Murder is his end goal.”

      “This is different,” Grant said. “He’s out to prove a point.”

      “What point?” Mocks asked.

      “That he’s better than everyone,” Grant said. “You read his court depositions. He’s a psycho with a God complex.”

      Mocks took a breath, trying to follow Grant’s line of thinking. “So you think he’s going to try and convert more of his fans? You think he has other people helping him?”

      Grant shook his head. While it hadn’t been easy to find the first two victims, it hadn’t been as hard as it should. For some reason, Grant couldn’t shake the feeling of bread crumbs being strewn along the ground, like he was being led by a leash.

      “You think he has some big surprise planned for Mary Sullivan?” Mary asked.

      “I think that win or lose, this isn’t the end of the road for him,” Grant answered.

      “Listen, Grant, I shouldn’t even be telling you this, but Chief Hofster’s been on the line with Williams and the governor for practically the whole day—”

      Grant spun around. “What about the rest of those personnel files? Did Williams find any good leads? We should have Lane look them over, he has a good eye for—”

      “Grant!” Mocks grabbed him by the arms. “Will you listen to me for a second? Dennis is going to get the needle after all of this is done. Williams is putting the documentation together as we speak.”

      Grant frowned. “Does Dennis know this?”

      “Doesn’t have a clue,” Mocks answered.

      Grant had no problem with Dennis getting the needle, but if the Attorney General and the governor were thinking about the death penalty, then it must have been something Dennis thought of too.

      Mocks leaned back against the squad car next to him. She was quiet for a minute, and then cleared her throat. “You know that right before I got married to Rick, I started using again?”

      Grant frowned. She never talked about her past addiction. “You did?”

      Mocks nodded. “Rick found me passed out in our bedroom, fresh skid marks along my arm. I went on a hell of bender. Coke. Heroin. X, and a little pot and liquor for good measure.” She crossed her arms and leaned against the dumpster. “When I woke up in the hospital, I had a vague remembrance of how I got there and what I did. Rick was there when I finally came out of it. He was just sitting across the room in a chair, hunched forward with his elbows on his knees, staring at me.” She glanced at some space in the parking lot as if she could see him there, now. “I just thought to myself, ‘this is it. This is where it all ends.’” She shrugged. “I mean a person can only put up with so much, right? I’d had other people leave me. Pretty much everyone I’d ever known had walked out the door.”

      “I thought you were clean by then?” Grant asked.

      Mocks pushed off the car. “Yeah, well, an addict doesn’t need a reason to use. I just… do it.” She smirked, wrinkling the left side of her face. “Two years just down the drain.” She snapped her fingers. “Like that.” She pocketed her hands. “But I guess the trigger for my relapse was because I was scared about Rick leaving. And I figured if I started using again, and he stayed, then I knew he would always stay.”

      “I guess it worked,” Grant said.

      “Actually, it completely backfired.” Mocks laughed. “He left. Told me he couldn’t be with someone who did what I had just done to him.”

      “He called off the wedding?” Grant asked.

      Mocks nodded. “He called all of the vendors, guests, told everyone that it was over. I’d been out of it for three days, and in that time, he’d already moved his things out of our apartment and put the key on my hospital nightstand. I must have called him every name under the sun, I told him things that I still can’t forgive myself for saying.” She lowered her head. “I was in a bad place, but I had put myself there and thrown away the key. And it wasn’t until he shut the door behind him that I realized he wasn’t joking. That he really was leaving, and he wasn’t coming back.”

      After all of the years they’d known each other, and all of the times that he’d been to her and Rick’s house for dinner, Grant had never heard this story from either of them.

      “I had no idea,” Grant said.

      “Most people don’t.” Mocks dropped her arms.

      “So what happened?” Grant asked.

      “I got sober. Tried to call him, but he changed his number. All of the social media platforms today didn’t exist back then, so it wasn’t like I could send him a message online. It took another year before I finally managed to track him down. I’d known where he was for a while, but I wanted to wait a year. Thought it might make a difference somehow. I’d show up with my one year chip, give it to him, and we’d start over.”

      Grant waited, raising his eyes brows. “And did you?”

      “No,” Mocks answered. “I got cold feet. I made it all the way to the fire station where he worked and I couldn’t knock on the door. I was so distraught that I spun around and headed for my car. But I didn’t bother to look both ways when I crossed the street. The car had to swerve to miss me and ended up ramming the back of a truck.” She laughed. “And you can guess who was called to the scene.”

      Grant chuckled. “Rick?”

      “At first he thought I was using, that I had been one of the drivers, but I told him my plan and he just stared at me and stared at me, and when he opened his mouth to speak, he just laughed. I could have kissed him when I heard that laugh. But I didn’t. I had to wait. I had to earn it again. And slowly, day by day, moment by moment, I did. We married a year later.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me that before?”

      Mocks shrugged. “It’s not easy to relive the worst mistakes of your life, and it’s even harder to talk about them on your own free will.” She reached for his hand and looked at the digital watch that Dennis had given him. “And that’s what Dennis is doing to you. He wants to tear you apart, make you relive everything that you’ve lost. But he won’t break you, Grant. You’re too strong for that.”

      Grant glanced down at his attire. The Kevlar, the pistol, the digital watch. He was wearing the same gear he had when he was a detective, but it didn’t feel the same.

      “You’re going to get your happy ending, Grant. I don’t care if I have to shoot Dennis between the eyes myself.” Mocks hugged him, squeezing tight, her cheek pressed firmly against his chest. “Don’t you fall to the dark side, Chase Grant.”

      Grant gently placed his hands around Mocks, giving a light squeeze back. “I won’t.”

      Mocks leaned back. “Good.” She reached for his love handle and pinched, hard.

      “Ow!” Grant skittered away. “What the hell was that for?”

      “That’s just a reminder of the hurting I can put on you.” Mocks pointed her finger at him as she headed for the door. “I’ve been staying in fighting shape, Grant, unlike you.” She smiled at him and then looked up at the sound of chopper blades. “There’s our ride.”
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      The chopper ride toward the small mountain town of Deville provided Mocks and Hofster time to finish their coordination with local authorities and state police, their voices crackling through the radio.

      “SWAT and bomb disposal are already on site,” Mocks said. “We’ll be ready for whatever Finster has for us.”

      Grant nodded.

      “We’re going to treat this just like the altercation at the Denning house,” Mocks said. “We’ll send you in to assess, and then we’ll have a team on standby for assistance.” She flashed a thumbs up. “I’ve got your back, partner.”

      Grant reciprocated the thumbs up, knowing that he could count on her. But despite Mocks’s confidence, Grant couldn’t erase every doubt.

      After the events of the day, Grant sensed that he was missing something. It was like everything had been set up too neatly, too clean. Did it all make sense? Yes. Did it all fit a pattern? It did.

      But with everything that Grant knew about Dennis, and after all of the time and trouble that was spent in coordinating something like this, Grant found it hard to believe that they were nearing the end of the case.

      “Two minutes!” The pilot radioed through the head piece, and everyone piped up as they began their descent.

      Dust and debris were blown outward in all directions as the chopper landed at the end of the dirt road that cut off from the main road through the little drive-by town. He hadn’t been back to the town since he moved back to Seattle with Sam.

      But nothing had changed in the two years that he’d been gone. Nature was still untouched, and it still resembled the quiet little town where you came to get away from city life, or whatever problems that were chasing you. It was still a place to come and hide.

      The trees were too crowded over the dirt road to land right in front of the cabin, so they’d have to hoof it up the road from their current position.

      Grant, Mocks, and Chief Hofster were led to the cabin by the SWAT team on standby. They slowed on their approach closer to the cabin and paused at the bushes just before the gravel driveway.

      Hofster turned toward Grant, who was being suited up with a body cam. “We have snipers positioned in the back in case he runs. He won’t get far if you don’t have any choice but to flush him out the back. Based off what we found in the letters, there will be another explosive device similar to the one found on Kelly Sears.”

      Grant peered around the corner and saw that the front door was shut, with the blinds drawn over the windows.

      Mocks handed Grant an earpiece. “Remember, we’ve got your back.”

      Grant nodded, and while Hofster nodded too, he knew that the Chief of Police couldn’t keep the same promises that Mocks gave.

      Pistol in hand, Grant emerged from the cover and moved swiftly to the front door, his ears still lightly buzzing from the chopper blades.

      Grant paused at the front door, trying to peek in the window cracks, but saw nothing. He placed his hand around the door knob, and then, just like his old house with Ellen, the knob offered no resistance as he turned it.

      The ball of nerves in Grant’s stomach hardened into a steel bowling ball. Mouth dry and his mind fatigued, Grant burst inside, gun aimed forward, and saw Barry Finster. But no Mary Sullivan.

      Berry sat cross-legged on the floor of the empty living room between two small televisions. A black box sat in his lap with a digital timer of red numbers that sat at thirty seconds. In front of each television was a red button, with wires running into the back of the television screens. Barry had his left fist closed around something, and he pressed his thumb down over the hidden device, which triggered the countdown of the thirty-second timer in his lap. “It’s time to choose, Mr. Grant.”

      Grant glanced between the pair of television screens, his adrenaline pumping too quickly to make sense of the images at first, but the longer he stared, the clearer they became, and he slowly lowered the pistol in his hands. “Oh my God.”

      The television on the left showed an image of Mary Sullivan, bound and gagged to a chair. The view provided a profile of Mary and allowed Grant to see the explosive device beneath her chair, along with another black box timer that had been synced to the same countdown of the box in Barry’s lap.

      The second screen on the right showed a bird’s eye view of a living room where a man and two children sat on the couch. And while he didn’t recognize the civilians, he did recognize the detective who sat across from them. It was Lane. Grant was looking into the Sullivans’ living room. And while he couldn’t see the device, Grant was willing to bet that there was a bomb rigged to blow somewhere in the house.

      “If you don’t pick one, then they’ll both blow up.” Barry tapped the box, giggling to himself. “Clock is ticking, Detective.”

      Grant pivoted between the two screens, his mind still wrapping around the impossible decision that had been thrust upon him.

      “Mocks,” Grant said, his voice an unearthly calm. “Evacuate the Sullivans out of their house immediately.”

      “Copy,” Mocks said.

      The clock ticked below fifteen seconds, and as Grant watched the screens, he knew that they wouldn’t be able to get the family out in time.

      This was it. This was what Dennis had been leading him toward, and after everything Grant had seen, he knew there was no reason to doubt what Barry Finster had just told him. If Grant didn’t choose, then all of them would die.

      Grant stepped toward Mary’s television. He dropped to his knees and hovered his palm over the red button. He glanced back at the clock, less than five seconds now.

      Mocks was yelling something in his ear, but it was irrelevant because he could still see the Sullivan family seated in their living room. There just wasn’t enough time.

      Grant was deaf to the world save for one voice, breaking through his doubts and hesitations. He looked away from the monitor with Mary Sullivan, the clock ticking below three seconds, and stared into the maddening eyes of Barry Finster, tears streaming down his face with a smile that exposed the satin lining of his gums, his laughter hysterical.

      Dennis had been in control the entire time.

      Grant pressed the red button, and in the same instant, Mary Sullivan’s screen cut to black and the clock stopped at one second. He kept his palm pressed down on the button, his blood frozen to ice as the SWAT team stormed inside.

      Still cackling, Finster was tackled to the floor, restrained but not gagged. “He killed her! He fucking killed her!” And if the police hadn’t wanted Grant to do what he did, then they should have gagged him.

      The SWAT team lifted Finster off the floor and moved him toward the door, but Grant cut them off before they made it outside.

      Grant shouldered the SWAT members aside and slammed Finster against the wall, hands around the bastard’s neck, ramming his fist into that mouth still cackling with laughter.

      Bloodied and still boiling with rage, it took half a dozen hands to restrain Grant. They thrust him outside, sunlight blinding him as he lifted a bloodied hand to block out the golden rays streaming through the treetops.

      Numb, Grant stumbled toward the road clogged with emergency vehicles and personnel. Amid the bodies that Grant passed, an arm grabbed him and spun him around. It was Mocks.

      “What happened?” Mocks asked.

      Grant opened his mouth to respond, but he couldn’t speak the truth of what he’d just done. He’d fell right into the trap that Dennis Pullman had set. That skilled and practiced hunter had once again maneuvered his prey exactly where he wanted it to be.

      Grant’s chest tightened, and he patted at the Kevlar that suddenly constricted him, and he ripped it off. He stumbled down the road, his breathing labored, his skin clammy and cold.

      Mocks followed, peppering him with questions, wanting to know what happened and if he was hurt.

      Grant collapsed to his knees in the middle of the road, drawing the attention of the surrounding officers, and gasped for breath. Mocks dropped to his eye level and placed her hands on his cheeks.

      “Breathe, Grant,” Mocks said, breathing deeply. “Just breathe, partner.”

      Grant mimicked Mocks, his chest rising and falling in the same rhythm as hers. After a few repetitions, he started to calm down, but that only hardened the horror of the reality of what he’d just done. “I killed her, Mocks.” He kept his voice to a whisper, suddenly light-headed.

      “Everything is fine,” Mocks said. “It’s over. It’s done.”

      But Grant shook his head. It wasn’t done. Not by a long shot.
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      Dennis smiled when State Attorney General Jason Williams stepped into the holding room where they’d kept him all day. “Hello, Mr. Williams.”

      “If I had known you wanted the needle so badly, Dennis, I could have arranged it for you without all of the pomp and circumstance.” Williams sat down on the opposite side of the table and slapped a file down between them. “Attempted murder, conspiracy to commit murder, conspiracy to assemble explosive materials, and one second-degree murder.”

      Dennis brightened at the last charge. “So Mary Sullivan is dead. How is Mr. Grant handling the aftermath?”

      “I think you should be more worried about how you’re going to handle the aftermath.” Williams clasped his hands together, his expression smug as he tilted his head to the side, addressing Dennis like a parent who had caught their children red-handed. “All the paperwork has been submitted, and I’m just waiting for confirmation from Judge Walmack about your immediate jump to the front of the line on death row.”

      “I suppose you’ve finally got me then.” Dennis shrugged, but made sure not to expose his loose cuffs, which he kept hidden beneath the table. “It must feel good to do what your predecessor couldn’t accomplish. I’m sure putting away Seattle’s deadliest killer, again, will help propel you into some high political circles.”

      Williams smiled, crossing his legs as he flicked a piece of dirt from beneath his fingernail. “It won’t hurt. But I think what I’m really looking forward to is the front row seat to your execution. I might even bring popcorn.”

      Dennis nodded along as he laughed. “Yes. But, don’t you want to know how I did it?”

      “No need.” Williams leaned forward. “We know about the letters. We figured out the cipher and those hidden messages. So I guess you’re not as smart as you think you are.”

      Dennis’s smile slackened. “I would say the same for you, Counselor.”

      Williams snarled. “I hope the moment that you walk out the door, they already have that needle ready for you. I hope that you don’t get a one more breath than is necessary to strap you down and pump you full of drugs until your heart stops.” He stood, the chair’s legs scraping against the concrete floor from the sudden motion. “Good riddance to bad eggs.”

      Dennis watched Williams walk to the door and then cleared his throat. “But you still haven’t figured out how I’m going to escape.”

      Williams paused. He turned slowly, smiling to himself. “I knew you were evil, and I knew you were crazy, but I didn’t think you were stupid.”

      “Oh, I’m not stupid, Counselor.” Dennis shook his head. “I just thought you’d be curious to know how I’m going to do it.”

      Williams laughed but returned to the table, standing behind the empty chair as he gripped the plastic back. “Okay, Dennis. Indulge me.”

      “Well, the first steps of planning any escape is to determine what your obstacles are.” Dennis glanced around the concrete walls. “The most obvious are the levels of security.” He squint one eye shut, pretending to think real hard. “Three layers of security checks, each with their own individual keys, and each guarded by two armed jail officers, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “Sounds like you have your work cut out for you,” Williams said.

      “Oh, absolutely,” Dennis replied. “And of course, there are the escape protocols for any inmate that manages to get out of his cell. A special guard unit would be mobilized, wearing riot gear and armed with assault rifles, gas canisters, and flash grenades. They’d be aided by the control center, which monitors the dozens of security cameras throughout the prison, which would be used to track me down and neutralize my escape.” He frowned. “Funny enough though, there aren’t any cameras in this room. Which is why you wanted me in here in the first place, wasn’t it, Counselor?”

      Williams’s face had slackened.

      “Because you wanted to be able to ‘treat the witness as hostile.’” Dennis smiled, reveling in the counselor’s silence. “I suppose that one way to bypass some of those security measures would be to have someone on the inside who could help me. Someone who could walk among the other jail officers as one of them, shutting down certain systems along the way, neutralizing the guards at certain exit points.” He frowned. “But even if I made it out of the building, there would still be those pesky towers and the highly-trained snipers ready to take me down at a moment’s notice.” He nodded. “I guess I could utilize one of the armored buses that the prison keeps on site for emergency transportation. That might get me far enough out of the snipers’ range for me to get to the safety of the woods.”

      “We checked the personnel files for every prison guard. They all came back clean.” The color in William’s face had completely disappeared at this point. When he finally spoke again, his voice was nothing but a raspy whisper. “You’re lying.”

      “Maybe,” Dennis said. “And even if I did have someone helping me, there would still be the problem of me in this room with you and the chains that have me shackled to the floor.” Dennis raised his eyebrows. “But maybe after Nurse Mabel gave me my insulin, the jail officer who escorted her into the room didn’t close my shackles all the way. And maybe he put a small knife in my hand that I could use to kill the overly confident attorney who thought he had me dead to rights.”

      Williams glanced down to Dennis’s lap, frowning, unable to tell if the cuffs were off.

      “Curious, isn’t it, Counselor.” Dennis smiled. “Do you want to come and see for yourself?”

      Williams glared at Dennis for a long beat and then stepped back from the chair. He narrowed his eyes, then scoffed. “Bullshit.”

      Dennis laughed. “A man can dream, can’t he?”

      Williams took a few more cautious steps toward Dennis but made sure to keep his distance. “No amount of fast talking is going to get you out of the injection table this time. You’re a dead man walking.”

      Quick as a snake bite, Dennis snatched Williams’s wrist and stepped from around the table, twisting Williams’s arm and placing the blade to his neck as the shackles hit the floor.

      Williams gagged and breathed sharply through his nose while Dennis kept his head back, exposing the soft flesh of Williams’s jugular.

      “I’ve missed playing with lawyers. You always get so cocky when you think you have the upper hand.” Dennis closed his eyes and inhaled the pungent scent of sweat and fear. He flashed his teeth in aggression. “And then you always wet yourselves whenever you’re placed in real danger.” He glanced down to Williams’s groin, disappointed at the lack of liquid. “Well, maybe we need to up the stakes.”
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      Grant stood off to the side, leaning back against a random squad car while Mocks, Hofster, and a few of the other bigwigs discussed what the Forensics team had found. Hofster had requested Grant not be privy to the conversation. When the meeting of the minds was complete, Hofster accompanied Mocks as they walked over to Grant.

      “Five pounds of plastic explosives was strapped beneath the Sullivans’ living room couch,” Hofster said. “Bomb squad said it was wired to receive a radio detonation, and Forensics said it’s been sitting there for at least three days.”

      “Do we know where Mary Sullivan’s remains are yet?” Grant asked, finding little comfort over the fact that he had been right about the bomb in the Sullivan household.

      “An explosion was reported in the abandoned warehouse district in North Seattle,” Mocks answered. “We have a team en route, but I don’t see how it could be anyone other than her.”

      “Two bombs, two detonators, and the timer rigged to blow up both,” Hofster said. “We’re still waiting on an official confirmation, but the bomb tech told me that it looked like both rigs were outfitted to the timer.”

      “Which means that if you hadn’t acted, then the entire Sullivan family would have died,” Mocks said.

      “I’ve never been much for consolation prizes,” Grant said. “What now?”

      “The AG is finishing up Dennis’s paperwork,” Mocks said. “We should be able to get Dennis in front of a judge before the day’s over.”

      “It’s ironclad,” Hofster said. “We have the letters marking him as the ring leader for the abductions, the explosives. It’s a done deal.”

      Grant shook his head, remembering the promise that Dennis had made. “No. It’s not done. Not for him.”

      Mocks stepped closer, lowering her voice. “Grant, what he did to you...” She cleared her throat. “You just need some time to decompress.”

      “You need to move Dennis to solitary confinement, immediately. And don’t let the guards move him. Make sure it’s Seattle PD, or state troopers, anyone outside of that goddamn prison,” Grant said.

      Hofster laughed, crossing his arms and rolling his eyes. “Unbelievable.”

      “He wants out, Chief,” Grant said. “It’s what he’s wanted from the very beginning.”

      “Look,” Hofster said, pointing a hand at Grant. “I’ll give it to you that Dennis is smarter than the average criminal, hell, he’s probably a genius, but there is no way he’s going to break himself out of that prison.”

      “What did Williams say about those personnel files for the guards?” Grant asked.

      “He cleared them,” Mocks said. “No red flags. Not so much as an infraction. The warden runs a tight ship.”

      Grant knew how he sounded. If he were in either Mocks or Hofster’s shoes, then he would have been just as skeptical. But all his instincts were telling him that he wasn’t wrong.

      “What’s wrong with being careful?” Mocks asked. “If we’re wrong, then all that we’ll have done is put Dennis in a more secure cage.”

      Hofster raised his eyebrows and sighed. “All right. I’ll make a call.”

      Once Hofster walked away, Grant nodded to Mocks. “Thanks.”

      “I told you I’d have your back,” Mocks said. “I meant it.” She leaned closer. “And what happened in that house, what you did, it won’t come back on you.” She patted her pocket, which held the memory stick of the body cam that recorded Grant’s entrance. “That video won’t see the light of day.”

      But while Grant may not have had to worry about the public watching him make the hardest decision of his life, that didn’t erase what he’d done. He could try and convince himself that he didn’t have a choice, or there was no other way, or that he saved three people, but the truth was that he should have seen it coming. He should have known that Dennis would have something like this planned. He should have looked harder at the evidence, should have made the connection about the remote devices found at Finster’s house.

      “Hey.” Mocks nudged his arm. “You’ll be all right. Just give it time.” Her phone rang and she picked it up. “Hey, Lane, we still don’t have an update on—” She frowned. “Hang on, I’m putting you on speaker.” She lowered the phone and held it out between her and Grant. “Okay, go ahead.”

      “I just finished talking with Mr. Sullivan, and he told me that last month he and his wife had put in a new security system.”

      Grant’s stomach bubbled with nerves.

      “I did a quick background check on the security company, and I got the name of the tech that performed the installation, a guy named Nathan Miles. I did some more digging and found out that he also works at the Washington State Penitentiary.”

      “Why wasn’t that flagged by Williams when he was going through the personnel files?” Mocks asked.

      “That’s because three months ago, Miles transitioned to part time hours at the prison, and his employment status changed to contractor,” Lane said. “The prison isn’t required to keep files on contractors.”

      “Good work, Lane. Keep me updated on what else you find.” Mocks hung up, and she followed Grant, who was already heading toward Hofster. “Chief!”

      Hofster turned, lowering the phone from his ear. “What?”

      Grant and Mocks skidded to a stop in the loose gravel. “Dennis has a man on the inside. Nathan Miles. He wasn’t flagged because he’s a contractor with the prison and they’re not required to keep a file on him.”

      Hofster was stoic, the news permeating through the doubts, realization slowly spreading across his face. He then raised the phone to his ear. “Get me the warden.”
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      Dennis kept the tip of the blade pressed against William’s neck, the knife pricking a thin stream of blood that curved down the imperfections of the skin as it disappeared beneath the counselor’s collar.

      “I tried to warn you, Counselor,” Dennis said. “Didn’t I?”

      “This is idiotic!” Williams screamed. “You’re in the middle of a prison, surrounded by armed guards—” He yelped when Dennis brought the blade to his throat one more time.

      “The world has always perceived greatness as insanity.” Dennis maneuvered both himself and Williams by the door, and Dennis kept Williams in front of him lest Miles couldn’t deliver and someone else walked through that door. “Shouldn’t be much longer now. And I think it goes without saying that if you scream, I’ll kill you.”

      Dennis was so close, he could taste his freedom on the tip of his tongue. No more gray walls. No more restrictions. No more cage for him ever again. He was meant to be in the wild. He was meant to hunt.

      The door swung inward and Miles stepped inside, dressed in his guard uniform and carrying a duffel bag that he dropped to the floor. He quickly closed the door.

      “Any trouble?” Dennis asked.

      “Cameras will come back online from auxiliary power soon.” Miles crouched low and removed two gas masks and two Kevlar vests from the bag, along with an assault rifle and two hand guns. He donned the vest, and then placed the mask over his face.

      Once Miles was dressed, he loaded a magazine into the assault rifle and then aimed it at Williams while Dennis stepped from behind the counselor and donned his new attire.

      “You won’t make it far,” Williams said, defenseless. “You’ll just end back up here in a cell, and then it’s back to the front of the line for death row. All you’re doing is buying yourself a little more time.”

      Dennis secured the final strap on his Kevlar vest, then picked up one of the hand guns and walked over to Williams. “The only box anyone will ever put me in again is a coffin. And I don’t plan on dying anytime soon.” He glanced down at the pistol, smiling. “Glock nine millimeter. Three internal safeties. Smooth trigger pull. Enough stopping power to bring down a body builder. One of these goes through you and you’re not getting back up.” He then glanced to the knife still in his hand, the side of the blade catching the light. “But sometimes the old ways are still the best ways.”

      Dennis lunged forward with the knife, jamming the blade into Williams’s neck and sliding down along the carotid vein.

      Williams immediately retreated, both hands clamped down over the wound, blood seeping between his fingers. He collapsed onto his back, gurgling for breath as blood pooled around his head.

      Dennis walked over to the counselor, hovering above like an angel of death as Williams offered a few final spasms of life before his hands fell from the wound and he lay lifeless on the floor. “I’ve been waiting to do that for a very long time.” He dropped to a knee and then placed two fingers in the counselor’s blood before painting a red stripe down each of his cheeks. He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath, reveling in the scent of his kill.

      “Dennis, we need to move,” Miles said.

      Dennis pocketed the blade and used both hands for a better grip on the pistol. He stepped directly behind Miles and then tapped his shoulder.

      Miles entered the hallway, moving efficiently and quickly with Dennis close behind. From behind Miles’s shoulder, Dennis saw the pair of dead guards on the ground by the first security marker. So far so good.

      When Dennis had first began his relationship with Miles, he had started things slow. Got to know him. Learned who he was. And Dennis discovered that like most of the people who wrote to him in jail, Miles was just looking for a purpose. He wanted to serve something higher than himself. So Dennis had convinced the man to serve him.

      Dennis had also suggested that Miles study martial arts and enroll in a few weapons courses, and as Miles scanned his security badge at the second checkpoint, stepping over three more bodies, Dennis was glad to see that Miles had taken his advice.

      “One more,” Miles said. “After we pass through the third checkpoint, the bus is directly out front.”

      “And our other arrangements?” Dennis asked.

      “Taken care of,” Miles answered.

      Before the pair arrived at the last security point, they passed through one of the cell blocks. And the moment they passed the first cell, the entire block erupted into chaos.

      The inmates screamed and hollered, they beat their fists against the doors, and it wasn’t until the alarm sounded that it drowned out their animal-like mania.

      “We have sixty seconds!” Miles shouted back and then broke into a sprint, Dennis quickly falling in behind him.

      The blaring of the prison’s alarm matched the same rhythm of their footsteps as Dennis saw the final security point ahead, and if they couldn’t get to it before the containment team funneled into this hallway, then Dennis would turn the pistol on his own head and end it. Because he meant it when he told Williams that he wasn’t coming back.

      Miles flung the gate open, using his badge to override the security lockdown protocol, and the pair squeezed through the narrow crack that the gate offered them.

      Past the checkpoint, they passed through a cross hallway. A team of riot guards burst through the entrance on the left, immediately opening fire as Miles pointed toward the final pairs of doors where the bus was waiting on the other side.

      Shouts and gunfire chased them out of the prison, and the moment they stepped outside, the sniper towers unloaded hellfire.

      Dennis moved quickly, his adrenaline propelling him past the fear of death as he hurried up the bus steps and hit the ground as bullets flew through the windows.

      “Hang on!” Miles ducked low behind the bus’s front dash and slammed his right hand down on the accelerator, using his left hand to steer.

      The bus rocketed forward, Miles steering blindly as more bullets rained down from the sniper guards as the bus picked up speed.

      Dennis kept flat on the bus floor, which rumbled with every jolt and bump along the path, tossing him between the seats like a rag doll.

      More bullets rained over them, exploding windows and raining glass over Dennis’s backside. Two miniature explosions rocked beneath the bus, and Dennis knew that they’d blown out the tires.

      Miles struggled to keep the wheel straight and his foot on the gas and was finally forced to sit in the driver’s seat, which exposed him to the sniper fire. He turned back toward Dennis, his face red and sweaty. “Brace!”

      Dennis tensed and then flew forward as the bus jolted from the hardened wire mesh, but it didn’t stop.

      “We’re through!” Miles yelled, hopping up and down in his seat, but a plume of smoke rose from the front of the hood, masking the view of the woods ahead.

      “Don’t stop!” Dennis said. “Plow through the trees!”

      Miles laughed with the same insanity as the rest of Dennis’s disciples, and the sound brought a smile to Dennis’s face. It was amazing to him how easily the human brain could be manipulated and controlled.

      And as they barreled toward the surrounding forest, the last thing Dennis heard was Miles’s scream as the bus plowed into a cluster of maples, bringing them to a violent and abrupt stop.

      A harsh ringing in Dennis’s ears woke him on the bus floor. Disoriented from the crash, he pushed himself to his hands and his knees and crawled over the bits of shattered glass. He worked his way toward the front of the bus, which was crumpled like an accordion, and he found Miles bloodied from a nasty gash that ran up his forearm.

      Dennis didn’t wait for him, shouldering open the crashed doors and stumbling into the woods, but Miles eventually freed himself and joined Dennis in the woods.

      “How far?” Dennis asked.

      “Less than a mile,” Miles said, his breathing labored, then gestured ahead. “Just over that ridge—Damn.” He looked to his arm, which was still dripping blood.

      Dogs barked from the compound, turning both men’s attention toward the commotion. Dennis grimaced, then looked at the blood dripping from Miles’s arm. With the dogs, it would leave a trail that even their human counterparts could follow.

      Without hesitation, Dennis shot Miles in the head, collapsing his faithful companion to the ground, the dog’s wild barking now matched by the howls of their human counterparts.

      Dennis snatched the keys out of Miles’s pockets and moved swiftly up through the woods, his legs burning from the rocky terrain and steep incline.

      But the trackers would move even slower with their animals, each of them burdened with the risk of ambush as they kept a logistical straight line throughout entire search area until Dennis was caught.

      Dogs, men screaming, the random pop of a gunshot meant to flush Dennis out of hiding only fueled him to move quicker.

      Another gunshot echoed behind him as he reached the top of the ridge, and this time Dennis allowed himself to turn back.

      Through the trees, he could see the several dozen officers still weaving their way up the mountain. Above, the whirl of chopper blades could be heard, but the tree cover was too thick for them to see anything, especially in the fading light of twilight.

      From the top of the ridge, Dennis saw the river below, but it was hard to tell where Miles had stashed the gear. He moved closer toward the bank and saw a chunk of red that Miles had left behind to make it easy for him to find.

      The harsh, rocky decline forced Dennis to slow lest he twist an ankle and tumble violently to his death just moments before freedom.

      At the bottom, Dennis splashed into the river, the water a shock of frigid cold. He stumbled toward the gear that Miles had stowed away. He ripped off the branches and debris that was used to conceal the gear and quickly donned the scuba tank and mask. There was a wet suit, but Dennis couldn’t afford the time necessary to put it on. He’d have to brave the cold without it.

      He checked the tank pressure and then waded into deeper waters as the frenzied barking of dogs grew louder.

      With rushing water past his waist, Dennis puckered his lips around the oxygen mouthpiece, took a quick breath, and then submerged himself into the cold waters of the river, which swiftly carried him downstream.

      Submerged beneath the rushing waters, the world evaporated to the few inches Dennis was able to see in front of his face, the waters cloudy from the rapid movement downstream.

      The rocky river bottom made the trip dangerous, but Dennis refused to stick his head up and expose himself until he could no longer stand the cold.

      Ten minutes later the current had slowed, and he broke the river’s surface, embraced by the warm night air. He swam toward the shore and dumped the tank and respirator once he reached the muddy bank.

      The journey and cold had sapped his strength, and his muscles cramped and spasmed on his trek out of the water, which finally forced him to collapse as he rolled onto his back. He’d done it. He was out.

      Dennis covered his mouth to stifle the laughter, but then realizing that the nearest person of authority was at least a mile away, he dropped his hand, his laughter challenging the babble of the river.

      Elated, he squirmed and wiggled in the mud, happy as a pig in shit. He was out. He was free. He had done what no one else had ever been able to accomplish.

      Dennis opened his eyes, the laughter fading as he stared up into the night sky and the few stars that had broken through the darkness. It was a sky he hadn’t seen in ten years.

      So much of his life wasted, rotting away in that cell, but what should have been the end of him only made him stronger. He had refused to yield to a lesser power.

      Because that’s what all of them were, the brutes toting their badges and their guns, and their laws of society. What were those to him? Nothing. Just one more obstacle for him to overcome, one more pillar to crumble beneath the might of his mind.

      Dennis sat up, the mud on his back sloughing off in thick sheets and plopping back onto the earth. He rose to his feet, his body shivering again.

      But the trembling was as much from as excitement as it was from the cold. Dennis spread his arms wide and then drew in a deep breath.

      Dennis trudged through the woods, trying to get his bearings, knowing that the vehicle was stashed on some abandoned dirt road.

      The faint whirl of chopper blades in the distance hastened Dennis’s pace, knowing that he needed to get out of the area before the search party moved this far west.

      Miles hadn’t had a chance to show him the map while he was incarcerated, but he had given him enough information to fill in the blanks, and with Dennis’s mind, it was more than enough to guide him if he was blind.

      The road where the car was stashed was an old logging road, and after the industry collapsed in the northwest, so did the need to travel and maintain the roads.

      But enough of the paths remained for a properly outfitted off-road vehicle to traverse, and after only a few minutes of separating himself from the river, Dennis stumbled across it, jogging through the slightly uneven path south until he saw the truck.

      Dennis stripped off the prison clothing along the way, naked by the time he reached the driver side door. He found two pairs of clothes inside, one for him and one for Miles. There was also a small medical cooler with extra syringes and insulin for his future shots.

      Dennis dressed quickly and opened the glove compartment, where he found a driver’s license, registration papers for the truck, a passport, credit cards, and ten thousand in cash.

      The new identity that Dennis had Miles create for him was for a Terry Hillman, slightly older with different eye color and hair than Dennis currently had, but the contacts and hair dye that were also in the car would take care of that quick enough should he need it.

      Once dressed, Dennis dropped the tailgate and flung the tarp off covering the truck bed, exposing the weapons that Miles had procured for him. “Hello, sweetheart.”

      Dennis picked up the .308 Winchester with mounted scope, his heart hammering against his chest. “It’s been a long time.” He lifted the scope to his eye, thrusting him into the woods, the world tunneling into the view of the crosshairs. He squeezed the trigger, dry firing the weapon, and then set it down.

      A hunting knife was placed next to the ammunition, and Dennis secured the sheath to his belt and got behind the wheel.

      He grabbed the keys to the truck and the burner phone that Miles had gotten for him, with one number already pre-programmed into it.

      Dennis sat in the driver’s seat, started the engine, and then drove down the winding, beaten path. He opened the contacts and then dialed the only number listed.
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      Before the chopper even had a chance to touch down at the prison, the news came in over the headsets about Dennis’s escape. Shock spread to everyone’s face except for Grant’s.

      “How long?” Mocks asked.

      “Ten minutes ago,” Hofster answered.

      “The woods,” Grant said, speaking his thoughts aloud, then he shut his eyes and exhaled a heavy breath. “He would have used the river. It’s close enough to make the journey on foot.”

      “He couldn’t have made it without a raft, and air support said they couldn’t find anything,” Mocks said.

      Grant shook his head. “He might not have needed one.”

      “The water’s sixty degrees, and some of the rapids on that river are class fours,” Mocks said. “I doubt he took a swim in it.”

      But Grant wasn’t so sure. Dennis was a man who didn’t mind going the extra mile and had a creative way of solving problems. It’s what made him so dangerous. “Have them do a close search of the bank of the river near the prison. He might have left something. And get divers ready to retrieve a body. I don’t think he would have killed himself after all of that effort, but you can’t be sure—”

      Grant caught sight of Hofster’s face, the pale complexion that he’d never seen the chief wear in all of his television appearances. He looked to have aged at least ten years in a matter of seconds.

      “Chief?” Mocks asked.

      Hofster shifted his eyes away from the screen of his phone and to the tips of his boots. “Williams is dead.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Mocks said.

      Hofster smashed his phone on the chopper’s floor, and then crushed it with one swift pound from the heel of his boot. “Goddammit!” The color in his cheeks returned to him in a flash, along with a trembling anger powerful enough to bring down the entire chopper. “How does this happen!”

      It was nightfall when they returned to Seattle, the chopper landing on the helipad on top of the police headquarters downtown.

      From the roof, the view of the Seattle skyline was beautiful. Nothing but twinkling lights and the light hum of traffic and the steady ocean breeze.

      Grant walked toward the roof’s edge and looked down at the city below. A city that was never truly safe, but in far more danger now that Dennis had escaped.

      The best-case scenario was the quick recapture of Dennis with no further casualties, but deep down, Grant knew that wasn’t going to happen.

      Dennis had outsmarted the best minds in the state. And he had done it from inside a cell at a maximum security prison. The man wasn’t just going to kill again. He was going to transform Seattle into a living nightmare. He was going to make people afraid. Because to make people afraid was to control them, and that’s exactly what Dennis had wanted.

      The only question now was how Dennis would attack. He’d evolved since the last time he was out of his cage, and he’d grown more sophisticated.

      Grant glanced down at the watch that Dennis had given him, the timer blinking zeros. Grant clicked it off and then looked out to the city one last time. It was the only home he’d ever known, and even when he did leave, he didn’t go far. He couldn’t separate himself from the city that had been as much a part of his existence as he was of it.

      The city that had embraced him, then scorned him, and seemingly forgiven him after his years in self-imposed exile.

      The city where he had married and lost the first love of his life. The same city where he had found the second love of his life.

      Life, death, rebirth. It was a cycle. An endless loop that Grant found himself caught up in. He had no idea where it would end, or where it was taking him now, but he knew that he had to keep fighting until Dennis was stopped.

      “Grant!” Mocks yelled over the fading whine of the chopper blades and waved him over to the stairwell.

      Joining Mocks, his phone rang. He reached for it, the number unknown, and answered. “Hello?”

      “Hello, Grant,” Dennis said.

      Grant stopped, Mocks frowning at him from the door. “What do you want?”

      “What do I want?” Dennis asked, his tone aghast. “I want us to finish our game, Detective. Because out of all the scenarios I imagined for myself ten years ago when I was a free man, I never expected you. You were the anomaly in the system, the fly in my soup. And you created an imbalance in my life, and now I’m going to correct it.”

      “Correct it how?” Grant asked, trying to keep him talking, trying to make him angry, to give him something out of the emotional frenzy that he was working himself into.

      “I’m going to make up for the injustice that was done to me,” Dennis said.

      “The State of Washington wouldn’t have called your stay in prison an injustice,” Grant said, the wind picking up on the rooftop, this time with an icy edge to it. “Neither would I.”

      Dennis laughed. “The mob rarely has the sophistication to recognize right from wrong. But they will know soon enough. And you’re going to help me.”

      “The only thing I’m going to do is hunt you down and put the cuffs on you myself,” Grant said. “And then I’m going to reserve my front-row seat at your execution. Hell, I might even try to see if they’ll let me put the needle in you. I bet I could arrange that. That way I’ll know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that you’re finally done.”

      “There it is!” Dennis shouted, his voice joyous. “That’s what I wanted to hear!” He laughed and then let out a relief-ridden sigh. “You had me worried, Detective. I was beginning to think that you couldn’t play the game anymore, or worse, you didn’t want to play the game. I’m glad to hear that isn’t the case.”

      “No,” Grant said. “It isn’t.”

      “But do you see now?” Dennis asked. “Do you see why I had to do this? I needed to make sure that you were still the detective from ten years ago. You’ve been away for so long. You just weren’t hungry anymore, Detective. But I was. I am. And now you’re hungry again too. We’re going to play more games together now. The stakes will be high, higher than they’ve ever been for either of us. The hunt has started, Detective. And I promise I’ll give you my best. I can take anyone, Grant. Anywhere. Anytime. No one is safe. No one is immune. The city has been allowed to grow untethered and without check or balance. I have the city in my crosshairs, Grant. And you know I never miss.”

      Grant tightened his fist so hard his knuckles popped.

      “Oh,” Dennis said. “And be sure to give my best to Samantha.”

      The call ended, but Grant kept the phone by his ear as Mocks approached. It was the way Dennis had said her name that twisted his stomach into knots and catapulted his heart into his throat.

      “Grant?” Mocks asked. “Was it him?”

      “I need a car.” Grant stepped past Mocks, heading for the stairwell, Mocks trailing close behind, phone to her ear.

      “This is Lieutenant Mullocks,” she said. “Patch me through to the unit watching Sam Cohen’s apartment.”

      Grant shouldered open the door and hurried down the stairwell.

      “She’s at the apartment, they’re going to check on her now,” Mocks said.

      But the news was little consolation. Until he saw Sam, until he held her in his arms, Grant knew that she wasn’t safe. Hell, she wasn’t safe until Dennis was six feet beneath the ground.

      They took the elevator down, knowing it would be quicker than the stairs.

      The car was already waiting for them when they stepped from the first-floor lobby and into the cool crisp air of night. It was the first sign of fall that the city had experienced, and the first sign that summer had ended.

      The downtown buildings were bathed in red and blue as Grant tried Samantha on his phone. Three times it went to voicemail.

      “The door’s locked, and she’s not answering,” Mocks said, phone glued to her ear as she spoke with the officer on scene.

      “Get the bomb squad,” Grant said.

      Downtown faded, and the cruiser slowed outside Grant’s apartment building. He was out of the car before it came to a stop.

      The bomb squad was coming out, the sergeant leading them removing his helmet. “Door’s clear, but we don’t know what else might be inside—”

      “No devices?” Grant asked.

      “No, but—"

      Grant darted past him, reaching into his pocket and removing his keys as he hurried up the staircase, forgoing the slow elevator that sometimes refused to work.

      A few officers had stayed behind on the third floor, and Grant spotted them outside of his door. None of them stopped him when he passed them and struggled to put the key into the lock.

      Grant missed twice, finally landing the third try, and turned it quickly, shoving the door open and rushing inside. His mind was moving so quickly that he was blinded by adrenaline, and it took him a second before he saw Sam lying on the floor.

      “I need a medic!” Grant shouted back toward the door on his way to the floor as he scooped Sam into his arms. “Sam? Oh, God.” He checked her pulse, his own heart racing, but his fumbling fingers were unable to feel hers. He shut his eyes and tried to calm himself. He pressed his fingers to the soft section of her flesh, and this time he felt a pulse.

      Grant exhaled, relief flooding through his veins as the paramedics rushed inside, followed by Mocks. But while the medical team wanted to try and get their hands on Sam, Grant wouldn’t let go.

      Ignoring the medic’s requests to take his fiancée, it was Mocks who had to peel his hands off her.

      “She’s alive,” Mocks said. “They just need to check the rest of her vitals.”

      Grant remained on the floor while the medics loaded her onto the stretcher, and then wheeled her out of the room and down the hall.

      Grant wanted to stand up, but he couldn’t.

      Mocks knelt in front of him, her eyes open wide and round, looking at him the way she used to do during their first year as partners together. It was a lifetime ago, but Grant remembered. He always remembered.

      “Grant, I—” Mocks’s phone rang, and she silenced it. When it rang again, she answered with a hasty hello and stepped back.

      Grant lingered on the floor, staring at his hands. Hands that had just held his lifeless partner. Hands that had also killed an innocent woman. Hands that had done so much good and enough bad to make sleep hard to come by.

      Now Grant would have to return to a life he’d left behind. Because there was one last man for him to stop. And Dennis was about to discover why Chase Grant was the most storied detective in the history of Seattle PD.
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      Clouds blanketed the night sky, blocking the moonlight and casting the northwest mountain landscape of Washington State into darkness.

      The houses nestled in the woods were scarce and only accessible by dirt roads, the paths too treacherous for anything but a vehicle with a four-wheel drive, not that the inhabitants wanted visitors. The few people who lived in the area sought the solitude of nature.

      Douglas Chambers, four months shy of his seventy-fifth birthday, had purchased the house and land upon his retirement nine years ago. It was here he sat, in the same leather upholstered chair where he had spent every night leaned back, feet up, holding three fingers of bourbon in a crystal glass, reading the latest Stephen King novel on his Kindle.

      It was the only piece of technology in the house he used aside from the cell phone that his son had given him for emergencies. He didn’t care for television, though he had one collecting dust in the basement that he hadn’t turned on since the last presidential election.

      There wasn’t anything worth watching these days, and whatever horrors, atrocities, drama, and suspense that those Hollywood writers could come up with paled in comparison to the reality he witnessed during his forty-one-year career as a criminal defense attorney. Horrors that the bourbon helped him forget.

      Douglas sipped from the crystal, eyes glued to the Kindle, engrossed with the tale so stacked with twists and turns that he found himself having to flick back to previous chapters to remind himself what happened.

      Time and age had dulled his once-sharp mind. But it didn’t bother him. There were no more cases to read, no more evidence to manipulate or juries to sway. It was just him, his chair, the books loaded on his Kindle, and the quiet of another mountain night.

      And his bourbon.

      The yellow bulb in the lamp hovering next to the chair burned bright and hot, and just when Douglas was about to reach the end of the chapter, the bulb went out, along with the power in the rest of the house. He grumbled and set both the bourbon and Kindle on the small table beside him.

      “Damn fuses.” Douglas wiggled his ass back and forth, building up the needed momentum to get out of the chair, and glad no one was there to watch the ridiculous ceremony. He imagined that the prosecutors he went up against in his day would have paid top dollar to see him in such frailty.

      Douglas stood, knees popping as he straightened and grabbed his cane, still grumbling. At his age, he didn’t have time to waste on such inconveniences. It distracted him from what little peace he had tried to capture in the golden hour of his life.

      He had come out here in the middle of nowhere to retire to find some semblance of peace. But the sins of his past still kept him up at night, and he feared the day when the devil would finally come to collect.

      Douglas passed through the kitchen, making a note on the large yellow legal pad he kept on the kitchen table to call the electrician to come up and fix the wiring. It was the third time this month he’d had to wander outside to the fuse box. He was just thankful that the grip of winter hadn’t gotten hold of the air yet, but he knew that it was just around the corner. God willing, he’d stay warm enough to see spring.

      Balancing the flashlight in one hand and the cane in the other, Douglas struggled to stay upright along the rocky terrain.

      “There you are,” Douglas said, catching his breath as the light shimmered on the metallic box that cased the fusing. It wasn’t up to code to keep the box outside, but the contractor who’d built the house had cut him a good deal on it, so he didn’t mind coming out to flick them back on after a surge. He felt different during the winter.

      Douglas placed the cane aside and leaned his weight against the big breaker until it finally gave way and he heard the thrum of the air conditioner kick back on. “Whew.” He wiped the sweat from his brow, and then grabbed his cane and hobbled back inside the house.

      When he reached the kitchen, he flicked on the light to ensure everything was in working order, and then grunted in affirmation as he flicked it off.

      With his head down, exhausted from the journey outside, Douglas didn’t see the man standing in the den until he had already returned to his leather chair.

      “Hello, Douglas,” he said.

      The former defense attorney clutched his chest with one hand and grabbed the back of the chair with the other. He drew in a sharp breath that he held and smacked his lips a few times before he finally sputtered out a sentence. “W-who are you?”

      The man smiled. He was taller than Douglas, but just as thin. He was also young, and even in the dim lighting of the den, Douglas could tell that he was pale, his complexion sickly. But there were no signs of weakness that Douglas saw that accompanied an illness. He would have known, he’d already fought off two rounds of pneumonia since his retirement. He wasn’t sure he’d survive a third.

      “Come a little closer, Douglas,” he said, his voice feigning the warmth of invitation. “It’s been a long time.” He glanced down at his attire. “And admittedly, I was in something much more orange the last time you saw me.”

      Douglas frowned. The voice had a familiar tone to it, and while the intruder’s face remained in shadow, Douglas began to fill in the blanks. The dark eyes, the dirty blond hair, the smooth and hairless face of a man that seemed to have skipped puberty. Douglas shook his head. “You’re in prison.”

      Dennis Pullman stepped from the darkness, a rifle slung over his shoulder. “I’m glad to see you don’t watch the news.” He glanced around to the books on the shelves that lined the walls from floor to ceiling. “You did always like to read. I remember that about you.” He grimaced as he gestured to the Kindle by the chair. “But I’m disappointed you traded all of these wonderful editions for a hunk of plastic and metal.”

      Douglas’s eyes watered from staring at Dennis and he blinked, triggering a tear to roll down his left cheek, and suddenly he remembered the shotgun that he kept tucked away by the front door, hidden amongst the umbrellas. He sidestepped toward the front door, keeping his eyes on Dennis. “Why are you here?”

      “Douglas,” Dennis said, laughing between words. “You know exactly why I’m here.” He walked toward the old man, cutting off the path toward the door and placing a firm hand on Douglas’s frail shoulder. “We have unfinished business, you and I.”

      Douglas was helpless as Dennis circled the chair and pushed Douglas down into his seat, knocking the cane away, which was as good as tying the man up with rope and duct tape.

      Facing Douglas once more, Dennis lazily aimed his rifle between Douglas’s eyes.

      “I-I represented you the best I could,” Douglas said. “You had already confessed. The best-case scenario was to keep you off death row. I did that for you. I kept you alive.”

      Dennis made a sad, frowny face and tilted his head to the side. “Douglas. I’m not mad at you. Of course you did the best you could. It’s what you’ve always done. All of those murderers and rapists you got off through technicalities.” He drew little circles with the tip of the barrel. “The drug dealers and crackheads. Oh, and the wife beaters. Can’t forget them.”

      Douglas looked away. “Stop it.”

      “What?” Dennis asked, surprised. “Don’t tell me you’ve gotten squeamish in your old age. Wait—” He cut himself off and glanced around. “Is that why you’re all the way out here? In the middle of nowhere? You’ve exiled yourself?”

      Douglas could see the front door from his chair. He saw the lumps of shadows that comprised the umbrellas and the hidden shotgun nestled inside.

      “You have!” Dennis exclaimed, hunching forward, a burst of uncontrollable laughter spilling from his lips. “The man with the iron stomach finally had enough. Never thought I’d see the day.”

      The tears forming in Douglas’s eyes were now no longer from dryness. He lowered his head, wallowing in his own shame.

      “What did it, old man?” Dennis asked. “What made you turn tail and hide from the world?”

      Douglas lifted his gaze to Dennis, pressed his palms into the cracked leather of the armrests, and pushed. His arms trembled, but he forced himself upright, straightening in defiance of the monster he’d once represented. “You.”

      Dennis flashed a toothy grin. “I’m flattered, Counselor. Really, I am.” He stepped closer, and the barrel of the rifle pressed against the soft mush that was Douglas’s stomach. “But I’m in need of your services again.”

      “I’m retired,” Douglas said.

      Dennis retreated a few steps to the desk that held one of the few pictures that Douglas kept in the cabin and picked it up. “You know, during my time behind bars, I had a lot of time to think about what I would do when I finally got out. But I never doubted my escape. Do you know why?”

      Douglas eyed the front door again, which seemed farther than it was before. “No.”

      “It’s because I saw it in my head,” Dennis said, staring at the photo. “Every last detail, every single outcome, and all of the trappings that could have befallen me.” He aimed the rifle at Douglas once more. “The shotgun isn’t there anymore. I moved it.”

      Douglas swallowed, shutting his eyes as he turned back to Dennis. Of course the man had moved it. He was the smartest client he’d ever represented. Dennis probably never even needed a lawyer, but he knew that if he didn’t have one, he wouldn’t be granted a mistrial if the need should arise.

      “It’s a beautiful night.” Dennis used the rifle to motion toward the back door where the old man had just come through. “Let’s take a walk.”

      With no cane, Douglas grabbed hold of walls, furniture, counter space, anything that would help keep him upright as Dennis pushed him outside.

      Insects buzzed, and Dennis drew ragged breaths as he stumbled over the small clearing of what was considered his backyard, which was just a collection of rocks and dirt. He stood frozen, staring at trees and untamed wilderness beyond.

      Night had made everything more menacing. And Douglas knew what would happen next. He’d read the case files of what Dennis had done. He was a predator, a psychopath, the deadliest serial killer in the history of Washington State.

      “Go on, Counselor,” Dennis said.

      Douglas trembled, crying, barely able to hold himself upright. He had never been a brave man, never really tried to be. No one would ever have described him as having courage. But he forced himself to step forward, his kneels buckling with fear as he swayed left and right.

      Blinded in the dark, Douglas smacked a root and tumbled face first into the dirt. Blood erupted from his nose and a tooth broke loose upon impact with the ground. He groaned, slowly lifting his head from the earth, dirt glued to his lips, making the metallic taste of his own blood gritty against his tongue.

      Dennis laughed, moving closer to Douglas and then pressing his foot against the old man’s back, keeping him pinned into the dirt. “You’re not even worth the hunt, Counselor. Far past your prime.” He clucked his tongue. “It’s a shame what ten years can do to a man.”

      “Please.” Douglas spit blood and dirt. “Don’t do this. I helped you.” He sobbed, his voice cracking from his physical duress. “I helped you.”

      “And now you’re going to help me again,” Dennis said. “Aren’t you, Counselor?”

      Douglas nodded and choked for breath. “Yes! I’ll help you! I’ll do it!”

      Dennis smiled, taking his foot off the old man’s back, and chuckled to himself. “Old habits die hard, don’t they?” He squatted low and brought his face within inches of the old man’s nose. “You’re going to help me find some old friends. And we’re going to turn Seattle into my own personal playground.” He patted the counselor on his back. “Get back in the house.”

      Douglas did as he was told, returning to the old leather chair.

      “So, this is what we’re going to do, Douglas,” Dennis said. “I’m going to have you sit down in that chair, and then I’m going to tell you what to say into this phone.” He retrieved the phone that Douglas had been given for emergencies by his son. The same son that was in the photo that Dennis had plucked from the desk. A son who had always had a strained relationship with his father because of the type of people Douglas represented.

      “He won’t do whatever you have me ask,” Douglas said, knowing all too well what Dennis had in mind. “We’re barely on speaking terms with one another.”

      “Oh, but that’s not true,” Dennis said. “Ever since your retirement, the two of you have taken a few trips together and found common ground after you gave up a life centered around the defense of society’s terrible scoundrels.”

      Douglas collapsed back into the chair, the tears flowing freely from him now. “Don’t bring him into this.” He shook his head, sniffling, tasting the snot that rolled over his upper lip from his nose. It was salty, and cold.

      “I’m afraid that’s non-negotiable, Counselor,” Dennis said, stepping slowly toward him in a cadence that contained a sinister rhythm.

      The past few years, Douglas had truly believed that he might make it out of this world without having to pay the piper. Things had been going well with his son, the only living family that remained to him. And despite a lifetime of smokes and booze, he’d retained moderately good health.

      But the devil had come to collect when Douglas was at his weakest. When he couldn’t fight any longer, and when he had the most to lose. And the devil was more terrifying than he could have imagined.
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      The door was kept open, the intermittent soundtrack of the hospital drifting into the room, along with the stench of bleach that covered up the human misery on every floor. But as much as the sounds and smell of a hospital contributed to the public’s general distaste for visiting such a place, it was the glaring white, or rather the overwhelming lack of color, that made it so repulsive.

      Color was life and, in a place dedicated to ensuring its patients survived, Seattle General was in dire need of a new paint job. Something to brighten the mood and liven the spirits, to remind those locked inside of the world beyond these walls and what they had to look forward to upon their release.

      There were two beds in the room, along with a divider that could be stretched to separate the two, which remained crumpled up against the wall, keeping the space open. The bed at the front of the room by the door belonged to an old woman whose face was covered by a breathing apparatus.

      Long, untamed strands of gray hair lay against her thin and withering frame. From her condition, she looked like she’d been there for some time. And the lack of cards, balloons, or personal items suggested that she hadn’t had a visitor in a very long time.

      Chase Grant watched the old woman from his chair in the back of the room, wondering who she was and what had brought her here along with the hundreds of others who were sick and dying, clinging to their final moments of life before it was over.

      Grant had never spent much time thinking about what came after death. Most of his life had been consumed with trying to prevent it from happening to others. A career in law enforcement had brought him face to face with some of the worst evil the world had to offer.

      But there was one man who trumped them all.

      Grant turned his gaze away from the old woman and back to Sam, who lay still in her own hospital bed. While she wasn’t hooked up to the same life-sustaining equipment as the old woman, she was still unconscious, as she had been since Grant had found her on their living room floor, drugged.

      The doctors had run dozens of tests, drawn blood, put her through X-rays and CAT scans, but they’d all come back clean. All they found in her system was a large dose of anesthesia, enough to knock her out for at least twelve hours. Other than the drug, Sam was perfectly healthy.

      Grant held her hand, as he’d done all through the night, feeling the warmth of her touch and hoping that she could feel his.

      The diamond on her ring finger sparkled under the false fluorescent lighting. Grant had proposed yesterday, and he had never been happier. But it never ceased to amaze him just how quickly life could change.

      Grant released Sam’s hand and rubbed the dark circles brought on from a sleepless night, then swiped his palm down his face, scratching against the rough stubble that had grown in from the day before. He stood, stiff as a board, and stretched his back, which popped like a ream of bubble wrap.

      Now forty, Grant felt every bit of his age as he paced the hospital room tile, working out the kinks that had formed overnight from the most uncomfortable chair ever made.

      With no coffee in the vicinity, Grant stepped into the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. It provided a mild enough jolt to jumpstart his brain. Hunched over the sink, he gripped both sides and caught his dripping wet reflection in the mirror.

      The past twenty-four hours had added a few more wrinkles along a handsome face and sprouted more gray hairs amidst his short, jet-black hair. And despite the added pounds around his midriff, he was still able bodied and his mind sharp. And he was going to need both to catch Dennis Pullman.

      A rush of anger tensed his body, his muscles flexed as he tightened his grip on the sink. He struggled not to rip it from the wall. It was the first time in a long time that he’d been this mad.

      During his career as a detective, he’d channeled all of that anger and fear and grief into a singular purpose of catching criminals. Between his time as a homicide detective and then with Missing Persons, Grant had the highest closure rate for cases of any detective in the history of Seattle PD. But there was a price to be paid for spending so much time walking in the darkness.

      Grant had stumbled through those dark and evil places for so long that he never thought he’d find his way out again. But he was lucky enough to have people who cared about him, who loved him. They guided him out. They were the reason he wasn’t six feet under.

      Grant wiped the water from his face and then walked back over to Sam’s hospital bed. He gently held her hand again, rubbing his thumb along her smooth, tanned skin. She was one of those people who had saved him.

      After Ellen had passed, Grant never believed he’d get a second chance at finding love again, at least not like what he had with her, and while his relationship with Sam was different, he was just as happy. She provided him a future better than anything he could have hoped for.

      But while Grant had stopped lurking through dark alleys and hunting down shadowy figures, that didn’t mean evil had stopped hunting him.

      Sam groaned and fluttered her eyelids. Grant smiled, squeezing her hand as she slowly came out of her drugged and unconscious state. She grimaced, glancing around. “W-wh… Am I?”

      Grant gently pressed his palm against her head, then brushed the bangs from her face. “It’s all right. You’re safe.”

      Sam calmed at Grant’s touch, and then grabbed hold of his arm with her free hand, squeezing tight to ensure that he was still there. She frowned. “I don’t… remember anything.”

      Grant pulled the chair over and sat down, keeping hold of her hand. “Someone broke into the apartment and drugged you. I found you passed out on the kitchen floor.”

      “Oh my God.” Sam scrunched her face up like she had a headache. “I don’t remember anything other than being at home. Waiting to hear from you.” She opened her eyes and caught sight of the diamond on her hand, and then she started to cry.

      Grant leaned over and wrapped her in his arms, holding her close. “It’s okay. You’re all right.”

      She squeezed him tightly, slowly regaining control of her emotions. When she pulled away, her cheeks were red and wet, and Grant wiped away her tears.

      “I hope the answer is still a yes,” Grant said.

      Sam laughed, sniffling as she nodded. “Can’t get rid of me that easy.” She leaned back into her pillow, her blonde hair splashing vibrantly against the whiteness, a stark contrast to the woman in the bed beside them. The red in her eyes from crying brightened the blue of her irises. She flashed a smile and then reached for his hand.

      Grant drew in a breath, thankful she was awake. Because while she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on, it was her strength that kept them together. He fed off that strength. Without it, he’d fall apart.

      “So, what happened?” Sam asked.

      So much of the past twenty-four hours had been jumbled up in his mind, blurring together. Dennis Pullman, who was serving several life sentences, had managed to coordinate the abduction of three women from the inside of his maximum security prison cell. Grant had worked yesterday to retrieve the victims, and he was successful with two of them. But the third… Grant still hadn’t come to terms with what happened.

      “He escaped.” Grant leaned back in the chair and ran his fingers through his hair, adding to the messy hysteria already in place. “He had convinced a guard to help him, and then after he was out, he killed him. Along with the State Attorney General.”

      Sam bunched up the bedsheet in her fists. “Jesus.”

      Grant nodded. “The Feds are getting called in. Mocks and I have a meeting with them this morning. Chief Hofster is holding a meeting down at police headquarters.”

      It was the first time since she woke up that she looked worried. “You have to go back?”

      Grant hesitated, unsure of how much he should reveal. He’d told her everything about his past, even the darkest stuff. She was tough, but even her strength had its limits. “I have to stop him, Sam. He’s made it personal going after you.”

      “Only because you’re letting it be personal.” Sam sat up in bed, the sheet falling from the hospital gown they’d put her in. “You said it yourself that I’m fine.”

      “It’s not safe with him out there,” Grant said. “And not just for you, for everyone.”

      Sam shook her head, eyes watering up again. “This isn’t your fight, Grant. No matter what you try and tell yourself. I’m fine. I’m safe. You’re safe. We can go home. Together.”

      Grant wanted to give in, to say yes, but he couldn’t. Dennis had dirtied Grant’s hands again, and he knew the only way he was going to be able to wash them off was to catch Dennis.

      “There is a car waiting to take you home,” Grant said, and Sam let go of his hand, the sting worse than he anticipated. “Mocks is lending two officers to stay in the apartment until we’ve caught this guy.”

      Sam looked away. “Then I guess you better get going.”

      Grant paused, wanting to tell her the truth about what happened yesterday, but he still hadn’t processed everything himself. Instead he turned for the door, knowing that the sooner he was able to find Dennis and bring him down, the faster this would be over. Then they would talk. Then he would tell her about what happened and what he’d done.

      And when he did, Grant prayed to whoever was listening that she would forgive him.
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      Still dressed in the clothes from yesterday, Lieutenant Susan Mullocks lay in the same position she was in when she’d come home early in the morning after staying at the hospital with Grant and Sam, on the couch of her living room.

      It had been so late when she’d gotten home that she didn’t want to wake Rick up, and she barely had enough energy to make it up the stairs. When she saw the couch, she collapsed on top of it and passed out.

      “Mommy?”

      Mocks flinched from the gentle pokes against her cheek from her two-year-old son, Chase. She cracked her eyes open and smiled. “Hey, baby.”

      Chase brightened, and then clapped his hands excitedly. “Daddy, Mommy is awake now!”

      Rick stepped into the room quickly as Mocks sat up, picked Chase up, and set him down in her lap. “Sorry, honey, I was trying to let you sleep and he snuck away from me.”

      Mocks kissed Chase’s cheek, his giggles better than her morning coffee. “That’s okay.” She balanced the boy on her knee. “He’s the best alarm clock I could have asked for.” She bounced him up and down, but Rick plucked him off and set him on the floor.

      “Why don’t you play with your toys for a minute, buddy, while I talk to Mommy,” Rick said.

      “Okay.” Chase hurried over to his toy chest, pulling out a few trucks and racing cars, which he drove wildly over the carpet, crashing them into one another, complete with sound effects.

      Rick joined Mocks on the couch. “How is she?”

      “All of her vitals are fine, and when I left, the doctors were still doing their tests.” Mocks reached for her phone, checking the time. Seven o’clock. “No texts from Grant.”

      Rick shook his head and stared at their son. “I can’t believe he got someone into their apartment.” He looked back to Mocks as Chase made the cars also have the power of flight. “The officers you had watching the building didn’t see anything?”

      “No. Whoever did it must have come through the window on the fire escape,” Mocks answered. “It can’t be seen from the road.”

      Rick nervously rubbed his hands together. “Do you think that we’re safe? I mean if he’s going after Grant, he might—”

      Mocks grabbed Rick’s hand. “We’re safe.”

      Rick raised his eyebrows. “Just like Sam was safe?”

      Mocks let go of his hand, exhausted, and rubbed her eyes. “Whatever Dennis’s vendetta, it has to do with Grant, not me. He worked the Pullman case before we were partners. I was still working my narcs beat back then.” And dealing with her own demons, which had taken a very long time to overcome.

      “Are you sure you have to go in today?” Rick rubbed her back. “You look exhausted.”

      “I’m fine,” Mocks said.

      Their silence was replaced by more playful sounds from Chase until Mocks finally stood and headed toward the staircase. “I’m going to take a shower.”

      Deep down, Mocks understood why Rick was nervous. Their past had been marked with more close calls than Mocks would have liked to admit, and every single one of them had involved Grant.

      But this was her job. Just like Rick had his duty to help people as a firefighter and EMT, she had a duty to stop criminals from wreaking havoc on the citizens of this city. And evil had just escaped from its eternal prison.

      Mocks unclipped her badge from her belt and then ran her thumb across the shield she’d proudly worn for the past eight years. Deep down she knew that she could do more, and while she had told Rick that she had come to terms with their decision last year, it wasn’t true.

      After Chase was born, Mocks had an opportunity for a lateral move into the SWAT division. It was a good resume builder, but more importantly, it allowed her to be involved in a more strategic manner with the department.

      But the position came with the obvious risks. SWAT handled situations where the certainty of gunfire was practically inevitable. There was a reason those officers were loaded down with protective gear and assault rifles.

      It was a chance for her to do some good, to enact real change and cut some of the worst crime off at its head. But no matter how many times they talked about it, they always ended up screaming at each other, and old wounds were always brought up.

      Mocks disrobed in the bedroom and then turned on the hot water. She shut the bathroom door, letting the steam from the shower fill the room. She stared down at the crook of her arm, rubbing her finger over the scars from her years as an addict. Years that were never far behind, filled with dark memories that were always shrouded in fog.

      Rick knew about her past, known all the things that she’d done when she was using. She still had nightmares that woke her up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat. She still heard that little voice in her head that reminded her of just how good it felt to use. She fought those demons every day. And she’d never stop fighting them.

      The water was scalding hot by the time Mocks stepped into the shower, and she stood beneath the steady stream of water, letting it wash away the filth and fatigue of yesterday.

      Clean, Mocks turned off the water and drip dried in the shower for a little bit, enjoying the warmth of the steam that clung to her skin. She eventually pulled back the curtain and wiped away the fog of the mirror.

      Her brown hair lay plastered against her skull and fell down her back. Freckles dotted pale cheeks, which framed a pair of green eyes. She was thin, always had been, and was barely over five feet, but she’d added some muscle over the past two years and toned her body after having Chase. It helped bring her confidence back after the pregnancy.

      With her mood lifted after the shower, Mocks changed into a fresh blouse and pants, and then slipped on the shoulder holster before concealing it with a jacket. She completed the ensemble by clipping her badge back onto her belt, and then headed downstairs.

      Rick was in the kitchen helping Chase with his breakfast. When Mocks entered, neither of them acknowledged each other’s presence, both still angry from their tiff on the couch. Mocks reached for the coffee and filled her mug, then walked over to Chase and kissed him on the top of his head while he picked at his apple slices. “Love you, baby.”

      “Love you, Mommy!” Chase said, his little fist wrapped around the slice.

      Mocks waited to see if Rick would say anything, but when he kept his back to her, she only nodded. “I might be late, so I’ll call you when I have a timeline.”

      “Okay,” Rick said.

      The fight they’d had this morning was stupid, and she was now angrier over the fact that they weren’t talking more than the actual fight itself.

      Head down, muttering under her breath as she grabbed the keys from the bowl by the door, Mocks nearly missed the rectangular silver package that lay right beside the key bowl. She paused, staring at the package of strawberry-frosted Pop-Tarts, and then turned back to the kitchen, breaking into a sprint and tackling Rick in a hug.

      She squeezed hard, and Rick returned the embrace.

      “I love you,” Rick said.

      Mocks pressed her left cheek against his chest. “I love you too.”

      They kissed once more, and then Mocks finally left, munching on her processed breakfast pastry and feeling the weight of the fight lift from her shoulders. She hated it when she and Rick weren’t on good terms.

      It clouded her judgement and would have added undue stress to what she knew would be an already stressful day.

      When Mocks arrived at the hospital, she parked outside the drop-off loop, flashing her badge to the parking maid so she wouldn’t get towed, and found Grant already waiting for her in the lobby.

      “How is she?” Mocks asked.

      “She’s fine,” Grant answered. “Were you able to arrange for an officer to stay with her at the apartment?”

      “Took care of it last night.” Mocks frowned. Grant was fidgety, and when he was fidgety, he had something on his mind. “You all right?”

      Grant nodded. “We should get to headquarters. I want to make sure we don’t miss the morning rundown.” He walked past her toward the car, and Mocks followed.
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      The inside of the Shanahan home was average, or at least that was the way Jimmy Shanahan perceived it. He had worked his entire life to provide a good home for his family and put food on the table. But with his kids gone and his wife recently retired, Jimmy was starting to regret his decision to stay on another year as a school bus driver for King County.

      Jimmy grumbled as he put on his rain slicker, then checked the weather outside as if it had changed in the ten minutes since he last looked.

      “Damn,” Jimmy groaned. “It’s pouring outside.”

      “Hey, no complaints.” Cathy Shanahan walked up behind him and planted a warm kiss on his scruffy cheek. “You’re the one who wanted to wait one more year before retiring.”

      “I know, I know.” Jimmy struggled to clasp the buttons on his coat. “Damn thing… just… won’t…” His cheeks reddened, and he gave up. “I should probably call in sick.”

      Cathy smirked, buttoning the coat for him. “Feeling a little under the weather?” With every button that Cathy clasped, the pressure around Jimmy’s midriff increased.

      “It’s raining outside,” Jimmy said.

      “You said that already.” Cathy struggled with the last button but managed to get it done. That was just the kind of woman she’d always been. If there was a will, there was a way.

      Jimmy patted his stomach. “A little tighter than it was last year.”

      “Well, I think we’ve both grown.” Cathy pushed out her stomach, laughing as she rubbed her own big belly.

      After their youngest left for college three years ago, it had been just the two of them. Cathy retired last year at sixty-one, and with Jimmy nearing sixty-three, he found himself less and less inclined to head to work.

      While the pair was far past the prime of their youth, more evident during their late-night lovemaking, which involved a lot more panting, sweat, and water breaks, he wanted to spend what little time he might have left with his wife. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” Cathy rose on her tippy toes and pecked him on the lips. “Now, get out there and get those kids to school.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Jimmy reached for the hoodie behind his head and flipped it over his balding dome. Outside, he turned one last time to look at his bride of forty-one years through the rain. “I’m definitely retiring after this year.”

      “Whatever you say, old man!” Cathy kept the door open, laughing as Jimmy waddled out to his faded red Toyota Corolla.

      The windows had fogged from the rain, and still grumbling and now wet, Jimmy cranked on the defroster as he battled traffic toward the bus depot.

      Halfway to work, the rain stopped, the sky still a dull gray from the early morning light, and Jimmy reached for his thermos of coffee, chugging a big gulp to help prepare him for the troublemakers that he had to deal with.

      While most adults his age griped about how kids these days were more obnoxious than the generation before, Jimmy hadn’t seen much of a change. There were good eggs, and there were bad eggs, and just a few hyperactive kids. Most of them would grow out of their bad habits, but Jimmy had no qualms if they did it sooner rather than later.

      The Corolla’s windows were finally defogged by the time Jimmy arrived at work. He parked in his usual spot and saw the other drivers clustered outside the annex doors.

      Their supervisor pulled up, parking in his designated spot, and Jimmy rolled his eyes over the sign that had been installed that said, “Reserved for Bussing Supervisor Charlie Kepler.”

      Kepler had taken over three years ago after Dan Matthews retired and was one more reason that Jimmy regretted not retiring at the end of last year. Compared to the screaming kids he shuttled around, Jimmy would rather drive them around all day than have to listen to that man talk for more than ten minutes. Lucky for Jimmy though, the morning rundown didn’t normally take more than five.

      Once Kepler unlocked the doors, Jimmy shuffled into the building as fast as he could, filing in behind April Smithers, who held the door for him.

      “Hey, Jimbo!” April said. “Rain catch ya?”

      Jimmy hung back, waiting for April to catch up to him, and then lowered his voice. “Nah, I was coming from my other girlfriend’s place, which is a little farther away than my house.”

      April slapped his back but smiled. “Oh, you’re bad. Don’t make me call your wife, Jimmy.”

      “Oh, she knows.”

      April cackled, flinging her head back, representing one of the good reasons why Jimmy hadn’t retired just yet. There was a camaraderie with the other drivers that he knew he wouldn’t be able to recreate anywhere else.

      Most of them had been driving together for ten plus years. Jimmy had known April since she started twenty years ago. She used to babysit his kids when he and Cathy went out of town on the rare ‘adults only’ vacations. He’d miss her when this was done, along with their snickering in the back during the morning rundowns like they were in grade school.

      The meeting was short, as expected, and Jimmy turned to April as Kepler finished with his usual line, mouthing the words along with him.

      “And remember, let’s keep our eyes open.” Charlie clapped his hands. “Let’s get to it.”

      Chairs squeaked across the concrete floor of the annex as the dozens of drivers for King County straightened up, heading to the cage to collect their keys from the lockbox and signing them out.

      Jimmy wiggled back and forth while he waited in line, and April chuckled from his animated dance.

      “You have some ants in your pants, Jimbo?” April asked.

      “That coffee is running right through me,” Jimmy answered.

      April arched her eyebrows and leaned her head back, which caused a double chin to form on her neck. “You drank that whole thing already? How are you not bouncing off the walls?”

      “What do you think I’m doing right now?” Jimmy scribbled his name down on the paper and stashed the keys in his pocket, sprinting toward the bathrooms, trying to ignore April’s laughter fading behind him.

      The bathroom was empty and Jimmy locked himself into the third stall. He dropped his pants and sat on the toilet, unsure of the coffee’s plans for him.

      The relief was nearly instant, and Jimmy chuckled, thankful that he was alone, but wishing that the seat wasn’t so cold. He utilized what little toilet paper was left efficiently and flushed. As he pulled his pants up, his stall door still closed, the bathroom door swung inward.

      Jimmy sucked in his gut, oblivious to the methodical steps that stopped in front of his door until he finally had his pants secure.

      It was the pair of shoes that caught his attention, the tips of the boots sticking beneath the bathroom stall door. They were dirty, scuffed to hell.

      Jimmy stepped back, and his calf smacked into the toilet. He frowned. “Can I help you?”

      No response.

      Jimmy leaned closer, listening to the heavy breathing on the other side, and his heart pounded. Sweat dripped from his underarms, and his mouth dried up.

      “Look, pal, I don’t know what kind of joke you’re playing, but I’m coming out.” Jimmy waited for some kind of response, a laugh, chuckle, something to reveal that it was just Kepler being a prick or something. The boots didn’t move. “That’s it.” Jimmy steeled himself, clenching his hands into fists, and then quickly reached for the lock.

      The moment he unlatched the lock, the door swung inward, smacking Jimmy in the face and plunking him back onto the toilet seat, where he landed with a heavy thud.

      Jimmy glanced up in time to watch the silhouette of a man clamp a hand over Jimmy’s mouth. He squirmed on the toilet, mumbling into the palm of his attacker. His hear pounded something awful and his chest tightened.

      With all the calm of a doctor examining a patient, the attacker leaned close and smiled, exposing the pink lining of his mouth and baby-like teeth. Smooth cheeks framed a thin, gaunt face, grown unnatural by the grin that stretched wider even when Jimmy thought it couldn’t get any bigger. But it was the man’s eyes that terrified Jimmy. Dark eyes. So dark that it sucked up the light around them.

      The stranger, who Jimmy had never seen in his life, lifted his one free hand and pressed his finger to his lips.

      The stranger brandished a knife, and Jimmy’s mind glazed over in fear, his instincts telling him to run, except his body was glued to the toilet seat.

      The stranger plunged the knife into Jimmy’s side. At first the pain put him in shock, overwhelming his senses, and Jimmy’s eyes bulged from its sockets like a cartoon character.

      It wasn’t until the killer plunged the knife in a second time that the pain set in, but it didn’t last long. Blood poured down the side of his jacket and dripped onto the dirty bathroom concrete. Jimmy’s eyelids half-closed, his final dying thoughts of his wife at home.
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      Grant struggled to sit still on the ride downtown, and the nerves only worsened when they reached police headquarters, which had already been besieged by reporters.

      News vans, cameras, lights, and microphones were littered amongst the sea of reporters that buckled against the barricade around the building. The reporters stretched their arms with their microphones over the railing, all of them fishing for comments from the hordes of police officers that had come at the request of both the mayor and the Chief of Police.

      “Christ, it’s a madhouse,” Mocks said.

      “Our worst days are their best days,” Grant said, thankful that Mocks had been granted entry through the parking garage at the Chief’s request. The less he had to deal with reporters, the better.

      Mocks parked and they headed inside, following the lines of officers to the main conference hall, which was the largest room in the building. Grant had visited a few times for charity events and award ceremonies when he was on the force. It had a mildew smell to it. Still did.

      Dressed in the same clothes from yesterday, Grant kept toward the back of the hall with Mocks while they waited for the Chief.

      As the room filled, so did the chatter, but it was kept to a low murmur. Most of the cops were asking what they’d been called in for, some of them on their days off.

      Mocks leaned closer to Grant, dropping her voice to a whisper. “Chief Hofster requested every captain in the city to attend.”

      The Chief and the mayor no doubt wanted every available resource to catch Pullman. But even with the room filled to capacity and all of the combined years of law enforcement experience, Grant wasn’t sure if it was enough to catch Pullman before he set the city on fire.

      The chatter fell silent when the Chief entered at the front of the room alongside the mayor, every officer standing at attention.

      Chief Hofster was a broad-shouldered man a few years shy of fifty. He had been elected to the position last spring and was the youngest police chief in Seattle’s history. With a military-styled crew cut of light brown hair and a barrel for a chest, he projected a no-nonsense authority, but from what Grant had heard from Mocks, he was a good man. And to earn Mocks’s respect was a difficult task.

      “Have a seat, everyone,” Hofster said, clearing his throat into the microphone as he gripped the podium while the mayor stood to his right. “The Mayor and I thought it best to jump ahead of this and bring everyone up to speed before the rumor mill started to crank out their misinformation.” Hofster thumbed toward the front of the building and the reporters camped out front, which earned a few laughs from the room.

      The speaker whined with some feedback as Hofster adjusted the mic, and the Chief’s expression hardened by the creases along his mouth and forehead.

      “Yesterday I was notified that an inmate at Washington State Penitentiary outside of Walla Walla had coordinated the abduction of three individuals,” Hofster said. “The inmate was Dennis Pullman.”

      Another wave of murmurs spread throughout the room, but when Hofster cleared his throat again, the room fell silent.

      “Most of us in this room were on the force ten years ago when Pullman terrorized our city over the span of eighteen months and abducted, tortured, and then murdered twelve men and women. By radicalizing four individuals through hidden messages in his mail correspondence, Pullman orchestrated the abduction of three individuals: Kelly Sears, Susie Mullins, and Mary Sullivan.”

      Grant broke out into a cold sweat at the mention of Mary’s name. He bent forward slightly, his stomach twisted into knots.

      “Through tireless efforts, both Kelly Sears and Susie Mullins were successfully recovered. Unfortunately, Mary Sullivan was killed in an explosion before we could find her.” Hofster paused, glancing down at his notes, the moment of silence ending with a quick swipe of the Chief’s upper lip. “Last night, after leading authorities on a chase of his coordinated abductions, Pullman escaped from custody, and during the escape, State Attorney General Jason Williams was murdered, along with the jail officer who Pullman had also radicalized to help him during his escape.”

      Chatter started up again, this time growing into a dull roar before Hofster managed to quiet the captains and precinct leaders.

      “We will be distributing information packets at the end of this meeting, and the mayor, along with the governor, has already approved overtime for all precincts to provide us the necessary manpower to capture Pullman. But before we break, I wanted to take a moment and remind everyone of the type of killer that we’re dealing with.” Hofster flipped a page on his podium and then glanced out to the room, taking his time to eye every single officer under his command. “Dennis Pullman is highly intelligent. He’s merciless, emotionless, and efficiently deadly with a weapon. He’s the most dangerous individual that any of us will come across during our career. We are in triage mode, ladies and gentlemen, and we need to stop the bleeding before it gets worse.” He glanced off stage, paused, and then nodded. “In addition to the resources that the mayor and governor have provided, we’ll also be working in coordination with the FBI. To speak more on that, I’ll be turning it over to FBI Director Chad Hickem.”

      While Hofster stepped away from the podium, a murmur of surprise and confusion traveled through the room as Hickem stepped inside. Mocks leaned into Grant, shaking her head.

      “Why am I not surprised?” Mocks said.

      It had been a while since Grant had seen Hickem. While the pair had never been enemies, they’d certainly never been friends.

      “Thank you, Chief. And thank you, Mayor Williford, for allowing the Bureau to assist with this investigation.”

      Mocks scoffed. “Director of the FBI and he’s still a kiss ass.”

      Hickem dwarfed the podium and made the broad-shouldered Hofster look scrawny in comparison. Built like a linebacker with the methodical mind of an engineer, Hickem had scraped his way from a lowly federal agent to the top of the food chain in only a few years. He was an opportunist, and catching one of the country’s deadliest serial killers would no doubt bolster his credentials.

      “Good morning, officers,” Hickem said, his voice booming through the loudspeakers. “I’ll make this brief as I know you’re all as eager as I am to start our investigation, but I wanted to speak to everyone and assure you that the mission of the FBI during this investigation is to assist and aid your teams on the ground. Our resources and our experience are at your disposal. I’ll be providing liaisons to each of your precincts for any questions or assistance you deem necessary. I’ll also be placing Dennis Pullman at the top of our Most Wanted List until his capture. Good luck and thank you.”

      Hickem stepped away from the podium to mild-mannered applause, led by Chief Hofster, who reclaimed his position at the podium.

      “The mayor and I will be handling all PR on this case, so any questions directed to you or your teams, please kick them our way,” Hofster said. “That’s it, so let’s get to work.”

      The room erupted into motion, and Mocks and Grant were the first two that filed out of the ballroom, but they didn’t make it far.

      “Lieutenant!” Hofster shouted, standing next to Hickem, and gestured for her and Grant to join him.

      Mocks begrudgingly complied, and Grant followed to make sure that she didn’t do anything she’d regret.

      “Lieutenant, I wanted to let you know that Director Hickem will be your liaison in the investigation.” Hofster clapped her on the shoulder and smiled. “I understand the two of you have some history working together.”

      “Unfortunately.” Mocks faked a smile.

      “I’ll let you get to it.” Hofster retreated into the crowd. “Keep me updated on your progress.”

      Mocks dropped her smile, but Hickem retained his shit-eating grin.

      “I didn’t realize that the Director of the FBI had so much free time,” Mocks said.

      “Catching the man at the top of our Most Wanted List is the FBI’s highest priority.” Hickem turned to Grant, and the men shook hands, Hickem squeezing harder than necessary. “I heard Pullman has it out for you, Grant. Though I’m not surprised to see you charging head first into this without looking.”

      “Good to see you too, Hickem,” Grant said.

      Hickem tilted his head to the side. “You might not be saying that after what I’ve got to show you.” He stepped away, gesturing for both Mocks and Grant to follow.

      Hickem led them to a side door off the main hallway of the large conference room and stepped into an empty office. He shut and locked the door after everyone was inside, and then pulled out his phone. “The Chief has already brought me up to speed on all of the events, including the incident with Mary Sullivan.” He glared at Grant as he worked his fingers deftly over the phone’s screen.

      Mocks crossed her arms. “And what were you told about Mary Sullivan?”

      “Hey, I’m not here to pick a fight,” Hickem answered.

      “And why don’t I believe you?” Mocks asked.

      Hickem laughed. “If I recall correctly, the only reason Grant didn’t go to jail during the last case he worked was because of me.”

      “And if it weren’t for him, then you’d be dead,” Mocks said.

      Hickem shrugged. “You scratch my back, and I scratch yours.” He flipped his phone’s screen toward Grant and Mocks and tilted it horizontally. “Just tap the screen to play it.”

      Grant and Mocks exchanged a look, and Mocks tapped the black screen.

      Two images split the screen in half, and both immediately knew what they were looking at.

      “Fucking hell.” Mocks covered her mouth, and when she turned those green emeralds toward Grant, he thought that she might cry.

      The image on the left of the screen was of Mary Sullivan, who was tied to a chair, gagged, and crying. Beneath her was the bomb that Dennis Pullman’s associate had constructed complete with a wireless receiver to a detonator miles away.

      The image on the right side of the screen showed movement into a cabin where Grant had believed Mary was taken. But when the video revealed Grant bursting inside, there were only two televisions hooked up to two remote detonator devices. One for Mary Sullivan. Another for Mary’s husband and two children.

      The body cam that Grant wore into the cabin didn’t reveal his face, only what he’d done. With a timer ticking down from thirty seconds, the man who’d constructed those bombs for Dennis Pullman, who they were able to identify as Barry Finster, told Grant that if he didn’t choose either Mary Sullivan or her family to die, then both bombs would explode.

      Watching the video, seeing the events unfold for the first time since it happened only yesterday, Grant’s stomach tightened, and he turned away before he was forced to watch himself detonate Mary’s bomb, struggling to keep down what little food he had in his stomach.

      The video ended, and Hickem pocketed the device. “Without the audio, there’s no way of telling it’s Grant. But if this gets into the hands of the media, it won’t take long before they demand a head to roll, and with Grant’s prior… record… I think it’s safe to say things could turn very ugly for him very quickly.”

      Mocks’s nostrils flared, arms still crossed, her body so tense she was shaking. “Could you trace who sent it?”

      “It was just a dummy account,” Hickem answered. “Fake name. Fake number.”

      Grant finally composed himself and rejoined Hickem and Mocks. “It had to have been Dennis. And if he sent it to you, then I’m sure he kept a few copies for insurance.”

      Mocks kicked a nearby desk. “How the fuck did he get that?” The anger dissipated, and she slumped her shoulders forward. “Grant… I’m sorry.”

      Whatever had happened, however Dennis had gotten a hold of the video, Grant knew that it wasn’t her fault. He placed a hand on her shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “It’s fine.” He flicked his eyes toward Hickem. “What are you going to do with that video?”

      “While both of you may find this hard to believe, my priority is to catch Pullman. He’s already killed a State Attorney General, and that’s not something my bosses are going to let slide.” Hickem backed toward the door and unlocked it. “And while we have had our differences, Grant, I know that it’s better to have you on my side than against me. I’ll see you back at the precinct.” He winked and disappeared into the hallway.

      The door clicked shut, leaving Mocks and Grant to mull over their options.

      “You trust him?” Mocks asked.

      “No. But I believe him.” Grant sighed. “So long as Dennis breathes free air, Hickem will be under pressure to find him. I can help, and he knows it. That’s the only reason he hasn’t shown it to the mayor.”

      “I could always just shoot him and steal his phone,” Mocks said.

      Grant smirked. “We’ll keep that one in our back pocket.”

      Mocks headed for the door but stopped when her phone rang. “This is Mullocks.” Her face slackened. “When?... I want Forensics there immediately. And rope off the entire property. If the media wants a picture, then they’ll have to use a telephoto lens.” She ended the call, pulling the door open. “We have our first stiff. The bastard isn’t wasting any time.”

      Grant followed her out the door. “Then neither should we.”
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      The light from the camera was unnatural, but that was what the make-up was used for, which she’d layered on extra thick today because of the rain. The moisture wasn’t doing any favors to her hair either. But having grown up in the hot, humid environment that was Florida’s swamps, she was prepared for it.

      When she was younger, Lacey White promised herself that she would get as far away from her shitty little Florida town as she possibly could. She knew that if she stayed, her best-case scenario would be a future of working odd shifts at a local bar and marrying a man who wasn’t a mean drunk.

      So, she’d studied, done well in school, and when it came to apply for colleges, she was accepted into the University of Florida on a full ride. Then after graduation, she applied for every news station position on the West Coast, save for Alaska. She’d fuck lazy-eyed Gary before she’d ever move to Alaska. But as fate would have it, she’d landed a job for KVLR Channel 9 News in Seattle.

      Lacey read through the spiel that she put together this morning before the sun came up. This was the first chance at a story she’d been given that didn’t involve a fair, marketplace, or installation of a new traffic light.

      It was a classic case of gentrification, the rich pushing out the poor in the name of progress. The poor always had the same plight. The rich always had the same defense.

      It would run as a headline for a few cycles, and then burn out when both sides realized that the issue was going to end the same way it had always done: with the rich getting their way.

      But Lacey had put effort into the story. It might have been a well-worn story, but it still had some meat to it. And she was starving for anything she could sink her teeth into.

      “You ready, Lacey?” Gary asked.

      Lacey applied a few last-minute touches, and then snapped her compact mirror shut. “It rains in summer, and then it’s freezing in winter?” She sniffled and hoped that her nose wasn’t too red and found her mark in front of a new row of apartment buildings being set. “Is it ever not miserable in this fucking city?”

      Gary offered a friendly smile. “Oh, come on, it’s not that bad. We have our good days.” He heaved the camera onto his shoulder and then had his one good eye peer through the video display. “Feed’s good, and we’re on in five, four, three, two, one.” He pointed at her, and Lacey flashed that winning pageant smile that had landed her the job despite having to deny the station manager’s advances.

      “I’m north of downtown Seattle at the site of a new and controversial row of apartments where city officials have just broken ground.” Lacey walked along the old and crumbling buildings, gesturing to the eviction notices taped onto the doors. “Local residents were given thirty days to relocate, and city officials are making resources available to help with those relocation efforts.” She stopped walking and turned back to the camera, gripping the mic with both hands. “However, the residents I managed to speak with said that the notices were delivered late, and that efforts to contact those resources have not led to anyone being placed into a new home. Many residents have decided to stay, which would force the city to remove these residents before new construction can begin. And despite the uncertainty of their future, the citizens I spoke to all had the same unified message. We’re not going anywhere. I’m Lacey White, Channel 9 News.”

      Lacey held the smile and waited for the camera light to turn off and the producer in her ear to tell her she was clear before she lowered her microphone and dropped the smile.

      “That was good,” Gary said, rotating the shoulder that held the camera, and then winced as he walked back to the van. “This thing gets heavier every year.”

      Lacey plucked the device from her ear and hopped into the passenger seat of the van. She rested her head back against the seat and gazed at the skyline of downtown, wishing she’d been given the police headquarters assignment.

      Whatever was happening there was big, but instead of being in the middle of the action where she could have the most impact, she was stuck on the back burner. She wrinkled her nose as she caught a whiff of something on the breeze. She glanced back to Gary, who was still fiddling with his camera. “How much longer? This place is starting to clog my pores.”

      “Not long,” Gary said.

      Not long stretched for another twenty minutes, and then Gary dropped her off at her apartment on his way back to the station. The pair had worked together for the past eight months, and she had just been waiting for the inevitable moment when he tried to make a pass at her. She figured now would be the time and braced herself to have to let him down easy, because even bruising the ego of a lowly cameraman could come back to bite her in the ass.

      “Good work today,” Gary said, smiling as he shifted the van into park.

      “Thanks,” Lacey said. “You too.”

      “Imagine what I could do if both worked.” Gary pointed to his lazy eye and laughed. “I’m surprised they even let me drive.”

      Lacey frowned, and Gary tried to correct himself.

      “I mean, I’m perfectly capable of driving.” Gary cleared his throat. “Accident-free.”

      An unexpected laugh bubbled up from inside Lacey. A real one. Not the fake laugh that she used on-air or with her bosses. “Good to know.” Lacey opened the door and then looked back to Gary. “I’ll see you back at the station at ten.” She slammed the door shut and walked like she was balancing on a tightrope in her heels on her way inside the building.

      The tiny studio cost her two grand a month, and after paying for rent, make-up, and clothes for her on-air persona, there wasn’t much left for anything else, limiting the furnishing of the studio to what she had dragged from her room in college.

      Lacey opened the fridge, forgetting that she still hadn’t gone to the grocery store, finding nothing but three-day old leftover Chinese and a beer. She shrugged, reaching for the beer and leaving the Chinese food. “People drink at brunch.”

      Lacey popped the cap and collapsed onto the tiny love seat that she’d hauled all the way from Gainesville at her college apartment. The thing was old, and ugly as sin, but she had yet to relax on a more comfortable sofa in her entire life. She’d never get rid of that couch.

      Lacey finished the beer and then lay down, her body the perfect length to rest her calves on the arm rest at the other end comfortably, staring up at the white popcorn-covered ceiling.

      Seven different cracks ran along the ceiling, and that was just directly above her. A few of them leaked when it rained. When she told her landlord about it, he had said that he’d fix it next week.

      That was four months ago.

      Lacey rubbed her eyes, remembering that all of this was only temporary. She wasn’t going to be stuck in a shitty apartment forever. She wasn’t going to be covering dumb stories forever. She was just starting out, and she was already making good progress. She was the youngest field reporter at the station, and she had just gotten her foot in the door with a lead at the mayor’s office.

      Lacey checked her phone. She had just enough time for a nap before she had to head back and finish the package for the twelve o’clock news, but her rest was interrupted by a knock at the door.

      Lacey frowned. In the eight months she’d lived in Seattle, she had never had a single visitor. And any time she met a guy and chose to sleep with him, it was always at his place.

      It helped ensure that she could shrug off stalkers, and it also confirmed whether or not they were telling the truth about being single.

      Lacey peeked through the peephole and saw a delivery man. She unlocked the door, but only cracked it open. She’d done enough research to know how predators had gotten creative with abductions.

      But the UPS driver kept his attention on the device in his hand, the box tucked under his arm, and then extended the small digital display toward Lacey. “Sign here, please.”

      With no triggers of alarm bells, Lacey opened the door all the way and signed for the package. The driver handed it over to her, keeping his face on the screen the entire time during their interaction.

      “Have a good day,” he said, and then disappeared down the hall.

      Balancing the box awkwardly in her hands, Lacey locked the door and walked over to the couch, setting the package down. She hadn’t bought anything online, seeing as how she had no money.

      “Okay then.” Lacey grabbed a pair of scissors and cut through the top of the box. She shoved the Styrofoam innards aside and found a note taped to the top of another box nestled amongst the packaging peanuts. The note had her name written on the outside, the cursive neat and legible. She opened it to see a handwritten note.

      

      “Dear Lacey,

      Inside you’ll find information relating to a former Seattle Detective that I think you’ll find quite interesting. More to come. Happy hunting.”

      

      Lacey checked for a signature, but she found none, and figured it must be from her contact in the mayor’s office.

      Excited, Lacey opened the package and cast the note aside, plopping down on the couch. In addition to a large file, there were folders that contained pictures of crime scenes, along with a separate USB drive.

      Lacey reached for the file first, which was a thick administrative file from the Seattle Police Department. She opened the first page and saw the picture of a young, handsome officer in his dress blues.

      “And who are you?” Lacey tapped her nail against the officer’s nose and then ran her finger down to the name listed. “Hello, Chase Grant.”
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      Yellow crime scene tape cordoned off the entrance to the men’s bathroom in the bus building’s annex. Evidence markers dotted the areas where blood splatter had landed from the victim’s attack, and a photographer snapped pictures of Jimmy Shanahan who lay face down, the top half of his body protruding from the bathroom stall, stripped down to his underwear, his scalp removed from his skull.

      Grant stood behind the yellow tape as he watched Mocks place a small round device left by the body and into a plastic evidence bag. She glanced down at Shanahan one last time, and then pressed the back of her hand to her mouth and stepped out of the bathroom.

      “Knifed twice,” Mocks said. “Both along the rib cage. He bled out. Time of death is between one and two hours ago. We won’t know for sure if Pullman scalped him before or after he was dead until the examiner has a look at him.” She handed Grant the evidence bag. “This was the only thing on him besides his personal items.”

      Grant peeled his eyes away from the victim, thoughts of Mary Sullivan lingering in his head, and he wondered if her quick death was more merciful than the slow bloodletting that Jimmy Shanahan had experienced. “What about the bus?”

      Mocks leaned back against the wall adjacent to the bathroom door. “Bus went through all of the stops and the kids arrived on time at school this morning. I’ve got Lane checking to make sure the school isn’t missing anyone.” She cocked her jaw to the side, biting her lower lip. “He drove over forty kids around and no one batted an eyelash.”

      Grant examined the evidence in the plastic bag. It was a small, round device and resembled some of the transponders that they’d found in Barry Finster’s apartment, along with the radio equipment used to construct the bombs for the Sullivan family. “We should match these up with the electronics we found at Finster’s apartment.”

      Mocks pushed off the wall and headed toward the door, Grant following. “I get killing the bus driver, but why take the bus? He’s never killed a kid before.” She shouldered the door open and headed toward the car in the parking lot. “And even though Susie Mullins was abducted, it was Waffer who actually did it.”

      Grant paused at the passenger side door of the car and examined the small transponder in the bag. “I don’t know.”

      Mocks ducked into the car and started the engine as Grant climbed inside. She reached for the radio and had dispatch put her back through to the office, requesting to speak with Detective Lane, who had been their team lead during the investigation to locate the Missing Persons from yesterday. “All the kids accounted for on that bus?”

      “All but one, Lieutenant.” Lane cleared his throat. He sounded congested. “Harold Brockwater’s son. As in Judge Harold Brockwater. The man who sentenced Dennis Pullman to life in prison.”

      Grant and Mocks exchanged a glance before Mocks shifted into drive and flipped the cruiser lights. Grant took the radio handle from Mocks. “Give me the judge’s address.” Grant pulled out his phone and typed it into the GPS.

      “Lane, I want the closest available unit headed toward Brockwater’s house immediately to secure the area,” Mocks said. “But they do not engage. Understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The request went out over the radio, a unit responding within a few seconds as Mocks headed for the highway.

      “I-5 will get us there fastest,” Grant said. “Brockwater lives in Bellevue.”

      “Son of a bitch!” Mocks slapped the steering wheel.

      The red and blue lights from Mocks’s Crown Vic flashed and parted traffic as they sped through the Seattle streets.

      Mocks kept one hand on the wheel, but Grant saw in his peripheral that she kept glancing at him. “If you have any theories you’d like to share, then I’m listening.”

      “What makes you think I have a working theory?” Grant asked.

      “Because you’ve got your thinking face on,” Mocks answered. “You’ve furrowed your brow so hard the lines in your forehead have nearly become permanent.”

      Grant turned from his view of the window, almost smiling. “Furrowed?”

      Mocks shrugged. “I’ve been reading more.” She raised her eyebrows. “Well?”

      Grant shifted in his seat and wiped his sweaty palms across his jeans. “He wants something from Brockwater.”

      Mocks switched lanes, pulling around a semi-truck who was hogging the fast lane. “Leverage really isn’t Pullman’s style.”

      “No, but his focus has always been control.” Grant tightened his grip on the hand rest as Mocks continued her manic pace through traffic.

      Mocks rocked her head from side to side, that mind of hers moving faster than the car she drove. “So, Pullman wants to control Brockwater… why?”

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      The radio crackled in Mocks’s car, Dispatch informing them that a black and white was already on scene and reported no suspicious activity. Mocks grabbed hold of the radio. “We’re two minutes out. Tell them to hang tight.”

      Bellevue housed most of the city’s well-to-do residents, which was located on the south side of the city.

      Once in the neighborhood, the row of houses that they passed on the left were all of the same cookie cutter fashion and style. Every yard was immaculate, the sidewalks clean, the cars parked in the driveway totaling more than most people’s yearly salary. The neighborhood could have been a model for a Sam Rockwell painting.

      Grant spotted the patrol car down the street as Mocks parked in Brockwater’s driveway, blocking his car.

      Mocks radioed the unit nearby. “Any confirmation he’s home?”

      “Negative, Lieutenant.”

      “After we go to the door, I want one of you to head around back, make sure no one takes off running.”

      “Copy that.”

      Mocks flapped her jacket, exposing the shoulder holster and 9mm Glock. “You ready?”

      Grant nodded, and Mocks took the lead on their way out of the car and toward the house. She knocked on the massive oak door three times and then stepped back, gripping the pistol in its holster.

      Grant kept his eyes on the windows. All the curtains had been drawn. It wasn’t unusual, but on a cloudy day like this, it wasn’t necessarily needed. When the door opened, his attention was pulled there.

      Judge Harold Brockwater opened the door all the way, using his body to block the entrance. The forty-five-year-old widower maintained a healthy physique, but his full head of white hair aged him an additional fifteen years. “Can I help you— Excuse me!”

      Mocks barged into the house, shouldering past the judge and drawing her weapon as she checked the corners, Grant filing behind her with his own weapon drawn. With no immediate danger present, she spun back around to the judge.

      “I’m Lieutenant Susan Mullocks with the Missing Persons Division in Seattle’s Eighteenth precinct.” Mocks flashed the badge as a courtesy. “Is your son here?”

      Brockwater’s face flushed red. “What is the meaning of this? Of course my son is here, he’s upstairs in bed, sick!” He glanced at the pistols. “Put those away!”

      The news of Brockwater’s son eroded some of Grant and Mocks’s urgency, and they lowered their pistols.

      “We contacted the school this morning and they said he wasn’t in class,” Mocks said.

      “I’ve been busy and haven’t had a chance to call them.” Brockwater shut the door and crossed his arms. “Is someone going to tell me what the hell is going on?”

      “Sir, your son’s school bus driver was found dead this morning,” Mocks answered. “He was stabbed twice, and the person who killed him then proceeded to drive the school bus’s route.”

      Brockwater’s stern expression slackened. “What?”

      “The story has not fully broken yet, but I think it’s important for you to know that Dennis Pullman escaped from prison last night,” Mocks said. “We believe he was the individual who murdered your son’s bus driver.”

      Grant studied the judge’s face and watched the color drain from his cheeks, his expression stoic as he realized exactly what Grant had thought on the way over.

      Brockwater frowned, the thunder in his voice quieting to a raspy whisper. “You think Pullman was after my son?”

      “It’s the only connection we can think of for why he’d get on that bus,” Mocks said.

      Brockwater took a deep breath and then paused for a moment, his nostrils flaring when he finally exhaled.

      “Right now, we’re just trying to eliminate any potential threats,” Mocks said. “Have you noticed anything strange happening around the house? Any odd calls, or letters in the mail?”

      “No. Nothing.” Brockwater sucked in his lower lip, perspiration dotting his forehead.

      Grant frowned. “Are you feeling under the weather too, Judge?”

      Brockwater fixed Grant with an accusing glare. “And who are you? I didn’t see your badge.”

      Mocks jumped in before Grant answered. “He’s a consultant helping with the case. Do you mind if we take a look around?”

      Brockwater maintained his glare at Grant, but finally acquiesced. “Keep it quiet. My son is sleeping upstairs.”

      The judge’s house was even more immaculate on the inside than it was on the outside. Marble floor, solid oak furnishings, the air itself smelled like it was subtracting money from Grant’s bank account with every breath.

      Grant and Mocks searched the first floor, checking rooms and the egress points, finding no indications of forced entry. The windows were a concern. Dennis’s weapon of choice was a .308 Winchester rifle, usually supplemented with a mounted scope. Should the windows remain open from either the front or the back, he could easily take the judge or his son out without stepping foot onto the property.

      Grant turned from the window and met Mocks back in the foyer and shook his head.

      “Right, well, everything looks quiet.” Mocks handed Brockwater her card. “I have a unit outside watching the house. If you’d like, I can have officers sit with you inside as well.”

      Brockwater stared at the card that Mocks had given him, his face erupting in a series of micro-twitches that could have been the cause of fear, or anger, or grief, or any combination of the three. But all of it told Grant that Brockwater wasn’t giving them the whole story.

      “If anything comes up, please, call me,” Mocks said, heading toward the door. “In the meantime, I’d suggest keeping both you and your son in the house.”

      Grant followed her to the door, his back to the judge.

      “I remember you now,” Brockwater said.

      Mocks stopped in the doorway, turning around in the same motion that Grant did.

      “You were a younger man back then,” Brockwater said. “You’re the one who arrested Pullman the first time. You’re Chase Grant.”

      Grant nodded, and Brockwater crossed the marble flooring of the foyer, stopping within inches of Grant.

      “I can’t believe they still keep you in the loop.” Brockwater’s gaze bore into Grant like a laser. “You know I knew Judge Sonya. You remember her, don’t you?”

      Grant remained silent.

      “She was the one who handled your case after that debacle with the human trafficking incident,” Brockwater said, continuing in Grant’s silence. “Your negligence cost the lives of dozens of innocent women.” He narrowed his eyes, which filled with contempt. “I told Sonya to throw everything she could within reason of the law at you. I was disappointed to find out that she didn’t. And now here you are, bringing more violence to our city.” He leaned closer, jaw clenched in anger. “I will not have you put my boy in danger. I will not let him become another one of your casualties.”

      Mocks gently approached and grabbed Grant’s arm, but he didn’t move. Ever since his dismissal from the department, Grant had been forced to watch people stare at him like a common criminal. But they didn’t know about the nightmares that kept him awake. They didn’t know the guilt that flooded through his veins.

      “Judge, Pullman is out for blood. Mine, yours, anyone that he can get his hands on. We’re both in the crosshairs. And the only way either of us are going to make it out alive is if we work together.” Grant stood his ground despite the judge’s hard eye staring down upon him. “So, if there is something that you’re not telling me, then I suggest you speak up. Right now. Before it’s too late.”

      Brockwater lifted his chin, staring down at Grant the way he must have done to the thousands of criminals he’d sentenced over the course of his career from high upon his throne of justice. “Get out of my house.”

      Grant deflated.

      “Thank you for your time, Judge.” Mocks pulled Grant out of the door and swung the heavy oak door shut.

      Mocks opened the driver side door of her Vic, but then paused before she climbed inside. “You smell that too?”

      Grant nodded. “He’s hiding something.”

      “Hiding?” Mocks asked. “The man’s terrified. He was lucky his kid wasn’t on that bus.”

      Grant’s gaze lingered on the house, and he thought again of the meticulous man who had them all on the edge of their seats. It was rare he made a mistake. “I’m not so sure it was luck.”
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      Brockwater turned the lock on his front door, and the mechanism thudded its proclamation of security. He then stepped to the window on the left side of the door and watched the lieutenant and Chase Grant leave.

      His heart was pounding a mile a minute, and he spun around, clutching his chest, his breathing labored as he wiped the sweat from his face. He shut his eyes, controlling his breathing, and the tightness in his chest relaxed.

      When Brockwater opened his eyes again, he expected to wake up in his bed and find that this perpetual nightmare had ended. But it didn’t. He glanced upstairs and fought back tears. He couldn’t break down now. Not yet. His son’s life depended on it.

      Heading to the second floor, Brockwater gripped the railing of the staircase to keep himself upright, taking it one step at a time, both metaphorically and physically.

      At the top of the stairs, he followed the narrow hallway to his son’s bedroom. The door was cracked open, and Brockwater opened it as softly as he could. Edward lay in his bed, the covers pulled up to his chest, sound asleep.

      Brockwater floated like a ghost through the room, touching nothing but the floor, his footsteps soundless as he sat on the edge of the bed.

      After his wife had passed, Brockwater had trouble sleeping. During those long nights of insomnia, he would come into Eddy’s room and sit right here, just like this, and watch him sleep, staring at the angelic face of innocence, which reminded Brockwater that the sun would rise tomorrow and a new day would begin.

      The judge brushed Eddy’s dirty blond bangs off his forehead, the color inherited from his mother. He also had her eyes and calm demeanor. Watching him was like seeing his wife again.

      “I’m sorry, son.” He cried and gently caressed Eddy’s cheek. “I’m so sorry.”

      A soft groan from the closet door alerted Brockwater to the man’s presence. The hair on his arms and neck pricked upward as the shadow of evil moved closer.

      “They said they were leaving a unit to keep an eye on the house.” Brockwater turned, wiping his eyes. “I thought it would look suspicious if I turned them down.”

      Dennis adjusted his grip on the pistol. “If you had said something I didn’t like, then you would have come upstairs to a bloody mess.” He walked toward Eddy, standing on the other side of the bed. “Now, it’s time for you to hold up your end of the bargain.” Dennis looked to Brockwater and then gestured toward the door. “Run along now, Judge.”

      The mattress squeaked as Brockwater stood. He stopped and turned back at the door when he realized that Dennis wasn’t following him.

      “Oh, I’ll stay right here,” Dennis said. “I’m not worried about you doing anything stupid.” He sat down on the bed next to Eddy and then pointed the gun at his son’s head, raising his pair of thin blond eyebrows. “Should I be worried, Judge?”

      “No.” Brockwater’s voice cracked. “Don’t be worried.”

      Brockwater moved swiftly down the stairs, not wanting to leave that psychopath alone with his son for very long. In his study, he logged into his computer and accessed the files from the state’s judicial database and hit print. Every sheet that fell into the tray flooded his consciousness with more guilt.

      Once all of the files had been printed, Brockwater returned upstairs to his son’s bedroom and found Dennis still sitting on Eddy’s bed, watching him sleep in the exact same spot his mother would watch him sleep. But Tammy was dead, and some demon from hell now sat in her place.

      “You’re a good father, Judge.” Dennis rested the pistol on his thigh. “A much better one than mine.”

      Brockwater walked to the edge of the bed and extended the files to Dennis. “It’s all here. Now go.”

      But Dennis ignored the papers and scratched the back of his head, sighing, his hand finally off the pistol. “He never understood me, but the feeling was mutual.” He picked up the gun, his pale fingers a stark contrast from the black carbonite handle. “He was as foreign to me as a dead language.” He raised his eyebrows, those dark eyes growing wider and bigger with wonder, and then finally looked to Brockwater. “I was cursed with a gift, Judge. If you could only see what flashes through my mind. It’s maddening. Loud. Dangerous.” He narrowed his eyes into horizontal coin slits. “People don’t have to fear me. You don’t have to fear me. Because I’m here to make the world better. And it won’t be long until I’ve accomplished that mission. Because that’s what we’re all trying to do, isn’t it? Find the end of the rainbow?”

      Brockwater dropped the files on the bed. “Whatever concept of life you’ve contrived in that web of a head of yours wouldn’t be anything close to the truth. You can’t understand life because you don’t appreciate it, and you sure as shit don’t value it.”

      Dennis stood. He gestured to the papers. “Go ahead and pick those up and put them in your car. Then pull it into the garage, come back up, and grab your son.”

      Brockwater grew lightheaded. “Why?”

      Dennis smiled. “We’re going to have ourselves a little reunion.”
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      The two chairs on the opposite side of her station manager’s desk remained empty because Lacey was too wired to stand still, let alone sit. She kept her arms crossed over her chest, pulling her blazer closed, studying her boss’s facial reactions as he reviewed the documents that she’d put together. His silence was maddening.

      Dustin Schwartz was a shrewd man, and always wore clothes that were too big for him. Instead of a man in his late thirties, he looked more like a kid pretending to be a grown up. “And you said this came from your source in the mayor’s office?”

      Lacey knew the truth would only cause her to have to jump through more hoops, so instead she answered with a very convincing ‘yes.’ But the truth was that after she received the package at her apartment, she immediately called her source in the mayor’s office to confirm its authenticity, which they did, but her source had denied sending such a package.

      Dustin removed the glasses from the tip of his nose and dropped them next to the documents. “Most of these details have already been hashed over before, Lacey.”

      Lacey pointed at the computer. “But you saw the video. You saw what he did.”

      “I saw what someone did.” Dustin corrected her. “There was no visual or auditory confirmation that the person who pressed that button was Chase Grant. And there is also no evidence that the two videos correspond to one another.”

      Lacey flapped her arms in exasperation. “Oh, come on, Dustin!” She paced back and forth in front of his desk with the intensity of a caged tiger. “Look at the fucking timeline I put together.” She snatched the paper off his desk and flipped it around so he could see her point at it. “Reports of an explosion in Seattle’s abandoned warehouse district where Mary Sullivan’s remains were found match up within minutes of Seattle PD’s report of the raid of that cabin in Deville!” She tossed the paper and it floated back onto his desk. “He pressed a button. An explosion went off. What more proof do you need?”

      “Visual confirmation that the man wearing the body cam is in fact Chase Grant would be nice.” Dustin gestured to the documents. “The report you bring up doesn’t name the officer that was the first to enter the cabin. It just says that the building was ‘breached’ and that the suspect was taken into custody.” He raised his thin eyebrows that looked like they’d been plucked to perfection.

      Lacey pressed her finger against Grant’s file. “You’ve read his file, hell, you reported on some of those incidents yourself. Grant has repeatedly shown a pattern of abuse of power that stretches for a decade. And then the Seattle PD uses him as a consultant after his dismissal from the department where his negligence led to the deaths of all of those women?” She flipped to a page that pointed out his former partner. “Susan Mullocks is now a lieutenant within the Seattle Police Department. She is a recovering narcotics addict and was with Grant for nearly all those incidents. Hell, she was the one who hired him as a consultant after her promotion to lieutenant! It’s nepotism running rampant!” She hunched forward, leaning over the desk, her bosom nearly popping out of her blouse. “I’ve already confirmed with my source that Chase Grant is assisting on this case. And I think the citizens of this city should know exactly who their authority figures are using to find Dennis Pullman.”

      Dustin held up his hands. “Okay. Let’s just say for a second that the person in that video is Chase Grant. Why should we pursue this?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me!?” Lacey lifted her arms above her head. “Chase Grant killed Mary Sullivan. Last I checked, that was cause for pressing charges of manslaughter.” She pointed both hands at the computer screen. “The police chief mentioned nothing in his press briefing about any irregularities in Mary Sullivan’s death, making people believe that it was the suspect they arrested, Barry Finster, who killed her. But we have video evidence that directly contradicts what he has told the public, which means they didn’t want this video to come out, which means they’re covering up the truth about how that woman died! Don’t you think her family should know what happened?”

      “The story right now is finding Pullman.” Dustin remained calm as he pressed the tips of his fingers together. “There’s no guarantee that this story about Grant will catch.”

      Lacey had waited for Dustin to pull his pragmatic bullshit, and it was here she finally sat down, pretending for a moment that the pair were actually equals, because while Dustin may have more experience, Lacey knew that she was the better reporter. “Prison records show that Chase Grant visited Pullman up at Washington State Penitentiary. Which means he’s been a part of this since the beginning. Pullman’s very escape can be tied to Grant being involved, and we build upon that by using everything about his past. The deaths of the girls from that human trafficking sting he was a part of, the deaths of those kiddie porn pushers, the case from two years ago where during an FBI investigation, he raided a facility and killed another handful of European Mafioso, not to mention the man he nearly beat to death with his bare hands.”

      “The man who killed his wife,” Dustin said.

      “My point is, we have more than one loose cannon running amuck in our city.” Lacey flipped open the copy of Grant’s file and pointed to his picture. “His body count is even higher than Pullman’s.” She snapped the file shut and raised her voice before Dustin could begin a rebuttal. “And I know he was killing bad guys. But what if Chase Grant got a taste for blood, and now he can’t get rid of it?”

      Lacey smacked her palm on the desk and then leaned back into her chair. She’d given Dustin everything she could, and she studied his face, unsure of which way his verdict would lean.

      Deep down she knew that a lot of this was conjecture, and the way she’d spun it was more like a pitch for a movie script to some production company. But she knew that this would catch the public’s eye, and it would spread like wildfire. This was the kind of story that brought enough exposure to catapult her to the big leagues.

      Dustin ground his teeth, tapping his finger on his desk. He shifted his gaze between the computer screen and the file a few times before finally landing on Lacey. “And you’re ready for the consequences of this once it’s public?”

      “Yes,” Lacey answered quickly.

      “Are you sure? Because this story will directly contradict what the Chief of Police just told this city, and you can be damned sure that Hofster is going to fight you tooth and nail.” Dustin leaned forward. This time, it was his turn to scare her and test her conviction. “You really want to go up against the entire police force? Because attacking one of them is like attacking all of them. They take care of their own.”

      “I understand the risks,” Lacey answered. “But Chase Grant isn’t a cop anymore. He was dismissed from the department. And he should be locked up in jail along with Pullman for what he did to Mary Sullivan.”

      Dustin repressed a smile and shook his head as he reached for a tennis ball on his desk and started squeezing it. “I’ve met people with ice in their veins, but goddamn.” He chuckled. “All right, Lacey. We’ll run it at the top of the hour at noon.”

      Lacey stood, collecting the documents off of Dustin’s desk. “Thank you.” She piled everything into the box, and when she stepped out of her boss’s office, she wanted to scream with victory. But she held it in, and her cheeks turned a bright red, burning through her make-up as she quickly headed back to her desk.

      If the story was going to break at noon, then she only had an hour to prepare a package to send to the control room. And while she probably should have felt some kind of remorse over what this story would do to the people around Chase Grant, she didn’t. This was her big break, the one she’d been waiting for to catapult her into the top of her field. It was a dog eat dog world, and if she had to step on a few necks on the way to the top, then so be it. Better them than her.
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      Once back at the precinct, both Grant and Mocks returned to the conference room where Mocks had her team diligently working on theories of where, or what, Dennis Pullman was currently doing.

      Detective Lane, Mocks’s right hand in Missing Persons, was busy combing through the crime scene photos of the bus driver and following up on the small transponder that was found near the body.

      “Got a report back on that transponder.” Lane leaned back, hands folded over his stomach and the light blue button-up he wore, his underarms darkened with sweat. “It’s the same make and model as the transponders we found in Barry Finster’s house. But because the receiver hasn’t been turned on, we can’t trace the signal.” He looked up at Grant. “You think he’s building another bomb?”

      Grant shook his head, noting Lane’s pale complexion. “That’s not his style.”

      “Are you sure?” Mocks asked.

      “The explosives used on the victims yesterday were made by the abductors who kidnapped them, not by Dennis himself. Dennis will stick to his style of hunting. Knives, firearms, his bare hands. An explosive is too impersonal. He’ll want to be in control of exactly where the death blow lands.” Grant stepped around the table and walked over to the board, where they’d taped a picture of Dennis. “What happened yesterday and what will happen today are two separate narratives. He’s had ten years to plan and fantasize about this.”

      Lane typed away on his computer, perking up as he cleared his throat. “Authorities found the school bus. It was parked at a gas station a few blocks from the school. The recording device on the bus was removed.”

      Mocks grabbed Lane’s shoulder, and the detective jolted. “Get with Hickem. See what we can pull from any local CCTV or traffic cameras.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Lane collected his laptop and disappeared from the conference room.

      Grant gestured to Lane’s empty chair after he was gone. “Is he all right?”

      “He’s on edge. We’re all on edge.” Mocks walked to Grant, both of them staring at the picture. “What are you thinking?”

      Grant bit the inside of his cheek, arms crossed over his chest. “I’m thinking Pullman wanted us to know he was on the bus. It was why he killed the driver. Another one of his little breadcrumbs.” He turned away, rubbing his eyes. He had spent far too much time staring at pictures of Dennis Pullman. “We have any luck with the hotline or message boards after the Chief’s press conference?”

      Mocks laughed. “The lines are flooded. It’s like Dennis Pullman has become Bigfoot. Every person in Seattle seems to have seen him, but so far nothing has been solid enough to make its way up the chain to me.”

      Grant flattened his palms into the conference room table, trying to jumpstart his fatigued concentration. “What would Dennis have to gain to go after the judge’s son besides getting back at the man who sentenced him to life without parole?”

      “He wants to send a message?” Mocks shrugged, grasping at straws. “He’s already taken out a State Attorney General and escaped from one of the most secure facilities in the state. Maybe this is all about toppling the system? You said he’s all about control.”

      Grant nodded, following along. “It makes sense.” He pushed off the desk and straightened out. “He’s always thought he was better than everyone. He could be out to prove that now.”

      Lane returned and sat down. “Hickem’s people were able to pull some traffic cam videos near the intersection where the bus was dropped off.”

      Grant hovered over Lane’s shoulder, waiting for the video to load on the screen.

      “The video confirms it was Pullman that drove the bus, and they managed to track him for a few blocks before he disappeared out of range,” Lane said, pointing to the separate video clips across his screen. “He just keeps walking.”

      “Do we know where he’s walking?” Mocks asked.

      “The Feds are using facial software to scan more traffic cameras in the area,” Lane answered.

      Mocks’s phone rang, and she excused herself from the room to answer.

      Every move that Pullman made, everything he said, was perfectly calibrated to make his enemies think that they had him cornered. It was a tactic he used against Jason Williams, the State Attorney General, and the same tactic that he used against Grant. Pullman didn’t just see the next move authorities would make, he saw the next ten moves they’d make. He anticipated and outmaneuvered.

      Grant stared at Pullman’s picture from across the room, his focus sharpening, his mind rifling through all of the different scenarios. “What are you trying to prove?”

      Mocks returned to the room, phone in her hand. “The unit I placed outside of the judge’s house just told me that he left.”

      “Where?” Grant asked.

      Color flushed Mocks’s pale complexion. “They don’t know. They lost him.” She pulled up a chair next to Lane. “I’ve sent out an APB for the judge’s license plate. Hickem said he gave you access to the camera systems. I need you to find him for me, Lane. Now.”

      Grant’s pulse raced, and he circled the conference room, drilling down on why Pullman would want or need Brockwater. Access to a courthouse? A federal building? He stopped, tilting his head to the side in realization. “Jury files.”

      During a traditional hearing, the names of the jury are made public. But in certain high-profile cases where the jury could potentially come under intense scrutiny or be subject to attacks and bodily harm after the case was over, like in convicting a serial killer, a judge could put a gag order on the identities of the jurors to protect them.

      Grant looked back to Pullman’s picture, the expression of realization slowly stretching to horror. “The names of the jurors who convicted him were sealed by Brockwater’s orders, but the judge would have access to those names.”

      Mocks lifted her head from behind Lane’s computer. “That’s why Dennis went after the son, to use him as leverage to get the jury names.”

      “I’ve got something.” Lane straightened in his seat. “Looks like the judge turned off the I-5 on Exit Forty-two and headed north.”

      “What’s the time stamp?” Grant asked.

      “Five minutes ago,” Lane answered.

      Grant moved toward the door, pulling Mocks with him as she pointed back toward Lane.

      “Keep tracking his movements and get as many units in pursuit as we can. SWAT, troopers, anyone who’s close. I want you relaying the Judge’s movements to everyone!” Mocks sprinted to catch up to Grant, the pair heading toward Mocks’s Crown Vic. “Time to nail this fucker.”
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      The ride in the back of the judge’s SUV wasn’t as comfortable as Dennis would have liked, but it was a small price to pay for watching old hard-as-stone Brockwater tremble as Dennis aimed his pistol at the man’s son. It always amazed him how quickly people could be swayed by such a little thing as threatening to kill a loved one.

      Dennis smiled, his groin stiffening from the excitement. It had been a long time since he’d been so close to the edge.

      Before things became too excited, Dennis reached for the shot of insulin he’d brought with him. He rolled up his sleeve and watched intently as he sank the needle into his flesh and pressed down. He’d been diagnosed with Type 2 diabetes during his time in prison, which he blamed on his poor diet and lack of exercise.

      The car slowed, and Dennis discarded the needle and lifted his head to get a look out the window. They passed large houses crammed together on small lots until one last turn into a driveway brought them to a stop.

      Brockwater shifted into park. “We’re here.”

      Dennis peered through the crack in the backseat, seeing that the son was still asleep. It wouldn’t be long until the brat woke up though. Just in time to watch the show. “Throw the keys into the backseat and then come and let me out.”

      The engine shut off and the keys landed on Dennis’s leg, and the man who opened the rear door looked more ghost than human.

      Dennis slid out of the back, concealing the weapon as he glanced around the neighborhood to ensure that they were alone. There wasn’t anyone outside, no nosy neighbors to contend with, at least for now. He was sure that would change once the screaming started.

      “Get your son out of the backseat and carry him up to the door,” Dennis said, shutting the SUV’s rear hatch.

      “Please,” Brockwater said. “Just leave him out of this.”

      Dennis took an aggressive step toward Brockwater. “Don’t make me ask twice.” He smiled, flashing those sharpened canines.

      Brockwater did as he was told, scooping his unconscious boy out of the backseat.

      Dennis had made the judge call before their arrival to make sure that old Larry Winger was at home and not out screwing one of the four women that he saw periodically throughout the month, two of whom were married.

      Dennis stood off to the side so that Winger couldn’t see Dennis should the prosecutor decide to be careful, though Dennis believed that the man didn’t have any reason not to trust the judge. After all, both men were on the same side of the law.

      The door opened, and before Brockwater could open his mouth and ruin a perfectly good ambush, Dennis rushed the door and burst inside.

      “Gah!” The door smashed into Winger’s face and knocked him backward on his ass. “Harold, what the fu—”

      Dennis aimed the gun at Winger. “Ah-ah. You’ll need to watch your language in front of the child.” He ushered Brockwater in, and then shut and locked the door behind them.

      Winger, still bleeding and in shock from the quick blow to his face, glanced between Brockwater and Dennis, his expression hinting that he thought he might be dreaming.

      “It’s good to see you again, Counselor,” Dennis said, his excitement genuine.

      “What— Harold, what happened to your son?” Winger struggled to get to his feet, keeping his distance between himself and Dennis’s pistol.

      “I wouldn’t worry about the boy if I were you,” Dennis said. “He’s not the one who put me away for ten years. You, on the other hand…” He walked toward Winger, savoring every quiver that the man let loose when he pressed the barrel of the gun into Winger’s stomach. “Are very much fucked.” Dennis quickly raised his hand to his mouth. “Oh, I forgot about my own rule for language.” He looked back to Brockwater and then shoved Winger into the depths of his own house. “Move. Now.”

      The three hostages moved forward, and the boy stirred in Brockwater’s arms. The judge, being the attentive father that he was, found the nearest couch and gently laid the boy down, brushing his hair back with the softest touch.

      Dennis had never been touched like that in his life, and a surge of jealousy flooded his veins. But he didn’t let it distract him. There was too much to be done.

      Winger kept one hand plugged beneath his nostrils. “You’re a dead man, Pullman. I’ve got a meeting in an hour, and the moment I don’t show up, people are going to come looking for me, and when they do—”

      “I won’t need much time, Counselor,” Dennis said.

      “Daddy?” Eddy woke up on the couch, his voice groggy and tired. “Daddy, what’s going on?”

      Brockwater hushed his son and kept his body between the boy and Dennis, helpless as he offered himself as a human shield. “Don’t worry. Everything’s fine.”

      “Just let the boy go,” Winger said. “At least be man enough to do that.”

      Dennis removed a roll of duct tape from his pants and tossed it at the judge’s feet. “Tie him.” Once the son was secure, Brockwater stood, tears streaming down his face, though he refused to sob. One last act of defiance of a father trying to remain strong for his son.

      “Dennis. Please.” Brockwater spoke slowly, carefully, as if his words could set off a bomb that would wipe them all out. One small misstep and the world would come crashing down around them and end the only shitty reality that they had ever known. “You have the names of the jurors, their addresses, what more do you want?”

      Dennis spread his arms wide, smiling, waving the pistol in his hand with a reckless abandon that put them more on edge. “I want us to be together again! To give it one more try.” He pointed at Winger. “Because the truth is, I think that you were given too much credit for putting me away.” He laughed. “Hell, I’d already confessed to the killings! I should have been a shoo-in for the needle!” He stepped toward Winger, mimicking the prosecutor’s courtroom swagger. “It was right there in your hands, but it slipped through your fingers. But—” He raised a finger, and then turned toward Brockwater. “I suppose the real culprit for me not being six feet under would be you, Judge. What did you say again?” He tapped his chin, pretending like Brockwater’s words hadn’t been seared into his memory, repeating themselves every day for the past ten years. “Oh, yes.” He cleared his throat. “Because of the brutal nature of these murders and your complete lack of empathy or guilt regarding these heinous crimes, I have determined that the quick release of death is too merciful. Instead, Mr. Pullman, you will be sentenced to life in prison without the possibility of parole, and given your young age, it will be a very long time until your natural demise. And while you may not believe in a God, Mr. Pullman, I do, and I pray that on the day your life ends that you be sent to the place where all evil things reside and are further tortured for the life you lived on this Earth.” He smacked his palm on the nearby wall, which simulated the gavel that Brockwater had used to put an exclamation point at the end of the sentencing. Dennis slowly walked toward Brockwater, gun still lazily at his side. “You let your ego, your pride, and your own air of superiority be your downfall, Judge. You have spent so much time high up in that chair of yours that you started to truly believe that your word was the final judgement of anyone that passed through your courtroom.” He pointed to himself. “I am the final judgement. Not you. Me.”

      Brockwater’s mouth quivered, and he shook his head. “Then make me suffer. Leave my boy out of this.”

      Dennis examined the judge before him, and then sighed. “I’m afraid I can’t do that.” He aimed at the judge’s mid-section and squeezed the trigger.

      In one single instance, Dennis experienced all of the wonderful reactions: Brockwater’s face, the muffled scream from his son who had been gagged, and Winger’s wordless expression of shock and horror. It was the thrill of accomplishing something that was thought to be impossible.

      Winger moved toward the judge, but Dennis turned toward Winger, and the moment the pistol was aimed at him, the former prosecutor, the man who had exuded so much charisma and confidence to jury and judge as he strutted across the courtroom, completely melted away.

      “Please, no, God, please!” Winger begged and sobbed, collapsing to his knees. “I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die!”

      Brockwater lay on his side, trembling as he clutched the wound on his stomach. Blood spread over his shirt like the bloom of a spring flower. Dennis walked to the judge, wonder in his eyes, and knelt by him.

      “Beautiful.” Dennis smiled as he looked to Brockwater’s son, who turned his face away, crying. “You have to look, boy. You have to face it.” But when the boy didn’t listen, the anger buried deep beneath Dennis’s consciousness unleashed his savagery. He picked up the boy and threw him down next to his dying father. “Look at him! Look!” Dennis pressed the pistol against the boy’s temple, and then grabbed the judge’s head and forced the pair of dying eyes onto him. “You see? This is control. This is power!”

      With all of Dennis’s attention on Brockwater and his son, Winger broke free, sprinting from the room, and Dennis screamed as he raised the pistol and fired twice, missing his target on the first shot, but connecting with Winger’s back on the second.

      Winger flew forward, limbs flailing wildly as he crumbled to the floor and lay motionless. Dennis stood, his breath hyperventilated, squeezing the pistol so tight that his knuckles flashed white as he aimed the weapon at Winger’s lifeless body.

      It was the boy’s muffled screams that finally broke Dennis from the paralysis of his rage. He walked back to the boy, calmer than before, and then checked the judge’s pulse. He was dead.

      Dennis tucked the weapon in his waistband and removed the hunting knife from its sheath. He looked at the boy. “Your father wanted me to spare you.” He knelt and gripped the scruff of Brockwater’s neck and sawed off the man’s scalp. “A father’s dying wish.” He peeled the fresh flesh from the skull, holding it up for the boy to see, and then placed it in a bag with the bus driver’s from earlier in the day. “You’ll live. But not because of your father’s request. I want to leave a message, much like the judge left to me.” He walked over to Winger and removed the prosecutor’s scalp as well. “There won’t be a day that goes by that this doesn’t enter your mind. It will fester and grow and destroy you like a cancer, taking a little piece every day until it’s hollowed you out.” He tossed Winger’s scalp in the bag, and then sealed it as he walked back over to the boy. He reached down and brushed the boy’s bangs off his forehead, mimicking the judge’s action from earlier. But there was no love behind the gesture. “Witnessing your father’s death will become your own prison cell.”

      Dennis looked to the judge one last time. The wonderful red bloom that had formed in his stomach and blossomed onto the floor had finally lost its shimmer. Death’s beauty revolved around its fleeting nature, and it only deepened Dennis’s craving for more. And he would have more. Much more.
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      Lane eventually tracked the judge’s SUV to a neighborhood where State Prosecutor Larry Winger lived. He had been the one to prosecute Pullman during his trial ten years ago.

      Police cruisers had flooded the small neighborhood, triggering neighbors to step from their houses to investigate the sudden surge in police presence. Mocks parked just outside the blockade set up around Winger’s house, and she and Grant walked swiftly toward the front door where the sergeant in command greeted them.

      “We have positive IDs on both,” Sergeant Foyer said. “It’s Brockwater and Winger.”

      “The boy?” Grant asked.

      Foyer gestured to the ambulance. “Medics are examining him.”

      “Have we searched the neighbors?” Mocks asked.

      The sergeant stepped inside the house, his voice fading as Mocks followed him inside, while Grant lingered on the front doorstep. The angle prevented him from seeing the boy, but Grant was glad the kid was alive. One less face to haunt him during the nightmares that were sure to come once all of this was finished.

      The bodies hadn’t been covered yet, the forensic tech on scene snapping pictures while other members swept the house. The bloodied heads marked the scalps that Dennis had collected as his trophies.

      “We need to track down the defense attorney that represented Dennis during the trial,” Grant said. “He might be a target. I think his name was Chambers.”

      Mocks paced around the bodies with the sergeant. “Looks like Winger tried to run for it.” She planted her fists on her hips before she settled into a squat. She slipped on a glove and picked up a small round device next to Winger’s body. She held it up for Grant to see. “Look familiar?”

      Grant took a closer look at Brockwater’s body, finding another transponder. “The same one we found at Jimmy Shanahan’s crime scene.” Hovering right next to the bodies, Grant could still feel the heat coming off. “We just missed him.” He pivoted toward the front door. “Brockwater’s car is still in the driveway, so Pullman must have taken off on foot. Probably knew we’d track it.” He faced the bodies again, judging the distance between Brockwater and Winger, and based off of Winger’s position toward the door, Grant suspected things didn’t go as well as Dennis had hoped. “He got distracted by something.” He made eye contact with Sergeant Foyer. “Has the boy said anything?”

      “No,” Foyer answered. “He was in shock. Practically catatonic.”

      Mocks nodded for Grant to go ahead. “I’ll finish up here.”

      Grant dropped the transponder he found into another evidence bag, then headed toward the ambulance outside.

      The majority of the cases he’d taken on during his years as a Missing Persons’ detective had been children. The goal was to find them before they could experience any life-altering trauma, as if being abducted wasn’t bad enough.

      But what Eddy Brockwater had seen would change the boy’s life forever. The heinous acts he witnessed would require therapy and years of counseling to overcome. Grant had failed him. A young boy who only a few hours ago who had been asleep in his bed.

      Outside, the quiet suburbia had been flooded with the lights and dull roar of chatter from the first responders that had arrived on scene, and there were more neighbors stepping out of their homes.

      With cell phones out capturing video and posting it online, Grant knew that it wouldn’t be long until the news crews showed up, transforming the crime scene into a circus.

      Grant found Eddy being attended to by a paramedic, tucked safely in the ambulance and out of view from the rest of the world.

      The medics had wiped blood from the boy’s face, his father’s blood, but a few drops lingered on his ears and his forearm. His skin was a ghost white, his eyes wide as saucers, his vacant stare fixated on some empty space of concrete.

      Grant drew in a breath, knowing that while getting the boy to talk about the tragedy seemed cruel, it could provide vital insight into what Dennis had planned. And Grant was willing to take whatever advantages he could to catch Pullman before more people died.

      The medic working on the boy climbed out of the ambulance and walked toward Grant. “His vitals are fine. No apparent injuries. But…”

      “What?” Grant asked.

      The medic took a breath, still hesitant to speak, but then kept his voice low. “Look, I don’t know if this is helpful or not, but when the kid finally stopped screaming, I started asking him questions. Just general stuff, you know? His name, his age, where he lives...”

      “What’d he say?” Grant asked.

      “He said that he was going to die.”

      Grant frowned. “Did he tell you how?”

      “No,” the medic answered. “I tried to ask more, but he shut down after that. Listen, I’m not an expert in child psychology, but there was something unsettling about how he said it. It was like… like he really believed it.”

      “Okay,” Grant said, then patted the medic’s shoulder. “Thanks for the heads up.”

      After the medic disappeared, Grant studied Eddy for a little while longer. It had been a long time since he’d interviewed a child. And it was something he’d hoped he would never have to do again.

      The key to speaking with children was to be patient and to never have a condescending tone. Kids could pick that out quicker than their favorite candy.

      “Hi, Eddy.” Grant stepped into the patch of concrete that the boy was fixated on. He pointed to the bench adjacent to Eddy’s seat. “Do you mind if I sit?”

      Eddy neither consented or objected, so Grant joined him in the ambulance.

      “I’m sorry, Eddy.” Grant clasped his hands together tightly. “A lot of people are going to say that to you, and after a while, those words are going to feel empty, and it’ll be hard for you to even pretend like you’re appreciative of their apologies.” He glanced at the boy, who continued to stare blankly ahead, unresponsive.

      “But it’s important for you to know that it’s okay to be mad about what happened today. If you want to scream, you can scream. If you want to cry, then you can cry. But one day you’ll need to speak to someone about what you went through and what you saw. And when that day comes, you have to listen to what they tell you. Can you do that for me, Eddy?”

      Eddy kept his chin down, his eyes on the tips of his shoes. “I never want to remember today.”

      Grant treaded lightly, knowing that if he pushed the boy too quickly, then he’d clam up. “I know you don’t. And I know it’s even harder to talk about it.” He paused. “The paramedic told me that you said you thought you were going to die.”

      Eddy nodded.

      “Do you still feel like you’re going to die?” Grant asked.

      Again, Eddy nodded.

      “Why did you think that?”

      “Because of that man,” Eddy answered, his voice just a hair above a whisper. “The one who killed my dad.”

      “Did he tell you that he was going to kill you?”

      Eddy shook his head.

      “Then why would you think you’re going to die?” Grant asked.

      “My mom died. My dad died. And now I’ll die.” Eddy picked at the edges of the blanket with his fingernails.

      Grant had experienced loss, but for him it was different, and he knew it. He was a grown man, and Eddy couldn’t have been older than nine. It was a lot for a boy his age to deal with. He was at a crossroads, the most important crossroads of his life.

      “I don’t want to be alone,” Eddy said, his voice cracking with grief, then he leaned into Grant’s shoulder and cried. “I don’t want to die.”

      Grant placed his arm around the boy. He was silent while the boy cried, letting the tears run their course. When Eddy stopped crying, he leaned away from Grant and wiped his eyes.

      “How are you feeling now?” Grant asked.

      Eddy slumped forward. Little dark circles dragged his face down as he looked up at Grant. “Tired.”

      Grant nodded and then brushed the boy’s hair back. It was a simple gesture, and Grant suspected that the judge had done the same motion a million times over the course of the boy’s life. “Why don’t you just sleep, okay, buddy?”

      Eddy nodded, eyes half-closed. “Am I going to be okay?”

      “Yes,” Grant answered.

      Eddy yawned, and just like that, the boy was out like a light.

      Grant watched the boy sleep for a moment, and then draped the blanket that was around Eddy’s shoulders down his body and stepped out of the ambulance. He found Mocks on the phone in the yard.

      Mocks covered the mouthpiece with her hand. “Lane found something on the judge’s computer. He thinks Brockwater might have accessed those juror files you mentioned— What?” She raised the microphone to her lips. “Holy shit.” She put it on speaker. “Say that again.”

      “Brockwater’s computer history shows that he printed out files of all twelve jurors,” Lane answered. “Names, Social Security, current addresses, and employment.”

      Grant leaned closer to the phone. “Look for anything that might stick out. Closest addresses to Winger’s house, or places of employment where the victim would be alone, or—”

      “I’ve got something,” Lane said. “Michelle Bentz is a park ranger for Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest.”

      Grant and Mocks exchanged a look, both of them heading toward the cruiser in the same stride.

      “Lane, I want you to contact the Rangers’ office there and see if Michelle’s working.” Mocks fished her keys out of her pockets. “Have another tech call her house and see if she answers.” She covered the phone and shouted for Foyer. “Sergeant!”

      Foyer jogged over, leaning into the conversation with his left ear. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Coordinate all units to head to Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest, and put a priority on air support. I’m going to try and get them specific coordinates, but they should be prepared for an emergency evacuation.”

      “Yes, Lieutenant.”

      Mocks unlocked the cruiser, and both she and Grant climbed inside. “Lane, you still with me?”

      “Yes, Lieutenant, I’ve got the rangers on another line,” Lane answered.

      Grant nodded. “He’ll definitely go after the Michelle first. It’s been too long since he’s been able to hunt in his natural element.”

      “Okay, I have confirmation that Michelle is on duty,” Lane said. “They’re radioing her now to come in from her post.”

      “No!” Grant shouted. “Tell her to stay put. If she has to travel through a wooded area, then she’ll be a prime target for Dennis.”

      “Yeah, tell her to sit tight.” Mocks started the engine. “Get her exact coordinates, and tell her that she’ll have an air lift out of there.” She shifted into drive. “We’ll catch that bastard before he can get her into his crosshairs.”
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      When Sam was escorted out of the hospital after her discharge, she was met with bleak and cloudy skies.

      The weather in Seattle was a far cry from what she was more accustomed to in Texas, but she liked the green. A girl could only take so much desert and dry land. But she had gone from one extreme to the other.

      The officers that drove her back to her apartment building didn’t say much, and she was thankful for the silence. After an entire morning of being poked and prodded by the doctors before she was released, she needed the peace and quiet.

      Sam leaned against the interior car door, staring out the window as they passed through the city. She’d been able to watch the press conference about Pullman earlier this morning. Every staff member at the hospital was crowded around the televisions.

      The photograph they showed during the press conference might as well have been an advertisement for the criminally insane. Just staring at Pullman’s picture gave her the chills. The hair, the wide smile, and his small teeth, he looked like a boy who had transferred to adulthood with missing parts.

      Once the press conference was over, the staff lingered by the television screens, frozen in place. Sam had watched them from the hallway, each of them afraid that they would be next.

      Sam understood that fear because she had experienced it firsthand. And while she had told Grant that she was fine, she hadn’t told him how violated she’d felt knowing that whoever had slipped into their apartment and drugged her had done so at Pullman’s request.

      Sam reached for her phone, disappointed when she discovered that Grant hadn’t called her. But she understood how a case like this consumed your time. She’d worked more than her fair share of overtime at the U.S. Marshals’ office.

      But it was different when Grant sank his teeth into a case. The man didn’t know how to let go. It was what made him such a fierce detective during his time, but it was also what nearly killed him.

      “Have there been any updates on the case?” Sam asked, breaking her vow of silence.

      “Progress hasn’t trickled down to us yet, ma’am.” The driver turned back to her with an empathetic grin. “Sorry.”

      Sam turned back toward the window, hoping that Grant found Pullman soon. Before he slipped back into old habits.

      Over the past two years, Sam had watched Grant become reacclimated into the world, stepping out of the shadows to discover a new life. He changed careers, switching his pistol for a guitar, and started giving lessons and teaching part-time at the local high school.

      Sam had been surprised to learn how good he was. And when he played for her the first time, which was also the first time he’d played since his first wife had passed, it brought her to tears. Because in that moment, she saw the man beneath the scars and pain. A good man. The man that she had fallen in love with and wanted to spend the rest of her life with.

      When they arrived back at the apartment, one of the officers escorted her all the way up to her place, and when he lingered in the hallway after Sam unlocked the door, she remembered that Grant had told her about the cop that would be staying inside with her.

      “Orders, ma’am,” he said, shrugging.

      The cop hung out in their small living room, taking a seat on the couch while she headed to the bedroom to shower and change. She still smelled like the hospital, and she thought a shower and a fresh change of clothes would help wake her up.

      When she stepped out of the shower, Sam heard the television from the living room. Dressed in a shirt and shorts, her hair still wet, she walked to the kitchen for a glass of water.

      “I hope you don’t mind.” The cop gestured to the television screen and the news. “Just wanted to keep up-to-date. I can turn it off if—”

      “It’s fine,” Sam said. “Can I get you anything?”

      “No, ma’am. Thank you.”

      Sam sipped the water and caught sight of the guitar by the kitchen window. There was a small bench cut out in the wall, and Grant would sit there and practice, going over lessons for his students. She would stand right where she was now and watch his hands work deftly over the strings.

      The tears that formed surprised her, and Sam turned away, angry that she was so emotional. She shut her eyes, quieting the screaming voices of doubt and fear in her mind. He was fine. Everything was going to be fine. Mocks was with him. She’d help take care of him. She wouldn’t let him backslide.

      “Good afternoon,” a reporter’s voice rang clear from the television, and Sam turned around after she had managed to compose herself, drying her eyes. “Today’s top story has centered around an escaped convict, Seattle serial killer Dennis Pullman. In a brief statement earlier today by Police Chief Hofster, he outlined the department’s plans to capture Pullman with the aid of state and federal authorities. But one individual assigned to this case who was not mentioned in that report may prove more dangerous than Pullman himself. For more on that, we turn to our very own Lacey White.”

      The camera pivoted toward a young woman who looked like she belonged in the finalist list of Miss America instead of the local news station.

      “Thank you, Tim,” Lacey said. “Earlier today, we were given a glimpse into the possible horrors that could rain down upon our city, and while authorities gave us details about the convict, we know little about the events regarding his escape. And to understand that, you have to understand this man.”

      A picture of Grant appeared on the screen and Sam set her glass down, drawn to the image, stopping behind the couch as she crossed her arms.

      “Chase Grant, a former detective with the Seattle PD, has had a long and troubled history of working within the rules of the law. The first was the incident with a group of women caught in a human trafficking ring. Twelve women died because of his negligence on duty. And while he was on leave, pending investigation, he decided to take matter into his own hands and track down the leader of that trafficking ring. He killed three men that night and burned down an entire house.”

      Sam dug her nails into her arms, clamping down like a vise.

      “And even after such negligence, two years later, Grant was suddenly a consultant for the Seattle Police Department on cold cases and inserted himself into a federal investigation that he had no business being a part of, during which he shot and killed several armed suspects in a raid, though the charges against him were later dropped. But considering Grant’s violent pattern, this reporter was shocked to discover that our current Police Chief brought Grant back into the fold to aid with the investigation of three abductions coordinated by Pullman while he was still behind bars, which led to the death of Mary Sullivan. And in this KLVR exclusive video, you will see why Chief Hofster and others have downplayed Grant’s role. But I warn viewers that the images you are about to see are disturbing.”

      The video played, revealing a split screen. It was short, Mary Sullivan sobbing, crying on the left side, and video from a body cam entering a cabin on the right side. The clip ended with the man strapped in the body cam pressing a button, which detonated the bomb beneath Mary Sullivan’s chair, ending with a bright explosion of light.

      When the video ended, the news showed a double shot of both reporters back at the desk, each of them shaking their heads in disgust.

      “The police report showed that there were over twenty pounds of explosives,” Lacey said. “It was enough to completely obliterate the remains of Mary Sullivan. She evaporated into nothing. No body for her family to bury, no way for them to give their final goodbyes.”

      Tim shook his head, drawing out the despair for as long as he could. “Well. It’s a tragedy. And we hope that no one else has to experience what the Sullivan family has experienced, or any of the other victims that have found themselves in the wake of Chase Grant’s no-holds barred investigation approach that has put him above the very law that he swore to protect.” He turned to Lacey. “Have you contacted the authorities for comment?”

      “I have, but Seattle PD has refused to comment at this time,” Lacey answered. “But I will say this, Chase Grant is as much of a menace as the escaped convict Dennis Pullman. And I know I won’t be sleeping until they’re both brought to justice.”

      “Thank you, Lacey.” Tim turned toward the camera. “Coming up next, we’ll take a look at—”

      The television screen shattered into a hundred different cracks that spread from the crushed white center where the remote had made direct contact.

      The cop said nothing, only watched as Sam retreated into the bedroom and slammed the door so hard that it rattled the walls and ceiling.

      “Fuck.” Sam pressed her palms against her eyes and paced around the bed in the center of the room. “Fuck!” She hunched forward, her face beet red from the scream. And while Sam was furious with those reporters, who had taken Grant’s past completely out of context, being in the public eye didn’t scare her.

      What frightened her most was what it would do to Grant. Because as far as he’d come over the past two years, he had never been one for the limelight. Not even in his prime.

      Worried, Sam grabbed her phone, calling Grant in lieu of waiting for a text. She paced anxiously, the phone ringing in her ear, and then cursed when Grant didn’t pick up. She hung up, then tried to text him.

      Where are you? Call me when you can.

      Sam waited for a reply. But one minute went by, then two, then five, and ten, and Grant still hadn’t responded. She collapsed onto the edge of the bed, knowing that their future together was in jeopardy. She had wanted a happy ending for both of them, but after that news report, she wasn’t sure if they’d survive to see it.
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      It had taken five tries before Dennis found an unlocked vehicle with a pair of keys in them. With so many vehicles with push start ignitions, he’d read about cases of people leaving their keys in the car all the time. The public’s level of stupidity never ceased to amaze him.

      It also probably didn’t hurt that Dennis had trekked through a more well-to-do neighborhood, and the residents that lived here never thought that they’d be in the position to have their car stolen in the first place.

      During the drive, Dennis kept off the main roads and took the mountainous country roads on his trek east. The steep inclines and declines made for tough and slow going. But it was the quiet that drove Dennis mad.

      After ten years of nearly complete solitary confinement, Dennis loathed the quiet. The first few years were the hardest, having zero stimulation save for the few books he was given the opportunity to read, most of which he’d already read before.

      He’d tried masturbating for a while. He’d never been one for it, always found it too self-servicing, and while it provided a few seconds of orgasmic forgetfulness, it was always followed by an inevitable emptiness and an additional mess to clean up in his room.

      But when Dennis turned on the radio and listened to the newsbreak about Grant’s involvement with the death of Mary Sullivan, his mood brightened.

      Everything was falling into place. Brockwater and Winger were dead. He had the list of jurors, and that reporter was following every little breadcrumb that Dennis had left for her to find. And now, with Grant exposed to the world, he was susceptible to attack.

      Dennis had a long time to think about how to bring down the only man who had stopped him. And the more he learned about Grant, the more Dennis realized that the only way to truly beat the man was to thrust him into the light. Put him beneath the same microscope that Dennis had been put under during his own trial. Because while Dennis’s future did not depend on public opinion, Grant’s did.

      People would scream for Grant’s head on a silver platter, pinning the former detective against the wall. And once the man had no other place to go, Dennis would give Grant that final nudge over the edge, proving once and for all that the pair were two sides of the same coin.

      Dennis turned down the radio broadcast and fished out the disposable phone he’d bought from the cup holder. He dialed the number he’d memorized and waited for someone to pick up.

      “KVLR tip line,” the voice said.

      “I need to speak with Lacey White,” Dennis said.

      “Sir, if you have something—”

      “Tell her it’s Dennis Pullman.”

      The silence lingered for a quarter mile, and then the voice on the other end of the line changed from a man to a woman.

      “This is Lacey,” she said.

      “I listened to your report,” Dennis said. “I’m glad that you put those documents to good use.”

      Lacey was quiet for a minute, though the silence didn’t linger as long as before. “Why would Dennis Pullman contact me?”

      Dennis chuckled. “Because, like me, you’re hungry, looking to make your mark on the world. We can help each other with that. Do you have a pen and paper? You’ll need to write a few things down.”

      Dennis waited for Lacey to collect her items, and then gave her a pair of coordinates and a time for later in the evening, then made her repeat both back to him.

      “Very good,” Dennis said. “Be sure to bring your camera, and don’t be late. This will be the biggest exclusive of your entire life, and I don’t want you to miss it.”

      Dennis ended the call with Lacey in mid-question. It was important to leave her wanting more. He was confident she would show up, just as he was confident that Grant would find him. They were on a collision course with destiny, and as Dennis passed the entrance to the Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest, he couldn’t wipe the smile from his face.
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      Isolated on a platform three stories up from the forest floor, Michelle Bentz had a three-hundred-sixty-degree bird’s eye view of the dense forest landscape that engulfed the ranger station where she was located.

      At fifty-two, Michelle was a seasoned veteran, with almost thirty years on the job, and she still wore her uniform with pride. She kept her shoulder-length gray hair pulled tight in a top knot bun, which was concealed beneath the fedora she wore to protect her from the elements.

      Years of working outside had left Michelle with plenty of wrinkles, but she kept in shape from all of the activity of patrolling the massive park. During her career patrolling these woods, she had seen her fair share of predators. But when the call came in over the radio from the park’s headquarters about Dennis Pullman, it was the first time she had been afraid of the wild that surrounded her.

      The police had told her to stay put, to lock the door, stay in the shelter, and keep away from windows until the helicopter arrived to airlift her out. But as Michelle lowered the binoculars, finding nothing in the dense foliage to the east, she walked to the window facing the west, struggling to grasp the reality of what was happening.

      Ten years ago, she and a jury of her peers had found Dennis Pullman guilty of murder in the first degree on all twelve counts that the prosecution had charged him with. She sat in that courtroom, watching that animal smirk as they laid out all of the evidence, reveling in gruesome detail how he killed his victims, how he scalped them when he was done and kept the skins as trophies.

      Michelle turned away from the window, lowering the binoculars as she pinned her back up against the wall. Her pulse raced, and her breathing had suddenly hyperventilated. She shut her eyes, reminding herself that help was on the way.

      But the images from the courtroom flashed in her memory. She saw the bruised and bloodied bodies, contorted in the small, shallow graves that Dennis had dug for them. The way that he discarded those people like they were nothing but trash. She didn’t want that to happen to her. And she wasn’t going to let that happen to her.

      Michelle mustered enough courage to push herself off the wall, keeping low and now avoiding the windows as she returned to the radio. “Station one, this is station seven, do you have an update on my evacuation?”

      She released her hand off of the talk button, and static blew through the speaker. She waited, growing more anxious the longer the silence lingered.

      “Station one, this is station seven, do you copy?” Michelle spoke with urgency, hoping it would propel her message toward her rescuers. But again, only static answered. She slammed her fist onto the table, knocking over the receiver.

      Sweat dampened the undershirt of her uniform, and Michelle paced the center of the small station that was feeling more and more like a coffin the longer she was forced to stay.

      “It’s fine.” Michelle shut her eyes and drew in a breath. “Everything is going to be fine. They said to stay put, they said that—”

      The sound of the gunshot and the shattered glass were instantaneous, and Michelle screamed as she hit the floor. She covered her head even though she was nowhere near the window and waited for more bullets. None came.

      Michelle glanced back to the window, which now lay in tiny pieces on the floor, like crushed ice. She crawled to the desk, unclasping the keys from her belt, and quickly rifled through the dozen brass and silver keys until she found the one that granted her access to the bottom drawer.

      She reached inside and removed a small .38 special snub nose revolver. When she opened the box of ammunition, bullets spilled and rolled over the wooden floorboards, getting stuck in the cracks.

      With shaking hands, Michelle loaded six bullets into the chamber, and then snapped it shut. Weapon loaded, her confidence returned a little and she rose to her hands and knees.

      The window that was shot out faced west. Michelle remembered that Pullman’s weapon of choice was a rifle, and that he was a good shot. Because of how high she was positioned at the top of the watch tower, she figured that he was probably one hundred yards out to give him a good angle, but he could be moving closer to her now.

      Michelle maneuvered to the door, the only entrance and exit point in the station. Outside was a full wraparound observation deck. Cover was best on the south side of the deck where the treetop foliage was thickest, and it just so happened to be where the staircase was located.

      But as Michelle started to make a move toward the door, she froze when her hand wrapped around the warm brass.

      The authorities had told her to stay put. They had warned her that going out into the wilderness was dangerous. But Dennis was here, now, already shooting at her, and she couldn’t reach the station on the radio. She could be dead before her rescue even arrived. And she knew these woods well enough to evade Pullman and escape.

      Plus, the four-wheeler was gassed up and ready to go downstairs. If she could make it out the door and down the steps without getting hit, then she was confident that Dennis wouldn’t be able to keep up.

      But navigating those steps from three stories up with a sharpshooter made the trip down a lot longer. And while there was cover from the trees, she wouldn’t mind something a little more solid to keep between herself and Dennis’s rifle.

      Michelle glanced around the station but couldn’t find anything that was sturdy and would still be easy enough for her to carry. She waited for another gunshot, hoping that another bullet would give her some indication of Dennis’s current position. But there was nothing.

      Knowing that the longer she waited, the closer that Dennis could be moving, Michelle finally stepped out onto the deck, keeping low, gun gripped in her right hand.

      Her knees popped as Michelle hunched forward, moving toward the south end of the deck. She paused at the corner, looking west where the last gunshot had come from, squinting into the trees.

      Decades of traversing the wilderness had sharpened her eyes, allowing her to pick out objects amongst the rocks and trees. She scanned the area in grids, ensuring that each one she passed was clear before moving onto the next. And only after she was certain Dennis wasn’t to the west did she emerge from the cover of the building and dart toward the staircase.

      Hunched forward, making herself as small as possible on the way down, Michelle moved as quickly as her old bones allowed. Every turn down the stairs caused her to look out over her shoulder, wondering if the next step down would be her last. Her job had always held an element of danger, but this was the first time she actually feared for her life.

      A gunshot thundered, and the wooden railing on the last stretch of stairs toward the forest floor exploded into splinters. The surprise from the gunshot cost Michelle her balance and she tumbled down the last few steps, the revolver flung from her hand.

      When she smacked against the rock and dirt, Michelle stretched her arms, fingers clawing in the warm soil as she pulled herself forward. She wasn’t sure if she’d been shot, but the fall had been painful.

      It was only from the burst of adrenaline brought on by her fight or flight response that she managed to get to her feet and head toward the four-wheeler parked nearby.

      Tears rolled from her eyes as Michelle straightened up and limped forward. She’d twisted her ankle, and even the slightest pressure triggered a rush of pain that penetrated the adrenaline’s efforts to block it.

      She was a sitting duck and she knew it, but she kept limping forward, those survival instincts overriding her conscious awareness.

      Sobbing by the time she reached the four-wheeler, Michelle fumbled with the starter, needing three tries before the engine finally caught. The run down had been so hectic and drained her energy so much that she could barely stay upright on the seat.

      Arms trembling, Michelle revved the throttle, and the four-wheeler jettisoned forward across the path.

      The moment the wind smacked her face, a sense of hope filled her. She had made it down the stairs, she had survived the gunshots, and she was now on the ATV heading toward safety.

      And the moment Michelle realized she would survive, a final gunshot rang out through the forest.

      The bullet entered Michelle’s lower back, exploding out of her stomach and leaving an exit hole the size of an orange. The pain was immediate, as explosive and as fleeting as the gunshot itself.

      Michelle’s arms went limp, and the ATV slowed as her body slumped left and was then bucked off the vehicle after the front left tire hit a rock.

      She didn’t feel the collision with the ground, but there was still enough consciousness in her mind to see the four-wheeler roll a few more feet before crashing into a tree trunk and coming to a stop.

      Ahead of Michelle was the open path from her park station. A path she had traveled thousands of times to arrive and leave work. Work that she loved. Work that she would never do again.
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      The news about Michelle Bentz was radioed to Mocks and Grant just before they reached the hallway mark to the forest. Both were quiet for a minute, the hum of the road filling the car’s interior, and then Mocks finally responded.

      “Copy. Have a team set up a perimeter, and have Forensics get a tent ready.” Mocks glanced up at the darkening afternoon clouds. “Looks like we might be in for an afternoon storm.”

      But while Mocks busied herself with the aspects of dealing with the body, Grant felt something shift inside of him. For the past day and a half, he had been playing catch up with evil incarnate.

      “Grant,” Mocks said, saying his name like she’d said it before. “Did you hear me? They found another one of those transponders on the body.”

      “How many is that?” Grant asked.

      “Four,” Mocks answered.

      Grant glanced down at his hand and extended a finger for every name he rattled off. “Jason Williams, Jimmy Shanahan, Harold Brockwater, Larry Winger, Michelle Bentz. And those are just the ones we know about.”

      “Grant, we’re going to catch him,” Mocks said. “Now that we know he’s going after the jurors, we can put them in protective custody. Hickem’s working to—”

      Grant punched the dash, cracking the plastic of the old Crown Vic, silencing Mocks and stoking his anger. “It’s nothing but a game to him! A fucking game!”

      Mocks was hesitant, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. “This has been a difficult case—”

      “Difficult?” Grant laughed, feeling himself starting to slip off the edge. “I killed a woman, Mocks!”

      “Grant, that wasn’t your fault—”

      “Then whose was it?” Grant’s anger boiled. “How much more shit do I have to wade through before I’m done? How many more demons from my past am I going to have to face?”

      Mocks slammed on the brakes and veered off the road. The tires screeched from the sudden stop.

      “Enough!” Mocks reddened from her neck all the way to her cheeks. “I’m not going to watch you go down this road again.” Anger turned to exasperation, and she shifted in her seat, sitting side saddle. “Grant. Hey, look at me.”

      Grant slowly turned toward Mocks, and in that moment, he saw how much she’d grown. She wasn’t the rash young detective with a mile-a-minute-mouth, say-whatever-comes-to-mind girl that he’d been paired with all those years ago. She was a lieutenant, a wife, and a mother. And his best friend.

      “No one could have gone through what you did and made it out the other side,” Mocks said. “If I lost Rick and Chase…” She shook her head. “What you’ve been able to do, how you’ve been able to help people, to stop the evil in this world… It’s because of all the bad shit that you’ve experienced. All the terrible, life-altering shit you went through gave you a purpose.” Her eyes watered. “But your purpose isn’t meant to run yourself into the ground and give up a future that you’ve worked so hard to have. A future that you deserve.” She exhaled, and then wiped her nose along the sleeve of her jacket. “I’m not going to let you go down that path. And if that means doubting you, or challenging you, then you bet your ass that’s what I’m going to do. I love you, Grant. And so does Sam. But if you can’t forgive yourself, then it will kill you.”

      Grant opened the door and stepped out onto the side of the road, then slammed the door shut behind him. He crossed his arms and leaned back against the car, a few cars passing them on the highway. Mocks walked around and leaned right up next to him.

      “Everything’s falling apart, Mocks,” Grant said. “It’s like I’m caught in quicksand, and everything I do only pulls me down deeper.”

      Grant had never been one for discussing his feelings. It was one of the reasons why it had taken him nearly five years to get over his wife’s death, and to move on from the dark world of crime and police work. He let things fester and rot until it nearly destroyed him.

      “You know, my final time in recovery, I went through some pretty bad withdrawals,” Mocks said. “Chills, shaking, hallucinations. And while most of it turned to kind of a hazy memory that bled together, there was one moment that stood out above all of them.” She removed her hands from her pockets, the digits small, white, and bony. She formed both hands into fists. “I had wanted another hit so bad that I tried to break out of the room. But the door was three inches of steel, and there weren’t any windows for me to crawl out. I didn’t have any tools except the clothes on my back and the mattress and pillows.” She stared at her hands and flexed her fingers. “So, I started punching the door. It hurt, but every time I punched it I realized that it distracted me from how bad I wanted a hit. So, I punched until my knuckles bled and I broke my left hand. But I didn’t cry, I didn’t scream, I just focused every single bit of my rage into that door.”

      Grant stared down at Mocks’s hand and saw the faded remains of a scar that ran across the top of her hand. He’d never noticed it before when they worked together.

      Mocks finally relaxed her hand and then dropped her arms to her sides. “I passed out during that boxing session, but when I woke up, one of the orderlies had placed me back in my bed. He told me that I dented the door.”

      A skeptical grin formed over Grant’s face, and he narrowed his eyes. “A three-inch steel door. You dented it?”

      Mocks punched Grant. “Don’t act so surprised.” She pocketed her hands. “Rick didn’t believe me when I told him either. But it’s true. Sometimes you just have to keep punching even when you know that you can’t break through. Because it might not get you what you thought you wanted, but it could lead you to something that you needed. I needed the distraction from the pain.”

      Grant glanced down at his clothes, the same thing he’d been wearing since yesterday, suddenly feeling grungy. “I think right now I need a change of clothes.”

      “I’ll have one of the officers drive you home so you can change.” Mocks headed for the driver side door, and before she ducked inside, Grant called out to her and she stopped, looking at him the way she had done so many times during their time together as partners in the Missing Persons unit.

      “Thank you,” Grant said.

      Mocks grinned and then punched the air playfully. “Just keep pounding, Grant. You’ll break through this eventually.”

      After so many years as a lone wolf, throwing himself into his work with nothing else to focus on save for the result of the case, he once again found himself surrounded with a family. It was an unconventional one, but a family all the same.

      Grant returned to the car, the radio crackling as he put on his seatbelt.

      “Lieutenant Mullocks?” Dispatch asked.

      “Go for Mullocks,” she answered.

      “Chief Hofster needs both you and Mr. Grant to return to Police HQ.”

      “Copy.” Mocks secured the radio to the receiver and turned the car back to Seattle.

      Upon their return to the downtown headquarters, they were greeted with the frenzied horde of reporters that had tripled outside the front steps, and the crowd forced Mocks to park farther down the street.

      The pair walked up to the building, Mocks flashing her badge at the barricade, and the moment they were up the steps, the questions were shouted at their backs.

      “Lieutenant! What can you tell us about the Judge Brockwater’s death?”

      “Does it have anything to do with the current case he’s working on?”

      “Do you have any comment on the Mary Sullivan video?”

      Grant froze and was the first to turn, facing the brunt of the lights and cameras.

      “What do you have to say to the citizens of the city that you’ve now put in harm’s way?”

      Before Grant could answer, Mocks grabbed his arm and yanked him up the steps and inside the building.

      Mocks leaned into Grant as the pair were quickly escorted toward the Chief’s office. “Do you think Hickem leaked the tape?”

      “He has nothing to gain from leaking it,” Grant answered. “If it was Dennis who sent that tape to Hickem, then there isn’t any reason why he wouldn’t have sent it to a news station.”

      The moment they stepped into Hofster’s office and the door was shut behind them, Grant knew that the chief had seen the video.

      Hofster sat behind the large oak desk, which was decorated simply. He had his computer, a few pictures of family, pens, and an empty file tray, but all of them rattled when he pounded his fist against the desk. “How did this happen!”

      Mocks stepped forward. “Sir, we don’t—”

      “The footage from that body cam along with the video feed of Mary Sullivan’s death is being played on every single news station across the fucking country!” Hofster shot up from his chair, his face so red it looked like he was bleeding. He stepped around his desk toward Mocks and Grant. “Every major political leader in the state is being bombarded with calls of why one of our own would kill a hostage!”

      All but five foot nothing, Mocks stood her ground, staring Hofster in the eye. “Sir, I don’t know who leaked the footage.”

      “It doesn’t matter who leaked the footage!” Hofster stomped the floor as he spun around back to his desk, kicking one of the legs, which toppled the video monitor. “Jesus Christ!” With his back to Grant and Mocks, Hofster regained control of his breathing and then turned around. He was calmer. “Mr. Grant, you are no longer a part of this investigation. You will be escorted off this premise and taken to your home.” He walked past Mocks and stood eye to eye with Grant. “My hands are just as dirty in this as yours. But the media will want heads to roll, and they will go after you first. I’m sorry for all of this.”

      When Hofster returned to his desk, leaving Grant on his lonely island, he managed to look at Mocks one last time before he was escorted out of the room, and her expression broke his heart in half.

      It was the look of a woman who believed she had failed him. But it couldn’t be further from the truth.

      Out of the office and shuffled through the halls by a pair of officers, a tightness formed in Grant’s chest. He became short of breath, and the floor shifted unexpectedly beneath his feet. One of the officers caught him, but handled Grant roughly.

      The dream-like state only worsened when Grant was brought outside, and while the sky was overcast, he squinted from the lights of the cameras. Reporters shouted their questions, which blended together in a dull roar.

      Grant lifted his hand to cover his eyes from the lights, turning his face away from the crowd, but a single voice cut through the jumbled mess, silencing the news teams that clustered at the bottom of the steps.

      “Did you kill her!” The voice was attached to a man forcing his way through the cluster of reporters. “Did you kill my wife?”

      Grant froze, locking eyes with the man who had reached the front of the barricade. It was Elton Sullivan. Husband to Mary Sullivan.

      “I’ll kill you!” Elton Sullivan climbed over the barricade, rushing toward Grant with the same rage and grief that he himself had felt after his wife had died.

      And while Elton charged up the steps, eyes locked onto his target with intense focus, Grant didn’t step out of the way. Because truth of Grant’s actions was written all over Elton Sullivan’s face, and that truth was simple. Grant killed Mary Sullivan.

      “You son of a bitch!” Elton made it halfway to Grant before he was subdued by the officers, his arms poking through the cluster of bodies that dragged him away. “You killed my wife! You killed her!” Spittle landed on the shoulders of the cops who pulled him off the steps, his face beet red as the anger gave way to grief. “You took her from me!”

      The reporters clustered at the base of the steps, pivoting their cameras between Mr. Sullivan and Grant, but once the officers dragged the grieving husband out of sight, those lights and cameras found Grant once more.

      “What happened during the recovery of Mary Sullivan?”

      “What were the circumstances around her death?”

      “Why would you kill her?”

      More officers returned and removed Grant from the steps and tossed him into the back of a squad car, leaving a wake of questions unanswered, and leaving Grant to piece together the shattered remains of his life.
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      It wasn’t until after Grant was escorted out of Hofster’s office and the door shut, leaving Mocks alone with the chief, that she saw how frightened he was.

      “This is bad, Lieutenant,” Hofster said, collapsing back into his chair. “This is very bad.”

      “I understand, sir,” Mocks said. “And I also understand that the easiest approach to handle this situation would be to say that Grant acted alone. That he went outside protocol. It would fit the narrative that the media has already put together, and while it wouldn’t completely absolve the department of our sins, it would be a start. But if that’s the route that this department is going to take, then I want to make it clear that I will fight you tooth and nail. Sir.”

      Hofster was silent. He had a hell of a poker face, and Mocks figured he would play the cards close to his chest. But if sticking up for Grant and doing what was right for her friend meant that she burned on the stake with him, then that’s what would happen.

      “The priority of this department is still to catch Dennis Pullman,” Hofster said. “Regardless of the narrative that the media has put together, we know that it is Pullman who is the real menace.” Hofster raised his eyebrows. “Is that understood, Lieutenant?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Mocks wasn’t sure how she should take the chief’s comments, but she hoped that it meant that they’d be standing by Grant. While they might have had their arm pinned behind their back because of Dennis in forcing Grant to work with them, they could have tried other methods.

      Hofster planted his elbows on the table, rubbing his hands together. “We might not survive this, Lieutenant.” He nodded and stood, walking around the desk. “I’ll do what I can to keep you out of it, but the press isn’t going to stop digging.” He stopped in front of her, shaking her hand.

      “I’m not hiding from this, sir,” Mocks said.

      Hofster smiled. “You’re a good cop.” He spun around, walking around his office as if it was going to be the last time he would see it. “I spoke with Hickem. The other jurors have been collected and are secured. If Pullman goes after them, we’ll be ready.”

      But Mocks wasn’t sure that was Pullman’s goal anymore. He was smart enough to know that once they realized he was going after the jurors, they’d be placed in protective custody.

      “Sir, while I understand removing Grant from the case publicly is unavoidable, we should still consider speaking to him,” Mocks said.

      Hofster laughed. “You can’t be serious, Lieutenant. Do you know what would happen to us if the media found out? Or anyone?”

      Mocks stepped forward. “Chief, Pullman targeted Grant at the beginning of this. There’s no reason to believe that he’s going to stop that now. Everything he’s done has shown some semblance of revenge. What if he’s not done with Grant? What if this business with the jurors and the judge was just something to keep him busy while he waited for a bigger play?”

      “And what play would that be?” Hofster asked.

      “I don’t know yet, sir,” Mocks answered. “But I know keeping Grant close would be good for everyone involved. Like you said, catching Pullman is still this department’s number one priority.”

      Hofster studied Mocks for a minute, and he leaned back in his chair, shaking his head. “You are a loyal friend, Lieutenant. I admire that about you. But remember that you have your own family to think about.” He sighed. “Go home. There isn’t anything for you to do right now. And it might be the last time you have any sense of normalcy with your family for a while.”

      “Yes, sir.” Mocks headed for the door and then out of the building. She avoided the horde of reporters, though they still managed to snap a few pictures and video clips that would be played on the evening news. And while she found their presence more than irritating, it felt good to leave them in the dust of her rearview mirror.

      The more distance that Mocks put between herself and the precinct, the better she felt. And while the city was still underneath a threat of danger, she knew there was something good for her waiting at home.

      The past few days had drenched Mocks in the evil of the world, and while she was used to seeing bad things, she could only take so much. Seeing her son was the best way to remember why she endured so much pain to fight evil in the first place.

      Mocks stopped at the store and picked up a few things that she knew they needed for dinner and hoped that Rick hadn’t already done it, so she could surprise him. But the stop at the store had left her with the unintended consequences of seeing the news run another story on Pullman, and she was sucked back into that world once more.

      She didn’t watch it for very long, but the other people in the store were drawn to it like a moth to a flame.

      People were always so fascinated with death and destruction until it came knocking on their own door. Then they wished like hell it would just go away.

      When Mocks pulled up to the street where she lived, she didn’t notice that Rick’s car wasn’t in the driveway. She just thought that he had moved it into the garage after making a trip somewhere, which she hoped wasn’t the grocery store.

      Mocks scooped up the bags and then headed toward the door, balancing the groceries and the keys as she headed up the front porch steps and put the key in the lock, again not noticing that the lock wasn’t engaged. It had been precariously left open.

      But Mocks was so excited to be home, so excited to see her family, blinded by the prospect of seeing her son, of seeing her husband, of holding both of them in her arms, and planting a big kiss on each of their handsome faces.

      “Rick! Chase!” Mocks smiled as she called their names when she pushed open the door, but once she was inside the house, she sensed something was wrong.

      Scuff marks lined the floor of the foyer, ones that hadn’t been there before. Between the two of them, Rick had always been the neat freak. He wouldn’t have left marks like that.

      “Rick?” Mocks dropped her tone an octave and then placed the grocery bags on the side table by the door. She glanced into the key bowl and saw that Rick’s keys were gone. She reached for her phone and dialed Rick, hoping that he had just gone down to the park with Chase. The pair had been inside all day because of the rain, and she knew that both were chomping at the bit to get out and play.

      “Pick up,” Mocks said, moving from the living room to the kitchen, and then up the stairs, searching for anything that seemed out of place.

      “Hey, it’s Rick, I’m not here right now—”

      Mocks hung up. “Shit.” She poked her head into Chase’s room and found it empty, then her and Rick’s room, also finding it empty. “Rick!”

      The excitement had vanished and was now replaced with the dread and terror of not knowing where her family was. She tried Rick’s phone again on her way downstairs and heard a buzzing coming from the living room. She walked over to the couch and lowered the phone from her cheek when she saw Rick’s phone on the middle cushion.

      The phone rang next to a note folded in half.
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      Sam sat on the bench carved out in the kitchen window. She had her feet on the cushion, her back against the wall, knees tucked into her chest with her forearms pressed against her shins as she squeezed herself into a ball, staring at the guitar that rested on its stand nearby.

      At five ten, she couldn’t make herself that small, but sitting where Grant had spent so much of his time over the past two years helped calm her for some reason. It was like sitting there allowed her to feel his presence.

      The officer that had taken up residence on their couch had told her that Grant was coming home. Sam knew that it was only a matter of time before that happened. There was no way that the authorities were going to keep him on after the report aired.

      And while Sam was excited and happy that Grant was coming home, she was also worried. Because the man who had spent the past two years teaching music and stepping beyond the grief that nearly destroyed his life would be forced to confront failure again.

      The front door opened, and Sam’s heart skipped a beat as she quickly stood from the window seat and watched as Grant drifted inside the apartment like a ghost. All the color had drained from Grant’s face, and when he locked eyes with Sam, she wasn’t even sure if he saw her.

      Officer Miles met his fellow officer at the door and then turned back around. “We’ll be just outside the door. If you need anything, let us know.”

      The door shut, locking both Grant and Sam inside, the couple staring at one another, each uncertain of how to move forward.

      It was Sam that broke first, moving toward Grant and throwing her arms around him. She squeezed him tight, the words still not coming, and hoped that her touch would provide some sense of comfort.

      But Grant didn’t reciprocate the embrace. He just stood there, staring at the kitchen cabinets over Sam’s shoulder.

      Sam leaned back and gently placed her palms against the rough stubble of Grant’s cheeks. “Hey. Honey, look at me.”

      Grant’s eyes fell in line with hers. She searched those dark brown eyes, the same pair that had always looked at her with a love that she never thought she could experience. But there was no love in them now, not even pain or grief. She saw nothing.

      “We’ll get through this,” Sam said, nodding along as she consoled both of them. “We’ve beaten worse, haven’t we?”

      Grant gently grabbed Sam’s wrists and pulled her hands down. He then stepped around her, saying nothing as he walked to the bedroom.

      Sam waited until he had gone inside before she followed him, and when she did, she didn’t dare go farther than the door.

      Grant sat on the edge of their neatly-made bed. He was hunched forward, shoulder sloped, a man beaten past the point of defeat. What little sunlight there was seeped through the blinds of the window, but it didn’t stretch far enough to reach Grant, who remained cloaked in darkness.

      Sam hugged herself in the doorway. She didn’t know how to help him. She didn’t know what to say. And she desperately wanted to know what he needed. “Say something, Grant. Because I can take anything but silence right now.”

      Grant shook his head, and then parted his lips to speak, but only sighed. Sam finally entered the room, dropping to her knees at Grant’s feet. She reached for his hands, squeezing tight, and then even tighter when he didn’t react.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she said, unable to keep the desperation out of her voice. “But that road you’re convinced to cast yourself down isn’t a path you have to take. You’re not alone in this, Grant, and if you think that keeping quiet will protect me, then you’re wrong. Because wherever you go, I go. No matter what.”

      Grant’s lower lip quivered, and the first tears fell in straight lines down his cheeks. He reached for her hand and held it, squeezing hard. It was the first sign of the return of his strength, and Sam whimpered in relief.

      Sam sat next to him on the bed and held onto him as he buried his face into her shoulder. Small tremors radiated from Grant’s body, every shudder an emission of the grief and pain that was ravaging his soul. A man who had spent most of his life in darkness, searching for the light.

      The pair stayed like that, Sam holding Grant until he finally sat back, drying his face, his eyes red.

      “I’m sorry,” Grant said.

      Sam rubbed his back. “It’s fine.”

      Grant drew in a shaky breath and rubbed his palms together. “I should have told you about the video. I should have told you what happened at the cabin yesterday.” He faced her. “I know the report only speculated that it was me, but it’s true.” Shame flashed over his face, and then he lowered his head. “It was me.”

      But Sam wasn’t here to judge him. “What happened?”

      And so Sam listened. Grant told her about the evidence in their possession that suggested Mary Sullivan had been taken to the cabin where he lived in Deville after he was dismissed from the police force, the place where they first met. He told her about how Mary looked like Sam, another form of psychological torture inflicted by Dennis. He told her about the impossible choice he had between pressing the detonator for Mary to save her family, which the reporters didn’t comment on.

      “There just wasn’t enough time to notify the family,” Grant said. “The bomb was placed in their living room three days ago by the same man that worked at the prison. He didn’t have any priors, nothing to flag him for something so violent. Dennis converted him, like he converted the others.”

      Sam pulled his face to hers and held his gaze. “What you went through, what you had to choose, was an impossible decision. But this wasn’t your fault.” She sensed his trepidation, but she wouldn’t let him look away. “It’s not. And it might take you a long time to realize that, but it’s the truth. Just like it wasn’t your fault that these other people have died. You will catch him, Chase. I know you will because you are what is right. And he is what is wrong.”

      The shadow of a smile spread across Grant’s face. “Still not going anywhere?”

      Sam shook her head. “I’m staying right here. I promise.”

      Grant cleared his throat, and he suddenly looked tired. “I’m going to take a shower.”

      “Okay.” Sam watched him disrobe on the way to the bathroom, and then picked up his dirty clothes and tossed them into the hamper. She headed to the kitchen, knowing that he probably hadn’t eaten anything all day, and defrosted some leftovers and her thoughts traveled to what came next.

      The fallout from the report wasn’t going to end anytime soon. It’d be a long, drawn-out battle, in both the public eye and the courts. And she knew that Grant’s past trials were going to work against him.

      The microwave’s timer beeped, and Sam checked the lasagna, and then put it back in for a few more minutes.

      She could request a transfer, maybe something on the East Coast. While Grant had lived in Seattle his entire life, she believed he’d consider leaving after something like this, because while his name might be cleared in the courts, the public would keep its stigma about him. He would lose his teaching position, and the parents of the kids he taught private lessons to would stop sending their children to him.

      The more she thought about it, the more she realized that getting out of Seattle was the best thing that they could do.

      The timer beeped again, and this time the lasagna was heated all the way through. She poured a glass of water and set the table just as she heard the shower turn off. A few minutes later, Grant stepped out in a fresh shirt and jeans, still drying off his hair with the towel.

      “I thought you’d be hungry,” Sam said.

      “Thanks.” Grant sat down and scraped the plate clean. He leaned back, shutting his eyes. “I needed that.”

      Sam reached for his hand. “Listen, I was going to call work and request some time off.”

      “It’s going to be more than a couple days before all of this gets sorted out,” Grant said. “And even after it’s all done, there won’t be any guarantees that I’ll still be a free man.”

      “I know,” Sam said. “But we’ll get through this. I love you.”

      It was the first smile that she’d seen him wear since yesterday when he had asked her to marry him. It was hard to believe it had been only a day. It felt like a lifetime ago.

      “I love you too,” Grant said. “More than anything.”

      Sitting there, looking at him, Sam prayed that he believed those words. Because what came next would be ugly, frightful, and exhausting.

      Grant’s phone rang, Mocks appearing on the screen and he answered.

      Even before Grant said hello Sam could hear Mocks screaming, and Sam followed Grant into the bedroom where he removed her rifle from the closet, which he stuffed into a bag along with a box of ammunition. And when Grant told her what happened, that Rick and Chase had been taken, she fought him when he told her to stay put.

      “Hey.” Grant forced her still and pressed his forehead against hers. “Do you trust me?”

      Sam nodded.

      “Then stay. I can’t do this if I don’t know you’re safe.” Grant stepped toward the door, holding a duffel bag full of weapons. “I will come back to you.”

      “Promise me, Chase Grant.” Sam’s voice wavered.

      Hand on the door, he nodded. “I promise.”

      And while she knew that Grant was a man of his word, when she watched him leave, it felt like her heart had been ripped from her chest.
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      By the time that Grant arrived at Mocks’s house, she had reached that mental plane where rage met tranquility and endowed a person with a quiet power.

      “Did you call anyone esle?” Grant asked, walking into the garage.

      Mocks shook her head. “No.” She glanced to the car. “How much ammunition do you have?”

      “Enough.” Grant studied his old partner. He’d never seen her like this. Not even when Rick was taken by the drug cartel. “If we go in alone, then we’ll face whatever Dennis has planned alone.”

      Mocks handed Grant the note she found. It was Dennis’s handwriting. It had similar instructions from yesterday.

      Bring Grant and come alone, or they die.

      “I’m tired of that bastard leaving me notes,” Mocks said.

      Grant set the paper aside. “It doesn’t say where to go. Did you check the house for any more instruct—”

      “I checked.” Mocks stopped her pacing. “I figured he’d call or do something or—” Her phone rang, and she quickly reached for her pocket. She flashed the screen to Grant, disappointed. “It’s Lane.” She answered it on speakerphone. “What?”

      “Lieutenant, you know those transponders we found at the crime scenes?” Lane asked. “They just turned on.”

      Mocks headed for Grant’s car. “Where are they?”

      “I’m sending you a map with coordinates,” Lane answered. “They’re out in the middle of nowhere. You should have it in your email now.”

      Mocks pulled it up, showing it to Grant as they climbed into the car. She frowned. “Christ, they’re in four separate locations. Which one am I supposed to go to?”

      Grant studied the map. The area was in a remote stretch of wilderness northeast of the city. He tilted his head to the side. “Lane, connect those four points with straight lines.”

      “Okay, hold on.”

      A few seconds later Mocks received another email, and when she opened it, the map had a perfect square drawn in it. Mocks enlarged the image. “What the fuck is that?”

      It took Grant a minute for him to see it, but it made sense. “It’s a perimeter. He made himself a game preserve to hunt.” He pointed to the screen. “See that? It’s the only road that leads into the area. That’s where he wants us to go.” He backed out of the driveway.

      “Lane, who else have you told about this?” Mocks asked.

      “You were my first call, Lieutenant,” Lane answered.

      “Good. I want this kept within our circle.”

      And almost as an afterthought, Grant remembered the defense attorney, Douglas Chambers. “Lane, have we managed to find Chambers?”

      Lane cleared his throat, sounding like he was choking on something. “I’m still working on that.”

      “Keep us posted,” Mocks said. “And remember to keep this to yourself.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The call ended, and Mocks pocketed the phone. “Let’s go.”

      Grant drove while Mocks took apart her Glock and reassembled it to keep her hands busy.

      Grant knew that she had been in this situation before. During their last official case together, Rick had been taken, used as a pawn to try and scare them off the trail of some human traffickers. They had gone in alone on that one too, but they had the good sense to call for backup once they arrived.

      But Grant knew that there would be no backup for this mission. They’d go in alone, and they’d come out alone, if they came out at all.

      Mocks put the slide back onto the body of the pistol, her fingers working over the weapon deftly and with a mind of their own. “We should have seen this coming.”

      Grant kept both hands on the wheel, glancing at the city skyline in the rearview mirror. “I thought he would have gone after Sam. I thought he would have gone after me.”

      Mocks slid the magazine back into the weapon and then flicked on the safety, thumping her head back against the seat rest. “What was it like, Grant?”

      Grant frowned. “What was what like?”

      “Losing your wife and your child in the same moment?”

      “Mocks, that isn’t going to happen—”

      “I need to know, Grant.” Mocks swallowed, shutting her eyes as she fidgeted in her seat. “It’s just better for me to prepare myself.”

      Grant nodded, understanding that it was better to have a lay of the land than going in blind. “You go through all the stages, but how you experience them doesn’t feel like anything people talk about. Your existence becomes surreal. Not exactly a dream, but not real life either. It becomes something different. Something worse.”

      Mocks kept her eyes straight ahead, her hand gripped firmly around the pistol.

      Grant waited for her to say something, but then exhaled and continued. “You’ll want to kill yourself. But you’ll want to do it slowly, in a way that’ll make you hurt the most, because you’ll want to overpower the uncontrollable pain with something that you can control.” He glanced to the crook of Mocks’s arms, where all the old track marks from those needles resided.

      Mocks’s eyes were dry, but red.

      “And then you finally realize that there isn’t any type of pain that you can give yourself, no matter how great or self-sabotaging, that will return control of your life, so you’ll distract yourself with something constructive like work. You’ll make yourself so busy that you don’t even have time to think.” Grant’s eye twitched as he stared at the first curve of the mountain road that would take them northeast into the woods. “So busy that you don’t give yourself time to grieve the terrible loss that you’d just been dealt.” He slowly slipped into the past, remembering every detail about that first year after the death of Ellen and their unborn child. “You won’t eat much. Won’t sleep. You’ll be tired, but so mad that fatigue just burns off you. And you’ll like that anger. You’ll like the anger because it keeps you sharp and focused and agile. It helps take all of that pain you feel and focuses it on something constructive, and you feed off of that anger over and over, day in and day out, every breath you take in and out only circulates that hate through your veins faster.” He drew in a breath, the muscles along his arms and shoulders burning from the memory. “But then, after a while, that hate turns to poison. And it makes you sick, but it traps you because the only thing that makes you feel less sick is funneling more of that anger into your soul, which makes the poison spread even faster. And then it cripples you, brings you to your knees and forces you to confront the source of the pain that started all of it. Only now you’re too weak, and you’re too tired, and you know with one hundred percent certainty that if you face that pain, it will tear you down and destroy every last bit of your existence, and then you’ll be nothing.”

      A tear fell from the corner of Mocks’s eye, but she quickly wiped it away before it had a chance to roll down the side of her face, then looked down at the pistol clutched in her hand.

      Grant removed one hand from the wheel and placed it over the free hand that didn’t hold the pistol. He squeezed, and she finally looked over at him.

      “But then a friend comes along and reminds you that while everything you went through was shit, you’re still alive. And all of that pain that you held inside of you doesn’t belong there. It belongs to the people who took your loved ones from you. And they remind you that the people you lost would hate to see what you’ve become. Because you’re not yourself. But you don’t have to stay that way forever. There is always a path back home. Always.”

      Mocks matched the firm grip on Grant’s hand and no longer tried to wipe the tears running down her face as they flowed freely.

      “But you won’t have to go down that path, Mocks,” Grant said, keeping his firm grip on her hand. “We’re going to get Rick and Chase back. I promise.”

      Mocks gasped, the breath sharp and powerful as she let go of the pistol and wiped her face. She took a few minutes to regain her composure and then finally released Grant’s hand. “How much farther?”

      Grant checked the navigation. “We’re close.”
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      Deep in the woods, Dennis secured the rope around the boy’s waist and then stepped back. The kid was slumped forward, asleep. He’d kept the boy sedated. He had grown tired of the shrill screaming. Now the boy lay still. He looked peaceful.

      Nothing about Dennis’s childhood was peaceful and quiet. It was all rage and chaos. His father was a man who enjoyed control. And as a child, he was powerless to stop his father’s brutal assault.

      But every strike, slap, cut, and bruise that formed over Dennis’s body molded him into the man he was today. A predator at the top of the food chain.

      Dennis glanced toward Rick, who was tied up to a separate tree, hunched forward in the same unconscious state. He wondered if Rick hit his son. Probably not.

      Dennis walked away, leaving the father and son until it was time for the big reunion. He closed his eyes, his feet finding the familiar paths he walked with his own father when he was a child, when he first learned to hunt.

      Arnold Pullman was a talented hunter. It was the only reason that Dennis hadn’t starved when he was a kid.

      And one of the most important traits that a hunter could possess was tracking. It was a subtle art and required attention to the tiniest detail.

      “You have to look for the patterns, Dennis.” His father would point to a patch on the ground. “Nature is chaotic, random. It’s the living things that inhabit nature that bring any order to it. The gait of a deer is always the same. Bears, wolves, any animal. There is rhythm to their movements. Even you have a pattern.”

      Dennis traversed the rocky trails carefully. Ten years inside a cell with nothing but flat earth beneath him had stolen some of his agility. But the longer he trudged those beaten paths, the faster it returned. He pranced along the jagged rocks of the trails with such surefootedness, it was as though he had never left these woods.

      Breathless from his trek up the steep incline, Dennis paused and drank some water from the canteen on his pack. He tilted it back, the water icy cold, burning his throat and causing his stomach to tingle.

      Dennis wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve and puffed more labored breaths, which transformed into little clouds that evaporated into thin air. Just like him. He was invisible in these woods. He knew them like the back of his hand. He pressed his gloved hand into the carving on the tree, glad that the burned mark was still in its place. “Just a little farther.”

      Reinvigorated by the sight of the tree, Dennis jogged the rest of the path and then heaved himself over the rock formations that crowned the top of the hill. He swung his legs over the ledge and put himself upright, smiling at the sight of the pile of rocks concealed beneath the shade of the tree.

      “Hello, Father.” A cold breeze blasted Dennis’s face, and he knelt at the foot of the pile of rocks, knowing that his father was now nothing but bones beneath the earth. He was glad the grave was still undisturbed. It was at least one body the police would never find. Not unless it was by dumb luck.

      Arnold Pullman was Dennis’s first human kill. It was a ritual of sorts, a rite of passage, slaying the father to take his rightful place as the head of his family. Old Oedipus Rex would have been proud.

      For a long time, Dennis thought that maybe his father was like him. After all, this urge and desire to kill had to come from somewhere. So, one night, Dennis told his father everything. It had been a mistake.

      Dennis touched his ribs, the pain suddenly returning as if he were still lying on the hard, cold tile of their kitchen, shivering as his father beat him.

      Violence and destruction were the cornerstones of humanity. They were the pillars that so many people in power stood upon to control those beneath. They were crude weapons, but they were effective, standing the test of time.

      Dennis glanced down to the rifle in his hands and smiled. The hunted and the prey. Life was that simple. Once the world had narrowed into the view of the scope, Dennis felt at home. It was through this lens that Dennis watched the final moments of his victims. Surprise, pain, shock, helplessness. Those last breaths were the single, most important moment in a person’s life. Because they finally looked past all their misgivings, their problems, their wants and desires that went unfulfilled. They were forced to face the truth. And the truth was always cold and unforgiving. “You were wrong about me, Father.” The rocks remained silent, but a gust of wind whistled by. “I am special. And today I’ll prove it.”
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        * * *

      

      Forest lined each side of the narrow two-lane road. They hadn’t seen a single person on the road for the past hour. But when Grant saw the van parked at the end of the paved road where a dirt path began, he frowned.

      “How the fuck did they get here?” Mocks asked.

      Grant parked next to the news van, and Mocks was the first one out.

      “You have a lot of fucking nerve to be out here!” Mocks pinned the reporter against the van while the cameraman stood off to the side.

      “Mocks!” Grant slammed his car door shut and peeled her off the reporter.

      Lacey White adjusted her blouse and brushed her hair out of her face. “You’re lucky the cameras weren’t rolling for that!” But despite the bluster, she kept her distance.

      Grant maneuvered himself between the reporter and Mocks. “What are you doing here?”

      With Mocks’s sudden explosion of anger, Lacey hadn’t realized who he was, but staring at Grant now, she finally recognized him. “Oh my God. You’re him. You’re Chase Grant.” She looked to the man with a lazy eye. “Get the camera.”

      “It’s not safe for you to be here,” Grant said.

      “Let her stay, Grant,” Mocks said, standing by the car. “Maybe Dennis will hunt her too.”

      “Is that why you’re here?” Lacey asked, her intrigue growing. “Did he tell you to come here?” She glanced to the woods and the dirt path beyond.

      The camera man shouldered his rig, but Grant aimed the lens down, shaking his head. “If you know who I am, then you know what I’ve done.” He fixed both with a look, and for the first time, the reporter showed fear, but it didn’t last long.

      “You’re going after him?” Lacey asked, then glanced to Mocks. “Just the two of you?”

      “Unless you’d like to tag along as bait,” Mocks said, opening the trunk of the car and removing the bag with the rifle.

      “Hey,” Grant said, pulling Lacey’s attention back to him. “You don’t want to follow us.” He glanced to the cameraman, making sure he looked in the good eye. “Not if you want to live.”

      Mocks handed Grant the rifle, then unholstered her own pistol, staring at the reporter as she did. “Yeah. I’d hate for you to get caught up in the crossfire.” She lingered before finally departing toward the dirt path.

      Grant loaded a magazine into the rifle, and then flicked the safety off. “Go home.” And as Grant turned, he wasn’t sure if the pair of reporters would listen, but the longer they walked along the path and they didn’t see the reporters following, the better Grant felt.

      “You should have let me hit her,” Mocks said.

      “It wouldn’t have solved anything,” Grant said.

      “No. But it would have made me feel better.”

      “Hey.” Grant stepped in front of her, forcing her to stop. “We’re going to find them.”

      “Just promise me one thing,” Mocks said. “When we find him. I get to kill him.”

      Grant frowned. “We need to bring him in, Mocks.”

      “Not if he’s—” Mocks choked up and then adjusted her stance, flexing her fingers over the pistol. “If they’re dead. Then I kill him.”

      Pain and anger boiled the tears in Mocks’s eyes, and while Grant didn’t doubt her conviction, he knew she wouldn’t be able to handle what came after. She was strong, but people had their limits.

      “Okay, Mocks.” Grant stepped forward first, rifle gripped in his hands, his palms growing slick against the composite and the metal of the weapon.

      Wind blasted his face, the air suddenly cold as the first signs of winter blew. It was a trumpet signaling the unofficial end of summer. And if Seattle winters had taught Grant one thing, it was that they tended to claim lives that were far too young to die.

      The deeper they traveled into the woods, the more ominous the threat of Dennis’s prowess became. He could be anywhere. And since they were on his turf, Grant knew they were at a terrible disadvantage.

      Mocks kept her head on a swivel, gun up and aimed, with her finger on the trigger. He’d never seen her so tense, and he didn’t want her to make a decision that she’d regret.

      Grant remained surefooted even on the rocky trail and the ups and downs of the random inclines and sudden drop-offs of the uncertain path. The trees, brush, and rock formations provided more than enough spaces for a good game of hide and seek.

      And the denser the forest grew, and the longer they walked without seeing any sign of Rick or Chase, the faster Mocks started to unravel. “There’s nothing here.” She drew in quick and exasperated breaths that heaved her chest up and down, and then all that fear and grief that had been bottled up inside of her since she walked into her house and found her family gone exploded into the air. “RICK! CHASE!” Her voice cracked from the sudden exertion of so much force on her throat and she sobbed, unable to stem the flow of tears. “I can’t lose them, Grant.” She dropped to her knees and buried her face into her open palm.

      The wind gusted and swirled a cluster of dead leaves past Mocks’s feet. It was Grant’s fault that she was there, that her family was in this predicament. This was just more collateral damage, more lives ruined by the fact that Grant couldn’t protect the ones that were closest to him.

      And just before Grant walked over to Mocks, he saw the red dot on her shoulder, and before he could react, the gunshot shattered the dead silence of the woods.

      “NO!” Grant lunged forward, catching Mocks in his arms as she fell backward, her eyes wide like they had been during their conversation in the car, her mouth shaped in a small oval from the sudden shock and surprise of pain that flooded through her body.

      Blood spread from around the hole in her jacket over her shoulder, the stain so dark it was almost black. But the coloring lightened against Grant’s hand as he pressed down over the wound to stop the blood loss.

      Grant adjusted Mocks in his arms. “You’re all right.” He lifted his gaze from Mocks’s pallid complexion to the woods that surrounded them, searching for any sign that Dennis was close. He waited for another shot, but when the death blow never came, Grant realized that Dennis wanted him to continue his journey alone. He could have killed Mocks if he’d wanted, but he’d kept her alive. And that was its own kind of torture.

      “Grant.” Mocks struggled to get the words out, her gun buried in the cluster of dead leaves and grass that engulfed them. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re fine, Mocks.” Grant kept pressure on the wound. “But I need to get you back to the car.” He ripped a piece of his shirt off and wrapped it tightly around the wound, hoping it was enough to replace the pressure from his hand.

      After everything that he’d been through and all the trials and tribulations, Grant told himself that he never wanted to be involved with something like this again. He never wanted to be the reason that someone needed saving. Because while he had been able to pull people out before, the past two days had been nothing but a path of death and carnage. After all the years of success, Grant was finally tasting the bitter salt of failure. His good fortune had finally run out.

      Grant lifted Mocks in his arms, thankful she was light, and hurried back toward the car. Along the way, the sky darkened from the sun dipping lower into the horizon.
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        * * *

      

      Twice Lacey started for the path, but then quickly returned to the van. Because while she didn’t believe that Chase Grant would kill her, Dennis might. Or that woman. She must have been his partner, the lieutenant.

      Gary sat in the van, legs dangling out of the door with the camera in his lap. “We need to call the police.” He gestured to the woods. “That psycho could be out there looking at us right now! This isn’t safe.”

      “If he wanted to kill us, then he would have done it already.” At least that’s how Lacey convinced herself that this wasn’t a suicide mission. But that hadn’t kept her eyes from searching every square inch of the surrounding forest.

      Gary set the camera down and pushed himself from the van. “Lacey, none of this is worth the risk. Listen, I’m heading back. Whatever is happening in these woods is more than I’m willing to risk—”

      The crunch of leaves and heavy breaths brought both of their attention back to the forest. And when Lacey saw Grant sprinting toward her, carrying that woman in his arms, she thought that she’d finally reached the end of the line. That the man running at her, screaming, was going to kill her, adding another notch to his belt, consumed with rage by the death of his partner. But he didn’t kill her.

      Grant dropped Mocks into the news van and then swiftly moved to the trunk of his own car, grabbing a bag, which he brought over to his injured friend.

      Lacey found herself staring at the blood, frozen by the gruesome sight. It was different seeing it in person. Much different than the pictures. In the pictures, she couldn’t see the people moving, gasping for breath, struggling to be coherent.

      “Grant… You… Chase…” Mocks rocked her head back and forth, drifting in and out of consciousness, her eyelids fluttering and her breathing becoming shallow.

      Grant ripped open a bag of clotting powder and then replaced the makeshift bandage with that, knowing that the powder would hold better and for longer. “I know, Mocks, I’ll get him.” He popped a syringe and then plunged it into her arm. When he finished, Grant turned to Gary, grabbing him by the shoulders. “You need to get her to a hospital. I’ve stopped the bleeding and given her something for the pain, but she’s in shock and she’s lost a lot of blood. Can you drive?”

      Gary stuttered, and Grant firmly shook him, getting a straight answer. “Yes.”

      “Good.” Grant walked back to Mocks, holding onto her face, though Lacey wasn’t sure she could comprehend what he said. “I’ll bring them back. No matter what. I give you my word, Susan.” Grant gently laid Mock’s hand back onto her chest and then headed back for the path, covered in blood. “You need to leave. Go, now!”

      Lacey stood there, watching Grant until he vanished amongst the trees. The van door slid shut behind her, and Gary called her name, but it wasn’t until the third try that she finally turned around.

      “What are you doing, c’mon!” Gary waved her to the van as he stepped around to the driver’s side door.

      Lacey dug her phone out of her pocket and checked the battery. She had enough juice to last her. She pocketed the device and then backtracked toward the path. “Take her, and then come back for me.”

      Gary froze, one foot in the van. “What?”

      “I’m not leaving without this story.” Lacey turned, jogging after Grant along the dirt road in her flats. Gary screamed for her to come back, but she was too far down the rabbit hole. Because while that first story today put her on the map, this next one would cement her status as the greatest reporter of her generation.
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        * * *

      

      The sky was bruised with dark purples and blues, as if it had been punched by the sun on its way down in a last defiant stand. Only the remnants of sunlight remained as Grant pushed deeper into the woods in search of Rick and Chase.

      Grant shivered and pulled his jacket tighter around his body. The rain from the morning had caused the temperatures to plummet, and he suspected that it was only going to get colder as the night went on.

      The path grew more treacherous, and Grant slipped twice on loose rocks. Once the dying twilight finally ended, Grant could barely see more than a few feet in front of his face. He had hoped the stars would be out to guide him, but clouds blocked whatever natural light that could have helped him.

      Unsure of where Dennis would be hiding, Grant stuck to the faded path as much as possible, though it became more difficult after nightfall.

      Slowly, his vision adjusted and the figures in the forest became more clearly defined. Trees, rocks, bushes, branches. The wind brought life into the stillness of the silhouettes that surrounded Grant as he drifted through the darkness.

      Grant sped through the woods, stomping over brush and dirt and rocks in a frantic pace. He tucked the butt of the rifle against his shoulder, panicking the farther he went into the forest without finding a body. A body that he hoped was not a corpse.

      Muscles burning and his breath short and quick, Grant’s heart pounded like a jackhammer against his chest. He knew that Dennis was out there, waiting, watching. It was only a matter of time before—

      A light flickered to the east, and Grant dropped to one knee, aiming the rifle in the direction of the flash. It was Dennis. He waited for a second flash, having lost the exact location of the first one.

      When the light beaconed Grant again, he darted forward, the brightness momentarily blinding him as he stumbled through the woods. Rifle up, he followed each of the flashes, which grew brighter and stronger the closer he moved.

      Body tensed, Grant used the end of the rifle’s sight to scan the horizon, his senses heightened from the adrenaline as he tightened his grip on the rifle.

      The time between flashes shortened the closer he moved, becoming so quick that it nearly transformed into a spotlight. And just when Grant thought he was about to close in, the flashes stopped.

      Breathless, Grant slowed, seeking cover behind a nearby tree. He shut his eyes, black spots peppering his vision from the constant flashes. He waited until his vision adjusted to the darkness once more, then slowly crept from around the tree.

      Grant moved slowly, quietly, taking care with every footstep. Silent breaths passed through his nose, and despite the breakneck pace of his pulse, he was calm. He had always been that way when the stakes were raised. When the pressure was on, Grant responded with accuracy and efficiency. It was the way he was wired. The way he was built.

      “Help…”

      He froze, turning toward the raspy whisper, aiming the gun in the same motion. He saw nothing but darkness. He pressed onward. “Rick?” Had it just been his imagination? It wasn’t until Grant was less than a foot away that he saw the man who had spoken. But it wasn’t Rick.

      An old man was tied to the base of a tree, his hands behind his back, head slumped forward onto his chest. Crusted and dried blood on his forehead marked the location of a recent injury, and the scent of human waste told Grant that the man had been here for at least a day.

      “Help…” the old man mumbled again.

      Grant reached for the rope, removing the restraints and taking stock of the rest of the man’s’ injuries. “Did Dennis bring you out here? Is he close? Was it you flashing the light?”

      The old man lolled his head back and forth. He was disoriented, dehydrated, already one step in the grave. “Dennis… he made me… do it. He made me.”

      Confused, Grant prodded the old man with more questions. “Dennis took you? Why? Who are you?”

      Another light turned on nearby, this one painfully bright, illuminating the entire forest and forcing Grant to look away.

      “That’s Douglas Chambers!” Dennis yelled from somewhere beyond the light. “I’m glad you made it, Grant.”

      Grant still held the rifle in his hand, hidden by his body as he kept his back to the light. Dennis hadn’t taken a shot at him, which meant he wanted something. Grant might be able to use that.

      “We were wondering what happened to your old defense attorney,” Grant said.

      “I’m sure you were,” Dennis said. “But why don’t you throw that rifle into the woods before you come over to me.”

      Grant shut his eyes, deflated. He stood, slowly, keeping his back to Dennis and the light, and then slowly extended the rifle out from his right hand and then tossed it into the brush.

      “That’s better,” Dennis said. “Now, come along, Grant.”

      Grant turned, facing the bright lights, which he now saw were three separate floodlights on stands. He walked toward them, stepping into a small clearing of grass.

      “That’s far enough,” Dennis said.

      Grant squinted, leaning his face away from the lights, but beyond the spotlights, he was able to make out three shadowy figures in the darkness. “Where’s Chase and Rick?”

      “They’re both alive, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Dennis answered.

      “I want proof,” Grant said.

      Dennis laughed, and then after a bit of rustling, another spotlight flicked on. It was to the right and lit up Rick, who was bound to a tree just like Douglas Chambers had been.

      “See?” Dennis said. “Alive.”

      It was hard for Grant to tell from the distance, but Rick didn’t look injured, aside from whatever drugs that Dennis had fed him to keep the man sedated.

      “And what about Chase?” Grant asked.

      “With me,” Dennis said. “Safe and sound.”

      “Then let’s make a trade,” Grant said. “It’s me you’ve wanted from the beginning. We both know that.” He spread his arms wide. “Here I am, Dennis. The man who caught you. The man who beat you.”

      “Yes.” Dennis’s voice lowered an octave, his tone more ominous. “The man who caught me.” He spoke the words with bitterness. “The man who believed he was unstoppable. But the truth is, you’re not. Are you, Grant? The truth is you killed Mary Sullivan. Ended her life with the press of a button. One more body to your growing list of casualties.”

      Grant studied the shadows in the dark, unable to tell which one was Dennis, and unsure of who else he might have waiting for him in the darkness. Chambers had been a surprise, but it made sense.

      “Chambers was how you found the Judge’s address,” Grant said. “It was how you found his son’s school, the bus driver, and once you had his son, you leveraged the boy to have Brockwater unseal the documents holding the jury’s identities.”

      “I sought counsel,” Dennis said, a smile to his voice. “I figured my old defense attorney would be my best option. Killing Brockwater and Winger were satisfying, but they were a means to an end. And I didn’t kidnap Chambers to only find the judge.”

      One of the shadows was thrust from the darkness and stumbled into the light, collapsing to his hands and knees. The man kept his head bowed, his body shaking. And when he lifted his face, Grant saw the tears and blood on Detective Lane’s face.

      “I’m sorry, Grant,” Lane said. “I’m so sorry.”

      Dennis’s laughter echoed from the darkness, low and rumbling, like the warning of a storm on the horizon. “Surprised? I hoped you’d be. Funny how life always comes full circle.”

      Grant shook his head. “Why would you be here? Why would you—” And then the realization sank in, and Grant looked behind him to where he’d left a wounded and dying Douglas Chambers by a tree. He slowly faced Lane again. “He’s your father.”

      “Ding ding ding!” Dennis said. “And the old detective still has it! Apparently our father and son duo had quite the estranged relationship, Lane going so far as using his mother’s maiden name. But after Chambers retired, the pair began to mend their broken ties. Very touching.”

      Lane violently shook his head back and forth. “I didn’t know he was going to take the lieutenant’s family, Grant. I swear I didn’t. But he threatened to kill me, my dad—You’ve seen what he can do. He’s an animal. He had my dad hostage.” Lane scrunched up his face, a line of snot dangling from his chin.

      Grant shut his eyes, shoulders slumping. “That’s how the Mary Sullivan video was released. It was you.”

      “I’m so sorry, Grant.” Lane’s cheeks were red and shiny, and he bowed forward, placing his forehead in the dirt.

      “The detective has been very helpful,” Dennis said. “But he’s not done helping me yet.”

      Grant clenched his fists and then raised his eyes toward the last two shadows in the darkness. “What do you want, Dennis?”

      “You mentioned a trade earlier,” Dennis answered. “And I think that’s a fine idea.”

      A pistol was flung from the darkness and landed at Grant’s feet.

      “Kill Lane.” Dennis pushed little two-year-old Chase, who was crying silently to himself and wearing an explosive device around his little waist, from the darkness. “Or I kill the boy.”

      Lane wailed again, and Grant stared at the pistol on the ground.

      “There’s only one bullet in that gun, Grant,” Dennis said. “That bullet goes anywhere besides Lane’s skull and I let go of the trigger.” Dennis thrust his arm from the darkness, holding the device. “And you know I’m not one for bluffs.”

      Grant grimaced. “No. You’re not.” He stared at the pistol on the ground and picked it up, a few pieces of dirt and leaves clinging to the barrel.

      Lane stared at the pistol, shaking his head. “No, Grant, please. Please! You don’t have to do this.” He trembled on his knees, hands clutched to his chest like he was praying. “Don’t do this.”

      “That’s right, Grant,” Dennis said. “You really don’t have to do this. But we both know the consequences if you don’t. But I should warn you that while the explosion would kill me and the boy, you would most certainly live.” Dennis placed one hand on Chase’s shoulder. “And this is one soul you don’t want haunting your nightmares.”

      Thoughts of Mocks and Rick flooded through Grant’s head. He thought of the consequences that would follow such an act, and the consequences should he not follow through. He thought of Sam, and little Chase, too young to know the true danger and meaning of everything that was happening around him.

      “My patience is running thin, Grant,” Dennis said. “If you don’t kill him by the time I count to three, then the boy dies. One.”

      Lane looked up at him, his eyes red and full of tears and terror. “Please!” He mumbled some other words, but that was the only one that Grant could understand. He reached for Grant’s leg, and he stepped out of reach so Lane couldn’t get any closer, and it caused him to drop to all fours, head still lifted, still sobbing, snot dribbling over his lips and dangling off his chin. “Please…”

      Grant slowly aimed at Lane’s head, his finger on the trigger. Mocks’s words flooded through his head, the pleas, the request, her begging to bring back her family. He knew what it would do to her if he didn’t. But he also knew that his future would never be the same once he pulled that trigger. One way or the other, a life would end tonight.

      “Two!”

      But this was different than pressing the button that killed Mary Sullivan. He wasn’t in a room, miles away, watching the events unfold on the television screen like some surreal movie. Here Grant could smell the fear and sweat and piss that covered the man on his knees. He felt Lane tremble as he pressed the barrel of the gun against Lane’s skull.

      “I’m sorry.” Grant whispered, his mouth dry.

      Grant applied only the lightest pressure to the trigger, but it was enough to end the man’s groveling, end his life, his future, and alter the lives of everyone that he knew and was close to. Everyone he loved, and who loved him in return.

      The lights that Dennis had set up made the gore spread out over the rocks look splendid in its detail. The bright reds and whites were striking against the earthy tones of the forest floor.

      The bullet had gone straight through and took half of the man’s head with it. The body lay in a crumpled mess, arms and legs strewn about, dangled precariously over each other as if he was some kind of human jigsaw that didn’t have all of the pieces in the right places.

      “I knew you could do it,” Dennis said.

      Grant dropped the weapon and then collapsed to his knees, all of his emotions shoved aside by one trembling experience of rage. “Why won’t you just kill me?”

      Dennis emerged from the shadows, but only a sliver of his face was visible, enough for Grant to make out a single eye and the smile that spread across the lower half of his darkened face. “Because death is a release for you, Grant. Exile is your curse now. Because you will be hunted, like I have been hunted. You will run, like I have been forced to run.” Madness escaped from his soulless smile as he tossed his head back and cackled. "I've spent the past ten years devising a plan to bring you down, to hurt you in the worst way possible. And I finally figured it out." He stepped closer, further exposing his body from the darkness, his skin pale in the moonlight. "You learn a lot sitting in a jail cell all alone with your thoughts. You start to wonder what it would be like outside the walls. You wonder because you remember. You remember the sunlight, the breeze, the freedom. And at the very back of your mind, you still believe that you can be free." His eyes twitched, his expression giddy as a line of saliva fell from the corner of his mouth. "True suffering isn't the desolation of hope, Grant. It's keeping just enough hope to survive, to push past the pain. Hope is the slow knife into the gut, the ever-tightening noose around your neck that continues to provide one more gasp of breath." He smirked, twisting his mouth to the side as he shook his head, leaning ever closer, so close that Grant smelled the snot on his upper lip. "You will have no absolution, Grant. You will be forced to watch through a glass wall as the people you love in this world move on without you.”

      Grant trembled, knowing that every world was true, and that the course of his life was altered forever.

      “But I am a man of my word.” Dennis walked over to Chase, removing the boy’s vest and restraints, and the boy sprinted toward Grant, wrapping his little arms around Grant’s neck.

      “I want to go home,” Chase said.

      Grant squeezed the boy tight.

      Dennis tossed a phone to Grant’s feet. “Keep that on you. We’ll need to be in touch in the coming days.” He turned one of the lights toward a path. “That will take you back to your car.” He turned away, but then stopped suddenly, lifting his hand. “Oh! I do suppose I should give myself a little insurance policy. Just to put some distance between us.” He raised his rifle and Grant turned, shielding little Chase with his own body as the gunshot rang out.

      Chase screamed and cried, but Grant felt no pain from any bullet wound. All but one of the lights shut off, which shone down on Rick, who clutched his bloodied stomach.

      Quickly, Grant had the presence of mind to grab the phone and stuff it in his pocket. From there, he lifted Chase and sprinted to Rick and examined the wound. “Oh Christ.”

      Blood seeped through both Rick and Grant’s hands, neither unable to stop the bleeding. Grant leaned Rick forward, checking for an exit wound, but found none. If he couldn’t get the man to a hospital soon, then he’d die.

      Grant glanced out into the darkness where he’d left Douglas Chambers. He wouldn’t be able to carry all three. So, he focused on carrying two.

      Grant spun around and placed two hands on Chase’s little cheeks, smearing his father’s blood over the pale skin that he’d inherited from his mother. “Chase, I need you to listen.” He pressed firmly against the boy’s face and forced him to look Grant in the eye. “I’m going to put you on my back, and I need you to wrap your arms around my neck and squeeze tight, okay?”

      “I want my mommy.”

      “I know you do, but right now we have to get your dad out of the woods, okay? And I need you to be a big boy. So does your mom. Can you do that for your mom?”

      Chase nodded.

      “Good boy.” Grant spun around. “Just like a piggyback, but you need to hang on tight, okay?” He waited for Chase to climb onto his back, and then scooped Rick into his arms. “Ready?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Now, remember, don’t let go.” Grant planted a shaky leg forward toward the path that Dennis had shown him, and it took all his concentration to keep the three of them from tumbling down the mountain.

      It was all about momentum. Grant kept a steady pace, checking on little Chase, who was able to hang on and whose spirits had lifted now that they were on the move despite the danger that still lurked around the corner.

      “Still good, buddy?” Grant asked, getting into a groove where the burn and ache of his muscles had numbed.

      “Yup.”

      “You’re doing great, Chase. We’re almost there.” At least that’s what Grant hoped.

      Grant had never been one for prayer, and after what he’d just done, he didn’t think that God would have anything to do with him, but still he whispered a silent prayer to himself. Loud enough to make sounds, but low enough for not even Rick to hear.

      “Get me to the car,” Grant said. “Just get me to the car and I can do the rest. I swear I’ll do the rest. All of it. Just get me to the fucking car. Please.”

      He wasn’t sure about the protocol for swearing in a prayer, but Grant thought that the big guy would have other things to judge him on. Plenty of other things.

      And so, Grant trudged blindly on through the forest, carrying Rick in his arms, thinking about what would come next.

      No resource would be spared. No cost of capture too high. His picture would flood the news outlets, and the public would cry for his head on a silver platter. Everyone would come to collect their pound of flesh.

      But that’s not what he dreaded the most. It was what it would do to Sam. Because as much of the attention would be on him, twice as much would be on her.

      Sam was strong, but everyone had their limits. He wouldn’t even get the chance to explain it to her. Because while the authorities would be hunting him, he would be hunting Dennis. Because that’s all he had left.

      And then he’d turn himself in.

      Finally, ahead, Grant saw moonlight reflect off something metallic through the darkness and exhaled in relief.

      “We made it, buddy,” Grant said, though there was no smile. “We made it.”

      Grant was glad to find the van gone, which meant that they’d taken Mocks to the hospital. He slid Rick into the back, pressing his fingers against the soft flesh of his neck for a pulse. It was faint, but it was there. He hurried around and placed Chase into the front seat and put the seat belt around him. “Okay, buddy, I need you to face forward and don’t look back, okay?”

      “Why?”

      Grant stammered but finally found the words. “B-because your dad is sleeping, and he needs his rest, so he can get strong.”

      “Okay,” Chase said, though he sounded upset about it.

      “Good.” Grant kissed the top of the boy’s head and then hurried toward the driver’s side, but when he plugged the keys into the ignition, he paused, a sob escaping from his throat, and he froze.

      “Uncle Grant?” Chase asked. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine, buddy.” Grant wiped his eyes, the dried blood on his fingers smearing red from the tears. “Just keep looking straight ahead.” He started the car, flicked on the lights, and put the dirt path and Dennis’s hunting preserve in the rearview mirror.
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        * * *

      

      It was shock that kept Lacey still. Shock of what she’d just seen. A live execution. When the lights finally shut off and the final gunshot rang out, Lacey lay still on the uneven forest floor. She was afraid of what would happen if she was seen.

      She wasn’t sure how long she lay there, but it was a long time before she finally had the strength to move.

      Lacey stumbled back to the trail, following it, tripping in the darkness. She didn’t dare use the light on her phone lest Dennis find her and shoot her. But after hours of walking, she finally made it to a road. It was here that she watched the video she recorded on her phone.

      The video of Chase Grant murdering a Seattle police detective.
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        The Next Day

      

      

      Fog and darkness had plagued most of Mocks’s dreams. But then light broke through all the black, and she was blinded by a different vision, the dull pain of her subconscious sharpening into reality. Her body flushed with heat, and the lethargy slipped off her like water on a seal.

      Mocks gasped and thrust upwards in the hospital bed, the machines attached to her arms and chest beeping with alarm.

      A heavy hand pressed her back against the pillow.

      “Easy there,” Hickem said. “Just relax. Breathe. Just breathe.”

      When Mocks realized it was Hickem’s hand that held her down, she smacked the big man’s hand away with her right arm, noticing that her left arm and shoulder were completely immobile in a mixture of cast and bandages. “Chase, Rick—”

      “Chase is fine,” Hickem said, still trying to calm her, though his demeanor wasn’t as well practiced in the art of the bedside manner. “He’s with Rick’s sister, at home, circled by a slew of cops and federal agents. No one is getting near that boy.”

      Mocks’s lower lip quivered and she covered her mouth, nodding the only response that she was able to give. When she collected herself a bit more, a nurse poked her head inside, no doubt coming to check on her after the alarm bells of equipment that were going off.

      “I just need to check your bandages, Mrs. Mullocks.” The nurse smiled at her, but then glared at Hickem. “You can wait outside.”

      Hickem held up his hands and left the room without a word.

      Once he was out of earshot, the nurse shook her head and murmured under her breath. “That man is a piece of work. I don’t think I’ve seen anyone so overbearing and entitled my entire life.”

      Mocks smiled as she carefully flipped to her side, letting the nurse get a good look at the bandages.

      “You have a little leakage, but that’s normal so quickly out of surgery. How’s the pain?”

      Mocks winced as the nurse prodded her. “My husband, Rick, he was in the woods with my son, he—”

      “He’s resting,” the nurse said, placing a comforting hand on her leg.

      “How bad is it?” Mocks asked.

      “The bullet struck his liver and damaged one of his kidneys,” the nurse said. “There weren’t any spinal injuries, and the doctors did what they could, but he might require a transplant if he doesn’t improve, and another surgery … Well, it makes things more complicated.”

      Mocks nodded. “I want to see him.”

      The nurse opened her mouth as though she were going to speak, her head tilted to the side in the way that most people did when they were about to deliver bad news.

      “I’ll take you to him.” Hickem stood in the doorway, nearly taking up the whole damn thing.

      After the nurse confirmed that it was fine with the doctor, Hickem wheeled her out of her room and to the ICU where she saw her husband lying unconscious, hooked up to a breathing machine, and she burst into tears.

      Mocks grabbed hold of Rick’s hand and kissed it. It was still warm but was unable to return the embrace of her touch.

      “Grant barely got the two of you here in time,” Hickem said.

      Mocks, with her eyes still on her husband, asked, “Is Grant hurt? Did he make it out okay?” She hoped he did, so she could thank him, add it to the list of unrepayable debts that she owed to him.

      But when Hickem didn’t respond, Mocks turned around.

      “There are some things we need to discuss.” Hickem cleared his throat. “About what happened in the woods.”

      Mocks frowned, shutting her eyes and trying to clean the foggy memories. It must be the painkillers they were giving her. “I came home, and there was a note—”

      “We found the note at the house,” Hickem said. “What happened in the woods, Susan?”

      “We went to get them back, and I was shot. Grant brought me back to the car, and then…” Mocks turned around and looked at Rick. “And then he went back to get my family.”

      Hickem sighed. “So, you don’t know.”

      “Know what?” Mocks asked.

      Hickem crossed his arms. “It’s better if I don’t—”

      “What happened, Hickem?” Mocks screamed, and the sudden burst of anger drained her energy.

      “Grant killed Detective Lane,” Hickem answered.

      Mocks frowned, frozen by shock at first, and then started to quickly shake her head. “No, no, that’s not possible. It was just Dennis out there—”

      “Dennis abducted Lane’s father, Douglas Chambers. Apparently Chambers and Lane had an estranged relationship until a few years ago when they reconnected. Chambers is dead too. Died of exposure.”

      “Lane’s father was Dennis’s defense attorney?” Mocks felt sick, and she hunched forward, hugging her stomach. “Oh my God.”

      “And another video’s surfaced,” Hickem said. “It’s how we knew about Grant killing Lane. Mullocks, I need you to try and contact him.”

      Mocks was able to hear Hickem, but the words were echoed and distorted. “This can’t be right. He…” But deep down, she knew that Grant would do whatever was necessary to keep his loved ones safe. No matter what.

      “Susan.” Hickem dropped to a knee and engulfed her hand in his own. “It’s better if he turns himself in. We might be able to cut a deal, we might be able to—”

      “What are you talking about?” Mocks asked.

      “The Governor, Senator, CIA, anyone in a position of authority…they’ve all called for Grant’s immediate arrest. And the news—”

      “How did that even happen?” A steady pressure filled Mocks’s head, like her brain was trying to escape through her eyes and ears. She pressed her palm into her forehead, trying to push past the confusion.

      “Susan.” The hardened tone of Hickem’s voice caused Mocks to drop her palm and look up at the Neanderthal that had somehow become the lead in the FBI, a man who was now leading the hunt against Grant, and Mocks knew that the big brute would have no problem bringing Grant down. By any means necessary. “I need to make sure you understand that if he contacts you, in any shape or form, then you need to tell me, and you need to convince him to turn himself in.” Hickem didn’t sway, didn’t move, he was some autonomous being incapable of showing emotion. “We’ll need to debrief you in a more official capacity, but I’ll give you some time with your husband.” He stepped toward the door and then craned his head around without turning any other part of him, so only his profile was viewable from the other side. “I’m so sorry, Susan.”

      Mocks nodded, and then listened to the clack of his heels slowly fade down the hallway. Once the noise was completely gone, Mocks wheeled herself back to Rick’s bedside and grabbed hold of his hand again.

      A lump caught in Mocks’s throat, and tears welled in her eyes. Because while she would play the role of good detective for her superiors, she wasn’t going to give them a single thread of information that could lead them to Grant, because he would need another way out. And that would require navigating down some very dangerous channels. But she couldn’t let him go out there and do this all by himself.

      Family never gave up on one another. Ever.
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        * * *

      

      Sam paced around their tiny apartment, wearing a small path from the hundreds of times she paced over the same area of hardwood in the past hour. She couldn’t sit still. She couldn’t eat, drink, or sleep.

      The halogen lights from the kitchen caught the sparkle of her diamond, and the flash brought Sam’s eyeline to the ring. She smiled, but there was too much sadness for it to be happy. How could have this happened? How had everything that had been so good, so solid, fall apart so quickly?

      Sam jolted when the phone buzzed in her hand, and despite the spike of adrenaline that made her arms tremble, she brought the phone to her ear so fast that she didn’t even check the name on the caller ID. “Grant, what—”

      “Sam, it’s Susan.”

      Sam stopped in her tracks, her stomach dropping to her feet. She thrust out an arm, which she braced against the countertop to keep her from collapsing.

      “Sam?” Mocks asked.

      “Yeah,” Sam answered, her voice just above a whisper. “I’m here.”

      “I need you to come down to the hospital, to Seattle General.”

      Sam covered her mouth, eyes watering. When she finally dropped her hand, her mouth was twisted in grief, and she stepped in place, trying to remember to keep moving, but she could barely keep herself upright. “How bad is it? Is he… alive?”

      With the silence that followed, Sam filled the empty space with every terrible thought under the sun.

      “Grant’s alive,” Mocks said.

      Relief flooded Sam’s body, and she flopped the top half of her body onto the counter, keeping herself propped up with her elbows.

      “But things aren’t good for Grant right now,” Mocks said. “I can’t talk about it over the phone, but you need to get to Seattle General and we can talk about it in person. But if anyone asks you about what happened, just tell them you don’t know anything, okay? Nothing.”

      Sam nodded. She trusted the woman. Almost as much as she trusted Grant. The two had become as close as sisters. “Okay. Got it. I don’t know anything.”

      “Good,” Mocks said. “And don’t listen to the news or turn on the radio until we talk, okay? Just block everything out.”

      Sam frowned, unsure why that would matter, but again she nodded. “Yeah—okay.”

      “I’m in the critical unit ward with Rick,” Mocks said. “He’s alive too, but he’s in bad shape. Just give them your name at the nurses’ desk, and they’ll give you a pass. I’ve already cleared you to come back here, so you shouldn’t have any problems.”

      Sam collected her purse and keys, then grabbed her U.S. Marshal-issued pistol and holster for good measure. “I’m already on my way.”

      The call ended, and just when Sam was heading for the door, she stopped and turned back to look at all of Grant’s guitars and music notes, then she looked to the broken television.

      Mocks’s words still echoed in her head. Why wouldn’t she want Sam to turn on the news? Had Grant been captured? Was he gravely hurt like Rick? She frowned, that curiosity that had been both a blessing and a curse her entire life getting the best of her. She searched Grant’s name on the Internet using her phone, and a brand new link with the title “Former Seattle Detective Executes Current Police Detective” popped up. Her innards hollowing out, Sam clicked on the link and watched the video.

      Two reporters, both women, sat behind an anchor desk.

      “I’m here with reporter Lacey White, who was the first to break this story and has become our station’s expert.” The brunette turned to the young blonde-haired woman, the same woman that had reported the video about Mary Sullivan. “Lacey, what more can you tell us about today’s events?”

      Lacey folded her hands together on the anchor desk and flashed a pretty smile. “Well, the sources I’ve spoken to have told me plenty on the matter.”

      Sam’s breathing was quick and labored, her blood boiling to the point that she thought she was going to explode. But she didn’t. She had a job to do at the moment, and that was making sure that she got to the hospital.

      But on her way out the door and down the hallway, she made a promise to herself, and to Grant, that she would do whatever it took to find him. Because while she had been waiting for his call, while she had prayed for him to reach out, she knew that he wouldn’t do it now.

      He was protecting her. That’s what he did. That’s the kind of man that he was. So, she would return his protection in kind, fighting the people who soiled his name. And if Sam wanted any kind of future with Grant, then she might have to step away from the badge that she wore with so much pride. But if that was the price for Grant, she would gladly pay it.
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        * * *

      

      Last night, after Grant had brought Rick to the hospital, Grant ditched the car, washed the blood from his hands, and then emptied his bank account. With cash in hand, the clothes on his back, and the phone that Dennis had given him, he needed a place to stay for the night, and he knew just the spot.

      The slums by the docks were riddled with old tents and makeshift houses comprised of whatever scraps could be pulled from the dumpsters. It was a place marked with a distinct smell, a mixture of the salt air nearby, human waste, body odor, and smoke from the smoldering fires that lingered from the night before. Nobody would look for him here.

      Grant didn’t bother trying to sleep, instead focusing on just keeping warm, but somewhere in the middle of the night, he dozed off.

      The few hours he was able to nod off, Grant’s sleep was plagued with troubled dreams. He would be with his family, and then one by one they vanished, crumbling into ash that was blown away by a cold breeze. First it was Rick, then little Chase, then Mocks, and finally Sam.

      Once Grant was finally alone, what little pieces of dust and ash started to collect into a pile. It formed slowly, but the figure took shape, and Dennis stood before him.

      “Hello, Grant.”

      Grant shook his head. “You can’t be here, you’re—”

      Dennis laughed, and the sound chilled Grant to the bone. “I’m everywhere. I’m the omnipresent devil that everyone fears, lurking around the corner, waiting to make them pay for their sins.” He pointed a finger at Grant, and a few bits of dust fell from the tip of the nail. “That’s why I’m here. To collect payment for your sins.”

      “No,” Grant said, unable to move.

      “How long did you think it was going to last? I mean really? Did you really think you could ride off into the sunset and find happiness? Men like you don’t end up happy, Grant.” Dennis smiled and then pointed at himself. “You end up like me.”

      “NO!” Grant broke through his paralysis and charged toward Dennis. But when he touched the apparition, Dennis exploded into dust and debris, and Grant awoke, frozen to the bone next to the dying fire in the oil drum where he’d fallen asleep.

      Heart hammering in his chest and stiff as bones, Grant remained on his side on the concrete, trying to get his bearings.

      Morning had broken through, and the gray skies that had plagued the city yesterday had given way to clear blue skies.

      Most of the other homeless that took refuge by the docks were still asleep in their little shanty homes of cardboard and trash. But the few that were awake cast accusing glares at Grant, as if they already knew what he had done.

      Grant finally sat up and then managed to stand, his joints popping with every movement. The sun had warmed things up a bit, and Grant found a warm patch of sun to stand in to help thaw his frozen body.

      He thought of last night, and the dream, and the inevitable path that he was now set on. He was sure that Dennis would hunt others, and Grant would be there to stop him. Because he wasn’t going to let anyone else die. He already had too many souls on his conscious. The real hunt was about to begin.
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        Three Months Later

      

      

      The forest remained still, no wind, birds, or animals to breathe life into the barren trees that had shed their green and settled into the long, cold slumber of winter. Above, the sky was dark, but the dull glow of dawn rose in the east.

      The man moving swiftly through the woods, surefooted even in the lingering darkness, was unrecognizable with his bushy beard and shaggy hair. But Chase Grant’s hunt for Pullman had stolen much from him.

      Sweat beaded on his forehead and soaked the bottom layer of his clothes, the frigid morning air biting through all his layers of warmth.

      Northeastern winters had a dampness to them, causing the air itself to freeze like the shallow bays along the coast. It made every breath burn.

      But Grant had grown up with these winters. And after the three miles he hiked from the car, he was thankful his past had prepared him.

      With dawn fast approaching, Grant stopped to check his progress, spreading the map along the ground.

      Grant had chosen to search this area because it afforded an individual the best chance at surviving off the grid. It was near a water source, had ample wood and trees for shelter and firewood, and it had the advantage of having the high ground, which allowed Dennis to see anyone that entered his turf.

      Plus there were old dirt trails, from the logging days, which allowed for a quick escape via car if it was needed. Grant had considered taking his car up one of them, but he didn’t want to give away his position, and he didn’t want to give Dennis any indication that he was nearby. He was betting that he already had another victim. He just prayed that he wasn’t too late.

      Grant tucked the map back into his pocket, knowing that he had to be close. If he didn’t find Dennis soon, then he wasn’t going to find him at all.

      He trudged on, expanding his search area, and keeping his eyes peeled for any movement between the trees. He listened for any snap of a branch, rustle of leaves, or slide of rocks. But all he heard were his own footfalls and the rush of his pulse, accelerated by his pounding heart.

      The sky lightened even more from the rising sun, and Grant knew that time was running out. If the girl was even still alive, then she wouldn’t be for much longer. Dennis liked to taunt, but he could only draw out the hunt for so long.

      Grant crested the top of a small hill and dropped to a knee, using his advantage on the high ground. His only weapon was a knife that he had picked up a few weeks ago after the last girl he saved from Dennis’s torture.

      But no matter how fast Grant moved, time still slipped right through his fingers. It couldn’t be slowed, it couldn’t be stopped, it just trudged on, marching forward to an inevitable conclusion that every human being would eventually succumb to. Death.

      Dennis Pullman was a harbinger of death, a man who had sensationalized the idea of culling. To thin out the weak was to make the species stronger.

      The pale light of morning outlined a structure in a small clearing ahead. It was hard to make out the features, but it looked like a camper. Being so close, Grant fought the urge to charge ahead. He was still in Dennis’s element, and Grant moved slow and quiet.

      When Grant reached the camper without incident, he tried to peer through the windows on the far side to get a better look, but the curtains were drawn. He remained still for a few moments and listened for any movement inside, then moved toward the front of the camper and paused by the door.

      Grant gripped the blade’s handle, then outstretched his left hand for the door knob. He couldn’t feel the cold of the metal through the glove, but he gave it the lightest turn and found no resistance. It was unlocked, and Grant’s heart skipped a beat at the prospect of ending this. No more sleepless nights. No more looking over his shoulder. With Dennis caught, he’d turn both of them in and face the judgement that came next.

      Grant pulled the door open, a blast of frigid air smacking him in the face. One quick hop thrust him into the darkened interior, knife raised high and ready to plunge into the killer’s beating heart.

      But there was no gasp, no cry. No Dennis.

      Grant lowered the knife and searched the perimeter, finding a generator and a few empty gas cans. The inside of the camper was littered with recently-eaten food. There were also empty shell casings and blankets, some discarded clothes. But it wasn’t until Grant saw the black bra at the entrance of the closed bedroom door in the back of the camper that he was worried he might be too late.

      Grant nudged the bedroom door open. Inside, the bed had been removed, along with all other furniture and trimmings. The windows on either side were blacked out and in the center of the room was a cage, bolted into the floorboard, with chains draped over the top.

      Inside the cage was a bowl for water and a few discarded protein bar wrappers. The putrid stench came from the waste-filled corner of the cage, and Grant suspected that if it had been summer, he would have smelled the shit before he even stepped foot into the cabin. He turned away and examined the rest of the camper.

      The amount of food that was left behind, and the empty jugs of water, suggested that they’d been here for several days. Several days of a woman locked in a cage, wallowing in her own filth, stripped naked and freezing to death.

      Because while there was a generator, Grant found no heater, and since there was no blankets in the cage, he guessed that the woman had been tortured to the point of exhaustion.

      “But you don’t like them when they’re tired,” Grant said, speaking aloud, and then he found it.

      The syringe that Dennis had filled with the adrenaline that he used to wake his victims from their fatigued state before he dropped them into the woods and began his hunt.

      Grant fished through the girl’s clothes and checked the pockets of her jeans. Inside, he found cash, lint, and Chapstick, but no phone. Dennis must have gotten rid of it.

      About to discard the pants, Grant stopped when he felt something thin in the back pocket. He reached inside and pulled out a pair of blue tickets.

      It was for a music festival in Seattle. At first he thought that they were just ticket stubs, souvenirs from a show she went to, but the tickets were dated for later this week. Grant pocketed the tickets, along with the cash, and then searched the sleeping bag he found at the camper’s front.

      The bag was freezing, but beneath the layers of blankets, Grant felt something hard. He flung the blankets aside and found a notebook. He picked it up, hesitantly opening the diary of a madman.

      Inside were the detailed and meticulous thoughts of Dennis Pullman, outlining his process for the abduction, torture, and eventual murder of his victims.

      Grant was only able to read two pages before his stomach turned inside out. He closed the notebook and stared at the worn black cover, frowning.

      Dennis wouldn’t have left something like this behind. Grant perked up, tucking the notebook into his jacket on his way out the door. Dennis hadn’t finished his hunt, which meant that there was still a chance that the girl was alive.

      Light-footed and nimble, Grant kept a steady pace over the rock, dirt, and brush that covered the ground. The morning sky was overcast, but not threatening any snow.

      Grant flexed his grip over the blade’s handle. The gloves he wore made the weapon bulky in his hands. He didn’t like it, but he knew that the temperatures were cold enough to freeze his hands should they be exposed for too long.

      Low-hanging branches still fresh with frosted morning dew smacked Grant’s face. The wetness and cold lingered long after the branch’s touch, but he didn’t slow his pace.

      Grant snapped a twig with his heel, and a scream cut through the woods. It was faint, and the echo of the forest made the voice come from every angle. He paused, quieting his breathing, and crouched. He scanned the woods, hoping, waiting.

      “C’mon. Give me another sign,” Grant whispered, the prayer evaporating into the air like the condensation from his breath.

      Another scream, louder, closer. Grant stood, moving swiftly toward the right. A second pair of hurried footfalls echoed somewhere beyond the trees, and that’s when Grant spied the bouncing blonde hair between a cluster of trees on his left, parallel to him.

      The pair were running in the same direction, and Grant veered to intercept, tackling her to the ground the moment a gunshot shattered the frigid air.

      The gunshot, the scream, the contact from their collision, it all blurred together like the cluster of arms and legs that flailed about in a human whirlwind over the rough forest floor.

      When the duo rolled to a stop, Grant clamped his hand down over the girl’s mouth to stifle any of the woman’s cries before they had a chance to give away their position or condition.

      “Don’t move,” Grant whispered. “And stay down.”

      The woman nodded, her eyes wide with terror. She was dirty and covered with sweat, horribly underdressed for the cold in her pants and undershirt. Her skin was pale and covered with grime.

      Grant looked behind him, searching for Dennis, waiting for the second shot, but none came.

      “Please,” the woman said, whispering through short and labored breaths. “He’ll kill me.”

      Grant reached for the woman’s hand and squeezed it. “It’s all right. I will get you out. I promise. But you must do exactly what I tell you, okay?”

      She nodded.

      “Good,” Grant said. “What’s your name?”

      “M-m-missy.”

      “Okay, Missy, can you see the cluster of rocks over there behind us?”

      Keeping flat on the ground, Missy slowly turned her head, her body trembling. After a pause, she nodded, then looked back to Grant. “Yes.”

      “When I tell you, you’re going to run as fast as you can toward those rocks, so go ahead and flip to your stomach so you can get up faster, but don’t raise up too high, okay?” Grant knew that the only reason the pair hadn’t turned into Swiss Cheese was because of the small ledge that they’d fallen behind.

      Missy flipped onto her stomach and her palms were flat against the ground. “Okay.”

      “Good,” Grant said. “Now, when I tell you, I want you to run toward those rocks as fast as you can and do not stop, no matter what, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Grant inched closer to the ledge.

      “One,” Grant said, whispering. “Two.” He tensed. “Three.”

      Grant sprang upward, positioning his body as a human shield for Missy, who sprinted toward the rocks, grunting from her quickened and determined pace.

      The world blurred when Grant first straightened up, his legs stumbling over the rocky terrain like a newborn deer.

      Missy ducked behind the rocks and in the same instance another gunshot shattered the frozen air and skimming off the top of the boulders as Grant collapsed next to Missy, who grabbed hold of his arm.

      “It’s okay.” Grant caught his breath and checked them both for any wounds, knowing that adrenaline had the ability to mask his pain. “We’re okay.”

      Missy trembled at Grant’s side, furiously shaking her head from side to side. “I can’t do this. Christ, I can’t fucking do this.”

      Grant took hold of Missy’s face in his gloved hand, and a pair of cold, dark eyes peered back at him. Stripped of her humanity, Dennis had left Missy with only fear and pain. “You’re not going to die. But I need you to believe that, Missy. I can’t do it for you.”

      Missy held his gaze, still trembling, but the slightest glimmer of hope replaced the cold fear in her eyes, and she nodded. “Yes. I believe it.”

      “Good.” Grant squeezed her shoulder. “I have a car, and it’s far, but we can make it. We just have to keep low, and keep moving.” Grant pointed to a path through the trees off to the right that were clustered tight on either side, which would provide good cover. “We’re going to go right through there. When I say go, you get up and run with me again, okay?”

      Missy dug her fingers into Grant’s shoulders, nodding quickly. “Okay.”

      “Go!” Grant stepped from the rock face first, and Missy darted forward.

      The adrenaline funneling through Missy’s veins kept her at a good pace, and Grant found himself struggling to keep up, but that was better than the alternative.

      “Good work, Missy, just keep moving.” Grant stole glances behind him. “Take a left down those rocks, go.” Grant had expected more from Dennis, a hastier pursuit, but the farther they ran without incident, without gunfire raining down over them, the harder it became for Grant to keep his guard up.

      Halfway toward the car, the adrenaline that had kept Missy alive had run out, and she collapsed to all fours, gasping for breath, breaking out in a cold sweat, secreting what little hydration she had left. “I… need to… rest.” Her words were sluggish and numb, and Grant knelt by her side, eyes still scanning the woods for any sign of Dennis.

      “Missy, I know you’re tired, but I need you to get up.” Grant took hold of her arm and lifted her upright, and he practically held all of her weight in his one hand. But she was so light. Too light. “Just one foot in front of the other.”

      Missy tried to walk, she tried to stand, but her feet just scraped across the ground, unable to put any weight down. She whimpered, her cries unintelligible.

      “We’re so close, Missy,” Grant said, suddenly filled with a heightened sense of awareness. “Just a little bit farther. Just a little bit more.” He repeated that aloud for a while, the words meant for him as much as they were for Missy.

      Missy lolled her head to the side, her eyes rolling in their sockets, unable to focus on anything. Her mouth hung open and her breathing accelerated in quick, short bursts. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      Grant looked down at Missy, who grunted in pain, then gagged like she was choking on something. “No.” He gently set her down and checked her pulse. It raced against her finger, and even though she was lying still, her pulse was closer to a sprinter’s pace. “Missy, can you hear me? Missy, I—”

      The quick rise and fall of Missy’s chest suddenly slowed, and then stopped all together. Grant felt for a pulse, and where there had been hastened thumps against his finger, he now felt nothing. She had gone into cardiac arrest from shock. “No.”

      Grant adjusted Missy’s head to open the airway. He puffed two breaths and then located her sternum, worked two inches to the left, and started compressions. He counted quietly and with a steady rhythm.

      “C’mon, Missy.” Grant pumped her chest, refusing to give up. He just needed to jumpstart her heart long enough to get her to the hospital. “Just a few more steps, Missy. That’s all you need, girl. Just a few more.”

      Two more breaths. Fifteen compressions. Two breaths. Fifteen compressions. Two. Fifteen. Two. Fifteen.

      Grant whimpered, his lips dipping into a frown. “C’mon.” He had lost so many already. He couldn’t lose another.

      After completing another cycle, Grant checked for a pulse. It was hard to tell if there was one, his hands were shaking so much, but he concentrated and they steadied. And then he felt a bump. Then another. He exhaled relief. She had a pulse. He bent his ear to her open mouth and again felt the light rush of life from a breath.

      Grant scooped Missy into his arms. Careful with his footing, Grant carried her all the way back to the car, which was thankfully still in one piece upon his return. He laid her in the backseat, checking her vitals once more before jumping into the driver’s seat and speeding toward the nearest hospital.
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      Even after Grant had disappeared with the woman, Dennis kept his eye glued to his scope. He’d lost another one.

      He leaned back, his mouth twisted in a snarl, sniffling and unable to keep still. He shivered not from the cold, but from rage. He’d taken that girl four days ago. Four days of wearing her down, breaking her, and now it was all ruined. “Time to step up my game.”

      He returned to the camper, knowing that he’d need to move quickly. He had been waiting for his fabled return to the city, to his home.

      After the events with Grant three months ago, Dennis had migrated farther south to avoid the city of Seattle, which had turned into a hotbed of federal, state, and local authorities called in to track him down.

      But Dennis stuck to the woods, which had never let him down. However, these were not his woods. The trees, the rocks, the soil, the water, it was all different. He needed to be on his home turf. And it was time for his big move, the trump card that he’d been waiting for.

      Dennis laughed, flinging his head back and letting it greet the rising sun on his trek back to the camper. He was giddy.

      When the camper came into view, Dennis slung the rifle over his shoulder, skipping toward his humble abode, but then stopped when he was only a few feet away.

      The door hung open. Dennis had shut it when he left. He was sure of that. He always shut the door when he left. But had he not locked it? No. He had been too excited about the hunt.

      Dennis lowered the weapon and then hurried into the camper. “No.” The place was in disarray. It had been a mess before he’d left, but it was a mess that Dennis was familiar with. This was different. He set the rifle down and then lunged for the sleeping bag. “No.” He flung the empty bag across the room, and then pounded both fists against the rickety floorboard. “No, no, NO!”

      The notebook was gone. Dennis needed to move quickly. He packed only the essentials, taking what remained of his ammunition and food. He kept his cash on his person. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to get him back to Seattle and buy supplies for his final stand.

      With his backpack stuffed, Dennis stepped out of the camper and headed toward the nearest logging trail, which he’d follow to the edge of the highway. It would be a long journey back to Seattle, but it would give him time to think of just how to proceed. He would need to throw all of himself into this. And he would need to do it sooner rather than later.
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      The drop-off at the hospital had been tricky. Grant needed to make sure that the woman received the medical attention that she needed, but he couldn’t stick around to speak to the police, despite the nurse’s request that he do so.

      Once the woman was in the safe hands of the doctors, Grant snuck out of the back, evading the security guards on duty as he sped off in the car, which he was forced to ditch after the encounter because he knew that it would be reported.

      The walk back to the broken-down motel he was staying in on the outskirts of Portland provided too much time for Grant to be inside of his own head.

      Of all the places that Grant thought he would have ended up, he never would have thought he would be on the run after murdering a police detective. And it was all because of one man, Dennis Pullman, who had decided to concentrate his efforts on the one detective who had brought him down. Ex-detective. Fugitive.

      The media’s coverage of him had caused the public to cry for his head on a stake. And so he focused on finding Pullman and stopping him from spreading his reign of terror.

      It was afternoon by the time Grant finally made it back to the motel, and after the long night that had bled into a long morning, Grant was in desperate need of a shower.

      The room was small and had a musty, sour scent to it that Grant suspected was due to some mold issues. But it was cheap, and it had working heat, and that was more than a man in Grant’s position was willing to ask for.

      Grant removed the pair of tickets and the notebook that he’d collected from Dennis’s camper from his jacket and set them on the nightstand by the bed. He discarded his clothes on the walk to the shower but kept the blade by his side, resting the weapon on top of the toilet well. He always kept a weapon within arm’s reach. It was part of life on the run. He couldn’t afford to be caught with his pants down. Not this late in the game.

      Grant’s skin was so cold that when he stepped beneath the warm water, it burned. But after a few minutes of torture, the skin numbed, and his body finally embraced the water’s warmth.

      He lingered in the water longer than he should have, the mirror fogged and the room weighed down with a heavy mist. When he was done, Grant basked in the warmth before draping a towel around his waist, which had grown considerably thin over the past three months, and sat on the edge of the stiff bed.

      Stress and hunger had dissolved all of his fat, leaving behind only lean muscle. He hadn’t had abs like these since his twenties. But the bruises and scars that riddled his body weren’t going to land him on the cover of GQ anytime soon. He ran his finger along one of the scars on his stomach, remembering the blade that had slashed at him during the arrest of some kidnapper during his days as part of the Missing Persons department with Seattle PD.

      Long since healed, the scar was still raised against his flesh, and it would be there until his body was six feet under and the worms finally got to him. Circle of life.

      Grant spied the notebook on the table. He knew he’d have to read it eventually, but after the day he’d had, he wasn’t sure if he was up to it, because he knew that delving into the mind of that mad man more than once a day had its consequences.

      But it might be better than falling asleep and facing his nightmares.

      Grant grabbed the notebook off the nightstand before he could think better of it and leaned back against the wall. With his hair and beard still wet from the shower, water dripped down the front of his exposed torso as he opened it to the first page.

      The handwriting was neat, legible, but written hastily. Sentences were short and efficient, not a lot of fluff as he described the sensations of stalking the woman before snatching her off the street on her way to work.

      Grant skimmed the first few pages, avoiding the more gruesome details of their time together. He only looked for clues as to what Dennis might do next, because while Grant had been successful in tracking him down, he was always a step behind, and until he could head Dennis off at the pass, he was never going to be able to stop him.

      Finding nothing, Grant slammed the book shut and tossed it aside. His breath had quickened. He shut his eyes and rested his head on the wall. Maybe the notebook wasn’t better than the nightmares.

      It was getting harder for Grant. Every day he felt himself step a little bit closer to Dennis Pullman. And he was afraid he would become what the media had painted him as: a killer.

      It was a fear that was inching closer to reality every day. He had been able to track Dennis down and stop the past three murders because he had been able to think like Dennis. He had been able to step into the slimy scales and become that person.

      But every time Grant stepped back out, a little bit of that Dennis residue would remain, and it was getting harder and harder to scrub that shit off.

      A heavy buzz echoed from the dresser drawers that was pressed up against the wall at the foot of the bed.

      Grant opened his eyes and lifted his head, but he didn’t move from his seated position. The drawer buzzed a second, third, and then a fourth time.

      The phone had never rung since Dennis gave it to Grant three months ago, but Grant had kept it charged on the off chance that he would call.

      Frozen, Grant remained on the bed, but when the phone started up again, he quickly leapt off the bed and then opened the drawer. Inside, the old flip phone lit up, rattling the empty drawer with every ring.

      A sense of dread formed in the pit of Grant’s stomach and slowly spread through the rest of his body. It bubbled like some black tar, but he answered, keeping silent as he brought it to his ear and waited.

      Silence lingered, and then Grant heard breathing, and then laughter.

      “Did she live?” Dennis asked.

      Grant grimaced and slowly made his way toward the window, then pulled back the curtain just a few inches and peered into the parking lot, finding nothing but the handful of cars that belonged to the other sad residents of the Motor-Inn.

      “You’re getting sloppy,” Grant answered, letting the curtain fall back.

      “And you’re getting better.”

      Grant could hear the smile in Dennis’s voice.

      “You took something from me at the cabin. Well, two things, if you include the woman.”

      Grant stared at the notebook on the bed, and that sickness bubbled in his gut once more. It was sour and hot, like he’d eaten bad Chinese food laced with cyanide.

      “Have you taken a peek yet?” Dennis asked.

      “I’ve spent enough time in your head,” Grant answered, turning away from the notebook. “I don’t need to do it in my free time.”

      “Free time? That’s liberal, don’t you think?” Dennis chuckled again. “How much longer do you think you’ll have ‘free time’, Grant? How much longer until either I kill you or the police find you? You’re good, but we both know that the walls are closing in. We’re both preparing for our final act.”

      Grant sat slowly on the edge of the bed, the springs groaning from his weight. He focused on some stain on the wall. It could have been blood, water damage, or some drink someone had splashed against the paint in anger.

      The stain had survived whatever minimal cleaning that the room had received over the years, slowly eating away at the paint.

      “Don’t tell me you’re ready for your swan song already?” Grant asked, still staring at the wall.

      “Every living thing dies, Grant,” Dennis answered. “It’s the only certainty of this world. But it’s what we do during that life that makes the difference.”

      Grant shut his eyes, that sourness spreading from the back of his throat and over his tongue. “And is that what you’re doing, Dennis? Making a difference?”

      “You’ve never agreed with my methods, Grant,” Dennis said. “No one has, but I’ve done more for society than anyone I know, including you. You think saving the weak makes you strong? A gardener plucks the weeds and prunes the dead leaves so the plant can survive. You serve the few, and I serve the many.”

      “You serve yourself,” Grant said. “Don’t pretend that this is anything more than that. You’re a killer, Dennis. Plain and simple.”

      “And you’re a detective,” Dennis said. “They can strip you of your badge, they can call you a killer on the news, and they can label you a criminal, but that won’t stop you.” He laughed, a triumphant tone to it. “That’s why we play the game, Grant! This, right now, this is why we exist. And it’s the reason that I’ve reached the end of my journey.”

      Grant frowned.

      “I hope to see you soon, Grant,” Dennis said. “And I truly mean that.”

      The call ended, and Grant lowered the phone from his ear. He knew that trying to call the number back was useless. Dennis constantly switched out his phones to avoid detection. The burner he just used was most likely already in the trash.

      Grant had expected the call to go differently. He had expected Dennis to be upset, but it sounded as though he was glad, ecstatic even, about the prospect of being finished. And Grant was positive the killer planned to go out with a bang.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            44

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a blinding white light that overwhelmed Missy’s senses the moment she opened her eyes. Panic flooded through her, the kind of panic that anyone would experience should they wake up and not be able to see.

      She squirmed on the hospital bed, and then shrieked when a pair of hands grabbed her arm. It wasn’t forceful or painful, but her trauma-riddled brain had already been overloaded with so much pain that any touch was dangerous.

      “Missy, it’s all right, everything’s fine.”

      It was a woman’s voice, which helped calm her a little.

      “You’re in a hospital. You’re safe.” The nurse smiled, gently stroking Missy’s forearm. She had a kind face. And she was short. Barely over five feet. Almost as wide as she was tall.

      “W-where a-am I?” Missy asked, her voice cracking amidst the stutter.

      “You’re at Portland General,” the nurse said, speaking slowly, and nodded along to her own words as if she were reassuring herself that the statement was correct. “Been here all day.”

      Missy frowned, her sluggish brain struggling to recall how she got here. She gently placed her fingers against her temple and squeezed her eyes shut hard. Fragments of the past few days splintered away from her memories, which blurred together in some horrific instant replay.

      “Ms. Kelvin?”

      Missy raised her head and saw the police badge and the arm that belonged to the man who held it. He was tall, lanky, the physical opposite of the nurse that had gently held her arm and told her that she was safe. But she still didn’t feel safe.

      “My name is Detective Smith.” He put the badge away and replaced it with a pen and small notebook. “I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

      Missy stared at the notebook, something about it turning over a memory in her brain. The way he put the pencil to paper and scribbled something. It was the sound too. She’d heard it before. She’d heard it when she was with him. Late at night, trapped in that cage, unable to tune him out, nothing else for her to listen to except his scribbling.

      “Ms. Kelvin, are you all right?”

      She was trembling now, the vibrations so violent that her teeth chattered together. It was like she was back in that cage, in the cold, stripped down to her underwear while he sat there and stared at her. She hadn’t realized how awful it was just to be stared at, someone watching you like an animal, saying nothing, for hours. It was maddening.

      “She needs to rest,” the nurse said, scolding the detective. “Can’t you see what she’s been through?”

      “He’s still out there,” Missy said, still trembling. “In the woods. He’s still out there. You can’t see him, but he’s there. I know he’s there.”

      Despite the scowl from the nurse, the detective continued. “That’s what I need to ask about, Missy.” He was standing next to her now, but he didn’t try to sit on the bed. “I can’t imagine what you’ve been through, but if there’s anything useful that you can tell me. Anything that you can remember.” He tried a smile, but it didn’t have the same warming effect as the nurse’s.

      Missy opened her mouth to speak, but only tears fell and she buried her face in her forearms. While she sobbed, people told her that it was all right, that she didn’t have to answer questions, even though she wanted to, which only made her inability to do so trigger even more tears.

      Eventually both the detective and the nurse left the room, leaving Missy to relive her trauma alone. She tucked her knees into her chest and wrapped her arms around them tightly. She rocked back and forth, eyes shut, reminding herself of what the nurse had told her. She was safe. She was out of the forest. She was out of the cage. She was safe. Safe.

      “Missy.”

      Missy slowly lifted her face and cracked her eyes open. There was another man. He was big, nearly as wide and tall as the door. He was dressed in a fine suit, which fit him awkwardly because of his size. He looked like he should have been in football pads, or in the center of a wrestler’s ring.

      “My name is Chad Hickem.” He didn’t smile as he walked toward the foot of the bed. He kept his hands in his pockets and gestured back toward the door. “I know that you were having some trouble speaking with the detective, but I wanted to ask you a few questions.”

      Missy frowned.

      Hickem removed his hands from his pockets, reached for a chair that was near the table, and took a seat near the foot of the bed. He crossed his legs and folded his hands in his lap. “I’ve been looking for the man who abducted you. What he did to you, he’s done to other people.” He pointed at her. “But you were one of the lucky ones. You’re still alive.”

      If it was meant to be a consolation, then Missy didn’t feel like that was the case. “I don’t feel very fucking lucky.”

      The sound of her own voice surprised her, and she sucked her lips back into her mouth. But the words brought Hickem out of his relaxed composure, and he leaned closer. He clasped his big hands together, hands that looked like they could crack her skull like a walnut if they wanted to.

      “No,” Hickem said. “I bet you’re afraid. And angry.”

      Hickem studied her the same way that the man had watched her. But there was something different in Hickem’s gaze. There was life behind those eyes, a soul. The man that had taken her, locked her in that cage, he didn’t have any life behind his eyes. Missy wasn’t even sure if that man knew what a soul was.

      “I’m angry too.” Hickem reached into his jacket pocket and removed his phone. He worked his big thumbs over the screen, and then flipped the screen around so she could see it. “I need to know if you saw this man.”

      Missy had expected to see him, but she was relieved to find that it wasn’t. She didn’t recognize him at first because he was thinner and more ragged than the handsome man in the photograph that Hickem showed her. She nodded. “Yes— I think.”

      Hickem’s expression brightened. “Is he the one who brought you here?”

      Missy shut her eyes, trying to organize all of those fragments in her head that had been scattered across her memory like shattered glass. And each time she picked up one of the sharp pieces, it pricked blood.

      “Missy,” Hickem said, his voice stern. “I need to know if this was the man that found you. And I need to know if he was hurt during your escape.”

      “I… I don’t…” Missy shook her head, trying to force the pieces to make sense, but they just wouldn’t fit together. The last thing she remembered was falling to the ground in the woods, and then the blinding white light here… Except no. There was something else. “We came in a car.”

      Hickem perked up. “What kind of car?”

      “Old, the seats were cloth and worn. It was a sedan.” Missy remembered looking up at him from the back seat. “He was driving so fast.”

      “And was he hurt?” Hickem asked.

      Missy shook her head. “No. He looked okay. Tired, scared too. But I think he was fine.”

      Hickem exhaled, looking relieved at the news. “Thank you, Missy. You’ve been very helpful.” He stood and headed for the door.

      “Wait,” Missy said, calling after him. “I thought you wanted to know about the man who took me?”

      Hickem paused at the door, and then turned around. “I do. But the only way I’m going to find the man who kidnapped you is to find the man who saved you.”
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      Hickem moved swiftly out of the room, ignoring the woman’s questions as he met up with his team in the hallway. “It was him. He dropped her off in a car. Check the security footage and see if we can figure out what he was driving.”

      A series of ‘yes sirs’ followed the order and the team scattered. Hickem dialed the senator’s office and waited patiently as the receptionist transferred his call to the secure line.

      “Have you got him?” Senator Hunt asked.

      “Not yet, sir. But he’s running out of leash.”

      “It’s been three months.”

      “I’m aware of the timeline, sir. But I was hoping to discuss his—”

      “No.” The answer practically exploded from the senator’s lips. “And I don’t want you bringing it up again. He sealed his fate the moment he squeezed that trigger, Director Hickem.”

      Hickem clenched his jaw. “I’ll update you when I know more, sir.” He ended the call, not bothering to wait for a goodbye. He’d hoped that he’d be able to change the senator’s mind, but he wasn’t going to budge, not unless public opinion could be swayed. And what efforts had been made had been smashed into a brick wall.

      Once the mob caught the scent of blood in the air, it was impossible to throw them off the trail. They wouldn’t be satisfied until they had their pound of flesh.

      “Director Hickem?”

      He turned, pocketing the phone. “What’s up, Doc?”

      Without skipping a beat, the doctor opened a file and went into his medical spiel. He must have heard the joke more than once.

      “Missy Kelvin is dehydrated, suffering a failing of the kidneys and liver. She hasn’t had proper nutrition in days. Her blood had traces of adrenaline and other amphetamines to keep her alert and awake, which has thrown off her REM cycles and caused hallucinations.”

      “Doc, I didn’t pay close attention in biology class, so if you could just give me the Cliff Notes version, I’d appreciate it.”

      The doctor shut the folder and crossed his arms over his chest. “She’s barely hanging on. And if she’d gotten here a moment later, then she would have died.”

      Hickem nodded. It was the third woman in the past month that Grant had pulled from the mouth of the beast. “I need you to fill out a report for me.” He spun around and snapped his fingers at an agent in the hall. “Mike.” He turned back around. “My agent is going to ask you to fill it out and then sign it.” He stepped away, leaving Mike to handle the doctor.

      “And what exactly is this for?” the doctor shouted.

      “To save a man’s life,” Hickem said.

      Hickem headed toward the security office where he’d sent his team. Nearly every head turned as Hickem moved swiftly down the hallways. He could hear the whispers among the staff and patients. They must have recognized him from the news reports.

      But they didn’t know the whole story, and they didn’t care. All that mattered to them was filling the gaps in their days with some fodder to keep their minds off the mundane aspects of their own lives. Serial killers and the FBI were always exciting news cycles.

      The moment Grant pulled that trigger, it changed things for all of them. For better or worse, Grant was now in the same lot as Dennis Pullman.

      The federal agents were at the desk, reviewing the footage while the overweight security guard stood off to the side, eyeing his chair longingly.

      “Find it?” Hickem asked, hovering over his agent’s shoulder.

      “Not yet, sir.” The agent cleared his throat and cast a glare to the security guard. “The video tapes are not dated, so it’s a bit of a wild goose chase.”

      “I-I’ve been meaning to get to it.” The big security guard tugged at the collar of his shirt, the fat from his neck spilling over. “There are only three guys on staff, so it’s pretty long hours, and we’ve got more to do than just—”

      “Wait.” Hickem grabbed the agent’s shoulder. “Go back.” He kept his eyes glued to the screen. “There! Stop.” The screen paused, and he pointed to a blur that was coming out from behind an ambulance and hurried through the double sliding doors of the E.R. “You see that?”

      The agent hit a few keys, adjusted the frame speed of the playback, then hit play.

      The picture moved forward in jerky fragments, but it was slow enough for the agent to freeze the image of the guy coming into the frame. It was a man, carrying a woman, and while the captured image didn’t provide a positive ID, Hickem would bet his last dollar that he was staring at the first images of Chase Grant in over eight weeks.

      “Where are the other cameras?” Hickem turned toward the security guard, who stood frozen in shock. He snapped his fingers. “Hey!”

      “Uh—Um, where are you trying to look? Inside, outside—”

      “The parking lot,” Hickem said. “He must have known that there would be cameras around the E.R.’s entrance, so he parked a little farther down. Do you have something else in the parking lot that gives a wider view?”

      “Y-yes.” The guard walked over to the shelves of tapes and fished out the ones for the lot. “I think its this one.”

      Hickem snatched the tape out of the guard’s hands and then had his agent play the tape. They fast-forwarded to the same time stamp that was on the video with Grant carrying the woman into the lobby. An old and rusted sedan pulled up just out of the range of the E.R. camera, and a man got out of the driver’s seat and then grabbed a woman from the backseat.

      “Get a description of the vehicle and license plate to our boys over in Cyber and have them track the vehicle’s movements. He’s probably ditched the car, but it might help narrow our search field.” He leaned closer to the agent’s ear, so only he could hear. “And I don’t want local PD catching wind of this. I want us to bring him in, and I’d like for him to still be breathing when we do.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Hickem stepped out of the room and headed for the E.R. lobby, where the rest of his team was waiting for him, when a hand clamped down around his wrist, causing him to turn.

      “Hey, you’re the FBI Director, right?” There was a wild excitement in his eyes. “You’re going after those killers, right?”

      “We’re involved with several cases, so if you’ll excuse me—”

      “Listen, don’t even give him a chance, okay?” The nurse blocked Hickem’s path. “I mean you guys do that shit all the time, right? Cause an accident or something? The only justice that guy deserves is to be put six feet under the ground. He killed a mother, and then a cop? Do everyone a favor and just take him out.”

      “Move.” Hickem straightened, making sure that the little pissant saw every inch of Hickem’s six-foot seven, two-hundred-and fifty-pound frame. “Now.”

      The nurse stepped aside but continued to holler at Hickem from down the hall. “Just make sure you get him, okay? My wife hasn’t had a good night’s sleep ever since she saw those videos!”

      “Then she shouldn’t have watched them.” Hickem turned the corner, leaving the self-righteous nurse alone with his thoughts on how he should conduct national security matters and deal with his wife’s poor sleeping schedule.

      All six members of his team in the lobby stood when they saw Hickem head toward them. They were his best, the group of agents that he trusted the most. “We found his car, and we’re tracking him through CCTV. I want a sweep of every seedy, cheap motel in the area. He’s mostly likely staying on the city’s outskirts, a little off grid and away from potential camera stops. And he’ll have paid in cash, so this is just about pounding the pavement.” He clapped his hands together. “Let’s get to work.”

      Again the agents scattered at their leader’s order, and Hickem hoped that he’d be able to find Grant in time before someone decided to take the law into their own hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

      

    

    
      The glow from the television screen cast a dull glaze over the rest of the room, the downtrodden blue tint fighting against the yellow hue of the dimly lit lamp on the nightstand.

      The cheap television set in the motel room received only six channels. Out of those six channels, only two worked. The first working channel was public access, and the second was the local news. And because Grant wasn’t interested in the local flora and fauna as was currently being described by a local Jack Hanna, Grant chose the news.

      He kept the television on as background noise while he forced himself to read Dennis’s notebook, keeping an ear out for any of the day’s exploits while he searched for any pivotal information in the daily ramblings of the most dangerous serial killer in the history of the country.

      From the descriptions that Grant read, he could tell that Dennis was struggling to balance his normal routine with the desires bubbling up within him. Because Grant had foiled Dennis’s past three hunting attempts, the man was blocked up. He needed a release, and he needed one quickly.

      But Dennis was as much a creature of habit as anyone else, despite the man’s claims of righteous behavior and talent. And as clever as Dennis was, he wasn’t immune to the irritation and frustration of failure. No matter how much he had claimed to “evolve.”

      Halfway through the lunatic’s ravings, Grant set the notebook aside and rubbed his eyes, then checked the small red clock on the nightstand. It was nearly three o’clock in the morning. And while his eyes were tired and dry and red from the strain of reading Dennis’s tiny handwriting, his brain was still wired and awake like it was the middle of the day.

      Grant swung his legs off the bed and sat on the mattress’s edge. He rolled his head on his neck, his muscles stiff and fatigued. He knew that he couldn’t keep up this kind of pace for much longer. But according to Dennis’s inner thoughts, neither could he, which made his earlier conversation with Dennis even more frightening.

      Go out with a bang.

      Grant had no delusions that Dennis was bluffing on his final act. Dennis was many things, but someone who didn’t follow through? No. His word was his bond. Hell, in his mind, his word was the law.

      “And now, we’re going to turn it over to our party planner and weekend warrior, Lesley Townsend. Lesley?”

      “Thanks, Paul. We have a few options here in Portland this weekend…”

      Grant stood and paced the dirty carpet in his bare feet. He wore only an undershirt and boxers, the rest of his clothes down at the washer. He wanted to get the blood out of them.

      “And, if you’re looking for a new place for brunch, we have….”

      While the news hadn’t been following his case as closely over the past month, he knew the authorities still considered Grant and Dennis a priority. And Grant knew that it wouldn’t be much longer before the ground fell out from beneath him.

      “But, if you’re looking for a little weekend trip, and you don’t mind taking the drive…”

      Grant balled his hands into fists. What was he planning? Surely he wouldn’t do something here. No. He would return to his home turf. Back to where it all started. He’d want it to end there. He’d want it to end in—

      “Seattle’s biggest outdoor music festival.”

      Grant faced the television.

      “Well, Lesley, that sounds like a blast. Will you be heading up there to enjoy the show?” The anchor flashed a white smile and shuffled some papers before the control room cut back to Lesley, who looked like she was holding up a pair of blue tickets.

      “I’m leaving right after work tomorrow.” Lesley hopped up and down, her breasts bouncing with her, and for a moment, the professional reporter showed her age.

      The male anchor laughed. “Sounds fun.” He cleared his throat and then turned back to the camera, his tone growing more serious. “But, in other news, it looks like the terrors of Seattle have found their way to Portland. Earlier today a young woman, yet to be identified, was taken to Portland General, dropped off by who authorities now believe is this man.”

      Grant’s picture flashed on the screen. It was an old picture, back from his days as a detective. It was the stock photo that most of the news outlets used. He figured they used it because it was a flattering picture and there was something dangerous and sexy about a cop turned rogue. But Grant hadn’t worn a badge in years, something that this news report failed to mention.

      “Chase Grant, who three months ago shot and murdered a law enforcement officer in cold blood—”

      Grant turned the television off. He’d heard that story before, and he didn’t need to hear whatever new spin that these locals had decided to put on it.

      But if he made the news, he was sure that Hickem and a slew of other agencies were already tracking him down. And Grant didn’t think the authorities would bring him in alive.

      He had been on the force long enough to know what his own kind thought of cop killers. They were the scum of the earth. The lowest of the lows. They’d find whatever reason they could to shoot him, and if there wasn’t one, they’d make one up after the fact.

      A pair of headlights illuminated the parking lot and penetrated the flimsy pair of curtains that Grant kept drawn over the room’s only window.

      Grant moved toward the window. He kept off to one side and peered through the crack in the curtains.

      A pair of men dressed like Feds exited an unmarked Crown Vic. The windows were tinted, so Grant couldn’t see inside the vehicle, but it was left running, which meant that the driver was still inside, no doubt keeping an eye on the rest of the place.

      “Shit.” Grant let go of the curtain and then dressed quickly with what he had left. Because the rest of his clothes were still in the wash, he’d have to make do in the cold with just his jacket. It was thick, but could only provide so much warmth with below freezing temperatures.

      There was no back exit or window that Grant could shimmy out of, one of the risks of staying at this place for as long as he did, but he made sure to grab a room at the end of the building, keeping him close to the woods out back.

      Grant tossed the phone into the bag and then reached for the notebook, but paused. If they were Feds, then they’d give whatever they found to Hickem.

      Grant opened the first page and scribbled at the top, and then left the notebook on the bed. He donned his jacket, slipped on the backpack, and then crept toward the door.

      The Crown Vic was still running, and the pair of Feds hadn’t come out. Grant shut his eyes and took a breath. It was all about evasion.

      Because it was dark outside, the agents would most likely stop and call for air support, choosing to wait for backup and dogs rather than pursue.

      Grant opened the door with conviction and then immediately made a beeline toward his left, heading for the end of the building. In the same instant, the Crown Vic’s motor revved, and Grant’s backside was briefly illuminated before he darted around the back.

      A car door slammed, followed by shouts from the driver, who joined the pursuit.

      Grant planted his foot against the dirt, his shoe bending awkwardly from the tip of a rock that was buried underneath. It hurt, but Grant had learned to push through pain over the past three months. He suspected that he could push through anything.

      A steep hill was Grant’s only obstacle before the woods, and halfway up the slope, a flashlight reached his heels.

      “Freeze!”

      Grant double-timed it, knowing that he’d be in good shape once he crested the top of the hill. He just had to keep moving. No matter what. Keep heading north, toward Seattle, toward home—

      The first bullet screamed past Grant’s left ear, close enough for him to feel the heat of the hunk of metal warm his left cheek.

      “I said freeze!”

      Three-quarters of the way up the slope, and unsure if the agent behind him was that good of a shot or he just got lucky, Grant veered behind a rock cropping, ducking behind the cover just in time to shield himself from the second bullet.

      “Control, this is Agent Tavers. I am in pursuit of suspect, requesting backup.”

      “What do you have?” The voice came from a second agent, which meant that the two Feds that had entered the lobby were now tossed into the fray. There were a few more words exchanged, but they kept their voices lowered.

      “It’s over, Grant! Come on out!” Tavers yelled. “Make it easy on yourself.”

      All three flashlights were trained on the rock that Grant was nestled behind. It wasn’t a tall formation, so he was forced to duck real low to remain hidden. It was at least a twenty-yard dash to the crest of the hill.

      “Grant!” Tavers yelled the warning like a father about to count to three before he decided to come up the hill and settle things his way. “Let’s go!”

      With time running out, Grant made the decision quickly, and he committed fully. With every ounce of strength that remained to him, he pushed off the rock, catapulting himself into a sprint.

      Grant kicked up dirt, churning his legs up the steep incline, burning through the sluggish and fatigued nature of his muscles, focused only on his escape.

      Five steps into Grant’s climb, Tavers shouted for him to freeze again, but the voice was quickly drowned out by a gunshot.

      A patch of illuminated dirt from the flashlights puffed up as the bullet missed and another gunshot fired, this one closer, but still missing.

      Less than ten yards separated Grant from the opportunity of freedom. Nine yards. Eight. Another bullet nipped the rocks on his left, the ricochet making a cartoonish twang as the bullet quickly changed directions somewhere into the night.

      Five yards. Four. Three. The agents below had tossed all care to the wind, and during the last two steps up the hill, Grant was met with a barrage of bullets, the agents banking on quantity of shots over quality. And it worked.

      Grant planted his right foot onto the flat ledge at the top of the hill, but before he could lift his leg, a hot, searing pain tore through his calf. He yelped, the motion rocketing him forward and his momentum spinning him several rotations before he came to a stop.

      Ears ringing, lungs and muscles burning, and a terrible sting in his left leg, Grant forced himself up and picked a random direction.

      Tavers and the others were screaming again, but Grant couldn’t understand what they were saying. What remained of his waning concentration was tunneled into continuing his trek forward. All that mattered was that he kept moving. He didn’t have time to check the wound, or rest, or even think about where he was going.

      He was a wounded animal, searching for any safe haven that he could find. And like any wild thing that had been hurt, he instinctively headed deeper into the woods, deeper into cover. And suddenly he fell into a rhythm.

      Adrenaline masked the pain in his leg, and the lights from the agents had faded, along with their shouts and gunfire, leaving Grant to retreat in the darkness.
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        The Next Day

      

      

      It was rare that Chief Deputy U.S. Marshal James Connor kept his office door closed, but it meant one of two things. Either he was on a high-level call with someone from Washington, or one particular U.S. Marshal was about to get chewed out. Today it was the latter.

      The door flung open and Connor stepped out, bright red from the neck up, his voice bellowing over the bullpen of his staff who sat at their desks, filling out reports and following up on their long overdue paperwork. “Cohen!”

      U.S. Marshal Sam Cohen turned her head, along with every other marshal.

      “My office. Now!” Connor disappeared into the office, leaving the door open.

      Sam dropped the pen and stood, ignoring the glares from her peers, who knew as well as she did why the chief was so upset. She had prepared herself for this.

      Instead of the normal white blouse and jacket, she opted for a more tactical long-sleeve shirt, jacket, black jeans, and boots. She rarely wore heels. With her height, she stuck out enough on her own. She didn’t need to add more elevation.

      “Sir?” Sam asked, stepping inside.

      Chief Connors stood in front of his desk, arms crossed, still fuming. “Shut the fucking door.”

      “Yes, sir.” Sam obliged, but didn’t move any farther into the lion’s den. She kept her hands tucked behind her back and stared straight ahead, avoiding eye contact.

      The Chief flared his nostrils and then picked up a remote and pointed it at the television, which was a taped recording of what had aired last night on the eleven o’clock news.

      “Thank you for tuning in, I’m Sarah Foust, and this is what’s happening in your city tonight.” The news anchor pivoted to another camera, which was a wide shot of Sarah, Lacey White, and Sam. “Tonight’s top story takes us back to the topic of the horrific events three months ago after convicted killer Dennis Pullman escaped from prison and killed five people. Our very own Lacey White has been our go-to reporter for this story and was the first on scene when the events took place.”

      “Thanks for having me on again, Sarah.” Lacey smiled. She was blonde, blue-eyed, attractive like Sam, but while Lacey looked pageant-ready, Sam kept it simple with her hair pulled back in a ponytail, wearing a blouse and blazer.

      “For our counterpoint, we have U.S. Marshal Samantha Cohen, who some of you might know was the recent fiancée to Chase Grant, the former Seattle Police Detective who was assisting on the Pullman case and responsible for the death of Mary Sullivan and Seattle Detective Jonathan Lane.”

      Sam said nothing as Sarah turned toward the other women.

      “So, ladies, why don’t we start with why we’re here tonight,” Sarah said.

      Lacey opened her mouth to speak, but Sam jumped into the conversation first.

      “We’re here because the facts have been manipulated to produce a narrative that is slanderous to a man who has done nothing but devote his life to the protection of the people in this city.”

      “Unless your name is Mary Sullivan or Jonathan Lane,” Lacey said, jumping in without skipping a beat, then pivoted toward Sam. “Or do I have my facts wrong about their deaths?”

      Standing in the chief’s office and listening to that bitch speak for a second time made Sam’s blood boil all over again.

      “Dennis Pullman targeted Chase Grant Specifically, and it is Pullman who is the one responsible for the deaths of Mary Sullivan and Detective Lane.” Sam’s cheeks flushed as she spoke, burning through the foundation that she’d applied before going on camera. “And while the events that happened were tragic, he needs his side of the story told.”

      “Then where is he?” Lacey asked. “Where is the man you so whole-heartedly stand by? If he’s so innocent, then why did he run from authorities after gunning down an officer of the law in cold blood?”

      “Two bombs.” Sam held up her hands. “There were two bombs wired on the day of the events of September 20th. One was rigged beneath Mary Sullivan’s chair where she was trapped in a building in the abandoned warehouse district where Dennis Pullman’s associates had been keeping her after her abduction. The second was—”

      “And why weren’t the authorities at that warehouse to retrieve Mary Sullivan?” Lacey placed her finger to her lips, feigning a concentration as the realization suddenly popped into her head. “Oh, because they were too busy following Chase Grant’s bogus leads!” Lacey shook her head in the over-animated way all news pundits were these days.

      “Seconds!” Sam had raised her voice. “It was seconds between a life-and-death situation for a group of people, including the incident with Detective Lane—”

      “And why did Grant choose to kill Detective Lane?” Lacey asked, answering before Sam could. “To save the husband of Lieutenant Susan Mullocks, who happened to be Grant’s former partner when the pair worked together. The same lieutenant who happened to hire Grant as a consultant even AFTER he was kicked off the force! Oh, and did I happen to mention that Chase is also the godfather of Lieutenant Mullocks’s child?”

      “Yeah, I think you did mention that, bitch,” Sam said.

      The stunned silence lingered for a few more seconds even after the chief turned off the television and set the remote down.

      “And it only gets better from there.” Chief Connor had calmed a little bit. “Sam, what were you thinking?”

      Sam remained stoic. “No one is speaking up for him.”

      “So you decided to go on a one-woman crusade?” Chief asked.

      Sam finally looked him in the eye, both of their gazes intense, both of them unwilling to back down. “I defended my fiancé. I don’t think that’s breaking any rules—”

      “It does when you’re identified on television as Marshal Samantha Cohen!” The Chief slammed his fist on the desk, rattling the computer monitors and knocking a pen off the side, where it landed lifelessly in the dirtied carpet.

      Once the computers stopped shaking, Connor exhaled and then sat on the edge of his desk, pressing his palms against his thighs, and bowed his head. He shut his eyes, wincing like he had a headache.

      “Sir, I didn’t—”

      The chief waved his hand and then stood, stumbling back behind his desk, where he collapsed in his chair. “It’s fine, Cohen.” He exhaled, all of that anger dissolving with that rattled breath. “I’m afraid I’m just regurgitating what the Secretary shoved down my throat.”

      “Shit always rolls downhill, sir,” Sam said.

      Chief chuckled. “It tends to do that.” He leaned forward, the chair squeaking, and thumped his forearms onto the desk. “Did you come back too soon, Sam? Because if you need more time—”

      “I don’t need more time, sir,” Sam replied, and then broke off her gaze and glanced down at her palms. “I’ve already burned enough holes in my walls from staring at them. I just need to keep busy.” She felt the tears coming, but she pushed them back. She’d spilled enough of them over the past three months. “I just need to work.”

      “Then I need you to stay out of the limelight,” Chief said, then pointed toward the television screen. “So, no more interviews on camera or off. Deal?”

      Sam nodded.

      “I’m going to need a verbal confirmation on that, Marshal.”

      “Yes, sir.” Sam cleared her throat. “Anything else, sir?”

      The chief remained still and quiet for a moment, staring at Sam’s eyes. “I’m worried about you. I’m worried about what’s going to happen if I decide to let you go back to your desk. I’m worried about what might happen if I let you keep your badge and gun.”

      Sam nodded, knowing that it was only a matter of time before the chief started to ask these kinds of questions. “I’m never going to have closure on this until they’re both found. But I’m not delusional. I know what happens if Chase is caught. I know that it will only get worse. But it’s just… It’s the unknown, sir. It’s starting to wear on me, I guess. But I can still do this job.” She cleared her throat. “I need to do this job.”

      Again, Sam waited for the chief’s decision, the final judgement of a man that she had tested to the very limits of his professional courtesy. But in those hard eyes, she saw understanding.

      Connor raised his hand from the desk and extended his index finger from the rest of his fist. “One more, Marshal. One more whiff of trouble and it’s over. I’m not going to risk my reputation on you, no matter how good of a record you’ve had in the past. Do you understand?”

      Sam nodded quickly. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” She spun around quickly.

      “And Marshal?”

      Sam paused at the door, looking back. “Yes, sir?”

      “When, not if.”

      Sam frowned. “I don’t—”

      “You said if Grant gets caught,” Connor answered. “But it’s when he is caught. You should know that better than anyone.” He returned to his paperwork. “Dismissed.”

      Sam returned to her desk, that anger bubbling up again. The same blind rage that she’d experienced when she’d been on that news program with those reporters. But unlike before, she was able to push it back down, because she forced herself to remember that the chief was right.

      It was only a matter of time before Grant was caught. There was just too many eyes looking for him, and there were only so many places for Grant to hide. He might be able to drag it out for a little while longer, but she knew that he was heading for an inevitable ending.

      With her mind swimming with all of the potential outcomes of her fiancé’s predicament, she didn’t notice her desk neighbor, Don Kentz, slide over in his chair.

      Kentz planted his elbow on his armrest with his fist nestled under his chin like Auguste Rodin’s famous statue, though his words were far less profound than the sculpture’s work. “Fired?”

      “Not yet.” Sam focused on the documents on her desk, but when Kentz lingered, she raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      Kentz shrugged. “Nothing. Just wondering how much longer you’re going to hold out for this guy.”

      “I’m not having this conversation,” Sam said.

      But Kentz wouldn’t let it go, lingering in her personal space, which had already been intruded on by the press more times than she cared to count. “I know that there is more to the story than what the media has reported on, and I know that he is not the evil entity depicted in all of those stories, but he is guilty of murder. That is plain and simple, and that’s something you must accept. Because when he gets caught, it’s not like you two are going to be together. It’s over, Sam. The sooner you realize that the—”

      Sam snatched Kentz’s wrist, flipping it backward painfully and twisting hard to the left, causing Kentz’s entire body to seize up. “And the sooner you stop talking, the sooner I’ll let you out of this hold and you can get back to your desk to play solitaire while the rest of us do our jobs.” She leaned her mouth closer to Kentz’s ear. “Well?”

      “Yeah,” Kentz answered. “Yeah, I’ll shut up.”

      Sam flung his wrist away, and then shoved his chair back to his desk. From her peripheral, she watched him nurse the wrist she’d grabbed and ignored the fact that he muttered ‘fucking bitch’ under his breath.

      But after a few more minutes stewing, she knew that if she sat behind that desk any longer, she might pump a few rounds into Kentz’s chest, so she stood and headed outside.

      For the first time since she’d moved to Seattle, Sam was thankful for the cold air. It helped cool her thoughts and her itchy trigger finger, distracting her mind to focus on anything else other than Grant and the chaos that had been her life ever since he’d pulled that trigger. And while Sam understood why he did it, she couldn’t help but hate Grant.

      Once outside, Sam walked around to the backside of the Marshal building where most of the smokers took their breaks, but it had been too cold lately for the frequent smokers to be out. Aside from her apartment, it was one of the only places she could be alone.

      Ever since Grant’s departure into the criminal world, she had been greeted with a mixture of curses and condolences.

      But no one really knew Grant the way she did. They didn’t know about the demons that had kept him up at night for so long. They hadn’t sat and convinced him to finally let go of a past that was crippling his future. They hadn’t watched him slowly release his cold hard grip on the gun that he’d held to ward off all of the evil he believed still threatened him.

      None of them had sat in the kitchen and watched Grant play his guitar, amazed at how deftly he worked his fingers up and down the neck, quietly serenading Sam as she fell a little more in love with him each and every day.

      But the sense of duty to protect others had always been Grant’s Achilles heel. And Dennis Pullman had used that to turn their world upside down.

      Unable to feel her face anymore, Sam started to head toward the front of the building but skidded to a stop when her phone buzzed.

      “You’ve got a lot of nerve calling me,” Sam said, puffing air through her nostrils like a dragon.

      “We need to talk,” Hickem said.

      Sam scoffed. “I already told you that I’m not going to help you. And if this is about the—”

      “I think he’s coming back to Seattle.”

      Sam paused, butterflies exploding within her stomach.

      “Sam, he might initiate contact with you, and if he does, I need you to tell me,” Hickem said. “He’s hurt.”

      Sam frowned, unable to conceal her worry. “Hurt? What happened?”

      “Look, why don’t we schedule a meeting—”

      Sam ended the call, clutching the phone in her exposed hand. She hadn’t brought her gloves to work with her, and the cold weather was making her knuckles chapped and red.

      It was possible that Hickem was pulling her leg. But something about the way Hickem sounded made her think that he was telling the truth.

      Still, if Grant really was hurt, and if he really was returning to Seattle, Sam knew that he wouldn’t come to see her. It was his way of protecting her, making sure she couldn’t be guilty by association. The less she knew about him, the less the authorities could use against her.

      But there was one person that Grant would contact. And Sam bet that was Hickem’s next call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            47

          

        

      

    

    
      Traffic had been lighter than she expected, and Mocks arrived at the hospital early. She found a spot near the front and checked her phone to let Rick know that she was outside. She would have gone inside to meet him but decided to keep the car warm. And he liked the extra steps that he had to take out into the parking lot. He was a physical therapy overachiever.

      While Mocks’s shoulder was nearly back to normal, Rick still had a long road ahead of him.

      Mocks leaned back and shut her eyes, the seat vibrating from the car’s engine. She tried to sleep, but it was useless. She’d been restless at home, at the store, at night when she went to bed, there was never a break.

      And despite all of the bad shit that Mocks had gone through, she had stumbled into a good life. She had a husband, a son, and was respected in her job.

      Or at least she was.

      All of that changed when her ex-partner was forced to put a gun against a detective’s head and pulled the trigger. But Grant didn’t have a choice. It was the death of a cop, or the death of Mocks’s husband and child. And she whispered a silent thanks every night that Grant had done it.

      The windows fogged over from her breath, and Mocks flipped on the defroster just as Rick stepped out of the sliding doors of the hospital’s E.R. exit. She saw him spy the car, and he moved as fast as he could on his crutches, quick streams of breath jettisoning from his mouth from the exertion.

      The passenger door opened, and for a moment, the cold exterior of the world encroached the warm bubble of the car.

      “How’d it go?” Mocks asked

      Rick grunted, getting his legs inside, beads of sweat on his forehead from the effort. He was still in considerable pain, and the past few weeks he’d made the bold, and in her opinion stupid, decision to cut off his pain meds. “Better.” He swung the door shut, then sniffled and wiped his nose. “Made it five consecutive minutes twice on the walkway without aid before I had to stop.” He shrugged, reaching for the seatbelt as he strapped himself in. “So that’s something, I guess.”

      Once the seatbelt was in place and he was situated, Rick leaned back against the headrest. He looked over to Mocks and smiled.

      “Hey,” Rick said.

      Mocks leaned over the center console and kissed him. His lips were cold and chapped, but his heart was still beating. And that was all that mattered. “Hey.”

      Rick glanced into the backseat and saw the car seat empty. “No Chase?”

      Mocks shifted into reverse and then carefully backed out of the spot, mindful of any wild drivers that might be speeding toward the emergency room’s drop-off circle. “He was having fun with your sister, so I didn’t interrupt.”

      “He’s going to throw a fit once she finally goes back home,” Rick said. “Definitely not looking forward to that.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      But while Mocks was thankful for Diane’s help at the house, her departure meant things would be returning to normal.

      It meant that Rick would be done with physical therapy and could return to work. It meant that Mocks could return from her leave of absence from the department. It meant that they could resume their Saturday morning breakfast rituals with Chase.

      But none of it would be really over until Grant and Dennis were caught. And while she didn’t give two shits about what happened to Dennis Pullman, she cared a great deal about what happened to Chase Grant.

      The man who had saved her life, her husband’s life, and the life of their child who carried his namesake. The man who was their son’s godfather. A man who was more blood to her than any family she’d ever known.

      Traffic was a little heavier on the return trip, and an accident on the bridge added twenty minutes, but it wasn’t until Mocks turned onto the street within their neighborhood and saw the splashes of red on the driveway and garage that she became angry.

      “Shit.” Mocks murmured under her breath and tightened her grip on the steering wheel. The car jerked from the gutter in the road as she pulled into their driveway, and the motion caused Rick to stir awake. She put the car in park, staring at the hastily written message on their garage door in dripping red paint.

      Rick wiped the sleep from his eyes, and then struck the dash with his palm after he read the message. “Goddammit!” He grew animated in his seat. “Don’t they know we didn’t do anything wrong? I mean what the fuck is wrong with people who—” He grimaced and clutched his hip. “Shit.”

      Mocks leaned over and grabbed his shoulder. “Don’t get too excited.”

      Rick nodded. “Yeah. I know.”

      “Go inside. Chase will cheer you up. I’ll take care of the paint. It looks like it’s still drying, so it should be easier to get off than the other ones.”

      Rick grumbled and then slid out of the car, using his crutches to steady him, still staring at the message on their garage door.

      Mocks waited until Rick was inside the house before she got out of the car. The message was different, but the tone was the same as all the others.

      You should be locked up too, bitch!

      It was the twelfth edition they’d received. Most of the time it was teenagers with too much time on their hands. She stepped around the side of the house and grabbed the hose, yanking it back toward the front of the house, when she saw a truck pull up behind her sedan.

      The headlights illuminated the red paint, and when the lights shut off and the engine died, Sam stepped out of the truck, pocketing her hands as she stared at the message, disgusted.

      When it looked like the garage might be set ablaze by Sam’s fiery expression, Mocks emerged from around the side of the house, lifting the hose in her left hand. “I don’t suppose this was your handiwork?”

      Sam shook her head. “Too grammatically correct for me.”

      Mocks yanked more of the hose around to the front, giving herself more slack, and Sam stepped in to help.

      “Hickem called me today,” Sam said, straightening out the hose. “He said that Grant was coming back to Seattle.” She squeezed the handle of the nozzle, and water splashed against the hate-filled message.

      The water that trickled past Mocks’s shoes was blood red. “He said that?”

      Sam nodded.

      Mocks reached for Sam’s arm, and she stopped spraying. “Has he—”

      “No.” Sam cleared her throat and released the hose. “And I don’t think he will contact me.”

      Mocks let go of Sam’s hand. “Classic Grant.”

      “Has he reached out to you?”

      Mocks tilted her head to the side. “Sam, you know I’d tell you if he had.”

      Sam arched her eyebrows. “Even if he told you not to?”

      Mocks had tried to hide the truth on her face, but Sam was as experienced with dealing with liars as she was.

      Sam dropped the hose and sat on the hood of her car. She rounded her shoulders forward, tired and drained. She was a far cry from the tall, proud woman that Mocks had grown to love as much as she loved Grant.

      Mocks joined her sister on the hood.

      Sam’s mouth trembled and her red eyes threatened tears. “The marshal in me knows that he’s doing all of this to try and protect me. To keep me out of the spotlight, but then there’s the other part of me, the part that doesn’t wear a badge, and that person is just fucking furious.”

      Mocks placed her hand on Sam’s knee. “I know.”

      “And I would probably do the same thing.” Sam forced a smile and then shrugged. “Christ, Mocks, I’d do anything to get him back. I’d turn in the badge, the gun, I’d walk away from it all and just go on the run with him.”

      Mocks turned toward Sam, swinging her left leg farther up onto the hood so she could face her straight on. She grabbed Sam’s hand, squeezing it hard, hoping that Sam could feed off of what strength she could give. “It might not feel like you’re doing something, but you are. I saw you on the news. I’m glad you gave that bitch what she had coming.”

      Sam managed a half smile. “You and my boss have differing opinions on the news piece.”

      “Well, he has the wrong opinion.” Mocks let go of Sam’s hand, and then fiddled with her own fingers, casting her gaze at the driveway. “I’m sorry I haven’t been with you on the front lines with that. I should have tried to do more to help you.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have,” Sam said, gesturing to the garage door. “You already have a target painted on your back. Associating with me would just make it worse. And even if you wanted to do something, I wouldn’t let you. I’d just pick you up and put you in a box so you couldn’t get out. I’m bigger than you, don’t forget.”

      Mocks laughed. “I’m surrounded by goddamn Amazons. The only thing that you’re missing is the lasso of truth and those wrist bands.”

      The laughter became contagious and Sam chuckled, the pair leaning into one another, and Sam placed her arm around Mocks’s shoulder and squeezed her close.

      The moment was interrupted by Mocks’s phone, and she pulled it out, flashing the screen to Sam so she could see who was calling. It was Hickem.
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      The last few sections of the main stage were being set up. Duane carried some of the metal poles needed to finish, and then heaved them off his shoulders, sending them crashing down to the pavement, where they erupted in a metallic chorus that surprised every worker within earshot.

      “Duane!” The supervisor marched over, removing his earpiece.

      Duane kept his back to his boss, hoping that he could pretend that he didn’t hear him, but that ended when the super grabbed hold of Duane’s shoulder and yanked him around.

      “How many times do I have to tell you not to drop this shit! You know how expensive it is to replace them?”

      Duane glanced down at the pile of metal poles, and then sheepishly back to his boss’s beet-red face. “But they’re metal.”

      “I know they’re fucking metal, you idiot, but that doesn’t mean they’re indestructible!”

      Duane nodded. “Sorry, boss.”

      The supervisor opened his mouth as though he were about to say something, and then shook his head and waved his hand, muttering to himself as he walked away.

      Duane glanced around to the other event workers, all of them staring at him because of the altercation, and he flushed red with embarrassment, his cheeks so hot they burned away the cold.

      Duane gathered the poles, which continued to clang against one another. He hated setting up the poles, because they were so long and awkward, and he had trouble putting them together.

      But Duane knew that the only reason he got this job was because his brother owned the company and pulled some strings to get him work.

      And Duane needed work. He needed to save up enough money so he could get his own place and move out of his brother’s guest house. It was nice, but his brother Jimmy, who was fifteen years older, never talked to him, and Duane wasn’t allowed in the main house.

      It had been like that ever since Duane’s parents had died. He used to live with them, and he got to eat at their dinner table. But that didn’t happen anymore. He was alone. Even at work, surrounded by all of these people.

      But he knew why. Duane was different. He’d been that way since he was born. He had trouble connecting with people. Sometimes he got lost as he tried to keep up with conversations.

      People just talked so fast and he’d get so embarrassed, he’d just leave in the middle of a conversation. And then people would scream at him, and they would say mean things.

      But Duane always remembered what his mother used to tell him when people got really mean. It meant that they didn’t understand who he was, and how he was special.

      Duane smiled, clustering the poles in his arms as he started to put them together at the bottom of the stage. He liked it when he remembered his mother. It made him feel good. And when he felt good, he was able to block out a lot of the confusion that plagued his thoughts.

      And before he realized it, Duane was finished with the scaffold. He stood back, hands on his hips, smiling at his work. If his dad was here, he would have told him that he had done a good job. But there was no one to do that anymore.

      Duane glanced around, seeing if there was anyone watching him, and then kept his voice low as he spoke to himself, still smiling. “Good job, Duane.” He stood there for a few moments longer, admiring the work that he’d done, and then walked back across the stage and down the stairs.

      A stiff, cold wind blew off the water, and Duane flipped the collar of his jacket up and pulled his beanie down over his ears. The cold made him stiff, and he swung his arms around to try and warm himself up.

      “Well, if it isn’t dummy Duane!”

      He stopped, turning around to find Mack and his friends coming up from behind. Mack had been mean ever since Duane’s first day, when he dumped Duane’s lunch into the trash.

      “I’m surprised you got that scaffolding up,” Mack said, then snatched the red beanie off of Duane’s head, tossing it around to the others, playing keep away from Duane, who stutter-stepped to try and get it back as it was passed around the circle. “How many people you think are going to die when that thing collapses because you put it together wrong?”

      Duane stopped reaching for the beanie and then faced Mack, frowning. “I did it right.”

      Mack tilted his head to the side and approached Duane. “Oh, you did? Because I didn’t think a fucking retard could do anything right.” Mack took an aggressive step forward, gaining momentum, and then shoved Duane right in the chest.

      The force sent Duane to his back on the asphalt, the back of his head cracking against the ground. The pain triggered tears, and Duane looked up through blurry eyes as Mack and his friends circled around Duane.

      “You’re only here because your fucking brother is the Vice President of the company.” Mack kicked Duane hard in the leg.

      Duane yelped, grabbing the leg with both hands as he pulled it away and curled up into a ball, shivering as the group walked away. He lay there for a long time, wondering if they’d come back, hoping that they didn’t. He waited until the pain in his back faded and then managed to sit up.

      He examined his palms, finding them scratched and bleeding a little. They stung, and it was made worse by the wind. He gently wiped the palms along his pants, trying to get the dirt and pebbles off of them, when a hand was suddenly thrust into his field of vision.

      Duane jerked away at first, thinking that it was meant to hit him, but then followed the arm up to the face that it was attached to.

      “Looks like a nasty cut.” The man had a big smile on his face. “Need a hand up?”

      Duane nodded and then took the man’s hand, the grip strong. Once on his feet, Duane again nodded, muttering a thank you.

      “Those guys looked like they were giving you trouble,” he said.

      “Mack is just mean,” Duane replied, rubbing his backside and making sure that he was free of any dirt or stains. He didn’t get new clothes anymore. His mom had always been the one that took him shopping, but his brother’s wife wouldn’t even talk to him. But this guy was talking to him. And this guy helped him up.

      “Hungry?” the man asked.

      “Hungry?” Duane repeated the question.

      The man laughed, again flashing a smile. But this one looked different, more strained, almost frightening, and Duane didn’t like that. “Yeah, I have an extra sandwich over by my car if you’d like to join me.”

      Duane followed the man’s finger, which led to one of the nearby buildings. Duane didn’t have a lunch because his brother’s wife didn’t make him one like she usually did in the morning. And Duane didn’t want to be late to work to stop and fix his own meal, because his brother had repeatedly told him that being late to work would get him in trouble, and he didn’t like getting in trouble.

      “Well?” the man asked, still smiling, flashing small, baby teeth. “What do you say, friend?”

      Duane perked up at the word, and he relaxed a little. No one had called him a friend in a long time.

      “Okay,” Duane said, reciprocating the man’s smile.

      “Great! I’m just right over there.”

      Duane followed the man, glad that today was turning around, and glad that he had found a new friend. He thought about asking the man if he’d like to come over to his brother’s house for dinner, but he knew that he’d have to check with his brother first. Duane didn’t think Jimmy would like it if he just brought someone home for dinner without asking.

      The man walked a little quicker than Duane, who trailed right behind him as they turned the corner of the building where the man had said that his car was parked. But when Duane turned the corner, there was no car, only an alleyway. Duane stopped.

      “I thought your car was over here?” Duane asked.

      The man turned around, and then stopped when he noticed that Duane hadn’t continued to follow him. “Oh, it’s just down the end of the alley here.” He flashed another quick smile, waving his arm forward for Duane to follow. “C’mon, aren’t you hungry?”

      Duane glanced back behind him, unable to see any of his fellow co-workers. He had been so excited about the prospect of eating that he had forgotten to check to see if it was even time for his lunch break. He had been yelled at for taking his break too early, and he didn’t want to get yelled at again.

      “Duane,” the man said, lowering his voice and his smile fading. “Why don’t you come with me?”

      Duane swayed from side to side, the soles of his boots scraping against the concrete, turning and pointing back toward the stage and event area. “I don’t know if I should. I should probably check with my boss—” The pain that shot through Duane’s back paralyzed him and stole his breath and was ten times worse than when Mack shoved him to the ground.

      Motionless, Duane was dragged deeper into the alley, his heels scuffing the concrete. The shock from the attack had numbed him, but the farther he was pulled, the more pain started to sink in, and while Duane wanted to fight back, his strength had left him.

      His mind swirled, spinning around, and it made him so dizzy that he shut his eyes. He couldn’t feel it, but he was dropped to the concrete, the back of his head smacking hard. He would have yelped if he could talk, but when he tried to move his mouth, there was only wheezing breaths.

      But before his vision finally faded, he saw the man with the smile who invited him to eat lunch. He was still smiling, but this smile was different.

      The man, his face darkening along with the world around him, looked insane. Like those faces of monsters that Duane sometimes saw in his nightmares. It was like staring at the boogeyman. But Duane didn’t understand, because the man had been so nice to him, had even invited him to lunch. But there would be no lunch for Duane. No more lunches ever.
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        * * *

      

      Dennis dragged Duane’s body to a small cutout in one of the buildings along the alleyway. Blood was everywhere, but he had planned ahead and wore a jumpsuit which he could easily discard after he was finished. Still, none of this would have been a problem if the idiot hadn’t frozen at the alleyway entrance, standing there slack-jawed.

      But when hunting, it was always important to prepare for multiple outcomes. A hunter had to be adaptable. He had to expect the unexpected. There were no certainties in the wild.

      Dennis dropped Duane’s body, panting as he stuck his head back into the alleyway to ensure that no one had seen him.

      When he was sure the coast was clear, Dennis stared at the dying man on the ground, watching the confusion and pain spread across his face.

      It was Dennis’s favorite part, though it had been a while since he’d gotten to see those last bits of consciousness fade from a person’s eyes. He dropped to a knee and pressed his palm against the dying man’s heart. He shut his eyes and listened to those last breaths, feeling those final pattering thumps of the imbecile’s heart.

      Dennis opened his mouth, a breath of excitement escaping as his own heart skipped a beat. This was power. This was what people didn’t understand about killing. This is what they couldn’t appreciate.

      Dennis opened his eyes, staring at the idiot, and wondered what it was like to have such a slow mind, to be lost every day in the sea of his own thoughts.

      The last bit of tension in Duane’s body relaxed, and that twinkle of light disappeared.

      Slowly, Dennis closed the dead man’s eyes and folded the hands over the body. He stared at the pool of blood that had oozed from Duane’s backside, the puddle growing as large as it could before freezing on the cold ground. He placed his hand over the dead man’s hands and squeezed, his smile meant to reassure the corpse. “Your death will not have been for nothing. You have a purpose now. A purpose with me.”

      Dennis stood, removing the bloodied jumpsuit from his body, then cleaned the blood from his face. He had scoped out this alley beforehand and had pulled the man into the cutout because there was a dumpster already here.

      He wasn’t sure when the trash would be collected, but it wouldn’t matter if the body was found. By then he would have already accomplished his mission, and he would go down in the history books as the deadliest mass murderer in the history of the country.
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      When both women had agreed to meet with him, Hickem was first relieved, and then nervous. He knew that bringing them both in would put him at a disadvantage in trying to get them to cooperate, but it was the only way they would agree to see him. And he had to try, at least one last time, to appeal to their better nature. Because if he couldn’t, then there was a good chance that Grant would die.

      Hickem chose to meet them at the hotel where he’d been staying, choosing to keep this away from the office and off the books. It wasn’t hard for his people to sneak both women in, seeing as how most of the attention from the press had died down.

      The room he’d been occupying for the past three months was a suite on the top floor. It wasn’t the biggest, but it wasn’t the smallest, something he could defend should his expense account with the Bureau ever come under investigation. When budgets became public, there was always the possibility of a witch hunt for lavish government spending.

      Hickem walked to the mini bar and fixed himself a vodka tonic, forgoing the ice and making it a double. He drank half of it then walked to the window. He could feel the cold radiating off the glass as he stared at Seattle’s downtown skyline and then glanced at the half-full cup of vodka and bubbling water. He couldn’t wait to leave.

      A knock at the door preceded one of the agents that poked his head into the room. “Sir? They’re here. Should I send them in?”

      Hickem downed the rest of the drink and tossed the paper cup into the trash. “Yeah.” He headed over to the dresser and grabbed the pack of gum that rested on top. He popped a piece into his mouth just as the door to his room opened again. He spun around, smacking the gum, smiling, but the women kept their guard up.

      “I’m glad you came,” Hickem said. “Both of you.”

      Neither responded, both of them holding their cards close to their chest. If Hickem wanted to get anything useful out of them, he’d need to tread lightly.

      Hickem gestured to the small round table that sat in the middle of his living room where he worked late into the night. “Please.”

      The woman took their seats, sitting together, opposite of Hickem, and he didn’t waste any more time.

      “We found him,” Hickem said. “Outside of Portland.”

      “Which him?” Mocks asked.

      “Grant.” Hickem answered Mocks, but kept his attention on Sam. Her body language was more defensive, keeping her arms crossed. “He was staying in a shitty motel. But he left something behind.” Hickem opened his jacket pocket and then put down the notebook that had been found in Grant’s room.

      Sam finally broke her staring contest with Hickem to glance down at the notebook.

      “It’s Pullman’s.” Hickem leaned forward, unsure how much he should share, but decided to go all in. “We have intelligence that he’s going to hit the music festival. I’ve already contacted local authorities, and we’re working with the governor’s office to have extra manpower on site.”

      Mocks frowned. “If you’re so sure that he’s going to hit the festival, then just cancel it.”

      “Since the evidence came from Grant, my bosses aren’t convinced of its authenticity,” Hickem said. “Plus the festival is one of the city’s biggest economic draws of the season.”

      Mocks held Hickem’s gaze, and then gave an exasperated laugh as she shook her head. “You’re going to use it to flush him out. Unbe-fucking-lievable.”

      “Everyone involved thinks that this is the best play,” Hickem said. “We’ll have eyes everywhere. The place is too well-guarded—”

      “He broke out of a fucking prison, Hickem!” Mocks shot up and out of her chair, smacking her palm against the table. “You really think that you’re going to stop this guy in an uncontrolled environment like an outdoor festival with tens of thousands of attendees? Even if you built a fucking wall around that thing, he would still find a way to get through. But you already know that, don’t you?”

      Hickem leaned back in his chair. He drummed his fingers on the table and decided to pull out his ace in the hole. “There was an incident in Portland when my agents tried to raid his motel.” He studied both women. “Gunfire was exchanged. Grant was shot.”

      The color disappeared from Sam’s face and somehow transferred to Mocks, who lit up like a red Christmas light bulb.

      “He still managed to escape, but my people believe that the injury he sustained was… significant.” Hickem pressed his fingertips together, hoping he’d get something from them, anything. “The wound, coupled with the below-freezing temperatures and lack of resources at Grant’s disposal, doesn’t paint a pretty picture for his survival.”

      Sam stood, walking away from the table and toward the window, keeping her back to them. But Mocks stayed. That woman looked like she couldn’t be moved by a bulldozer.

      “I believe both of you when you tell me that Grant hasn’t reached out to you, but I think that’s going to change within the next twenty-four hours,” Hickem said. “He’s wounded, he’s tired, and he’s finally coming home. And when he does, I think that he’s going to reach out to one of you for help.”

      “And you what?” Mocks shrugged. “You want us to cuff him? Hand him over to you on a silver platter?”

      “We both know that Grant is only doing this until he stops Dennis, and then he’s going to turn himself in, and when that happens, I won’t be able to protect him.”

      Sam spun around from the window. “Protect him? You’ve been hunting him like an animal for the past three months.”

      “Because he is on the FBI’s Most Wanted list,” Hickem said. “It’s my job.”

      “It’s your job to find Dennis,” Mocks said. “It’s your job—”

      “What do you think is going to happen if the local police find Grant before I do?” Hickem roared, his voice silencing both women. “You think they’re going to bring him in peacefully? Gently?” He turned to Mocks. “You know what they do to cop killers. It’s shoot on sight and sort it out later. I’ve been searching for him because I’m the only one who doesn’t want him to die!”

      Sam stomped over to him. “You’re the only one who doesn’t want him to die? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Hickem stared up at Sam, who had moved so close that he could feel the trembling rage from the vibrations of her arm, but he didn’t stand. He thought it best not to poke the bear when it was so close.

      “You could have done more, Hickem,” Mocks said, adding to the assault. “You could have put together a second unit, you could have fed more information and facts about the case to the press, you could have—”

      “Gone after Dennis alone after my husband and son were kidnapped?” Hickem asked, turning Mocks’s words against her. “Say what you will about the press and how they’re painting Grant as a bad guy, but you can’t deny that when push comes to shove, he goes beyond the law.” He pounded his fist against the table. “No one is above the law!” He stood and headed toward the bar. He unscrewed the vodka bottle cap and dumped it into another plastic cup. He was about to pour the tonic, but instead just drank it straight up.

      He shut his eyes and took a moment to gather his thoughts before he turned back around, wishing that he didn’t have such a high tolerance to alcohol. He’d always been that way, and the three shots still hadn’t done enough to take the edge off. He knew that he’d have to empty the mini bar before it would do him any good.

      “Grant killed a police detective,” Hickem said. “On film. That’s not something that can be washed away, no matter who weighs in.”

      And so Hickem waited for what came next, the screams, the crying, the outrage, and the flurry of fists that he expected to rain down upon him. But he was ready to take it. It was why he had brought them here in the first place. But none of that happened.

      It was Sam who walked up to Hickem, her movements slow and her eyes watering. “I don’t think he’s going to contact me. But if he does reach out? I’m going to help him do whatever he asks of me. And I’m going to make sure that you never catch him. That you never even have a chance. Because he’s smarter than you, and he’s better than you. It’s the reason why he was able to escape your men, it’s the reason why he’s saved three women already from Dennis over the past eight weeks.” She nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been following the news on that. He’s doing your fucking job.” She shoulder-checked him on her way out of the room.

      Hickem watched Sam leave, then turned back to Mocks. “You and I have never seen eye to eye on anything, but you know I’m right. My people finding Grant, hell, him turning himself in to me personally, is the best way for me to keep him safe. Because even if he manages to stop Dennis, even if things don’t go horribly wrong, Grant still won’t be going home. There is no happy ending here, Mocks. There is only a chance for Grant to stay alive.”

      Mocks was quiet for a long time, longer than Hickem had ever seen her quiet for, because the woman always had an opinion, no matter what the subject matter was about.

      Unable to withstand the silence anymore, Hickem moved toward Mocks, pleading his final case. “If he comes to you, then you have to be the voice of reason. Because if Grant tries to get involved with what’s going to happen at the festival, he’s going to die. That place will be flooded with cops. It’s going to be chaos, and he’s going to get caught.” He reached into his pocket and removed a small transmitter. “It has a button. You just press it, and my people will be at your location in less than ninety seconds. We bring him in, we keep him safe.”

      Mocks stared at the transmitter in Hickem’s hand. She took it from him and let it roll into her palm. “You know how many times Grant has saved my life? My family’s life?” She rolled the transmitter around her palm and slowly walked around Hickem toward the door. “He’s done things that I could never repay him for. Ever.”

      Hickem followed her, hoping that he’d finally broken through, that someone had enough sense to follow logic. “Then help him now. Return the favor by saving his life. This is the best way, and you know it.”

      Mocks stopped at the door, closing her fist around the transmitter, and looked back to Hickem. “You have your hands tied. I get that. But you also could have done a lot more to help him too. And, yeah, I get it, you’re the Director of the FBI. You have a job to do. You’ve always been real keen on that, Hickem. But as much as Grant has done for me personally, he’s done just as much for you on the professional level. If it wasn’t for him, then you’d have never been in this position in the first place.”

      “I know,” Hickem said. “That’s why I want to help.”

      Mocks smiled, shaking her head. “You never really understood him. I think that was the problem.” She stared at the transmitter again, rolling it around her palm with her thumb. “If you really want to help him? If you really want to pay back everything that he’s done for you? For this city? For everyone he helped keep safe?” She tossed the transponder back to Hickem, who snatched it out of the air like a fly. “Then stay the hell out of his way.” Mocks opened the door and slammed it shut so hard that it rattled the walls.

      Hickem stood alone in the living room and glanced down at the transponder in his hand. He took a big breath and then tossed the transponder up and down in his hand like a ball before tossing it into the ice bucket. He walked back over to the window and planted his fists on his hips, staring out at the city, and he laughed, knowing deep down, past his ego and machismo, that Mocks was right.
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      Sam didn’t say much on the ride back to her apartment, but she did lean over and give Mocks a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. She opened the door, letting in the cold air, and then ducked low to peek inside the car again. “I love you.”

      “Love you too, girl,” Mocks said.

      The door shut, ending the cold and wrapping Mocks back up in the cocoon of warmth that was the inside of the car. She waited at the sidewalk until she saw Sam disappear inside before she pulled away and headed home.

      Mocks knew that Sam was right, that if Grant was to contact anyone, it would be her, but she didn’t want the responsibility, and that made the guilt even worse. Guilt from the truth of how she felt. She was tired of fighting this. She was tired of coming home to new graffiti that marked her family as the enemy. She was tired that her family continued to suffer because she had tried to do her job, and she was tired of being labeled as a traitor for being loyal to the people who mattered most to her.

      Seven years ago, she might have felt different. She was younger then. And she didn’t have Chase to think about. But a child changed your perspective. It changed the way you made decisions and why you made decisions. Because the world no longer revolved around you like it had before parenthood.

      There was another life to consider, a more important extension of yourself. And Mocks needed to make sure that Chase’s life was at the top of her list. She knew that Grant would agree with her, but that didn’t bring the peace of mind that she’d hoped.

      Locked in debate with herself, the ride home was a quick one, and before Mocks realized it, she was pulling into her driveway. She shut off the engine and then leaned her head back, staring at the faded stains of the message written on the garage door. “It doesn’t just wash off anymore.”

      Mocks stepped out of the car. She headed toward the door, but then stopped halfway up the walkway. It was something that pricked the back of her neck. And for the first time in three months, Mocks was afraid.

      She was afraid of what she would find when she turned. She was afraid of how she would react when she saw him, but most of all, she was afraid of what would happen when their conversation finally ended.

      Mocks turned sharply and saw Grant duck back behind the side of the house. She would have looked around to see if anyone was watching, but she suspected that Grant had already done that. He wouldn’t have come to the house if he hadn’t.

      Mocks walked over casually, head down, her stomach betraying the calm exterior with complex aerial acrobatics.

      After turning the corner, she saw Grant standing just a few feet away, hands in the pockets of his jacket, his hair long and his face covered with a thick black beard peppered with flecks of gray.

      Despite the bulky winter clothes, Mocks could tell that Grant was leaner. His cheekbones were more prominent, and his neck was thinner. Standing there, he looked more like the homeless down at the docks, and he could have blended in seamlessly if it weren’t for his eyes.

      Grant had always held an intelligent gaze, but the past three months had hardened that stare, stripped it of anything that wasn’t necessary to either his survival or the capture of the man he was chasing.

      “You look like you haven’t been sleeping,” Mocks said, the words spilling out of her.

      “I’ve been working,” Grant said.

      “I’ve heard.” Mocks leaned against the house. She couldn’t sense why she was so uneasy. Grant had changed, that much was sure, stripped down to a machine with only a singular purpose. He was more streamlined, efficient. “Hickem came and talked to me. And Sam.”

      She looked for a reaction from him, something that made Grant stir at the mention of Sam’s name, but there was nothing.

      “Did he follow the breadcrumbs?” Grant asked.

      “He thinks that Dennis is going to attack the music festival,” Mocks answered. “They’ve tightened security. Really doubled down, I guess.”

      “Good.” Grant turned and started to head to the back of the house.

      “Hey.” Mocks jolted forward, cutting Grant off and forcing him to stop. “That’s it?”

      “I needed to make sure Hickem understood my message.”

      Mocks frowned, staring him up and down. “He said that you were hurt.” She looked him over like she could diagnose his condition with X-ray vision, but he didn’t look hurt.

      “I’m fine,” Grant said.

      Mocks waited for more, anything else, but there was nothing. “You are anything but fine.”

      “I’m going to finish this, Mocks,” Grant said. “No matter what.”

      “And what about Sam? What about—”

      “Whatever future we had together is gone. You know that. She knows that. I know that.” It was the first time that he let any emotion through, and it was only in the eyes, which had reddened.

      Watching him now, seeing what he’d become, both mentally and physically, Mocks realized that she was seeing him as he would have been if he hadn’t met Sam two years ago, if he hadn’t walked away from the line of work that was slowly wearing him down to a fine point. This was the incarnation of Grant that she had worked so hard to prevent.

      “You can still walk away, Grant,” Mocks said, starting to cry. “We can call Sam right now. She’ll go on the run with you. I can give you money, you can get out of the country, head north into Canada. I bet I could even get Hickem to help you with relocation. He’s trying to help. Really. It might not be the life you imagined, but it will still be a life.”

      Grant retained his stoic posture, gazing down at her as though he were a statue carved out of marble or bronze. But again, there was the slightest crack in his armor, a single glint of the pain that rested beneath all of that focus and rage.

      “He has to be stopped, Mocks,” Grant said. “And we both know that I’m the only one who can do it. I’ve gotten inside of his head. I know how he thinks, how he moves, how he…”

      “Hunts?” Mocks asked, finishing the sentence for him, arching her eyebrows. “So you’ve what? Become him? Is that what you’re telling me?” She shook her head. “You’re not like him, Grant. No matter how much time you’ve spent chasing him, or studying him. It’s not in your nature to be like Dennis Pullman. It’s duty that drives your pursuit, and honor that keeps you feeling guilty.” She paused, holding back the tears. “You don’t have to do this.”

      Mocks had seen that look in Grant’s eye in junkies during her time on the streets. He was heading for a final confrontation that would put Grant six feet under. He hadn’t come home to just stop Dennis. He’d come back to Seattle to die.

      “Hickem hasn’t been able to get the job done,” Grant said. “Dennis is too smart and too elusive.”

      Mocks snarled. “After everything that’s happened, after all you’ve gone through, this is how you’re going to go down? In some self-righteous blaze of glory? Why? What do you have to prove, Grant? Why do you want to die?”

      “Because it’s all I have left to give her,” Grant answered, his voice cracking as he twisted his mouth to seal up the grief before it poured out of him. He lowered his head, regaining his composure, and when he raised his gaze to Mocks once more, all that remained were the remnants of his tears. “I know how much this has hurt Sam, but it only hurts because I’m still out there in the world. Because I’m alive, she will always think we have a chance at being together. But that’s not what will happen, Mocks. Life on the run is no life, no matter how you try and spin it. We’d never be safe. You can’t sleep with one eye open and get any rest. I don’t want that life for her.” He nodded. “After I’m gone, she’ll be devastated. I know she will be. But she’ll have a chance to move on, to find someone new. It won’t be what we had, but it will still be good. She’ll come through the other side, bruised and bloodied, but alive. That’s what I can offer her, Mocks. I can make it so she doesn’t have to hang on anymore.”

      “She hasn’t given up on you,” Mocks said. “And if death won’t stop that woman from looking for you.”

      “She’ll spiral like I did after Ellen died,” Grant said. “But you’ll help pull her out. You’ll be the light she can follow out of that hell, Mocks. Just like how you did it for me.”

      Mocks collapsed back against the side of the house. She opened her mouth a half dozen times to speak, but the words wouldn’t come, so she simply shook her head. This wasn’t a fight she was going to win. He had made up his mind a long time ago. The only reason he came to talk to her now was to say his final piece.

      “Promise me, Mocks,” Grant said. “Promise me that you’ll pull her out.”

      After everything that Grant had done, she knew she couldn’t refuse, but that didn’t make the decision any easier. “Okay. I promise.”

      “Thank you.” Grant’s hardened resolve fractured once more, only for a moment. “How’s Rick?”

      It wasn’t much, but it was the first semblance of the old Grant. The one that clung to the body standing in front of her like a shadow, ready to disappear the moment darkness descended.

      “Good,” Mocks answered. “Well, better at least.”

      “And Chase?” Grant asked.

      Mocks’s expression softened. “He misses his Uncle Grant.”

      Grant nodded. “I miss him too.”

      She waited for him to ask about Sam, but when the questions never came, she took it upon herself to bring it up. With his guard finally lowered, she might be able to reach him.

      “Sam misses you,” Mocks said, and in the same instance she mentioned her name, she saw Grant raise that guard once more. “If you’d just talk to her—”

      “I told you I can’t.” Anger shimmered in Grant’s voice, and the growl caused Mocks to step back. “I’m too far gone, Mocks. You see that, don’t you?”

      The truth was that she did. While there were glimpses of the man she had known, the partner that she had spent two years with on the streets, the man who had saved herself and her husband, the man who had become her closest friend was gone. But she wouldn’t tell him that.

      “It’s not too late,” Mocks said. “You’re never too far gone, and you know that I understand that better than anyone. Just come home, Grant. We’ll fix this. I promise.”

      And for one fleeting moment, Mocks watched Grant’s reaction and saw that he was considering it. She saw the conflict, the doubt, the desire to come back to the people whom he cared most about. But the moment was gone in the blink of an eye, and that man who had taken over Grant’s body returned.

      “Goodbye, Mocks,” Grant said.

      Mocks watched him leave, but then sprinted after him, forcing him to stop. “Wait!” She held up her hands and forced him to stop. “Just… wait.”

      Once she was convinced that he wasn’t going anywhere, she hurried back to the garage and unpacked an old Kevlar vest that she’d bought for Rick a long time ago. The pair were about the same size, though Grant had lost a considerable amount of weight.

      Grant was still waiting for her when she came back out, but he shook his head when he saw the vest. “If I’m caught, they’ll trace it back to you and—”

      Mocks shoved the Kevlar into Grant’s chest, and he grabbed it before it hit the ground. “Don’t make me beat you up.”

      Grant smirked, that quick flash of his old self returning, and then nodded. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” And before she thought better of it, Mocks wrapped her arms around Grant and squeezed as hard as she could. “I love you, Chase Grant. Sam loves you too. We all do. Just remember that, and maybe you’ll finally hear us.” She stepped back quickly, as if the hug had never happened, and Grant turned to leave without another word.

      She wasn’t sure if he left because she had started crying, or if he had and he didn’t want her to see. But after Grant was gone, she collapsed to her knees, where she stayed sobbing until Rick’s sister came out to find her curled up on her side on the cold ground.
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      Hickem repeatedly checked his phone, hoping that he’d get a call from either Mocks or Sam, or even Grant himself, but none came, and after the interaction he had with both of the women at the hotel, deep down he knew that he was on his own.

      “Sir?”

      Hickem broke from his daydream and returned his attention to the schematics of the festival that his surveillance team had put together. “Go on.”

      “We’ll have snipers on every building within the two-hundred-degree perimeter of the festival.” The agent ran his finger along the invisible line. “Because the rest of the festival is backed up against the water, we’ll be able to devote and concentrate our considerable resources at the egress points along that same line.”

      “I want the same kind of presence along the water,” Hickem said.

      The agent paused, glaring at the rest of the team. “Sir, it would be a waste of manpower to keep—”

      “How many serial killers have you dealt with during your career that have escaped from a maximum security prison?” Hickem addressed the entire team. “Really? Not one?”

      The lead agent exhaled, dropping the pen onto the map. “Sir, I think we all understand the unique nature of this—”

      “I don’t think you understand shit.” Hickem pressed his finger into the map, the pressure so great that the table beneath it groaned from his weight. “We’ve thrown nearly all of our domestic resources at this guy for the past three months, and we’ve got jack shit to show for it. Whatever plan you’ve come up with, he already has a contingency for. Now, we are not going to get another shot at this, so I want us thinking a little more progressively when it comes to capturing this lunatic.” He smashed his fist onto the table. “Do I make myself clear?”

      A unanimous chorus of ‘yes, sir’ echoed in response, and Hickem stepped away from the table.

      “Then I want a new strategy before the end of today. We stay up all night if we have to, but we don’t stop until we get it right.” Hickem shouldered open the door and exited the conference room of the small FBI building that acted as the Bureau’s Seattle office.

      The walls were yellowed, the lights flickering, and every inch of the building somehow reeked of mildew, which the agents had tried to mask with air fresheners and Febreze, but the synthetic aromas didn’t help.

      Hickem moved swiftly through the office, turning heads with every agent and employee he passed. He knew most of them by name now, but he didn’t respond to any of the pleasantries as he passed, every discarded hello no doubt causing great harm to the psyche of the employee he ignored. It was one aspect of the job that he enjoyed.

      Power was a hell of a drug.

      A blast of cold air quickly erased the building’s stench from Hickem’s nostrils and provided a needed boost of adrenaline from the mundane meetings that had plagued him all afternoon.

      Without realizing it, he had walked all the way down to the street corner. With the traffic light red, he took a right, not wanting to break his stride.

      Hickem pulled the coat of his jacket tighter against the stiff breeze, one more reminder of why he wanted to get the hell out of this city. DC was cold, but it wasn’t this biting. And at least Virginia had snow, which helped cover up the dead of winter.

      A few more blocks, and Hickem reached into his pocket and pulled out a cigar. It had been a while since he smoked, but he decided to cut himself some slack. He cupped his hand around the end of the cigar to block the wind.

      An orange glow radiated from the end of the cigar, and he tucked the lighter into his pocket and then found a bench that had a clear shot of the water to the west.

      Trailing clouds of cigar smoke, Hickem walked over and brushed off the seat before sitting down. He leaned back and puffed smoke, the tobacco providing relief as the stress of the day slipped away.

      But it wasn’t the meetings, or the festival, or the talk with Sam and Mocks that was the root of his stress. It was a decision he’d have to make before the end of the day that weighed him down.

      Hickem hadn’t told Mocks and Sam the entire truth of what he knew, because as much as he wanted them on his side, he didn’t want to put them in harm’s way. But after the events in Portland, Hickem had a very brief, and very frank, conversation with the President’s Chief of Staff.

      If the opportunity presented itself tomorrow, should Grant decide to make himself a part of the events that transpired, then it was made clear to Hickem that Grant should be made an example of. By any use of force deemed necessary. That was the verbiage the White House Chief of Staff used.

      Those words had been ringing in Hickem’s head all day. It was like an echo that never ended, an itch that he just couldn’t scratch.

      Hickem took a long drag and held it before he exhaled. He tapped the end of the cigar, the wind carrying the ash east.

      Hickem chewed on the end of the cigar, tasting the bits of paper and tobacco on his tongue. If Chase Grant decided to show his face at the festival tomorrow, then he would be caught. And if Hickem didn’t give his men the order to shoot on sight, then he might be looking for a new job sooner rather than later.

      “To shoot or not to shoot,” Hickem sighed through the expression. “That is the question.”
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      Sirens, barking dogs, the noise of the freeway, it was the familiar chorus of a less desirable part of the city, but a place where people who were on the run, people like Grant, wouldn’t be bothered.

      The projects of Seattle were a mixed bag of homeless, druggies, prostitutes, and low-income families, all of them barely getting by with whatever means necessary.

      Grant moved as quickly and calmly as he could through the darkened streets. He had waited until the sun had gone down before he moved through the nicer parts of town, which he had to cross in order to arrive in the slums.

      Every once in a while, Grant would favor that left leg, the long dirty jeans concealing the rough stitching and bandages that he’d used to keep the wound shut. But while he was able to stop the bleeding, he knew that he was in desperate need of antibiotics to fight the infection.

      After he was shot, he was forced to stumble through the woods all night, heading deep into the brush, scaling the sides of mountains in order to evade the authorities’ relentless efforts, which surprised him. He knew Hickem wanted to stop him, but Grant had underestimated the FBI Director’s persistence.

      It wasn’t until Grant saw the first rays of dawn that he finally stopped to rest. By then the blood had mostly crusted and frozen from the low temperatures, which had probably helped stem the blood loss. He was also aided by the agent’s poor aim.

      The bullet had only grazed him, taking off a bit of flesh and muscle, missing any major arteries or bones. But that didn’t make it hurt any less.

      Once the adrenaline had worn off, the pain hit Grant like a freight train, crippling him every few steps as he struggled to remain upright. But he finally made his way into a small town, where the clerk was either too stupid or too high to see the blood that covered Grant’s clothes, and bought the medical supplies needed to patch him up for the interim.

      Duct tape, gauze, ibuprofen, and rubbing alcohol. A boy scout’s best friend. The fifth of Jack Daniels was a supplement to the ibuprofen, which he tried not to lean on too much. He still wanted to keep his wits about him, especially in his current ragged state. He knew he wouldn’t be able to outrun anyone in the city. So it was all about blending in.

      The beard and matted hair combined with the rough nature of his clothes made him look like every other homeless person in Seattle. A few folks had even stopped to offer him some money.

      It was a younger couple, both of them carrying around backpacks like they were still in school, though Grant knew that was a bit presumptuous. A lot of younger business folks carried around backpacks now instead of briefcases.

      Both of them had looked Grant right in the eye, talked to him, and didn’t recognize him at all. It was a bit of a surreal moment for him, after having been basically accosted and exiled by the entire population of Seattle.

      Still, Grant avoided eye contact and kept his side of the conversation to a series of grunts and nods as he took a five and let the couple pray over him before letting him go.

      He wasn’t sure how much the prayer would help, but the five bucks bought him dinner from McDonald’s. And now, with a full belly and a desperate need to check his bandages, Grant searched for a place to hang his hat for the night.

      After scouring the neighborhood, he found an old trailer park nestled between two large housing projects that rented the trailers by the hour only. It was ripe with prostitutes, two of which tried to follow Grant into his rented trailer, but he managed to lock the door before they could snake their way inside from the cold.

      The trailer was small, and it was cramped, but the heat worked, and the sheets were actually clean. He suspected that was only the case because of the weather, keeping most of the pervs at home and out of the cold.

      Grant made his way to the bathroom, waiting for the heat to kick in before he peeled his clothes off. The bathroom was small and cramped, and Grant awkwardly lifted his leg onto the sink to get a better look at his calf under the yellow light.

      Blood had seeped from beneath the edges of the duct tape. The blood wasn’t red anymore, it had turned a brownish yellow. Grant pinched the edge of the tape and peeled it back, slowly.

      He clutched the side of the sink, gripping it so hard that his knuckles matched the white porcelain, but he managed to pull the bandage all the way off before he passed out. The final tug caused the wound to reopen, and fresh claret splashed into the sink.

      With a trembling hand, Grant reached for the gauze and pressed it against the wound. The sting faded, but reignited after he applied the antiseptic.

      “Gah!” Grant dropped the bottle, his one good knee buckling as he collapsed onto the toilet seat.

      After the initial pain dissipated, Grant grabbed the needle and thread and then bit down on the pencil he bought to fight through what came next.

      Grant dipped the needle into the antiseptic and then took a breath as he brought the point to his flesh. He hesitated for a moment, but then finally pushed it in. He nearly snapped the pencil in half.

      Fatigue and pain forced him to stop a half dozen times, but he managed to reseal the wound. The stitching wasn’t pretty, but it got the job done.

      Grant then placed a fresh bandage over the stitched area and leaned his head back against the wall. The heat of the trailer, combined with the stress and pain from the stitching, had doused him with a thick sheen of sweat.

      All of the sleepless nights, the running, the fighting, it had finally caught up with him. But that’s the way it always was when you could see the finish line. That’s when the runner always hit the fabled wall.

      Grant finally managed to pick himself off the toilet and stumbled over to the bed, collapsing onto a squeaky mattress that buckled when he landed, and fell asleep almost instantly. But he didn’t stay that way for long.

      Because even with Grant’s fatigue, his unconscious mind was plagued with nightmares. He saw Mocks and Sam at the festival, gunned down by Dennis, who had somehow gained the ability to transform into anyone in the crowd. And every time Grant thought he’d killed Dennis, it turned out to be just another bystander.

      Body after body dropped to the floor, Grant’s gun running on an endless supply of bullets as he chased Dennis’s face through the crowd until he was the only one left standing.

      And then, Dennis finally emerged from beneath a pile of corpses, completely unharmed, and walked toward Grant with a big smile on his face. Grant aimed the weapon at him, squeezing the trigger, but heard only the click of the firing pin.

      Dennis laughed, that plastic smile stretched across his face until the tip of Grant’s pistol was pressed against Dennis’s chest. “I told you that I’d go out with a BANG!”

      Grant drew in a sharp breath, choking on his own spit as he lurched to his side. The sheets were doused with his sweat, and he struggled to keep himself upright. The world around him spun, and he gripped the bed tight to keep himself from flying off the face of the earth. The faces from the nightmare flashed across his memory. His chest tightened, and he whimpered.

      There were too many faces, too many for him to count, too many for him to save. All of them dead. Grant shut his eyes and pushed them out of his mind as he struggled to regain control of his breathing. He frowned. “It wasn’t real. It was just a dream.”

      Grant repeated the mantra a few times and after a while, he started to believe it. One way or the other, it would all end for him tomorrow. And it was that which calmed him. An end to a long and terrible journey.

      Slowly, Grant reached into his jean pocket and removed a folded photograph. The crease down the middle was prominent, and when he flipped it open, her face was still intact, and it was a face that Grant had thought of every minute since his escape.

      Grant ran his finger down Sam’s cheek. She was smiling, eyes bright and shining despite the faded color of the photograph. They were blue and vibrant and full of everything that he had wanted his life to be, and three months ago, it had been.

      Grant’s life had devolved into a series of impossible choices, but as hard as all of them had been, leaving Sam behind without an explanation had been the hardest.

      At night, in those rare moments of sleep, she visited him, and every dream was the same. He would stand there in the hallway of their apartment, the door would be open, and Sam would be inside.

      She looked beautiful, dolled up like they were going out on a date. She’d rest her head against the door frame and smile. “Just come in, honey.”

      Grant wanted to, more than anything, but his feet were cemented to the floor. And while she was dressed up, looking like an angel sent to rescue him from a hell that he couldn’t escape on his own, he was dressed in bloodied clothes, dirty and tattered. His beard was mangled and thick, he needed a bath, and he could smell himself even in the dream.

      “I can’t, Sam,” Grant said, his voice stricken with grief. “I want to, but I can’t.”

      “Sure you can,” Sam said, keeping that coy smile on her face, slowly twisting her hips back and forth, waiting impatiently for him to join her. “All you have to do is come home, baby. Just come home.”

      Grant was frozen in place, and he panicked. Something was coming, something he could feel but couldn’t see. Something that pricked the hair on the back of his neck, but he couldn’t hear. “Sam, you need to go inside.”

      “Only if you come with me.” She laughed, bouncing her eyebrows suggestively, but she couldn’t see the shadow growing larger behind her.

      “Sam, run!” Grant screamed, struggling against the concrete shoes. “Leave!”

      But she didn’t move, she didn’t act like anything was wrong, and in those moments, Grant realized that this wasn’t his Sam. This wasn’t the strong, capable woman that he’d fallen in love with, but that didn’t lessen the terror as the barrel of the gun appeared behind her skull.

      “Sam, please!” Grant screamed so loud that his throat grew raw and cracked with every blood-curdling cry. Tears matted his beard, and he dropped to his knees, knowing what was coming.

      “Don’t cry, baby,” Sam said, still smiling as the barrel of the gun was pressed against the back of her head. “Just come home, just come ho—”

      The bullet went straight through the skull, and instead of waking from the nightmare from such a harsh and violent sight, Grant was forced to watch the aftermath. He saw the blood and bone drip down the hallway walls. He saw Sam’s body crumple into a heap of nothing on the floor. He saw her face disappear, along with the eyes and smile that he’d fallen in love with all those years ago.

      But the gun stayed where it was in the doorway. Grant never saw the shooter, but he knew who it was. He knew who had pulled the trigger.

      “That’s what happens,” Dennis said, still hidden in the room. “That’s what happens if you go back to her. You kill her. And you. The only way she survives is without you.” Laughter echoed from inside. “It’s hell, isn’t it, Grant? Knowing that she’s out there, knowing that she still wants you, and denying both of your desires.”

      Grant trembled, the rage funneling through his veins bringing a strength that he’d never felt before. He forced himself to stand and broke through the concrete shoes that kept him in place. He charged for the door, ready to kill the man who had destroyed his life, ready to end it all.

      And that’s when the dream would end. Right before Grant had the opportunity to avenge his fallen love, right before he could end Dennis’s reign of terror on himself and the rest of the world. That’s when he would wake in a cold sweat, shivering and gasping for breath, more terrified than he’d ever been in his entire life.

      It never ceased to amaze Grant just how quickly fate can flip you on your backside and pummel you with a baseball bat. But he supposed that’s what made tragedy so terrible. It could happen to anyone, at any moment, at any time.

      Tragedy didn’t discriminate or play favorites, it simply took what it wanted and let the people who survived figure out how to live without it.

      Tears filled Grant’s eyes, and alone in this dark and terrible place, the wind howling outside and the temperatures dropping below freezing, Grant allowed himself to feel the doubt and regret. So he spoke to the picture as though she was here, a bit of a final confessional since he didn’t see a way of escaping tomorrow if things unfolded the way he believed that they would.

      “I loved you so much, Sam. No matter what happens to me, or what they do, you saved me. You gave me two of the best years of my life. I wished it could have been more. I wanted it to last the rest of my life. But whatever curse that flows through my blood always finds its way to infect the people around me. I’m sorry it got to you. I’m sorry I let it get to you. I love you. Goodbye.”

      Grant brought the picture to his lips, and then kissed Sam. He then folded the picture back up and set it on the small nightstand. He leaned his head back against the pillow but didn’t shut his eyes. He wasn’t sure how much sleep he would get, but regardless, he felt better prepared for tomorrow. No matter what happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            53

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Music Festival

      

      

      The river of bodies flooded from parking lots and garages and bus stops and headed toward Seattle’s waterfront.

      The human collective backed up around 3rd Street, where the roads had been blocked off to help prepare for the event. It was here where Uber and Lyft drivers dumped their passengers, the scene more chaotic than authorities would have preferred.

      But it was a beautiful day, the sun reflecting off the high rises on the edge of Seattle’s downtown. After the skyscrapers ended, the tallest buildings were only five to twelve stories. Midgets compared to the massive downtown structures that fought for the honor of the city’s tallest along with the Space Needle.

      And while the crowds weaved between these smaller buildings, all of the pedestrians were too engaged with one another or the little devices in their hands to notice any danger or the presence of authority hovering on the rooftops.

      The mayor and governor had pulled out all the stops for the event, ensuring that every visitor would be safe.

      The mixture of SWAT, troopers, and FBI agents pulled their resources to create a net that strung across the rooftops of the event’s perimeter. Radios crackled as regular updates were fed to the ears of everyone keeping an eye on the citizens below. But the presence on the roof was more of a last resort, and none of them hoped that they would be used.

      Sergeant Woolf stood at the corner of the building in the south corridor, where his SWAT team was positioned with riflemen and a bomb unit was downstairs ready to deploy should they need it. Through the binoculars, he was thrust to the ground level with the rest of the people. “It’s a clusterfuck down there.” He lowered the binoculars, shaking his head. “We’re never going to find this guy from up here.”

      The earpiece in his ear crackled and was followed by a tinny voice. “Sergeant, I need you to come and take a look at something.”

      Woolf walked across the roof to the officer on the far side and kept to the edge where the roof was sturdiest. The building that they’d been positioned had been picked because it was abandoned, but it also looked like it was on the verge of collapse.

      He found his officer staring toward the shoreline, away from the bulk of the crowd and the event, but still along what had been labeled their perimeter.

      “What do you have, Nick?” Woolf asked.

      “Looks like a garbage truck, but it’s been parked there for the past four minutes,” Nick said, peering through the scope at the last two buildings before the open area of the festival began.

      Woolf didn’t have to use his binoculars to spy the vehicle and instinctively reached for the radio. “I need ground units down to a building south of First Avenue.” He frowned. “We’ve got a garbage truck sitting idle parallel to the area of the backstage area of the festival.”

      “Copy that,” a voice said. “We have a unit en route.”

      Woolf used his binoculars and searched the area around the end of the alley, but he didn’t see anything suspicious. He lowered the binoculars and shook his head. “Probably nothing.”

      “Yeah,” Nick said, echoing similar thoughts. “Probably not.”

      But Woolf continued to stare at the end of the alley where the garbage truck idled and felt something tickle the back of his neck. He blamed the cold, but the longer he stared and the longer the radio remained silent, the worse the feeling became.
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      Behind the gates that separated the festival goers from those that worked the event were hundreds of workers in black shirts, scurrying back and forth in a frenzied and coordinated chaos. Everyone moved with a purpose and a personal mission. Bodies bumped into one another, clashing together violently.

      Dennis kept his head tilted down as he maneuvered through the crowd, wearing a similar black shirt, the lanyard and badge that he’d taken off Duane the idiot swinging from his neck. He carried an instrument case, one that he’d stolen off a truck the day before and brought back to the tiny little room he’d rented from an Asian family that asked no questions after he gave them one thousand dollars.

      It was the last of his cash, but Dennis didn’t need it anymore.

      The ballcap that he wore brought a shadow down to his chin, which concealed the coy smile that he’d worn all morning. He did his best to stay out of the way of the hurried crowd, but he knocked into a few people along the way to the staging area.

      Dennis flexed his fingers over the silver handle of the case and gave it a quick glance, giggling to himself over what was inside. And no one had a clue. Not a single person had stopped him, everyone so busy with their own lives that they ignored the world around them.

      And they ignored the world because they believed that they were safe. But it was a blind faith, and blind faith was only rewarded with one thing. A painful end.

      People’s civility had betrayed their true nature, the singular truth that had propelled humanity to evolve into the dominant species on this planet. And that truth was strength. The strong survived. Too many of the weak and moronic had been allowed to live. And now Dennis was going to make his mark, a final defiant scream into the faces of the people who believed that they were untouchable.

      Dennis knew that what he would do here would force people to understand the truth of his cause. He was making society better, stronger. He was doing what no one else had the courage to do.
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      The lines into the festival grounds were growing longer by the hour, expanding the crowd within the festival to the edges. A freshly-shaven Grant clumped himself to a group of couples, ballcap on with his head down.

      Between the fresh shave and the haircut, along with clean clothes, he was a far cry from the man who’d been offered money by a couple thinking they were helping out a homeless man.

      He spied the security check up ahead. In addition to the festival security in yellow shirts, he saw a pair of SWAT officers stationed behind them at the gate’s entrance. They were probably supplement ground forces to the eyes that the officers had on the roofs that surrounded the festival grounds.

      Grant knew that the guys on the roof trying to search the crowd wouldn’t have a shot of seeing Grant, it was like searching for a needle in the haystack. But his picture had no doubt been given to the officers at the gates, who were looking for him. Fortunately, Grant had gone through the same training they did, and he knew what to avoid.

      They looked for people unattached from groups, wearing bulky clothing that could conceal a weapon. There were even certain colors of clothes that could be flagged.

      So by keeping himself attached to a group and remaining smiling and chatting to the people around him, he had avoided those pitfalls as he passed through the security check performed by the yellow shirts, and smiled politely as the woman at the gate took his ticket.

      “Enjoy the show,” she said.

      “I will,” Grant replied, forcing himself to remember how people communicated with one another. “Thank you.”

      Grant passed right by the pair of SWAT officers without so much as a second glance.

      Once he was through the gates, Grant moved along the perimeter, where he had the best view of the festival. He quickly spied the three areas where he thought Dennis would be to inflict the most damage and had the potential for the highest casualty rates.

      Of the three areas, the closest was the food trucks, where there were plenty of places for Dennis to run and hide once he started shooting. It was the perfect place for cover, and Dennis could even hijack one of the trucks and drive straight through the crowd.

      During the walk over, Grant continued to scan the crowd. He spied a few more SWAT members, the rest of the crowd not seeming to notice the heightened sense of security.

      The warm scents radiating off the food trucks caused Grant’s stomach to growl, but he stayed sharp, weaving between the trucks and discreetly checking beneath them for anything that Dennis might have left behind for him to pick up once he made it onto the grounds.

      Grant knew that Dennis would most likely use some kind of fully automatic rifle that would allow him to inflict the most damage, but sneaking that kind of hardware into the festival would be difficult. Unless he stashed the weapon here somewhere beforehand, or found some way to carry—

      Grant froze, staring at the stage where event workers carried cases out onto the platform to prepare for the show. If Dennis managed to blend in as a worker, then he’d be able to sneak in that way, and the stage provided the perfect location for an ambush.
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      The closer that Dennis moved toward the stage, the more security he passed. And the more security that he passed, the more eyes glazed over his badge. A badge that didn’t belong to him. A badge with a name printed on it that didn’t match up with the face that wore it.

      And the longer he walked, the longer that Dennis was exposed, the more he felt those eyes following him even after they passed. He cursed and muttered beneath his breath, hastening his pace toward the stage. He gripped the handle of the music case tighter.

      “Hey!”

      Dennis wasn’t sure if the voice was directed at him, but he kept moving toward the stage. He was nearly there. Just one more gate to step around and he’d be able to make it to the cover beneath the stage, right in plain view of all the cattle that had gathered to moo and cod.

      “Hey, stop!”

      The few beads of sweat that had formed on Dennis’s forehead had multiplied and doused his body, the sweat burning into his eyes.

      “Hey, man!” A hand clamped down on Dennis’s shoulder, spinning him around.

      Dennis stared at the man, who wore a headset over a black ballcap and clutched a clipboard in both hands. He felt himself trembling and he lost his hold of the handle, the black case smacking against the ground with a loud crack.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” The headset gestured to the case. “You going to pick that up?”

      Dennis frowned, then stared at the case. He nodded and quickly picked the case up. “Sorry,” he muttered under his breath.

      “Instruments need to be dropped off around the back,” he said, pointing toward a section of the gate around the stage that was open. “And watch the equipment, will you?” He shook his head and then walked off, his attention focused on someone else.

      Dennis exhaled, and then laughed. It was like he was a kid again, his father catching him doing something wrong, and him afraid that he would be scolded. Dennis walked over to the entrance point that the headset had pointed through.

      Still laughing as he passed another security guard, he made eye contact with the man who frowned as Dennis just shrugged and continued to head toward the front of the stage, walking around the perimeter.

      “Hey, are you supposed to be up there?” The security guard took a few steps, following Dennis, but stopped when Dennis turned around and waved.

      “It’s all right!” The chuckle had transformed into full-blown hysteria. “I’ll only be a few minutes!” He adjusted the handle of the case in his palm and veered around the corner, wiping the cold tears from his cheeks before they froze to his face.

      But the farther Dennis moved toward the front of the stage, the more the laughter started to fade. Because he started to remember.

      No one valued what he’d been able to do. Not even Grant, who he had given a true purpose. With his smile vanished, he snarled at the crowd, all of them too busy staring at their phones to even notice he was standing there right in front of them. He’d always been standing there. But he was about to make sure he was noticed. Oh, yes. He was going to make all of them wish that they’d never even been born.

      Keeping just beneath the lip of the stage, Dennis dropped the case when he’d reached the very front. He kept his back to the crowd and flipped open the hatches and lifted the case’s lid.

      Crammed into the stuffing where a guitar should have rested were the pieces of his pride and joy, the one weapon that he’d been saving for his final act: the AK-47.

      In terms of assault weapons, there was nothing more trustworthy, reliable, and deadlier than Russia’s greatest contribution to the art of war. It was the ultimate killing machine, and in his hands, he would transform from hunter to God.
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        * * *

      

      Grant pushed his way through the crowd, which thickened toward the front of the stage, so instead he broke left, heading toward the crowd’s perimeter and to an open section of fence that separated the crowd from the stage, hoping to get a better look.

      The injured leg slowed Grant’s progress, and every step he took was a reminder of the haggard state of the flesh of his calf. But so far, the stitches had held, though he wasn’t sure how well they’d hold up once he started to run.

      Winded and wincing, Grant grabbed hold of the cold top rail of the fence and glanced down toward the stage.

      At first it was hard to see, the behind the scenes area so full of people running back and forth. But amidst the sea of black shirts, he saw one break away from the rest of the crowd, walking beneath the stage, slowly trailed by a security guard. And the longer Grant stared, the more he knew it was Dennis.

      Before he realized it, Grant had hopped over the railing, knowing that he couldn’t move quick enough through the densely-crowded, standing-room-only area that comprised the space around him.

      A shot of pain traveled up from his left calf when he landed on the other side of the fence, and he was forced to use the railing as a makeshift cane for the first few steps while he gained momentum.

      Dennis was hunched on the ground now, hovering over the open case.

      “Excuse me, sir!”

      Grant ignored the voice and the subsequent shouts that followed. Even with the pain and the debilitating nature of the injury itself, Grant still managed a steady-paced jog. He just had to get close enough to grab Dennis’s attention. “Hey!” he shouted, but his voice was drowned out by the roar of the crowd as the band walked out onto the stage. He screamed again, waving his arms, and then looked to the people in the crowd nearby, but not one paid attention to the man hopping with an alarmed expression, screaming that there was a shooter beneath the stage.

      “He’s got a gun!” Grant shouted into the crowd, his face a beet red, continuing his frantic pace toward the stage, pointing like a madman. “Gun! Gun! GUN!” But his screams evaporated, drowned out by the thumping music of the band gearing up on stage.

      A pair of security guards rushed toward Grant, and he tried to get them to look at Dennis, who was now standing, holding a rifle with his back still turned to the oblivious crowd.

      Because of Grant’s injury and the speed the security guards were moving, he knew that he wouldn’t be able to intercept Dennis in time. But as the guards closed in around him, Grant saw that one of them had a pistol at his hip.

      The moment Grant and the pair of security officers collided, Grant thrust his palm into the first guard’s neck, causing him to grab his throat and choke for breath. The sudden act of aggression caused the second guard, the one with the pistol, to draw the weapon, which Grant lunged for, kneeing the guard in the crotch and swiftly jerking the gun from his limp hand.

      Grant adjusted the weapon in his hands, spinning around, disoriented from the altercation, the music vibrating through his body with every beat of bass. He forced his hand steady and saw Dennis, rifle in hand, facing Grant.

      Time stopped, and the crowd and the music vanished, and Grant saw only Dennis. Twenty yards of open space separated them, but Grant could see the surprise and indignation spread across Dennis’s face. Unsure of how much time he had, Grant aimed the pistol and squeezed the trigger.

      The crowd shuddered and screamed, and the music stopped playing after the first shot. But Dennis was still standing beneath the stage with the rifle in his hands.

      Except now Dennis wasn’t in shock anymore, he wasn’t surprised, no, he was smiling. And he was raising the rifle to the crowd.

      “NO! GET DOWN! GET DOWN! GET DOWN!” Grant lunged forward, screaming, this time his voice able to rise above the quiet of the crowd now that the music had stopped. He raised the pistol, firing into the air again, squeezing the trigger in rapid succession until the crowd disappeared in a frenzied stampede away from the stage.

      With the crowd finally in retreat and Dennis still motionless beneath the stage, Grant only made it three more steps before a bullet drilled him in his back and forced him to the ground.
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        * * *

      

      When the first gunshot erupted, Sergeant Woolf and his team quickly located the shooter, but it wasn’t until the movement of the crowd that they were able to see the second gunman beneath the stage.

      “Two active shooters,” Woolf said, radioing the situation to Command. “I repeat, two active shooters. One beneath the stage and one on the left side.” He clicked off his radio. “Did we get him?”

      “Yes, sir! First shooter is down!”

      “Well make sure he stays down, goddammit!” Woolf clicked his radio back on. “One shooter down. I repeat, one shooter is down. We have limited visibility on second shooter, I repeat, limited visibility, we need ground forces to assist.”

      “Roger that, Sergeant, we have assets en route, please stand by.”

      “Copy that.” Woolf clapped the sniper on the back. “Good shot, son.”

      “I think it’s him.”

      Woolf frowned. “Him who?”

      “That detective, the one that shot the cop with that serial killer three months ago.”

      Woolf raised his binoculars. “Are you shitting me?” He found the body on the ground, where it remained flat on the grass, face down. “I can’t see the face.”

      “I think it was him, sir,” the officer said. “Fucking cop killer.”

      Woolf kept his eyes glued to the man who’d fallen down. He frowned, wondering if it had really been him, and then he saw the body move. “Hold on. We have movement.”

      “I got eyes,” the sniper said. “Should I put another round in him?”

      Woolf knew the protocol. Deadly force was only to be engaged on a suspect who was armed, and currently the shooter didn’t have a weapon in his hands.

      “Sir?” the sniper asked.

      Woolf had no desire to go under the microscope that he would undoubtedly find himself after the dust had settled. “Stand down. Unless he reaches for the weapon, you do not shoot.”

      “Copy that, sir.”

      “Second shooter is on the move! I repeat, second shooter—” The radio erupted in Woolf’s ear and then cut to static as he turned toward the stage.

      More gunfire erupted from beneath the stage, though nearly all of the crowd had dispersed, squeezing through the egress points as their ground forces moved in to capture.
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      The moment Dennis saw Grant, everything unraveled so quickly. The gunshots pushed the crowds back, sending them away from Dennis, who was now trapped beneath the stage, evading the holy hell of gunfire raining down on him from the rooftops at the festival’s perimeter.

      Enraged by Grant’s interference, Dennis raised the rifle’s stock to his shoulder, the wood planted firmly against his chest, then aimed toward the retreating crowd and squeezed the trigger.

      One burst of gunfire sent the cattle screaming and hollering. Three people collapsed, while the rest of the herd left their wounded behind.

      He fired a few more rounds but was unable to tell if he brought anyone down as he fumbled beneath the stage, evading sniper fire.

      But he knew that if he could make it out to the north end of the stage, he could sprint toward the marina where he had a boat already picked out to flee.

      “Freeze!” A pair of officers broke through the crowd, guns up and aimed at Dennis, who stepped out from beneath the stage.

      While the police hesitated, Dennis did not. He aimed at the cops and dropped both of them with a quick spray of gunfire.

      More screams erupted from the scrambling crowd, and Dennis sprinted past the food trucks and port-o-potties. It was a short stretch of open space between the stage and the fenced perimeter before the marina, but it was a good opportunity for snipers to get lucky.

      Above the gunfire and screams were the wailing sirens of the police cars and SWAT teams, every authority chomping at the bit for the honor of catching him.

      In mid-stride, Dennis threw the rifle over the fence, then heaved himself up and climbed over, his arms and legs uncoordinated in his frantic escape. He flung himself over the top and landed hard on his heels before rolling forward in a ball.

      Dennis grabbed the rifle off the ground and then sprinted toward the docks. He stole only one glance behind him and saw the cruisers heading toward the very area where he was going. He hopped into the boat, untied the line, and revved the engine to life.

      Dennis pressed the throttle all the way down and jettisoned the boat forward, causing a wake that rocked the rest of the boats in the harbor.

      Speeding through the space in the docks, wind whipping in his hair, Dennis smiled as he saw the police stop short of the marina, but a bullhorn pulled Dennis’s attention ahead as two marine units sped toward the small inlet to blockade the exit.

      “No.” Dennis gritted his teeth and squeezed the metal steering wheel hard. It wasn’t supposed to end like this. He was supposed to have died back there, back at the festival, in the center of the dead bodies that he’d killed only moments before.

      Dennis picked up the rifle from the floor and fired at the boats, shells cascading onto the deck, the copper casings rolling toward the outboard engine. He kept the throttle all the way down, and the marine units returned fire.

      As he drew nearer, Dennis ducked below the dash, keeping one hand on the wheel to stay on course, daring the authorities in a game of chicken, knowing that he didn’t have anything to lose.

      Dennis’s boat passed between a pair of marine units in pursuit, and Dennis fired at the boats chasing him down, but this time the marine units returned fire.

      But Dennis just had to keep moving north to a stretch of coast that had wilderness. From there, he could escape. As bullets ripped into the boat’s hull, Dennis worried he’d pushed himself too far. But he had to survive, because he still needed to kill Chase Grant.
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      Pain and chaos were the only things that Grant remembered after he hit the ground. Because the moment he tried to lift his head, he had knees in his back and a dozen different hands patting him down. He was cuffed and whisked away to the back of a SWAT van.

      Grant didn’t bother asking questions, or for an attorney, because he knew he was way beyond the rules for normal criminals. He was a cop killer. A fugitive. He’d been black bagged, and he would most likely be tortured.

      Blindfolded, Grant was escorted from the SWAT van and into what he assumed was a building, weaving through hallways, placed into a room, and then cuffed to a chair.

      The blindfold remained after he was chained to the chair. He sat in the quiet darkness for a long time. But the pain from the bruising of the bullet that shot him in the back, and the constant throbbing of his left calf, kept him from slipping into exhaustion.

      While Grant’s body was aching, he wasn’t on the threshold of passing out, and he didn’t want to, because he wanted to make sure he was alert for what came next.

      The door finally opened, and two pairs of feet stepped inside, the door swinging shut and locking behind them. Chair legs scratched across the floor, and there were some grunts and rumblings as someone sat down, and then it was quiet for a little bit, and then the world transformed from darkness to blinding light.

      Slowly, the world filled in around Grant. Walls, the chair and table where he sat, and eventually the man who sat in a chair across the small steel table.

      “The Kevlar was smart,” Hickem said, pointing at Grant’s chest. “Mocks give you that?”

      Grant glanced to the man at the door, who was dressed in a black tailored suit with an earpiece, and a stone set gaze that made you think he wasn’t aware of everything that was happening in the room. But that was only a trick.

      “You’ve been busy since we last spoke.” Hickem opened the folder on the table, choosing not to waste any time. “Probably in need of a good delousing and a medical check-up. How’s that leg treating you? I saw you limping when my guys brought you in.”

      “Did you get him?” It was the only question that mattered to Grant. And it was the only one that even Hickem should have concerned himself with. “Hickem, did you catch Dennis?” He leaned forward as far as the chains would allow, and a sour sickness spread through the pit of Grant’s stomach. “Did you get him?” Spit flew from Grant’s mouth, a burst of color transforming his pale skin to a crimson red that matched his violent reaction.

      Hickem leaned back in his chair. “You’re worried about the wrong man.”

      Grant hung his head low, shoulder slumped. He would have collapsed out of the chair if the chains and cuffs hadn’t kept him in place. He swung his head from side to side in an overexaggerated gesture. “You didn’t fucking get him.”

      “Grant, you have a lot of things to worry about right now, and the least of them is Dennis Pullman.” Hickem pulled himself and the chair closer to the table. “You killed a cop. And the DA is also going to pin Mary Sullivan’s death on you. Do you hear me? You don’t get to walk out of this one. You don’t—”

      “Just give me the fucking needle and be done with it.” Grant shut his eyes and hoped that there was an express line on death row, because the only thing worse than waiting for death was dragging it out.

      Hickem glanced back at the agent. “Give me the room.”

      “Sir, I don’t think—”

      “Get the fuck out, Terry,” Hickem said.

      Grant lifted his gaze, watching the stone-faced agent leave. When the heavy metal door swung shut, Grant turned back to Hickem, confused.

      Hickem brushed something off his pants and grimaced. “You’re a dead man, Grant. And since I know you don’t want to drag it out, I took some liberties.” He pushed the folder that he’d been reading across the table. “It’s your death certificate. All it needs is to be signed with a date and time.”

      Grant read the certificate. He’d seen enough of them during his time as a detective visiting the morgue to know that it was legit.

      “You and Dennis have been my sole focus for the past three months, and I would very much like for that to stop.”

      Grant looked at Hickem. “What is this about?”

      “I’m thinking that you want the same thing that I do. I’m thinking that Dennis is still out there, and I want him in a wooden box six feet beneath the ground. The working story for the public right now is that he died out at sea, but we tracked the boat he stole to a section of woods northwest of the city.”

      Grant nodded. “And that’s where I come in.”

      “Out of everyone in the world who had a role in putting him behind bars, he singled you out, and he made it his mission to completely upend your life and tear it to pieces.” Hickem shook his head. “But if I send you after him, you will go in on your own. And if this doesn’t work, I will disavow anything about you and make up whatever story I see fit to cover my ass.” Hickem smiled and leaned forward, folding his hands over the table. “So you want another shot at stopping him?”

      “Yes.” Grant gestured to his leg. “But I’ll need a doctor to look at my calf, and I’ll need something for the pain. They can pump me full of whatever drugs is necessary to keep me awake and mobile.” He cleared his throat. “That phone your people found on me, Dennis gave it to me. He’ll be calling soon. Like you said, this has all been about me and him. And if he’s still as angry as I am, then he’ll call. And it’ll be important for me to answer.”

      Hickem stood, grabbing the folder off the desk and heading for the door. “I’ll make sure that happens.” When he touched the door handle, he paused, then turned back to Grant. “You know that I tried to get the brass to give you a pass, but after all of the media attention—”

      “The best way for you to help me is to get me out of these cuffs and put a gun in my hand,” Grant said. “And the sooner the better.”
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      Outside of Grant’s holding room, Hickem immediately called the unit he had placed on standby should things take a fortunate turn. Which they had. When the other line picked up, he repeated the go-phrase. “Echo-Niner-Utah-Charlie. Approved.”

      “Confirmed. Unit en route.”

      Hickem ended the call and then handed the folder he brought with him back to the agent who fell into the same quick stride as Hickem on their way through the halls. “I need a doctor to get him checked out, and he’ll need one of our black site weapons. If it gets lost, I don’t want it to be traced back to us.”

      “Yes, sir,” the agent said, then looked up at him. “He didn’t ask for it?”

      “No,” Hickem answered, and then chuckled. “The bastard really is a saint.”

      Before Hickem walked into that room to speak with Grant, he was forced to have a prior conversation with the United States Attorney General, who had advised Hickem to get as much information out of Grant as he possibly could. And to get him to sign off on a statement that amounted to a confession and placed all of the blame on his shoulders.

      But Hickem made a bet with himself. He had decided that if Grant had asked for some kind of plea bargain, some kind of deal that would get him out of the mess that he shouldn’t have even been a part of in the first place, then he’d slap that paper down and tell the bastard to go to hell, and that was the only deal he was going to get.

      But Grant didn’t even bring it up. He had never been the kind of man who was afraid of consequences or the fallout from doing the right thing. He welcomed it. He lived for it.

      So now, instead of following the AG’s orders of beating a confession out of Grant, Hickem chose to take the next steps and enact his own plan.

      Hickem’s phone buzzed, and he received a text confirmation that the mission was successful and they were already en route to the second holding facility, where they’d await news from Hickem, and only Hickem. He was putting his ass on the line for this one, and he just hoped that he’d be able to handle the consequences.
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      Grant never left the room, all of the equipment and personnel were brought to him. And he was also always kept restrained. Grant didn’t complain, but he didn’t think the ceremony was necessary behind closed doors. He supposed that you had to keep up with appearances somehow.

      A few shots were administered to Grant, and he was given an IV that nearly brought him back to one hundred percent. A shot of cortisone was pumped into the wounded calf, and when Grant placed all of his weight on it, he couldn’t feel an ounce of pain.

      “That’ll work,” Grant said.

      After the medical team finished, they left, and Hickem returned with the phone and hardware.

      “Long-range sniper rifle, Glock nine-millimeter, and a hunting blade should you run out of bullets,” Hickem said.

      The weapons were displayed over a black cloth that covered a steel table. Grant picked up the rifle, running his hands up and down the weapon, familiarizing himself with it. He had gone with Sam a few times to the range and she’d shown him a few things.

      Grant set the rifle down and then picked up the Glock and saw that the magazine was empty. He gave Hickem a look.

      “You’ll receive the ammunition when we drop you off,” Hickem said.

      Grant set the pistol down and then pressed his palms into the edge of the table, hunching forward with a slow exhale. “So what happens when all of this is done?”

      “Depends on how successful you are,” Hickem answered.

      “Successful meaning…”

      Hickem walked around to the other side of the table, arms crossed, staring at Grant like he might stare at his own son. “There are two narratives here, Grant. The first one is what happens if you bring Dennis back alive.” He reached for the knife and removed the blade from the sheath, the metal gleaming beneath the false light. “It’ll give you more bargaining power with the attorneys, and it might keep you off death row.” He sheathed the blade. “But I think we both know that’s not going to happen.”

      “He is a threat,” Grant said. “So long as he’s alive, he can kill.”

      Hickem nodded, then replaced the knife back into the sheath. He drew in a deep breath, his big shoulders rising. “Grant… Killing Dennis doesn’t just end any hope of you staying alive, it just proves Dennis right.” He leaned over the table. “You kill him, and all you prove is that you’re just like him.”

      Grant stared down at the weapons. “I died three months ago, Hickem. And there isn’t anything that can bring me back from what I’ve done.”

      Hickem stepped around the table, rejoining Grant’s side. “You’re not him. No matter what he’s made you think. You’re not a killer.”

      Grant knew that Hickem’s words were meant to help, and there was a time when he would have let himself believe them, but Grant was too far gone now, and he wasn’t coming back, no matter how many people tried to pull him out.

      “Has he called yet?” Grant asked.

      Hickem paused, studying Grant a little while longer before he finally stepped back. “No. But I have my people watching the phone like a hawk. If he does call, then we might be able to track him.”

      “The only place we’ll track him is in the woods,” Grant said. “He’ll be in his element. He’ll be home.” Grant stared back at the weapons, wondering how he would finish Dennis off if he managed to get him in the woods. It would be difficult hunting him.

      The door opened and one of Hickem’s agents entered. “Sir. It’s him.”

      The phone was brought in, still ringing, and Grant was forced to wait until Hickem’s agents had the machinery set up to track the call. Only then did he answer.

      Heavy breaths were the only greeting that Dennis offered. “I suppose they haven’t killed you yet.”

      “No,” Grant answered. “But they’re willing to let you have the honors if you still want it.”

      Another long pause.

      “The festival was smart,” Grant said. “Opportunity for maximum casualties. Was that supposed to be your magnum opus?”

      “You’ve always been so full of yourself, Grant,” Dennis said, his tone spiteful and petulant. Because as high and mighty as Dennis touted himself, deep down the man was nothing more than a child. “I suppose they’re recording me now, those FBI agents who decided to use you as bait. They’re probably tracking me too, trying to narrow down my signal.”

      Hickem and the agents exchanged a glance, both parties motioning for Grant to deny the allegations.

      “Yes,” Grant said.

      Dennis laughed. “Always the rebel, Detective. Do you mind if I call you that again? Because I’d like to.” He was quiet for a moment, and when he spoke again, his voice was soft. “Do you feel it? At night, when you’re alone with your thoughts? That emptiness that hollows you out and leaves you weak and hungry and tired. But the fatigue is so overwhelming that you can’t even sleep. You only lay still, waiting for the sun to rise again.” He paused again, drawing in a breath. “But that’s coming to an end now too, isn’t it, Detective?”

      “Yes,” Grant answered. “And I’ll be the one to end it.”

      “I have no doubts about that,” Dennis said. “Do you remember the forest where you killed Detective Lane?”

      Grant shuddered, glad that Dennis wasn’t there to see him shake. It was bad enough having the FBI agents in there to watch him tremble. “Yes.”

      “I’ll be there,” Dennis said. “Waiting for you in the wild.” He sighed. “It’s a relief, knowing that it will finally be over. But we’ve done our part, haven’t we, Detective? We’ve shown the cracks in the system, the scaly underside that slithers over the ground. Do you think that we’ve changed anything, Detective?”

      Grant tightened his grip on the phone as Hickem gave a thumb’s up, signaling that they managed to trace Dennis’s location. “You haven’t changed anything, Dennis. All of that purpose and bullshit you’ve convinced yourself of is fantasy, plain and simple. And I’m going to prove it to you. That’s the only reason I have left.”

      “I look forward to it,” Dennis said.

      The call ended, and Hickem’s agents immediately shot out of their chairs, heading for the door as they radioed Dennis’s position.

      The agent handed Hickem a piece of paper. “Our nearest unit is five miles away.”

      “How long is the trip by chopper?” Hickem asked, still studying the note that he was given.

      “Five to get ready, another fifteen in the air,” the agent answered.

      “Set it up,” Hickem said.

      The agent bolted out of the room, leaving Hickem and Grant alone once more. When Grant tried to hand the phone back to Hickem, the FBI Director shook his head.

      “We put a tracker in it,” Hickem said, gesturing to the phone. “It allows me to keep tabs on you once we drop you off. But I’m not sending anyone in there until you give me the all-clear. I’ve already programed my number inside, and our tech boys have outfitted that shitty little burner with the ability to send a text even outside of your signal range.”

      Grant pocketed the phone. “And if Dennis gets the better of me?”

      Hickem slapped his bear paw of a hand on Grant’s shoulder and squeezed. “Then you’ll finally prove me wrong. Because the man that I met all those years ago didn’t know how to fail. And he didn’t quit. No matter the odds that he faced.” Hickem let go and walked toward the door.

      The door slammed shut, sealing Grant inside and leaving him alone with his thoughts, the same thoughts that Dennis had described so well. And the fact that the pair had shared so much only made the tight, sickening feeling in Grant’s stomach worsen. Because he didn’t want to be that person. He didn’t want to be the man that took Dennis Pullman’s place.

      Grant gathered his weapons, renewing his commitment to finish this, and praying that he had enough strength to see it through.
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      During the drive to the forest, the weapons that Hickem had acquired for Grant were placed in the trunk, leaving Grant to fiddle with his hands as he stared out the window at the passing landscape. The buildings and infrastructure of the city had been replaced with trees and hills along the highway.

      The windows were tinted, giving the already dull gray skies a more ominous hue. It was a far cry from the vibrant colors of summer and spring, and Grant started to wonder if he’d already seen his last cycle of seasons.

      The past three months, Grant had watched winter curl its icy fingers around his world. He had always believed it would be terrible to die in the winter.

      “Do we need to go over it one more time?” Hickem asked.

      Grant kept his attention out the window, which darkened the already-graying skies, and he wondered if snow was in the forecast. It was getting colder. The glass was starting to frost at the edges. “I have until nightfall to find Dennis, and then you’re going to come and find me.”

      The pair rode alone in the back of a sedan, which had a partition set up between the front and back seats. Grant suspected that it was for when Hickem had to deal with some confidential information over the phone, or if he wanted to keep a particular conversation between himself and his guests confidential. But Grant wondered why Hickem had put it up now.

      “And if you lose your tracker or decide to throw it away to keep pressing onward, then we’ll have something more unpleasant waiting for you upon your return home,” Hickem said.

      Grant laughed. “As if you don’t have a tracker in the guns you gave me.” He turned from the window and saw Hickem’s expression telling him that he was right.

      The FBI Director had been uncharacteristically jittery on their ride from the city and into the country. He picked at his fingertips. “Grant, I know you and I haven’t always seen eye to eye. And I know you think of me as some guy who’ll do whatever it takes to make it to the top no matter whose neck I have to step on, but…” He shifted in his seat, the leather groaning from his movements, and he finally lifted his eyes and met Grant’s gaze. “I’m not a young man anymore. And the older I get, the more time I spend reflecting on the past. I’ve screwed you over before. I’m sorry for that. I really am.”

      Grant had been in enough interrogation rooms during his career to know the difference when someone was being genuine, when they were lying.

      “You don’t have anything to be sorry for,” Grant said. “Every choice I’ve made, no matter how bad, was my own. I did it because I thought it was right. I did it to protect someone from something terrible. I’ll have to answer for those sins one day. Maybe I’m answering for them now. But I’ve come to terms with it because even after all of the shit I’ve waded through, I can still say I’ve had a good life. Good because of the people I’ve known and loved.”

      Hickem nodded, grinning as he leaned back. “Always the self-righteous prick.”

      Grant tried to repress his own smile. “Always the arrogant asshole.”

      Hickem fished his phone from his inner jacket pocket and extended it to Grant. “Her number’s in my contacts. Thought you might want to talk to her. Just in case.”

      A thousand different emotions flooded through Grant. He had been tempted when Mocks offered. It would be nice to hear her voice. He wouldn’t need to say anything, just listen.

      Grant shook his head. “No.”

      Hickem tilted his head to the side, trying to get him to take the phone. “Grant, you don’t know what you’re walking into out there—”

      “I know exactly what I’m walking into.” Grant turned away from the phone, looking out the window, as if turning his attention away from the phone would make it disappear. “I can’t go back now.”

      “You’re not going back, you’re giving yourself an opportunity to say goodbye,” Hickem said. “Just call her. Tell her what you should have told her before you left. I know you never got the chance.”

      Something blurry drifted past the window. Snow.

      Grant looked up to the sky, the first flurries of winter coming down around them and blanketing the dead world in white.

      “If I call her, I know I won’t be able to finish this,” Grant said, his voice wavering. “The moment I hear her voice, I’ll break. If I survive, we’ll have a chance to talk again. It might be through bulletproof Plexiglas, but we’ll be able to talk. I’ll only be able to face her then. But not before.”

      Grant waited until he was sure that Hickem had put the phone away before he turned away from the window.

      Hickem shook his head. “A man with conviction. If you were in the federal government, I’d suspect you would have been selected for one of our secret black site services. They always tend to go after individuals with a high sense of duty. You’re easier to manipulate.” But then Hickem frowned and shook his head again. “Except you’d never follow through with an order that you didn’t think was right. Because that same iron constitution that makes up your gut would override any orders that you were given, and they’d have to shoot you for treason, even though it should be the other way around.” He tapped his chest. “I’m the crook, Grant. It should be me heading into those woods.”

      “You’re more than welcome to join me,” Grant said, grinning.

      Hickem boomed with laughter, slapping his leg. “I’ve grown up a little, but I’m still not stupid.”

      The snowfall slowed their approach, and by the time they reached the drop-off point in the woods, the snow was coming down in sheets.

      “It’ll be three feet by tomorrow,” Grant said, zipping up his jacket and enjoying the last few moments of warmth inside the car.

      “Remember,” Hickem said. “You text the moment it’s done.”

      Grant nodded and then opened the door. He squinted from the snowfall, which quickly drenched his body in white as he stepped around the back and gathered his weapons.

      The ammunition was there next to the pistol and rifle, just as Hickem had promised, the bullets already loaded into the magazines, of which he was given two. He slung the rifle over his shoulder, clipped the Glock and its holster to his right hip, and clipped the hunting blade onto his left.

      In addition to the weapons, Hickem had packed a backpack with some provisions. Water, food, some medical supplies should he get himself hurt. After he lined the pockets of his jacket with the pair of magazines for each weapon, he donned the backpack and then headed for the tree line.

      “Grant!”

      He stopped, turning to find Hickem with his head out of the window, squinting from the snowfall, which nearly made him vanish. “Make it back alive. You’d be doing me a favor.”

      “No promises.”

      Grant entered the woods, the snowfall dropping visibility to only a few feet. He would be fighting the cold, fighting fatigue, and fighting his own doubt. Because as sharp as his focus had become over the past three months, he was also hunting a man who had made it his life’s work to hunt other people.

      Grant had no delusions of what he was up against. He was heading into the belly of the beast, the gates of hell, and he wasn’t leaving until he made sure the devil finally got his due.
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      A deep rivet cut a winding path through the woods, leaving a calling card for Dennis that Grant had no intention of erasing. He wanted the pair to find one another. And the fastest way to make that happen was to make it easy for Dennis to find Grant.

      But he wasn’t on a suicide mission, and Grant made sure to keep to the dense areas of the woods, which provided good cover.

      The temperature plummeted the deeper Grant trudged into the woods. Thick streams of white air jettisoned from his mouth with every labored breath. In the few hours he’d been walking, the skies had dumped almost two feet of snow.

      But while the snow continued to fall, it had finally lightened. Visibility improved, and Grant kept the rifle at the ready. And while Hickem had warned him not to stay out past nightfall, Grant had no intentions of turning around.

      Grant had chosen to keep to the high ground, stopping at the elevated hills and raising the scope to his eye. The snow and cloud cover made it harder to see, but his eyes were still sharp, and he was confident enough to find Dennis hiding amongst the trees and shrubs.

      Wind whistled through the trees, blowing snow against Grant’s back. His hair was dusted with fresh powder, like the top of a freshly sugared pastry, and there were matching flecks that covered his eyebrows.

      After reaching his third elevated point and finding nothing, Grant took a break. A flat rock provided a chair, and he laid the rifle across his lap.

      The backpack that Hickem gave him provided some snacks and water, and he used the opportunity to refuel. The jerky was hard as rock, made worse by the cold, and the water in the bottle was so cold it burned.

      But sitting high on those rocks, looking down at the forest that was blanketed in a fresh sheet of pure white snow, the wind blowing through the leafless branches, Grant couldn’t help but remember his proposal to Sam as they had that picnic on the cliff looking out over the water.

      The food was better than the jerky, but it was the company he missed the most. Her laugh, her smile. He could still see her bathing in the sunlight after their meal.

      Grant knew that there were few moments in life that were perfect, and it was rare to have the foresight to actually know when those moments were occurring, but that day, that picnic, that moment with Sam was perfect.

      “I miss you,” Grant said, his voice raspy and tired.

      A tear fell, but quickly froze against his skin. Grant wiped the frost away and then bowed his head, shutting his eyes.

      He wiped his nose, finished the jerky, and then straightened his back as he continued his trek deeper into the forest.

      Breathless, his calf starting to ache again, Grant stopped and leaned against a tree trunk. He reached for the wounded muscle, which lay protected under his thick jeans and socks. When he pressed his fingers against it, he could feel the muscle throbbing.

      The medications that they’d given him were starting to fade, the cold accentuating all of those aches and pains that he’d accumulated over the past three months. Every bruise, every fatigued muscle, they all roared their discontent.

      Grant shoved himself off the tree, using the momentum to fall into a steady pace. But with so much of his concentration on keeping himself moving, Grant had sacrificed his ability to see beyond the narrow path in front of him. Dennis made sure to let him know about the mistake.

      The quiet of the dead forest ended with the harsh crack of gunfire. The single shot shattered the frozen air and sent Grant face first into the snow, scrambling toward the nearest tree for cover.

      The surprise of the gunfire triggered adrenaline, and the addition of the shock from the snow momentarily erased the pain.

      Once behind cover, Grant checked himself for any injuries, knowing his adrenaline would mask the pain. He peered around the tree trunk, hoping to find some indication of where Dennis was firing from, but the only remnants of Dennis’s presence were the lingering echoes from the gunshot.

      When silence finally landed, Grant surmised that the shot must have come from the east given the position of his cover. He readjusted his grip on the rifle and searched for another vantage point.

      A small hill with a few low-lying rocks looked big enough to conceal Grant if he lay on his stomach, but it was at least twelve paces from his current position. He could try and crawl, but it would give Dennis too much time to line up a shot. He’d have to run.

      But just to see how much time he might have, Grant reached for the blade of his knife, using the shiny reflective surface as a kind of mirror. He placed a firm grip on the handle and then slowly extended the blade from behind the trunk.

      Grant adjusted the angle of the blade, squinting as he tried to make out the blurred images of trees and snow, and then a bullet connected with the blade and flung the knife from Grant’s hands, the contact stinging his hand and sending vibrations up his arm.

      When Grant looked back over to the rocks again, they seemed even farther than they were before. But at least now he knew Dennis’s position.

      Grant adjusted himself to a squat, ignoring the pain in his calf, and pivoted toward the rocks. Twelve paces, that was all he had to do. Just move as fast as he could, keep low, and then dive for the rocks. He ditched the backpack to make himself a smaller target and then adjusted his grip on the rifle. He took a breath. Twelve steps.

      Grant pushed off the snow with his good back leg and propelled himself from cover. Thankfully the snow wasn’t as deep in this patch of open space between tree and rock, and Grant was on his fourth step when he heard the first gunshot.

      He jumped, but when he planted his right leg down after the noise, he realized that Dennis had missed. Five more steps passed before another gunshot thundered, and this time Grant’s ears warmed from the vibrations of the bullet that missed his head by a quarter of an inch, the surprise of the bullet nearly knocking him to the ground.

      With only two more steps between Grant and cover, he again used his good right leg to lunge forward, and landed on the hardened soil with a thud as he tucked his legs behind the rock before Dennis could shoot.

      Safely behind the cover, lying flat on his stomach, Grant caught his breath.

      Once the dull ache from the harsh landing diminished, Grant managed to work himself into a defensible prone position. The pile of rocks that he chose as cover provided a narrow opening at the base, just wide enough for him to aim the scope through and search for Dennis.

      The world narrowed into the magnified view of the scope, and Grant slowly used the crosshairs to help him scan the area in a grid. “Where are you?”

      Trees, rocks, snow, branches, dead leaves, but no sign of Dennis. The man could have already moved, switching positions now that he knew where Grant had run to.

      Grant lowered the scope and glanced to his right. The rock ledge ran for another ten yards or so. He grabbed the rifle and shimmied in the same direction, dragging his belly across the rocks and snow, ensuring that he didn’t expose any part of himself to Dennis, who was a good enough shot to take advantage of even a few inches.

      He crawled all the way to the end of the ledge and then set up shop again, hoping a new angle would provide a better vantage point to locate Dennis.

      Grant again peered through the scope, adjusting the magnification, thinking he might have been too close, and gave himself a wider lens to search the woods. He gave another slow scan of the trees, searching between the trunks for flesh, and then a flash of gray caught his eye. He blinked, but kept the position of the scope on the artificial color, and then watched it move.

      Dennis.

      The movement suggested that he might be his back, poking up through the snow. He was crawling. Just like Grant. Grant reattached the scope to the rifle, hoping that he would be able to find the bastard again, and then rested the rifle over the flattest portion of the rocks that he could find to keep the rifle level. He knew he’d only get one shot at this, an opportunity to have the upper hand on the hunter that had never believed he could be prey.

      Heart pounding and his hand unsteady from the adrenaline, Grant maneuvered the crosshairs over Dennis. Less than an inch appeared above the snow, and it continued to sink below the snow as it trudged forward, Grant struggling to track it. He just didn’t have enough space to make a clean shot. But he wanted to let Dennis know that he was here. And he might be able to spook him. Grant aimed as close as he could get, then squeezed the trigger.

      In the same instance of the gunshot, Dennis ducked beneath the snow, seemingly dissolving into the earth.

      Grant kept his attention trained on the same location, waiting for Dennis to bolt, to run, to do anything but lie down. Except that was exactly what the bastard did. He was playing dead.

      Grant knew that if he had made contact, that he would have seen some kind of burst of blood, crimson spraying across the white snow. But there was nothing. He had missed. But it had spooked Dennis enough to keep still. They were at a stalemate.

      Wind gusted from the north that blew at the snow that had collected in the barren tree branches, and it started to fill some of the tracks that Grant had made.

      While he lay on his stomach, frozen in the same position, eyes trained on Dennis’s location like a hawk, he thought about how nature had a way of covering up tracks that humans made on the earth. If left unchecked and unchallenged, the grass would grow back into the cities. Ships floating in the seas would sink and dissolve into dust, adding to the sediment on the ocean floor. The world would continue to march on, growing, living, breathing, surviving.

      Given what Grant had been thrust into, he found that thought oddly comforting. After all of the death, all of the pain, all of the sacrifice, it was nice to know that the world would continue to spin, and the people he cared about would continue to breathe.

      He hoped Sam saw the world that way too. He hoped that she didn’t fall into the same crippling despair as he did all of those years ago. And he prayed that she would find someone new, as he did after Ellen died.

      “You’re a patient man, Grant!”

      The voice was distant, traveling far because of the cold.

      “I think you’re starting to take after me!” Dennis laughed, his chuckle shaking more snow from the sky. “How much longer are you going to last?”

      “However long it takes for you to move,” Grant answered.

      “You’re not as nimble as you used to be, Grant. You know how many times I hid out in the cold from my father? I’d be out there for days at a time until that drunken binge finally ended. I’m home, Grant. But you’re far away from yours.”

      Grant shivered, but whether it was from the cold or Dennis’s words, he couldn’t be sure.

      “You should know that it doesn’t end here for me, Grant,” Dennis said. “After I kill you, I’ll be sending your scalp to Samantha. I’ve heard that she’s quite the sharpshooter. First in her class at the FBI school until that trainer got a little to handsy with her. But she seems like a capable woman, I’m sure she’d be able to handle—”

      Grant squeezed the trigger, the gunshot ending the conversation. Grant pulled the bolt action lever back, dispensing the shell, and loaded another one in the chamber. He had four left in the current magazine.

      It wasn’t until after the ring of the gunshot that Dennis’s laughter started up again. “Well, well, well! I think that patience is starting to run thin.”

      Grant clenched his jaw, his entire body shaking from the anger, the cold, the pain.

      “Or maybe I’ll just let her live,” Dennis said. “Wouldn’t that be more torturous for her? I know that you wanted to die after Ellen passed away. There wasn’t anything more satisfying than a bullet to the head for you. Remember that, Grant? It was life that was torture for you, just as it is now. There’s freedom in that pain. It pushes us, makes us stronger, better. Why do you think I killed all of those people?”

      “Because you’re a fucking psychopath!” Grant said.

      Dennis feigned a groan of hurtful woe. “Oh, Grant. Don’t be so mean. You and I both know that I’m not a psychopath. I’m just the other end of the equation. I’m the yin to your yang. Because you exist, I must exist. It’s Newton’s third law. Every action has an equal and opposite reaction. It’s science. It’s our purpose. It’s why we’re both here right now. To bring balance.”

      It could have been the fact that Grant had spent the past three months sharing the same headspace as Dennis Pullman, but he understood the logic. Afterall, Dennis had done all of this because of what Grant had done to Dennis.

      Distracted by Dennis’s words, it took Grant a moment to realize that the man had stopped talking. The silence was its own kind of noise, and Grant’s heart fluttered as he peered through the scope to find the man had vanished.

      Had Dennis dug out a hole? Had he moved? Grant pivoted the scope left and right, searching frantically for where Dennis might have gone, and when he heard the crunch of snow up to his left, he swung the barrel of the rifle just in time.

      Two gunshots fired, bullets sinking into the flesh of both men.

      Grant rolled right, grabbing onto his right leg that had been shot, and Dennis was flattened to the snow, staining the pure white crimson.

      Grant slowly removed his gloved hand from the bullet wound, but when he saw the surge of blood travel up through the cloth of the pants, he clamped down on the wound again.

      On his back, Grant’s breathing was quick and labored. But because of the rock ledge, he couldn’t see Dennis, and not having a line of sight on that man made him nervous. He forced himself up to his elbows and quickly ducked back down when he saw the barrel of the pistol staring him down.

      Dennis fired, the bullet zipping over Grant’s head and into a nearby tree. “How long until we both bleed out now, Grant?” His voice was pained, and he coughed up what sounded like liquid. Grant must have caught him in the gut. “Our stalemate continues.”

      Grant wiggled on his back, closer to the ledge, grimacing, pain rippling up his leg. All he had to do was get close enough and then it would be done. On his way over, he placed his palm on the handle of the pistol, the strap already loose, and removed the weapon from the holster.

      “Where did I get you, Grant?” Dennis asked. “Where… did…”

      Grant shimmied faster, spinning himself around so he could peek over the rock’s edge from a different angle.

      When he finally peered over the side, Dennis was on his back, the gun no longer in his hand. Grant quickly pulled himself over the ledge and knocked the pistol out of Dennis’s reach.

      Grant placed his fingers against Dennis’s neck, but by the time he realized that there should have been more blood on the snow, Dennis lunged upward, wrapping his hands around Grant’s throat and rolling on top of him.

      With his survival instincts kicking in, Grant immediately dropped the pistol in lieu of reaching for the hands around his throat.

      “You barely winged me, Grant,” Dennis said, his face turning red from the concentrated effort of choking Grant to death, then flicked his eyes toward the wounded leg. “Looks like I got you pretty good.” He pressed his knee into the wound, and the surge of pain caused Grant to buck Dennis off of him.

      Gasping for breath, his body riddled with pain, Grant flailed lifelessly over the snow. His vision was blurred and distorted.

      “You don’t think I could have killed you already?” Dennis asked, lunging for Grant once more, snot and drool dripping from his nose and mouth. “I could have ended all of this hours ago.” He leaned over Grant, smiling. “But I wanted to kill you with my hands. I wanted to feel the life run out of you.” Dennis squeezed tighter.

      Between the pain in his legs, the fatigue from the trek, and exhaustion from the past three months, Grant felt the life drain from him. And the closer he moved toward that sweet release of death, the more his pain was slowly replaced with relief.

      “That’s it, Grant,” Dennis said, clamping his hands down even harder. “Just let it go. Let me see that light die in your eyes. That raging fire that I stoked in you, I can also extinguish. Because I am a giver of both life and death. And with you gone, there will be nothing to stop me.”

      With his strength and life slipping away, and Grant embracing the relief and warmth of death, he saw images from some alternate life. He saw himself at the altar with Sam. He saw them in a house on the beach. Sam was sunbathing out on the water, her strong hands placed so delicately over her stomach which had swollen with life. She smiled at him, the blue of her eyes accentuated by the crystal waters behind her. He traveled through the years with her until he saw their end. They were old, brittle, and gray. But they were still together. Still smiling, laughing, and enjoying their company with the little moments they had left.

      And it was that vision, seeing the end with her, that pulled Grant back to the moment. Because while they were just figments of a future that he knew couldn’t exist, it reignited a hope he thought was gone. A surge of strength returned to his hands and he pried Dennis’s fingers from his throat.

      Dennis screamed, struggling to keep Grant still, but with every second, Grant was able to loosen the killer’s hold on him.

      With a final shove, Grant thrust Dennis’s hands backwards and bucked the man off. Unsure of how long his burst of strength would last, both Grant and Dennis lunged for the pistol in the snow.

      Both men’s fingers were tangled together around the pistol, locked together. Dennis screamed, pulling the weapon toward him, heaving both him and Grant through the snow, but Grant refused to relinquish his hold on the weapon, fueled by the images that he’d seen of him and Sam.

      Dennis headbutted Grant’s nose, breaking it and triggering a waterfall of blood over Grant’s lips and chin.

      “It’s over!” Dennis screamed, tugging to get the weapon free. “I’ve won! You’ve lost!”

      Grant’s body tensed, and he knew that this was his final moment, the last bit of power welling up from deep inside, and should he waste it now, he would die. And so would many others.

      Twisting at the waist and keeping hold of the weapon that he and Dennis held, Grant gained the upper hand by slamming Dennis on his back, and then used his size to pin the smaller man down.

      Dennis squirmed and screamed, but the wailing ended when Grant slammed the heavy mess of fists and pistol into Dennis’s face like a club. He broke Dennis’s nose, triggering a gush of blood, and when Dennis refused to let go, Grant slammed the hunk of metal, flesh, and bones onto Dennis’s face again, this time breaking a few of his teeth.

      It was the third blow that finally caused Dennis to let go of the weapon, and Grant aimed the pistol down at a bloodied and defenseless Dennis Pullman.

      Dennis coughed, spitting blood and bits of teeth over his neck and chest. He even managed a smile. “Here it is. You’ve been dreaming of this moment as much as I have.” He drew a ragged breath. “You truly are a remarkable specimen, Grant. You accomplished what no one else could have ever dreamed of. And to the victor go the spoils.” That plastic smile of his widened. “Do it.”

      Grant already had his finger on the trigger. All it would take was the lightest pressure, and a bullet would fly through the center of Dennis’s brain and that would be it.

      “I stole your future, Grant,” Dennis said.

      Grant trembled, the pistol continuing to shake no matter how hard he squeezed it. He wanted to kill Dennis. Hell, if there was anyone who had a right to do it, it was him.

      “You hold nothing sacred,” Grant said. “Nothing but yourself.”

      “So end it.” Dennis tapped his chest. “Stop the beating of this heart, and you’ll save more of those people. You’re already damned, Grant. You’ve been damned from your first breath on this earth. If you don’t kill me, I will kill again. I’ve already proven that walls won’t hold me. It’s only a matter of time. Do it. Kill me.”

      Grant felt his consciousness fade, and he slipped back into that frame of mind that had led him here. He wanted to kill Dennis. This was the culmination of the promise that he’d made himself three months ago.

      “I’ll kill her, Grant,” Dennis said, the smile gone from his face. “I’ll kill Sam, and Mocks, and Rick, and that bastard child of theirs. I’ll kill them all. So kill me. Become what you and I both know you are. The vengeful angel of death. Just. Like. Me.”

      Grant screamed, finger still on the trigger, body still trembling as if his bones were crumbling, and before he struggled with the decision any longer, Grant struck Dennis with the pistol, knocking more teeth from his mouth and sending him into an unconscious state.

      Exhausted, Grant rolled off Dennis’s body and landed in the snow. He didn’t have much time. The bleeding in his leg had worsened and if he lost consciousness before Dennis was restrained, then all of this would be for nothing.

      Grant crawled to the backpack he left near the tree, streaks of red staining the snow, and then removed the zip ties along with the phone and clotting powder. He dumped the powder onto his leg, not sure how much blood he had left anyway, and then crawled back to Dennis, tying his hands behind his back, then tying his ankles together. He then sent Hickem the text and collapsed into the snow next to Dennis.

      After a while in the snow, Grant no longer felt cold. The pain that riddled his body was relieved as the sky above him darkened. He had come to the end of his journey, and despite all of the hate and rage that Dennis had pumped into Grant’s heart, he had proved to both of them that they were not alike.

      Grant had come up against the most vile and evil creature he could ever meet and beat him. Lying there in the snow, Grant knew he was dying. But he could rest easy, knowing that he would keep his soul as he traveled into whatever afterlife waited for him as the snowfall began to bury his body.
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      It was the warmth that woke Grant, which didn’t make sense. He had been in the woods, buried in snow, bleeding from the bullet wound on his leg.

      Grant fluttered his eyelids, and the darkness was replaced by blinding light. It was so bright that it hurt. He smacked his lips, his mouth dry, and he became aware of the dull ache that spread throughout his entire body.

      The small hospital room was old. The floors and ceiling yellowed with age and the air smelled of bleach. A window to Grant’s right was open, a warm breeze billowing the white curtains that had been drawn. Its motion was smooth and gentle.

      Something beeped loudly, and then a hand touched his, and he calmed.

      “Hey, it’s okay.”

      Grant shuddered. Still blinded by brightness, he couldn’t see her, but it wasn’t possible for her to be with him. She was safe. She was in the city, far away from the cold death that Grant had plummeted in. But he knew he wasn’t imagining it because he never could have conjured up the beautiful blue in her tear-filled eyes.

      “Hey,” Sam said, her voice barely above a whisper. “How are you feeling?”

      “I don’t…” Grant lifted his hand and pressed his palm against her cheek, and Sam leaned into his touch. Her skin was smooth and soft against his callused hand. “Is this real?”

      Sam kissed his hand and then nodded. “Yes, sweetheart. It’s real.”

      Grant’s chest swelled, and he was flooded with happiness as Sam lunged forward, wrapping her arms around him, kissing his neck, his cheek, his forehead, the pair holding onto one another tightly.

      They lingered in the embrace for a while, and when Sam finally pulled back, Grant shook his head in disbelief. “How?”

      “Hickem,” Sam answered. “After you were caught at the festival, he brought you into protective custody. He then reached out to me and put me in a safehouse. He told me what you were doing, that you were going after Dennis, and he said that if you were successful, if you could really bring him down, then he was going to bring you down here.” She gestured to the room. “Viva la Mexico.”

      Between whatever drugs the hospital staff had given him, the euphoria of seeing Sam, and the fatigue from the fight with Dennis, his mind had struggled to follow what she was telling him.

      “We’re in Mexico?”

      “Baja Peninsula,” Sam answered. “I don’t really know how to pronounce the town’s name.”

      Grant squeezed her hand, reassuring himself that she was real. “Hickem did this?”

      Sam nodded, and the smile slightly faded. “But it does come with a price. We can’t go back. Neither of us. We’re in exile.”

      It made sense. Grant figured it was the only way for Hickem to pull it off, but to get him here, get them both here, it must have cost some considerable resources. “He told everyone I’m dead.”

      Sam nodded.

      “Where is he?”

      “With Dennis,” Sam answered, a flash of anger on her face, and then wiped her nose. “You’ve been out for three days. But it’s over, Grant. Dennis is dead.”

      The news didn’t have the effect on Grant that he thought it would. He would have thought he would have been elated, relieved, but he felt nothing. He only nodded.

      “They gave him the needle last night,” Sam said. “Hickem sent me the video on the phone that he gave me. Do you want to see it?”

      “No.” Grant had wasted more than enough time on that man, and he wasn’t going to spend a second longer thinking about him. Everything he wanted was here, in front of him. Dennis was behind him. All of that was behind him.

      Sam nodded. “Okay.” She gave his hand one final squeeze before letting go and grabbed a folded piece of a paper on the small table next to the cot. “Mocks wrote this for you. I didn’t get a chance to see her before Hickem’s people came and got me, but Hickem said that she wrote this for you.” She placed the note in Grant’s palm.

      Grant stared at it, unsure of what his old partner had written for him, and unsure if he had the strength to read it. But he unfolded the paper and took a deep breath before he continued on.

      

      Dear Grant,

      Hickem told me about the plan at the last second. I don’t know what caused the big brute’s heart to change, but I’m glad it did. There was a small funeral service that was held after you were declared dead. I didn’t want to go, but Hickem suggested that I show up for the papers to make it look more authentic. You’ll be glad to know that I didn’t speak. God knows how that would have gone.

      Rick wanted me to tell you that he hopes you’ll recover soon, and says to make sure you have plenty of shows loaded on your tablet (if they give you one). He says it makes some of the more monotonous physical therapy exercises a little more bearable.

      I haven’t really explained anything to little Chase, but I’ll tell him about you when he’s older. He will know the man he was named after. He will know I couldn’t have asked for a better partner to watch my back when I worked the streets.

      You know that I’ve never been a religious person. And I know that you weren’t really either. But you should know that you were nothing less than a guardian angel. Without you, I wouldn’t have a family. And that’s a gift no amount of words or gratitude could ever repay.

      You were, and are, my most trusted and closest friend. I love you, Grant.

      

      Mocks

      

      A tear fell onto the bottom of the page, and Grant wiped it away, nodding his thanks. “I love you too, Mocks.” He carefully refolded the paper to include its edges, and then pressed it against his heart.

      Sam gently pressed her forehead against Grant’s and the pair cried together. They cried because they were sad of what they had to leave behind. They cried from the hell that they survived. But most of all, they cried because of the future they had been granted.

      When a nurse entered, Sam leaned back, wiping her eyes while Grant wiped his.

      “How are you feeling?” the nurse asked.

      “Fine, thank you.”

      “The doctor will be in to follow up with you in just a moment,” she said, and then disappeared out of the room.

      A sparkle caught Grant’s eye, and he glanced down at Sam’s hand. The sunlight from the window caught the diamond from the engagement ring he’d given her three months ago. He lifted his gaze from the ring to her face, and then smiled.

      “I don’t suppose you still want to marry me?” Grant asked.

      Sam raised an eyebrow. “Chase Grant, if you think that dying and being transported to another country to live out your life in exile is going to scare me away, then I’m afraid you don’t know me at all.”

      Grant smiled. “I know exactly who you are.”

      Sam leaned closer. “Yeah? And who am I?”

      “You’re my wife.”
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        Six Months Later

      

      

      Waves gently rolled onto the beach, providing soothing background ambiance to the ceremony. It was a beautiful summer day, hot, but made more palatable by the ocean breeze. The backdrop couldn’t have been more perfect, but as Grant stood at the altar, the only thing he saw was Sam.

      She wore a white summer dress and flipflops. Forgoing a veil, her head was crowned with a ring of flowers, and her blonde hair flowed freely down her back and over her shoulders. She smiled as the padre finished the ceremony, sealing their vows with a kiss as he pronounced them man and wife.

      While there were only a handful of spectators, there was one who more than made up for the lack of guests with her overexaggerated, but genuine, enthusiasm.

      “WOO! Yeah!” Mocks clapped her hands together excitedly, bouncing up and down as she stood next to Rick, who held little Chase in his arms.

      “The idea is not to draw attention to yourself.” Hickem stood by Mocks, hands in his pockets, his face drenched in sweat.

      “Yeah, well, it’s not like there are any cameras nearby,” Mocks said, then quickly returned to her cheering as Grant and Sam walked over. “Congratulations!” She planted a kiss on Sam’s cheek. “You look beautiful. And you,” she turned to Grant. “Glad to see you’ve healed up nicely.” She slapped his ass and then laughed.

      Grant rubbed his backside. “Easy. I’ve only been back to normal for a couple months.”

      “Congrats, Grant.” Rick shifted Chase to his left arm and shook Grant’s hand.

      “We appreciate you guys coming,” Grant said. “Thanks for arranging this, Hickem.”

      “Yeah, well, she threatened to kill me if I didn’t, so,” Hickem shrugged, and then fished out his phone. “I’ve got to take this. Congrats.”

      The group watched Hickem step away, and Mocks stepped between the newly married couple and then draped her arms around both Sam and Grant’s waists. “So what’s next, my tall, giraffe-like friends?”

      “There’s a restaurant down the street with some of the best enchiladas,” Sam said. “I thought we could go there.”

      The group walked along the sand, laughing, talking about old times, and Rick put little Chase down and let him stretch his legs. Mocks chased after him, the boy squealing with delight as his mother picked him up and swung him around.

      Grant slowed, letting Mocks and her family get a few paces ahead, and then he looked at his new bride. “It still feels like a dream.”

      Sam reached for Grant’s arm and then pinched hard.

      “Ow!” Grant leaned away, laughing. “What the hell was that for?”

      “Just wanted to let you know I’m still here, and that all of this is real.”

      Grant placed his arm over Sam’s shoulders. “A kiss would have worked just as good.”

      They continued their walk, and Grant smiled as the sight of Mocks and Rick each holding one of Chase’s hands. He had always wanted a family, and while it had taken him a while, he was glad to finally be ready to start his own.

      “So how long do you think you want to wait?” Grant asked. “Before we try to have some of our own?”

      Sam leaned her head from side to side, giving a shrug. “I don’t know. I was thinking we could have one in about five to six months.”

      Grant stopped, turning back to his new bride. He studied her poker face, but then smiled when she cracked a grin. “Are you serious?”

      Sam reached for Grant’s hand and placed it on her stomach.

      Grant kissed her, and then glanced up to Mocks and Rick, who had stopped to turn and wave them forward.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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