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        Tuesday, October 13, 2020

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          KAITLYN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        18:45

      

      

      Their house glows down below, hidden behind tall walls, brick, ten-feet high and covered in foliage. No signs of life. No cars. But the lights are on full, meaning there’s someone inside.

      I walk on, gritting my teeth as the cold wind kicks up from the lake.

      A blur of black breezes past me. A Tesla, driving past like a spaceship. His Tesla. My heart’s in my mouth.

      Landon Bartlett.

      He shouldn’t be here at this time. But he’s long gone. That thing is way too fast to even notice someone on the sidewalk.

      He didn’t see me. Right?

      I slip into the park. Back in summer, it was all overgrown, but now it’s all bare branches and rotting leaves. The wind making the bare trees creak. Cars swooshing through puddles. Everyday Seattle suburb sounds. Nothing to worry about. Yet another German car passes on the street.

      A group of kids lurks by the bench, just goofing around, laughing and joking. A couple of them are singing that song, the one that was on TV for like ever when I was a kid. Taken. I can see Cole Delaney shouting into the camera, his band rocking out behind him. It sends a shiver up my spine.

      I shuffle across the damp grass toward the lakeside street and survey the house again. Three stories, ornate as hell, made out of brick. The kids are now singing another of his songs, that reggae one.

      The house gates clatter open and a car powers through. Her car, that giant Nissan SUV. Huge and brown, lit up like the fourth of July. Jennifer Bartlett gets out into the cold night. She looks tiny next to her massive car, the engine still running. Dark hair, green dress, steely gray eyes. She wraps a fur coat around her bare arms, her heels clicking as she walks up the drive.

      Selfish, entitled, egotistical, vain, spiteful…

      Makes my skin crawl just seeing her there.

      The house door opens before she gets there and a woman steps out. Their nanny. Jeans, sneakers, same striped shirt I’m wearing. Perfect.

      Jennifer hands the baby over. Ky. Six weeks old. His screams bleeding out through the night. “I’m running real late, so I need some help here.” Then Jennifer says something I don’t catch and gets back in her car. She drives off through the gates, still hanging open.

      And the rain starts, heavy, thick and fast, drenching me in seconds. The kids by the bench squeal and scream as they run off, heading home to their Xboxes and PlayStations.

      But I stand there like a statue, watching and waiting in the rain.

      Through an upstairs window—third floor, on the right—there’s a flash of stripes, hooped earrings and a dark ponytail. The nanny putting Ky down. Screaming again, meaning the window’s open.

      And just like that, the rain stops.

      The side door opens and the nanny slips outside the kitchen. She lights her cigarette and leans against the wall, hiding under the eaves as she sucks deep, probably fearful the rain will start up again.

      And she’s left the door hanging open.

      Go.

      I slip down to the street. The intercom is inset into the wall, some fancy high-end thing made of brass. I press the button and the buzzer sounds from inside the house, leaking out across the front yard’s old cobblestones.

      The nanny shakes her head and I see the equation playing out in her mind. Just as easy to come down to the street as to go back inside. And besides, she’d have to extinguish her smoke if she went back in.

      Here she comes.

      So I dash back up to the park, pocketing my shades, and haul myself up the tree. The bark is slimy from the rain, but I’m over the wall in seconds, and I drop down into the yard.

      The nanny’s still talking into the intercom, her voice shrill and distorted. “Hellooooo?”

      I dash over and sneak in through the open door, into the bright kitchen.

      The house smells the same, those Bed Bath & Beyond candles spreading vanilla talons everywhere. The kitchen wall’s a new color, a soothing lime-green instead of the angry terracotta. Metal pots and pans hang over the stove in the middle, designer cooking equipment they never use.

      Through the window, the nanny’s given up on the intercom and is walking back to finish her smoke.

      I crouch low and sneak past the kitchen units into the hallway, connected to that huge-ass living room. It’s silent as the grave, so I take the stairs real slow, my damp footsteps squelching on the machined wood. But still quiet. Thank god for those cheap sneakers.

      Up on the second floor, I wait in front of the door, my heart thudding in my chest. Knowing what’s behind the wood. And I open it.

      The room is bigger than the house I grew up in. Yellow walls, bookcases filled with pretty much every single kid’s book ever published. High-end speakers playing whale song. A fancy crib in the middle.

      Ky lies on his back, asleep and cooing, his arms outstretched in a Jesus Christ pose, his tiny fingers twitching. There’s a baby monitor hidden in a bear. No camera in that, though, so I sneak over and stuff another toy bear over the microphone.

      The crib’s another matter, though. There’s a camera pointing into it, so I walk behind it and peer through the bars. Ky gurgles in his sleep then licks his lips slowly, the most perfect little boy.

      I reach in and scoop him up. He’s way lighter than I expect. It’s like there’s no weight in his lower body, but his skull is real heavy. I coo at him and he blinks hard. Definitely smiles at me.

      I swaddle him in his blanket.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          CARTER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        18:50

      

      

      The building was barely twenty years old, but it had been done up like it dated from pre-Revolutionary times. Oak paneling and wooden benches everywhere, jarring with Seattle’s new image as a futuristic metropolis, a world away from East Coast decadence.

      The side door opened and the judge shuffled through in his long black gown.

      “All rise!”

      Special Agent Max Carter stood, caught up in the wave sweeping the room, then sat back down again, and whatever the judge said was lost to the noise inside his skull.

      In the dock, Mason Wickstrom stood, shoulders slouched, head bowed, his eyes scanning the crowd. Tall, but grayer and thinner, the long months of incarceration had hit him hard. He didn’t see Carter, but he must surely know he was there. Mason had given so much—his freedom, his future—in return for answers, and he was here to pay the price for his revenge.

      But Carter wasn’t here for Mason. Those answers weren’t just for him, but for someone else, someone still free to roam the world. As free as you could be with the FBI and Interpol on your tail.

      A bang of the gavel hushed the noise in the room.

      Mason looked over at the judge, showing genuine contrition.

      “Mr. Wickstrom, you stand here accused of one of the most grievous crimes in our nation. Abduction of a minor. Two counts. How do you plead?”

      Mason looked across the court and Carter could swear he focused on someone. Maybe even gave them a brief nod. “Guilty.”

      Carter’s gaze searched the crowd like a boat’s floodlight through dark sea, but he couldn’t spot her among the many faces.

      “And of the murder of Harry Youngblood and Franklin Vance; how do you plead?”

      Definitely looking at someone, not too far to the right of Carter’s position. Mason gave another nod, like he was saying his sacrifice was worth it for his revenge, for their revenge. Then back at the judge, jaw clenched. “Guilty.”

      A loud gasp came from the right, then a woman stood up and stormed out of the crowded court. Carter watched her go. Not his target, but one of the victims, a poor innocent caught up in Mason’s revenge. Megan Holliday, weeping for the loss of a son. A hundred-year sentence could never make up for that, but the knowledge he’d be going away for at least two life sentences would help in the long term.

      Another bang of the gavel. “I will adjourn for sentencing.” The judge banged his gavel one final time, but something made Mason’s eyes widen as the judge left his stage.

      Carter rose with the rest of the crowd, still searching the faces.

      And there she was, hurrying toward the exit. Wearing a blonde wig, heavy makeup softening her dark skin tone. But definitely Layla al-Yasin.

      Every backward glance showed him following her, showed him closing in on her.

      Carter put his cell to his ear. “Lori, I’ve got eyes on the prize.”

      

      
        
        19:00

      

      

      Carter’s feet slapped off the sidewalk, the butt of his handgun rocking against his chest. The wrong shoes for this kind of chase, the wrong holster. He hung a left on Pike and sprinted toward the old market.

      But he’d lost sight of Layla.

      He stopped, breathing heavily, and put his cell to his ear. “Lori, do you have her?”

      “Think so.”

      “You think?”

      “She’s gone into Pike Place Market.”

      “Got it.” Carter swallowed his groan and shot off again, thighs and knees burning. The market was less than a block away, a surviving chunk of old Seattle. A long, low building with a few entrances dotted along its three-block length. A ton of tourists milled around, hitting the market and the first Starbucks, even this late in the day. “Where?”

      “Inside. Main entrance.” And her call went dead.

      Carter stuffed his cell in his pocket and sprinted on, having to slow at the crosswalk, waiting to weave between traffic, but then he was off again, racing over the brick cobblestones toward the market. He thought he caught a flash of Lori’s blonde hair at the far end, following someone inside.

      Carter raced over to the main entrance, drawing his gun as he entered. “FBI!”

      The crowd screamed and rushed away from him, cowering and ducking. The guys behind the fish counter stood there, arms raised, maybe used to drug raids. To his right, most people hunkered down, but some raced away from him. The chaos made Lori near impossible to spot. He set off past the other fish stall, then into smells of baking yeast and fresh flowers, the tourists and stallholders peering out from behind the stalls.

      And there she was, Special Agent Lori Alves thundering toward him, chasing Layla al-Yasin. Definitely her.

      Carter hadn’t dared hope his ploy could work, but the case hitting court had dragged her out into the open, like baiting a fish with a worm.

      And she was closing in on his position.

      Carter dropped to one knee and trained his pistol on her. “FREEZE!”

      In one fluid movement, Layla ducked to the side and grabbed hold of an ice cart, sending it flying toward him.

      Carter tried to get out of the way, but he wasn’t quick enough. Ice showered him and the cart hit his leg, knocked him backward. He tried to stand, but slipped on the ice and tumbled over again. He managed to fight the cart out of his way, and used it to push himself up to standing. Then he slipped on the ice again, his ass thudding into the hard floor. This time, he used a post to get upright, his white-knuckled fingers grabbing on tight.

      He spotted his piece in amongst the ice and reached for it, scanned the stunned crowd.

      No sign of Layla al-Yasin.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

          CHASE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        19:01

      

      

      Chase Bartlett stood on the stage, his lips moving almost automatically as he recited his speech.

      The giant ballroom filled the entire ground floor of the Bartlett Foundation’s office block and was rammed full of local dignitaries. Made Chase think of those ridiculous parties in a Batman movie, where Bruce Wayne would run up against the villain, both of them in disguise. And here he was, front and center. As he talked, he looked through the crowd, focusing on the biggest benefactors. Respectful smiles at the men, winks at the widows like the slut he was.

      Chase took a deep breath and pulled himself back to his speech, to making up the last section, the part he’d run out of time writing. “When my brother and I,” he waved to the side of the stage, “when we took over running our family foundation based on our parents’ will, our mission was clear. To help people. And we did, starting out in Oregon and Northern California, the area our mom grew up in. Our treatment centers in Yreka, Eugene, and Cougar Falls are industry-leading, providing the best affordable healthcare to the men and women who served this great nation, overseas and at home. But we want to expand, we want to do more. And not just to those great heroes, but to everyone else, which is why the Bartlett Foundation is expanding our operations into our home city of Seattle.”

      A ripple of applause hit across the room.

      “Thanks, bro.” Landon Bartlett joined Chase onstage, slapping him on the back as he swapped places at the microphone. Chase watched from the side now. Landon had a rower’s frame, a wide V tapering down to a slim waist. A thick beard down to his chest masked the model looks Chase hadn’t inherited, but at least he’d escaped the gray hair. The whole image gave Landon the dead-eyed stare of a psychopath.

      “Landon Bartlett Sr—our father—was a great man. As many of you know, he made a ton of money from investments back in the eighties. Apple, Microsoft, Hewlett Packard, you name it, he was there, shepherding and guiding, helping them grow into what they became. He then spent twenty years representing Washington state in the United States Senate, winning four elections. He sadly died eight years ago, but he left his entire inheritance to the Bartlett Foundation. Neither Chase nor I have any need for money thanks to the love and support he gave us, but we want to help those less fortunate. So we’re happy to pay it back to the people of Seattle by opening The Landon Bartlett Sr. Cancer Center.”

      Huge cheers rattled around the room, much louder than for Chase’s speech.

      “Clear your schedules for next month’s official opening.” Landon’s beard twisted as he grinned. “Your invites are in the mail and I’m itching to see you all there. Have a good night and enjoy yourselves.” He stood there milking the applause for both of them.

      Chase joined him centerstage. He grabbed Landon’s hand and raised it high in the air.

      Landon wrapped his arm around Chase, smiling as he spoke: “Doofus, I need you to sign the paperwork. Tonight.”

      Chase gave a final wave to the crowd and led Landon offstage. “Anything to do with Zangiev?”

      “Chase, I swear to God… No, it’s the final payment to the developers. The check needs to be countersigned by you, or there’s none of this.” He waved his arms back at the crowd. “No adulation, no press, no TV interviews. Got it?”

      “Right.”

      Landon reached into his sports jacket and pulled out a checkbook. He passed it to Chase. “Here.”

      Already signed on the left, but needing a signature on the right. Fifty-three million dollars.

      “Landon, that’s a heck of a lot of money.”

      “Just sign it and you can go.”

      Chase took his pen out of his jacket pocket and clicked it. He added his signature, but didn’t hand it over yet. “This better be aboveboard.”

      “Are you implying something here?”

      “Landon?” Jennifer powered over to them, looking like five million dollars. Her dark hair scraped back under a tiara. A green dress, low-cut and figure-hugging. She grabbed her husband’s hand and leaned in. Not even a glance at Chase, not even a glare. “The photographer wants to take our photos now, then I can get out of here.”

      “Fine.” Landon towered over his wife, but hugged her tight as he grinned wide.

      The big photographer crouched low and clicked his camera.

      Landon smiled wider. “What’s the rush, Jen?”

      “The nanny.”

      “She’s fine.”

      Click, smile.

      “No, she’s a disaster. I need to get back—”

      “Have a drink, Jen. It’s been months since you let your hair down.”

      Click, smile.

      “Can I get one with all three of you?” The photographer made a bunching motion, urging Chase into the shot on the other side of Jennifer. “Nice big smile, Chase. Perfect. Perfect.”

      Click.

      “She doesn’t have a handle on Ky’s needs.”

      Click.

      “Okay, fine. Just don’t make her feel like shit. We’re trusting her with our son’s wellbeing.”

      Click.

      “Fine.”

      “Ma’am, you can go.” The photographer still held up his lens. “Just need a few of the brothers.”

      “Thank you.” Jennifer waltzed off into the crowd. Hadn’t even looked at Chase.

      “Nice to see you too, Jen.” Chase ground his teeth as he smiled.

      Click.

      “No need to be such a dick.” Landon did that eyebrows raise their dad always did in photos. Made him seem a lot friendlier than he was.

      Click.

      “I’m not the dick here.”

      “Okay, guys.” The photographer stepped forward. “Chase, can I get some solo shots of you?”

      “Sure.” Chase elbowed his brother in the stomach, playfully, but still not exactly the behavior guys in their forties should get up to. Then he posed for the camera, draping his suit jacket over his shoulder.

      A man in a suit joined the line to speak to Landon, like kids waiting at a flea-ridden mall to sit on Santa’s knee. He recognized Chase and cut out to walk over instead. Dark hair swept back, shit-eating grin. Yep, Congressman Xander J. Delgado. He even smiled at Chase. “Thanks for your card. Means a lot.”

      “Good luck.” Chase blinked at the latest photo. The flash seemed way too bright. “I think it’s high time you stepped up to the senate.”

      “Some say it’s a step down from the house of representatives.”

      “Congress will take care of itself, but your side faces a tough battle in the senate over the next few years.”

      “Thanks. Listen, I’m stoked about your new cancer center. An incredible cause.”

      “Don’t mention it.” Chase blinked again as the flash was even brighter.

      “Xan the man!” Landon danced over to Xander in jerky movements, like they were back in their frat house at college, each step caught by the flash. He shook Xander’s hand, giving the full alpha-male arm grab, then back pat as they tried to outmuscle each other. Pair of dorks. “Good to see you, bro.”

      “And you. It’s been way too long.” Xander smiled, genuine for once. “How’s your son?”

      Landon laughed. “Ky’s good. He’s a great kid.”

      Chase stared at the photographer. “We done already?”

      “Just a couple more.”

      Delgado looked around the place. “Jennifer still here?”

      Landon’s expression darkened as he gave Chase a sideways look. “She was. Can’t bear to be separated from Ky.”

      “I get it.”

      “How? You don’t have kids.”

      Delgado shrugged. “I’m engaged. Raising someone else’s kid has its own challenges, let me assure you.”

      “Seriously?”

      The photographer clicked again. “And you’re done. Thanks.”

      “No, thank you.” Chase put his jacket back on and walked over to join them, curious as to what they were cooking up.

      Landon shrugged. “Ky has really bad colic. Kid barely sleeps. We’re lucky to get him off for an hour every evening, around about now. We had to take on a nanny so Jen can get any sleep at all.”

      “Landon?” The photographer seemed mighty pissed now, like he wanted to just get on home. “Some solo shots of you?”

      “Sure.” Landon walked over to the stairway leading up to the offices, posing against the banister.

      Chase snorted. “Dude wants to bang the camera.”

      “Pretty much the only thing he hasn’t.” Delgado laughed. “He’s a changed man nowadays.”

      “Ain’t he?” Chase raised his eyebrows. “What are you after, Xander? Campaign donations?”

      “Can’t deny it.” Xander tightened his tie a notch. “You know I’m running in the special Senatorial election for Chris Holliday’s old seat. The other team are playing dirty, and I need any dime I can muster.”

      Landon stepped between them. “I leave you for one minute…” He was smiling wide, unlike the photographer. “How much you giving him, Chase?”

      “Nothing yet.”

      Xander stared at him. “You know you don’t have to.”

      “Come on, let’s get a beer.” Landon led Xander away.

      Chase followed them, wanting to keep an ear on what they were cooking up. Someone bumped into Chase, knocking his shoulder. “Sorry.” Chase recognized him right away.

      Boris Zangiev. Barely five six, but the guy could kill with one look. Guy was serious bad news. “Mr. Bartlett, how nice to see you.”

      Chase pulled on a smile. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “Wouldn’t miss this for the world.” Zangiev spoke with a slight Russian accent. “Nice to see your dirty little secret hasn’t torn your foundation apart. How Landon ruined your marriage.” He walked off with a wink, Landon set in his sights.

      Chase stood there, seething. Landon told him?

      Zangiev slapped Landon on the back. “Where is your beautiful wife?”

      “Jen had to go home. Our baby’s not well.”

      “Oh, I hope it’s nothing serious. I was going to wish you both congratulations.” Zangiev took Landon to the side, out of Chase’s earshot.

      Delgado put a cold bottle of European pilsner in Chase’s hand. “You hear what happened in the presidential debate?”

      “Bits of it. This alcohol-free?”

      “Something like that. Need to drink like a hundred to get a buzz on or something.”

      “Right.” Chase took a sip of biting beer from the bottle. For once, he was less interested in Delgado’s campaign gossip than in what Landon was talking about to Zangiev. What he might be selling to his brother.

      “Tell you, this whole thing is killing me.” Delgado took a long pull of beer. “So much tougher than running for congress. My campaign manager will go ape when she finds out I’ve had a beer before my own fundraiser.”

      “Got to let your hair down every so often, dude.” Chase couldn’t help but keep his focus on Landon and Zangiev. They seemed to be arguing, but their voices were low. “Sorry, Xander, I don’t think I can make your thing tonight.”

      “I don’t expect you to. It’s just killing me, man.”

      “Know the feeling.”

      “Yeah, your old man would have had you two up on stage during his rallies, right?”

      “You don’t know the half of it.”

      Landon gave a final nod and slapped Zangiev on the back, and the Russian left. Landon came over and took the spare bottle from Delgado. “What a guy.”

      Chase leaned in close. “What happened there?”

      “Nothing to keep you up at night, little brother.” Landon laughed. “Hold my beer.” He handed it over and got out his cell phone. One of those experimental folding Samsungs that kept on snapping until they finally fixed it. He put it to his ear. “Yello?”

      “You still have that box at CenturyLink, Chase?”

      “I can’t hear you.” Landon turned away from them, pinning his other ear back with a finger.

      “Xander, you sure it’s good optics to be seen in a private box when you’re running for senate in this state?”

      Landon turned back. His face had gone white. “I’ll be right there.” He ran through the crowd, bumping and jostling as he went.

      Chase handed both beers to Xander and jogged off after him. “Landon?” He grabbed his shoulder. “What’s up?”

      Landon turned to him, face full of fury. “Get offa me!”

      “What’s going on?”

      “That was Jen.” Landon’s Adam’s apple bobbed through his thick beard. “Ky’s been taken.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

          Layla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        19:02

      

      

      Layla runs past the comic store, almost knocking a huge guy over. Two big bags of books tumble across the floor. Her backpack drops and rolls. The big guy shouts something at her.

      “Sorry.” She sneaks around him, ignoring his yells, and grabs up her backpack, then runs on.

      But she can’t see the exit. Carter will be on to her, following her down here, and she’s trapped like a rat in a cage.

      No. There. Down the ramp.

      Layla hurtles down, her feet slapping off the tiles, and bursts out the door into the freezing air, the sun long past sending any rays of warmth down to the bowels of the old docks. The place stinks of rotting fish and stale cigarette smoke.

      She listens hard. No footsteps, no sirens, but hard to hear much over the construction work. A Caterpillar backhoe eats up the old viaduct, the jaws chomping away at both levels of concrete, opening up another stretch of waterfront to connect with downtown. The aquarium across the road is the first new building finished, lit up and open for tourists.

      Layla sets off across the road, walking not running, figuring the noise is good cover. But she has no idea where she’s going, she’s just getting away from the courthouse. From them.

      Shouldn’t have even thought about going to the courthouse, putting herself under so much danger that she boxed herself in. Letting Carter spot her, letting him know for sure that she’s back in Seattle.

      Even so, he just knew she was here, not what she’s here for. Her real purpose.

      So stupid to take a risk like that. Being in court to support Mason, but it put her in Carter’s hands. The way things had ended between them, escaping on a private jet to where he couldn’t get at her… The type of guy he was, that wasn’t just going to slide with him. He’d be searching for her everywhere, speaking to Mason and trying to find leads on finding her.

      The fact it’d taken so long to process Mason’s arraignment, she should’ve known something was going on. Whether it was Mason playing games or Carter, attempting to draw her out into the open… Well, that had worked.

      Layla checks behind and there’s no sign of him chasing. She slows her pace and tries to blend in, walking along Alaska Way with all the tourists. Maybe she’s lost him and his team. There were at least two of them, armed and highly trained.

      A man like Carter, he won’t stop until she’s behind bars, until she’s rotting in the same place as Mason. And maybe Megan Holliday deserves for Layla to face justice, just like Carter wants her to. But her work isn’t finished yet; she’s still got more to do. Mason’s answers only gave his half of the story. She needs to find the remaining pieces and take them off the board.

      A ferry thunders in across the Sound. Could that work? Maybe she could get a rental over on the other side, then drive to where she needs to be later tonight. She’s got time to spare.

      Seems as good as any option, so she powers on toward the old pier buildings, the stores all fixed up now and selling junk to dumb tourists. Her reflection flashes in a shop window. Blonde hair, makeup, slutty dress, and knee-length boots.

      She needs to change her appearance, so she slips inside the first store. A huge sports stall takes up almost half the floorspace. She picks up a Mariners ball cap and a green Seahawks jersey. Doesn’t matter if the sweater fits, just that it covers her, and medium would be baggy enough to disguise her figure. Gray track pants too, men’s large. She walks over to the desk and hands the gear to the cashier.

      The big guy totals it all up. “Fifty-five bucks, ma’am.”

      “Okay.” She hands over three twenties and takes the five back. “Is there somewhere I can change here?”

      “Sure. Just through back.”

      “Thanks, sir.” So she heads in and swipes the curtain aside. She strips down, stuffing her dress into her backpack, then pulls on the sweater and the track pants. A look in the mirror. Pretty far from perfect, but she’s out of options here because she’s been so stupid. She tugs at the straps on her blonde wig and drops it in the backpack. Her hair’s still long, but always so much thinner than other women’s hair. She ties it into a loose ponytail, snapping two rubber bands on to hold it in place. Another check in the mirror and it’ll have to do for now. She leaves the dressing room and thinks the cashier’s maybe watching her as she leaves the store. Maybe he’ll call it in when she’s gone. She feels even more stupid for taking another risk.

      In the doorway, she slips on the cap and pulls the hood over the top and pretends to feel for rain, when really she’s scanning the streets for Carter. No sign of him or any other feds, so she sets off along the last stretch toward the ferry terminal. Across the Sound it’s mostly dark, a million miles from the towers of downtown.

      A homeless woman sits back, a cap splayed on top of wet cardboard, a hand-scrawled message reading:

      
        
        Part of me died in Iraq. Please help.

        

      

      Layla drops the five into the cap and walks on.

      The towers of downtown to her left are all glowing pale blues and yellows. She catches a darker blue and red flash up on First. Is it the cops? Fire, maybe? Or an ambulance? The feds are most likely.

      She knows she can’t focus on that, but it doesn’t prevent her running the odds.

      Then a thought hits her, the kind of improvised solution she has to specialize in now. She digs into her bag for the dress and holds it out to the homeless woman. “Here. Take this.”

      She frowns up at Layla, then at the dress. A smile flashes across her swollen lips. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “Don’t mention it.” Layla turns and heads back toward the store. Doubling back might fool him or might not. Might throw Carter off her scent, assuming he catches it again.

      Layla waits a few seconds, wondering if getting the ferry is the right move. If Carter catches up with her onboard, she’d be stuck, just left with the option of diving off into deep waters. Ice-cold at this time of year. Of all the things she’s done since leaving Seattle, that kind of swimming isn’t one.

      There’s a car rental office across the road, but that takes time and she needs to be gone, now.

      The homeless woman is on her feet now, slipping the dress over her coat. A three-hundred-buck gown becomes another layer for her.

      The sirens pick up again, coming from both directions, a black Suburban shoots past.

      Layla can’t help but follow its path. Ten yards away, Max Carter jumps out onto the sidewalk with an agility a man of his size shouldn’t have. At least six three, maybe two hundred pounds, but he’s fast, racing over the sidewalk, a blur of black suit, white shirt, navy tie.

      And he walks right past her, grabbing the poor homeless woman and pushing her up against the wall.

      Layla’s dress trick worked. Ignoring the surge of guilt and the adrenalin making her heart hammer, she ducks her head and sets off back the way she came, putting distance between her and Max Carter.

      That was way too close. Time for Plan B.

      She darts across the road and steps into the car rental office. Takes a few seconds to spot the family restroom. No sign of any security cameras, so she walks in and locks the door behind her.

      She lets herself take a breath to recover. Way too careless back at the courthouse, but she can’t dwell on it. Right now, Carter is across the street. He’s on to her and he’ll stop at nothing to take her down. So she needs to change, immediately.

      She tosses her passport into a trash can and pushes it right to the bottom. Something slimy slithers over her wrist, so she jerks her arm out. Sniffs it. Banana peel. Could’ve been a whole lot worse. She washes her wrist in the sink and catches her reflection.

      Her natural dark hair is shoulder length, and she doesn’t have the time to dye it. They think it’s blonde from the wig, but she needs to change it, so she reaches into her backpack’s side pocket for her scissors and sets to work trimming her hair short. Real short. The bathroom sink fills up with hair and she gives herself another check. Long around the ears, but with a nice quiff she’ll need help to make stay up. It all works and she doesn’t think she’s made that much of a mess of the back either. She scoops up the damp hair and tips it into the toilet bowl, then flushes it away. A few scraps left in the sink, which take minutes to fully remove. The sink seems the same as when she entered—not exactly pristine, but it’ll do.

      Next, her face. A pad takes care of most of the thick makeup, taking her skin back to its natural tone. Olive dulled to gray by the local weather.

      She goes into her bag and pulls on the bright-yellow soccer jersey. It’s going to be cold as hell, but she doesn’t see a choice here. She tugs the sweater back on, and has another check in the mirror.

      Goodbye Azra Gündoğan.

      Hello Isabella dos Santos.

      Brazilian student on a soccer scholarship. She’s not Layla anymore, not Azra or Luisa or any of the others. She tears into the hidden compartment in her bag and pulls out the Brazilian passport. Her last one. It’ll have to work. The money for her last gig was good, but it won’t stretch to getting another one.

      She gathers her stuff together and takes a final look around the room. It’ll do. So she leaves the restroom and peers back outside. The fed presence across the road is diminished. No likely suspects inside, so she strolls up to the counter. “Hi, I just had my car stolen and I’ve lost my ID. I desperately need to rent something to get home.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

          KAITLYN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        19:05

      

      

      The main road is brightly lit, so I keep to the shadows as I walk along, hugging Ky tight, the makeshift shawl all I’ve got to protect him from the wind. But he’s still asleep through it all. God knows how; maybe the movement is soothing.

      I stop on the corner and hug him even tighter, scouting ahead for threats and opportunities. There’s a bus stop to the right, one with a shelter. Halfway across the intersection, Ky wakes up and stares up at me. Those perfect blue eyes. You can see why they call them baby blue. No blemishes; they haven’t witnessed any traumas.

      A police cruiser trundles along the street, slow and steady. I duck through a gate and hide in someone’s front yard.

      Ky starts screaming and it’s like someone’s put a drill against my skull. I hug him tight and try to shush him, but he just gets louder and louder and louder AND LOUDER. I stroke his back, pat him, slow and steady. But nothing works.

      I don’t know what to do here.

      I can’t flag down the cruiser, talk to the cop, say I found this baby. They’ll ask way too many questions, pin this back to me, know precisely how and why I’ve done this. I have to keep going, I have to stick to the plan.

      “Miss?” The voice comes from behind me. Loud, male, aggressive. “The hell you doing in my yard?”

      I try to step back through the gate.

      But something clicks. That familiar sound of a hammer being cocked, just like when I went shooting at the range.

      “Stop right there.” In the pale light, an elderly man circles around me. Frail and white-haired, old enough to have seen service, maybe even in Vietnam. He’s pointing an old revolver at me, his liver-spotted hand shaking like crazy. “The hell you doing in my front yard?”

      “Please, sir, I need to catch the bus.”

      Ky screams again.

      “That your kid?”

      “No, I just stole it.” Enough sass that it looks like he buys it. “Please, sir, I need to catch the bus and get her home.”

      “Who are you?”

      “My name’s Jennifer. I’m a cleaner, working at a house down on Lake Washington Boulevard. I need to get the bus home, it’s due real soon and there won’t be one for another hour and my baby’s super hungry.”

      “Huh.” The old-timer is still pointing the gun at me, but his eye’s twitching like he’s starting to come around to my side of things. “You think you can just step onto people’s property?”

      I scan around, searching for anything I can use to persuade him to let me go. “The wind… It blew my scarf when I was retying it. It’s so cold and—”

      “Think you can just walk onto my lawn to fetch it, huh?”

      “I didn’t think, sir. I’m sorry. Please, I just need to get her—”

      Ky’s scream is so loud in my ear, I can barely hear anything.

      “You going to shut her up?”

      “I’m trying, sir.” I jog Ky in my arms. Please, go back to sleep. “My lousy boyfriend was supposed to be babysitting tonight, but the dumb-ass went out drinking with a buddy. Left me a note. And I need to work, man. He says he’s between jobs, so I’ve got to pay for both of us and Kayla here, and it’s so goddamn hard.”

      The guy lowers the gun to his side. “I hear ya.” He lets out a long snort. “You need a ride somewhere?”

      It’s tempting, but he’s already a witness. I can’t let him get any deeper in.

      “Thank you, sir, but the bus takes me pretty much to my door.”

      He grunts. “Be on your way now, and don’t step on people’s property, y’hear?”

      “Yes, sir.” I hurry off.

      “Jennifer?”

      I turn back around, my heart racing. “What?”

      “You didn’t find your scarf?”

      I reach into my pocket and pull it out. “Damn, it’s right here.”

      “Huh.” He actually laughs. “Be seeing you, missy.”

      I smile at him and scuttle off to the bus stop, twenty feet away, empty and dark. Ky’s quiet again, a soft cooing in my ear, his burning warmth against my chest.

      Another police cruiser crawls down the street, so I duck into the shadows again.

      A loud rumble comes from behind. The bus is coming!

      I need to get on it!

      Can I make it in time? Will I get caught? Even then, the cops will just pull the bus over and find the strange chick with the kidnapped baby. Over before it starts.

      A loud noise tears out into the night and a black sedan hurtles down the road, more tire squeal than engine. Sounds like a spaceship taking off. Landon’s Tesla, rounding the bus and narrowly avoiding plowing into the cop car.

      Is it Landon again? Might be his plates.

      Assuming it’s him, it means he knows. Jennifer must’ve come back home early. Either way, one of them has called the cops.

      They’re on to me.

      Or it could be something else, some tech bro hitting his toy’s gas pedal too hard in a back street.

      Woop woop, and the police cruiser shoots off after it, siren wailing, lights flashing.

      I hug Ky tight and jog over the road, waving my free arm at the bus driver. He pulls up and I hop on the bus. Dude doesn’t realize he just saved my life.
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          JENNIFER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        19:24

      

      

      Jennifer searches the empty crib again, like she can somehow magic up her baby from thin air. “No. No, no, no, no!” She starts tearing at it, pulling up the mattress and the sheets like a baby could get lost under it all.

      But he isn’t there. Ky isn’t there.

      Rosita is standing in the doorway, tugging at her long hair. Useless. Beyond useless. “Mrs. Bartlett, I am so sorry.”

      Jennifer can’t look at her for long. “I received a notification on my phone saying you left my son alone!”

      “For two minutes, ma’am. I’m hungry. I need to eat, Mrs.—”

      “Rosita, you were smoking again, weren’t you?”

      Rosita has her hands on her hips. “Mrs. Bartlett, I had the intercom out with me. I didn’t think anything would happen to him.”

      “Rosita, you can’t just leave him like that!”

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Bartlett.”

      Jennifer knew hiring her would be a mistake, but she didn’t think it would be this bad.

      “Ma’am, are you still there?”

      Jennifer forgot she was still on the line with him. “I’m… What’s happening?”

      “Stay on the line with me, Jennifer. You’re doing great.” The 911 dispatcher’s voice is soothing, like ten hours in a flotation tank.

      But it’s not enough to stop Jennifer from panicking like crazy. “Some asshole’s taken my baby!” She can’t take her eyes off the empty crib.

      “It’s okay, Jennifer. Police officers are on their way.”

      “Make it quick!” She rushes through to the bedroom and tosses the cell on the bed. Then starts tugging at the party dress from that stupid-ass gala Landon forced her to go to, tearing the padding off her perfectly flat stomach. A thousand crunches a day, and what has that gotten her? She pulls on a T-shirt and some track pants—back to the suburban mom—then puts the phone to her ear again. “Where are they?”

      “I’m just checking.” The dispatcher’s voice is syrupy, slow and soothing, deep and warm. “Okay, two units are just pulling up outside your drive now.”

      Through the tall front window, the street is quiet. A car drives off, and the wooden gates slide open.

      Jennifer’s cell rings again and she checks the screen:

      
        
        LANDON CALLING…

        

      

      “Ma’am, are you still with me?”

      Jennifer stabs her finger on the screen and kills Landon’s call, then puts the cell back to her ear. “Sure, I’m still here.” She races over to the window and tries to wave at Landon, tries to signal him.

      “Jennifer, the police are just pulling up in your street, okay? Can someone let them in to your property?”

      “Sure, sure.”

      Two police cars are down there, blue and red lights twinkling.

      “And I need you to give them your full cooperation if we’re to find Ky, okay?”

      “Okay.” Jennifer slumps back against the empty crib, and the tears start flowing. She doubts they’ll ever stop.
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          Chase

        

      

    

    
      
        
        19:26

      

      

      Chase stood between the huge gates and looked up at his brother’s mansion, the upstairs lights burning bright.

      Hordes of police officers were searching the yard, climbing up the landscaped gardens to the old walls up on the top street. A dog barked somewhere. Then another, much nearer.

      Jennifer was in the middle of the front yard, standing in the cobblestone driveway, staring hard at him. Then she turned away.

      Chase took another look at the car on the street, in the middle distance. A turquoise Chevy, that electric model. The driver leaned forward and Chase recognized the face immediately. Marcus Edwards. Thick dark hair hanging down to his shoulders. Barely three teeth left in his mouth, some freakish condition where his adult teeth got stuck and never grew out. The Chevy pulled off in a wide arc and slid into the line of traffic snaking away from the house.

      What the hell was he doing here?

      Another cop car pulled up and two uniformed patrolmen got out, puzzled expressions on their faces. “Damn, Jimmy, just heard the watch commander calling in the feds.”

      The FBI. This was serious, then.

      “Yeah? Make our life hell, man. Still. Rich asshole’s kid goes missing, what are you gonna do? Way above our pay grade.”

      Chase put it to the back of his mind and charged across the drive. One of the new cops stopped him. “Sir, you can’t go in there.”

      “This is my brother’s—”

      A roar came from inside. Landon charged out the front door, fists clenched, and stopped in the middle of the police scrimmage. He looked through the crowd, then stopped dead, staring right at Chase. Landon set off, a man with divine purpose, stomping across the cobbles. “Have you found him?”

      A local Seattle PD sergeant, a big black dude with silver hair, stood firm against Landon. “Sir, we have yet to ascertain the location of your son.”

      “Goddamnit.” Landon grabbed hold of Chase and pulled him into his arms. Tears lashed at Chase’s neck. “Bro…”

      Shocked, Chase returned his brother’s grip. “Hey, I’m here for you.” He spotted Jennifer brushing past the sergeant. “Jen…”

      But Jennifer couldn’t even look at him.

      “That goddamn tree!” Landon broke free, coiling beard hair around a finger. “What’s the point in paying all that money for security if some lousy bum can just jump in? I knew I should’ve chopped it down myself.”

      Chase grabbed his arm. “Landon, you need to—”

      “Bro, get off of me!” Landon shook him off but didn’t go anywhere. “I need to find my son!” He charged past Chase and got in the cop’s face. “YOU NEED TO FIND MY SON!”

      The cop was standing his ground, just letting it all play out. “Sir, we’re doing everything we can.”

      “THIS IS NOWHERE NEAR ENOUGH. YOU HEAR ME?”

      The cop’s radio blasted out white noise. “Excuse me, I need to take this.” He stepped away, but his look suggested that Chase needed to calm Landon down.

      Chase held his brother’s arm. “Hey, let’s you and me give them some space, huh?”

      Landon stared at him like he’d just suggested jumping off of the Space Needle. Then he snapped out of it. “You’re right. This is…” He started crying, like when they were kids and he was caught stealing baseball cards from another kid’s bag at school. Afterward their dad had hauled him to hell and back. But this seemed even worse.

      The cop was back, a stern look on his face. “Sir, we’ve completed a thorough search of the house and we believe that your son has been taken. That was my boss, and she wants to bring in the FBI.”

      “The FBI?”

      “They’ve got a unit, Child Abduction Rapid Deployment, who specialize in this kinda thing. They’re the best. If anyone can find your son, it’s them.”
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          CARTER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        19:28

      

      

      The courtroom’s security station was just off the entrance foyer, but had none of the grandeur of the rest of the building. Dark and windowless, it stank of broiling hotdogs.

      Carter rested on the backs of the office chairs Lori and the security guard sat in. “Anything?”

      Special Agent Lori Alves looked around at him. Ski-jump nose and manga-sized green eyes, her blonde hair tied in a bun. “Let the guy do his job, Max.”

      The guard shuttled through the video from the sentencing, from Megan Holliday rushing off through to Carter spotting Layla al-Yasin in the crowd.

      Who he thought was Layla al-Yasin.

      Carter went back to pacing the floor, glancing back at the screen for any signs of progress. And saw none. “Son of a bitch.”

      “Max, this isn’t your fault.”

      Carter looked over at Lori. “No, this is entirely my fault. I should’ve caught her, but I let her out of my grasp. And Mason Wickstrom… He played us like a cello. To take on a lawyer and force us to build a case, to spend a ton of money on it, develop all those deals and plea bargains, just to plead guilty? All that time I spent with him in a room, his lawyer sitting there like a vulture, keeping him from speaking. All the times I offered him a deal to give up Layla’s whereabouts.”

      “You ever think he didn’t know?”

      “She was right there!”

      “You think you saw her.” Lori ground her teeth. “That’s not the same thing as her being there and, it doesn’t mean he was in contact with her.”

      “He must’ve been. That slimy lawyer…” Carter sucked in a deep breath. He always tried to keep his powder dry, but he was close to exploding here. “You got anything?”

      The guard tapped the screen with his ring finger. “That’s as good as I’ll get.”

      Carter leaned between them. He spotted himself, up near the back, watching as his greatest hope—that Layla would show up—turned into his greatest fear, that she’d escape. He couldn’t see her on the screen, couldn’t justify that a large-scale manhunt had resulted in hauling in someone who very definitely wasn’t Layla. It was just a crowd of faces. “Play it forward, nice and slow.”

      The guard nudged it frame by frame, each step was a three-second jump, maybe even five.

      Carter used himself onscreen as an anchor point and followed his gaze from thirty minutes ago. “She was right here.” He circled an area on the screen, but he couldn’t quite make her out—just a blurry figure, like a ghost in some old hoax photo. He squinted at the screen, trying to resolve the figure into someone he recognized. “Another frame, please.”

      It rocked forward and the blurry figure resolved into someone that looked a heck of a lot like Layla al-Yasin. She’d disguised her appearance, switching from the hardcore hacker into some vampish bimbo. Blonde hair, tight dress, heavy makeup that softened her skin tone. But definitely Layla.

      The guard stopped. “Who is she?”

      “Layla al-Yasin. She helped kidnap two kids. Boy and girl, six and seven years old. The boy died, and she kept the girl until the father killed himself.”

      “That’s cold.”

      “That’s one way of putting it. We have no idea where she was or what she was doing with the kid when she was away. Didn’t appear to be harmed, but…” The surge of relief was tempered by the bitter ache of disappointment at losing her again. Carter felt it gnawing away, right down in the pit of his stomach. “Play it forward and follow her trail, please?”

      “Sure.” The guard inched the video forward, following Layla’s path out of the courthouse. She twisted her neck around, seemed to spot Carter, then hurried on, disappearing off the side of the shot.

      The first time they lost her. The first time Carter let her go.

      Lori sat back, making something in the chair crunch. “It’s definitely her, though.” She put her cell phone to her ear. “You got a problem with me letting our suspect go?”

      “Huh?”

      “That poor homeless woman you just about assaulted.”

      Something prickled the skin at the back of Carter’s neck. Guilt. Shame. “Did she see Layla?”

      “She said some woman tossed her five bucks and that dress. That’s all they’ll get out of her.”

      As much as Carter didn’t want to let Layla slip through his grasp, keeping that poor woman in wasn’t doing anyone any favors. “Let her go.” He sat on the edge of the desk and focused on the guard. “Can you work back and find her arriving?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Thanks, Dane.” Lori finished her call and joined Carter standing. He ignored her hard look, so she leaned in close to whisper, “Max, I get that you’re pissed, but—”

      “She was right here. How can we lose her?”

      “This is just what happens sometimes.” Lori folded her arms. “You want to talk about it?”

      “Nothing to talk about.”

      “Right… That’s how you’re playing it?”

      “Got something.” The guard was pointing at the screen again, showing the entrance lobby just next door to their current position. A blonde-haired woman waited in line at a security scanner. “This is her arriving.” He jogged the video onward and she stepped through the metal detector, but the guard made her step to the side. “She was stopped.”

      “What does that mean? She was IDed, fingerprinted?”

      “Lemme see.” The video rattled forward. “God damn.” Onscreen, Layla was locked in a conversation with the guard sitting right next to them. “I feel bad, man. This is on me.”

      “It’s fine.” Carter almost bit his tongue. Nothing was fine. “Did you scan anything?”

      “Dude, this isn’t North Korea.”

      Carter snapped. “Great.”

      “Hold up a second.” The guard’s forehead creased tight. “She showed me her passport. Turkish, I think.”

      Carter got a tingle at the back of his neck. “Turkish?”

      “Sure.” The guard clicked his fingers. “Either of you follow English soccer?”

      Carter let out a groan. “My father’s a Chelsea fan. Why?”

      “Well, my sister married this English guy and he got me into it. I’m a Manchester City guy and they have this player, dude called İlkay Gündoğan. Think he’s German but his family’s from Turkey.” He pointed at the screen. “She had the same last name.”

      Carter looked at Lori, his tingle deepening, spreading out all across his shoulders now. “Get an APB out on that name, okay?”

      “Sure.” Lori already had her cell to her ear. “Though she’s surely too smart to reuse it.” She smiled at him with the distant look of someone listening to a ringtone. “But coming to the courthouse to watch her co-conspirator get sentenced is brazen as hell. Means she might slip up again.”

      “Don’t get my hopes up.” Carter took another look at the screen. “I can’t help but think this is the last we’ll see of her.”

      “Dane, it’s Lori again.” She left them to it, cell to her ear. “Need you to get a hold of the ferries, the trains, the buses. Find everybody matching—” She shut the door.

      Carter took a break from scanning the crowd on the screens to give the guard a nod. “Thanks for this. Could make all the difference.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      Carter left the room and got a hard look from Lori. “What’s up?”

      “You look tired, Max.”

      “I am.”

      “Listen, we both work these cases, and child abductions are the worst. Makes you think about what if it happened to your kids. And it happened to you.”

      Carter couldn’t look at her. “Oh?”

      “You were abducted as a kid, Max. By your own father.” She gave his arm a gentle caress. “I get it, but this is eating you up. You need to let this one go.”

      “I can’t.” Carter felt the rage tearing at the back of his neck, making the hair on his arms stand on end. “Layla ruined a family’s life. Two people died because of her; another two are grieving their loss.”

      “You don’t have any sympathy for her plight?”

      “I have every sympathy, but what happened to her own family doesn’t excuse what she did to them.” Carter yawned into his fist, a fresh wave of exhaustion hitting him. “And I’m not giving up until I have her in custody.”

      Lori flashed a grin. “That yawn looks contagious. Get yourself home.”

      

      
        
        19:38

      

      

      Carter tossed his keys in the bowl and dumped his briefcase on the floor. He eased his coat off and hung it on the rack. Bill’s leather cowboy jacket took up one of his pegs, his hiking jacket yet another. Carter kicked off his shoes and opened the door.

      “WHEEEEEEEEE!” Kirsty was flying around the hallway, a scream of mid-brown pigtails and Disney princess dress. Acting like she’d been mainlining candy. Carter knew exactly who’d let her do that. “Daddy!”

      Still up. At this time.

      She hugged his leg tight, bunching his pant leg in her fingers. “Daddy! The big monster’s coming for me!”

      A deep-throated growl came from the lounge, followed by slow foot stomps. “I’M COMING FOR YOU, LITTLE GIRL!” Bill stepped through the doorway, stomping slow and hard like he was a zombie in that old Michael Jackson video, fingers raised up like claws. “I’M COMING FOR—” He stopped dead. “Oh. Max.” He ran a hand over his bald skull, his dull pupils hiding behind puffy bags, shrunk to dots by his glasses. “Didn’t know you were home.” His London accent was still there despite years in the Pacific Northwest. Still jarred Carter every time he heard it.

      “I think your prey’s hiding behind my leg, O big monster.”

      Bill’s claws went back up. “IS SHE?”

      Kirsty squealed and ran off through the house. “No, Grandpa!”

      Carter watched her go, then glared at his father. “She should be in bed.”

      “This is the first time I’ve felt like a human being in weeks.” Bill was playing the chemo card again. Great.

      Carter felt that familiar tug at his heart. “Well, five minutes, then she needs to have her head on her pillow.” He gestured for Bill to continue his hunt. “Go on, you can play.” He walked through to the kitchen, unclipping his tie and cursing his decision to let his father stay with them.

      Emma over by the stove, stirring a giant pot. Long hair tied back in a ponytail, her dark roots growing through the blonde. Track pants and T-shirt. Her face lit up when she saw him. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” Carter leaned in to kiss her on the cheek, the sweet smell of her perfume mixing with the sharp tang of the pasta sauce. “That smells good.”

      “Me or dinner?”

      “Both.” Carter held her tight and pecked her cheek. “How was your day?”

      She kissed him back, then went back to stirring the sauce. “Long and tedious. You?”

      “Same.” Carter hung his tie from the door handle. “Layla al-Yasin was at the arraignment. We lost her.”

      Emma shut her eyes. “Oh, Max.”

      “I lost her again. After what she did, she should’ve been up there today. She should be rotting inside a maximum-security penitentiary.”

      “You’ll get her, Max. I know you will.”

      He thanked her with a smile. “What’s our little monster doing still up?”

      “You let that big monster stay with us, Max. Told you this would happen.”

      “I couldn’t let him be on his own.”

      A rush of squeals came into the kitchen and Kirsty clamped herself around his leg again. “DADDY!”

      Carter brushed her hair out of her face. “Time for your bed, little girl.”

      “But Grandpa said I could—”

      “You can stay up late tomorrow night. It’s been a long day for Grandpa.”

      Bill was now in the room, but he seemed to have been cured of the zombie plague. “It’s fine, Max. Really.”

      “It’s her bed time. She’ll be grumpy as—”

      “Grandpa said I could get a doggy…”

      “Bill.” Emma’s mouth hung open wide, her shock just as great as Carter’s. Felt like every second of every day was spent fending off Kirsty acquiring a pet. They were barely holding it together as it was. And now he just went and agreed? Without asking them?

      “Now that’s not quite right.” Bill held up a finger to Kirsty. “I said if your mummy and daddy let you get one, then I’d help you look after it.”

      “Can I get one, Daddy? It’s my birthday soon and—”

      “We’ll think about it.” Carter shot Emma the kind of look he’d pass to a fellow agent during a tough interrogation to show he was taking over. “Now, if you’re a good girl, that’ll make it more likely we cave in and let you. Okay?”

      “Yay!” Kirsty skidded off out of the room.

      “Max…” Emma had a hand to her forehead. “You just made it ten times worse. She’s just heard that she’s getting a dog.”

      “I’ll go and put her to bed.” Bill set off after his granddaughter. “Give you two some—”

      Carter grabbed his arm. “Seriously, Bill. You need to be ultra-hard on her about the dog. You can’t give her an inch.”

      “Right.” Bill blew air up his face. “Always the bad guy, eh?” He shrugged off Carter’s grip and sauntered off.

      Emma tipped the pasta into the sink in a wall of steam soon whisked away by the exhaust fan. She took another sip of wine. “This is going real swell.”

      “I knew it’d be a disaster, but what choice do I have? He’s my father and…”

      She took his hand and squeezed it. “You’re doing the right thing, okay? But no matter how badly you’re struggling with Bill, no matter how angry you are with what he did, you can’t take it out on Kirsty.”

      “I’m not taking it—”

      “No, but we might need to just let her get that dog.”

      “Oh, come on. What if Bill dies next week? We’ll be stuck paying a dog walker. Kirsty will be fed up with Bonzo by—”

      “Bonzo?” Emma was smirking. “You’ve already named her?”

      “Bonzo’s a boy’s name.” Carter laughed and felt the tension slacken off a bit. He dug his palms into his eye sockets. “If we let her get a dog, she’ll get bored in five minutes and you or I will be the ones taking it out first thing and last thing.”

      “You never know, this could be a good chance to teach her some responsibility.”

      “I think it’d be better building up from a guinea pig or a hamster. Don’t you?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Thing is…” Carter stared out of the window into the backyard. Next door’s cat stalked across the pristine lawn like she owned the place. “Bill’s sick. You can see what the chemo’s doing to him.”

      “But the cancer isn’t killing him anymore. The doctor thinks he’ll pull through, right?”

      “As far as I’m aware. As far as he tells me.”

      “He’s Kirsty’s only surviving grandparent. She loves having him around. I worried about her being an only child, and Bill’s like having another kid around, and…”

      Carter was a long way from the small kid standing in a private airfield in England while Bill took him to his new life in Seattle. But not so far from the night Bill told him about the car crash that killed his mother. “He’s responsible for my mom’s death, Em. His selfish bullshit killed her.”

      Emma stood there, mouth twisted up. For once, she didn’t have anything to say, any crumbs of hope to offer him. She’d helped him process it all, but it was clearly taking a toll on her. Not to mention having Bill under their roof, adding to the cost of raising Kirsty.

      “I’ll dish out, okay?” Carter reached into the cupboard and took out three pasta bowls.

      “Okay.” Emma took her seat at the table, staring out of the window.

      Bill strolled into the kitchen, rubbing his gold-framed glasses on his shirt. “Out like a light.”

      Carter dumped some pasta into the third bowl. “How much candy did she have?”

      “None.” Bill sat at the table. “I took her to that ice cream place in Ballard.”

      “That explains it.” Carter slopped some sauce onto the first pasta. His cell thrummed in his pocket. “Ah hell.” He took it out and checked the screen. SAC Karen Nguyen. “It’s the boss. Better take this.” Ignoring Emma’s glare, he left the kitchen and answered the call. “Carter.”

      “Max, need you to come in. There’s been an abduction.”

      Carter ran his fingers across his forehead. “Isn’t Lori on call tonight?”

      “She is but she’s busy with another abduction out in Aberdeen. Need you to take this. It’s real big, and it’ll likely explode when the news channels get hold of it. Need you there, now.”
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      The bus idles at the corner, signaling right. Even at night, the sky is a chaotic grid-work of power cables running over the intersection. Some pedestrians walk over the crosswalk, battling against the countdown timer from the white man to the red hand. This district is getting real built-up now, big new buildings springing up everywhere.

      Across the road, some guys are installing a sign over a new building. The Landon Bartlett Sr. Cancer Center.

      Oh god.

      I’m at the back, hugging Ky close. Trying to act normal, like this bus trip is something I do every day. Like I do actually clean some rich asshole’s house and had to take my newborn baby there because my douchebag boyfriend let me down. Again. I catch my reflection in the window, my face all bitter and twisted up.

      Keep it like that.

      The bus turns the corner and starts down the hill. With a jerk, it pulls up at the stop hanging over the freeway, just a blur of red and white lights below.

      A black lady gets on, well-to-do and with the most gorgeous hair. Tight curls, but hanging low. My hair’s so straight it could never sit like that in a million years. The bus rumbles on down the hill and she struggles toward me, then sits in the seat opposite, facing the back of the bus, smiling like she knows me. She focuses on Ky. “What a cute little munchkin.”

      “Thanks.” But there’s ice in my voice. Don’t talk to me, lady.

      She reaches out her finger and starts cooing at the baby. “He’s a sweet boy.”

      “Uh, she’s a girl?”

      “Oh, okay.” She’s frowning like she thinks she knows better about my kid’s gender. “Well, she’s a stunn—”

      And right on cue, Ky starts screaming. Worse than ever. The sound digs into my ears and scratches at my brain. For such a small thing, he can sure make such a loud noise.

      The woman smiles again, but there’s impatience in it. “You know, a young child shouldn’t be out so late.”

      I jog him on my knee, but nothing seems to make him settle. Some people put kids in cars to get them to fall asleep. Fat chance of that happening on this bus. “Like I have a choice.” I give her a laugh, the kind where you don’t make eye contact. My left leg is dancing up and down, trying to find a rhythm that suits Ky, but nothing’s working and he’s still screaming.

      Other passengers are looking back now, their thoughts the same as this woman’s.

      “Had to take her to work, because her deadbeat father left us just after she was born. Then I just missed the last bus and I just need to feed her and…” I trail off, feeling the prickle of tears in my nostrils and sinuses, like it’s the truth.

      She reaches over and touches my forearm. “I hear you.” She gives me a warm smile. She’s on my side, thank god. “What’s her name?”

      “Jennifer.”

      Ky screams again, getting louder.

      The woman smiles. “That’s my mother’s name.”

      “Mine too.”

      “Well, how about that?” She sits there like that, maybe expecting us to connect over the stupid coincidence like in that lame superhero movie, but she takes out a Kindle and starts reading.

      Ky’s not screaming now, not asleep but looking up at me with deep love and affection.

      I need to get away from the city and head south, cross the state line into Oregon. Portland’s a big city. Easy to blend in there. I’ll be able to find somewhere to stay pretty cheap. Get some stuff for Ky. Pick up some easy work there. Live a new life.

      The towers of downtown are lit up, some pinpricks of light over the Sound toward Bremerton… Maybe I should head out into the countryside?

      No. Stick to the plan.

      I let out a slow breath, shut my eyes briefly, try to calm myself down in case he’s feeding off my fear.

      When I reopen my eyes, we’re deep in downtown, passing through a street I barely know. Corporate or federal buildings, nowhere I have any business. A left and we’re into Chinatown, moving away from the Amazon glitz and into old Seattle grime. Power suits become the rags of the homeless guys hanging out on the street corner. The Greyhound station’s nearby, over toward the football stadium.

      I get up and hit the bell. The driver glances back, gives a little nod as I stumble up toward the front of the bus. “Cute kid there.”

      “Real tough looking after her, though.”

      The bus pulls over, but the woman keeps glancing at me. Is she going to do something? Call the cops? Maybe just talk to me enough that she can prick holes in my story.

      I hug Ky tight, but he doesn’t stop crying. “Ky, shut up…” I hop off into the drizzle, pulling his shawl up to keep the spray off his face, but he just keeps on screaming. Need to get something better for him. A stroller, something fancy like he deserves.

      I pull up my own hood and set off toward the Greyhound station.

      The bus passes, the turn light already pointing right, and the woman smiles at me through the window. I smile back at her and the bus slips off around the corner. I swear she gets out her cell phone.

      As I walk away with Ky, I realize my mistake. I need to come up with a better name for him, but first I need to get the hell out of this city.
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      Carter stepped out of his service Suburban onto the pavement and eased on his FBI windbreaker.

      A pair of beat cops blocked the road with their cars. Both directions were closed off now, with cops doing elaborate mimes to redirect cars.

      Uniformed cops were out in force, knocking on doors and talking to the few pedestrians out here, uptown. Mostly joggers, still hopping in time to keep their bodies from cooling down as they shook their heads, all saying, “No, officer, I didn’t see anything, now can I just get back to my run?”

      A pair of Priuses silently idled behind him, their engines perfect for Ubers or Lyfts or whatever. A cyclist screeched to a halt and shouted, “Goddamn Uber assholes!” A cop raced over to stop him. Some German diesels behind them. Nearer the house, flashing blue and red lights kissed the wet asphalt, a dozen cruisers idling outside tall brick walls.

      And as if the night couldn’t get any worse, a TV crew was already there, boom mics and lights. Lucky for Carter, they were at the other roadblock, so he didn’t have to dust off his book of synonyms for no comment.

      He walked toward the roadblock, taking his time to listen in and get a feel for the overall mood. Too much positivity and he’d doubt why the FBI had even been called out in the first place. Too little, and he’d know he was in for a long night, on top of a long day.

      A Dodge Charger did a furious three-pointer and swung around, racing away with a volley of abuse aimed at the cops.

      A lot of people passing through, meaning someone could’ve seen something. But it was dark and wet, the Seattle weather staying much the same for the last month. It had rained in the hour since the baby was taken, which would make things harder.

      Somewhere nearby, dogs barked. Hopefully K-9 units picking up the kidnapper’s trail. More likely to be some poor thing stuck home like Kirsty’s wannabe pet dog, with both parents out at their jobs.

      Focus!

      Opposite the house, higher walls hid some lakeside houses, all shrouded by darkness. Expensive, and the kind of homes that’d have high-end security. They backed on to Lake Washington, so some would have jetties. That’d be a great way to escape—take a boat over to Mercer Island, then get into a car. Leave without a trace.

      Carter put his hands into his pockets and set off toward the police roadblock.

      The SPD cops wore navy windbreakers shiny with rain. The younger one was looking at the home. “Isn’t this Cobain’s house?”

      “Nah, that’s a couple blocks away. This was that dude, Cole something.” The older cop clicked his fingers a few times. “Band was called Stench or The End or something.” He shrugged, giving up on his memory search. “I haven’t listened to much local music since Pearl Jam and Soundgarden.” More clicking. “God, what was his name? Died in Europe on some tour couple years back.”

      “That dude people think’s still alive?”

      “You’re thinking of Jim Morrison. Or Elvis.” The older one laughed. “Heck, both are still alive far as I know.”

      “Nah, sure there’s some internet garbage about this dude being alive somewhere. Couldn’t handle the fame or something. Lives on an island in the Caribbean.”

      “What I wouldn’t give for that, I tell you. Wanna help fake my death?”

      Carter approached them. “He was called Cole Delaney, and the band was Sidewalk. And he’s very definitely dead.” He flashed his credentials and saw their irritation twist into nervousness. “Mind if I come on through, or do you want me to tell you all about Nirvana or Soundgarden too?”

      “Uh, sure thing, Boss.” The older cop held out a rain-spattered clipboard.

      Carter signed his name and passed it back. Didn’t seem like there was much more he could get from them, though he could probably educate them a bit more on Seattle’s music scene, both alive and dead. He crossed the road and the yard was like a Chevrolet dealership, stuffed full of identical black Suburbans. No sign of any of his agents, though.

      Only one exit he could see—the front gate, a broad wooden thing, dark horizontal beams stuck together. Would’ve seemed cool in the nineties, but now? Not so much.

      The house was at least a hundred years old. Must’ve been built as some local magnate’s home—lumberyard owner, maybe—even before the coming of the motor car. A long hike downtown from here—must be two hours on foot, half an hour in a car. Sharp-pointed gables, the whole thing painted white, but that could’ve been the arc lights bleaching it.

      Another blinked on and shone across an old tree, bent and stooped like an old man, growing in the park next door and stretching across the red-brick wall surrounding the home. A feature, or so the realtor would say, but also an easy way into the property.

      Less easy getting out with a baby, though.

      So where could the abductor have fled to? And how?

      Staring at Carter with her dark-brown eyes, Elisha Thompson tugged her red hair back into a ponytail, giving her already sharp cheekbones an elfin look. “Tyler, need you to coordinate the local cops, make sure neighbors are canvassed, yadda yadda yadda. Get the local gossip. Anything is a lead.”

      Tyler Peterson was at least a foot taller than Elisha, with the superstar looks of a quarterback. Half an ear was missing. “Not sure the locals will be too familiar with the folks who live here.”

      “Even so, they could all be in some swinging club and there’s a dispute over who the baby’s daddy is.”

      Tyler frowned at her. “Seriously?”

      “No, but find out if anyone knows the parents. Do they keep themselves to themselves? Friendly? Outgoing? Anything you can. And, most importantly, get any surveillance video. Those doorbell cameras, something across someone’s backyard that catches this place. Anything.”

      “Sure thing.” Tyler zipped up his windbreaker and set off back through the gates.

      “Hey, Max.” Elisha snapped her fingers and pointed at Carter, then waved up at the house. “SPD cops have finished going room to room inside. No sign of Ky.”

      “No sign, as in kid never existed or—”

      “He’s not here, is all.” Elisha folded her arms in that way that meant business. “Amber Alert’s being processed. Should hit cell phones any minute now.”

      “Any leads on how they got in and out?”

      Elisha pointed up, left past the house, across a drenched patio toward a wall uphill of them. “K-9 units found a doorway in there. Locked tight.”

      “Huh.” Carter took a deep breath. “Let’s see it, then.”

      

      
        
        20:05

      

      

      The backyard was expensively landscaped, with steps leading up to a patio and a rock garden. Cops and K-9 units searched the grounds nearby.

      Elisha led up some stone steps to the perimeter wall, maintaining the same height as below even up here.

      Carter couldn’t see much evidence of a doorway. That was probably the point.

      Elisha grabbed a handful and lifted up the ivy, fake plastic stuff pinned to a wooden board. She pulled it and it came away like a long strand of hair covering a bald patch.

      A wooden doorway, slightly rotten, but still looked sturdy enough.

      Elisha tried the handle, but it wouldn’t budge. “Thing is, we can’t find a key.”

      Carter nodded. “Have they searched the other side?”

      “Sure, but the dogs lose the scent on the other side.”

      “So it’s possible they didn’t go through the door?”

      “Possible, sure, but there’s no other scents in here.”

      Carter looked back down at the house, with a spectacular view across Lake Washington toward Mercer Island, with the towers in Bellevue twinkling in the distance. A plane came in to land at SeaTac in the south. Looked like at least four TV crews out now—two national, two local. Through the police scrimmage, he couldn’t spot any likely suspects. “Anyone asked the parents about it?”

      “Not yet.” Elisha sniffed. “They’re still talking to the SPD sergeant. Guy who called you out.”

      “Brave of him.”

      “His boss’s shout.”

      “Right. I’d like to see where he was taken from first.”

      “Shall we?” Elisha held up her arm like she was at a formal dance.

      Carter stomped toward the house ahead of her. “This isn’t the time or place to joke.”

      She was blushing. “Right. Sorry.”

      “Quit messing around if you want to make it to special agent.”

      “Okay, okay. It’s just… This place feels so formal. Weird place to raise a kid.”

      Carter stopped outside the front door to let a pair of forensics techs inside, then followed.

      The kind of place you’d see in a magazine. Pristine, a mixture of machined wood and light fabrics. Perfect, almost, except for the feeling that everything was too correct. Something missing, though something Carter couldn’t put his finger on. Maybe the formality that Elisha had picked up on. Maybe not.

      A winding staircase climbed up to two floors. On the left, three doors led off, while the right was open to a ballroom-sized lounge, segmented into a sitting area, a dining area, and one with a chesterfield in front of a huge TV mounted over a fireplace. CNN played on the screen, but no news of the child abduction yet, just the president’s earlier speech from the White House lawn.

      A door behind them opened and a cop stepped out, scratching at his head. A kitchen, filled with high-end appliances. Shiny pots and pans hung from the ceiling in the island. Walk-in fridge, walk-in freezer. Another seating area, the giant curved TV playing the local news, still not focused on events here, but it could only be minutes away.

      “Come on.” Elisha led him up both flights of stairs, the wood creaking beneath their feet as they thumped up. The top floor landing was filled with boxes of tech equipment.

      The first door hung open, with Man Cave stenciled into a plaque. Lab techs worked around stacks of guitar amps, synthesizer keyboards, and a ton of computer equipment. Guitars hung on the walls. So, the father had dreams of being a rock star. Shelves and shelves filled with LPs and CDs.

      “Heard they bought it from some rock star’s wife.” Elisha was staring into the room as well. “Was it the Nirvana guy?”

      “Not this again… The guy was the singer in Sidewalk.”

      “Never heard of them.”

      “Big when I was at college. They were pretty good, better than all that grunge stuff. Singer died in Italy a few years back.”

      She seemed to shiver. “This is kinda creepy, right?”

      The second door opened into a nursery. Most people would kill to have a lounge that big. A crib sat in the middle, empty, soaking in a wall of whale sound coming from the same smart speakers Carter had at home.

      The handcrafted crib was made from pale-blue wood. Whether either of the parents had put the love and attention into it—or just paid for someone else to—wasn’t immediately clear.

      A camera sat on the far edge, pointing down into the crib. Carter pointed at it. “Have you got access to that yet?”

      “Not spoken to the parents yet, Max.”

      “Then it’s time we did.”
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      The mobile command center trundled down the road, its back-up alarm surely waking any kids sleeping nearby. A rig mounted with a command module big enough to house ten agents and field interview two suspects simultaneously.

      Carter waited until it passed. “Where are they?”

      “Local guy is bringing them over.” Elisha frowned as her cell rang. “Better take this.” She stepped away.

      Tyler Peterson was standing on the other side of the road, hands in his pockets, laptop under one arm. “I’ve got some surveillance video, sir.” He hugged his laptop tight, like he was desperate to get inside the command center and plow on with his work. He waved back at the house. “Won’t cover the park at the side or the road at the back.”

      The command center stopped just outside the Bartlett home, and agents swarmed around it.

      “Let me see how good it is.” Tyler set off and jumped up into the back of the mobile building.

      Carter looked around, impatient to get speaking to the parents.

      Elisha ended her call and stepped back to him. “Seattle PD spoke to an eyewitness responding to the Amber Alert. An elderly man, said he found a woman hiding in his yard. Blonde, and young. She had a baby with her. His sight isn’t what they used to be, yadda yadda. Anyway, she said she was a cleaner, that the kid was hers and she was late for her bus.”

      Carter struggled to piece it all together. “Let me get this straight. This girl—or young woman—abducts a baby and takes him on the bus? Seriously?”

      “I’m just passing on what I’ve been told, Max. Jeez.”

      “Have they got anything to support this?”

      “Not yet. He might, though.”

      A big lumbering sergeant led a woman out of the yard and across the street. “Jennifer, these are the FBI agents I was talking about.”

      She was tiny, barely five foot. Must’ve weighed eighty pounds. Only six weeks and she’d clearly shed the baby belly. Her cropped T-shirt showed sculpted abs, like she specialized in a YouTube channel focused on crunches.

      Carter gave her a tight nod. “Mrs. Bartlett, my deepest sympathies for what’s happened.”

      Her face a mixture of fury and concern. “You can call me Jennifer, and I don’t need anybody’s sympathy. I just need my baby.”

      “Okay, Jennifer, my name’s Max Carter. I lead the FBI’s Child Abdu—”

      “This guy just told me who you are.” But the cop had shuffled off and was now deep in conversation with Elisha. “Wouldn’t shut up about how you’ll find my son.”

      Carter held her gaze. “Jennifer, myself and my team will do everything we can to find Ky.”

      Hearing the boy’s name seemed to temper some of the fire in her eyes. “Right.” She exhaled. “I’m sorry. I’m just… I can’t cope with this.” She brushed at her hair. “My baby boy…”

      Carter gave her a warm smile. “Let’s do this inside.” He led Jennifer up into the mobile command center. A small entranceway, with four doors. Ahead was the tiny restroom most people could barely sit in. The left was where his agents were hopefully combing through hours of local private surveillance video. He opened the first right-hand door and stepped into the interview room, the overhead lights flickering on. He gestured at the chairs around a desk, all bolted into the floor. “Please, take a seat.”

      “Can I get you a coffee?”

      “Sergeant Eastwood’s supposed to be bringing me one.”

      “Okay.” Carter set the video camera recording, checking for levels, then sat opposite her.

      “Is that thing necessary?”

      “Unfortunately.” Carter smiled. “Listen, my team need access to the baby monitor in his nursery?”

      “Um, look, that’s my husband’s side of things. Do you need access to the app?”

      “Could be crucial.”

      “Okay.” Jennifer picked up an expensive smartphone, about three years more advanced than anything Carter had ever seen. She read out an email address and a password. Didn’t strike Carter as particularly insecure or easy to guess.

      Elisha was in the doorway, typing into her own cell. “Got it.” She left them to it, replaced by the sergeant holding a white Styrofoam cup. “Here’s your cup of joe, ma’am. Sorry it took so long.”

      “Thank you.” Jennifer took the drink and wrapped her hands around it. The door clicked shut and she seemed to shiver.

      “Ky’s six weeks old, right?”

      “A day short, but yeah.”

      “Okay, let’s take this from the start. What happened this evening?”

      Jennifer took a tentative sip of coffee. “You know my husband’s Landon Bartlett, right?”

      Carter knew the name. Most people in the Pacific Northwest would. “Enlighten me.”

      “Landon sold his business last year, and works for his family’s foundation full-time now. His late father was a senator, left a charity in his name. His brother, Chase, is on the board too, but he’s only part-time.”

      Carter knew the family was rich judging by their home, but adding that kind of power and money to the mix… “In cases like this, there can be any number of reasons someone’s taken a child, but your husband’s status and wealth could attract people. Of course, it could be entirely unrelated, but are you aware of any threats or blackmail notes?”

      “Not to my knowledge.”

      “Any reason to suspect he’d keep it from you?”

      “We have a very tight relationship.”

      “Even so.”

      Jennifer sighed, looking rattled. “I work for the foundation too. Trust me, I know people there. If there were threats, I’d know.”

      “And what about Chase?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t have much involvement with him. You’d need to ask him.”

      “Okay. Over the last few weeks, have you seen anyone unusual at the house or in the street, maybe?”

      “Not that I’ve seen.”

      “You got any close friends in this neighborhood?”

      “Nobody I’d call close, no. We generally keep to ourselves, but we do get invited to barbecues. Landon and I host our own every fourth of July.”

      “Anyone who—”

      “No. We have no enemies.”

      That she knew of. “Okay, Jennifer, let’s fast-forward to tonight. Take me through when you noticed Ky was missing.”

      She dabbed at her eyes. “Well, I was at a dinner hosted by my husband’s foundation. They announced the opening of a cancer center in Seattle. I left shortly after and I got back and…” She sniffed. “Ky wasn’t in his crib.”

      “So you left before your husband?”

      “I got a notification that Rosita—”

      “Who’s she?”

      “Our nanny. Look. She wasn’t giving my son enough attention.”

      “You got any reason to suspect her involvement in this?”

      Jennifer inspected a long fingernail like she was going to chew on it. “I have every reason.”
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      In the park next door, a figure stood beneath the tree, shrouded in cigarette smoke. Long dark hair tied up. Jeans, hooded sweater, hipster tennis shoes.

      Carter approached her. “Is it Rosita?”

      “Rosita Villalobos. My parents are from Colombia.” Smoke wisped out of her nostrils. “Wondered how long it’d take them to blame the immigrant help.”

      “They’re blaming everyone, Rosita. Someone’s taken their kid. It’s natural.” Carter paused. “Unless there’s something you want to tell me?”

      One final puff and she stubbed her half-smoked cigarette against the wall and put it back in the pack. “I need this job. I love that boy like he’s my own.”

      That set off alarm bells in Carter’s head. “Oh?”

      “This tree…” She waved up at the branches, glowing bright white. “I told Mr. Bartlett to chop it down. He said he’s been trying but the city owns the tree. I said he should cut the branches at the wall. He never did anything about it. That has to be how they got in.”

      “You see anyone climb over it?”

      “No.”

      “Know of any cameras pointing at it?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. But… There might be some I’m not aware of. Mr. and Mrs. Bartlett have trust issues.”

      Carter smiled at that. Any parent would have trust issues in their situation. Just how far did it spread? “Okay. How about you and I have a little chat?”
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      Rosita slumped into the chair Jennifer had been in, already filling the room with the smell of stale cigarette smoke. “I just had a coffee, so I’m good.”

      “Okay.” Carter set up the video camera and set it running, but he decided to stay standing. “Okay, Rosita, tell me exactly what happened tonight.”

      She took a deep breath and started playing with her pack of cigarettes. Didn’t take one out, though. “I put Ky down for the night. Kid hasn’t been well, so it was a relief to get him to sleep. Then I went outside for a smoke.”

      “And then?”

      “Then I was going to watch TV.”

      “Downstairs?”

      “Right. They have this baby monitor that’s super-detailed—it’s like you’re at the movies. And I check in on him every thirty minutes, in person. Trouble is, it’s not just me that can check it. As soon as she left, Mrs. Bartlett was calling me, giving me a hard time for not sitting in the room with him while he slept. Then she came home early.” Her nostrils flared wide. “And she found… Ky was missing.”

      Another pause, but Carter didn’t fill it for her.

      “I blame myself for this. I shouldn’t have left him alone for one second.” Rosita rubbed at her nose. “But I’m exhausted. I needed some off time.”

      “Anyone else in the house tonight?”

      “I was alone.” She didn’t seem too sure about that. Carter’s silence drove her on. “Last week, Mrs. Bartlett told me to take the night off, said she was going to look after her son for the night, so I… arranged to see someone.” She paused, but left the thread dangling.

      “Romantically?”

      Rosita nodded. “But then Mr. Bartlett ordered her to attend this dinner, so I had to change my plans.”

      “I need to speak to this friend.”

      Red blushed in her cheeks. “It was a Tinder date.” Meaning a hook-up at his place. “I don’t even know his real name yet. He certainly doesn’t know mine.”

      Carter made a note of it, but it wasn’t likely to lead anywhere. Still worth ten minutes of an agent’s time to check. “Tell me about Ky, then.”

      “What’s there to tell?”

      “You said you love the kid like he’s your own. That feels a lot to me like a motive for someone to take him.”

      Her eyes and mouth opened wide.

      “Say you get this Tinder date to take the kid, stash him someplace. Wait for the Bartletts to fire you, then you’ve got a baby.”

      “How can you think that?”

      “It’s my job to think those things. Tell me everything. Now.”

      “Ky is barely sleeping right now. I was up all night with him last night.” The tough-girl act slipped, revealing someone who was tired to the point of exhaustion. “Ky sleeps for two hours every night, usually around six o’clock. Then I have to stay up with him through the night, cuddling him. It’s the only thing that seems to help.”

      Carter nodded along to the beat of her words. “My daughter had colic just after she was born. It’s exhausting. I could barely function.”

      “I tell them to go to the doctor in case it’s something bad, but Mrs. Bartlett… She’s into all this alternative medicine. I tell her it’s colic, but she’s trying to cure it with other things. No amount of crystals or asking the universe or detox fasting diets will help with colic.”

      “She was starving him?”

      “No, I was joking. I feed him. Formula. He’s a healthy boy, other than the colic. We have emergencies and worries like with every child, but Ky was in good health otherwise.”

      “How long have you been here, Rosita?”

      A long slow breath. “Five weeks.”

      That jarred with Carter. “Ky’s six weeks old, though?”

      “Right. Usually I arrive a month before birth to help the mother through the last stages of the pregnancy. I have a system. It works. But I didn’t have the time here, so I’ve been playing catch-up ever since. This is the toughest yet.”

      “You know what happened when Ky came home from the hospital?”

      “They don’t talk about it.”

      “Are you hiding something from me?”

      Rosita glanced over at the door and her nose puckered. “In my opinion, Mrs. Bartlett is struggling with motherhood. Happens a lot with these entitled women. They like the idea, but the reality is very different.”

      “And you know the reality?”

      Rosita stared hard at him. “After my mom died, I had to raise my brother and my kid sister. Papa worked three jobs, so I was Mom from the age of twelve. Nando was five, Isabella was two. When they were old enough, I started doing this for a living. These rich people pay well and I’ve raised five kids, all until the age of two. Then I move on to another client and do the same.”

      “Why the cutoff?”

      “The first mother, she thought her kid was bonding with me too much and she kicked me out, so I decided to capitalize on that, make it my thing.” She stared into space. “Ky is sixth and he was to be my last.”

      “Why?”

      “I was planning to enroll in college the year after next. I’ve been saving.”

      “What are you going to study?”

      “Law. If I can get a degree, I can get a place at my cousin’s firm in Albuquerque. Escape this city, and never look back.” Her gaze locked on to him. “Will you find him?”

      “I hope to.” Carter didn’t have much. Clear tension between mother and nanny, but that was to be expected. Nothing Rosita did would ever be good enough.

      And Rosita didn’t seem to respect a mother who got someone else to raise her baby, even if it lined her pockets. Could that mindset stretch to taking the kid? He didn’t know.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Bartlett… I hear them talk about this girl, but I don’t know what happened to her. Maybe they had another nanny and she didn’t work out.”

      “You hear a name?”

      “Sorry. It’s just stuff I overheard. There might not be another nanny. Maybe Jennifer wanted to look after the baby herself, but she found it all too much.”
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      Carter found Elisha out on the street, playing with her cell phone like she was stuck on a tricky Candy Crush level. “Getting anywhere?”

      She looked up from her cell. “Rich neighborhood—the kind where nobody’s talking without lawyers.”

      “Figures. Anything more about this woman at the bus stop?”

      “Drawing a blank so far.” Elisha raised both eyebrows. “How’d it go with the nanny?”

      “Don’t know. Jennifer seems mighty pissed with her.” Carter didn’t have much of anything. Perfectly plausible she could be involved, but it somehow felt too obvious. “You hear anything about another nanny? One that maybe didn’t work out?”

      “News to me.”

      “Probably nothing, then.” Carter ran his hand through his hair, thinking it through. “I’m open to anything here. Like the baby died and they’re all covering up. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      Elisha seemed to consider it. “No signs of a struggle in the house, though. Forensics are going through the crib, but there are no blood traces or trails.”

      “What about a sudden death and they couldn’t accept it?”

      “Or the nanny murdered him.”

      “I have thought she’d have a motive to take him.”

      “Because the Bartletts are loaded?”

      Carter nodded, then let her logic play out.

      She pointed back at the home. “Landon’s loaded, though. Sold a company for a couple hundred million. This place still only cost them seven million.”

      “Only.”

      Elisha rolled her eyes. “You know what I’m saying. Take away taxes and long-term investments, and he still has access to millions in liquid cash.”

      “Do me a favor and dig into their financial records. Any unusual withdrawals. Or there could be a pattern of cash withdrawals. Could be an asset liquidation, some sign they’ve got hold of a ton of cash in a hurry, and don’t have it anymore. Or are in the process of obtaining it.”

      “Sounds like fun.”

      “It’s important fun.”

      Elisha fixed him with a hard stare. “You mean blackmail?”

      “Jennifer wasn’t aware of any threats. Has anyone spoken to the father?”

      “He isn’t taking this well. Punching walls and screaming. His brother’s trying to calm him down.”

      “Well, I think we can rule out direct parental kidnapping. They were both at the foundation’s launch when it happened. Hundreds of witnesses there. Could be someone working for either of them, though.”

      “No reports of anyone lurking on the street up there.” Elisha read something on her cell and pocketed it again. “That park next door has a shrine to that Cole Delaney dude. Usually a bunch of kids hanging out. None of them are speaking.”

      “Suspicious?”

      “Just teenagers.”

      The mobile command center door clattered open and Tyler peered out. He waved over to Elisha.

      “I’ll be back real quick.” She jogged over, but Carter followed, meeting them halfway. “What’s up?”

      “Following up on that tip-off up on Thirty-Ninth.” Tyler held out a tablet computer. “A bus on Madison has a surveillance camera.”

      Carter snatched it from him. Even in this day and age, the image quality was terrible. The screen showed a woman hugging a baby. It jerked into motion and she stepped onto a bus. Hard to tell the color of the long ponytail sticking out the back of her baseball cap, but it could be blonde. Leather jacket. And sunglasses at night.

      Carter passed the tablet to Elisha. “Did she get on?”

      “Not on that bus.”

      “This could pass for Rosita.” Elisha nodded slowly. “Could pass for me, as well.” She looked over at Tyler. “This is the best you’ve got?”

      “Hey, this is the land of the free. Be thankful you got that.”

      Carter stared back at the house. The upstairs nursery was visible from down here. “Any luck with the nursery video camera?”

      “Just logging in when that came through.”

      Elisha handed him the tablet. “Come, let’s get back to it.” She led Tyler back over in a cloud of buzzwords.

      All they had was a woman with a baby, or someone presenting as a woman. Near a bus stop. Who might or might not have Ky. Could be entirely innocent. Or it could be entirely guilty.

      Carter climbed the steps to the command center, smelling the bitter aroma of coffee. Boy did he need caffeine. Tyler and Elisha were already working, hunched around a laptop like two teenagers laughing at someone’s Facebook profile. Both had cups, so he just poured himself one.

      Tyler waved him over. “Sir!”

      Carter walked over, sipping lukewarm drip coffee.

      On the screen, a video played showing the crib. Someone put Ky down to sleep. Stripy, long-sleeved arms. Then the kid lay there, the clock winding as Tyler clicked along the timeline.

      Carter finished the coffee in one go. “That’s Rosita, right?”

      “I think so.” Tyler set it far along to the right. The clock read 18:46, and the same arms reached in to take the baby. “This is the last sighting of Ky.”

      Carter rested his empty cup on the desk. “So the nanny took him?”

      “Or at least appeared to.” Tyler took the laptop back. “I haven’t got anything since.”

      Carter stared hard at it. Blue jeans in the background, a good match for Rosita’s. He looked over at Elisha. “Can you take another pass at Rosita, please? Tear her story apart. Whole nine yards.”

      “Sure. You joining me?”

      “No. It’s high time I spoke to Landon. Can’t shake the feeling he’s avoiding us.”

      “Once bitten, twice shy?”

      “Something like that.” Carter gritted his teeth. “I want to know where the hell he’s been this evening.”
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      Chase stayed near his brother, but he couldn’t take it anymore. So many cops around that Chase had to speak in a low voice. “What did Zangiev say to you earlier tonight?”

      Landon leaned against the wall, fingers twitching. “What?”

      “I saw him talking to you at the dinner. When we got back here, one of his guys was sitting outside.”

      “You’re talking horseshit.”

      “It was Edwards. Why was he here?”

      “It’s just business. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “You can tell me anything. I want to help.”

      Landon swallowed hard. “Bro, cut it out.”

      Chase waited, but all he got was more rage, more nervous glances at the cops. “Did Zangiev threaten you?”

      “That’s none of your goddamned business!” Landon looked around in case anyone overheard his shout. “Shut up about this. Okay?”

      “He threatened to take Ky, didn’t he?”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Landon’s voice was a hiss.

      “Fine.” Chase eased himself away, wary of Landon grabbing him. “Boris Zangiev is real bad news—”

      “How do you know his name, huh? How do you recognize Edwards?”

      “Because Zangiev was an early investor in my company. Edwards used to show up every now and then to—”

      “Quit acting like a douchebag.” Landon was standing in a fighting stance. “Busting my ass about Zangiev? Makes me think you might be to blame for Ky going missing.”

      “What?” Chase clenched his fists. “How could you even think that?”

      Landon stepped forward and got in Chase’s face again. “Doofus, you’re not even denying—”

      Chase cracked him one, his fist smacking against Landon’s cheekbone. Landon tumbled back against the wall. A jolt of pain shot up Chase’s arm. Felt like he’d broken his hand. God knows what Landon’s mouth would feel like.

      But he was on his feet again, reaching for Chase, wrapping a bulky forearm tight around his throat.

      Chase struggled, fighting against his brother’s grip. “Get off!” His shout was more of a gurgle. He tried to move, tried to wriggle free, tried to get some angle—a free elbow, fist, knee, foot, anything—but he was held fast. “Get off!” He fought through the pain and lashed out with his foot, unbalancing Landon. Another kick and Landon fell, but he used his weight and momentum to fall right on Chase, sharp elbow crunching against his ribs. Instinct guided his hands to Landon’s wrists, wrapping them around his back, flipping him over and pushing his arm up his back.

      Cops swarmed around them, grabbing arms and legs. Fingers tugged at Chase but he kept his position, dominating his brother. Then let go.

      A pair of cops walked Landon away. He looked like he wanted to go again.

      Chase rubbed at his throat. Felt like Landon had popped his Adam’s apple or something.

      An agent stood there. Big guy, muscular and good-looking. Looked like a real asshole. “Who are you?”

      “Chase Bartlett.” He raised his hands and gestured at Landon, but it hurt real bad. “I’m his brother. Ky’s my nephew.”

      “You okay?”

      Chase looked around. About twenty cops, all watching him and Landon fighting like teenagers. “Who’re you?”

      “Special Agent Max Carter. I lead the FBI’s Child Abduction Rapid Deployment Unit.”

      “You’re in charge?” Landon stormed over, aiming right for him. “Have you found my son?”

      “We’re working on it, sir.” Carter stood up tall and fixed a hard stare at Landon. Thought he was a real hard-ass. “You cool?”

      “Of course I’m cool. Have you found my goddamn son yet?”

      “Need a word with you. Both of you.”
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      Carter stayed by the door. “Take a seat and try not to attempt to kill each other again.”

      They were in an interrogation suite. Could be in a police precinct, but it was on the back of a ten-wheeler.

      Chase tried to pull back a chair, but the thing was bolted to the ground. He sat, but his legs felt hemmed in. His hand burned.

      Landon stayed standing, sniffing impatiently. “Is this being recorded?”

      “That’s your first concern?” Carter sat opposite Chase and held out a tablet computer, the screen facing them. “Do either of you recognize this woman?”

      Landon snatched it before Chase could get at it. “The image quality is terrible.”

      “Despite that, do you know who she is?”

      Landon shared a look with Chase. “I don’t.”

      Chase took the tablet and his heart skipped a beat. “This is the woman who took my nephew?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to ascertain.” Carter cast his gaze between them. “Do you recognize her?”

      Chase sat there, playing it all through. A woman with a crying baby. A man in a car. People he knew, people he’d dealt with. He passed the device back. “Sorry, I don’t either.”

      Carter looked like he was going to jump down Chase’s throat, but the door opened.

      A female agent leaned in. Kind of cute, but she looked like the sort of woman you didn’t want to cross.

      Carter got up and walked over. He listened to her, then turned back to the brothers. “I need to deal with something. Some of my agents will be in to speak to you shortly, okay?” And he was gone.

      Carter had left them alone. Two assholes who’d tried killing each other minutes earlier. Clearly wanted to see what played out between them. “You recognized her, didn’t you?”

      Landon took his seat and scowled at Chase, that thick beard dulling his expression. “Shut up, Doofus.”

      “Don’t dick me—”

      “Shut up.” Landon jerked a thumb back at a stand-mounted camera. “They’re recording us.”

      Chase got up and checked the video camera. “This thing isn’t even on.”

      “The room’s bugged, asshole.”

      Chase sat again and leaned in to whisper: “That was Marie Edwards on there.”

      Landon stared at the floor.

      “Why didn’t you say anything? Another business associate of yours, like her brother?”

      “Shut. Up.”

      “Landon, did she abduct Ky?”

      Landon thumped the table. “Shut your mouth!”

      “No, I won’t. When we got back to your house, I saw Marcus Edwards sitting outside. Now I see that picture and his sister, Marie, has your kid? What the hell, man?”

      “I said, shut up.”

      “Why, you thinking they’ll overhear your little scheme here? Have you gotten them to abduct your own kid?”

      “How the hell could you even think that?”

      “Because I’ve known you all my life.”

      The door opened, and that cute agent appeared again. “Landon? Need a word.”

      With a frosty glare at Chase, Landon got to his feet and left the room, shoulders slouching.

      What was he hiding? And why?

      Yet again, Chase had to wonder what the hell his brother had gotten involved in. And how crooked his latest scheme was. Usually, he knew a ton more than he let on, even to their parents. Especially to him.

      And he’d only gotten worse with time.

      If Zangiev had taken Ky, the boy was as good as dead.

      But if Landon was involved, if he’d taken his own kid… Why would he? What could he possibly gain from that? Were things with Jennifer that bad?

      Or did he know something about the kid?

      Chase blinked away tears. Felt the shards of glass dig deep into his arm, like it was happening all over again. Heard the screams, the crunch of buckling metal.

      He snapped back to the present. He needed to do something to save him. He needed to get the FBI on Zangiev’s trail, get them to do the heavy lifting into whatever Landon was cooking up here.

      The tablet was still on the table, still unlocked.

      Chase picked it up and checked the screen again, closer this time. Was it really Marie Edwards? Or did the figure just look like her, with his broken brain connecting her to seeing her brother in the car?
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      Warm air fills the car, and Layla is thankful that this rental’s heating doesn’t need the engine in order to work. She’s parked on a downtown street, right in the lion’s den. The FBI’s field office is just around the corner, meaning a frequent check in both side-view mirrors.

      No sign of anyone staking her out. Or they’re that good.

      Down the street, the hotel security is tight. There’s a sign up, advertising Delgado for Senate! A large crowd swarms outside, buying hotdogs and coffee from the vendors. A fancy couple walk up to join the short line, her in a red dress, him in a tux. The two security goons stop them, check their invite, and have a little chat.

      Going to be real tough getting in. Maybe this is the wrong move.

      But she’d planned this for weeks. The whole operation. Come back to Seattle, get him, get revenge, and get the hell out, back to living something approaching a life. Seemed so simple back then. Now, sitting here, watching people, it seems impossible to her.

      A black sedan pulls up just ahead of her and three men get out. Identical, save for the shape of their heads, the color of their hair. Same physiques, same movements, same black suits, same hard-wired earpieces.

      Secret Service Agent Dean Lewandowski steps over to the back driver-side door, his head doing lizard-like sweeps of the street. The other two join him, one holding an umbrella, both scanning the street. Lewandowski gets tight nods, then opens the door.

      Xander Delgado gets out with a few nods of thanks and a loud cheer from the line out front. He waves at them, then buttons up his jacket and lets the other two agents lead him in the back entrance.

      Lewandowski stays standing, his gaze following them in, then he sits back in the car. Standard procedure—never leave the car unattended.

      Time to move. Layla opens her door and puts her foot down on the asphalt. The burner throbs in her pocket.

      Damn it, she should’ve turned it off.

      Keeping her gaze on Lewandowski, she sits back in the car and answers the call.

      “I need you to do something for me.” His voice is ice-cold.

      “How do you know I can help? How do you know I’m even in the country?”

      “I know exactly where you are right now.”

      A shard of ice runs up her spine. “Prove it.”

      “You’re outside Xander Delgado’s rally.”

      She lets out a deep breath.

      “Are you going to help me?”

      In her rearview, a wall of FBI SUVs power out of the street, sirens blaring. Heading right toward her. “Did you do this?”

      “I wish I had that kind of power.”

      They shoot past in a blur of blue and red.

      “I want double our previous rate. In bitcoin.”

      “That won’t be easy, but fine.”

      Layla slips her seatbelt on and drives off, real slow. Allows herself one last look at Lewandowski as she passes. “What do you want me to do?”
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      The mobile command center’s interrogation suite was way too small and grubby a room for the father of a kidnapped baby to be sitting in. But Carter couldn’t get him downtown, so he showed the photo again on the tablet screen. “You’ve no idea who this woman could be?”

      Landon took the device out of his hand. “I really don’t.”

      Carter stared at Elisha like he meant something important, the look they always exchanged to throw people off the scent. “This woman was seen trying to get inside your home, and appears to have abducted your baby.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “We believe she abducted your child.”

      Landon made a good show of it. Staring at the photo again like she meant something to him. Like the pixels could be resolved into something he recognized. Some lead for them.

      “And you’ve no idea who she is?”

      Landon gave up with a sigh, large and open-hearted like he was emptied out of all feeling. “Look, I don’t know who she is. Sorry.”

      Carter stood there, arms folded, trying to look mighty pissed. “You expect me to believe that?”

      “It’s the truth. You got any evidence suggesting I know her?”

      This wasn’t working, so Carter needed a new tack. “We know how she escaped here with the baby.” He pointed up at the top of the walled garden. “There’s a secret entrance hidden under the ivy.”

      “Right.”

      “You knew about it?”

      “Sure.” Landon’s thick beard dampened his expressions, making it hard to tell what was going on behind those eyes. “In case we ever needed to cut and run. Guy in my situation, always need to be able to get away. Make sure me and Jennifer are safe.”

      Carter stood there, fists clenched, trying to keep calm. “You should’ve brought it up. Makes me think you know more than you’re letting on.”

      “Back off, dude. Some asshole’s taken my goddamn kid!”

      “I won’t back off. You wouldn’t believe the number of times an abduction like this involves some arcane plot.”

      “This isn’t me. I’m the victim here.”

      “Any idea who could’ve had a key for the door?”

      “Just me and Jen. Rosita doesn’t even know it’s there.”

      “How well can you trust her?”

      “Rosita’s good. This isn’t her fault.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “I’m putting my son’s life in her hands.”

      “Even so.”

      Landon’s sniff showed him slipping. “Of course I checked her out. Hired a PI firm to vet her. Even with short notice, they went through all of Rosita’s references, even spoke to the ones she’d left out. Ran deep background checks on her. Rosita’s second-generation Colombian, legal citizen, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “I’m not.” Carter folded his arms. “Why the short notice?”

      “No real reason.”

      “Sounds like it wasn’t always the plan to bring in a nanny.”

      Landon let out a slow breath. “Jen wasn’t coping well with Ky. Kid wouldn’t sleep. Jen kept shouting at me. But I want what’s best for her and for my son, so I insisted. Wanted to do it all herself. Way she was raised. Too proud to bring someone in. I practically had to force her to even consider it.”

      “Who did the work?”

      “Lownds and Karevoll.”

      “They’re not cheap.”

      “They’re the best. And my son deserves the best. They did a ton of work for my old company, do lots for all the corporations springing up around here.”

      “That’s your business, right?”

      “Was.” Landon frowned. “Wait, you think I’ve been threatened because I’m rich? That someone’s taken Ky because…”

      Carter gave him some space.

      “Look. Dude. I get threats all the time, but it’s noise.” Landon tugged at his beard again. “You want, my PA could sift through my mail for you.”

      “That’d be good. Anything that might make you—?”

      “No. Not that I’ve seen.” Landon clenched his jaw, tight. “Look, I get that you’re just doing your job, but I’m not aware of any threats.” He tugged at his beard. “It’s not easy being rich, you know? Running our foundation, it’s a hell of a privilege, but it’s one hell of an expectation too.”

      “But that’s not the source of your wealth, is it?”

      “When our folks died, we inherited a chunk of change, that’s true. We were both working for the family firm. Chase quit, took his money and dabbled in virtual reality. I used mine to grow my stake in our VC firm. Ran it for ten years, then sold up last year. I have enough to provide a good life for Jen and for…” He gasped. “For Ky.”

      “These companies you invested in, were they—?”

      “No. The businesses were all ethical. Honest. Good companies. That’s what made my money, what made us special. You want guns or tobacco or healthcare? Invest somewhere else. We made a lot of money from vegan ice cream parlors, lab-grown meat, fake leather. Hard to think of anyone we pissed off, you know? They’re all hippies and we made a ton of money for our investors.”

      “And now?”

      “These days, I run our family foundation. We get a lot of praise for the work we do in aid of this city.”

      Carter stared at him for a few seconds, but it felt like a dead end. “What were you and Chase fighting about?”

      “We weren’t—”

      “You were. I was there, had to pull you apart. From where I stood, he socked you in the jaw, then you tried to strangle him.”

      Landon gave his beard a sharp tug, kept his focus on Carter. “You got any brothers or sisters?”

      “I’m an only child.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” Carter smiled at him. “My nonexistent siblings escaped a pretty bad time.”

      “Well, you wouldn’t understand. Chase talked some stupid bullshit, and I called him on it.”

      “What was that ‘stupid bullshit’?”

      “It was nothing. Seriously.” Landon shrugged. “I can’t even remember what it was.” He laughed, but it seemed fake. “You know, I love that guy, but he can sure piss me off.”

      Carter took a long look at him. Landon was hiding something from them, but didn’t seem to want to share. Trouble was, Landon was tough. Venture capital was a tough business, needed people to harden their souls, to keep their cards close to their chests.

      Every way Carter sliced it, he didn’t see getting any more out of him.

      His brother, though…
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      Chase was a big guy and looked like he could handle himself. But he also seemed like the kind of guy who was in denial about everything, including all the crimes and slights and misdemeanors he’d committed. Guy was ice-cool. In a vehicle full of feds, he was way too cool.

      Next to Carter was Agent Dane Rodgers, an ex-marine with anger issues who was on his last warning. He made eye contact with Carter, but kept quiet for once.

      Carter took his time inspecting Chase again, watching for any flinches, any tells. “You any idea who took Ky?”

      “What?” Chase laughed, a short and sharp bark. “You think I did it?”

      Carter just stood there, letting the words echo around the room.

      “Why would I?” Chase punched the desk, his meaty fist cracking off the wood. “I’m not going to kidnap my brother’s kid!”

      Carter gave him a grin. “Two objections, no denials.”

      Chase slouched in his chair. “What?”

      “You’re objecting to my accusation, not denying it.”

      “I didn’t take Ky. Jesus. How could I?”

      “Any number of reasons.” Carter shrugged. “I’ve seen most of them.”

      “Did my brother say anything?”

      Carter kept quiet. He was getting somewhere. Chase was a lot easier to crack than his brother.

      “Landon always puts himself under a ton of pressure. Always at the end of the rope, you know? No slack. Says he thrives on it. And he has a habit of lashing out. Thinking he might try and blame me. And if he does, he’s wrong.”

      “So. What were you fighting about?”

      “I can’t remember.”

      “Strange, Landon said the exact same thing. You guys got some condition I should know about?”

      Chase sat there, silently fuming, nostrils flaring up and down with each furious breath. “You want to know what we were arguing about? Fine. Me and Landon arrived back after the foundation dinner. I followed Landon back here and… There was a car there. The guy was clearly watching the house.”

      “Watching how?”

      “Guy was sitting there on the street, pointing this way. Only one entrance on that side of the road in that whole stretch.” He arched his arms like a pelican trying to take off. “This isn’t the kinda neighborhood that happens in.”

      Carter struggled to hide his interest in this. “You get the make or model?”

      “A Chevrolet, I know that for sure. Landon’s got a Ring camera, right? That will have it. Run the plates.”

      “I’m thinking you know who I’ll find.”

      Chase drummed the table with his fingers, but his eyes had gone wild.

      “Listen to me. Your nephew has been taken by someone. If you have any idea who might have done it, then it’s your duty to talk to me.”

      “I have no idea who took him.”

      “You strike me as someone who has a lot to hide. I can throw a lot of agents at digging into your past. That what you want?”

      Chase shook his head. Clearly a man with a battalion of skeletons in his closet, but whether any of them knew what happened to Ky…

      “Stop lying to me. Who was in the car?”

      “That blonde-haired woman, the one you showed me the photo of? Her name is Marie Edwards. The driver’s her brother, Marcus. They both work for Boris Zangiev. Surely you’ve heard of him.”

      Carter gave him a frown. Of course he knew of Zangiev. Part of his job was keeping his ear to the ground, knowing the Seattle underworld as much as the federal scene. And Boris Zangiev had started coming up in both worlds a couple of years back. Never close enough to the action to prosecute, but always the center of whispers. “Enlighten me.”

      “Zangiev’s a Russian businessman. He was at the gala dinner tonight. Came up to Landon and, I don’t know, it sounded like he maybe threatened Landon.”

      “Threatened how?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know. Great.”

      “Listen. Zangiev hassling Landon just before his kid goes missing? Come on. Check that car, I swear.”

      Carter looked deep into his eyes. Liar’s eyes. But there was something about a stopped clock being right twice a day. Maybe a liar told the truth twice a day.

      The door opened and Elisha stood there, lips pursed.

      Carter turned to the agent sitting next to him and whispered in his ear: “Rodgers, can you keep this going? Get his full movements this evening. Forwards. Backwards. The lot.”

      “Sir.”

      Chase was frowning. “Listen, you mind if I use the bathroom?”

      “Sure thing.” Carter left the room and pulled the door behind him. “What’s up?”

      “Just received a report back from the Amber Alert.” Elisha leaned in close as Rodgers led Chase past. “A woman at the bus station downtown, carrying what she said was a baby girl, might’ve said ‘Ky’ as she got off.”

      “I thought it was the nanny?”

      “Keep our options open.”

      “Fine. Let’s head out, then.”
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      I check both ways, but the traffic’s still heavy. Should’ve crossed a block back.

      The Greyhound station huddles under the freeway like the Fremont Troll. A squat gray building set back, almost lost beneath the concrete. The roar of cars from above is almost deafening, so I hug Ky closer. He’s quiet again. For now.

      Behind me, the Tesla shop is still open this late, doing solid business to the city’s tech bros, assholes like Landon Bartlett. Train tracks run across the road, unprotected on either side. Nothing to stop anyone just running along.

      CenturyLink Field’s lit up, even though there’s no football on tonight.

      The white man appears, and I cross. Halfway over, it switches to the countdown. Ten, nine, eight, but we’re across and I walk over the empty lot just as a bus pulls in. Heading to Vancouver, so the wrong direction for me. I don’t have a passport, so I couldn’t get across the border. Another joins it, marked for LA. Ten minutes to get a ticket, otherwise I need to leave here and wait out somewhere.

      I push through the door, hugging Ky, nervously checking for cameras. No obvious ones, but there’s a long-ass line for tickets. I can’t use the self-service machine, as I don’t have any electronic payment methods. And I don’t want to leave prints or DNA or anything. The line seems to be moving fast, so I join it, patting Ky and cooing to him.

      And then he starts up again, a loud-ass scream tearing out from those tiny lugs, making my ears rattle.

      The man in front turns to glare at me.

      I try to soothe Ky, but nothing’s working. If anything, he’s getting worse. Getting louder too.

      The guy turns around again. Thick stubble, plaid shirt, green ball cap with no logo. “You going to shut that kid up?”

      “I’m trying my best.”

      “Listen, missy, I’m sitting on a bus for fifteen and a half hours and I don’t want your kid screaming all that way.”

      “I’m trying my hardest here.”

      “Maybe should’ve tried harder when some douchebag was banging you.”

      “What did you say to me?”

      He turns back to face the front, but mutter-shouts, “Slut.”

      “Hey, you don’t speak to her like that!” A big woman grabs the guy’s arm and bends it back. “You creepy little bastard.”

      “Get offa me!”

      I back away a few steps, give them space. Last thing I need is attention.

      “Get your hand offa me, bitch!”

      She moves forward and presses him back against the wall, then says something I don’t catch.

      The guy seems genuinely scared.

      “Get your punk ass outta here, you hear me?” She lets him go and gives him a nudge.

      He gives me one last look, then scoots off outside, muttering about flying instead.

      “Asshole.” The woman shakes her head at me. “They sure ain’t all locked up.”

      “Thanks for helping me.”

      “I’m a cop, ma’am. Just doing my duty. That asshole comes back, I’m going to take him down to the station, my sister’s wedding be damned.”

      “Where you headed?”

      “Eugene.”

      “That’s in Oregon, right?”

      “Uh huh. My baby sister’s lived there ten years now. Where you headed?”

      “Portland. I think.”

      “You think?” The woman chuckles. “You best be sure.” But she’s at the front of the line, so goes off to buy her ticket.

      And Ky’s not screaming any more.

      “Ma’am.” The muffled voice comes from the left cashier.

      I walk up and rest Ky against my hip. “One-way to Portland, please.”

      “Economy or Economy Extra?”

      “Extra, please.”

      “That’s a cute little kid. Twenty-five dollars.”

      “Thanks, ma’am.” I take out the cash and pass it through.

      “There you go, sugar.” The woman passes the ticket back through the barrier.

      I reach through for the ticket, my hand shaking like crazy. “Thanks.” I walk off, but stop dead at the doorway. The message on the screen makes my blood run ice-cold:

      
        
        Emergency Alert

        Child Abduction. Lake Washington, Seattle WA.

        Victim: Ky Bartlett, 6 weeks, white male.

        Suspect: White female, late teens/early 20s. Blonde hair.

        Vehicle: Bus.

        Last seen: Lake Washington, Seattle WA.

        If observed call 911.

      

      

      I stumble outside, and my legs are like jelly. I hold Ky close to me. This was already a huge mistake, but it’s getting deeper and deeper.

      “Bus to LA leaves in four minutes!”

      The woman from inside is getting on the bus. She stops and gives me a wave, like she’s going to be my friend all the way south.

      I make to follow her, but a police cruiser hurtles past, lights flashing. Down the street, a load of black SUVs are shooting this way.

      They’re on to me. Goddamn it, they’re going to catch me. I need to run.

      So I walk away calmly as I can, slipping through the back entrance onto Sixth and away from the cars. I have no idea where I can go. Or what to do.

      I crumple my Portland ticket and stuff it into the trashcan.

      Someone grabs my left arm, twists it back. I do everything I can to hold on to Ky.

      “Give me him.” A woman’s voice, coming from behind.

      “No!”

      She jerks my arm up my back—feels like it comes right out of the socket. “I know that’s Ky Bartlett.”

      “Bullshit.” My voice is thin.

      Ky’s staring up at me.

      “I’m calling the cops on you. Come on!”

      “We can come to some kind of arrangement.”

      “No we can’t.”

      Tires squeal and a car door opens. Cops? Is this my bus friend? Called in her buddies?

      Footsteps come toward us. Her grip slackens. Then she tumbles forward.

      What the hell?

      I swing around and hold Ky close to me.

      This woman stands over her, holding a gun. “Get in the car!” She looks Arabic or something. Black hair, but real short with this crazy quiff. Long face, but a real sadness to her, like she’s followed by a cloud. “Come on, Kaitlyn!”

      She knows my name. I just stand there, holding Ky tight to my chest. Do I have any other options here? “Who are you?”

      “A friend sent me.” She points up the street. “Now, I suggest you hop in, unless you want to explain that kid to the FBI.”

      I really don’t have a choice here.
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      Carter pulled up outside the Seattle Greyhound station and stepped down onto the damp asphalt, the surface flashing blue and red from the assembled police cruisers. On the street, a bus’s brakes hissed, ready to set off south to LA. Hard to make out anyone taking control of the chaos, anyone who could explain why a bus was being let out.

      There, a huddle of local SPD officers sipping coffee. A sergeant and two patrolmen. Like they were shooting the breeze outside the football stadium before the game started, not hunting down a child abductor.

      “Max Carter.” His badge was enough to get rid of the two junior guys. “Care to update me?”

      “Sure.” The sergeant took a slug of coffee from an unlabeled paper cup. His sleeve read M. Wearmouth. “Basically, there’s no sign of her. A ton of guys in there are speaking to passengers, but all that seemed to happen was a fight in the line. Some guy said a woman clawed a man’s face. Another said they were getting it on.”

      “Are they still in there?”

      “On the bus to LA.” Wearmouth tore off the lid so he could slurp coffee. “Next stop Tacoma.”

      “And you just let the bus go?”

      “Telling me I shoulda kept it here?”

      “That’s your job, isn’t it? You had intel that a child abductor was aboard that bus.”

      “Shaky intel at best. There’s a ton of passengers on there, going nowhere except Tacoma. You get intel she’s on there, your guys can pull it over and get her offa there.”

      “We have intel that she was here. It’s logical to delay the bus.”

      “You don’t have authority here.”

      “This is a federal investigation. Of course I do.”

      Wearmouth sipped coffee. “Cool your heels, hotshot, we got statements from the passengers.”

      Carter stared hard at him, trying to figure out if it was worth pushing him, or worth sending a car after the bus. “Start with the woman in the fight.”

      “Sure. Name’s Deandra Allred.” Wearmouth reached into his pocket for a business card. “Cop, based up in Redmond. Got her cell if you want it.”

      “What she tell you?”

      “That she was arguing with this dude in the line, said he was a piece of work. We picked him up, got him on the way to the precinct. Tried to headbutt Sandy.” He thumbed over to a fellow officer, J. Sanderson, looking pleased with himself for some reason. “Allred said this young woman with the baby? The guy was being a prick to her, reminded her of her ex-husband. She might’ve overreacted, but the guy shot off like the hounds of hell were after him. Makes me think if he hasn’t done something bad in there, he’s done it elsewhere.”

      Carter almost rolled his eyes, but kept calm. He took out his cell and showed the surveillance video screenshot. “We’re searching for a blonde-haired woman. This match the description?”

      “Sure.” Wearmouth took another drink. “That’s bang on the money. Blonde, tiny baby. Weeks rather than months. Bought a ticket to Portland, paid cash.”

      Portland sure made sense. Big enough city, but taking a baby on a second bus? Seemed incredibly risky. “Okay, that might be something. She still here?”

      He took a slurp of coffee. “We took everyone off. Youngest, aside from actual kids y’know, was this thirty-five-year-old woman, weighed three hundred pounds.” Another slurp, this time baring his teeth. Carter wanted to slap the cup from his grasp. “Whoever this girl was, she ain’t on that bus.”

      “You any idea where she went?”

      “Some dude said she slipped out of the line, but he didn’t see her again.” Wearmouth pointed through the side entrance onto Sixth Avenue. “That way.”

      “How many people you got searching for her?”

      Wearmouth just shrugged.

      Carter felt something inside him die. “Quit drinking coffee and do your job. Get on top of this. Now.”

      “Sure thing.” Wearmouth jogged off, talking into his radio.

      Carter walked off, trying to process the map. They were in the badlands between Chinatown and the southern suburbs, near the sports bars around the twin stadiums. Calling them dive bars would be doing them a huge favor. Parking lots where there used to be factories. Starbucks HQ wasn’t far off.

      This woman had bought a ticket for Portland, though, so assume her plan was changed. To get on the freeway south she’d need to take the on-ramp on Fourth, then get straight onto I-5. But she’d need a car.

      Where was she going?

      “Hey!” Wearmouth was running back to Carter. “We found someone.”

      Carter followed him on foot, spooking the hell out of a guy coming out of a bike store.

      Wearmouth stopped dead halfway down the block and Carter caught up.

      No sign of anyone.

      Wait a sec. There.

      Carter drew his gun. “FBI!”

      A barrage of moans and curses sitting down.

      “Stay right there.” Footsteps rattled behind him. “I’m a federal agent. Interlink your fingers and—”

      “I can’t move.”

      “What?”

      “I’m hurt. Some asshole Tasered me.”

      More footsteps behind him, rounding him slowly. Elisha stepped around his Suburban, her gun drawn too.

      Carter took a step forward. “Ma’am, I’m approaching you. No sudden moves.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, asshole.”

      Carter holstered his pistol and walked over, hands up. “Ma’am, where’s the baby?”

      “I don’t have him!” Another deep moan. “This is Ky Bartlett, right? The kid in the Amber Alert? He was here! She had him!”

      Carter took a long hard look at her. Blonde-haired, petite, late twenties maybe. Holy mackerel, it was the woman from the bus stop surveillance video. “What’s your name?”

      “Marie. Marie Edwards.”

      The woman Chase had told them about. Her brother had been staking out the Bartlett home just before Ky was taken.

      “Okay, Marie.” Carter beckoned over the agents. “Let’s take her in for questioning.”
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      I crane my neck to check behind us, watching the cars idling. Big black SUVs. FBI. This is serious, but it’s not as present as it was. I hug Ky tighter and kiss his soft skin. “Who was she?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “Feels like I should know.”

      “Trust me, you just want to get the hell away from Seattle.” Driving, she glances over at me. “Kaitlyn, it’s better you don’t know.”

      Ky’s head pokes out of the blanket, pink and tiny. “How do you know my name? Who are you working for?”

      “A friend of yours. He wants to keep you safe.”

      “Who?”

      “Do you have a cell on you?”

      “My iPhone’s… not here.” I slump back in the seat, tickling Ky under the chin. He gurgles and coos. “I’ve got an old iPod Touch.”

      “I know. That’s how I tracked you.”

      “You can’t track someone—”

      “Check the back.”

      I get it out of my pocket and flip it over. There’s something stuck to it. “What the hell is that?”

      “A tracker. Our mutual friend had it put there so he could keep an eye on you.”

      It sends a shiver up my spine. Someone knew I couldn’t do without my tunes.

      “I’ll dispose of this.” She snatches it from my grasp. “Do you have a burner?”

      “A what?”

      “A disposable pre-paid cell phone.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Then they can’t track you. Good. They’ll have pinged every cell near the house at the time of the abduction. If you’ve genuinely gone off-grid, then you’re not on their list of people to speak to. Are you telling me the truth?”

      “Of course I am.”

      “Good. Well, right now, they don’t know it’s you.” Without taking her eyes off the road, she reaches for a backpack on the back seat, then tosses a plastic packet onto my lap. “That’s a burner phone with a spare SIM card. It’s unused. Two hundred bucks credit. Use it as much as you need but if you feel any heat, get another SIM card. Always pay cash.” She takes a left. The roads are night-time quiet, enough people to blend in, but not hordes of FBI SUVs trying to box us in. She’s cutting a zigzag through downtown, like she’s playing that snake game on old cell phones. “Do you know any Russians?”

      “What? Russians? No.” I bite a fingernail. “Well, there was some kid in my grade in middle school who said her mom was from Moscow, but nobody believed her.”

      “Right.” She takes a right now, along the old docklands road through the roadwork and construction.

      I stroke Ky’s back, slowly and gently. “Are you taking me to the feds?”

      Her gaze drills into me, like she’s daring me to push her. “I’m helping you. What is your plan?”

      Ky giggles. Hidden under the blanket, it’s hard to tell if he’s happy or not.

      I shrug again, give her teenage indifference. A cool facade. Blankness masquerading as sophistication. “I bought a Greyhound ticket to Portland, but there was heat… So I ran. Then that woman…”

      She pulls up at the stoplight and waits in a line. Sounds like some roadwork going on down the block. We’re trapped in a no U-turn zone, hemmed in by the one-way system. “Why Portland?”

      I lift up the blanket and check Ky again. Nothing specific, but he has a worried look on his face. “You got a better idea?”

      “Look, buying the ticket might not have been that bad an idea. Assuming they find out who you are, they’ll case the Greyhound station, probably put people on the bus at all stops. First will be Tacoma, right? They’ll either have people there or have to run through surveillance video hunting for you. When you’re not on it, they’ll check the next stop and the ones after that. I advise you avoid Portland and all stops on the way, okay?”

      “How do you know all that?”

      “Used to be my job.”

      “And now?”

      “Now my job’s just to survive, day to day. It’s my business to be prepared, Kaitlyn. Now it’s yours too. Think everything through before, but always be prepared to improvise. Welcome to the club. And stay off public transport. The problem isn’t transport, it’s the public part. Can you go home?”

      “I haven’t been back to Bremerton since I left for college last year.”

      “Bremerton?” She nods at the ferry. “They run till midnight, right?”

      “Something like that.” I nibble at my bottom lip. “Thing is, my folks won’t exactly be pleased to see me.”

      “That’s probably not true.”

      “I did that ‘just leaving’ thing. Mom wasn’t happy. Sat at the kitchen table when I left, didn’t come after me or anything. Just sat there, crying.”

      She hits the gas and makes it through the roadwork, but hits another stoplight, indicating right, toward the giant towers of downtown Seattle. All brand-new, no iconic buildings like in New York, Chicago, or LA—not yet. The harbor’s lit up as a night ferry crawls in to land. Beyond, Pike Place Market looks empty of tourists, silent and waiting for the morning’s fish. “Can you be safe there?”

      “My folks might help. Maybe.” I stare off toward the ferry, dowsed in floodlights. “That must be the Bremerton ferry coming in.”

      “Do the FBI know who you are?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “They were there incredibly quickly.”

      “That’s why I said I don’t know.”

      “If they don’t, they won’t expect you on the ferry.”

      “I thought you said to stay off public transport.”

      “Only use it as a last resort, okay? And assess the risk first.” She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a billfold. “Here.” She tosses a wad of cash in my lap, all high-denomination notes. “This should get you where you need to be.”

      I take it. “There’s a couple thousand here. You always carry that much?”

      “Never know when you might need to split. Always have a stash. And any time you run into trouble, rent a car. Say you lost your wallet and ID. Trust me, these places love helping lone women.”

      “Thanks.” I rub at my nose, then brush away tears from my cheeks. Didn’t even know I was crying. “I need a Kleenex.”

      She passes me a small pack. “Here.” She strokes Ky’s cheek. “You’re on your own now, Kaitlyn. You can’t stay anywhere long for the first couple of months. A day or two at most, but stick to hours for the first week. All I can do is wish you luck. You’ll need it. Now, go get that ferry.”

      I sit there, holding on to the baby. Wishing I could just stay with her, that everything was okay. “Can’t I—?”

      “No. You need to move.”

      “Okay.” I pocket the wad of cash, then open the door and step onto the sidewalk. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it.” She looks me up and down. “You know, you actually look the part. A young mom in a tough situation. And pull up your hood.”

      I comply, hiding my natural blonde hair from the world. “Okay. Thanks for this.” I hold Ky right against my torso and walk off, heeding the white man as I cross the road. I stop and look back, but she’s driven off.

      I’m on my own.
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      This was Carter’s favorite interrogation suite. Small, but not so small that he couldn’t post a hulking junior agent by the door like he was security. And it had a clock opposite the suspect, with the loudest tick he’d heard outside of an antique store.

      Marie Edwards sat back in the chair and ran her long fingers through her blonde hair. Pale-pink lipstick, black eyeliner. Different clothes from the surveillance video, but still. A good match. The woman Carter had picked up at the bus station, but either she passed the baby on to someone else—Abduction 101—or they had the wrong person.

      Carter stayed standing by the door. “Marie, my job is to find Ky Bartlett. He’s six weeks old. Kids at that age are incredibly fragile.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Brooklyn accent, a few thousand miles out of place.

      Carter pulled out a tablet computer and walked over to the table, resting it on the scarred wood in her eyeline. “This looks a lot like you.”

      Marie gave it a brief look. “Sure does. Ain’t me though.”

      “You know what happens to women like you who steal children?”

      “I heard what happens is you let them go, then assault some poor homeless woman?”

      She was well-informed. “Twenty years in a federal prison, Marie. And we will layer other charges on top of that.”

      “You bringing in every blonde in Seattle?”

      “Just those who match this description.” Carter tapped the screen. “Marie, let’s save ourselves a ton of time and hassle, okay? Help me find the baby. Who has him?”

      “Listen, buddy, whatever you think I was doing? I was out for a dinner with a couple girlfriends. The Five Guys in Ballard. Chinsol dropped me downtown afterwards, then some asshole mugged me.”

      A bullshit alibi, no doubt backed up by at least one friend on the payroll. “When were you there from?”

      “Seven?”

      “It’s nine now. Takes a good half hour to get to King Street Station, which was mighty close to the Greyhound station. You telling me you were in Five Guys for close to ninety minutes?”

      “We must’ve gone there at eight. Had a few drinks first in a bar. Lost track.”

      “You got a receipt?”

      “Debi paid. Sorry.”

      Another paid alibi, probably. “You want to give me her number so I can call her?”

      “Sure.”

      “Three women going for burgers in Ballard. Seems a bit strange.”

      “In America? Get over yourself. And besides, there were four of us.”

      “Cut the crap. Here’s what happened. You abducted Ky Bartlett, took the bus downtown, handed him to someone else, then I caught you. You’re going to prison for twenty-plus years. Now, do the right thing and tell me where Ky is.”

      “Dude.” She dabbed at her forehead. “You see this? You see what that asshole did to me? You should be bringing him in, not busting my ass.”

      “Tell me who has Ky.”

      “I have no idea who that even is.”

      Carter sat back and folded his arms. “You give him to your brother?”

      “What? No. Seriously, what’s going on here? I thought you were going to help me find the guy who attacked me. Some asshole has a Taser and is attacking women? And you’re going hard on me? Should I have a lawyer here?”

      “You tell me. Sure Boris Zangiev can afford a good one.”

      “Who?”

      “Your boss, right?”

      She shifted in her seat so she was side-on to Carter. “No.”

      “Your brother works for him.”

      “Maybe. I don’t speak to Marcus all that much.”

      “He just so happened to be at the same location you took this kid from? You didn’t hand Ky to your brother?”

      “You just said I got the bus.”

      “Boris Zangiev didn’t pay you to abduct Ky?”

      The door opened to a crack and SAC Karen Nguyen peered inside. Wearing sweat pants and a skinny tee, her hair loose and damp. She beckoned Carter out into the corridor.

      “Back in a sec, Marie.” Carter grabbed his tablet. “You should start telling me the truth.” He left the room, waiting for the door to shut behind him. “Karen.”

      Nguyen scrunched her wet hair into a ponytail and squeezed water out. “Who is she?”

      “We picked her up at King Street Station. You been to the pool or something?”

      “Long story. Do you have Ky?”

      “No. I think she took Ky, but dropped him with someone else.” Carter slumped against the wall. “Someone’s attacked her, though. She’s claiming a mugging. And she has an alibi, but it’s bullshit.”

      “Max, is this like your screw-up earlier, when you picked up that poor homeless woman? I need proof, Max. Come on. I need you on your A-game here. Let her go.”

      Carter checked his smartwatch. Still early in the lifecycle, but they were no further forward. “Look, I’ve got intel placing her and her brother at the abduction scene.”

      “That’s the sister of Marcus Edwards?”

      “Right. I’m thinking they tag-teamed it, swapping the kid between them.”

      “Why?”

      “Boris Zangiev.”

      “Good god.” Nguyen stared up at the ceiling. “You think he’s involved?”

      “It’s probable.” Carter shrugged. “Landon’s rich and is connected to Zangiev. Money is the root of all evil, and all that.”

      “Isn’t it?” Nguyen squeezed water out of her hair again. “But if Zangiev has him, I’d expect some sort of communication to the Bartletts. A list of demands. Meet me here or they die. Transfer money to this account. You got anything?”

      “Nothing they’ve told me. I’m getting close to bringing out the pliers and the blow torch, though.”

      “Right.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “I don’t need you wasting time on her, Max. We don’t have proof that she’s had Ky. I’ll get Mimi to run this. You get back up there and tear Landon a new one. Okay? Why is he being extorted?”

      “I don’t think that’s—”

      “Max, I need you to recover Ky Bartlett. Both our asses are on the line here.”
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      Carter drove toward Capitol Hill through light traffic, passing a Whole Foods Market that hadn’t been there the last time he’d been out this way. A hard right and he was on the direct path back.

      He couldn’t escape the feeling that he’d been fed a pack of lies from Chase Bartlett. Corrupt Russian financiers, elaborate extortion plots—all made perfect sense. But maybe too much sense.

      Still, why was Marcus Edwards outside the house? Why was Marie Edwards near the bus station? That coincidence gnawed away at his brain, twisting itself inside out until it all seemed reasonable.

      The intel had gone out across the police radio network, so any cop on Zangiev’s payroll could’ve passed it on, sent his minions there.

      But he still liked Marie Edwards for it. It was such a good fit.

      His cell blasted in the holder. A FaceTime call from Kirsty. Emma should never have given her a cell phone, but her concerns about security trumped everything.

      He hit answer and put on a smile, his gaze darting between the screen and the road. “Hey, sweetie.”

      Her little face lit up the screen, twisting from side to side. “Daddy!”

      Made his heart melt seeing her. “Daddy’s driving, honey. Can’t speak long.”

      “Okay.” Kirsty disappeared, replaced by Bill. Carter’s heart sank. He was using her to get at him. “Son, she woke up and won’t go back to sleep without you telling her a story.”

      Carter knew from bitter experience that arguing against either of them was a futile enterprise, certainly less hassle than just going along with it. “Okay, put her back on.”

      Kirsty’s face was side-on to her fluffy pink pillow. She seemed wired, nowhere near sleep.

      “There was this little girl and she lived in a fairytale castle. One day, this big ogre knocked at the door, and the little girl didn’t know what to do.” Carter pulled up outside one of those bubble tea places that were springing up everywhere. Kirsty was still way too young to get into the craze. Who was he kidding? “Should she open the door and let the big smelly ogre in? Or should she run away and leave her fairytale castle?”

      Kirsty’s eyes were already getting heavy. Still at that age where the voice of her father was soothing, rather than a rod up her back.

      “So the little girl ran up to her bedroom right at the top of the castle and hid under her bed.”

      The screen went all shaky for a few seconds.

      Carter set off from the intersection, up and over. The darkness of Lake Washington below was lined by distant lights. “And the little girl found a magic wand that—”

      “It’s fine, Max. That worked.” Dark and whispering, Bill was on-screen now, out in the hallway outside Kirsty’s room. “Do I get a prize for guessing who the ogre is?”

      “Okay, good night. Got a—”

      “Son, I tried to speak to you about something at dinner, but… Well. You had to leave.”

      Carter felt the ache of an impending demand. Pressure and cajoling and using Kirsty as leverage.

      “My payment plan’s in the red, Max. I need to clear a bill, but my situation’s not exactly liquid. Wondered if you could spot me?”

      “Thought you were on my insurance?”

      “Well, there was a problem. I don’t understand the technicalities. Never was a details man, but they’re threatening to stop my treatment.”

      Carter pulled out to pass a bus, hitting the gas harder than he should. “I’ll speak to HR when I get a minute.”

      “Son, I’m supposed to be back in the clinic tomorrow afternoon. I don’t want to turn up and they won’t treat me. It’s as bad an ordeal driving to the hospital as it is getting the treatment. Any chance you can do it tonight?”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Carter checked both side streets and ran the red light. “There’s a kidnapped baby; sure you can understand when I say that’s my highest priority?”

      “Sure.”

      “Stop calling me.” Carter killed the call and hurtled down the road, pissed off that Bill was using Kirsty to get at him.

      And pissed off that it had worked so well.

      

      
        
        21:15

      

      

      Carter stepped inside the mobile command center. Same as every other time, he had to scan the faceless agents, searching for the ones that worked directly for him, the ones he trusted, who could help him.

      Tyler was working at a laptop pretty much as far away from the door as he could get.

      Carter sat next to him. “Peterson, you got anything on that car?”

      “Sir, I’m kinda busy with…” Tyler trailed off, his fingers hammering the laptop’s keys. “Okay, done.” He stopped typing and looked around at Carter. “Like you said, I got a hit on the car plates from the front door Ring.” He showed Carter his laptop screen, but it was a grayscale smudge. “Spotted a car sitting there around the time of disappearance, then driving off. A Chevy Volt with Washington plates.”

      “This is good, Peterson. Can you get me an address?”

      “Sir.”

      Elisha appeared in the doorway, waving something in an evidence bag. “Max.”

      Carter walked over to Elisha. And stopped dead.

      David Karevoll stood just outside, looking tired and at least a hundred pounds lighter than the last time Carter had seen him. And it wasn’t a good look on him. His dark suit—usually immaculate—was scuffed and stained. His white shirt was open to the second button, silvery chest hair bursting out like a frayed power cord. “Long time, no see.” His gaze swept the room. “Lori not here?”

      “No, David, and you shouldn’t be either.” Carter backed him and Elisha out onto the street. Quieter now, but still a large police presence. “Tell me why I shouldn’t kick your ass and throw you in lock-up?”

      “David found a matchbook from a hotel bar on the street.”

      Typical Karevoll play. Turn up, plant evidence, get himself deep into a case. “You found a matchbook?” Carter stared at him. “Really?”

      “It’s for this new Russian place on East Madison.” Karevoll did up his suit jacket button. “Place called Pravda. Used to be the Russian Consul General’s residence, but it shut in 2018.”

      Elisha raised her eyebrows like it should mean something. “Owned by a shell company in the Caymans. Want me to check into it?”

      Carter could’ve driven a truck through the evidence. A shady PI finding a matchbook near an abduction site. But this wasn’t a murder looking for a clean prosecution, at least not yet. It was an abduction, and rules were there to be bent at the slightest lead. Nobody wanted to be the guy who passed on evidence that led to the finding of the child. Or that prevented successful recover. No matter how closely David Karevoll wanted to involve himself. “Do it.”

      “Sure.” Elisha passed Carter and headed inside.

      Karevoll tried to peer inside the command center, like he was itching to get back to his FBI days.

      “You’re reduced to planting matchbooks now, David?” Carter almost laughed. “Really?”

      “You think this is bullshit.” Karevoll laughed. He was chomping on a toothpick. “Some stupid asshole picks one up, sparks his smoke, then tosses the whole book. Leads some gumshoe detective in the stupid novel to who killed the damsel. It couldn’t be that simple, could it?”

      “You’re a gumshoe detective, sure enough. Long time since you’ve been an FBI agent. Since you had your badge and gun taken off you.”

      “Smart-ass.” Karevoll pointed down the street to the cone of light. “Found it right there, under that streetlight. Sitting. Waiting for me.”

      Exactly where Chase Bartlett had said Marcus Edwards had been. Right where Tyler had just shown him on the surveillance footage. Meaning a possible link.

      But no. It couldn’t be that simple.

      “What are you actually doing here, David?”

      Karevoll used his tongue to swap the toothpick around in his mouth. “Your friend Elisha called me, asked me about Rosita Villalobos. Usually it’d be against my code of ethics to divulge information of a client nature.” He sniffed. “But, seeing as how it’ll benefit Lando if you find his kid, he’s cleared me.”

      “Lando?”

      “We go back a ways.”

      “So do we, but we don’t have cute nicknames for each other.”

      “I just haven’t told you yours, bud.”

      “Spit it out. And I don’t mean your toothpick.”

      Karevoll sneered. “If you don’t want my help…”

      “Sorry, been a long day.” Carter held up a hand. “What is it?”

      “Well, turns out young Rosita has a cousin doing time down in San Quentin. People trafficking. Helping fellow Mexicans across the border.”

      “Thought she was Colombian?”

      “She is. Cousin, though, he’s half-Colombian, half-Mexican.”

      Carter nodded slowly. “You tell Landon about it?”

      “Lando asked me to check out how close they were. So we spoke to a few family members. No contact since she was fourteen, far as we could tell. He was twenty at the time.”

      “And now?”

      “Well, I’m just saying. Guy like that, inside? He’s going to speak to people. He hears his little cousin’s nannying for a rich dude in Seattle? Must be worth something to someone.”

      “Look, thanks. I’ll think it through.” Carter clapped Karevoll on the arm. “See you around.”

      “Don’t mention it. And say hi to Lori for me.”

      “Will do.” Carter watched him slip back to his Lexus, that slight limp in his walk, then climbed the steps back up to the mobile command center. Elisha was over in the corner, next to Tyler, so he crouched between them. “Tell me this is a nothing burger.”

      “Wish I could.” Elisha looked up. “Rosita seems clean. Story checked out no matter how I get her to run it. Front, back, sideways. Her cell never left the house by the looks of it. And she just seems genuinely upset by what’s happened to Ky.”

      “What about this San Quentin link?”

      “I’ll chase it up, but I don’t know. I mean, what David’s saying isn’t exactly likely, but you never know.”

      “Son of a bitch knows exactly how to play into this. Keep a careful eye on him.”

      “Jackpot!” Tyler clicked on both hands, basking in the glow of attention. He jabbed at the screen. “That car belongs to a leasing company registered in Tacoma.”

      “You got the owner?”

      “Just a sec…” Tyler grunted. “It’s leased to… Ah hell. It’s a company in the Caymans. Glasnost Washington 2018 LLC.”

      Elisha craned her neck around. “Seriously?”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “That’s the company that owns Pravda.” She swung her laptop around. “I did some digging into it; turns out we’ve got some good intel on it. It’s owned by one Boris Zangiev.”
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      My stomach growls as I climb the steep ramp, my heart thudding.

      They narrowly missed me back there. That was close. Way too close. But that woman was right. I’ve got to be strong and improvise.

      I take a deep breath and step into the terminal’s ticket office and it’s mercifully quiet. I let myself breathe properly again.

      A couple in matching Seahawks sweaters argues over who’s messed up the card machine. A young woman rests on her walking cane as she tries to get a ticket from the woman behind the counter. Doesn’t seem too happy. She snatches a ticket and charges off at a fast limp.

      My turn, so I step up to the counter, balancing Ky on my hip. “Single to Bremerton, please.”

      “Eight sixty-five, ma’am.”

      I hand her ten, then take the ticket and my change. As I walk off, the older couple barge into me and knock me out of the way. The man shouts at the woman behind the counter, ignoring me. “Your goddamn machine sold us the wrong goddamn ticket!”

      Exactly what I want—a distraction, someone else causing a scene, taking the focus of the other passengers.

      So I get out of their way and walk toward the terminal. It’s still set up for the summertime rush, the three long roped-off lanes set up for about six passengers. The number of times I’ve been here with Mom, or with friends from school, or with boys… I follow the Bremerton line through into a departure lounge like a good girl.

      The woman with the cane is buying candy from the vending machine. She smiles at me, then hits another button, harder.

      Both the Bremerton and Bainbridge gangways are roped off, so I wait in front of the turnstile, singing to Ky. I keep glancing back for any approaching FBI agents, for any cops or any security.

      A worker unhooks a rope and opens the turnstile. Looks like the Bainbridge ferry is going first. The board says another twenty for Bremerton.

      The woman starts shouting. “They’ve sold me the wrong ticket!”

      The Amber Alert flashes up on the screen. I feel all the other passengers watching me, judging me.

      But do they see a child abductor, or just a desperate mom out too late?

      That woman’s words burn into my skull. Always be prepared to improvise. So I walk over to the woman. “Hey, she give you a Bremerton ticket too?”

      “No.” The woman rocks forward on her cane. “Bainbridge.”

      “Well, that’s where I’m going, but she gave me Bremerton. You want to swap?”

      The woman thinks it through. “That’s very kind of you.”

      “Thanks.” I take my new ticket and join the short line for the Bainbridge ferry, all the time watching behind for feds.
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      Even at this time, there was solid traffic. Elisha was behind the wheel of Carter’s SUV, so he sat back and watched East Madison slide past, still climbing the hill. Upmarket homes with large yards zipped past. The plot-to-price ratio that even Bill Gates or Jeff Bezos would struggle to afford these days. Really showed the change in Seattle in the last twenty years, becoming more and more like the Bay Area.

      Elisha pulled up opposite the target address. A grand old building sitting diagonally to get the view across the lake. Three floors of brick and set in mature grounds. It definitely would tempt people as a hotel. And maybe not as old as it liked to portray. This was Seattle, after all. Nothing was that old. Four porticos held up a balcony. Few years ago, the Russian flag flew from there. Now it read Pravda in spare white text on a gray background matching the color of the rest of the building.

      And there was clearly something happening inside. A loud noise of chatter and clinking wineglasses and music bled into the night air.

      “You want me to lead in here, Max?”

      Carter let his seatbelt whiz up. “Okay.” He stepped out onto the street and waited for a line of traffic before crossing.

      The entry system dug into the gate was a relic of the consulate. Elisha hit the button and they waited. The brick wall only made it halfway up, the rest of the ten feet made up by black metal spikes. The heartbeat thump of dance music spilled out.

      The speaker crackled. “Yes?”

      “FBI.” Elisha leaned in close. “Looking to speak to a Boris Zangiev.”

      “One moment.”

      Thick foliage blocked much of the yard, but Carter was sure he could sense a security presence in there. At least one armed guard in the distance.

      “Come in.”

      The gate buzzed and Carter pushed it open, but let Elisha go first. Only about twenty steps to the door, but they were met by a pair of security goons in black tie. Slight bulges under their arms. Handguns. Possibly worth pursuing permits, especially as this was no longer Russian soil.

      The one on the left—short blond hair and silver-gray eyes—held out a paw. “ID.” A statement rather than a question.

      Elisha showed her badge. “How’s that for you?”

      A curt nod.

      “So, Mr. Zangiev?”

      “Inside.” The goon’s gaze went back on the street, like a giant robot from the future scanning each passing car for a threat. “You can enter.”

      Elisha went first, muttering: “When Arnie retires, that guy can take over the Terminator franchise.”

      The thud of music came from a room on the right. Stripped-back walls showing bare brick. Marble floor filled with tables. The music was a tasteful background, like being in an upmarket furniture store, with no sign of the racket they heard outside. Must be upstairs.

      “Agent Carter?” The slightly accented voice come from behind then. Another room, but roped off for VIPs. A small man sat at a table on his own, sipping ice-cold vodka from a shot glass. Expensively tailored, his artfully messy black hair paired with an elaborate beard around his mouth, like it was sculpted rather than shaved. “I am Boris Zangiev. Pleased to meet you. Take a seat, my friends.”

      Another goon, similarly sized to the gargoyles out front, let them through the rope. Zangiev drained his glass and poured from the bottle, still frosted. He held it out, eyebrow raised.

      Elisha took the proffered seat but Carter stayed standing. “We’re on duty, sir.”

      “Why does the FBI want to speak to me?”

      Elisha glanced at the henchman, then took in Zangiev again. “You know a Landon Bartlett?”

      “And his brother, Chase.”

      “You hear about Landon’s kid?”

      “What?”

      Elisha pointed at the high-end Samsung face down on the table. “That just for show, or did you receive the Amber Alert?”

      Zangiev stroked his beard for a few seconds, then picked up the cell. He squinted as he read, then set it down again. “And you think I have something to do with someone abducting a baby?”

      “You or your employees.”

      “Mr. Carter, I will only speak to you. Please don’t bring this woman in here again.”

      “She’s one of my best agents.”

      Zangiev smirked. “And that must be a big concern to you.”

      “Whoever took him faces at least twenty years inside. No parole. Applies to accomplices too.”

      Zangiev tilted his head back and laughed. Then he stared at Carter as he threw the drink down his throat, then wiped his lips. “Why do you think I am involved?” His voice was as cold as his vodka.

      “We wouldn’t be here if we didn’t have solid intel.”

      “My friend, all day I was in my office near the Space Needle. I’m sure you know the address.” Zangiev leaned back in his chair and stroked his beard. “I finished off some paperwork on some pending deals, then I was driven to the Bartlett Foundation dinner. Afterwards, I came here. At no point did I steal anyone’s baby.”

      Carter finally took the offer of the chair, taking great care to scrape the legs across the marble floor. “We understand you threatened Mr. Bartlett at that dinner.”

      “Did I speak to Landon? Yes.” Zangiev grinned, mischief twinkling in his eyes. “I congratulated him on the announcement of his new cancer center.”

      “You didn’t threaten him with his son’s life?”

      “For what reason would I do this?”

      “Hoping you could tell me.”

      “I grow tired of this, Mr. Carter.” Zangiev drank his third shot of vodka. “Whatever happened to Mr. Bartlett’s son, he has my deepest sympathies, but this is not of my doing. I have no idea where Ky is. I didn’t take him.”

      “Mr. Bartlett’s home is just a few blocks from here. Easy to go on the way back from the gala dinner.”

      “We drove direct from downtown along Madison. No diversions.”

      “Anyone who can back that up?”

      “My driver.”

      “Anyone not employed by you?”

      “Well, I was on a telephone call with my lawyer.” A reptilian grin filled his face. “While the contents of a lawyer–client conference is confidential, I’m sure your Department of Homeland Security has a log of the call on a server somewhere, including the GPS data?”

      If Carter really wanted, he could get forensics involved, have them pull out location information. “Did you pay someone to take him?”

      Zangiev slumped back in his chair. “I’m actually upset that Landon would think I could do such a thing.”

      “Didn’t say it came from him.”

      A frown flashed across Zangiev’s forehead. Then he grinned. “And I can reassure you that, if I had done this, I wouldn’t act so quickly.”

      “That isn’t funny.”

      “I shouldn’t joke, but you shouldn’t take things so seriously. Landon and I discussed a business opportunity. One of my many businesses provides security services. He asked us to submit a tender for their new hospital. But you should know that there’s always a threat against someone like Mr. Bartlett. He’s in bed with some very bad people. He worked in the venture capital business. It’s like the mafia, but worse.”

      “You have knowledge of both?”

      “I grew up in Moscow, my friend.” Zangiev licked his lips. “The mafia runs the city and most of the country. When I moved to America, I worked with venture capital companies. Seattle is like the new San Francisco. So much money, so many opportunities. And so many snakes in the grass. Mr. Bartlett thought he left the game, but he’ll always be looking over his shoulder. But whoever did this would get him to do something for them. Mr. Bartlett isn’t a strong man; he’d cave incredibly quickly. You should ask him.”

      Carter looked at Elisha, knowing that it made perfect sense, that Landon’s earlier denial of receiving any threats was likely to be false. He reached into his pocket for a print of the screenshot. “Mr. Zangiev, we have a sighting of a car belonging to your organization parked outside Mr. Bartlett’s home around the time of the abduction.”

      Zangiev stared hard at the print for a few seconds. Then he nodded with a wry smile. He passed the page back. “Marcus Edwards, yes.”

      “You going to tell me why he was there?”

      “Marcus was supposed to deliver some contracts to Mr. Bartlett that needed signing. My organization is to provide security at the gala launch of Mr. Bartlett’s cancer center next month. So many dinners, so many times these people have their begging bowl out.”

      “And you can give me copies of these documents?”

      “Not signed, no, as Mr. Bartlett didn’t have the opportunity to autograph them. And there’s a certain corporate sensitivity around them. But my attorney will release the files.” Zangiev stroked his elaborate beard, flattening down the thick bristles. “Mr. Carter, could Chase Bartlett be the abductor?”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Zangiev smiled at him. “Well, brothers are brothers, but those two have a long and dark history.”

      Carter didn’t know what to think. Chase was certainly hiding something and, after his stupid fight with Landon, anything was possible. Certainly a contender. While Carter was an only child, he’d seen enough trivial bullshit between family members escalate into tragic scenarios. He hoped this wasn’t another one.

      But again, Zangiev was tossing him a bone. To distract? Or because it was a genuine offer to help? Could be both.

      “What are you hiding from me, Boris?”

      “I heard some rumors a while ago.” Zangiev chuckled. “Nasty tales about how Landon was sleeping with Chase’s wife and he caused their divorce. Tut tut.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “That is all I know. You should ask them, not me.” Zangiev’s grin widened. “Or maybe you could ask Jennifer. After all, she used to be married to Chase.”
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      I climb the stairs and step out onto the passenger deck, facing back toward the receding city. The icy wind slices through me, so I tug my hoodie tighter, hug Ky closer, but it’s doing less than nothing. I’m the only person out here. We’re the only people out here.

      A helicopter zooms across the Sound. Probably nothing to do with us, but I’m not sure.

      A tinny announcement plays, but it’s lost to the wind.

      Buoys dot the water every so often, lit up in the dark. Near one, a seal pops its head up but ducks straight back down.

      Another ferry drifts past, presumably the Bremerton ferry. If they’re on to us, my trail leads there, not here. By the time they realize, I’ll hopefully be on Bainbridge Island. Away.

      We’ll be there. Funny how one becomes two.

      I push the door open and walk back down the stairs into the passenger deck. A wide-open space filled with people. Kind of like the terminal at SeaTac, but downmarket. I take a seat near a guy with a thick hipster beard sipping a can of IPA, his pink beanie hat tucked low over his ears and eyebrows, dark shades doing the rest.

      Behind us, two early-twenties women chat in hushed tones over giant Starbucks beakers.

      Over by the window, a mom and pop in their seventies are sitting with their daughter and her husband, his baseball cap tucked tight and low. Mom is on a phone call, talking incredibly politely, but it sounds like she’s being swindled. Her daughter doesn’t seem to care.

      Outside, some teenage girls do the Titanic thing at the end of the rain-soaked deck. The first one has her arms out, the second holding them. Then they swap places in a fit of giggles.

      No threats, nobody calling 911 on me. On us.

      The ferry rumbles as it slowly comes in to the other side. Rain dots the glass and I can’t even see the murky water outside, but there’s already a line forming. I get up and carry Ky over.

      The guy in front of us wears those massive headphones, his fingers twitching around a rolled cigarette, itching to smoke it. The guard laughs at something then helps a blind guy up the gangplank. A woman drops a Pepsi cup and ice spills everywhere.

      The happy guard just laughs. “I’ll clean it up in a minute; don’t worry.” He grins at me as we walk up to him. “That’s a cute kid, ma’am.”

      “Thanks.” Then I’m off the ferry and onto dry land. Bainbridge Island.

      No FBI, no cops.

      Free again.

      And I see a car rental place down the block.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-One

          

          CARTER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        21:50

      

      

      Carter got out onto the street, and a sharp breeze cut through him. Corporate Seattle still bustled on the busy downtown street, office workers hurtling around in their expensive cars, deep voices booming through dashboard speakers as they called to say they were on their way home. He pushed through the revolving door into the building’s lobby and walked over to the elevator.

      “Max!” Bill was sitting in the waiting area, legs crossed, fidgeting like Kirsty when she needed to go to the bathroom.

      Carter hit the call button. “Not now, Bill. I’m super busy.”

      Despite his illness, Bill was still quick as a fox, and he got over there in seconds. “I checked with the hospital and my treatment’s been canceled.”

      “But this was all arranged. What happened?”

      “I told you, Max. The insurance.” Bill scratched his chin, avoiding eye contact. “I’ll die without it. The last time, they said I—”

      “I’ll figure it out, okay?” Carter gripped his shoulder and pulsed, trying for friendly, but maybe some of his anger seeped out and he grabbed too tight. “Go home and relax, okay? Need me to drive you in tomorrow?”

      “I was thinking of getting a cab. You’re busy…”

      Didn’t stop Bill coming in here tonight, did it?

      “I really am. Now, please. Get some rest. I’ll work something out.”

      “Son, I really need you to—”

      “Bill, I don’t know why you think you can just show up here. I’m working a child abduction. A baby. Now, I’ll speak to HR when I find some time. Okay?”

      “Sure.” Bill didn’t exactly look it, but he trudged off, fists clenched.

      Carter pushed the elevator button again and took out his cell. He found the last email from the health insurance company and sent a reply marked urgent. His thumbs rattled through it on autopilot. Make sure my lousy dad gets his cancer treatment, but better worded.

      The elevator pinged and the doors slid open.

      “Max?” Lori Alves stood behind him, ending a cell phone call. “What are you doing here?”

      “Could ask you the same question.” Carter put a foot in front of the door and let her get in first. “You going up?”

      “Sure.”

      Carter hit the button for their floor, and the doors closed behind him. It grumbled up into the building. “Karen said you were out in Aberdeen?”

      “Well, that was a false alarm. Kid was fooling around. Better cry for attention than taking a ton of sleeping pills, I guess.”

      “So why are you here?”

      “Nguyen told me to take over this case from you.”

      “Night shift. Right.” Carter checked his watch. “Still a few hours left of active leads.”

      “I’m just here to observe and help until then. Ease the transition.” She grimaced. “Mom is looking after my kids. It’s driving me cray-cray, as my Kim would say.”

      “Kids become teenagers younger every year, I swear.”

      She snorted. “Was that your father?”

      “You see the resemblance?”

      “Just a bit.” Lori flashed a smile. “How are things with him?”

      Carter groaned. “That’s a whole other situation.”

      “Looked like a mess.”

      “It’s a disaster, Lori.”

      “You want to talk about it?”

      Not the first time she’d offered. But the first time Carter took her up on it. “Bill’s… he’s got cancer… I’m paying for his treatment; it’s on my insurance. The whole thing’s a mess.”

      “Oh, Max. I didn’t know. You okay?”

      “I’ll survive, I guess. It’s just whether I kill him first, or he kills me.”

      “Come on, that’s not funny.”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s the truth, though.”

      The elevator pinged, and the door opened. SAC Karen Nguyen stood there, a frosty look on her face. Her business suit was buttoned up, hair scraped back. Almost like she’d never dressed down in her life, let alone been fresh from the pool an hour ago.

      “I appreciate it, Karen, but—” Congressman Xander Delgado stopped dead. “Max?” He grabbed him in a bear hug. “Good to see you, man. I never got the chance to thank you for saving my life.”

      “Don’t mention it, sir. All part of the job.”

      “No way, man. I really should take you and Mrs. Carter out for dinner.”

      “There’s really no need, sir.” Carter switched his gaze between Delgado and Nguyen. “Anyway, we need to—”

      “Look, I’m tight with Landon Bartlett.” Delgado blocked his way. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Not off the top of my head, sir.” Carter focused on Nguyen. “If we’re to recover Ky, we need to be given space and time to chase down leads, but thanks for your kind offer.”

      “Well.” Delgado sniffed. “Karen, if there’s anything I can do. And I mean anything?”

      “Sure thing, Xander.” Nguyen patted his shoulder and watched him step into the elevator.

      The doors shut and the elevator sank away.

      Nguyen let out a sigh. “What was all that about? You two were measuring dicks there.”
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      The car rental office is still open. Not one of those chains with the Californian customer service bullshit, and not one the mob uses to hide bodies either. A small local firm, probably don’t even have a computer system. A wide desk and space for two customers at a time, but only one member of staff on. There’s a line, but it’s one guy at the desk, another guy waiting behind him. Arms folded around his chest, clutching his ball cap. Looks stressed as hell.

      This is my only shot. If I screw this up, I’ll have to return Ky. And if they catch me…

      I push through the door and hold Ky tight to my chest. He keeps drifting between waking and sleep. He stares up at me, deep into my eyes. And he smiles—my god, he actually smiles at me—and giggles. He’s doing that a lot. It’s hella cute. Makes my heart melt. I could cry. Probably should. Get it out of my system, help me focus. I know this can’t be good for him, but once we’re somewhere else, even back in Bremerton, it’ll all be okay. We’ll be away from this, and we can start again.

      “Ma’am?” The cashier is calling at me. The desk on the left is open and I didn’t even notice.

      Jeez. I need to keep my wits about me. I walk up to the desk and smile at the woman. “I need a car with a baby seat.”

      Then Ky starts screaming. Never seems to be able to settle. Am I just bad at this whole thing?

      The woman looks hard at me, clearly thinking something’s up here, but she doesn’t say anything. “Where you going, ma’am?”

      “Um, I just need it for a few days. I’ll bring it back right here.”

      “So, three days?”

      “Make it four.”

      “Sure thing.” She twists her giant screen around to show me a choice of cars, ranging from a cute two-door thing right up to a pickup. “Which of these would you prefer, ma’am?”

      “An SUV would be ideal.”

      She taps on one and it takes her through to yet another screen. “This one?” She points at a huge soccer mom–type thing. “Or either of these?” An even bigger one, and a hulking pickup.

      I point at the medium-sized one. “That’ll do.”

      “Sure about that?” Her finger hovers over the smaller one. She can’t take her eyes off Ky. Doesn’t have that maternal smile, though, just sheer suspicion. “This one’s thirty bucks a day cheaper.”

      “Okay, I’ll take that.”

      Ky stretches out and punches the air, surprisingly strong for someone so small.

      The woman’s nostrils are twitching. “Someone needs a new diaper.”

      “You telling me something I don’t know?” Getting angry here won’t do me any good, so I try to laugh it off. “I just need to get in a car, go someplace I can clean my baby, and get on our way.”

      “We’re supposed to be getting an upgrade to our restroom. It’s not in a great state just now.”

      “State of the world, right?”

      She actually smiles at me. “Preach.” She taps the screen. “Okay, do you have any preference between Ford or Chevrolet?”

      “Just whichever has the best fuel economy.”

      “Okay.” I can’t see which decision she makes for me. Don’t really care. “Need to see your driver’s license.”

      Goddamn it. I take a deep breath, patting Ky on the back. “Look, the reason I’m here is some asshole jacked my car in Seattle. The cops took me to the precinct around the corner to take my statement, but they like didn’t take me home. I caught the ferry, and I just need to get home. Please.”

      “Ma’am, I can’t release a vehicle without ID.”

      If I show them ID, I give them my name. Then the feds can track the car. Only a matter of time before she puts me together with the Amber Alert and calls this in. And I won’t be halfway down the freeway, I’ll be stuck wandering around Bainbridge.

      “Ma’am, I need to see some ID.”

      I don’t have another play here. Goddamn it! This was supposed to be a cakewalk.

      “Aren’t you listening to me? It’s in my car. My stolen car. Listen, I can pay extra…”

      “Are you implying that I’m open to bribery?”

      “Well, I don’t like your tone.” I walk off, holding Ky tight, and push out into the cold. At least it’s not raining.

      What the hell am I going to do?

      Back on the main street, a riot of noise and color as a bunch of police cruisers rush past.

      Closing in on me?

      What do I do?

      Ky’s screaming now and I can really smell his dirty diaper. I need to sort this out and I need to get away and it’s all way too much for me and the wind is making me shiver and—

      I reach into my bag for the burner cell. I’ll ask her what to do.

      But I have to do this on my own. This is just a test. Right?

      I set off down the street, holding Ky as the wind slices through me like a knife. Past a dive bar and a burger joint.

      A dude stands next to a Ford pickup, frowning at me as he eats a hotdog. “You okay, ma’am?”

      I look away. “I’m fine.”

      “You sure about that? Because if you need—”

      “I said I’m fine. Really.”

      He crushes his wrapper into a ball. “Look, you being out here at this time, him being that age, well, that strikes me as a woman who needs help.” He holds up his hands. “Don’t want to seem pushy, but I know how hard it is adjusting to a kid coming into your life. I’m just offering you assistance.”

      I can’t speak. Don’t have the words to deny it anymore.

      “How about I give you a lift someplace?”

      I have to fight my first instinct—to treat him like a jock asshole at school. Not to go apeshit on him is the hardest thing in the world. But Ky wriggling and screaming makes me realize what’s at stake. It’s not just me here. I need to look after him now.

      So I give the guy a smile. “Thanks.”

      “Where to?”

      Maybe I just go somewhere near home, maybe have better luck than here. Right now, I just need to get out of here. “Heading west. Grayland.”

      “Well, you’re in luck. I’m headed to Belfair. I can drop you there, if that helps?”

      It’s overshooting by like ten, fifteen miles. But it’s somewhere I can get a cab home from. “That’d be great.”

      “I’ve got a baby seat in back for my own kid.” He beckons me over and opens the back door. “Let’s buckle your kid in. It’s a boy, right?”

      “A girl. Beverley.”

      “Kind of an old-fashioned name.”

      “It’s a family name.” I rest Ky on the baby seat. The buckle goes across his torso, everything fits perfectly, but it just doesn’t snap together.

      “Here, let me.” He leans in and just like that, it clicks. “My first wife struggled when we had our first kid. You get the trick of the catch, believe me.” He shuts the door and opens the passenger door for me.

      I don’t hesitate getting in.

      He gets behind the wheel and guns the engine. “Let’s get you and Beverley down the road.”

      “I wouldn’t mind getting some stuff. My car got stolen and… is there a rest stop we can clean her up in?”

      “Sure. There’s a Walmart on the way.” He holds out a hand with a friendly smile. “Name’s Keegan by the way.”

      I shake it. “Jennifer.”

      “Jen or Jenny?”

      “Just Jennifer. I hate people shortening my name.” Now I’m struggling to buckle myself up. Then it just clicks.

      Keegan drives off, taking the left toward the interstate.

      Ky is already asleep in his seat.

      And for the first time in months I feel safe.
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        22:07

      

      

      Chase knew the clock on the wall was probably a trick the FBI played, but it didn’t stop every single tick from rattling his skull. The room was otherwise empty, just him and a desk with two chairs. No windows, one door.

      Stuck in an FBI Field Office. He’d spilled, told his story forward, backward, every which way, but they still kept him in. He needed to get out of here, and fast.

      The door opened and an agent walked in. Big, tall, but with half an ear. “Do you have any connection to the Bartlett Foundation?”

      Chase looked around, all cautious now. “My brother and I run it.”

      “I want to thank you, sir, for helping me after I finished my service.” The big guy’s jawline pulsed with some hidden tension. “An IED blew up next to me in Iraq.” He pointed at his ear. “I lost this and a buddy lost his life. Your foundation paid for my therapy and, thanks to them, my PTSD is under control and I’m able to continue my service for my country. Thank you, sir.”

      “We’re just happy to help the nation’s heroes.” Chase had used those words so many times, and this was the first time it hadn’t felt or sounded hollow. “I’m pleased.” He used Tyler’s silence to wipe the small tears in the corners of his eyes. “You know, when I sit in meetings and we go through funding reports and strategy documents and annual reports, it’s all just… noise. When I see someone like you, someone who’s gone through what you have and has come out the other side to play an active role in society… It’s amazing.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Chase sat there. His charm offensive was working a bit. He could double down on it, see if this lowly agent would spill. “How are things going with my nephew?”

      “We still haven’t found Ky.”

      That name hit Chase like an arrow to the heart. Made him almost gasp. “Anything I can do?”

      “No, sir.” The agent opened the door again. “Let me show you out.”

      Chase let out the breath of a released prisoner. “Thanks. I just want my nephew to be safe.”

      “I’m sure you do, sir.” The agent ushered Chase out into the corridor.

      The building filled a city block—and a downtown one at that—but the corridor still felt much longer than it should’ve. Completely nondescript too. Beige carpet, off-white walls and ceiling tiles. The dark wooden door opposite opened wide, and the cute female agent led someone out.

      Landon. He did a double take, then scowled. “Chase?”

      Chase was in no mood to speak to him, so he raced off after the agent.

      But Landon matched step with him. “They’ve been quizzing me about Boris goddamn Zangiev.” He gave that soft-eyed hurt look. “I should be out there searching for my son, but I’m stuck in here, dealing with this bullshit.”

      Chase swiveled around as they walked. “Zangiev took Ky. I told you, I saw his car outside your house. And that was Marie Edwards in that photo. You saw it, right?”

      Landon stopped, halfway down the corridor, looking lost and confused.

      “What did Zangiev say to you at the dinner?”

      Landon stepped closer, his lost look replaced by steel and menace. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Tell me Zangiev didn’t take Ky. Tell me he wouldn’t.”

      “Chase, I know you worked with him. That jackass VR company—I know Zangiev funded you early on.”

      “And he refused to commit more funds, so I bought him out. Had to take someone else’s money. Not yours, obviously. You’d never help your own brother, would you?”

      That hit Landon hard. “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “I lost millions thanks to you.”

      Landon laughed, cold-hearted and affected. Then he frowned. “Is that what this is about? You took Ky because of that?”

      “Of course not.” Chase pointed to the agent. “Did you tell her what Zangiev was asking at the dinner?” He spoke louder now to make sure they overheard them, that they listened. “Did he threaten you with taking Ky?”

      But Landon was quiet.

      “Tell me what he wanted.”

      Landon looked over at his agent. “Get me out of here.”

      With a nod, she led him away toward the exit.

      Chase made to go after him, but something stopped him.

      Max Carter blocked his way. Chase had no idea where he’d come from, or how much he’d seen or heard. “What’s going on here?”

      Chase couldn’t look at him. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      Carter nudged open a door. “Well, I think it’s up to you to make me understand.”
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        22:15

      

      

      The road is dark, just a taillight appearing. Keegan winds around another car, then we’re back to darkness. A spray of yellow and white appears on the right, another passing town, lit up like a fairground, then it’s gone.

      I lean back and check Ky. His head’s lolled forward and he’s out of it. Every inch of my being wants to protect him.

      “I worked at Microsoft for ten years, then Amazon for five.” Keegan picks up his soda and eases off the cap before taking a drink. “Then I got out of it and work as a contractor now. Fixing up people’s homes. So much more satisfying. You can’t put a price on being your own boss.” He puts his soda back in the cupholder.

      I look at him with a warm smile, giving him just enough interest to keep his incredibly boring story going, to keep him from asking me anything. “Sounds good.”

      “Best thing in the world. Working my ass off every day, feeling like I’ve achieved something with that time. And it’s all just for me. Nobody else. Can’t put a price on it.” He laughs again, the exact same noise as the last eight hundred times he’s done it.

      Don’t know if it’s a nervous thing or not, but it’s sure as hell irritating.

      He hits the turn light and pulls off the freeway. “Here’s that Walmart.”

      

      
        
        22:20

      

      

      The store’s lights are super bright, close to hurting my eyes. It’s pitch-black outside—why does it have to be like noon in here?

      The place is all dressed up for Halloween, pumpkins and trick-or-treat costumes everywhere.

      “See you back at the car, okay?” Keegan walks off through the store with his own basket, leaving me to find stuff for Ky. He’s sleeping, just barely.

      What does a newborn need? Start with diapers, then food.

      Maroon 5 plays over the radio, and I’m dancing as I walk around the store. Everything feels turned up super loud.

      The pharmacy’s still open, a twenty-four-hour operation. The concession at the end of the aisle advertises heartburn pills. One a day. Fifteen bucks. Jeez. But there’s a sign for diapers. I pull Ky tight as I inspect them, searching for newborn-sized.

      But they’re all in waist sizes.

      Goddamn it, they’re adult diapers.

      And there’s no sign of where the baby ones are. I’m starting to sweat as I walk around.

      Where the hell is all the baby stuff?

      I walk back toward the entrance and realize I’m starving, so I chuck a pack of these crazy vegan protein cookies in my basket, not exactly easy with Ky clinging on, then walk on through the store.

      The music switches to that old Britney song. Toxic? Know how she feels.

      A wall of tires next to the gun counter. Sporting rifles and ammo locked away in a glass cabinet. Some pistols too. What I wouldn’t give for one just now.

      Behind me, an entire aisle of Lego. Harry Potter, Avengers, Ninjago.

      Where are the baby diapers?

      “Jennifer.”

      I should ask. But I can’t. I have to do this on my own. I have to be able to—

      “Jennifer!” Keegan is holding up his own basket. Filled with diapers and baby wipes and like a ton of stuff. “You okay?”

      “Sorry, I’m stressed out of my mind. This place is way too big.”

      “For real.” He rests the basket on the floor and holds up what looks like a bag, wrapped in clear plastic. “Wasn’t sure what kind of carrier you preferred, so I grabbed both types. Kind of a papoose man, myself.”

      I could kiss him. “Thanks, I’ll just go pay for—”

      “Already done.”

      “How much?”

      “Don’t mention it.” He shrugs. “Thought you could use some help.”

      “I can’t keep asking you to—”

      “How about you pay for the gas?”

      “Deal.” I spot the signs for the family restroom. “Back in a second. Je— Beverley needs changing.”

      “See you out front, okay?”

      “Okay.” I dump my basket and take the stuff to the back. The staff entrance is just next to it, with a group of employees hanging out, shooting the breeze. There’s a wall of honor by the bathroom, a list of servicemen and women who worked there. I dip my head as I pass.

      I open the restroom door and Ky chooses that moment to start screaming again. Gets us a concerned look from the two female staff members. Inside, the faucet is spraying water. I turn it off and catch my sorry-ass face in the giant mirror over the sink.

      What am I doing?

      Ky’s scream wrenches me from my daydream.

      What I’m doing is looking after this little guy.

      The baby change facility is a low fold-away bench halfway up the wall. I rest him on it, but I have no idea what the hell to do next.

      I open up his diaper and it’s a complete mess in there. I can barely look at it. And the smell? I do everything I can to stop myself from vomiting.

      Ky’s screams are even louder now. Like someone’s drilling at my skull.

      What do I do?

      I spread out some tissues and try to take his diaper away from him, but he’s wriggling and getting the mess everywhere, and I don’t know what to do, and he’s screaming louder, and the skin on his ass is red, and I think I might be shouting, and—

      A knock on the door. “Ma’am, are you okay?” It’s a woman’s voice. Friendly, calming.

      I take another look at Ky. I need help. So I go over to the door and open it to a crack.

      It’s a cleaner, smiling. “Ma’am, you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Sure? Because someone was shouting in here.”

      I’m crying. Didn’t even realize. Hot tears burning my cheeks. “No. I need help. I can’t do this on my own.”

      “Hey, hey, it’s okay.” She rubs my arms. “You mind if I come in?”

      “No.” I step aside.

      She walks in. “Hey, little guy.” She looks at me, and maybe there’s sympathy in her eyes. “You new to this, huh?” She doesn’t seem to be judging me.

      What do I tell her? I need to spin something. “I just got out of the hospital. Been in since he was born. Caesarian, but my stitches are infected and he had this cough, and my husband left me and…”

      Her face shifts, a flash of rage. “What kind of asshole leaves his wife just after his baby’s born?”

      “I know. Came right out the blue.”

      “Okay, let me help out. Well, everything’s here. That’s a good start.” She tugs out some baby wipes and starts cleaning him. “Don’t worry about all this mess, cleaning was overdue anyhow. You doing okay?”

      I stare up at the ceiling, then realize she’s talking to me. “No, I’m not.”

      “You want to talk about it?”

      “Some asshole stole my car. Took all our stuff. I had all the baby gear in there. Diapers and wipes and a stroller, and my scars are aching.” I wipe away my tears. “I just need to get home.”

      “And you’re so far out of your depth, huh?”

      “Right. I don’t even know what to think.”

      She stuffs something in the trash and she laughs, all bitter. “Happened to me, you know? Third kid. Daryl found some skank over in Bellevue. Of course this was years ago, when Bellevue wasn’t what it is today. And do my kids even speak to me anymore? Hell, no.” She finishes taping up the new diaper. “Well, this one’s good to go.”

      “Thank you so much. I can’t—”

      “Just do me a favor.” She holds him, but doesn’t pass him over. “Take good care of him, okay?”

      I take hold of Ky with a broad smile. “Sure.”

      

      
        
        22:25

      

      

      I walk outside with Ky strapped to me, looking right up at me, hiding under the little hood. The papoose Keegan bought is super cool, pushes us close together.

      Keegan is over by the car, talking on his cell.

      I stop dead. Is he calling the cops?

      Then he smiles at me, holds up his thumb. He’s ended the call by the time I’m over there. He opens the back door of the pickup and loads my stuff in. “I bought you those cookies.” He shows me a bag with some fruit and snacks, and a six-pack of Reuben’s Crikey IPA. “My favorite tipple.”

      “Oh my god, thank you.” I take some of the pre-mixed baby formula and get in front. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      “Don’t sweat it. Happy to help. Found this in the back. It’s my daughter’s from way back when.” He plugs the bottle into a USB warmer attached to his dash. “Be about a minute heating up.”

      We wait there, listening to this old Creed track playing on the radio, Keegan’s thumbs drumming the wheel.

      But I’m really uneasy at being a sitting target like this. The feds can’t track me, and I don’t even know if they’re on to me, but… Something doesn’t feel right.

      The bottle’s red light turns green and I ease it out. Feels nice and warm. Not too hot. Real Goldilocks temperature.

      Ky guzzles it down like Keegan will that IPA when he gets home. “He loves it.”

      “Good.” Keegan sticks the car in gear and trundles through the parking lot. “So where am I dropping you?”

      “Shit, don’t we need gas?”

      Keegan clicks his fingers. “You’re as smart a cookie as those ones I bought you.” He pulls up at a pump and gets out, his window down so he can keep talking to me. “You know, I worked over in England for a couple years. The have these pay at the pump things. You pay, fill, then get a receipt. I hear they got them on the East Coast and in Canada. It’s like the one thing they do better than here.”

      Ky twists his mouth away like he’s had enough, so I set the bottle down in the cupholder. Give him a minute, see if he wants more.

      I let out a deep breath and listen to the drone of the gas filling the tank. Starting to feel better. Got out of Seattle in one piece. More than half the way home.

      The gas stops and Keegan grins with his thumbs up. “Hey, you want anything from the store?”

      I give him two fifties from my stash. “Here.”

      “What’s this?”

      “The deal was I paid for the gas. Do you mind doing it for me? She’s just gone to sleep.”

      “Sure.” Keegan takes one of the fifties and passes me the key. “You need anything from inside? A soda, potato chips maybe?”

      “I’m fine.” I hold up a cookie packet. “Got these.”

      “Watch what you’re doing with them, they give me… Just be careful!” He laughs. “Line up some tunes, would you?” He drums on the door and sets off toward the cashier.

      I ease Ky out of his harness and put him back in his seat. The key’s in the ignition, so I turn it on and start scanning the stations.

      Keegan is in the line inside, drumming with his hands on his jeans. He seems like a grunge guy, so I skip through the pop stations, and know exactly where the right rock station is. It’s playing the end of that last Sidewalk tune, “Spin the Bottle.”

      God, I used to love them, but now… It sounds pretty racist. White dudes doing reggae always does.

      “Cole Delaney and his band Sidewalk there. Gone but not forgotten. A couple of ex-members are coming in to do a session this coming Tuesday with their new band, The Lost Islanders. I’ll play their new track at the top of the hour, but first, here’s Ruth with the news.”

      “Thanks, Dwayne.” A real Midwest drawl, like she’s some farmer’s daughter. “FBI agents and Seattle Police are hunting for Ky Bartlett, the baby son of local financier Landon Bartlett and his wife, Jennifer.”

      My blood runs cold.

      “Landon is the CEO of the Bartlett Foundation, who tonight announced plans to open a cancer center in downtown Seattle. Special Agent in Charge Karen Nguyen had this to say.”

      Inside, Keegan takes his cap off as he moves up in the line. A few other cars out here, so that figures.

      Noise fills the radio station, like they were outside somewhere. “We are urgently seeking a blonde-haired white female. Late teens, early twenties, name presently unknown, but last seen in downtown Seattle around the Greyhound bus station on Royal Brougham Way. If you have any information at this time, please call 911. Thank you.”

      Keegan’s staring right at me from inside. If the radio’s playing in there, he just heard the same thing. Heard my description. Clueless dumb-ass blonde with baby. Two plus two, man.

      What do I do?

      What can I do?

      “In other news, Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella today announced—”

      I snap off the radio and shift over to the driver’s side.

      Keegan bursts out of the station, running toward me. I twist the key and stick it in drive. He grabs at the door handle, but I’m off before he can get to me.

      I shoot off toward the freeway south. In a stolen car. I tug on the seatbelt and watch him disappear in the rearview.

      What the hell am I doing?

      On top of child abduction, I’ve stolen a car from someone who showed me charity? This is what it’s going to be like, isn’t it? Running, fighting everyone.

      Where can I go to escape this now?

      I take a deep breath. How screwed am I?

      I’m probably driving toward a roadblock or something.

      But I see the cell phone on the passenger seat. There’s something stuck to the back of the packet, something I didn’t see before.

      I pull in at the next exit and check it. A printed note, stuck down with a thin roll of tape:

      CALL THIS.

      I tear open the packet and power up the cell, then type in the number and hit dial. It rings and I wait, frowning and sweating.

      “Are you in trouble?” A woman’s voice, sounds like she’s driving. It’s her. My savior.

      “I’m in deep shit.”

      “You’re in Poulsbo?”

      I gasp. “You can track me?”

      “That cell phone. What’s your situation?”

      “This guy helped me and I panicked and I stole his car.”

      She sighs down the line. “Okay, I can meet you.”

      I put the car in drive and cut back onto the freeway. “Thank you.”

      “There’s a gas station in Silverdale, just where the highway splits. I’ll be an hour. Wait for me.” And she’s gone.
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          CARTER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        22:30

      

      

      Carter didn’t know what to think anymore. He was so tired. A full shift and then this. On top of Bill’s bullshit. “You were talking about Boris Zangiev.”

      Chase looked around the interrogation room, eyebrows twitching. “Have you found Ky?”

      “Not yet. But I spoke to your friend Boris.” Carter watched each micro-gesture, trying to pick out the truth. If Chase even knew what the truth was. But nothing seemed to spark at the mention of that name. “He swears blind that he isn’t involved in this. Tight alibi too.”

      A chunk of empty space, but Chase didn’t fill it.

      “How well do you know him?”

      “Well enough to know I shouldn’t trust him.” Chase sat forward, teeth bared. “When I started out, I had all these plans to grow my company, plans that needed more money than I had. And he’s the only guy who would give me it.”

      “So you’re in debt to him?”

      “No. I paid him back, plus interest, then never heard from him again until tonight.”

      “He says Marcus Edwards was visiting Landon to get your brother to sign a contract.”

      “What kind of contract?”

      “Mr. Zangiev said it was about providing security for the opening of your foundation’s cancer center.”

      “That’s what they were discussing?” Chase swallowed hard a few times, muttered something Carter couldn’t catch, then rubbed at his neck. “I made a mistake.”

      “Excuse me? You made me visit Zangiev, and it’s a mistake?”

      “Look, Landon was being secretive and it pissed me off. That’s why we fought like a pair of asshole kids. I wanted to know what was going on. Heck, I’ve never even met my nephew, but if Zangiev was involved, I wanted you to know, so you could rescue him. But Zangiev didn’t do this.”

      “Did Landon tell you anything he’s not telling me?”

      “My brother’s a stubborn asshole. He wouldn’t even tell me if his son’s—” Chase gritted his teeth. “Well.”

      “That isn’t funny.”

      “It’s…” Chase stared up at the ceiling. “I’m sorry for wasting your time. I acted in the best interests of my nephew.”

      “But you have wasted time. A lot of it. I have sixty federal agents out trying to find your nephew, plus three times as many cops. And you’re playing games with me, Chase. You want to tell me what’s really going on?”

      “Nothing’s going on.” Chase slackened off his collar. His white shirt was soaked with sweat. “Landon and I don’t get along.”

      “That’s obvious from you two trying to kill each other earlier. You want to tell me why?”

      “You might just see a pair of entitled assholes.”

      “I see what I see.”

      “When our folks died, Landon used his inheritance to expand the family business.”

      “Venture capital, right?”

      “Right. And he did well, grew it like crazy and sold his firm last year. Made a ton of money for it. You’ve seen his house, right?”

      “So you’re jealous?”

      “A bit.” Chase laughed, bitter and hollow. “I wasted my money on a tech start-up. Started as a social network, then we pivoted a few times. It became an app for firms like Uber and Lyft to get better driver navigation, then it became a stupid VR helmet. You know that phrase, ‘throwing good money after bad’? Well, I acted like I hadn’t. The business had been failing for years, with no direction or plan, and I just kept digging deeper and deeper, tossing more cash onto the dumpster fire. And I needed to get out. But to get out, I needed money, bad, so I went to my brother,” he snarled the word, “but he didn’t help. Said his hands were tied. Ended up selling to GrayBox last year.”

      “The defense contractor?”

      “Sure. You know Richard Olson?”

      “We’ve had dealings. Think I’ve seen that helmet in action once.”

      “Well, Richard paid his money; it’s his problem now.”

      “You sound angry about it.”

      “Because he paid a lot less than I put in. Richard paid ten million bucks. Can you believe it?”

      “I can’t even imagine one million.”

      “Well, it’s a kick in the face considering the amount of time and work we put into it. Not to mention money. Lost over twenty million bucks.”

      “And your brother could’ve backed you?”

      “Right. At the time, I could’ve made that company big. Back then, that helmet was hot, but now everyone has a VR helmet out. Sony, HTC, Valve, Samsung, you name it. Facebook bought Oculus a few years back. Paid billions, and our product could’ve been at least as good. But he didn’t back me.”

      The kind of man Chase Bartlett was, they spend their whole lives lying. Hard to pick out which lies to focus on. “Sounds like a solid motive to me. Revenge.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Don’t doubt it. You lost billions because of your brother, so you abducted his kid.”

      “This is bullshit.”

      “You haven’t been completely honest with me here today.” Carter sat back and shut up.

      Didn’t take long for Chase to crack. “What about?”

      “Zangiev gave me some information that I need to investigate. An additional factor that adds to the motive. How your ex-wife had an affair with your brother.”

      Chase sat back in his chair. “Man…” Eyes shut, he nodded, then opened them to stare hard at Carter for a good number of clicks. He sat forward and reached for the cup of water, tipping it back in one go and wiping his mouth. “It’s a long story.”

      “Sooner you start, the better.”

      Chase played with the empty cup, spinning it around in his fingers and inspecting the clear plastic.

      “Will tearing your fingernails off speed this up?”

      Chase smirked. “I had a ton of stress at work, burning the candle at both ends, working stupid hours. All that jazz. And drinking. Started with a whiskey to take the edge off, you know? Pretty soon, it was a bottle a night.” He set the cup down. “Our son, Todd, he just turned three.” Tears welled up in his eyes. “One night, Jen picked me up from work. She was driving and… this car…” He covered his mouth with a fist. “Todd died.” He clawed at his hair. “Jen was pregnant at the time. She miscarried. We lost two kids that night. I lost my marriage. The lowest point in my life. And I just gave up. Tried to sell my business, to get out of it, but nobody was buying. It still kept on rolling, sucking me deeper under. And a few months later, I heard Jen was having an affair with Landon. I found them in a hotel. My own brother.”

      Was that enough to make Chase abduct his nephew? Carter didn’t know. He’d seen much worse done for much less. “You felt betrayed.”

      “Right. Jen was a therapist at our foundation. Might’ve treated your agent. Tyler, is it? But she couldn’t cope with what happened to Todd. To our unborn daughter. We never tried again, I just drank more and she took on more work at the foundation. Sitting on committees with Landon. Those two spent more and more time together. One day, they just… became an item. My brother seems like a douchebag, but beneath all that tech-bro bullshit, he can be a nice guy. Guess she saw my brother as a way out of her stress.” He scratched at his neck. “They fell in love and she left me.”

      “When was this?”

      “We divorced three years ago, but it took about eighteen months to get to that point. All that time I had to see him at foundation events and meetings. Knowing what he was doing with her.”

      “Sounds like you’d have a strong motive for taking the baby.”

      “What?”

      Carter just shrugged.

      “Look, I was with Landon when this was supposed to have happened.”

      “But you yourself said Boris Zangiev had someone else do it. This blonde woman in the picture. Who is she?”

      A bead of sweat trickled down Chase’s neck. He was quick to wipe it off, but it left a trail. “This has nothing to do with me!”

      Carter just raised his eyebrows.

      “Listen to me. I’m over what happened. I wish Landon and Jen all the best.”

      “Sure?”

      “Really! Why would I take their son? Despite everything that happened between me and Jen, I still love her and don’t want her going through this hell.”

      “You put me on to Boris Zangiev to throw me off the scent? You working with him?”

      “I have no idea who took Ky. I swear.”

      The door opened and Tyler stood there, eyebrows raised. “Need a word, sir.” He nodded at Chase, then disappeared, leaving the door open.

      Carter walked over to the door.

      “When can I get out of here?”

      “You’ll be in here a good while longer, I’m afraid.” Chase still had a good few yards of rope to hang himself with. Carter pushed out into the corridor. “Peterson, what’s up?”

      “Thought you’d want to know—SPD just had a report of a blonde-haired woman with a baby acting strangely at a car rental place over on Bainbridge Island. And she might’ve stolen some guy’s pickup.”
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      The freeway hurtles past and I’m sure eating up the miles, but what am I doing? I pass another pickup going slow, and pull back into the slow lane.

      In the back seat, Ky is finally sleeping like a baby. So cute in that striped romper suit, pink and frilly. His head keeps raising up, then rocking back down.

      Okay, he’s the reason I did this.

      A horn honks, and the dude in the pickup is powering alongside me now. His ball cap is pulled tight, and he’s wearing plaid under navy overalls. Shouting something at me.

      I flip him the bird and hit the gas, easing out in front of him to pass a bus. I hit the brake and pull back in.

      But he isn’t giving up. He’s back alongside me, shouting and screaming and flipping me the bird. Who is this asshole?

      I’ve got nowhere to go. A few cars are clustered up ahead. He’s jerking across the freeway toward me. Comes close to hitting me.

      I pass a sign for Silverdale, indicating a gas station at the next exit.

      I pull into the off-ramp and follow the road. The dude in the pickup is laughing and honking at me.

      Sweet Jesus, that was close. All those months in Seattle and I’d forgotten how many jackasses there were out here.

      The gas station isn’t one of those fancy joints with motels and a Starbucks, just a tiny store in the middle of nowhere. The road runs off toward the mall, but in the dark it’s too hard to see much of it.

      I pull in at the parking lot around back and get out. It’s freezing cold now, the wind feeling like it’s coming from the north of Canada. Ky is still sleeping in the back seat. Poor thing has no idea what he’s been through, but he’s with me now and that’s all that matters.

      The gas station only has one surveillance camera, pointing out front. Probably to stop people leaving without paying, but I haven’t left a trace yet, even with this stolen pickup.

      I need to get out of here, but she told me to wait here. And I’m starving. Those vegan cookies have upset my guts big time. I need some potato chips or something. So I reach in back, pick up Ky in his new pink clothes, and carry him inside.

      The dude at the register is watching TV, yawning into a fist. He looks super-baked, his pupils almost filling his whole eyes. His uniform is stained with pink gloop like he spilled his post-joint milkshake and couldn’t focus on cleaning it properly. He glances at me and yawns again.

      I grab a big bag of chips and a bottle of mineral water, and take them up to the counter.

      “That all, ma’am?”

      “Um, yeah I think so.”

      “You think so?” He giggles, high-pitched and way too loud. Guy is baked. “Two bucks, fifty-three cents.”

      I reach into my wallet and pull out the notes but I don’t have any small change. So I give him a twenty and he stares at it like it’s Martian space money or something.

      The TV news is playing above the counter. “Police are searching for a red Ford F150, possibly heading to Tacoma, Washington. The driver is believed to have abducted Ky Bartlett, the baby son of Landon Bartlett.”

      How did they know so soon?

      Because I stole his pickup, that’s how. Acted like a dumb-ass. Jeez.

      The cashier finishes counting, but he’s so stoned his movements are like half-speed. He looks at the screen, then at Ky.

      I point at the TV, then hug him tight in the papoose. “I can’t imagine what it’d be like to be parted from my Kayla.”

      “Sure are some sick people out there in the world.” He frowns at the change drawer. How hard is counting out a ten, a five, two singles, and forty-seven cents? “Dang, I lost count again.”

      Outside, another car pulls up and a guy hops out and grabs the pump.

      The cashier hits a button to let the gas flow, then goes back to his counting.

      “You know, give me the ten and the five, then put the rest in the goodwill tin.”

      “Sure?”

      “Sure.”

      He seems to take a week to give me the change, like he’s being swindled or something.

      “Thanks.” I snatch it out of his grasp and set off out of the store.

      The other car’s a cab, and the guy looks fried. Thinning hair that should’ve been shaved off years ago. He barely notices me as I shuffle past, heading over to the stolen pickup. I open the back door, then shove all the stuff from Walmart into a single bag, leaving those cookies behind.

      A flash of light and something cold digs into my back. A knife? An arm around my chest and rancid breath over my shoulder. “Get in the car.”
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      Carter stepped out of the helicopter and dashed over to the waiting Suburban, the flashing lights reflecting in the damp asphalt. He got in the back and leaned between the seats. Didn’t recognize either agent—one male, one female. “Let’s go.”

      “Sure thing.” The male agent stuck the car in drive and set off out of the parking lot as the chopper took off.

      Carter got out his cell and searched through the contacts, then hit dial.

      Ringtone. Then voicemail.

      “Peterson, it’s Carter. Call me.” He hit the red button and sat back, watching the road whiz past. He still couldn’t follow the logic, but assuming it was their woman, she must’ve caught the ferry to Bainbridge. Meaning it either wasn’t Marie Edwards who took Ky, or she’d passed him on to a lookalike.

      Hard to escape the feeling it was all slipping through his fingers.

      Carter had to brace as the driver swung a tight turn around a garbage truck hissing and beeping on the quiet street.

      “Sorry about that.” The driver kept looking at Carter. Seemed familiar, but he couldn’t place him. “Agent Doug Hopewell, sir. I loved that seminar you gave on child abductions last month. Real inspiring.”

      Carter flashed a smile at him. “What you guys doing over here?”

      “Tyler Peterson asked us to check the ferries. So me and Lucy here—that’s Agent Lucy Yang, sir—we caught wind of a lead about an hour and a half ago, so we came over. Lucky we were in the vicinity.”

      Carter felt himself sigh. “Tyler didn’t pass that on to me.”

      “It was a dud. Some woman on the ferry.”

      “And yet we got a sighting of someone in the car rental place?”

      “They’re not connected, sir.” Hopewell seemed sure of that.

      Up ahead, two police cruisers sat outside the car rental place, three beat cops making busy work. Only one doing anything useful was a female officer taking the statement from the woman behind the counter.

      Carter hopped down from the Suburban and leaned back in. “Can you get these guys doing something useful?”

      Hopewell let his belt ride up. “Sure thing, sir.”

      Carter strolled over to the office, a flash of his badge enough to get the cops to go back to chatting. Not for long, as the two local agents sidled up to them, showing their badges.

      Inside, it looked like the female officer was wrapping things up. Officer C. Cho. Late twenties maybe, her dyed-blonde hair wrapped up in a bun. She looked around at Carter as he stepped in, then gave one last smile at the attendant and came over to him. “Carter, right?”

      “Right. You want to update me?”

      Cho thumbed behind her at the attendant. “This woman came in, carrying her kid in her arms in, like, a shawl? Not anything suitable. Said she’d had her car stolen, hence needing some wheels.”

      “Say where she was going?”

      “Nope, said she was going to return it here. Needed it four days. Then, when the attendant here asked for ID, this woman started acting crazy. Said she was going easy on her.”

      “When was this?”

      “Hour, hour and a half ago?”

      “So why the delay in calling it in?”

      “Her cell was charging out back, so she only saw the Amber Alert like an hour later, but she called it in right away.”

      “She give any idea what happened to her?”

      “There’s some surveillance video, but it’s not great.”

      Carter couldn’t see any surveillance cameras. Had to be some, though.

      Cho pulled something up on her issued laptop. “Here we go.” She hit play.

      The parking lot outside. Slim and young, so it could be the same woman from the other video. On the screen, she was standing around, looking lost and confused. Hard to figure out much more given how bad the video was. He just had to assume it was their abductor, and that the baby was Ky.

      “You got any idea where she went next?”

      “Well, yeah. She stole this guy’s pickup. Ford F150. Red.”

      “You got a trace on it yet?”

      “No, sir. I called an FBI agent, Tyler Peterson? He added it to the Amber Alert, sir.”

      “Okay, you’ve done great.” Carter flashed her a smile and walked off, letting her get back to the attendant. He got out his cell and hit dial on the last number.

      Answered this time. “Sir, I’ve been—”

      “It’s fine, Tyler. I’m at the car rental place right now. Need an update on the plates on that F150.”

      “Okay, well I’ve followed it over to a Walmart in Poulsbo.”
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      The Walmart staff room was middle-of-the-night quiet. It overlooked the store from above—rows and rows of products, pretty much every single one had a cage poking up as someone restocked overnight.

      The door opened and a local cop walked in, Officer H. Zielemann. Big guy, late thirties, thick moustache; he had the look of an ex-soldier, but also a seasoned cop. “Over here.” He led a woman over to Carter. “Keisha, this man is with the FBI. You need me to hang around?”

      Keisha nodded. Seemed scared out of her wits.

      “Hi, Keisha. So you’re a cleaner here?”

      “Right.”

      “And you know we’re looking for Ky Bartlett, right?”

      “Right. Look, I helped this girl change the kid’s diaper.” She had a deep voice. “She didn’t have any idea what she was doing. I mean, the poor baby was covered in doo-doo.”

      “This is the same woman—”

      Keisha pointed at Zielemann. “He showed me a photo and yes, it’s her. It’s your girl.”

      “And the baby?”

      “A boy.”

      “Definitely?”

      “You think I don’t know the difference? I raised three kids.” She paused, frowning. “God damn, now I think about it, she put girl’s clothes on a boy.”

      “Go on?”

      “She’d bought all this stuff from the store, but she took off blue sleepers and put on this kinda dress thing. Pink. I mean, definitely old-school girl’s clothes.”

      Carter gave her a smile and motioned for Zielemann to step away.

      He got it right away, leaning down to smile at Keisha. “We’ll be right back, okay?” He followed Carter over. “What’s your take on that?”

      “Seems legit.”

      Carter couldn’t disagree. “Okay, can you get me the security video from the store?”

      “What for?”

      “Need to run it against the facial recognition database.”

      “Will do.” Zielemann got out his cell phone and started a call.

      Carter gave him some space and looked over at Keisha. She seemed broken up that she’d let the woman go. That she’d even helped her get away with it.

      Zielemann reappeared, eyes wide. “Just had a report on that pickup at a gas station near Silverdale.”
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      The knife is touching my skin. He’s pierced my hoodie and my shirt, almost pierced my skin. “Shut up!” He reaches around to open the driver door. “Get in the truck, you dumb bitch.”

      “Okay, okay!” I walk around the side of the pickup, holding Ky close to me. He’s awake, a slightly puzzled look on his face.

      “Is he really yours?” And I see his face. It’s Keegan.

      “She’s my daughter. Beverley!”

      “Just get in.”

      There’s no arguing with this guy. I get back in on the driver side, brushing Ky’s soft hair. “It’s okay.”

      The passenger door opens, springs squeak and the knife returns to my side. “I followed you all this way after I helped you? Nobody steals from me, you stupid bitch. Now drive.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “A cop station. You’re that chick on the news. And you’re going to pay for stealing my ride.”

      “That’s not me! Please, I just need to get home with my baby.”

      “No. You’re all over the news. That’s not your kid. I’m taking you to a police station. You can’t do this to people.”

      “I can pay you.”

      “I don’t want money. I want justice.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He smacks me with the back of his hand and my cheekbone cracks off the window.

      Stars flash around my vision.

      He lashes out with the knife, but he’s not cutting me. He’s… He’s hacking at my hair, sawing at it until he’s got a lock of it. Sick bastard. “Now, drive!”

      “I need to put him in the baby seat.”

      “I’m doing it. No funny business. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      He takes the keys out, then takes Ky off me and gets back out.

      I watch him go around and buckle Ky into the seat.

      How the hell did he find me?

      He gets back in and buckles his own seatbelt, both hands occupied. I casually reach up to adjust the mirror, then drive my fist into his crotch, and he squeals. Another punch and he drops the knife into the footwell.

      I reach for it and pick it up. “Stop!”

      He grips my wrist tight, trying to get the knife off of me, but I push forward and the knife grazes his cheek.

      I dive back against the door and hold the knife in both hands. “Stop!”

      He sits back, mirroring me, but with his palms up. “Okay. Let’s be cool.”

      “Stay perfectly still. Keys.”

      He hands them over. “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.” I press the knife against his ear and reach over with my free hand to fumble at his belt, managing to undo it.

      “What are you doing?”

      I tug at it, tearing it through the loops until I’ve wrapped the leather around my left fist. “Now, pull down your jeans.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I’ve cut you once with the knife. I’ll do it again.”

      “Shit.” He pulls down his pants until they’re around his ankles.

      “Open the door.”

      He does.

      “Now get out.”

      He steps down and I smack his skull with the knife’s pommel. He goes down hard on the asphalt.

      I fire up the truck and hit the gas, and jackknife away, flying across the asphalt and out onto the freeway.

      I was supposed to meet the woman there. Shit. So I pull in off the freeway and kill the engine.

      I get out the cell and hit dial, watching Ky in the back as it rings and rings. Up ahead, there’s an alley going to some houses. Seems as good a shot as anything. I could set off along it, put some distance behind me, then maybe call her again.

      So I kill the call and get out onto the parking area, then open the back door. Takes a couple of attempts to get Ky’s buckle undone, but I manage it.

      An arm grabs me from behind and someone pushes me flat against the pickup. Keegan, eyes wide with rage. “You dumb bitch!” He grabs the cell from my coat pocket and snaps it in half, then tosses it. “I’m going to make you pay for this.”

      I kick him in the shin, but he grabs me again, holding my head under his arm. I can taste his stale sweat.

      A cop car thunders toward us on the freeway and I scream at it.

      But the car drives off and Keegan still has hold of me. He’s somehow got the knife and is pressing it against my throat. “We’re going to the cops!” He walks me back toward the car.

      “Please. Don’t do this.”

      “You stole my car!” He grabs me by the hair. “After I helped you? After I bought all that shit for you and your kid?” He pushes me away and my hip cracks off the hood. “That isn’t even your—”

      He drops to the ground, shaking like crazy.

      The woman steps out of the shadows, my savior from Bainbridge. A tight look on her face. She bends down to inspect Keegan, but she’s down there for a few seconds. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m pretty far from okay. What did you do to him?”

      “Taser, and a nice follow-up dose of propofol.” She grabs Keegan’s ankles and drags him into the bushes. Then she comes back. “Is the baby okay?”

      I look in the back of the pickup. Ky’s somehow asleep despite all this. I let out a gasp of relief. “He’s fine.”

      “What happened, Kaitlyn?”

      “I panicked, took this, but he followed me, then…” I’m close to hyperventilating.

      “It’s okay.” She puts a calming hand on my arm. “After we get rid of this, how about I drive you home?”
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      The police cruisers set off along the freeway, two racing ahead, one staying at a snail’s pace, a lone flashlight searching the foliage at the roadside.

      Windy as hell out here, so Carter tugged his windbreaker tight. Not that it did much.

      A cop sidled up to him, thumbs tucked into his body armor. Officer M. Teng. “Sir, my guys are searching the freeway. Nothing so far.”

      “You got hold of the surveillance footage yet?”

      “Manager is just pulling up now.” Teng pointed at a beat-up old Chevy pulling in.

      A three-hundred-pound man got out, a couple days’ worth of stubble on his face. The gas station manager, looking seriously pissed at his business being shut by the feds.

      Teng left Carter, cutting the manager off at the pass.

      Carter walked inside the gas station. The attendant was standing by the register, talking to another local cop. Looked to all the world like a regular transaction, just two guys shooting the breeze about the ball game. The cop spotted Carter and backed off.

      Carter smiled at the clerk and showed his cell. “Sir, did you see this woman?”

      The attendant inspected the photo on the screen, but his irises were like eight-balls, virtually all pupil. Stoned out of his skull. “Could be.” He thumbed at the cop. “I was just telling Officer Lebowski here…” He giggled. “Great movie. You any relation to The Dude?”

      Carter stepped between them. “Sir, I need you to focus here, okay? Was this the woman?”

      “I said it could be. Some chick came in, bought some potato chips and…” He frowned. “Maybe a soda? Could be water. Paid cash, though. A twenty. Got me to stick the change in the goodwill box.”

      “Okay, did you see where she went?”

      “Dude, this cab drove in and I served the guy. No idea what happened to the chick.”

      Carter knew he wasn’t getting anything else out of him. Knew that going off full bore on him wasn’t worth it, no matter how much he felt like shaking him sober.

      Teng appeared in a doorway by the soda fountain in the back of the store, beckoning Carter through.

      Carter followed him into a tiny office. He got a grunt from the manager, who was sitting in front of a surveillance system. Just one camera, by the looks of it. The video was winding backward, then stopped, then played on double speed. A Ford F150 pulled up into the gas station, then slipped off.

      The manager looked over at Carter. “That’s the parking lot at the side.”

      That tallied with the attendant’s story of her not buying gas. “Keep it playing.”

      The video wound on, and a woman stepped around the bottom of the image, on the narrow sidewalk outside the store.

      “Freeze it.” Carter leaned in close and squinted at it. This was her, the woman who took Ky. And Carter had lost her again.

      Teng stepped away to take a call on his radio.

      Carter handed a business card over to the manager. “Can you get this to Agent Tyler Peterson, please?”

      The manager stared at it, maybe weighing the pros and cons of denying the FBI a crucial lead. “That isn’t my policy.”

      “Sure? Having some half-baked dude manning the register doesn’t strike me as the move of a careful business owner.”

      The manager nodded, probably deciding that playing ball was better than feds investigating him. “Sure.”

      Teng reappeared and leaned in to Carter. “Sir, one of my guys is about a hundred-fifty yards down the freeway. You’re going to want to see this.”
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      Teng’s headlights caught his guy by the side of the freeway, flagging them down. Traffic cones led them out into the left lane, then Teng pulled over.

      Carter got out and jogged over after Teng.

      A Ford pickup sat at the side of the freeway. Teng shone his flashlight inside, pointing at a baby seat in the back. “That match your description?”

      Carter peered inside. The sterility of a rental, no real traces of the driver or any passengers. An open can of soda in the front.

      Another couple of beat cops were over across the barrier, crouching down. “Mike! We found a guy!”

      Carter charged off, blood pumping in his ears now. “Dead?”

      “No, just unconscious.” The cop thumbed behind him. “Giving him some first aid. Ambulance on its way.”

      Beyond the barrier, a man knelt by a bramble patch, helped up by two cops. Plaid shirt, jeans, Mariners baseball cap. One of the officers tried to help him up, and the guy stumbled.

      Teng stroked his back. “Sir, there’s an ambulance en route. You’re going to be okay.”

      “Please, no ambulance. My insurance is crappy.”

      “Sir, you’ve been assaulted.”

      “No ambulance!” The man pushed up to standing under his own steam and stood there, tottering like he was going to fall over at any second.

      Carter stepped closer, nudging the helping cop aside. “What’s your name, sir?”

      “Keegan. Keegan Beckman. Goddamn bitch.”

      “Who is?”

      Keegan stared at him, but his pupils were swiveling around. Probably concussed. Definitely battered and bruised. “This little bitch. I helped her at the car rental place. Her and her kid. Even bought her stuff from Walmart. Bitch stole my ride!”

      “She stole your car?”

      “My pickup.” Keegan leaned in to Teng, let him take his weight. “But I knew where she was going, so I hailed a cab and followed her, just like in the movies. And it worked. I spotted the truck at a gas station back there.”

      “Did she say where she was going?”

      “Grayland?”

      Carter knew it. Little place way out on the coast. “Do you have any idea who she is?”

      “Dude, I’m just a Good Samaritan. Was giving her a lift to Belfair.”

      “Belfair?” Carter nodded along with it. Could be Grayland was to throw him off her scent. Then again, Grayland could be the place.

      “That’s as far as I could take her, but she betrayed me, man. Said her name was Jennifer. Kid’s called Beverley. Told me this story about going to college in the city, got knocked up by someone. Hard to know what’s true in any of that.”

      “Sir, once you’ve been released from the emergency room, one of these officers will take your statement, okay? Once we catch her, we will prosecute her.”

      “Thank god for that. But I don’t want any trouble.”

      Meaning he was up to something.

      “I told you, I can’t afford an ambulance. I just want my ride back.” He patted his pockets like he was searching for his keys, then pulled something out with a frown. One quick look and he put it away again.

      Carter grabbed his arm. “What was that?”

      “Nothing.”

      “So show me.”

      Keegan snorted. “Make me.”

      Carter shot a look at Teng, gesturing for him to clear off. He waited for him to get the message and comply, then stepped in real close. Close enough to smell his aftershave and the stale beer on his breath. “I make you and you’ll definitely need that ambulance.”

      Keegan couldn’t even look at him. He pulled his hand out of his pocket, holding up a lock of blonde hair.

      What the hell?

      Carter snatched it off of him. “You took this from her?”

      “It’s my daughter’s. In case I missed her.”

      “So why isn’t it in a fancy locket or something?”

      Keegan didn’t have an answer.

      Typical power play. Carter put it in his pocket, half pleased to have some forensic evidence, but half disgusted at this creep. “So, let me guess. You took it as a power play? Show your dominance of her. Diminish her strength without having to beat her?”

      “Dude, this isn’t—”

      “You know, there’s an escalation path to serial killers—starts with setting fires, goes to rape, but it usually involves freaky shit like this. We’re going to investigate you, my friend. See if you have that daughter. See what else you’ve taken from people.”

      Keegan stared off into the distance. “You got my ride?”

      “We’ve recovered the vehicle.”

      Carter smiled at Teng and took him to the side. “What’s your take on this?”

      “Seems to stack up, sir. She stole a truck from the guy. He followed her here and… I mean, he seems shady, but so does half the state. One thing I don’t get. Why did she steal the truck? He was driving her out this way, anyway.”

      Carter folded his arms and rested against Teng’s vehicle. “Could be a stopping off point, but it could be exactly what we need. But it’s likely he was going to rape her.” He held up the hair. “Taking a souvenir already.”

      Teng watched his cops helping Keegan over the barrier. “My brother’s based in Grayland and I’ve got contacts in Belfair. I can get people going around with that photo?”

      “Okay, do it. But I don’t hold out much hope.” Carter took out his cell and found the grainy shot from the gas station, the only real lead they had. “It’s like she’s a teenager. Thin too. Not too short.” He pointed over to Keegan. “And she did that to him? Really?”

      Teng shrugged. “Could’ve taken a Krav Maga self-defense class?”

      “This is brutal. Someone took the guy down. Someone who knew what they were doing. No cuts and bruises, aside from that slash on his temple. And he was out of it.”

      “You think a pro did this?”

      “Taser, then an injection. Would explain that.” Carter felt himself warming to it. He held up his cell again. “And I don’t buy her being able to do that. She’d let him take that hair off her. Has to be something else to the story. Someone helping her.”

      “Okay, that’s way above my pay grade.” Teng smiled. “I’ll take him to the hospital myself, and stay so I can haul him over the coals afterwards, okay? See what sticks.”

      “Good idea. Ten bucks says he’s raped at least once. My guys will be in touch in the morning.” Carter stuffed his hands in his pockets and watched Teng help Keegan into the back of his car.

      He exhaled slowly. Whoever took the baby was still an Unsub. Unknown Suspect. And he had no further leads. He needed to get back to Seattle.
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      She drives us through Bremerton, taking it nice and slow. The downtown area is so different from when I left just over a year ago. So much has changed—it’s gentrifying like it’s becoming Seattle. That old mom-and-pop pizza place is now shut down. The dive bar alongside is now some hipster tap bar. The cinema is still showing the new Ghostbusters movie. Seems like that’s caught the hipster bug too.

      But the people don’t change.

      A young guy in navy uniform powers along the street, like he’s marching somewhere. Doesn’t seem much older than me.

      The dive bar on the corner is still there, where my pop used to “hang out” as he called it. An old-timer staggers out into the night—thick beard, denim dungarees, baseball cap, green polo.

      Ky’s tucked in tight in the papoose, and there’s so much warmth between us.

      “That guy back there, will he be okay?”

      She looks over at me. “He had a knife to you. He was going to take you to the cops.”

      “I stole his car.”

      “He was going to take you to the police.”

      “You went to town on him. I mean, that was badass.”

      She sniffs and pulls in. “This is as far as I can take you.”

      My street’s just five blocks away. “Thanks for the lift.”

      “There’s no sign of any surveillance, but you need to be vigilant, okay? And you need to stay vigilant.”

      “I don’t know if I’m cut out for this.”

      She gives me a warm smile. “Relax, you’ll get better at this. You’ve made it this far. Being on the road all the time ain’t easy, but it’s not that hard. Just make sure you constantly assess everything, and live in the moment. Don’t overthink things, but don’t underthink them either. Develop your gut instinct and you’ll be fine.”

      “Thank you.” I open the door and get out onto the familiar pavement. The smell of pencil shavings and sea salt and that sharp wind. I shut the door and she drives off, leaving me alone. I walk on, passing so many familiar homes. Friends from school, still stuck here. Bremerton High School feels even more like a prison than when I was a student there. There’s a new food bank on the right, advertising for Thanksgiving donations already. While some things are getting better over here, some are getting much worse.

      Then I’m on my old street. Our home looks exactly the same as the night I walked out. The truck and Mom’s Honda out front. But it seems so small, so much smaller than I remember. A tiny gray wooden box butting right up against next door, both backyards filled out with extensions.

      I check both ways, hold Ky tight, and cross the road. My heart thuds, getting louder and harder with each step. I step up onto the front stoop and knock on the door.

      The door opens and my Mom peers out into the night. “Oh my lord!” Her mouth hangs open, a perfect O, then she slaps a hand over it. She’s stooping, and seems a lot older, like the last fifteen months have aged her a decade. Same red dye-job she had when I was born, but it jars with the lines on her face. “Kaitlyn!”

      I step back. “It’s me, Mom.”

      “My god.” She lurches forward to hug me but stops. “Is that a baby?”

      And it all pours out of me. Tears and rage, both twisting my face until I can’t control it. A little whimper escapes my lips. “Mom, I need help.”

      Mom scans around the street. “Come inside.”
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      The lights are still on in the house. Layla sits outside Bremerton High School, just a block away from their house. Too quiet to stay here for that long, but she’s being paid to sit this out. She sucks in a deep breath, the air nice and warm. It’s freezing outside, but the rental’s heater is nuclear. The Washington chill never used to affect her, but she was acclimated to the desert heat now.

      Helping a child abductor isn’t sitting right with her, no matter how much she’s getting paid. It’s way too close to home. She gets out her burner and calls him.

      He actually answers this time. “I can’t speak long.” Sounds like he’s in a small room. “Listen, I need you to—”

      “Relax. It’s been dealt with.” The house is dark and sleeping. “Kaitlyn’s safe at home. Mom is looking after her and the kid.”

      “Okay, don’t give me the address. Plausible deniability and all that.”

      “Why are you protecting her?”

      “I’m paying you, okay? No questions. No answers. Just keep a watchful eye on her.”

      “I’ve seen the Amber Alert. I didn’t sign up for the FBI.”

      “Is this you asking for more money?”

      “Don’t count on me again. This is the last time. Tomorrow, I’ll be in the wind.” Layla zips the coat right up to her chin. “You need to tell me what’s going on here.”

      “This won’t blow back on you.”

      “You know my feelings on child abductions.”

      “And I told you, this is different.”

      He’s giving me nothing. “She needs training if she’s going to evade them for any amount of time.”

      “She’s managed this far.”

      “Not without my help. First, I had to save Kaitlyn from a sticky situation. She stole some asshole’s pickup. I took care of him, but the cops will be all over it.”

      “What’s the other thing?”

      “Right. Marie Edwards was at the bus station. I dealt with her too. That means Zangiev knows about Kaitlyn.”

      “Why do you think I called you? Zangiev has a leak in the police force. Maybe a few.” Sounds like a door opens. The line goes dead.

      Layla sits there, wondering if she’s doing the right thing.

      What has he gotten her into? Some girl abducting a baby… it’d need to be a very good reason. Is it worth any amount of money?

      She pulls her laptop out of her backpack and opens the location tracker. It takes a few seconds, but it homes in on Xander Delgado, says he’s back home in Olympia.

      She leans back in her seat. Used to feel like it’d be never, but her mission was finally getting close to completion.

      Tomorrow.
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      Carter pulled into the Field Office garage just as his cell rang. Teng. He pulled into his space and hit answer. “What’s up?”

      “Sir, I’m still at the gas station. My guys are drawing a blank in their search for this woman. You okay to send them home for the night?”

      Carter pushed back into the headrest. Nothing to be gained from pissing off local cops out there. “Sure.”

      “I’ve got a gang of two-fifty pound assholes going to tear him apart about this lock of hair. It’s giving me the creeps, I swear.”

      “Let me know how it goes.”

      “Okay. We, uh, found a cell phone near the locus.”

      Carter sat up. “Go on?”

      “Trouble is, it’s fried.” Teng paused. “I mean, it could be some old guy’s cell, but this is all smashed up. Makes me think burner. Out this way, I wouldn’t expect to find a burner either. Seattle, sure. Whether it’s anything to do with your case? Who knows.”

      “Seems mighty coincidental to me. Like someone destroying evidence.”

      “Or it could be a meth lab out here. Could be anything.”

      “Can you send it over here? I’ll get my forensics guys on it; it’s amazing what they can recover.”

      “Will do. Strange thing is there’s a note on the back of the cell, taped to it. Says ‘CALL THIS,’ and it’s got a cell number below.”

      “You ran it?”

      “Looks like a burner. Bought from a convenience store in Bellevue. Pre-paid credit. Chasing down the owner of the store as it was bought with a credit card.”

      “That could give us a lead. Call me the second you hear.”

      “Sure.”

      Carter sat forward, his thumb hovering over the end call button. “Thanks, officer. You’ve been a rock star tonight.”

      “Just doing my job, sir.” Carter thought he could detect a proud smile in the words. “I gotta go.”

      Carter killed the call and sat back, rubbing at his temples. He left his car and trudged over to the elevator.

      It pinged, and SAC Karen Nguyen stepped out. “Max.” She clicked her tongue a few times. “I take it you haven’t recovered Ky yet?”

      “I’d call you the second I had a whiff of it.”

      “Right, sure.” She snorted. “I’m returning to the Bartletts’. I was hoping for some good news, but… Well? I assume you’ve got nothing?”

      “That’s not quite correct. We’re getting somewhere.”

      “It’s okay to admit defeat.” She patted his arm. “Need you to pass the case to Lori, then get home. Fresh as a daisy for the morning, Max.”

      Carter’s cell rang. He checked the display. Teng’s number. He answered it with a finger raised to Nguyen and walked off. “What’s up?”

      “That cell number, the credit card is registered to an Azra Gündoğan.”

      Carter felt his blood chill. His mouth went dry.

      “That mean something to you?”

      “Can you email that to me?” Carter killed the call and walked back to Nguyen. “Karen, I traced a burner from out there to Layla al-Yasin.”

      Nguyen held the elevator door. “What?”

      “Someone called a cell phone registered to an alias of Layla al-Yasin.”

      “Max, I need proof.”

      “I’m getting it.”

      She stepped back into the elevator with him. “I’m worried you’re seeing patterns that don’t exist here. She’s the one who got away, and you’re connecting coincidences.”
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      Mom leads me into the kitchen, warm as ever. The familiar smell of cleaning products and some meaty cooking.

      I slump down at the table. Just like the old days, except for the baby hanging around my neck. I loosen the straps and rest Ky’s papoose against the painted wood, flaking in places, then ease him out and give him a deep hug. His diaper smells okay, be good for a few hours at least.

      “Can I get you a drink, Kaitlyn?”

      I would kill for a wine. “Any orange juice?”

      “Fresh out.” Mom is acting weird—totally expected. She keeps staring at Ky in my arms. “What about a hot chocolate?” She’s grinning now. “Just like you used to have after school?”

      Her grin’s infectious and I feel my own tugging at my cheeks. “Okay, Mom.”

      She pours milk in a mug and stirs cocoa powder in, then puts it in the microwave. It starts rattling and Mom sits next to me, reaching out. “Can I?”

      “Sure.”

      Mom takes Ky, holding him up high. “What’s her name?”

      “Cole. He’s a boy.”

      Where did that come from? Oh… Sidewalk. The song playing in Keegan’s car, and he used to own Landon’s house…

      “Why’s he wearing pink then?”

      “It’s complicated. I had to borrow some clothes.”

      “Well, I don’t want my grandson growing up all confused.”

      “Mom, that’s not very woke.”

      “Not very what?”

      “Never mind.”

      The microwave pings and Mom passes Ky back to me then trudges over. She stirs my drink then puts it back in. “You hungry?”

      “I could eat a horse, Mom.”

      “Okay. Let me fix you a plate.” Mom passes me my hot chocolate then starts fussing around in the pantry.

      I let out a deep breath, one I didn’t know I was holding. This kitchen used to feel all homey and warm; now it doesn’t feel like I belong here anymore. The corners of the room seem dark, the long shadows hiding demons. Everything’s now a threat.

      Mom comes back and slides a plate in front of me. Home-cooked meatloaf and mashed potatoes. Dill pickles and sauerkraut. “That used to be your favorite.”

      “Still is, Mom.” I give her Ky and take a hungry bite of potato and don’t chew it much, just swallow. Even cold, it tastes amazing. “So good.”

      “Does Cole need feeding?”

      “I tried him recently, but he’s not hungry.”

      “So you can look after him, but not yourself?”

      “Mom…” I take a big bite of meatloaf and potatoes to stop me talking.

      She jogs Ky on her lap. “How long are you two planning to stay?”

      I finish chewing and swallow. “How long am I welcome for?”

      “Forever.” Mom smiles, then cranes her neck to peer down at him. “We’ll need to get your old crib in. It’s still in Duke’s workshop.”

      I rest my fork on the edge of the plate. “Where is Duke?”

      Mom tickles Ky—Cole, I need to get into that habit—under the chin. “This one needs to get to bed. Come on.”
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      They were in the room where Carter interviewed Chase. That ticking clock was now less an irritant to the suspect, more a reminder to him that each passing second made the successful recovery of Ky Bartlett that much less likely. The table was covered in paperwork and both of their laptops.

      Lori looked up from her notebook with her usual frown. “Did anyone go around Grayland or Belfair?”

      “The local cop was going to get some cops on it.”

      “On this creep.” Lori raised her eyebrows. “Right. I’ll chase him up, then.”

      “Teng seems like a good guy.”

      “Even so, I want to make sure we’re in charge, not them.”

      “Never change, Lori.”

      “Don’t plan to.” She rifled through her notebook. “And as far as I can tell from Elisha, we’ve taken statements from all the neighbors, ran all the usual private surveillance, but nobody saw anything.”

      “Figures for that kind of neighborhood.”

      “Speaking of which, I just caught up with Tyler Peterson. He doesn’t think there’s enough on the gas station surveillance to identify her.”

      “Is there a ‘but’?”

      “Not really. Her hooded top and baseball cap mask her face. She’s smart.”

      “Or she’s lucky, which can give the same result.”

      “He showed me a video of this Keegan Beckman guy threatening her with a knife. Stuck it in her back, walked her over to the truck.”

      “A knife?”

      “Right. Not sure what happened inside the vehicle, but the guy ended up with his jeans around his ankles, sprawled out on the asphalt.”

      Carter didn’t know what to make of it. An attempted rape gone wrong? She seemed to turn the tables on him. And she seemed way too lucky for his liking. Not that almost being raped was lucky.

      Then again, a kidnapper getting kidnapped…

      “Max, I said, he’s clearly had his ass felt. Asphalt. Get it?”

      Carter laughed. “Sorry. It’s been a long day and I really need to get out of here.”

      “Right. Well, my assessment is you’re struggling to find any leads.”

      Carter folded his arms. “I can’t get to the bottom of it, but maybe you can.”

      “I’m not busting your ass here. Look, someone needs to ride this Keegan guy hard. Last-known person to see the suspect and baby. I’ll head over the Sound and interview him. I’ve got the forensics guys heading there, want them to process his vehicle down to the goddamn atoms. Assuming we recover Ky, this’ll go to prosecution pretty damn quick.”

      “Okay. It seems like this girl’s been getting lucky, but nobody’s that lucky. The last big case we caught, the guy was an ex-marine. It was impossible to pin him down or get a hold of him. Identifying him needed a boatload of luck on our side. Feels like all the luck here is with her, not us.”

      “Luck runs out eventually, Max.”

      “I hope so.”

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I think she’s had help from Layla al-Yasin.” Carter pushed over Teng’s email proof. “There’s evidence linking her to this attack on our friendly neighborhood hair clipper.”

      She took a look at the email then snorted. “David.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “My ex-husband. He’s been sniffing around this case. Usually I get two, maybe three calls a month from him. Today, my cell’s been ringing constantly.”

      “You know what he’s after?”

      “Getting close to this case. Layla al-Yasin worked for him, remember?”

      “Wait a second.” Carter narrowed his eyes. “Landon had Rosita vetted by Lownds and Karevoll. Is he involved in his own kid’s abduction?”

      “We’ve both seen much weirder things happen.”

      “Should we speak to him?”

      “Max…”

      “Get home, get some rest while the whole state’s sleeping.”

      Carter’s cell blasted out. He checked the display. An international call, England if he had to put money on it. He bounced it. “So, should we? Landon’s actions don’t stack up with someone worried about his missing son. He’s got a hook in to Layla al-Yasin.”

      “I’ll get in there with him.” Lori leaned back and yawned. “What’s your take on Chase?”

      Carter stared at the clock. “My take is he’s up to something, but I just don’t know what. I asked Dane Rodgers to go through the old, ‘Let’s go over your statement again, then backwards’ shtick.”

      “Getting anywhere?”

      “That’s the thing, Lori. His whole story stacks up. Receipts and GPS, you name it. Chase could’ve done something, but he could just as easily be innocent.”

      “So why is he still here?”

      “Because I get the feeling he’s playing us. He’s got an angle with his brother.”

      “The ex-wife?”

      “Right. And he’s thrown us at Boris Zangiev, and I just don’t know how he fits in either.” Yawning, Carter ran a hand over his face. “Family abductions throw people. I’d suggest letting him go; stick a tail on him, see if he shakes anything loose.”

      “Not a bad plan.”

      “I’ll leave it with you.” Carter stood up to leave. But his damn cell phone rang again. Same English number. “Someone in England keeps calling me. It’s almost two a.m.”

      “They probably know that, Max. It could be important.”

      She was right. So Carter sat down and answered it. “Hello?”

      “Max Carter?” A gruff English accent, not a million miles away from Bill’s.

      “That’s me. Who am I speaking to?”

      “Detective Chief Inspector Christopher King. I head up a Murder Investigation Team in the London Metropolitan Police.”

      Carter stared up at the clock. “You know what time it is?”

      “I do. I’ve been trying your office number for the last week, but haven’t been able to get hold of you.”

      “News to me.”

      “Well. Are you acquainted with a William James Carter?”

      Carter jerked forward, making Lori frown. A London cop calling him? And a murder cop at that? What the hell had Bill done? “He’s my father.”

      “I need to speak to you about him.” Sounded like the guy was smiling. “Over a video call. I was merely giving you the courtesy of arranging it.”

      “Video?” Carter’s mouth was dry. That meant something serious. “You need to tell me what this is about.”

      “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to divulge that. But can we say Monday morning, ten a.m. your time?”

      “I’d need to check my calendar.”

      “I’ve got your email address. How about I send something through and we can arrange it that way?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “I assume you’ve got access to our encrypted service?”

      “We do.”

      “Then I look forward to seeing your face.” And King was gone.

      Carter let out a deep sigh and slumped back in the chair.

      Lori was frowning at him. “You okay, Max?”

      “You hear any of that?”

      “Just your half.” Her frown was back again, deeper. “Something about your father?”

      Carter felt a jolt run down his spine. “He wouldn’t say what. English cop. London. Homicide.”

      “You okay?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “You can talk to me, you know?”

      “I know, but…”

      “Suit yourself.” Lori turned to a page at the back of her notebook. She looked hurt.

      “Lori, it’s nothing to do with you, it’s…” The pain gnawed at Carter’s guts. “The whole reason I do this job is because of him and what he did. When I was a kid, Bill abducted me from out of school. A year later, my mom died in a car accident. Even though she killed herself, Bill’s felt guilty about it ever since.”

      “And you think this is related?”

      “Bill’s a shady guy at the best of times. Who knows?”

      Lori shut her notebook and sat back, eyes wide. “Max, a few years back, when I was based in Quantico, I worked a serial-killer case, supporting the Miami Field Office. I worked with this English cop on secondment there. Senior guy in the London Metropolitan Police. We kept in touch; he’s a good guy.” She paused, swallowing hard. “I could ask him to do some digging for me. See what’s going on.”

      “I’d appreciate it.”
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      I put Ky down in my old crib. Cole. Damnit, I need to practice that. Make it second nature.

      Cole lies there, tucked into his blanket, eyes flickering open and shut. Then he’s gone, his mouth opening slightly and his breath deepening.

      I finally let mine slip out.

      Mom pats my arm and holds up an old baby monitor. Looks like it should be in a museum or thrift store, but Mom loves to hoard. She clips it on and gets the green light, then gives me a thumbs up. She whispers, “Come on,” and leads me back to the kitchen, our gentle steps making the boards creak. She rests the receiving monitor against the tub of sauces in the middle of the table. “Your food’ll be cold.”

      “Like it already was…” I laugh then scarf some more down. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Don’t mention it.” A loud and contented sigh rasps out of the speaker. “I’m surprised that thing still works after all this time.”

      “Mom, this meatloaf is so good.”

      “You need to keep your strength up now that you’re a mother, Kaitlyn. Let me guess, you had a breakfast burrito and skipped lunch?”

      I can’t look her in the eye. Instead, I slurp the last of my hot chocolate, almost lukewarm now.

      “You need to eat, my girl.” She takes my empty cup. “You want any more cocoa?”

      “Just a glass of milk. Thanks.”

      “Sure thing.” Mom hobbles over to the icebox and fills a glass with half-and-half. She places it in front of me like she’s still waitressing. “I haven’t seen you for fifteen months, and now you turn up with a baby and no sign of the father.”

      Here we go.

      I bite into a pickle and take my time chewing it. How much do I give her? Everything, I suppose. “The father left me.”

      Her hand goes to her chest. “Who is he?”

      “He’s this tech bro douchebag, Mom.”

      “A what?”

      “He works in tech.” She still seems mystified. “IT. Computers.” That gets a nod, but I don’t think she quite gets it. This town is so physically close to Seattle, but you’d think it was light-years away. “His name is Keegan Hendricks. Grew up in LA, went to MIT, then worked in Silicon Valley. Few years back, he moved to Seattle, worked at Microsoft and Amazon.”

      “It sounds like he’s older than you, Kaitlyn.”

      “Ten years.”

      “What did I tell you about older men?”

      “Mom, please.”

      “How did you meet?”

      “I worked in this bar. He used to drink there with his buddies. Then he started coming in on his own, and we hit it off. Went on a date and… You want me to fill you in on the rest?”

      “I can imagine.” Mom lowered herself into her chair. “Where is he now?”

      “At home, I presume.”

      “You presume? Oh, Kaitlyn, he’s married, isn’t he?”

      “Was. He’s single. Divorced back in San Fran. He’s not on the scene anymore.”

      “What did you do?”

      I down the milk in one go and wipe my hand. “Why do you assume it was me who messed up? Huh?”

      Mom raises her eyebrows in that real judgey way, just like she always does. “I wonder why, Kaitlyn.” Her voice is getting real loud now. “Is it really over? Can’t you make up?”

      “He’s not a nice person. Trust me. I found out the hard way.”

      “We can sue him for paternity, okay? He’ll pay you and—”

      “Mom. Give me a break, okay? This is all fresh to me. Sure, I want to take that bastard for all he’s worth, get on his medical insurance, get him to pay for Cole’s school and upbringing.” Almost slipped there. “But I need to sort myself out first. Okay?”

      Mom stares at me for a few seconds, then rests her head in her hands, her elbows cracking off the wooden table. “How could you, Kaitlyn?”

      “Had to learn something from you, huh?”

      And that does it. She looks over, her face filled with fury, twisted up, teeth bared. Anger. Pain. Resentment. Disappointment. She snorts again. “That baby monitor is crackling and keeps cutting out.” She gets to her feet. “I’ll go to the store.” Acting like it’s all okay.

      “Mom, the store is miles away. I don’t want to be alone.”

      “It’s okay. They opened a new twenty-four hour one just around the block. Been real handy since… Well.” She grabs her coat and wallet. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “Wait.” I walk over to the door and hug her. “I’m sorry, Mom. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “It’s fine. We’ll put it behind us, okay?” She smiles at me. “They opened a twenty-four-hour store last year, just after you left. They have everything. A whole aisle of paint. Can you imagine?”

      “Mom, where’s Duke?”

      She opens the front door and holds it. “He’s not well, Kaitlyn.” She pecks me on the cheek then leaves, the door clicking not slamming. Seconds later, her Honda sparks into life, spluttering like a heavy smoker.

      Duke would never let it get like that.

      Where is he?

      I grab the monitor off the table and listen to Ky—damnit!—to Cole’s soft breathing and gurgling. He’s safe here. I’m safe here. Just for how long?
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      “I’ll be in touch, but take care getting home.” Special Agent Lori Alves hadn’t let her good cop act slip any. “Sure you don’t want a lift back?”

      “I’ll get a cab.” Chase smiled at her. “Or I might walk.”

      “Okay. Well, good night.” She opened the Field Office’s door and let him out.

      The cold air hit Chase’s face like a sheet of ice in north Alberta. His breath plumed in the air and freezing rain lashed his face. With a final nod, he walked off down Third toward Madison. Pretty much a straight run up there, mostly avoiding Capitol Hill. Be about an hour, but the rain was starting to do a good job of clearing his head.

      He stopped at the crosswalk and glanced behind him. No sign of a tail, but he crossed the road and set off up Madison.

      If the FBI had anything on him, they would’ve already presented him with it. They wouldn’t let him walk out the door. Unless there was a car following him. Maybe an agent on foot.

      A homeless guy pushed his shopping cart over the road despite the cars flying at him. Two businessmen chatted about who was the best Batman actor.

      Both would fit.

      He sped off up the street. Maybe he should get a Lyft to drop him at his car down the street from Landon’s. And Jen’s. He waited at the next crosswalk, I-5 rumbling away below.

      A car pulled up next to him, the window down. Marie Edwards, pouting at him. “You want a lift, friend?”

      Worse than the FBI, he was now in the shit with Zangiev, someone you didn’t want to get in the shit with. He’d set off a powder keg. He checked back for any traffic in case he could jaywalk away from her, but there was a flood heading his way. “No, Marie. I’m good.”

      “That’s a matter of perspective.” She grinned. “Mr. Zangiev wants a word.”

      “He has my cell number. Get him to call me in the morning.”

      “You know Boris. Not a man you want to mess with. He ain’t happy with the FBI visiting him. Not happy I’m on their radar too. I was in there for hours. Just got out.”

      “I’ll avoid him then.”

      “No, no, no. He wants to see you. Now.”

      Chase tried to process his options. Nothing stuck, nothing seemed possible. Nobody around to hear his cry for help. Those possible tails had disappeared.

      “Do me a favor, Chase, and get in the car, would you?”

      “Okay.” Chase opened the door and took his time sitting down. Checking out the interior for anything suspicious.

      Just Marie behind the wheel, dressed to kill. “You better put your seatbelt on.”

      Chase reached up for the belt, but it stuck. He tugged at it, but it wouldn’t come. He twisted around.

      Something pricked his neck.

      Everything went black.
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      I walk down the hall, past the room Cole is sleeping in, and stop outside the door with the Man Cave sign. Sounds like Pulp Fiction. Again. I ease the door open and peer in.

      On the giant screen, John Travolta and Uma Thurman are dancing barefoot. Duke’s splayed out on a sofa, tugging on a hand-rolled cigarette. Smells like dope. Baseball cap and green overalls, like he’s just been toiling in his workshop. But he’s super thin and looks a generation older than Mom. “Kaitlyn?” He doesn’t sit up, but his eyes are wide like a scared cat. “What are you doing here?”

      I step inside and it’s like an icebox in there. The window’s open wide. “Mom went to the store.”

      Some pictures hang on the wall, a long row, all artfully framed, all black and white, with Duke rocking on a stage with a Fender Jazz bass, weighing about eighty pounds more, looking about twenty years younger. I was there, and it was only two years back.

      Duke turns off the screen and takes another rasping toke on his joint. “That’s not what I asked.”

      “It’s a long story.” I smile at him. “Not so long ago you’d have given me hell about a joint.”

      “Times change, Kittycat. This is medicinal, not recreational.” He twists his bony neck around to exhale at the open window. “I have cancer.”

      It hits me like a train. I collapse into the seat opposite. “Cancer?”

      “Smoking this helps manage the pain.” He takes off his cap. His hair’s almost entirely gone. “Getting chemo, but it’s stage three. Docs says it’s still hopeful, but I think he’s just stringing me along.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “No.” He fixes me with a hard stare. “Why would you?”

      “Shit. I’m so sorry, Duke.”

      “You gotta go sometime, right?” He laughs and takes another pull on his joint. As the smoke claws up to the open window, his face darkens, like we’re about to have one of those chats. “I overheard the conversation with your mother. You kinda went too far, Kittycat. Don’t speak ill of the dead. Didn’t I teach you that?”

      I don’t have an answer for him. “I’m sorry, Duke. I haven’t eaten since breakfast, and it’s been a hell of a day.”

      Duke pushes himself up and—my god—he’s like a walking skeleton. Skin and bone, literally. One final toke, deep into his lungs. He stubs out his joint in an ashtray, leaving the roach in a pile. “When you left, it broke your mother’s heart.”

      “I just wanted to go to college. That’s all.”

      “And she wanted you to go too, but that course wasn’t right for you.” Smoke wisps out of his nostrils. “How’d that work out for you?”

      “I dropped out, okay? Fell in love with the wrong man, had a kid, and that relationship fell apart. I’ve made such a mess. I’m such a mess.”

      “You’re not a mess. You’re just young. I could give you a load of stuff about having your whole life ahead of you, but… Well. You’re defining it now. What you do at your age shapes your life.”

      “You had a second chance.”

      “That was different. Don’t count on second chances.”

      I know I could open up to him, tell him the truth, and he wouldn’t judge me. Maybe he would even help me decide what the hell to do. But I don’t.

      Duke stares at me for a few seconds, then yawns. “I’m tired, Kittycat, and I need to sleep. Can I see your boy?”

      “Sure.” I help him up and he’s like Gramps—Mom’s dad—just before he died. Duke’s only like fifty-three, though, whereas Gramps was eighty or something. I open the door to my old room and Cole’s asleep in his crib.

      Duke leans against the crib, but I swear to god he wipes away tears. He whispers, “He has your face.”

      “I know.” I have to cover my mouth and swallow something hard down. “I know.”

      “Good night, Kittycat.” He kisses my cheek and shuffles off, each step seeming to hurt like a knife in the back. Their bedroom door opens and closes, and I’m still standing there, watching Cole just breathing.

      Then the front door opens and footsteps thunder toward me. Mom stands in the doorway, holding up a box for a fancy baby monitor, the exact same model that was in Ky’s room when I took him.

      Cole’s room.

      I put my finger to my lips.

      She smiles at me, then joins me at the crib and starts opening the box. Usually, that kinda thing would take hours of screwing around and swearing over the instructions, but she attaches it in seconds. She takes my hand and leads me back out, closing the door behind us. She holds up the other monitor and the sound of Cole’s breathing is crystal clear, like I’m at the movies, not the pair of tin cans stuck together with string like my old one.

      “Come on.” Mom leads me back to the kitchen. “They had some clothes on sale too. I bought them for Cole.” She passes me a paper bag. “Here.”

      Makes me think of Keegan’s act of charity and how I repaid that. “I can’t take them, Mom.”

      “Listen to me, Kaitlyn. I want the best for my grandson. Okay?”

      I swallow down fresh tears. “Okay, Mom.”
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      Something cold slapped across Chase’s face and he jerked awake. Pitch black, fabric rubbing against his temples. A loud drone. Meaning he was in a car, maybe.

      How long had he been out?

      Someone gripped his arm and took off his mask. Light burst through the windows, making him squint. They were crossing a bridge. Was that Bellevue over there? Meaning the freeway across Mercer Island.

      Edwards was behind the wheel. Chase was in the back, Marie next to him, popping bubblegum as she texted someone. She held a dripping cloth, and a sleep mask rested on the leather upholstery between them.

      His skull hurt like someone had gone to town on him with a sledgehammer. He reached up to check for injuries, but something jangled. Cuffs. He tried moving his wrists, but the cuffs were locked in somewhere.

      “Look who’s back with us.” Edwards looked at him with a grin more gum than teeth. “You have a nice and restful sleep?”

      Marie still typed on her cell, still chewing gum.

      Edwards craned his neck around. “I said, he’s awake?”

      “Next exit.” Pop, then another bubble almost immediately.

      “Right.” Edwards pulled off the freeway and took the first off-ramp.

      Chase made eye contact with Marie, but received nothing other than a dead-eyed glare from her. “What did you do?”

      Marie smiled. She had either avoided her brother’s affliction or had some serious dental work. “Gave you a little prick. You enjoyed it.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “Somewhere with a nice view.”

      Chase tried to assess his options. Nothing came to mind.

      “You should’ve learnt to keep your mouth shut, buddy.” Edwards pulled into a parking lot and tore across the bumpy asphalt toward a waiting Lexus. “Get out.”

      “I can’t. You cuffed me in.”

      Marie reached over him, blasting cheap perfume over his face. Click. “You’re good to go.”

      Chase flexed his wrists, but his left burned with agony where she’d bent it back. He got out. Felt early, but the October sunlight was blinding. What the hell had she given him?

      The passenger door of the Lexus opened and Zangiev took his time getting out, his face set hard. “Let’s go for a walk, Charles.”

      “I hate that name.”

      “I know.”

      Chase followed him across the parking lot toward a viewpoint over Lake Washington to downtown Seattle on the left and Bellevue straight ahead. “What’s going on?”

      “Mr. Bartlett, you know me. And you know I am a man who doesn’t like agents from the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I especially don’t like them being in my hotel, asking about my business and my connections to you and your family.”

      Chase gripped the guardrail and stared down at the foaming brine. A long way to go. Could he push Zangiev over? Could he get away from Edwards and Marie in time? They both sat on the car’s roof, legs dangling down the windshield like kids in some teen movie. Both held guns, the metal catching the morning sun.

      “Mr. Bartlett, did you talk to them? Did you mention my name?”

      Chase gave up on any plan of attacking Zangiev. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Try me.”

      Chase stared at the clustered towers of Bellevue over the choppy water. Fresh salt air tickled his nostrils.

      “Let me put it another way.” Zangiev clapped Chase’s arm and sent a jolt of pain into his sore wrist, then pointed over the water. “I own a large chunk of real estate over in Bellevue. It’s a growth market for sure, and I have seven construction projects in various stages. One is building another skyscraper, which actually pains me as it’s getting too built up around there, don’t you think? Another is a mall. All across America, they’re mothballing them and here I am building a new one because there’s demand for it. But that’s capitalism. Supply and demand. And it all adds up to a lot of concrete, more than enough to lose a body very easily, and forever.”

      Chase knew he had no choice but to give him the truth. He sucked in the fresh air, maybe for the last time, depending on how he played this. “Okay, so I told them about you.”

      Zangiev’s eyes flickered. “Because you were worried about the missing baby?”

      “You got any nephews or nieces?”

      “I have a sister in St. Petersburg. I would do anything to protect her children.”

      Chase had an angle now. Something to press and push and try to break. “Well, I was trying to help my brother.”

      “The brother who you get along so well with.” Zangiev slapped a hand to his own chest. Sarcastic asshole. “What made you think I’d taken Ky?”

      Chase gave him a shrug.

      “Mr. Bartlett, I myself am really concerned about Ky. I’ve done everything I can to help the authorities find him. I even told the FBI what a little birdie told me about your marriage.”

      Chase clenched his fists tight, not that there was any way he could lash out at him without catching a couple of bullets.

      So it was Zangiev who’d put him right in the middle of the investigation. Quid pro quo. The FBI no doubt had both their photos stuck to a board in a room somewhere, pins and threads connecting Chase to Zangiev.

      But if they did have him in their sights, surely they wouldn’t have let him go without a tail.

      Then again, he’d been unconscious for—he tried to remember the dashboard clock in the car—six hours, maybe seven. Enough time to start a manhunt for a missing prime suspect. But pinning his hopes of salvation on the FBI seemed like a forlorn idea.

      “Mr. Bartlett, I simply cannot have the authorities investigating my businesses.” Zangiev gave him a sideways glance. “I can see you squirming and reaching and searching for an angle, so let me reassure you that your sole route out of here is to tell me the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you god.”

      “There a Bible I can swear on?”

      “You’re not a Christian, Mr. Bartlett.” He smirked. “What do you know?”

      “Nothing, I swear. I just saw you—”

      Crack.

      Zangiev’s fist shot across and a ring dug into Chase’s front teeth.

      He tasted blood. “What the hell?”

      Zangiev grabbed Chase’s arms and stared deep into his eyes. “What do you know?”

      “That implies there’s something to know.”

      Zangiev tightened his grip and made Chase look down at the rocks below. “Push is coming to shove, my friend. Speak.”

      Out over the lake, sunlight cracked through the steel clouds, and it gave Chase a glimmer of hope. The truth can take on many different flavors. Back at the car, both Edwards siblings were now popping gum. “Your guy, Edwards, he paid me a visit, started putting the pressure on. Said that Landon was having doubts about your deal. If he talked to me about it, I was supposed to persuade him.”

      Zangiev squeezed Chase’s arms. “What deal?”

      “He didn’t say.” Chase leaned against the guardrail, all casual now. “I’m imagining something kinda illegal, right? Money laundering?”

      Zangiev stroked that ridiculous beard of his. “And what did he do to you?”

      “Threatened me; you know what he’s like. Put it this way, I didn’t walk for a few days. Last I heard of it. But when I see you talking to Landon just before his son goes missing…?” As Chase talked, he realized it sounded like complete bullshit.

      But Zangiev didn’t even deny it. He let go of Chase and leaned back on the guardrail. “My associate alerted me to the opportunity your foundation represents. A means to an end, yes? You were only supposed to encourage your brother to accept my proposal.”

      Chase dabbed at his lip and saw blood on his fingertips. “Then I see him sitting outside Landon’s house. What am I supposed to think?” Another idea struck him. “Listen, the feds showed me a still from a surveillance feed. There was a sighting of a woman near the house. Marie took Ky, didn’t she?”

      Zangiev gave him a dark look. “What?” He stared back out to sea. “That’s a very interesting theory, my friend.”

      “And Edwards was outside Landon’s house. I had no choice but to tell the FBI. I’m sorry.”

      Zangiev’s nostrils flared as he glanced back at the car. “You need to be very careful who you trust.”
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      There it was.

      Carter grabbed his tie and clipped it to his collar.

      Breakfast noises came from the kitchen. He had to steel himself against hearing Bill’s voice or his laugh. Instead, he sat on the sofa and checked his cell. No encouraging messages. Ky was still missing.

      And he was so tired. Barely slept, just all the noise running around his skull. His smartwatch begged to differ, suggesting he’d slept five hours, but they were a lousy five.

      Kirsty ran into the room, squealing. “Daddy!” She jumped on his knee and rode his leg like he was a horse. “Can I get ice cream?”

      “It’s breakfast time, honey. If you’re a good girl, then maybe around dinner time.”

      “I’ll take you out, pumpkin.” Bill stood in the doorway. Just the sound of his voice was like fingernails down a blackboard. “There’s that place downtown you liked last time?”

      “Yay!”

      Carter patted her on the side. “You go eat your cereal, though, huh?”

      “Okay, Daddy!” Kirsty hopped off her horse and barreled through the doorway to the kitchen.

      “Morning, Max.” Bill followed her.

      As well as failing on the case, Carter had this to contend with. He needed to discuss it with Bill, but at the right time. Get his side of it.

      But the old bastard came to the Field Office last night. What if he’d known something was up? What if he’d heard whispers from back home. Some London cop snooping around might start making waves with his cronies.

      Emma stomped by, finishing up buttoning her blouse just like every morning. Never enough time, even with Bill lurking around. “Kirsty, are you ready for kindergarten?”

      Bill stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Sorry, love, I was going to babysit her today. That okay?”

      “I thought you were at the hospital?”

      “That’s this evening.”

      “Fine.” Carter winched himself up to standing and pecked Emma on the cheek. “Got to go.” He set off toward the door.

      Kirsty flew around the other side and ran into his leg. “Are you not having breakfast with us, Daddy?”

      “Daddy’s busy, pumpkin.” Carter picked her up, fighting against his grimace. Bill had stolen his nickname for his daughter. He kissed her forehead. “You be good today.”

      “And if I can’t be good?”

      “Be good at it.” Carter set Kirsty down and she ran off, squealing like she’d destroyed a bag of M&Ms. Maybe she had. He grabbed his coat from the rack and opened the door.

      “Don’t I get a goodbye?”

      Carter stopped, but couldn’t bring himself to look at Bill. “Bye.”

      “You, uh, get a chance to speak to your insurance people?”

      “I sent an email.”

      “An email? That’s it?”

      “If you knew how busy I was, I swear…”

      “Son, I really need to clear that medical bill. My treatment—”

      “How’s your house sale going?”

      Bill’s turn to look away now. “Well, it’s a slow market.”

      “You’re not selling it, are you?”

      “Son, I want you to inherit something. Kirsty too. Trust fund for her college. It’s so expensive these days and the market’s rising all the time… If I sell now—”

      “Then you can pay for your cancer treatment. Sell it. Now.”

      “Max, you had to enlist to get through college.” Bill stared at him. “I should’ve paid your way. And you and Emma have been magnificent to me these last few months. I don’t want to cause you any hassle, Max, I just want Kirsty to have the best start in life without being saddled with huge debts.”

      Carter focused on him. “You getting treated is the most important thing now. If you need the money, we can help, but we will need it back. You need to sell your house.”

      “Right. I’ll think about it.”

      “No, you’ll do it. Now. Call your realtor and get them working double time.”

      Bill exhaled slowly. “Fine.”

      Carter wanted to ask the cop who called about Bill, but that was a rabbit hole he could disappear down for days, and right now he needed to find Ky Bartlett. “See you later.” He opened the door and walked out into a crisp, bright morning.
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      I open my eyes and freak the hell out. There’s a window, surrounded by light.

      Where am I?

      Did they catch me? Am I locked up?

      I catch a familiar smell. Stale sweat.

      My god. I’m back home.

      I lie back on my old bed, and the pillow wraps itself around my neck. Mom’s detergent was never strong enough to take the smell away. Too cheap or too mystical or too hippie or too whatever, but my clothes never smelled right. Bedsheets and pillowcases, way worse. Got me no end of abuse at school…

      I flick on my bedside light and take in the room. My old crib sits by the window, a shaft of light hitting the bars.

      And it all comes back to me—what I’ve done, what I’m trying to get away with. What I’ve somehow gotten away with, so far. But at least Cole’s sleeping sound.

      I get out of bed and tiptoe over to his crib.

      It’s empty.

      No sign of Ky. What the hell?!

      I tear at the door and burst out into the hallway. Ky is screaming, sounds like he’s in the kitchen.

      I rush through the hall and stop in the doorway.

      Mom is sitting at the table, feeding him from a bottle. “I wanted to let you sleep, but he’s not feeding.”

      I let out a slow breath. My pulse rate is insane. “Here, I’ll try.” I take my son from Mom and suck in his smell. I sit down and take the bottle from Mom. “Here you go, Cole.” I love this little guy so much it hurts.

      The nozzle goes in his mouth, but he turns to the side. He isn’t taking it.

      “See?”

      “He gets like this, Mom. Kinda grouchy. Must be a family thing.”

      “You should get Duke to have a look at him.”

      “Is he around?”

      “Still sleeping.”

      I have one play left here before we go there. “Back in a sec.”

      “Where are you going?”

      I stand up and cradle Ky in my arms. Cradle Cole. Jeez. “I just need some privacy.”

      “You think it’s anything I haven’t seen before? You remember when we used to buy your bras together?”

      “Mom.” I carry him back to my old room and kick the door shut. “Okay, little guy, let’s see if this works.” I sit on the edge of the bed and pull up my nightshirt.

      I really don’t know what I’m doing here, but I hold him across my chest, with his mouth near my left breast.

      Come on, come on, come on.

      And he takes to it, his little lips snapping on to my nipple. A sharp blast of pain shoots up.

      And it’s not too late; he’s nuzzling and feeding from my milk. I’m still lactating.

      I just sit there, my son feeding from my breast, tears flowing down my cheeks.
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      Carter couldn’t find a space anywhere near the Bartlett house, so he had to settle for a couple hundred yards away. Overnight, Lake Washington Boulevard had turned from a road into a parking lot. TV news trucks lined the pavement on both sides, the nationals pretty much all there now. Their lights in the early morning gloom would give that hyper-real feel on air. And in Seattle, at this time of year, they needed every ounce of fake. Still, at least it wasn’t raining. Yet.

      He stepped out onto the street and tried to walk through without being spotted.

      “Agent Carter!” Katie Chan, the CNN’s lead reporter, jogging over the road.

      Almost hit by a cyclist in full Lycra. A squeal of brakes. “Hey, asshat!”

      Katie pointed the microphone at him. “Can you explain why you haven’t yet recovered Ky Bartlett?”

      “No comment at this time.” Carter gave her a curt smile and walked off toward the police cordon.

      “Mr. Carter!”

      A shivering beat cop stood there, stomping from one foot to the other. Not even that cold, and he had the benefit of a ton of layers.

      Carter took the clipboard and signed himself in. One last look at the TV crews showed they’d given up on him. So he slipped off through the gates. More organized in there, but not that much more.

      Nguyen was guarding Landon and Jennifer, being interviewed by a local news reporter, talking down the lens of the camera.

      Carter stomped over to them, fists clenched.

      “Agent Carter?” Congressman Xander Delgado appeared out of nowhere to grab his arm. “Can I have a word?”

      Guy was there to play to the TV cameras, show his face as a friend of the bereft parents.

      Carter stopped, torn between interrupting the interview and cutting Delgado off.

      A bulky Secret Service agent shadowed Delgado. Carter recognized him from somewhere. Lewandowski or something.

      Carter sighed. “What’s up?”

      “Just want to know what I can do to find Ky.”

      “We’re doing all we can, sir. Thanks for your concern. I’m sure you’ve passed your best wishes on to the parents?”

      “Sure.” Delgado ran a hand over his mouth. “I can call Duvall to get any state aid you guys need.”

      “The local law enforcement agencies are assisting us fully in our hunt for Ky, sir. We’re genuinely doing all we can.”

      Lewandowski leaned forward to whisper in Delgado’s ear.

      “We gotta be somewhere.” Something seemed to change in him, and he smiled at Carter. “The offer still stands, okay?” He walked off, berating his agent for something.

      Carter let his breath go slowly. Was it really a good idea to break up an interview between local TV and grieving parents?

      Right on cue, Lori stepped out of the mobile command center with the haggard look of an agent who’d been covering the night shift, like she didn’t quite see him. “Max?”

      Carter caught up with her. “Nguyen let Landon and Jennifer speak to the media?”

      “She did.” Lori gave him a concerned look. “You haven’t slept, have you?”

      “Barely. You speak to Landon?”

      “Nguyen blocked me. Told me to investigate in rural Washington. Said you need to take off your tinfoil hat.”

      “My tinfoil—”

      “Sir.” Tyler Peterson barged between them, holding out a laptop. “You’ll both want to see this.”

      Carter gave him a weary look. Then he decided it wasn’t fair on the kid. He was eager and competent—a deadly mixture—while Carter was exhausted and in need of his third coffee of the day. “Go on.”

      “This is super cool.” Tyler flipped open his laptop and took three attempts to enter his password. “So I ran the video from the gas station surveillance through an image enhancement algorithm like in the movies, but it works by interpolating the—”

      “Summarize, would you?”

      “Basically, I found her.” Tyler twisted his screen around.

      A blonde-haired woman with a steely look, but most of her face was visible even shrouded by a hood and a ball cap. Pretty but young, maybe seventeen, maybe twenty. And definitely not Marie Edwards.

      “I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop here, Tyler.”

      “Okay. Well, this is the super-cool part.” Tyler switched windows on the laptop. “It’s currently inadmissible in court, sir, because it’s not a natural image, but this image is good enough to run through the facial-recognition database. Her name is Kaitlyn Presswood.”

      It meant nothing to Carter. He got a blank look from Lori too.

      “Her address at the Washington Department of Licensing is this house.”

      Carter stared at the image again. And he got it. The missing girl, the one before Rosita. She was another nanny, moved in and gave her address to the authorities as this place. So why had Landon and Jennifer been lying to them? “Thanks for this, Peterson. Excellent work.” He snatched the laptop out of his hands and walked over to Nguyen, locked in an intense conversation with Landon.

      Jennifer was speaking to camera. “If you know anything about what happened to my baby, please call 911. Thank you.” She covered her mouth with a fist, tears welling in her eyes.

      The TV reporter finished her own spiel to the camera, then did a slicing motion over her neck. She turned to him, smiling. “Agent Carter, can I—”

      “Sorry.” With a smile, Carter separated Jennifer from the reporter and walked her away. “Do you recognize this woman?” He held the laptop screen out for her.

      “No. Should I?”

      “Her name is Kaitlyn Presswood.”

      Jennifer stared up into the sky.

      “Her address is listed as here.”

      “No, no, no.”

      “So you do know her?”

      “I didn’t want it to be her.” Jennifer swallowed hard. “She’s Ky’s surrogate mother.”
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      Marie sashayed back to the car, then sped off.

      Chase watched her go, rooted to the spot. Hotel Pravda, some Soviet crap. Used to be the consulate or something. Probably still legally Russian soil. “I’m not going inside.”

      “You don’t have a choice here, buddy.” Edwards tugged at Chase’s sleeve. He hauled him inside the building. “You’ve played fast and loose with us for too long now. Time to pay the piper. Now, get in there and play nice, okay?” He skipped up the steps and waltzed inside the grand old building, getting the merest of nods from the two heavies working security.

      Chase caught a subtle wink from Zangiev, so he followed Edwards in.

      “Let’s get you upstairs.” Edwards took a tight grip on Chase’s left arm and led on. Pretty busy in the bar, no doubt a few shady deals going on even this early. “You going to be a good boy, Chase?”

      “You don’t need to worry about me.”

      “That so?” Edwards let his grip slacken as they climbed the stairs.

      The hotel reception was off to the right, with some tourists arguing with the guy behind the desk, but he was smiling through it.

      Edwards swiped a keycard on a reader on the right and opened the door. A long corridor with a few doors leading off, but he took the first one on the left. “Here we go.”

      Chase followed him in and stopped dead. A high-end hotel room, but stripped of furniture—just a lone chair.

      Edwards crinkled across the sheeting covering the floor. “How about you take a seat, Chase?”

      The door shut behind them. The lock caught. “No, Marcus. You’re taking that seat.”

      Edwards swiveled around and gaped. “What?”

      Zangiev stepped away from the door. “Is your hearing aid acting up?”

      “It’s fine.” Edwards probed at his ear with his fingers. “What’s going on?”

      “Sit. Down.”

      Edwards perched on the chair like a sulky teenager, huffing out his cheeks. “What’s going on, Boris?”

      Zangiev stepped forward to stand over Edwards. “You’ve been telling stories about me.”

      “What?” Edwards looked over at Chase. “Has he been—”

      “Marcus, Marcus, Marcus.” Zangiev clapped his shoulders. “Whatever you say, I don’t believe you. It’s not just our friend here. I know you’ve been talking about my business to people. That is unforgivable.”

      “Boris, this is—”

      “Shhh.” Zangiev put a finger to his lips, then he slid his free hand into Edwards’s jacket and pulled out a gun. He inspected it, then tossed it on the floor.

      Chase knew it could solve his immediate problems. Pick it up, one shot to kill Zangiev, one in Edwards. One each for the goons by the door downstairs. Must be others in here, but he was a good shot. The odds were good.

      Zangiev kicked the gun over to the window and started rolling up his sleeves. “Why did you have to let me down, Marcus?”

      “This is bullshit, Boris!”

      “You were supposed to take a package to Mr. Bartlett’s residence.”

      “I did!”

      “Documents. For his signature.”

      “I tried, but—”

      Zangiev reached into his jacket pocket and produced a dining fork. “Oh?”

      “Come on, Boris. Please!”

      “And did Mr. Bartlett sign those documents?”

      “I got there about six thirty. But Landon wasn’t there!”

      “Was Marie with you?”

      “What?”

      “Was your sister with you, Marcus?”

      “Well, yeah, but you told me to—”

      “Did she take Mr. Bartlett’s baby?”

      “Of course she didn’t!”

      Zangiev slapped the fork against his open palm and pressed the tines into his skin. “This is a big mess, and I need to clean it up.”

      “Okay!” Edwards raised his hands. “Look, I did talk to Landon.”

      Chase let out a sigh of relief. His bullshit was actually true.

      “We turned up early, and I spoke to him. Boris, I was just trying to get him to agree to your deal. Thought you’d appreciate—”

      “YOU DO NOT TALK ABOUT MY BUSINESS!”

      “Boris! Please!” Edwards started squealing. “I know who took the baby!”

      Zangiev just held the fork in the air. “I’m listening.”

      “I was sitting there, like you asked, watching the home while I waited for him to come home, but I saw this chick take the kid.” Edwards scowled, panting now. “Her name is Kaitlyn.”

      Chase shut his eyes.

      Zangiev let a slow breath out of his nostrils.

      “I know how you wanted something on Landon, so I’d been staking out that place for months, saw her coming and going. So I took a photo of her. Sent it to a friend who knows about these things. He got a first name for me.”

      “Why didn’t you come to me first?”

      “Boris, I know how you hate red herrings. I needed to get more information before I came to you. He just came through for me today.”

      Zangiev ran his fingers along the end of the fork. “Well, the name doesn’t mean anything to me.”

      “No. Listen, I think she was having Landon’s kid. I don’t know. It seemed complicated. And—”

      Chase stood there, unable to do anything. Kaitlyn was now on Zangiev’s radar. Meaning she was now in danger, meaning Ky was too. “Boris, you done with me?”

      Zangiev turned around, like he’d forgotten Chase was even there. “You know this girl?”

      “Met her at Landon’s once. I think she was their cleaner or something.”

      “And she was pregnant?”

      “No idea. I haven’t been around there in a long time. You know how it is between us.”

      Zangiev appraised him for a few seconds. He reached into his pocket and tossed a cell phone at Chase. “You will keep this to yourself or I will have you killed.” He turned back to squat in front of Edwards. “Now, my friend, where were we?”

      Chase left the room and marched through the hotel, fingers twitching, trying to get out of there before Zangiev changed his mind. Out into the cold morning, then crunching across the pebbles, then onto Madison with its heavy traffic thundering past.

      He let himself breathe properly again.

      Chase Bartlett and his tricks and games. Leaving out so many details from these stories. What could he do now?

      He took out his cell phone from his pocket. Still locked with the passcode. Neither Zangiev nor Marie had opened it. He found a missed call, so he redialed it. Answered immediately. “It’s Chase. Listen, there’s heat on me.”

      “What have you done?” Her voice was a harsh rasp.

      “I can’t tell you over the phone. Not even sure I could tell you face to face.”

      “Well, that’s your choice.”

      “Listen to me, Layla, I’ve paid you well to be Kaitlyn’s guardian angel. Where did you drop her last night?”

      “Who is she?”

      “She’s nobody. Just a friend. Have you—”

      “Are you screwing her?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Chase tried to laugh it off like he always did, but there was still enough fear in his voice to indicate something weird going on. “I want the best for my nephew.”

      She snorted. “So this is just you screwing over your brother?”

      “Where did you take her?”

      “You told me not to tell you. Goodbye.” She hung up.
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      “Here you go.” Mom holds a fork in front of my face, a chunk of blueberry pancake stuck on the end.

      I bite it and get that savory-sweet tang. So good. Taste of my childhood, of breakfasts around this table.

      Cole is feeding from my right nipple now. It hurts like crazy. It has to get easier, doesn’t it?

      “Hungry little critter, ain’t he?” Mom pours out a fresh cup of her super-strong coffee and nudges it over the table to me. The drip machine belches out a hiss of steam. “Did the doctor tell you to feed from a bottle?”

      I just shrug. I don’t dare reach for the coffee in case it spills on him, but I’m so tired and need a hit of it.

      “Honey, I need to go run an errand.” Mom’s on her feet, zipping up her outdoor coat. “Got some checks to deposit in the bank, and the lord knows we need the money.”

      Is that a hint?

      Doesn’t seem like it. Mom’s always real direct, so I just let it pass.

      “I’ll be about a half hour. I can get some of that bread you like?”

      “That’d be good.” I feel that same connection I share with my son. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “No, I mean it. After the way I treated you and Duke, I didn’t deserve any help.”

      “That’s what family’s for.” She pecks my cheek and goes out the front door.

      Sitting in my mom’s kitchen, my baby feeding from my breast. It hits me hard, makes me clamp my jaw tight. Never thought this would happen. Never even considered it before I left.

      The door opens and Duke sidles in, collapsing into his chair at the head of the table. He does a double take. “Kaitlyn?”

      Cole is gurgling and cooing. Heavy eyes, though. He needs to sleep and soon.

      “Don’t mind me, Kittycat.”

      “He’s done anyway. Thought you’d want to hold your grandson.” I tuck myself away and pass Cole over to Duke. “Here.”

      “He’s a sweet kid. I’ve seen a lot too.” Duke stares down at the little rug rat, tickling him on the chin. “Just wondering when you’re going to fess up?”

      I reach over to take a sip of coffee. “About what?”

      “This pack of lies you been telling your mother and me.” He holds Cole up high. “This is that stolen baby.”

      “How dare you?”

      Duke fixes me with that stare, the one he’d save for a visit to the principal’s office. “Don’t bullshit me, girl. I worked a maternity ward since I came home from the army. Seen enough babies to tell them apart like that.” He holds Cole in his arms. “And the kid’s photos are all over the news. This is Ky Bartlett.”

      “You’re talking bull—”

      “Kaitlyn, you’re lying.”

      I don’t have a reply. Instead, I reach for Ky. “Can I have my son back?”

      Duke doesn’t give him to me. “I want the truth.” He keeps hold of him in his bony arms. “You might think you can lie to your mother, but give me some respect.”

      I put another scrap of pancake in my mouth, but it doesn’t taste so sweet now, just bitter and salty.

      “When I took you and your mother in, I raised you to be honest. Now you’re here, lying about a baby you’ve stolen?” The word is a shrill hiss, like saying it above a certain level will make the feds come bursting through the front door.

      I give him nothing, just keep on chewing.

      “This is how you’re going to play it, huh?” Duke rests Cole on his knee, my son facing right at me. The baby I stole. The truth I hid. But he is my son. “Stealing a kid? Goddamnit, Kaitlyn.” He lets out a wracking cough. Sounds like he spat up half a kidney. “Goddamnit.”

      I reach over and take Cole back. “He is my son.”

      Another cough, louder than before, like he’s scraped his lungs or something. “I told you to stop lying to me.”

      “Ky is my son, I swear.”

      “So he is that kid?”

      I need to give him everything. Lay it all on the line for him. I hold Ky tight. He’s asleep already. “I was a surrogate mother for this couple.”

      “What?” Duke scrapes his chair back, but he struggles to stand up. “For money?”

      “I was desperate, Duke.”

      “It’s illegal!”

      “Was.” I snap it out loud enough to wake Ky. “Became legal first of January last year. My roommate told me about it. I registered with this agency and… they paired me up with this rich couple. I got pregnant and stayed with them until… I delivered on schedule.” I reach down and lift up my top to show him my C-section scars. “These are past the point of sheer agony, at least.”

      “So why did you kidnap him, Kaitlyn?”

      “They kicked me out with a check for fifty grand. They’re going to send me four hundred bucks every month for four years. Enough to pay my way through college, pretty much, so I can graduate with barely any student debt.” I pause. “But I haven’t cashed any of the checks.”

      “So what, you dropped out of college?”

      “Look, I spoke to them about switching my major this year. I have enough credits that, if I work hard, I can catch up. I want to do the right course this time. Medicine. I want to help people.”

      Duke nods, the first sign that part of him is still on my side here. “One thing I learnt in the army was how to heal people. It’s a noble thing to do, Kittycat. Hell, I wish I’d been a doctor. Being a male nurse in that day and age…”

      He’s using my nickname again. I feel some tension slacken off.

      “Why did you take the kid, though?”

      “Because I couldn’t bear to be apart from him for a second.” I stare down at my son, sleeping in my arms. “I rented this room in Capitol Hill and just sat in my dorm, staring at the checks, knowing I couldn’t live without Ky.”

      “Seems like you should’ve thought about it before you started it. Much like your degree.”

      And Judge Duke is back.

      I say nothing, just like I always did. Let him get it out of his system.

      “So, what. His sperm and your eggs?”

      I give him a nod. Some part of me isn’t quite prepared to give him the full truth here.

      “And what’s your plan now?”

      “I’m going to keep Ky. He’s my son, and I can’t live the rest of my life without him.”

      “The goddamn FBI are on to you. You can’t stay here, you know that. Right?”

      I shrug. “I have some money. I’ll take him on the road with me. I hear Alaska’s nice.”

      “Anchorage is a modern city, so you’ll need to go out into the last American frontier. You need to ask yourself if that’s the right place to raise a kid.”

      The only sounds are Ky’s breathing and the ticking clock above the stove.

      “It’s your choice what you do. You don’t even have to tell your mother.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I think you should te—” Duke lurches forward, hacking away loud enough to wake Ky.

      I don’t know what to do here. I reach over and clap his back, but he holds up a hand. No water on the table. And Ky’s screaming now. I pass my coffee to Duke, and he glugs at it.

      He sits there sucking in air until his breathing’s back to normal. “This is getting worse.” His breath is long and rasping. “I’m dying, Kaitlyn. Not long left, but I’ll take your secret to the grave.”

      “Don’t say that!”

      “It’s the truth, girl. Sorry.”

      Ky’s screaming in my ears. He won’t shut up! I try to feed him, even though my nipples are raw, but he won’t latch on, just keeps screaming. Please, little guy. Please!

      Duke takes him from me and does this strange clapping motion on Ky’s back. “This isn’t working.”

      “What isn’t?”

      “It’s like he has wind, but…” He snorts.

      The front door opens and Mom clomps in, holding a loaf of tiger bread like a baby. She rests it on the countertop and smiles at Duke. “You’re up?”

      “There’s something wrong with Cole.” Duke’s clapping him harder, real precise movements.

      Mom comes over and takes him, tries a sort of stroking thing. But if anything Cole gets worse. “This isn’t right.”

      Duke just sits there, like he’s struggling to breathe. “One thing I’ve learned from this ordeal is that you need to treat these conditions early.”

      My mouth hangs open. “What? There’s something wrong with him?”

      “Kaitlyn, I worked maternity for twenty-five years and… Let’s see. Can you run and get my bag?”
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      Carter stared hard at Jennifer, drilling through her lies. “Mrs. Bartlett, you need to be completely honest with me if we’re to stand any chance of finding your son.” His words echoed around the interrogation room. The video camera blinked its red light.

      Jennifer looked away, like the truth was for other people. “There’s just no way I… No way on earth I can…”

      “This ends, now. This denial.” Carter got in her eye line. “You’ve wasted so much time. Both of you. Lying to me while your son was missing. Why?”

      She didn’t have an answer.

      Landon sat next to Jennifer. He took her hand and wrapped his own shovels around hers.

      Carter prodded his thumb on the tablet screen, warping it slightly. “You recognized her in these photos, didn’t you? You knew it was her last night. And you lied to us.”

      “I couldn’t… I…”

      “Your baby’s out there, Jennifer, with this Kaitlyn woman. Maybe she doesn’t even have him anymore. Who knows? Last night, we stood a good chance of recovering Ky, but now—because of your lies—those chances are much smaller. Start with telling me why you lied to us?”

      “What will people think of me?” Jennifer seemed to shrink. “Bad enough that I can’t bear children, but them knowing I’m a bare-faced liar?”

      “Lying’s what got us into this, Jen.” Landon’s lips quivered and he chanced a look at Carter. “This whole thing is a sham. Jen even wore a fake maternity belly for six months, then a fake baby belly afterwards.”

      She collapsed into Landon’s arms, tiny against his bearlike torso.

      “Jen can’t have kids. We tried for a couple years, but it started driving a wedge between us. We wanted them so bad. We tried IVF, considered adoption, but we’re too old for that. All the babies go to younger parents, and call me evil or whatever, but I don’t want to raise some nightmare eight-year-old whose mom was a crack addict.”

      “I just wanted to have my own baby. My husband’s baby.” The words sounded thin, her justifications shrill and selfish. “What kind of woman can’t conceive? Can’t give her husband a son? This is all my fault.”

      “Jennifer, your way out of this is to keep telling me the truth, okay?” Carter stared at her, meaning every single word. “You have been pregnant before, correct?”

      “How the hell…?” She pushed away from Landon and folded her arms. “Yes, I had a son with my previous husband.”

      “With Chase.”

      Jennifer looked at him with glossy eyes. “Todd. But he… We were in a car accident. I was pregnant at the time and I miscarried. The fertility doctor said the accident caused trauma to my uterus and, while my eggs are fine, I can’t conceive again.”

      “That must’ve been hard to take.”

      “So we went to an agency, part of our foundation, and they paired us up with this girl who’d bear our child for me, with my egg and Landon’s sperm. After everything that happened, I just wanted to have my husband’s child, but this was the next best thing.”

      Landon reached out a hand, and she took it. “I love you, Jen.”

      Carter gave them a few seconds of space. Sometimes reconnecting emotionally let that little bit more of the truth out. “I need to ask about the woman on the photo, okay? Your surrogate.”

      Jennifer took a halting breath. “Her name is Kaitlyn Presswood. She lived with us until Ky came into our lives, even let her stay here for a few weeks afterwards, but I didn’t let her see him. All this time, I’ve worried that Kaitlyn would come back and steal my baby from us.”

      “Ma’am, my priority now is recovering Ky, okay?” Carter stopped himself. This wasn’t getting anywhere. “Do you have any idea where she could’ve taken your son?”

      “Shit.” Landon tugged at his thick beard. “My PI dug into Kaitlyn’s background. He might know.”
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      Layla drives on. She is so over men and their stupid games. The Bellevue towers are a few blocks away, surrounding that sprawling new mall, all bigger, shinier, and fresher than the downtown skyscrapers across the lake. Hotels, tech companies, management consultancies, banks.

      She slows as she nears the house. Set back from the road in a big yard surrounded by a white picket fence. Used to be three trees in the yard, shielding their home from outside view, but they’ve all been chopped down, giving a perfect view inside.

      No sign of anyone in there. No lights, no movement. But you can never be too careful.

      So she drives on past and takes another couple of blocks before she pulls over. This house seems just as empty. She opens the window to a crack and the only sound is a lonely dog barking for its owners. No sign of anyone watching from any of the homes across the street.

      She reaches into the glovebox and takes out the Glock, gives it another once-over, and stuffs it in her pancake holster, just above the hip. Heavy and a constant presence, but better than in her jacket pocket, better than tucked into the back of her pants.

      Ready.

      She gets out of the rental and rests the key on the front driver-side tire. No obvious threats around here. Besides, they just see someone out for a morning run. She tugs her cap low, zips up her jacket, and jogs the two blocks back to the house, taking it slow and moderating her breathing, the Glock rocking with every step.

      She hits the start of their block just as a black sedan pulls up outside their home. She ducks behind a tree and acts like she’s doing a cooldown.

      Agent Dean Lewandowski steps out of the driver side onto the sidewalk, followed by another two agents. They sweep the area, scanning in a circle, then give each other the nod. Lewandowski walks back and opens the door.

      Xander Delgado gets out wearing sweat-stained jogging gear and pats Lewandowski on the arm. “Quick shower. Won’t be long.” He opens the gate and walks up the path to the door, flanked by the other two agents.

      Lewandowski gets back in the car, just like she expected.

      As Xander gets inside the home, Layla reaches into her holster for the Glock. She leans down and starts stretching her calves and hamstrings, ready to pounce.

      A call comes from behind her. “Luisa!” Tiny footsteps and a giant hug. Avery Holliday, staring up at her with those perfect blue eyes. “LUISA!”

      Layla’s heart melts, despite the frost she’s layered over it the last couple of years. “Hey, little girl.” She twists around and slips the Glock in her pants pocket.

      “I’ve missed you, Luisa.”

      Megan Holliday is walking their dog, a sour expression on her face. No surprise given what Layla and Mason had done to her. She holds out a hand. “Avery, come here.”

      Layla had hoped to avoid them, but her luck could only be so good when they were both living with Xander Delgado now.

      Avery skips over to her mom. “Can Luisa come in to play?”

      “I don’t know, honey.”

      “Hi, I’m Luisa Santiago.” Layla smiles at Megan. “I used to help out at Avery’s daycare.”

      “Oh?”

      “I was out for a jog. I just moved to the area. Didn’t know you guys lived here. Thought you lived in Madison Park?”

      “That house had too many bad memories.” Megan frowns at her, like she doesn’t seem to believe the story. “Do you want some coffee?”

      “That sounds good.” Layla gives her a polite smile. “I just need to make a call first?”

      “Sure. I’ll put a pot on.” Megan picks up Avery and takes her into the house.

      There’s a good chance Megan will tell the two Secret Service agents inside.

      Layla needs to act now. Or never.

      She gets out her cell and pretends to sift through her contacts, but all the time she’s scouting out the car. Just Lewandowski in there, alone. Not even looking at her now.

      The street is deserted—Layla can’t see any other cars full of Secret Service agents.

      Here goes.

      Heart in her mouth, she knocks on the window.

      Lewandowski rolls it down. His scowl is hidden by mirror shades but betrayed by his thick eyebrows. “What’s the matter, ma’am?”

      “Was that really Megan Holliday?”

      Lewandowski purses his lips, every inch the consummate professional. “Afraid I can’t comment, ma’am.”

      Layla pulls out the Glock and pushes it against his temple. “I’m getting in, and you’re going to drive off.”
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      Carter plowed through the Capitol Hill traffic and hit dial. Same result. Voicemail. “David, it’s still Max Carter. I urgently need you to return my call.” He hung up and pulled out to pass a bus. This area seemed to get busier every year, as fast as it gentrified. Tap bars replacing dive bars. One advertised ax throwing. “I mean, when did ax throwing become a thing?”

      Elisha looked up from her laptop. “Say what?”

      “Over there.” Carter pointed across the road at the ax-throwing place. “Used to be a decent bar, and now…?”

      “Times change, Max.”

      “You getting anywhere?”

      “Kinda.” Elisha was scowling at her computer like it was an ax-throwing venue in her favorite uptown bar. “Trouble is, there aren’t any Kaitlyn Presswoods in Washington, Oregon, or Northern California. Idaho and Montana negative too.”

      “So what does that mean? That Kaitlyn Presswood is an assumed name?” Carter couldn’t buy it. “She passed the background checks. Lownds and Karevoll run a tough process.”

      “That’s why we need to speak to him, I guess.” Elisha looked up with a wry grin. “I’ve been trying to dig up information on the surrogacy agency, but… Well, they don’t seem to want to offer up too much info to the public. I’m struggling to even get an address or phone number.”

      “It’s kind of shady is why.” Carter took a right down the long straight toward the University of Washington. “What’s your take on surrogacy?”

      Elisha grinned at him. “This is a boomer asking a millennial because his attitude isn’t woke enough?”

      Carter laughed. “Come on, I’m not that much older than you.”

      “Older enough, though. Look, it’s maybe not shady, but it is murky. Legalizing it was supposed to protect the surrogate mothers. Financially, sure, but emotionally…? And legally it gives them nothing. Like in this case. What Kaitlyn’s gone through, just for fifty grand and a stipend?”

      “Stipend? Now who sounds old-fashioned”

      “Come on, Max… It’s enough to pay her way through school. And she probably sat down with a sheet of paper and did the sums, but her heart doesn’t work like that.”

      “So now she regrets it and wants to keep the baby?”

      “It fits.”

      “Trouble is, it’s not her baby. Genetically. She brought it to term, gave birth, but that kid is a mix of Landon and Jennifer. Not her.” Carter swallowed hard. And I tell you, they definitely shouldn’t let young kids like her do this. Their brains aren’t fully developed until they’re like twenty-one. Twenty-five for a male. Choosing a college is tough enough, giving yourself a lifetime of debt, but giving birth to a kid you can’t keep?”

      Elisha couldn’t argue with it. “At least they’re not being exploited anymore.”

      “Small beer.” Carter pulled up at the stoplight and grabbed his cell from the holder. He sifted through his contacts and found a number. He hit dial and it rang through the speakers.

      “Lownds and Karevoll, how may I help you?” Male voice, high-pitched. Not David Karevoll, not even him putting on a stupid voice.

      “Special Agent Max Carter, FBI. Been trying to call David Karevoll. Can you see if he’s there?”

      “Uh, sure.” A pause. “He just got back. Putting you through now.”

      A click, and distant electronic music pulsed out of the speaker.

      “Can’t get enough of me, huh, Max?”

      Just the sound of his voice was enough to set Carter’s teeth on edge. “You get any of my voicemails?”

      “Just got in and listened. So, Kaitlyn Presswood, huh? You guys must be drawing a blank if you’re calling me.”

      “What have you got on her?”

      “Max, Max, Max. Last I checked, this was a free country. I can’t just give out any information to the government like that.”

      “You ran a deep background on her.”

      “And I’m just going to dig out the file and pass it to you?”

      “We believe she took Ky Bartlett.” Carter played it like it was a mistake, but David Karevoll was a man who thrived on covert information. “You’ve got a habit of getting close to child abductors.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Layla al-Yasin worked for you.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “We know she’s been helping Kaitlyn.”

      “And why do you think she’s got anything to do with me?”

      “David, another of your voicemails should be Landon Bartlett clearing the release of any information.”

      “Okay. Well. I didn’t get much on her. Freshman at University of Washington. Studying biotech. Stayed on campus. Good grades. No flags came back on her background.”

      “You got a cell phone number for her?”

      “Lemme text it through. On one condition.” There it was again. The Karevoll quid pro quo. Always grifting away at something. “You want me to do some digging, it’s going to cost you.”

      “Go on.”

      “You could get Lori to return my calls.”

      “Can’t promise anything. Just pass on what you know about Kaitlyn Presswood. Thanks for your help, David.” Carter killed the call and kept on driving. He didn’t have a particular destination. “That’s a face I’d never tire of hitting with a baseball bat.”

      “He’s not that bad, is he?”

      “Yeah, but he’s not that good.”

      “What’s his deal with Lori?”

      “Lori Alves used to be Lori Karevoll.”

      “Oh.”

      “They’re on decent terms since their divorce, but…” Carter didn’t want to delve too far into somebody else’s trauma. He took another turn and his cell chimed with a text.

      “That worked. He gave us a cell number.” Elisha took the number and called someone on speaker. “Tyler, need you to run a number for me.”

      “You’ve got your laptop with you, right?”

      “I do, but you’re so much better at that sort of thing than I am.”

      “Fine, but have you got eyes on Carter?”

      “Peterson, you’re on with me and Elisha.”

      “Sir, I’ve just received a sighting of Layla al-Yasin.”
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      Carter pulled off the freeway and powered down toward the coast, heading deep into Bellevue. “Delgado’s been dipping his toes into Ky’s disappearance.” He spun the wheel right onto their destination street and shot along the road, siren blaring. “I thought it was probably just him playing to the camera crews. Can’t put a price on that kind of news coverage in an election cycle. What if it’s something else?”

      “Is it?”

      Carter didn’t have anything.

      The house was a mid-century wooden thing on the right. Set back from the road, the large front yard was way bigger than a single guy needed. White picket fence. Real America and all that. Selling an image is how you get elected.

      A pair of black sedans sat on the street. Secret Service agents investigating the disappearance of one of their own. Agent Dean Lewandowski.

      It didn’t make any sense to take his security. Was Layla hunting down people who worked with Holliday? Surely you’d aim for people in his administration first.

      Carter pulled up out front and got out first.

      “I’ll speak to these guys, you hit the house.” Elisha walked off, smiling.

      Two Secret Service agents blocked Carter’s passage up to the house.

      Carter walked up, badge held out. “FBI.”

      The older-looking one took a look, then stepped back with narrowed eyes. “Why are the FBI here?”

      “Two reasons. Layla al-Yasin is on our most-wanted list, and she’s involved in an active child-abduction case.”

      “You’re good.”

      “Thanks.” Carter set off again and opened the gate with a sharp squeal. He knocked on the door and stood back.

      The door flew open and someone stood there who Carter didn’t expect to see. Megan Holliday, hair dyed mid-blonde, and about ten pounds lighter than the last time he’d seen her. “Oh.”

      “Mrs. Holliday, I’m—”

      “It’s Philips now. Megan Philips. I’m using my maiden name. My husband’s death last year was…” She gave a frosty smile. “Well.”

      “Is Congressman Delgado still here?”

      “He’s been taken to his office for security reasons.”

      Carter raised his eyebrows. “How you doing, Megan?”

      “Trying to move on with my life, trying to be a good mother to Avery. Xander and I, we’re engaged.”

      “Congratulations.” Carter’s smile seemed to have enough warmth for her to soften a bit. “Now, I need to know if it was definitely her.”

      “Absolutely. I’d know that face anywhere. She worked with the man who abducted my kids. She put me through—”

      “Mommy!” Avery raced in to hug her mother around her legs. Small, dark-haired, and infected with the same flavor of mischief as Kirsty. She looked up at them, all coy and shy, but interested. “Who are these people, Mommy?”

      “They’re here to help us catch that bad woman, Avery.”

      “Mommy, Luisa’s not bad. I told you!”

      “She’s not called—”

      “And you invited her in for coffee!”

      Megan sighed, deep and loud. “Her name isn’t Luisa and she’s a bad person, Avery. Now, why don’t you go get yourself a cookie and watch some TV. Mommy needs to speak to these people.”

      “O-kay.” Avery swung her pigtails from side to side then dashed off inside.

      Megan rubbed at her temples. “Luisa is the name Layla al-Yasin used when she took my daughter last year.” She gasped. “After you failed to rescue her and her brother.”

      Carter nodded along with her. “And I accept full responsibility, ma’am.”

      That seemed to disarm her. Her mouth hung open.

      “What did she mean about coffee?”

      “I invited Layla in to buy time. There were two Secret Service agents downstairs while Xander took a shower. When they went outside, she’d abducted Dean. His car was gone.”

      “You mean Agent Lewandowski, right?” Carter waited for the nod. “He used to be in your husband’s detail, right?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “He didn’t just drive off?”

      “Layla al-Yasin was here, right outside my home. You put two and two together.” Megan led him down the path out onto the street and pointed at a space now filled with a black sedan. “She was right here.” She waved back down the street. “Avery and I had been out with Dory—she’s our labradoodle—then Avery ran off and when I caught up she was speaking to this woman. It was definitely Layla al-Yasin.”

      “Okay.” Carter tried to play it through, but he couldn’t figure it out.

      Elisha charged over and leaned in to Carter. “They’ve got a trace on Lewandowski’s car.”
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      “There!” Elisha pointed to the right. Two blocks away from Megan’s new home with Delgado, a black sedan sat at the side of the road.

      Four more identical sedans sat gleaming in the sun, a pair of gun-toting agents getting out of each one, earpieces wired into their jackets.

      Carter pulled in and jumped out onto the street, next to a small park. Kids screamed as they tore down a slide. No sign of anyone lurking around. He kept his distance.

      Elisha’s cell rang and she stepped away to answer it.

      The agent from the house was peering inside the vehicle, just an empty service car now. “My car wasn’t that clean when I bought it brand-new.” He tried the door and it was unlocked. He reached inside, his gloved fingers checking through the vehicle.

      Nothing. No sign the car had even been driven, let alone stolen with a Secret Service agent inside. No sign of Agent Lewandowski. No blood trails, no ransom notes.

      A colleague popped the trunk and shrugged. “The trunk’s empty. Not even a jack or a tire iron.” He spotted Carter and thumbed behind them. “Max, this is a Secret Service case. You need to get back.”

      Carter knew he was right, but he didn’t want to let Layla al-Yasin win again.

      Elisha grabbed him and walked him back to their Suburban. “I know you want to keep searching, Max, but the trail dies here. We need to find Ky Bartlett and Kaitlyn Presswood. This isn’t our wheelhouse.”

      Her use of jargon made him smile. It tore him from his obsession.

      “Leave it to the experts; let’s focus on what we’re good at.” A grin hit her face. “Tyler just called me back. Kaitlyn cell phone’s been off a couple days. And the address on file is the same as her driver’s license. The Bartletts’ home.”

      “Great.”

      “But…” Her grin widened. “Last location was University of Washington Campus, yesterday morning.”

      Carter tried to play it through, but nothing came up. “You think she’s really going to take the baby to a college campus?”

      “One way to find out.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-Seven

          

          KAITLYN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        08:45

      

      

      Ky just won’t stop screaming. No matter what I do, he just won’t stop. I lift up my top again, but he doesn’t latch on. Just keeps screaming. Won’t take his pacifier. And my migraine isn’t getting any better.

      Duke is sitting there like he wants to jump in and help, but he looks so small, so sick.

      So I pull my top back down then get up and walk around the kitchen, jiggling Ky in my arms. Seems to make a little bit of difference—quiets him down enough to take his pacifier.

      Mom hurries in lugging a big medical bag. “Duke, how many times have I told you to clean your closet? It’s a goddamn disgrace.”

      “Got other things on my mind, Beverley.” Duke reaches out a bony hand for me, the skin thin like paper. “Can I have a look at him?”

      I pass Ky over. “Is it a bug?”

      Duke takes him in his arms. “Okay, let’s see what’s wrong with him. I’m worried it—” Duke shuts up.

      My blood starts burning in my veins. “What’s wrong?”

      “Give me a few seconds, okay?” Duke rests Ky on the kitchen table and keeps sticking his stethoscope to Ky’s chest, muttering something to himself like he’s fixing up my old bike or Mom’s car.

      But I can’t shift my focus from my son. I can’t help him, and Duke can’t. And what am I doing? What have I done?

      “Kaitlyn?” Duke’s looking up at me, seeming a little bit more annoyed than before. Maybe even worried. Scared.

      Enough to make my heart flutter again. “What’s up?”

      He passes Ky back to me. “Okay, Cole’s mostly fine.”

      My heart goes crazy again and it’s like there’s something stuck in my throat. I lean in close and kiss his perfect little forehead. “But?”

      “Are you vegan, Kaitlyn?”

      “What? Vegan? No.”

      “Okay, but you’re breastfeeding him, right?”

      “Right. I mean, I’ve tried, but it’s been a struggle.”

      Mom pours a fresh cup of coffee for herself. “Your diet was always terrible.”

      “Wonder who I inherited that from. I’ve had to use branded baby formula from time to time.”

      “That’s it, then.” Duke drums his thumbs on the table. “I’ve seen this before. He’s got dairy intolerance.”

      “Like an allergy?”

      “Similar, but not the same thing. An intolerance can go away by the time he’s three or four. It can stick around, of course. Allergies are much worse, but intolerances aren’t any fun. Given you’re breastfeeding, you need to cut dairy out of your diet.”

      “What about eggs?”

      “Eggs aren’t dairy.” Duke smiles. “Anything made from cow milk. So cheese, cream, yogurt, butter.”

      “Okay. Makes sense.”

      “Ewe milk and goat milk have much lower lactose, and you can get lactose-free cow milk in Trader Joe’s. Cole here needs a hypoallergenic formula until you’ve gone a couple days without dairy.” Duke looks over at Mom. “Beverley, you mind heading out to the pharmacy?”

      “Duke, I was just out…”

      “I know, but this is important. Can’t remember the brand, but it comes in a short tub. Custard-colored. Green text. They’ve got it in Walgreens, might have it in Safeway.”

      I take Ky and hug him a little bit tighter.

      “When he’s a bit older, maybe a year, well…” Something passes in his eyes, like Duke knows he won’t be around then. “Try him with some cow’s milk and see how it goes. There’s no signs we’re dealing with anything dangerous here, but his poor little brain can’t process what’s happening. Again, he’ll likely grow out of it, but keep an eye on it, you hear?”

      “I hear ya.”

      “Thanks, Doctor.” Mom’s standing by the door already. “Come on, Kaitlyn, let’s get to the pharmacy.”
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      Chase knocked on the door and waited. Halfway down a long corridor. Cream walls with artful red graffiti motifs, like the university was all hip.

      He got out his cell and tried Layla again. No response. Again.

      This was such a long shot. But it was all he had.

      Kaitlyn… Goddamn it, he should’ve turned her over to the feds, but instead he got Layla to help her. Just to watch Landon and Jennifer suffer that little bit more.

      But now that Zangiev was on to her, his whole plan was broken. What Edwards had said, that he’d been looking for leverage against Landon. Now that Zangiev knew who she was, who she’d taken from Landon, he’d try to regain that leverage and get Landon to do whatever the hell he was hiding from Chase.

      He needed to find her. And quick.

      The door opened to a crack. An eye peered out—brown iris, olive skin. Not Kaitlyn.

      Chase breathed a sigh of relief. At least she wasn’t that dumb. “Looking for Kaitlyn. You seen her recently?”

      “She in some kinda trouble?”

      “She split and her folks are going out of their minds. I’m a PI, trying to track her down. So, you seen her?”

      “Not today.”

      Chase gave a flash of his most charming smile. “What’s your name?”

      “Gabi.” The door opened wide. Lot of Hispanic in her, probably second- or third-generation Mexican. And heavily pregnant. Seven or eight months to Chase’s untrained eye.

      Chase took in the room. A yellow tape line ran down the middle, split in half like that Batman character who was a good guy ex-DA on one side, an acid-scarred villain on the other. “She called or texted you?”

      “Not since Sunday, come to think of it.” Gabi hefted her weight down on her unmade bed. Her side was all chaos. Books and folders and notepads scattered all over the floor. Clothes everywhere. “She hasn’t been here for a while. Staying somewhere else.”

      “She drop out?”

      “Kinda.” Gabi pointed at the other half. “That’s her stuff still over there. Nobody’s moved in, and I keep putting them off dumping her stuff in the trash.”

      Kaitlyn’s half was super clean. Her bed was stripped, the cupboard bare. The same desk as on Gabi’s side, just not hidden under a mountain of bras, skirts, and tees. A stack of notebooks on the left, pens and laptop in the middle, textbooks on the right. Pristine.

      Chase crossed over. An iPhone sat there, showed 40 percent charge, meaning she might’ve been here recently to leave it. The laptop was locked with a password. Great. He started sifting through the pile of stuff on Kaitlyn’s desk. A stack of mail sat on top of the notebooks. That was promising. He sifted through and stopped at a letter.

      Kaitlyn’s college admission from the previous summer. Gave a home address in Bremerton, WA. Thirteenth Street. He had no idea where Bremerton even was. Something about a ferry, maybe, but that could just be his brain jerking him around.

      “You know her folks?”

      “She never talked about them. I tried to ask her, but…”

      Chase smiled at her. “She’s not much of a sharer, right?”

      “Tell me about it. I’m the complete opposite.”

      Outside, a black Suburban crawled across the parking lot.

      The FBI!
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          CARTER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        09:05

      

      

      The campus cop shuffled along the corridor ahead of Carter and Elisha. An old guy, clearly losing control of this block of student accommodation. “College students…” Looked like they’d beaten him down. “Maybe the worst are in frat houses, but this lot… It’s a struggle.” And one he seemed resigned to losing. He stopped in the corridor and knocked on the door. “Anyone in?” He waited a few seconds. “Ma’am?” Still nothing, so he took out a keycard, like they were in some fancy hotel. He pressed the card against the reader and opened the door to a crack. “Hello?”

      No sounds. No music, no TV, nobody escaping out the window. Second floor, so a possibility, but if Kaitlyn had a baby in there, extremely unlikely.

      The campus cop held the door for Carter. “Fill your boots, guys.”

      Carter stepped in, leaving Elisha out in the corridor. Two beds, pushed as far away from each other as possible. A line of yellow tape split the room in half. Posters of soccer players and pop stars on the messier left side, bare walls on the other. Hard to tell which side was Kaitlyn’s. A bathroom door to the right.

      Elisha crouched and snapped on a glove, squinting at a letter on the floor. “Who is Gabriella Rodriguez?”

      The campus cop was still out in the corridor, thumbs on his belt. “Ms. Presswood’s roommate.”

      Elisha joined Carter on the right side of the room. “This is Kaitlyn’s side.”

      Carter was slightly relieved. The other side was the sort of chaos that’d take hours to sift through. Then again, Kaitlyn’s half just didn’t have anything in it. A desk with some papers and a big space where you’d expect to find a laptop.

      The campus cop was in the room now. “She paid for the year in advance, but I think she quit in the summer. They didn’t let out her room, so we haven’t tossed her stuff yet.”

      “This is her second year, right?”

      “Think so. I’d have to check.”

      “You know her?”

      “Sure. Dude, most of my time here isn’t doing anything other than acting as a deterrent. I chat with the students, get to know them. Helps for when I have to do something more than act as a deterrent. I can spot a troublemaker a mile off.”

      “Which was she?”

      “Used to be a good kid. Super friendly and helpful, could tell she’d been raised right. But then I was out getting my knee fixed up. Old football injury. I saw her last week, and she was acting hella weird.”

      “Weird how?”

      “Distant.”

      Bringing a child to term only to give him up would do that to someone.

      “You any idea where her roommate is?”

      “No idea.”

      “Any way you can check she’s not at class?”

      “Girl like her, she’s not so mobile.”

      Carter looked over. “What do you mean by that?”

      “She’s pregnant.”

      “Possible they’re both surrogates.” Carter saw the same logic clicking through Elisha’s brain too. “Find her for me, would you?”

      “Will do.” Elisha led the campus cop outside.

      Alone, Carter started scouring through Kaitlyn’s stuff, taking it nice and slow. Methodical. But his brain kept whirring through the story. He could see it all mapped out now—two desperate students faced with a lifetime of debt, and one of them saw a way out.

      Having kids for desperate people who could pay. Now that it was legal, it must’ve made perfect sense. But the reality had hit Kaitlyn like a truck. Hard to not feel some sympathy for her plight, but her actions…?

      Carter completed his search. Futile, but the pile of opened mail wasn’t as pristine as the rest of her room. The bare bed, the organized closet, the stack of notebooks…

      Had someone already been here?

      Someone else hunting her?

      Carter heard a noise, like a cat squealing. No pets allowed. Sounded like it came from the bathroom. He stepped over and opened the door wide.

      Someone cowered in the white bathtub. Carter got a flash of dark hair, pale skin, bathrobe.

      He averted his gaze. “Hey, my name’s Max.” He held out his badge. “I’m a federal agent. Are you okay?”

      She squealed. That trapped cat sound from earlier.

      “I’m not going to hurt you. Are you a student?”

      “Name’s Gabi.”

      “Okay, Gabi. I need to find Kaitlyn. I can see how frightened you are. I’m not going to hurt you, okay? Just need to ask a few questions. I’ll be through there. That cool?”

      “Okay.”

      Carter went back to the bedroom, but stayed close to the bathroom. He left the hallway door open, and faced away from the bathroom. “You and Kaitlyn get on well?”

      No reply.

      His cell started ringing. He checked the display. Elisha. “Gabi, I need to take a call, okay?”

      Sounded like she was moving around in there. “Okay.”

      Carter answered it. “What’s up?”

      “Max, the campus cop found Kaitlyn’s roommate.”

      “Gabi?” Carter swallowed. He turned slowly. So who was in the bathroom?

      “Shall I send her up?”

      “Do that.”

      “Be there in a minute. She’s at least eight months gone.”

      Carter kept his cell to his ear, even though Elisha was gone, and nudged the door open wider. “Uh huh. Sure.”

      The bathroom was empty. Nobody in the tub.

      Something cracked off his skull and he stumbled forward, catching his shoulder on the edge of the bathtub and sprawling across the hard tiles.

      Footsteps raced away. Something clattered.

      “FBI!” Carter couldn’t push himself up. “STOP!” His shoulder burned just like he’d been shot again, just like back in Iraq. He could hear perfectly, so no gunshot. He rolled over and saw the weapon. A laptop, with a huge dent in the aluminum. Must’ve hit him edge on, cut him like an ax.

      He fumbled his phone and had to pick it up again. He hit dial and managed to stick it on speaker as he lay there.

      “Max? You okay?”

      “Elisha, someone was in the bathroom. A woman. Pretending to be Gabi. Find her.”

      “Right. Like finding a woman in a student dorm is easy…” And she was gone.

      Carter hauled himself up to standing. A bruise was already forming at the back of his skull. He managed to get over to the window. Across the parking lot, his Suburban gleamed in the cold morning sunshine.

      A Toyota was racing away.

      He couldn’t get a read on the plates.

      

      
        
        09:15

      

      

      In the security station, Carter took two Tylenol and swallowed them down with cold water from the fountain. “You getting anything?”

      “You ask me, that there’s a professional.” The campus cop was sitting at a computer monitoring station, his giant screen showing a split view of the parking lot. The Toyota was frozen mid-frame. A Camry, the sedan model. And the license plate was blurry, like it’d been photoshopped. “You get this spray offa the internet. Used to see it all the time in my cop days.”

      “Seattle PD?”

      “Got my twenty and escaped with my health and a chunk of my sanity. This pay here’s not much worse, but you can’t put a price on mental wellbeing. Lot of guys take on a campus cop job like this, it’s some ex-trucker living out his authority fantasies. Me, I wanted a life where I didn’t have to deal with dead bodies every week.”

      Carter nodded like he was interested in the story. The video showed a dead end, very few ways to progress. “You got any other cameras?”

      “Same story.” The guy shifted the view to the street outside, but it showed the same image. A Toyota Camry riding off into the sunset, without a trace. It looked like nobody was driving the car. Same spray must be on the windshield too.

      The campus cop was on to something, though. Someone who did that to their plates in a city knew what they were doing. Even in this country, there were still surveillance cameras. One would pick them up if they drove it too often, meaning it was reserved for special operations. It all added up to a pro hunting for Kaitlyn.

      The way the parents had kept their secrets, had hired PI firms to vet everyone… Could they pay someone to do a clandestine hunt?

      Carter stood up, and a searing jab of pain bit into his shoulder. “Some of my agents will be here to dig into this, okay? Need you to afford them all the help you’ve given to myself and Agent Thompson.”

      “Don’t mention it, bud. Happy to still be of service.”

      Carter left him to his screen. Out in the corridor, a couple of his agents approached. Wilkins and Chang. He pointed into the security room, then went next door into a work break room. Couches, tables, vending machines, and a heavily stained microwave.

      Kaitlyn’s roommate sat on a couch. Gabi—the real Gabi—was maybe twenty years old, but with the air of someone a lot older. And a minimum of eight months pregnant.

      No sign of Elisha, though.

      Carter pulled up a chair and sat next to her. “Gabi, is it?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Listen, someone was in your room, pretending to be you. You any idea who that was?”

      “I have no idea. I was doing laundry.” She seemed antsy, twitching and fizzing with energy. “I need to get back to it. Shit goes missing if you don’t sit with it.”

      “I get that. Just a few more questions.” Carter leaned forward, steepling his fingers. “Where’s my colleague?”

      “Said she was going to check the room again.”

      “You know what Kaitlyn’s done?”

      “Know what you think she’s done, anyway.”

      “Is your baby a surrogate?”

      “How dare you ask me that?”

      “Are you denying it?”

      Gabi nibbled her bottom lip.

      “See, I think you got Kaitlyn into the surrogacy thing. Maybe the other way around. Either way, it helps you pay your way through college. Right?”

      “Look, Kaitlyn banked a good chunk of cash for popping out that kid. Enough to clear her tuition fees and change.” Gabi patted her swollen belly. “This’ll be my second.”

      “And Kaitlyn?”

      “That’s her first. She was desperate, man. Ran out of cash, worked like three jobs. In a bar, drove an Uber, had a gig stuffing envelopes here for below minimum wage. Then she dropped out, moved out, but nobody’s sublet her room, so her stuff’s all there. Told your woman, Kaitlyn came here yesterday. Left her cell phone.”

      “Her cell phone?”

      “Sure. Who leaves an iPhone behind? Means I couldn’t call her and tell her about it. That PI seemed mighty interested?”

      “What PI?”

      “Big guy. Older. Kinda cute. Said her parents had hired him.”

      Carter groaned. Another thing to talk to David Karevoll about.

      Elisha came into the room and beckoned Carter over.

      “Just be a second.” Carter joined Elisha by the door, angling his body so he could keep an eye on Gabi, not that she was waddling anywhere in a hurry. “What’s up?”

      “Found a bag in her closet.” Elisha held up a tote bag advertising the Bellevue farmers’ market. “Three checks, all made out to Kaitlyn Presswood.” Her gloved fingers sifted through them. “Fifty grand and two for four hundred bucks. Here’s the contract with the surrogacy agency.” She passed it over.

      Someone had scribbled NO WAY in red Sharpie. Presumably Kaitlyn.

      Carter felt a twinge in his shoulder as his hopes sagged out of him. “Worth speaking to the agency?”

      “Place called Helping Hand.” Elisha smirked at him. “Got an address in downtown Tacoma.”

      

      
        
        10:05

      

      

      Helping Hand was more like an upmarket hair salon or a tech store. Fish tanks and cucumber water on tap. Stripped brick walls like a Brooklyn loft, even though the building couldn’t have been more than five years old at most.

      “I’ve been here three years.” Kim Harwick led them into her office, the door marked CEO. She wore a pants suit, gray, with a lime-green blouse. She gestured for them to sit, her designer glasses catching the reflected light from the bare bulb hanging low. “My background is in HR and running employment agencies. Surrogacy has the potential to be a large industry in this state, so this was an opportunity to move into a growth market with huge potential.”

      “And Kaitlyn Presswood is definitely one of your clients?”

      Harwick sat back. “There are strict anonymity clauses in place here.”

      “I get that.” Carter exchanged a look with Elisha, winking his left eye. Their code that he was going full-on bad cop. “And while it’s entirely legal what you do here, I’m not sure the public would just accept the fact that one of your surrogate mothers has kidnapped the baby she was contracted to deliver.”

      Harwick threw up her hands. “That has nothing to do with our business’s legality.”

      “No. But a long, drawn-out FBI investigation might harm your access to this growing market.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “This is nothing.” Carter smiled. “How much post-natal counseling do your surrogate mothers get?”

      A sigh seemed to be all Harwick needed to weigh up the decision. “Fine.” She opened her laptop with a slight crack, then started typing and clicking. “Okay, so Kaitlyn Presswood is one of ours.”

      “Just need an address, then we’ll be out of your hair.”

      “Okay. Her address is the college campus.”

      Another dead end.

      “That’s it?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “I can be back here inside the hour to tear this place apart.”

      “Be my guest. I’m not hiding anything.” Harwick stared at him, weighing it all up. “Look, the system shows Kaitlyn hasn’t cashed the checks.” She licked her lips. “But there’s an emergency contact. One Beverley Stretton, address in Bremerton.”
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      An idyllic Washington morning, still lush and green, even though the distant trees are losing their leaves. The smell of ozone after the rain.

      Just like so many times over the years, I sit on the steps by the back stoop. The door behind me is open and the radio’s playing Springsteen, one of Duke’s favorites, but it sounds like it’s from another age, let alone forty years back.

      Unlike all those times, though, I’m here with Ky. My son.

      “There you are.” Mom kisses me on the top of my head, then joins me in a lawn chair. “They’ve changed the design since Duke last saw it.” She passes me the tub of hypo-allergenic formula and a bottle, all warmed up.

      “Thanks, Mom.” I give Ky a shot at the bottle and he takes it, seems to love the formula. I hope this isn’t a scam, trying to get me to run dry so I have no choice but to pay big Pharma to feed my son.

      Mom smiles. “Little guy loves it.”

      “Hope he’s going to feel better now, sleep through the night.”

      “It’s great having you back in our life, Kaitlyn. Cole’s a real sweetheart.”

      “I’m worried sick about him.”

      “Kids are a lot more robust than you expect. You were sick all the time. I thought it was from all the smoking your father did. Probably was. And you turned out okay, my girl.” She fixes me with a hard stare, moisture swelling around her eyes. “How long are you staying?”

      Truth is, I don’t know.

      I feel safer than I have in months. Years, even.

      I can just lie low and live the life I would’ve if I hadn’t left for college. Be one with my baby boy. As if college hadn’t happened. Give myself time to think through what I want to do with my life. Is medicine the answer? Am I doing that to please Duke, just to get him off my case? Do I even need to get a degree?

      Of course I do. The teachers at school always said to get a bachelor’s then a master’s. You’ll out-earn everyone. And I need to pay for this hungry critter now. I want the best for him. The happiest life, or the one with the least pain.

      “Before I had Cole, I was just drifting. Going to college because my schoolteachers told me I was smart. Running away from here because… I don’t know. I never stopped to think if I was doing the right thing.”

      “Stop being so hard on yourself, Kaitlyn. You’ll do great things in your life.”

      “Mom, I’m a mess.”

      “And that’s all my fault.” She sniffs. “I should’ve left your father a long time before he died.” She’s crying. “I just wanted a better life for you than I had. It’s been tough, but I worry you’re making the same mistakes as me. He needs a father.”

      “Mom, there’s no way I’m going back to his jackass father.”

      Then, a thunder of hailstones erupts, rattling off the veranda roof, then it’s turned to hard rain. Mom gets up to hide from the heavy rain under the eaves. “Come on, let’s get inside.”

      I pick up Ky and carry him inside in my arms. He’s asleep again, but licking his lips. I nudge the door shut with my hip, then walk through the house.

      Mom looks at me like I’m still at school and she’s caught me stealing or something. “How did you pay for the birth?”

      I don’t answer, and just push past into the kitchen.

      But Mom stops me, grabbing me by the arm. Her grip still hurts, even after all this time. “Duke delivered babies his whole career, my girl. Don’t you lie to me. It costs ten grand to get a C-section. Give or take.”

      “The baby’s father paid for it.”

      It’s not a lie, but it’s pretty untruthful.

      Mom seems to accept that lie, and lets me go. “If I had ten minutes alone with that man and a baseball bat, I swear…”

      There’s a knock on the front door.

      My heart skips a beat.

      Duke opens the door to his den, shrouded in the sound of The Boss.

      I stand there, waiting and listening hard. This is what it’s going to be like, isn’t it? Every knock on the door is a threat.

      Mom walks over to answer it. “Yes?”

      A man’s voice, someone I sort of recognize.

      Mom opens the door wider. “And who are you?”

      Chase smiles at me, then back at Mom. “I’m the baby’s uncle.”

      “His father’s your brother?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Well, I suggest you send your lousy brother here so I can whoop his ass.” She moves to slam the door.

      But Chase steps in and catches the frame, blocking it. “I need to speak to Kaitlyn.”

      “Son, you need to get outta here.” Mom laughs. “Son… Who am I kidding, you’re about the same age as me.”

      “Please, I just need a few minutes with her.”

      “How could someone do that to my girl? To any girl? Getting her pregnant and kicking her out?! You tell that son of a bitch to get his sorry ass—”

      “Please.” Chase’s bracing himself for violence. “Just five minutes. This is super important.”

      Mom stands her ground, fists resting on her hips. “She isn’t here.

      “Look, I can see her.”

      I walk over and caress her arm. “Mom, it’s okay.”

      “This asshole can jump in the lake, as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Beverley, how about you—” Duke broke into a coughing fit, sharp and nasty sounding.

      Mom steps away from the door to help him.

      I step away from them, rounding on Chase. “Chase, you need to leave.”

      His jaw is set tight. “The FBI know you took Landon’s baby.”

      The words hit me in the face, but I can’t focus on them. I hug Ky tight. “He’s my baby.”

      “No, Kaitlyn. Ky is Landon’s and Jennifer’s son. The feds are probably on their way here.”

      “The FBI?”

      “They’ll send local cops too. It’s over, Kaitlyn.”
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      Logging country, but no active logging going on. The rental sits there, clicking as the engine cools down, surrounded by pine trees, just a narrow lane leading back to civilization and the distant freeway.

      Layla takes another deep lungful and lets it out slowly. The crisp morning air tastes fresh, smells even fresher.

      Behind her, the old cabin and its woodshed are silent, save for some muffled screams coming from inside.

      She hates herself for doing this, but she doesn’t have another choice here. Things are entirely out of her control now. Whatever she’s become, they made the decisions that led there, not her.

      She picks up the ax and runs her finger down the blade. Knife-sharp. She opens the door again and enters.

      Lewandowski lies on his stomach, hog-tied with bright-yellow twine binding his wrists and ankles together. It’s almost funny, but Layla can’t find too much humor in this world. Not anymore.

      She scrapes the wooden chair across the rough concrete floor and brushes the seat, making paint flake off the decaying wood. Then she sits, trying to keep her breathing under control. She rests the ax on the floor, gripping the handle tight.

      Lewandowski says something, but the gray towel is tight around his mouth.

      “A couple of nights ago, I flew in to SeaTac from Istanbul in Turkey. You know where I’d been?”

      It sounds like he shouts “Please!”

      “I’d been to Syria. It’s been all over the news these past few years, so you must’ve heard what it’s like there now. Hard place to get to. I had to walk, had to pay some very nasty men to cross the border with Turkey. The same pilgrimage my husband did.”

      Something clicks and he stops struggling. He looks at the ax and it’s like he realizes he’s not getting out of here alive.

      “I followed his trail. The people I had to speak to… and that was just to find someone who knew my husband. But I’m a patient woman and I have some skills. I tracked down two of my husband’s cell members and gained their trust. They’d renounced their ways, were trying to live a normal life, even though the country’s still war-torn. One of these men, Syed, he was in the compound when they bombed it. He told me about my husband’s death. Syed lost an arm, but escaped with his life. He watched my husband die, burning to death in front of him.” She swallows down bile.

      Despite everything, she still has some feelings after all.

      The towel masks his breathing. He’s completely still, resigned to his fate. Then starts squealing again.

      “Before I went there, I knew how they found my husband’s location. Some men tortured my son to get his location.”

      His squealing gets louder and louder.

      “I knew the identity of one of the men but, sadly, I can’t speak to him because he was killed last year. In Seattle, not too far from here. The man who killed him was sentenced yesterday.” She picks up the ax and rests it on her left leg. “It turns out there was another man present, though, someone else who tortured my son.”

      He’s shouting something now.

      “Mr. Lewandowski, I know you’re ex-CIA. And I know you were there. So don’t lie to me.” Layla reaches over to tear the towel from his mouth.

      He’s calm, his training kicking in, letting his words do the work his fists can’t. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “In Syria, I found someone who had a recording of the interrogation. You tortured my son until he gave you my husband’s location.”

      “You don’t know the full story.”

      Layla hefts the ax. “Enlighten me.”

      “Your husband became a poster boy for recruitment. You know he was on one of those beheading videos, right?”

      “I know.” She smacks the ax into her palm. “This isn’t about him.”

      “It is. Men in this country, in the UK, in Germany, they were all emboldened by your husband, encouraged to sacrifice their lives for the greater good.” He spits on the floor. “That pilgrimage you made from Turkey to Syria? Many hundreds also made that because of your husband’s words. Your husband was a huge draw.” He laughs. “A huge pain in the ass. But we killed him.”

      Layla picks up the whetstone and sharpens the ax blade. Sparks shoot off into the space between them. “Why didn’t you announce it?”

      “Way above my pay grade.” He just shrugs. “He wasn’t a big-enough scalp, maybe? He was effective, sure, but he was an American citizen. Maybe it—”

      “Shut up!” Layla stands up and points the ax at him. “You tortured my son.”

      “That’s not on me.”

      “I’ve seen the video!”

      “You don’t know what you’ve seen. It’s easy to fake stuff these days. Deep fakes or whatever it’s called. Artificial intelligence.”

      Layla turns her back on him, fury firing through her veins.

      Then a crack from behind and something pushes her against the wall, the rough wood scratching her cheek. Lewandowski presses the ax against her throat and pins her against the wall, his fetid breath crawling over her.
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        10:20

      

      

      “In here.” Kaitlyn took Chase into a room at the side—looked like a man’s den—and she slumped into a saggy couch opposite an old TV, resting her kid on her lap. “What are you talking about?”

      Chase collapsed into the easy chair and inspected the huge stereo, ten components with two floor-to-ceiling speakers on either side. A stack of Springsteen LPs rested on the turntable lid. He still couldn’t put his words in the right order. All that time, all that driving, and it was still a jumble. “The FBI are probably on their way here, Kaitlyn. You need to go. Now.”

      Kaitlyn wouldn’t look at Chase, kept staring at the baby.

      “Look, I know how hard this has been for you, but it’s over. The feds will catch you, and they’ll put you away.” Chase reached out. “You need to give me Ky and get the hell out of here.”

      “No!”

      “He isn’t your child.”

      “Don’t say that!” Kaitlyn shot to her feet and charged off through the house.

      Chase wanted to move, wanted to chase after her, but everything felt like too much. He felt like he weighed ten tons and was at the bottom of the ocean. So tempting to just hide out here. Barely an hour from Seattle, but a whole world away. Somehow he hauled himself up to standing and walked back through the house.

      You could tell a lot about a family by their kitchen. Warm and full of gorgeous cooking smells, but they clearly struggled for money. The kitchen units needed tearing out and replacing maybe twenty years ago. An old wood-paneled refrigerator, rattling and humming.

      Kaitlyn sat in a chair, holding Ky like Chase would steal him out of her arms.

      Her dad—or the guy her mom called Duke, anyway—sat at the head of the table, staring at the sleeping baby on his daughter’s lap. He was a sack of bones, and he kept coughing. Chase had no idea what his story was, but it was clearly going to be over soon enough.

      Chase stayed by the door. Every second he was here, the FBI were closing in on the home. He wasn’t implicated in this—not directly anyway—but the best way to get implicated was to be still around when they showed up. And yet he couldn’t leave. “Kaitlyn, you need to get out of here. You need to—”

      “I’m staying. I can’t bear to let him go again.”

      “That’s not the smart move here.” Chase pulled up the opposite chair but didn’t sit down, instead rested against the wooden back. “Ky isn’t yours. Not legally. Not biologically.”

      Her mom gave Chase a fierce scowl. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “He’s lying, Mom.”

      Chase shook his head. “You need to tell her the truth.”

      Kaitlyn’s cheeks were moist with tears, her forehead creased with worry and fear. Even she could tell it was over, that the walls were closing in around her. She reached for her Mom’s hand. “He’s not called Cole. He’s Ky Bartlett. He’s the kid on the news.”

      “What?” Beverley let go of her hand. “Kaitlyn, you kidnapped a child!”

      “He’s my son!”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I gave birth to him!” She pulled up her top to reveal a brutal scar at the bottom of her abdomen, red and raw, the kind Chase had only really seen in one of their treatment centers. “I can’t bear to be apart from him…”

      “She’s a surrogate mother.” Chase took the seat and locked eyes with her mother. “She bore my brother’s kid using his wife’s egg. My brother, Landon, he paid all the bills, gave her a ton of money.”

      Tears slicked Kaitlyn’s cheeks. “I didn’t know how hard it’d be to give him up.”

      “Oh, Kaitlyn…” Her mom slumped back in her chair. “What have you done?”

      “Right now, the FBI are on their way here.”

      Duke wrapped a bony arm around his wife’s racking shoulders. Chase had clocked Duke’s knowing silence. This wasn’t news to him. “Beverley, we need to protect our girl. Okay?”

      Mom twisted her face up. “How?”

      “We say she’s been here all this time.” Duke fixed her with a hard look. “We all stick to the same story, say she’s been depressed since she gave up the baby, and we’ve been looking after her. Nobody’s seen her because she won’t go outside. Doc Robertson owes me a bunch of favors. He can fake a script, say she’s on Zoloft or something, real high dose. Been on it since she came back here.”

      “You’re talking about lying to the FBI?” Chase got up and stepped forward. “This is bullshit. You need to return him, Kaitlyn.”

      Kaitlyn wouldn’t even look at him. “I can’t.”

      “You need to, Kaitlyn.” Chase crouched down next to her. “He isn’t yours. You don’t have a choice here. You’ve committed a federal crime.”

      “She doesn’t have to do anything.” Duke shrugged. “Just disappear, Kittycat. I’ll take the heat for this. I’ll lie for you.”

      “Duke!” Beverley looked even more torn. “You can’t!”

      “I can and will. I don’t have much time left.” Duke pleaded with Kaitlyn, reaching his bony fingers across the table. “This isn’t—” He coughed, sounding like he’d ripped a lung in half. “We’ll cover you.”

      “Kaitlyn!” Chase scraped his chair back to stand up. “You need to return Ky to his parents. Otherwise, you’ll be on the run the rest of your life. You can live your life like that, sure, but is a life on the run fair to him?”

      “I can’t let him go!”

      “You have to.” Chase stood up tall. “Kaitlyn, you don’t have a plan. You’ve been winging this. The feds have been on your back since you took him. I paid someone to help you, means I’m up to my neck in this. And I’ve upset some very nasty people to protect you.”

      “You paid her?”

      Chase gave her a nod. “My friend saved you at the bus station and drove you here last night.” He took her hand and stroked it. “It’s over. Let’s hand him in to the cops. I’ll take the heat. Duke can. Whatever. But Ky needs to be with Landon and Jennifer. They’re his parents.”

      Kaitlyn didn’t say anything.

      “Come on. You need to return Ky. We can all support you when you’ve left the state. I have money, I can help you disappear. Okay?”

      Duke looked around at Chase. “Son, you better get your ass out of here.”

      “No. She needs to turn Ky over to the FBI. Anything else we can discuss, but it’s the right thing to do here.”

      “That’s your plan?” Duke raised his eyebrows. “Return the baby?”

      “You don’t have an alternative, do you? Sooner or later, she’ll get caught and she’ll lose him anyway.”

      Kaitlyn stood up and carried Ky over to the window. Across the tiny yard, a lawn and some trees. Then she turned to Chase and stared right at him.

      Duke followed her over, slower and with a lot more coughing. He had to rest against the sill. “Kaitlyn, you need to be in the wind. Go now. Take Cole, Ky, whatever he’s called, but just go now. I’ll take the blame for this. A crazy old dude hopped out of his skull on chemo drugs.”

      Kaitlyn scowled at him. “Duke, no.”

      Duke didn’t even look at Chase. “If the feds are on their way here, you need to get out of here. Now, I can drive you south, west, whatever. But they’ll be looking around here, so I suggest you take the ferry back to the city, then rent a car and go somewhere. Now either you take that kid or you don’t, but if you do, you bring him up good, you hear? I’ll take any heat coming your way.”

      Kaitlyn’s lips were quivering. Either way, she had a lifetime as a fugitive, it was just whether that was with Ky or not.

      Chase held out a hand. “Come on, Kaitlyn. You need to take him back.”

      She stared hard at him for a few seconds, then looked over at her mother. “Mom, what do I do?”

      Beverley looked torn, her forehead creased and crinkled, her gaze shooting between her husband and her daughter. “I think you should do what your father says.”

      “That’s complete bull—”

      “Son!” Beverley grabbed Chase by the arm. “You need to leave!”

      

      
        
        10:25

      

      

      Chase focused on the house in his rearview.

      Kaitlyn and Duke both left the house with Ky. Duke helped her into the pickup outside, then took his time hauling his bones in front. The engine rattled, then he drove along the street, giving Chase a backward glance as he tugged on his seatbelt.

      He twisted the key until the electrics came on and followed their path through the town. Low-rent accommodation and thrift stores. Cheap-ass cars and diners.

      Duke’s truck stopped at an intersection next to a naval yard. On the left was the ferry terminal. On the right, the road opened up to a freeway, heading south around the Sound to Tacoma, this area’s other connection to the rest of the nation.

      So left meant Duke’s plan, right meant Chase’s? Maybe.

      But Duke’s turn signal wasn’t on.

      The light turned green and Duke went straight, heading for the ferry.

      So she’d decided to keep Ky.

      The poor kid was going to face a life on the run, with Kaitlyn always looking over her shoulder. When she inevitably screwed up and got caught, he’d lose who he thought was his mother and face the trauma of being reacquainted with his biological parents. The confusion, the fear.

      They were doing the wrong thing. Maybe for the right reasons, or what they thought were the right reasons.

      What the hell was Chase going to do about it?
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      Carter stepped down onto the damp sidewalk. The address was just down the block. “Think I’ve only been to Bremerton once, with Emma years ago.”

      Elisha flashed her eyebrows. “Can’t have left much of an impression on you.”

      “Let’s do this.” Carter set off toward the house, his service weapon heavy in its holster tight across his chest, then went up the short path and thumped the door. “FBI!”

      Some sounds came from inside, maybe footsteps padding to the door. “Who’s there?”

      “It’s the FBI, ma’am.” Elisha held her badge up to the peephole. “Looking for Beverley Stretton?”

      The door opened to a crack and a woman in her late forties squinted out at them. Dyed red hair, but she seemed exhausted, like her life had taken a couple of tolls on her. “That’s me. What’s this about?”

      “Ma’am, we need access to your property to—”

      “You can’t do this!”

      Elisha stepped forward, easing Beverley off to the side, then pushed the door wide.

      “Get out of my house! You can’t do this!”

      “We can, ma’am.” Carter blocked Beverley’s path back to the door to let Elisha search the house. “I lead the FBI’s Child Abduction Rapid Deployment unit, based out of Seattle. We’re investigating the abduction of a Ky Bartlett. We urgently need to speak to a Kaitlyn Presswood.”

      Beverley collapsed back against the house. “Kaitlyn ain’t here.”

      “You know her, though?”

      “She’s my daughter.”

      “She doesn’t have your name.”

      Seemed to derail her. “It’s her father’s. My husband, Duke, his name’s John Stretton. We never got around to changing Kaitlyn’s last name. Everyone called her Kaitlyn Stretton, but legally she was still Kaitlyn Presswood.” Beverley glared at him. “My daughter skipped town to go to college in the city. Turned her back on us, after all we’d done for her. We didn’t hear from her in fifteen months, then she came back here two weeks ago, saying she’d lost a baby.”

      “Lost?”

      “Said they took it from her.”

      “Ma’am, she was a surrogate mother.”

      “I know she was. To Landon and Jennifer Bartlett. It isn’t illegal anymore.”

      “No, but child abduction is.”

      Her eyes bulged.

      “Ma’am, your daughter broke in and abducted the baby from its crib.”

      “She’s been here since last Tuesday.”

      That’s how she was playing it, then?

      Elisha walked over and leaned in to whisper, “No sign of anyone else, but there’s a crib in there.”

      Carter stepped away to focus on Beverley. “Why is there a crib?”

      “Because my daughter was talking about suing to get custody. Said she’d need a place to keep the kid. Kaitlyn’s very single-minded. When she gets something in her head…”

      “Ma’am, she is neither the child’s legal nor biological parent.”

      “But she gave birth to him.”

      “Where is she now?”

      “Kaitlyn hasn’t been sleeping. She went out with Duke. Her stepfather. Used to be a nurse. One of his buddies is a doctor and he wrote her a script for something. Probably what caused her insomnia. They’re off seeing him now, trying to get something else.”

      “You know this buddy’s address?”

      

      
        
        11:15

      

      

      The diner on the corner had that small-town America smell, frying onions and burgers, blending with the heavy vanilla smell of milkshakes. Place looked out on Bremerton’s main street and down toward the ferry terminal. Only one customer at this time, a huge guy sagging on a stool in the corner, gripping a burger like his life depended on it.

      Carter stepped over to him. “Dr. Robertson?”

      The man didn’t look up from his burger. “Depends who’s asking.”

      “FBI, sir.” Carter held out his badge. “So, are you Dr. Robertson?”

      “That’s me.” Diet clearly wasn’t his specialty. A pair of hamburgers, one half-eaten, sat on top of a plate of sweet potato fries. He wiped his greasy fingers on a napkin and added it to the pile building up. His curly hair grew out as two points, like a clown. “What’s up?”

      “Looking for a Kaitlyn Presswood. Duke Stretton’s stepdaughter.”

      “Right, sure.” Robertson took a slurp of Coke. “We go back a ways. Duke’s a good man. One of the best. Real shame what’s happening.”

      “What you mean?”

      “His cancer.”

      It hit Carter hard. From out of nowhere. “You seen her today?”

      “Should I have?” Robertson popped a fry in his mouth.

      Carter took the stool next to him. “Sir, I’m a federal agent and I need to speak to her. Urgently. Have you seen her today?”

      “Her and Duke dropped by just before I came here for my five minutes of peace. Kid said she wasn’t sleeping, so I wrote her a prescription for something to help with that.”

      Carter didn’t buy his story. It was all slotting into place too easily. “That the first prescription you gave her?”

      “Nope. I’d need to check my records when the other one was.”

      “Broadly?”

      “Be last week, I think. An anti-depressant. Need to check. You know how kids are these days. My generation’s hard on them because our folks were hard on us, but I’d hate to grow up these days, I swear. So much pressure.”

      “You any idea where they were going?”

      “If I were a betting man, I’d check the pharmacy. Walgreens, Rite Aid, or Safeway. Take your pick, bud.”

      

      
        
        11:20

      

      

      Carter left the Walgreens and stomped across the parking lot back to his Suburban. The drive-thru Starbucks was sure tempting.

      A Rite Aid was across the street, and he spotted Elisha charging out, scowling. She took out her cell and put it to her ear.

      He answered it immediately. “Not been here.”

      “Nor here.” Elisha sighed down the line. “Worth checking the Safeway?”

      “I don’t know.” Carter opened the car door and got in. “What’s your take?”

      Elisha skipped across the road and powered toward him. “This whole thing’s ringing false to me.”

      “Go on?”

      Elisha killed the call and got in the passenger side. “Well, the baby’s crib is slept in but she didn’t mention a baby.”

      “Okay…” Carter pocketed his cell. “We need to get a DNA trace done. If they’re telling the truth and Kaitlyn was there, then fine. But if Ky was there, then they helped her get away with him. Once we recover him, this is a prosecution. I don’t want another Layla al-Yasin on my hands.”

      “You believe Doc Robertson back there?”

      “Old buddy of Duke’s… Could be lying.” Carter took out his cell again and called Tyler. “Peterson, need you to get me a set of plates for John ‘Duke’ Stretton, address—”

      “Already on it, sir.” Muffled speech in the background. “A ’94 Ford F150 pickup.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I’m searching for all their cars. Standard procedure, at least for me. Passed it to the local cops and just heard back. It’s parked up outside the ferry terminal in Bremerton.”

      Only one thing he was up to there. Helping Kaitlyn escape.
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      Ky’s kicking at me as I undo the buckle on his car seat. He won’t let me put him in the papoose easily either. Looks like they’re turning the naval shipyard next door into a museum or something. A long row of cars waits to get on the ferry, not so many waiting to get off.

      I look inside at Duke, sitting behind the wheel. “Sure this is the right plan?”

      “It’s our only move, Kittycat.” His cell rings. He checks it. “I need to take this.” He turns away.

      I should leave, get my ticket, get on the ferry. But I don’t. Ky’s still wriggling in my arms.

      Duke snaps his cell shut. “That was Doc Robertson. The feds are onto us. He covered for us, but I don’t think they believe our story…”

      “I’m so sorry about this, Duke.”

      “Don’t be sorry. We’ll deal with the fallout and protect you. Okay?”

      “Right.” I catch a glimpse of flashing blue lights along the main road. A few minutes away, but the feds are homing in on us.

      “I’m going for the freeway to throw them off your trail.” Duke pats my arm. “Get back to Seattle and escape from there. I know it’s hard, kid, but you need to do this.”

      “I love you, Duke. Thanks for taking in me and Mom.”

      “Don’t mention it, Kittycat.”

      I rush off toward the terminal. Water flies out of a squat chimney to the right, the overspill from the ferry. There’s a line for the machine, but the teller’s clear. “Seattle, please. One way.” I shove a ten dollar note in.

      She passes my ticket and change back through. Barely even looks at me.

      I stroll through the terminal, trying to act all calm while my head explodes inside. People are already embarking, that slow trudge along. Someone’s whistling some old show tune.

      The guard checking tickets stops me, focusing on Ky. “What’s his name?”

      “Her. Kayla. I’m meeting my husband on the ferry.”

      “Ma’am, just hold on a second.” The guy gets out his radio.

      People are grumbling behind me. He starts letting them through as he talks, but I can’t hear what he’s saying.

      Ky is letting out little squawks, a precursor to a full-on attack of screaming. I offer him the pacifier, and he takes it. Thank god.

      This was a mistake. The feds are coming and they’ve got me.

      

      
        
        11:25

      

      

      I grab the last table just before the big guy in the green T-shirt. He steps away, looking real pissed. He stands by a pillar, then checks his cell, then back to me.

      Is he on to me? I don’t think so, but…

      I rest Ky on the table next to me. He’s fine, but his mouth’s covered in drool. I get one of the baby wipes from my bag and go to work on his face, tidying him up. “There you go.”

      He laughs at me.

      It spears my heart. I could never give him back. Not to them.

      I sit back in the seat and try to focus on the here and now. Try to quit worrying.

      But the dude keeps looking at me.

      I scan the room for other threats. There’s a guy buying a coffee, but it’s just some guy who looks a bit like him.

      I’ll be back in Seattle soon.

      Until it sets off, I’m a sitting duck. Hell, until it arrives in Seattle and I’m safely on land, I’m a sitting duck. Layla’s advice hits me—Stay off public transport. The problem isn’t transport, it’s the public part.

      Getting the ferry is a mistake. Whatever Duke said about taking the ferry being the less-obvious play, it’s the one that’ll trap me when it falls to pieces. Should’ve driven, taken backroads.

      A hand grips on my shoulder. “Need you to come with me.”
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      Carter pulled up outside the ferry terminal, scanning the immediate vicinity and leaving the engine running, just in case. The Seattle ferry had just launched, rolling across the water toward the city. “Peterson, there’s no sign of him here.”

      “Sir, just got an update from local police.” Tyler groaned. “His pickup left the terminal area like ten seconds ago. They’ve got eyes on him.”

      “Okay.” Carter tried to hide his irritation, but instead mounted the sidewalk on his way back around. No sign of any local police cruisers. He hurtled around the corner, passing some fountains and nearly clipping a car, then cut onto the main road.

      A police car was up ahead, just as the road expanded out into a freeway. A pickup hung a left at the first turn. Duke’s Ford!

      Carter floored it, pulling out to pass a bus. A VW bug was doing twenty, and he had to hit the brakes just as the road branched. Traffic from the tunnel joined from the left, and he scanned for an opening.

      There.

      Carter floored it and rounded the bug, but traffic was idling on the hill up toward a set of lights. He tried to spot Duke, but there was no sign of him. Looked like he’d turned into a parking lot. Could be any number of escapes from there.

      Carter gave a whoop of siren then pulled out into the wave of oncoming traffic. Easy does it, waving as he went, then he slid into the parking lot.

      Duke’s pickup sat there, headlights on, engine pluming behind. A silver-haired man sat behind the wheel, thin and wasted looking.

      Carter opened his door and jumped out, drawing his gun in one movement, aiming it at the truck. “FBI!”

      Duke’s wheels spun.

      “Hands in the air!”

      But Duke complied.

      “Stay there!” Carter kept his gun trained on Duke, then used the parked cars to edge his way over. “Reach down and turn off the ignition.”

      The engine juddered to a halt.

      Carter tore open the driver door. “Duke Stretton?”

      “Christened John, but yeah.” Duke was a barely warmed-up skeleton. Pale skin hung from sharp bones.

      “Where is Kaitlyn?”

      “She ain’t here.” Duke stared at the floor. “She went back to the city. Fell out with her mother. Again. We tried to help her with what happened, but those drugs… They mess with your head. She’s a good kid, but she’s not sleeping and it’s melting her brain.”

      “Is Ky Bartlett there?”

      “What?”

      “Sir, does she have Ky Bartlett with her?”

      “Who?”

      Carter’s back-up finally arrived, two local cruisers flying into the parking lot. “Need you to get out of the car, sir.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I need to take you into custody.”

      “Son, I’m not a well man. Need my oxygen tank.”

      “What?”

      “I have lung cancer. Stage four. It’s spread to my lymph nodes, my liver. I’ve got weeks, at most.”

      “So what are you doing out driving?”

      Duke didn’t have an answer for that.

      Carter grabbed Duke’s sleeve and pulled him to his feet, then folded his arms back. He let the local cops in then let go, holstering his gun. “Take him away.” Across the foaming water, the departing ferry set off across the Sound. Didn’t take a genius to work out what Duke had been doing.

      A seasoned old beat cop helped Duke along, carrying him like he was a small child.

      Carter walked lockstep with them. “Mr. Stretton, is Kaitlyn on the ferry?”

      But Duke just shook his head. Then he stumbled over, landing on his knees and going down like a ton of rocks.

      Carter played it all through. Duke at the ferry terminal. Kaitlyn missing. Fifty-minute crossing, straight in to downtown. She had to be on it, returning to Seattle, the place she’d run from, the last place they’d expect. While they were on this side of the Sound, following her trail through gas stations and Walmarts and her parents’ home, she’d go somewhere else. Even without crossing either border, it was still real easy to lose someone in America.

      No other way to look at it—Kaitlyn was becoming another Layla al-Yasin.

      His cell rang. Elisha. He answered it. “What’s up?”

      “Max, someone just called in a sighting of a young woman with a babe in arms on the ferry.”
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      “Listen to me.” Lewandowski has the ax against her throat. “I took Faraj from Frank, but I didn’t kill him.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      Layla lashes out with her free elbow and catches his ribs. Something thuds onto the floor. Another strike with the opposite side and she feels his jaw compact. He squeals and something else falls hard to the floor.

      Layla swivels around.

      Lewandowski lies on the concrete floor, groaning, his shirt open wide, a couple of buttons popped. His shaved chest is slicked with sweat.

      She picks up the ax and presses it against his heart. “Tell me what happened to my son.”

      “Your kid…” He coughs. “He’s still alive.”

      “Where?”

      “Zangiev.” Another cough and his eyes close.

      She checks his pulse, but he’s still alive.

      And it all hits her like a bomb to a bunker.

      Whatever people think of her husband—what he did, what he represented—they killed a boy to get at him. They’d taken her life from her, killed her, just left her breathing, left her suffering.

      She started this whole thing with her heart as frozen as Mason’s. Their only objective was learning the truth. Then her focus became taking revenge on the men who’d killed her family.

      But now…

      If they hadn’t killed Faraj, that means he’s still out there. Somewhere. Meaning she has to hope again. A way through this hell, some chink of light at the end. A different mission, but all of her training comes down to one thing now—finding her son, alive.

      Is he telling the truth? She owes it to Faraj to find out.

      Zangiev. She’s heard the name, knows he’s bad news.

      She hits dial and puts the burner cell to her ears. It rings and rings.

      He answers it. Out of breath, panicky almost. “Not a good time. Hey, do you still have a tracker on my friend?”

      “I told you, I’m off the clock on that now.”

      “I’ll pay whatever you need.”

      “Chase, I need to speak to Zangiev.”

      “No idea who that is. Have you still got the tracker?”

      “No. I need to—”

      Click. He’s already hung up.

      Yesterday in the courthouse, seeing Mason… someone who’d sacrificed so much to help her, someone she wanted to show support to, to thank, but there’d been a distance between them. He’d crossed the line, murdering two men who’d been responsible for his son’s death. One might’ve been accidental, but the other was very deliberate.

      All this time, all the things she’d done, the places she’d been, the horrors she’d witnessed, she hadn’t crossed the line. And she was going to.

      Dean Lewandowski, the man who tortured her son, who was in her husband’s kill squad, who’d admitted that useless piece of trash was dead. But now she could kill him, become the same as Mason. A murderer.

      She hefts the ax in her hands.
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      The ferry trundled off, now almost over the horizon and out of sight. Carter hopped up the terminal steps three at a time.

      Elisha was inside, waving at him, eyes wide. “Max!” She set off inside the terminal.

      Carter caught the door as it was halfway through closing.

      Elisha was over by the ticket kiosk. She caught the attention of the ticket clerk with her badge. “Ma’am, I need to ask some urgent questions.”

      The clerk seemed the kind to be unruffled by anything in her daily life, from handing out tickets to dealing with drunks screaming abuse at her. But the FBI turning up seemed to have rattled her. “How can I help you?”

      Elisha held out her service cell phone. “Do you recognize this woman?”

      The clerk looked at it for a few seconds, her face all twisted up. Then she nodded. “Had a baby with her? Girl, I think. Wearing a striped hoodie. Bought a ticket to Seattle.”

      Carter felt a strange mix of relief and an aching at the pit of his gut. He needed to catch her and, no matter how close he was to achieving that, it could always go south. “Keep her there.” He took out his cell and called it in. “I need a chopper. Now.”

      

      
        
        12:21

      

      

      Across the Puget Sound, Carter couldn’t see the ferry down below in the foaming water, through the hissing rain. The helicopter blades were almost deafening, even through his hardcore ear defenders.

      His cell blasted out and he answered it through the headset. “Carter.”

      “Sir, it’s Tyler Peterson. Just to let you know that Duke Stretton arrived at the University of Washington. The paramedics stabilized him in the helicopter, but the prognosis is real bad.”

      “Thanks for letting me know. Reckon we’ll be able to speak to him soon?”

      “I’ll ask, but it’s not likely.”

      “Thanks.” Carter looked out again. There, the ferry had docked at Seattle. Carter still hoped against hope that Kaitlyn was onboard. “The ferry’s arrived. Are you there yet?”

      “Yes, sir. I’m at the terminal now. The port attendant’s team are searching the ferry right now and helping us check the passengers. Anyone meeting her description is going to be set aside at the other end. Nobody’s getting into Seattle without my say-so.”

      “Good work. I’ll see you in a few.”

      The chopper tore off across land now, homing in on the ferry terminal from the north, aiming for the large H on the roof. It touched down with a thunk that went right through him.

      Carter tore off his headphones and jumped out. He raced down the staircase then pushed through the door out into the cold morning rain.

      The ferry had docked, but his agents held up the hundred or so foot passengers. A bunch of cars sat idling, unable to trundle off into traffic.

      Tyler walked over to him, a clipboard stuffed under his right arm, tugging at his half-ear. He didn’t have the air of the triumphant hero, more the quarterback who’d been sacked in the last minute instead of throwing a Hail Mary into the end zone. “I’ve checked foot passengers and all the cars, sir. Nobody matching her description coming off the ferry.”

      “Is she still on board?”

      “The port attendant has a team of guys scouring the boat, sir, but it seems clean.”

      No Kaitlyn Presswood. No Ky Bartlett.

      The ferry wasn’t yet loading up with new passengers, and the line was getting restless. “What about the security video? I need to know if she was onboard. ASAP.”

      “Sir.” Tyler flipped out his laptop and dropped some sheets of paper. “Goddamn it.”

      “Do your job, Peterson!” Carter raced around, grabbing the stray pages. He held them out, grubby and rain-soaked.

      Tyler looked up from his laptop. “She definitely got on at that end, sir. This is the Bremerton end about an hour ago.” He showed Carter the screen, a fish-eyed view across the terminal. Kaitlyn Presswood walked up the gangplank toward the boat. Blonde-haired, carrying a baby in a papoose. Tyler hit a key and the video progressed at three or four times normal, and Kaitlyn Presswood carried Ky Bartlett on board the ferry.

      “Let me see if I can pull up something inside. Here we go.”

      Carter squinted at the screen. It was terrible quality, grainy and smudged. Whatever money the Washington State Ferries spent every year, it was clearly not on their security system. But Kaitlyn sat at a table, one with a jigsaw set. Stared at a guy next to her. It matched the images they had of her, even the driver’s license. “Sure looks like her.”

      There was someone next to her, just out of the shot, touching her shoulder. Wearing a suit, but it was hard to tell if they were together or it was some random guy.

      “Who’s that with her?”

      “Could be a crew member?”

      “Any better images of him?”

      “Not right now, sir. I’ll need to check with the port attendant.” Tyler took the sheets from Carter. “The problem is, I can’t find any obvious suspects getting off and joining the line.”

      Carter noticed Nguyen walking over. “So she’s just disappeared?”

      “We’re in the process of speaking to everyone, foot and car, but it’s not looking good. Sorry. I mean, I’ll go through the hours of video, but it’s going to take time.”

      “I know that.” Carter felt a burning in his gut. “If she got on, she’s got to either still be on the ferry or she’s here in the line, right?”

      “Correct.”

      Carter scanned the crowd outside. A big guy was getting increasingly irate at the hold-up. No blonde heads immediately obvious, not that it wasn’t within the realms of possibility for someone to change their appearance during a ferry trip.

      He grabbed Tyler’s laptop and hit play, staring hard at the screen as the noise engulfed him.

      And there she was in black and white. Kaitlyn Presswood, sidling off the gangplank, back into the ferry terminal. Carrying Ky.

      Carter tapped the screen. “Kaitlyn got off the goddamn ferry at the Bremerton side.”

      Tyler grabbed it and did his own analysis.

      Carter stared back across the sound to Bainbridge Island. Couldn’t even see Bremerton from here.

      He’d lost her again, assumed she was on the ferry. That he’d find her.

      Where was she? Heading out to the wilds of the Pacific coast? Losing herself and her kid in logging country, that part of rural Washington that felt a million miles from the city.

      He’d lost Kaitlyn. Another child abductor slipping through his grip. Another failure.
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      The car in front was driven by an absolute moron. The stupid jerk-off kept stalling it. A German car, dirty diesel fumes, and he kept stalling it. How do you stall a diesel?

      Chase tried to keep his breathing level, but he had limits.

      Seattle climbed above them, the gleaming spires like some future city from a comic-book movie, now spreading down to the shoreline and over the water.

      He sipped bitter coffee. Tasted like it’d been through the drip machine a couple times, but he didn’t mind. He let out a deep breath and looked at Kaitlyn in the back seat.

      She was leaning her head against the cold window. Ky was in a car seat next to her, sleeping. Then he jolted awake and started screaming.

      “Hey, little guy.” Kaitlyn reached over and unhooked him from his car seat.

      Chase knew at the time when they pulled into the Walmart to pick it up that they were taking a risk, but Ky needed a seat. Legally, if nothing else.

      Kaitlyn pecked Ky on the head, all natural, a clear bond between them as she put the pacifier between his lips.

      Chase knew how much Kaitlyn would do for him, but it was the softer things that sometimes counted more. At least sometimes.

      She glanced at him, then frowned. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      She patted her head. “Is there something weird with my hair?”

      “No, it’s fine.”

      “Are you expecting me to thank you for saving me back there?”

      “You shouldn’t need to be saved, Kaitlyn. You shouldn’t have taken him.”

      “How can I just give him up?”

      “You have to.”

      Her eyebrows twitched. “Duke’s plan was so stupid. On a ferry, we only had one exit. We should’ve driven. Hit the coast, double around north or south. So stupid.”

      “You’re not stupid, Kaitlyn. You’re desperate and vulnerable. But you have to return Ky. That’s non-negotiable. After that, I’ll help you. But a deal’s a deal.”

      Kaitlyn turned away. “I don’t know if I can.”

      “You need to, Kaitlyn. You know that. I’ve lied for you. Duke has too, your mom as well. This has to end, now.”

      Kaitlyn sat back and held Ky while they idled there. To anyone else, she was like a mom with her baby. But that lie was getting weaker with each telling. “You know, being back home, after all that’s happened to me, I thought I’d found my place in the world. Never even thought about being a mom. That was something for my thirties. But now he’s here… I shouldn’t have gotten involved with Landon and Jennifer in the first place. Definitely shouldn’t have signed Ky over like that. Without any access? What was I thinking?”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You were desperate, and in a bad situation. Okay? The reason they kept this whole business illegal for so long is because it exploited desperate young women like you. Keeping it underground was to their advantage.”

      “But now that it’s aboveground, I have no rights. Once you’ve signed the deal, that’s it.” Ky started gurgling and Kaitlyn reached down to tickle his chin. “You get your fee, but that’s it. You can’t see the kid. A lump sum for nine months of your life, but it comes at such a huge cost.” She supported his head. “I can’t do this.”

      “It’s much better to return him than get caught and face twenty years inside.”

      “You really think I can get away? You think I can stay free?”

      Chase tried his best grin, the kind that’d melt the heart of a venture capital firm’s CEO, or a bartender who wouldn’t serve another martini to a drunk. An Amber Alert was out for them, and here they were out in public. Of course he wasn’t sure, and he needed to tell her. “I have no idea if you’re going to be okay, but whatever happens, I will help you. As long as your parents back up your story, then there’s a chance.”

      “Right now, I have him.”

      “Kaitlyn, you shouldn’t have taken him.” Chase saw the pain in her eyes.

      The jackass in front did a wheel spin as he shot off, almost smashed into a Chevy on the road.

      The traffic picked up and set off again.

      “Buckle him up, please.” Chase waited for her to secure Ky before he pulled off. He hung a left onto the big road through Capitol Hill. Student area.

      Kaitlyn was back to leaning against the glass. “I used to hang out here and have fun. Seems like so long ago now.”

      His burner thrummed in his pocket. He got it out and peeked at it. Layla’s number, again. He didn’t see any strange movements, any telltale spies. “Gotta take this call. You okay?”

      Kaitlyn stared at him, stern-faced.

      He answered and cradled the burner between his shoulder and his ear. “What’s up?”

      “Chase, where can I find Zangiev?”

      “Why do you think I know him?”

      “I know you’ve done business with him.”

      “What have you gotten yourself into?”

      “Just tell me.”

      “Pravda hotel. Upstairs. First corridor on the right.”

      “Thanks.” Layla hung up.

      Chase knew he needed to toss the burner, but he still needed to be able to call her.

      Kaitlyn was sitting forward now. “That was Layla, right?”

      “Right.”

      “You paid for her to protect me, didn’t you?”

      “I did.”

      “Why, Chase?”

      “What, why help you?”

      “Yeah. You barely know me.”

      Other than “it’s the right thing,” Chase didn’t have much to offer. He could give her the truth, but why break the habit of a lifetime? “I thought she might be able to help you. She’s done this for a while.”

      “Who is she?”

      “A friend. We met at a grief group. She’d lost her son.” Glass smashed in Chase’s mind’s eye. Screams tore out. “I lost two kids in a car crash. Lost my whole life. I’d only recently came to terms with my grief, and that’s when I met her.”

      “Must’ve been tough.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “I didn’t know she was back in the city until she called me yesterday morning, then I asked her to help you out.”

      “She said I’m the same as her. What does she mean by that?”

      “You remember that senator whose kids went missing last year?”

      “Vaguely. Didn’t he die?”

      “Right. She was involved in that. She—”

      “She kidnapped those kids?”

      “Pot, kettle. You took Ky from his crib.”

      “This is like completely different.”

      “You committed a serious crime, Kaitlyn. You’ll face twenty years inside. Maybe more.”

      “How long has she been on the run?”

      “She had to disappear last year.” Chase gripped the wheel tight. “She’s been working freelance to help to pay for herself. Done some stuff remotely for me. She worked for a PI firm in Seattle. Lownds and Karevoll—they do stuff for rich assholes like my brother. She specialized in computer stuff. Some high-end hacker, like Kevin Mitnick on steroids.”

      “She seems to be able to do a lot more than computer stuff.”

      “Yeah, well, she had to learn some new tricks recently to survive.”

      “So I need to get that good to survive?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Kaitlyn. You’re a sweet kid, but you’re just a kid. I’ve helped you, she’s helped you, but you can’t expect to be able to run and hide, and look after him. This is the right thing to do.”

      “I am his mother.”

      “No, Kaitlyn. Look, I know you think you’re Ky’s mother, but you brought Jennifer’s egg to term. It wasn’t yours. You grew attached, that’s understandable. You’ll do anything to protect him. I get all of that, but you need to return him and you need to go on the run.”

      She locked eyes with Chase in the rearview. “Okay. I’ll return him.”

      “That’s the right decision.”

      “What’s your plan? Take him to the FBI?”

      “We could, but I was thinking that driving up to their home with Ky, me acting the hero, would work better.”

      “They’ll arrest you. Question you. Have you got the answers?”

      Chase knew he didn’t. “It’ll buy you time to go on the run. Take this car, and get the hell out of this state.” He looked at her in the rearview. “You got a better idea?”

      “Maybe.”
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      Carter sat next to the bed. The window looked out across downtown Seattle, over the Sound to Bremerton. The ER over there wasn’t equipped to deal with a patient in Duke’s condition.

      Duke kept coughing. Hard, harsh. Guy sure seemed like he didn’t have long left. He sucked on his oxygen mask and shuffled in the hospital bed. The machines beeped and wheezed around him. The small portable stereo was playing Springsteen. Not Carter’s favorite record of his, but not his worst by a long stretch.

      Carter had his cell phone out and started it recording. Ideally, this would be in the Field Office or a police station, but it was better than nothing. He leaned forward and made eye contact. “Mr. Stretton, I need your help in finding Kaitlyn.”

      “Told you.” Duke sucked in oxygen. “She was getting a prescription filled, but she never came back. I drove down there to see if she’d gotten on the ferry. She has…” Another racking cough. “She has a history of running off. Kept slipping off after school. Going to the movies, the arcade, hanging out with older boys. You name it, she put us through it. You got any kids?”

      Carter let him have his diversion, hoping it’d buy some truth, some answers. “A girl. Four.”

      “Wait till she’s a teenager.”

      Carter smiled.

      “Don’t get me wrong, Kaitlyn was a bright kid. Beverley tried to get through to her, but she was willful. They both are. I managed to get her to open up, and she bucked up her ideas. But then she ran off to go to college…”

      “Not many kids run off to go to college, least not nowadays.”

      “I know, right?” Duke took a puff of oxygen. “Kaitlyn got the grades, but she wanted to do some fancy course in the city. Biotech, something like that.” He waved to the window, just a couple of buildings away from the university campus. “Her mother didn’t think it was right for her. Hard to disagree. Beverley wanted her to do law. I said it was Kaitlyn’s choice, but Beverley’s a strong-minded woman. They both are.”

      Carter left him space. The tune ended, but was followed by a wall of synthesizer and drums.

      “Kaitlyn found trouble in the city. Money, was all I could get out of her. Wouldn’t tell us what or how much or who she owed it to, just that she dropped out of college. It breaks my heart seeing her fail like that. She’s been under our roof since last Tuesday.”

      And there it was. The offered alibi. Always suspicious. Carter nudged the music volume down a notch. “Sir, we believe she abducted a baby.”

      “So you said when you had a gun in my face.” Duke grinned, but his thin skin just made it seem sinister. “She told me that baby is hers.”

      “So there was one at the house?”

      Duke took another puff of oxygen.

      “It’s a federal crime. And for conspirators who cover up what she’s done. People like yourself.”

      Duke reached up to scratch at his beard. Didn’t say anything.

      “Sir, I’ve been doing this job for a few years now. Hunting down child abductors. You wouldn’t believe the number of times the abductor is a parent. Usually a husband who disagrees with a judge’s decision over access, thinks they can take the law into their own hands. That kind of thing. It’s understandable in a way. Sympathetic. Every one of them had a reason, at least in their own heads. People are human and love makes them choose the bad option sometimes. But when I catch them, it’s twenty years inside. Minimum. No parole.”

      “And you think that’s right?”

      “Not for me to say. My job is to find the kids and reunite them with their parents. This case… It’s different, I’ll give you that, but it’s still the same crime. The same sentence.”

      Duke flashed his eyebrows. “That doesn’t seem to sit right with you.”

      “It’s hard sometimes, I’ll give you that. There are times when a child’s abducted from a bad situation, say where a child has been neglected or abused. It those cases, it’s never reported quickly enough, and it never ends well.”

      “Sounds like you’re talking from experience.”

      “Like I said, I’ve been doing this job a few years now.”

      “I meant personal experience. This happen to someone you know?”

      Carter tried to grin it away, but he felt that familiar tingle in his spine. “Happened to me.” He let the breath out real slow. “When I was a kid. My father… He brought me over here from England.” He tasted bile in his throat. “But he’s got cancer.”

      “Just like me.” Duke took another suck of oxygen. “Guys in my situation, we want to make peace with the world, not war. You, the ones left behind, you get to choose which you want. Can you bring yourself to forgive your father for everything he’s done?”

      Carter stared him down. “What do you have to be forgiven for?”

      Duke pressed his fingers together. “Me and Beverley were high school sweethearts. Never quite got it together, you know? Then I enlisted, served in Iraq and other hot places. Next thing I know, I’m back here on Thanksgiving, and she’s married with some other guy’s kid growing in her belly. Broke my heart.”

      “Must’ve been tough.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.” Duke coughed into his fist. “I took a job as a nurse in the hospital in town. Tough gig for a man back then. One day, I go in for my breakfast to this diner just down the block, gave the order to the owner, but it was Beverley who brought out my eggs and bacon. That was even harder than that first Thanksgiving. Man, she looked tired and unhappy. But I kept going in there, same thing every day. Bacon, eggs, coffee. Free refill.” He tried to lean forward again, but didn’t seem to have the energy. “Then I started noticing the bruises. Kaitlyn’s father, Thomas Presswood Jr., he was a real son of a bitch. I tried to get her to leave him, but she wouldn’t. It wasn’t for me, you understand, but for Beverley, for Kaitlyn. She wanted to stay together with him for Kaitlyn’s sake. She didn’t want her kid to grow up without a father, unlike her.” He snorted. “Biggest crock of horseshit you ever heard. Couldn’t see that no father is better than one who beats the crap out of your mom when he’s wasted. Or one that’ll start knocking Kaitlyn around when he gets a taste for it. Sure you’ve seen it?”

      Carter gave a nod.

      “So one day, I sit down in my usual seat at the counter before my shift, only Beverley wasn’t there to pour my coffee and take my order. So I asked this other waitress, friend of Beverley’s, and it took me a while to get the details out of her. Turns out the son of a bitch knocked the crap out of her. Hospitalized her. I worked maternity, but I knew the sister in the ICU. She let me see Beverley. She was in a coma. Good prognosis, but still… A coma. And that son of a bitch… it was all because of some bet on the Super Bowl. Lost a hundred bucks, so he took it out on his wife. And I’m standing there, watching her breathing on a ventilator and I’m thinking, how far will he take it next time? Maybe I’ll be standing in a funeral home, looking at her body and thinking I should’ve done something.”

      The song ended and an up-tempo rocker kicked in, jarring with Duke’s tale.

      “So I called in sick that day, and went around to check on Kaitlyn. She opened up, confirmed to me that it was actually her father who did it. She was the one who called the cops. Seven years old. Imagine seeing that? Imagine having to protect your mom from your pop like that?” Duke tapped his finger in time to the music. “Thing is, her father was a cop and they weren’t going to prosecute him. Gave him a warning. And I… I didn’t want that son of a bitch looking after Kaitlyn on his own until her mother was discharged from the hospital. Could be weeks, given the state she was in. So I went to have a word with him, but finding the guy was tough. Took all my wiles to track him down. Found the son of a bitch in this dive bar in town. Place is now one of those hipster tap bars you’d get down in Portland…”

      “What did you do?”

      “Thomas had worked the night shift and went there for an early morning drink before he headed home. When I found him, his fists were still red from what he did to her the night before. He was falling-over drunk, and this is like noon. He threatened me, but the bartender kicked his ass out of there. So I drove to his home, and told Kaitlyn to wait in my truck. Parked it around the block, where he’d never find her. Told her to sit tight. She understood, sat there listening to the radio. Wisest kid I ever met. So I waited for him outside. He turned up, screaming for Beverley. I knew I needed to send him a message. So I went inside and sat him down, had this little chat, like you and me just now. But would he listen?”

      Carter raised an eyebrow as a question.

      “That dude never listened to anyone. Not to his wife’s screaming, or to the other cops warning him to stop it. Certainly not to me. I had some bourbon in my pickup, and I’d brought it inside, opened it up and poured him some. Pretty soon, he’d drank half the pint and he was out of it, asleep in his chair. I lit a cigarette, put it between his lips while he snored. Cheap bastard didn’t pay for fire-safe seats. Place burned down. He wouldn’t have been aware of much, which is a pity in a way. But I took Kaitlyn to the cop station, said I found her walking the street. They took her to the girl’s aunt. God rest her soul, lost her to cancer last summer. Weeks later, Beverley woke up and she thanked me.”

      “She never knew?”

      “Nope. We were engaged six months later. Tried for kids of our own, but it wasn’t in our stars. Couldn’t afford to pay for a surrogate.” Duke laughed, bitter and hard, and it turned into another rasping cough. “We talked about adopting, but Kaitlyn was hard enough to raise. Kid goes through what she did… And I loved her like she was my own daughter.”

      “She ever have any idea?”

      “Very wise kid. Good head on her shoulders. Of course she knew. But she knew her father was evil, knew he had to pay.”

      Carter sat back and tried to process it. It was an obvious ploy and he’d fallen for it. No matter the truth behind it, Duke was buying time. For what, he didn’t know. Escape, probably. And he couldn’t stop himself from listening. “You know I have to pass this to police for processing, right? Given your condition, I doubt they’ll do anything with it.”

      Duke stared at the floor. “There’s another thing I haven’t told Beverley. She thinks I’m stage three and that there’s still hope for me. I’m late stage four and I’ve got weeks left if I’m lucky, days probably. Hell, the way I feel, what I’ve been pushing myself through today, I’ll be lucky if it’s hours. The doc’s running some tests now and… Listen, Kaitlyn’s a good kid. Please go easy on her.”

      “She bought a ferry ticket to Seattle. You know why.” A statement, not a question.

      Duke shrugged his shoulders. Even that act seemed to push him too far. He coughed, long and hard, then took a long suck on his oxygen. “I dropped her at the ferry because she needed to get back to the city. Last time she left, it wasn’t so good for her mother. I wanted to give her a proper send off, to let her know she can return any time. There’s not long left for me, but I want to make sure Beverley and Kaitlyn are there for each other.”

      “Listen to me. Whatever Kaitlyn told you, that baby isn’t hers. She brought it to term, sure, but Ky is the product of Jennifer Bartlett’s egg and Landon Bartlett’s sperm.”

      Duke stared hard at him, his eyes watering. “Jesus.”

      “Please, I need to find Ky. I need to return him to his parents.”

      “Kaitlyn was going to run off.” Duke sank his head back into the pillow. “I told her to keep the kid, to run off. Thought it was doing the right thing. But if it’s not hers, if it’s…”

      Carter stared at him. A dying man, desperate to make peace, not war. “Where could she have gone?”

      “You’ve lost her.”
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      A block from Landon’s house and we can’t get any farther. Not exactly roadblocks, but the cops are out, still canvassing, still pulling over passing cars.

      “What now?”

      Chase is silent for a few seconds. “I’ve got this.” He hangs a left and climbs the slight hill, letting me see across the gray lake, then he takes a right onto the street above their home and pulls in. “I’m going to cause a distraction, okay? You need to sneak inside and return him.”

      “What?” There’s a light on in the house down below, but I can’t see a way in without having to get past the cops. “How am I going to do that?”

      “You did it before.”

      “There were no cops here.”

      “I’m going to clear the place. Just be ready.” He passes me a cell phone. “When it’s done, get out and call Layla on this. Okay?”

      A man in the house on the left peers out of his window at us. I lean over and give Chase a kiss, acting like we’re a couple making out. The dude draws his curtains, but there’s a smile on his face.

      “Okay.” I open the door and get out onto the street in silence, then open the back door. The last time I’ll unbuckle Ky from his seat, the last time I’ll take him in my arms. Being his mother. I nudge the door shut and stand there, holding him, basking in his smell, his warmth. “Thanks, Chase.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “No, I mean it. You’re making me do the right thing here.”

      “I said, don’t mention it.”

      “Okay, I won’t then.” I set off along the street, holding Ky against me. The wall backs onto their yard from above, covered in ivy. I stop and try to find the exact spot. There. I brush the foliage aside and reveal a narrow wooden door.

      A squawk of police siren. Can’t tell where it’s coming from.

      Back down the street, the guy from earlier is looking out again.

      Another whoop, definitely from down below. A cruiser has pulled over a car.

      Chase’s car.

      I need to move.

      I get the key out of my pocket and unlock the door, then push it wide open. A clump of dust falls down as I walk through, brushing the ivy out of the way, and I carry Ky into their yard again. I shut the door, hidden again under the fake ivy.

      We’re above the house, just by the patio where I used to have my breakfast most mornings in the summer. I had no idea there was a door there until Landon pointed it out to me. The patio is still slick with rain, so I take the steps real slow, keeping a tight hold of Ky and gripping the slimy railing, and stop near the house.

      Jennifer is in the kitchen, sipping white wine from a tall glass. Landon is with her, looking seriously pissed. They’re not talking, just being. Coping with what I’ve done to them.

      I doubt either of them thinks about what they’ve done to me.

      Two cops stand in the courtyard out front, chatting and joking like there’s not a full-scale federal investigation underway.

      I hang back in the shadows. “I’ll miss you, my baby boy.” My tears fall on Ky’s head and I kiss them away, tasting all salty.

      This is tearing me apart. I can’t just put him back in his crib, can I?

      Never seeing him again…

      Shouldn’t have come back, shouldn’t have tried this. I can still walk off, take him back through Landon’s secret door, then follow Duke’s plan. Go inland, Montana or Idaho. Somewhere I don’t know, somewhere nobody knows me.

      On the street below, Chase gets out of the car. The two local cops swarm him and Chase shouts something I don’t catch. He interlaces his fingers, then goes down to his knees.

      My breath mists in the air. Ky gurgles in his papoose, kicks out at me.

      The front door opens and Landon storms out. “Bro, what the hell?”

      Jennifer appears behind him, without her wine glass, following Landon but at a distance.

      This is it.

      Hugging Ky tight, I slide over to the kitchen door at the side, then listen hard. No sounds from inside, not even Landon’s constant wall of background music. So I sneak in, and carry Ky through the kitchen as quiet as I can.

      In the hallway, the front door hangs open.

      Ky lets out a tiny scream. I freeze. Stop breathing.

      “It’s my doofus brother.” Landon stomps across the yard, away from me.

      “Landon!” Jennifer races after him. “Landon!”

      “What are you doing here?” Landon, sounding pissed. Not desperate to find his kid, just angry.

      “Dude, I thought you might need some help?” Chase, sounding goofy. I’d buy it.

      “From you?” Landon’s laugh has no humor in it, just spite and malice. “Give me a break!”

      Chase’s ploy is working, so I climb the stairs, trying to soften my steps, putting distance between Ky’s screams and Landon. The last few steps over to the nursery feel like they take forever. I stop and listen again.

      Nothing, just more shouting from outside.

      I try the nursery door. No sign of the nanny. Did they fire her? Are the feds investigating her? I feel sorry for her losing her job. Collateral damage, right?

      I walk over to the crib, tears streaming down my cheeks, and loosen Ky from his papoose. I lay him down in the crib, on his back.

      My son.

      My baby boy.

      His perfect little eyes are full of love for me. His mother.

      All these things I’ve done, just to let him go like this?

      I wipe my sleeve across my nose, clearing snot and tears.

      Get a grip!

      You need to get out of here!

      Now!

      But I can’t just leave him. I can’t…

      I need to. Chase’s right. I kiss my fingers then touch them to his forehead. “Goodbye, Ky.” I turn to leave.

      Jennifer is standing in the doorway. “What the hell?”

      Oh my god.

      Jennifer rushes over to the crib, her gaze darting between me and her son. She reaches into the crib and picks up Ky, holding him tight. My heart breaks in half. “I’ve missed you, my little soldier.”

      I walk over to the door.

      “Stop!” Jennifer puts Ky down and races after me. “You think you can just walk in here, give him back and this is all okay?”

      But I keep going, out onto the landing. I need to get out of here, get a million miles away from here.

      She grabs my arm just by the staircase. “Why did you think you’d get away with this?” Her forehead is a mess of creases.

      “You’re wondering how I’d get away with it? Most people would wonder why I took my son back.”

      “He’s not your son. He’s mine! Mine and Landon’s. You know how stressful this has been?”

      “Of course I do! You separated me from him!”

      “So you thought you’d torture us?” Jennifer glares at me like she wants to hurt me, make me pay for what I’ve done to them. No thought about what I’ve been through since I lost him. She laughs in my face, then calls down the stairs, “Landon!”

      I tug at my sleeve and she loses hold. I could just push her over the banister. Two stories might be enough to break her neck.

      Footsteps pound up the staircase and Landon appears.

      “Ky’s back, Landon.”

      He races over to me. “You.” He shoves me hard and I hit the wall, then slide down, tears flooding my face. “Call the feds. Now!”

      Jennifer disappears into the nursery.

      Landon squats down next to me. “You took our son. You thought you could protect a child? You thought you could raise him on your own? He could’ve died.”

      “He was safe with me.” I fold my arms around myself. Wish I could tuck myself into a ball. “He grew in my belly. I gave birth to him. I’m his mother.”

      “You’re not!”

      “You let me take him.”

      My words stab him in the gut. “But you’re not on your own, are you?” Landon grabs my arm and hauls me to my feet, then marches me down the staircase. “Think you’re so smart, don’t you? Think you can get one over me?”

      My feet are unsteady and I have to lean against the wall to stabilize myself.

      He pushes me into the living room. “Sit. Down.”

      I land on the front of the chesterfield.

      Chase is standing by the fireplace. “What is she—”

      “Save it, asshole.” Landon walks right up to him and pushes him against the fireplace, holding him against the granite. He whispers something in his ear, then shouts: “Sit down!”

      Head bowed, Chase sits next to me.

      “You stole my kid!” Landon’s shoulders slump, looking more disappointed than angry. “I swear, Doofus, I’m going to kill you. Bury you where nobody will find you.” He lets out a deep breath. “Why, Chase?”

      “This has nothing to do with me.”

      Landon barks out a laugh. “I’m supposed to believe that, huh? You turn up out of the blue, just when she’s up in the nursery returning my son?”

      Chase sits there like some dumb kid getting hell from the school principal. Not too far from the truth. “I told her to bring him back.”

      “Bullshit!”

      “It’s the truth, Landon.”

      “You think anyone’s going to believe that?”

      “You’re a worm!” Jennifer lashes out and slaps Chase’s cheek. I didn’t even see her come down the stairs.

      “I carried Ky in my belly. He’s my son.”

      “He’s! Not! Yours!” Tears fill his eyes. “You’re going to jail for this!” He looks over at Jennifer. “Where are the goddamn cops?” He walks over to the door. “POLICE!” The door rattles in the wind.

      Chase turns his gaze to me, but the fire’s gone out. He takes my hand and holds it, wrapping his fingers around mine. “She might’ve been doing it for money, but she fell in love with that baby. Ky isn’t her son, so she couldn’t keep him. But that didn’t help her, did it? Neither of you thought about the effect it would have on her, did you?”

      “We did everything the agency told us to do, kept her apart from Ky so she didn’t bond, but… I thought she’d get over it.” His voice sounds real close to breaking now.

      “Get over it? Like I could just get over nine months of a baby growing inside me, like I lost a job in a bar?”

      “This isn’t about you!” Landon grabs my wrist. My skin burns. “You did this to us!”

      “Oh, you’re all here.” This little guy stands in the doorway, a wide grin all over his face, holding out a gun.

      “Boris?” Landon’s face twists up. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’ve come to pay my respects to the baby’s father.”

      “Get out of here.”

      “Landon, Landon, Landon.” Boris laughs in his face. “For a start, that’s incredibly rude.” He walks inside the hallway. “But also, you’re not Ky’s father.” He switches his gaze to Chase. “He is.”

      Landon’s jaw drops. “What the hell?”

      Chase collapses back on the settee. “It’s true.”
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      Layla wants to move now, but she hasn’t spent anywhere near long enough scoping out the territory.

      Pravda is busy this afternoon. There are a ton of people in there. Maybe a wedding, or maybe it’s always like this, the ladies who lunch eating caviar or borscht or whatever they serve.

      Two big security guards out front, probably ex-Mossad by their accents. She doesn’t stand a chance against them.

      She needs to get inside and learn the truth, kill the fire burning in the pit of her stomach. It used to be rage, but now…

      Hope.

      And she doesn’t know which is worse.

      No more delaying. She has one play, one move. Risky as hell too.

      She reaches into her pocket for her burner and types the old number from memory.

      He answers right away. “Bruce’s Burgers.”

      “It’s Alison.”

      “Uh huh. Can I take your order, ma’am?”

      “Sure, I need a special delivery to 3726 East Madison, Seattle.”

      “That’s a hotel, right?”

      “Sure is.”

      “Can I take a guest name real quick?”

      She smiles. “Edwards.”

      “Sure thing. Be right with you.”

      Flash. The lights go out in the hotel. A group groan bursts out across the road.

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it, ma’am. Invoice will go to the usual address. And your transaction ID is 2868. Have a nice day.” Click, and he’s gone.

      Layla checks that her knife’s stowed away in her sleeve, then leaves her rental and walks over to the building. The two guards are focused on shepherding guests outside, letting Layla stroll in like a lion entering his den.

      Raised voices in a few accents. The maître d’ is trying to exert some control, but he’s fighting a losing battle. Glass smashes to her right. Then another to her left.

      She uses the chaos and darkness as cover and skips up the staircase. Halfway up, she steps aside to let an elderly couple descend, smiling as they pass. Acting like she works here.

      The second floor is the hotel reception, lit up in the low red of battery back-up lights. Two members of staff behind the desks, trying to handle irate customers long since given up on the system of lines.

      Two doors, one pointing to hotel rooms, the other marked PRIVATE.

      Bingo.

      Layla walks over and taps 2868 into the machine. The green light flashes and the lock clicks. She opens it and enters a long corridor.

      The first door on the right is open, in pitch darkness. A shape stands in the middle, facing away from the door. A man, most likely, but she can’t see who it is.

      Layla eases out the Glock and steps into the room. Something crinkles under her feet. She presses the gun against his brainstem.

      Just then, the lights flash on.

      The floor and furniture lie under a plastic sheet, spattered with blood. A man sits on a chair, his head lolling, his torso carved open. Completely still.

      She recoils, her gut plunging to the floor.

      There’s an inhuman gurgle.

      His eye opens through increasing swelling. He’s still alive. Broken, bloody, battered, hanging on to his life by a thin thread.

      This is an office, filled with boxes, some with documents, some with shredded paper. Looks like Zangiev’s going to run. There’s a phone on the desk, pushed against the far wall. I dart over to it and pick it up.

      “Too late. I’ll be dead soon.”

      “No, I’m calling 911.” I hit the first nine.

      “Don’t. Please. You ever take ayahuasca?”

      “What, no?”

      “It’s… this spiritual drug. Amazonian. Contains DMT. When you take it, you get this amazing trip, lasts like a quarter hour. But it’s supposed to be like what happens when you die. That’s what’s happening to me now.” His eyes shut again. He smiles, but his mouth is a mess of gums. Makes her shiver. “I’m a lot harder to kill than Zangiev thinks.”

      Layla puts the handset down and rubs it with a cloth. “Where is he?”

      “He’s running. Back to Russia.” He coughs up blood, a trickle running down his chin. “He’ll be back soon. Wait here with me. I don’t want to die alone.”

      “Okay. What’s your name?”

      “Edwards.” His eyes are shut and his breathing’s shallow. “Marcus.” He mutters something. “What has he done to you?”

      “How do you know he’s done anything?”

      “He does something to everyone, it’s just whether they know or not. I did something behind his back and he didn’t like it. So, tell a dying man your story.”

      My mouth’s so dry that my words come out as a rasp. “Someone told me… Agent Dean Lewandowski… He told me that my son, Faraj, that he’s still alive. That Zangiev knows what happened.”

      “Layla?” Edwards nods. “It’s true.” He nods at the wall. “There’s a safe there. Combination is the same as outside.”

      She nudges the portrait aside to reveal a safe, then puts in the combination. It clicks open. Sitting on top of a pile of documents is a plastic packet.

      Faraj’s soccer jersey.

      The one she packed that morning, just over two years ago. Blood-stained and torn.

      She can’t speak. Her heart thunders in her ears.

      “Have you got the photo?”

      She tore through the documents. Right at the bottom was a photo of a small boy fielding a baseball. Dark-skinned, his black hair just scraped into a side-parting.

      Faraj.

      “That was taken two weeks ago.”

      Layla stares at Edwards, her heart pounding in her neck, in her ear, making her vision strobe. But she has no choice here, no wiggle room.

      Zangiev needs to die.

      “Where is Faraj?”

      But Edwards was dead.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sixty-Two

          

          CARTER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        14:43

      

      

      Carter punched the wall. Hard enough to feel like he’d slugged someone in a bar brawl and hit solid forehead.

      Out of the window, the university campus sprawled around him, making him feel lost and alone. Two female students walked nearby, dressed in clothes for the weather. Kaitlyn’s age.

      She was getting away from him. She’d won.

      Not while he was still breathing.

      His cell rang and he checked the display. Lori. He couldn’t face her just now. But he answered it anyway. “Hey, Lori.”

      “Hey, Max.” Lori sounded like she was in the middle of a hurricane, and not the eye of the storm. “That kid can sure talk the talk.”

      “Who?”

      “Tyler Peterson.”

      “Right. Sure. He can walk the walk too.”

      “You seem distracted, Max.”

      A cleaner pushed a floor polishing machine nearby, and Carter let the rhythm sweep him away. “Just finished speaking to her stepfather. The only thing he confessed to was a murder nobody knew about, twelve years or so back. Kaitlyn’s father. A murder we probably won’t be able to prosecute him for given his condition.”

      “Think he was playing for time?”

      “No doubt about it. Deep into the fourth quarter, and he’s leading by a point.”

      “You know I hate sports metaphors, Max. Especially football.”

      Which is why Carter had used it. “He’s lying for Kaitlyn. There’s no doubt he’d do anything to protect her. He killed her father, assuming that’s true. Duke and her mother both told the same story, about how Kaitlyn was with them for the last fortnight. Postpartum depression. The whole nine yards.”

      “Max, I warned you.”

      “Sorry. Why’re you calling?”

      “Tyler Peterson’s been going through the ferry surveillance video and he’s identified the man Kaitlyn was with. It’s Chase Bartlett.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I’ve seen the video, Max. It’s him.”

      “Okay. Try and find him. Text me it. I’m going to take another pass with Duke.” He killed the call and took a deep breath as the cleaner passed by.

      His phone chimed with a message. Lori, sending him the screenshot. And sure as eggs is eggs, Chase Bartlett led Kaitlyn Presswood off the ferry. Hand in hand.

      What the hell was going on?

      Only one way to find out. He charged into the hospital room.

      A nurse had a giant needle in Duke’s arm, drawing blood, and Duke’s coughing fit didn’t seem to put her off her stride.

      Carter stayed standing, waiting for her nod. “Just need another word with Mr. Stretton.”

      “Sure. You need anything, John?”

      “I told you, it’s Duke. And I just need this bozo out of here.”

      She smiled as she left the room.

      “That wasn’t very nice, was it?”

      Duke just shrugged.

      Carter held out his cell phone. “You see these two?”

      Duke took a look then shut his eyes. Disappointment, probably.

      “Anything you want to tell me?”

      “Fine.” Duke let out a sigh. “That guy, Chase, he ain’t no good. He came to the house, wanted to speak to Kaitlyn.”

      “You know why?”

      “He said some crazy-ass bullshit about the kid not being hers, about her returning the kid. I told her not to, told her to leave. I was afraid she’d get caught, or Chase would betray her.”

      “Thanks.” Carter stood up tall. “That can’t have been easy.”

      Duke grimaced. “Promise me you’ll go light on her.”

      “Wish I could.” Carter left the room, now knowing where they were going. He hit dial and put his cell to his ear. “I need you to up the security at the Bartlett home.”

      “That’s going to be a problem. There’s been a big car accident on Madison. Four cars. Possible fatalities. We’ve lost our police guards.”

      None of that felt right to Carter.
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      They were all staring at him. Kaitlyn, Landon, Jennifer, Zangiev.

      Jennifer couldn’t keep her eyes off him. A broiling mass of contradictions and rage. The shock that her son was not her husband’s but his, the third time one of her eggs had been impregnated by Chase’s sperm.

      And Kaitlyn… Should he have told her earlier? Knowing that Ky was his son and not Landon’s, would it have changed anything? Would he have stopped her taking him? Could they have driven to Canada or Alaska? It was way too late to fix anything. At any point before she took Ky from his crib, Chase could’ve fixed it. Could’ve involved his lawyers, could’ve stopped this. No, it was way too late.

      Landon would be trying to work the angles, trying to see what people knew, trying to push them in certain directions, the ones that best suited him. He darted over to the front door. “Help!”

      Zangiev laughed. “My friend, there are no police officers around to help you. I have friends in high places who arranged a little accident they need to attend.”

      Landon’s nostrils flared.

      “Come on, Chase, why don’t you tell your brother what you did?”

      Chase collapsed back in the chair. Legs turned to jelly, and the room started to spin even worse. He had to brace himself against the side of the chesterfield. “When you and Jen hooked up behind my back… I could understand why she did it. I was hitting the scotch at breakfast time. The amount of coke I took.” He shot a glare at Landon. “But you? My own brother? I sank deeper into depression. Then, when I cleaned up, got my head straight, I found out you were doing this surrogacy thing.” He shifted his ire to Jennifer. “You tried to replace Todd with his son. Made me so angry.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Landon, I swapped my sperm for yours.”

      “This is bullshit.” Landon stepped away. “I’m Ky’s father. Not you.”

      Zangiev pointed his gun at Landon’s chest. “Landon, Jennifer was only half the problem. You’re infertile.”

      “Shut your mouth.”

      “Landon, you’ve got a gun pointing at you and you talk to me like that?”

      “Shut up!”

      “Mr. Bartlett, I’ve been looking for leverage against you for years. One of my employees dug into the one business I couldn’t get close to. The adoption agency, but he found another way. Just a shame that I let your brother go before I learned this. I almost regret murdering him, as he was incredibly useful. But I can’t have traitors in my midst.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Chase rubbed his forehead. “Landon, you’d been trying to get Jennifer pregnant from your sperm for months and nothing happened. IVF, you name it. You used our foundation’s clinic. I know Kim Harwick, she told me your sperm had really low motility. I paid Kim to swap your sperm for mine, and bingo, the egg was fertilized and Kaitlyn got pregnant.”

      Landon glanced down at Chase. “And you just… You just pretended he was my baby? That nothing happened?”

      Chase held his gaze. “And you took a fertility test, right?”

      “I AM NOT THE PROBLEM!”

      “No…” Jennifer scratched at her hair, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Landon, the doctor said if we concentrated the sample, that… Oh my god.”

      Chase looked over at him again. “It’s the truth, Landon.”

      The room fell silent, the hammer of heavy rain off the roof and the swooshing of distant cars through the water.

      “This is such bullshit.” Landon picked up a chair and slammed it against the wall. “YOU’RE LYING!” He screamed into Chase’s face, his own going a deep red. He grabbed Chase’s hair and jerked him forward. “I’LL KILL YOU!”

      Chase’s scalp was on fire. His knees cracked off the floor. He couldn’t speak.

      Zangiev pointed the gun at Landon again. “Stop it. Now.”

      Something snapped inside him, and his rage dissipated. He let go of Chase’s hair and stared hard at him, everything twitching. “You’re lying…”

      Zangiev kept his gun pointing at Landon’s skull. “How about you show me to your son?” His smile was like a snake’s. “Although, from what I hear, he isn’t yours.”

      “He is my son!”

      Zangiev pushed Landon toward the stairs. “Come on, my friend.”

      “I’m not your friend. And I’m going nowhere.”

      A clatter came from the kitchen. No sign of Jennifer. She raced out of the kitchen, wielding a kitchen knife.

      “Jen, no!” Landon charged after her. “Don’t do this!”

      Jennifer dashed past him and stormed over to Chase, the knife raised high, ready to strike.

      Chase grabbed her wrists, but she was wriggling, squirming out of his grasp. Something sheared his forearm, but he grabbed her ring finger and bent it back. The knife clattered to the floor and landed in a pool of blood.

      Chase reached down for it. His sleeve was soaked blood red. He rolled it up. A long gouge ran up his forearm. “What the hell…?” The pain started to flare up his arm, burning and searing.

      Zangiev nodded at the door. “Marie, keep an eye on them, please.”

      Marie walked in, desert boots clumping off the wood. Long hair hauled back in a severe ponytail, khaki pants and a tight black coat, she posed with another gun. With her free hand, she grabbed Chase’s wrist and twisted, pushing him to his knees. “Just behave yourselves and we’ll get along famously.” She pointed her gun at Jennifer. “You, take a seat.”

      “I’m not doing—”

      “Jen.” Landon grabbed Jennifer around the waist and carried her over to a chair. “Look, we need to—”

      Bolts shot out of the pistol. Jennifer shook and convulsed, then slumped forward. Marie jabbed something into her neck, smiling.

      “Now, if you don’t want to be shot, I suggest you go up there.” Zangiev gestured with his gun.

      And Landon stomped up the stairs.

      His arm bleeding like crazy, Chase spotted Kaitlyn looking at the stairs, thinking about how she could get up there, steal Ky again and get the hell out of there. It was impossible. “Don’t.”

      “What you said you did, is it true? Did you swap the sperm?”

      Chase nodded.

      “Duke was right. Bringing Ky back here was stupid. I can’t let them do anything to my boy.”

      “This was the right thing.” Chase tore off some shirt material and wrapped it around his arm. Didn’t seem to stop the bleeding any. “The mistake’s mine. I was grieving, self-medicating. I was so angry. Jen betrayed me. Hooking up with Landon… So I just did it. I’ve felt guilty about it ever since.”

      Marie was paying too much attention to their chat.

      Chase got up and walked over, his blood dripping on the floor. “How much is he paying you?”

      Marie laughed at him. “Don’t think you can buy me.”

      “Edwards is your brother, right?”

      “Uh huh. Well, was.”

      “Zangiev killed him?”

      “So? That doesn’t change my loyalties. My brother knew exactly what he was doing.”

      Whatever poker hand Chase thought he had wasn’t worth playing.

      Steps creaked above them and Landon walked down, head bowed.

      Zangiev skipped down after him, carrying Ky in his arms, taking it way too fast. Everything in Chase clenched tight. One slip and— “Such a cute little man.” He was down to their level now, smiling. “Just like his father.” His grin widened, his focus switching between Chase and Landon. “But you look so alike, don’t you? Who is your daddy, eh?” He took Ky’s tiny finger and pointed it at Chase. “Are you my daddy?” Then he shifted it to Landon. “Or is it you?”

      “Give him back.” Landon reached out, eyes pleading. “Come on.”

      Zangiev tutted. “Now, I can’t just do that, can I?”

      Chase spotted Kaitlyn easing a knife up her sleeve. The knife Jennifer had slashed him with. Didn’t look like Marie and Zangiev had seen it. “What do you want from us?”

      “Now, that is an interesting question.” Zangiev caressed Ky’s cheeks. Chase wanted to cave his skull in with a hammer. “You two are going to help me. Both of you.”

      “I’m doing nothing until I get my son back.”

      “Landon, Landon, Landon. You’re going to help me, then I’ll decide whether you get your son back.”

      “Shut up!”

      The Russian’s smile vanished in a flash. “Do not press me, Mr. Bartlett.” His tongue flicked over his sharp teeth. “Unless you play along with me, I will kill him.”

      Kaitlyn walked over to them, that knife still cupped in her hand. “You wouldn’t.”

      “Wouldn’t I?”

      She was going to get Ky killed!

      The Russian craned his neck to stare down at Ky. “What are we going to do with you, little man? Mm? Your father, whoever he is, doesn’t seem to want to save you.”

      Landon raised his eyebrows. “You promise to let him go?”

      “You have my word, Mr. Bartlett. And you should know by now that I mean every single word I say.” The Russian stared hard at him. “I need your cooperation. Both of you.”

      Landon stared at his brother, fire burning in his eyes. “Fine.”

      “And you, Chase?”

      “I can’t trust you.”

      “You just have to trust your brother.” Zangiev walked over to the door, still holding Ky. “He can’t trust you, obviously, but you’ll just have to trust him.”

      Kaitlyn raced over, pushing the blade against Marie’s throat. “Drop it!”

      Her Taser thudded off the floor.

      Kaitlyn pushed the knife against her skin. “Give me my son back!”

      Zangiev turned around, casually. “Or?”

      “Or I’ll kill her!”

      “Miss Presswood… You disappoint me.”

      “Give! Me! My! Son!”

      “First, I don’t believe you’re a killer. Second, I don’t really care about her; she’s just the help. And third, angering me is an incredibly unwise course of action.” He raised the gun, pointed it right at her.

      “I’ll kill her!”

      “Your biggest worry should be about the sound of this gun harming your son’s hearing for life.”

      “Stop screwing with me!”

      “Then you leave me with no choice.” Zangiev pressed Ky against his chest and covered Ky’s ears with his free hand. “Last chance. Drop the knife. Let her—”

      “NO!”

      Chase’s ears exploded.
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      Carter pulled up outside and stepped out into the teeming downpour. A car swooshed through the rivulets running across the pavement. The place was quiet. Too quiet. While the mobile command center was long gone, there should have at least been a beat cop stationed outside, one inside as back-up.

      Something was going down.

      A gunshot echoed around, deadened by walls and doors. The trail of reverberation led it back to the Bartlett house.

      Carter broke into a run and sprinted along the sidewalk. The house gates were wide open, bright lights burning in the house behind. He took out his cell and dialed. “This is SA Max Carter. I need urgent back-up to the Bartlett home on Washington Boulevard. Send all available units and an ambulance.” He skittered through the yard, passing Landon’s Tesla and Jennifer’s muscular SUV in the afternoon rain.

      Carter slowed as he approached the house. No signs of life inside, no telltale shapes by the windows. The door was hanging open. Gun drawn, he nudged the door open wide and peered inside.

      Jennifer was slumped at the dining table, face against the wood. Sleeping? Dead?

      Zangiev, Landon, and Chase stood around. Ky was in Zangiev’s arms, gurgling and cooing. Whatever had been going down, he’d been largely protected from it.

      Part of Carter slumped in relief, but the rest tightened around the fear at separating Ky from Zangiev. He trained his gun on Zangiev, staring down the barrel and trying to get a clean shot. The table blocked his legs, the baby his torso. And he couldn’t risk a shot with the child so close. Not that he was going to tell Zangiev. “Stay right there.”

      Zangiev had his own pistol, and he pointed it straight at Carter. “I suggest you leave.”

      Carter kept his gun trained on Zangiev as he made his way over to the table, scanning all corners. He reached over with his free hand to inspect Jennifer’s neck. Got a strong pulse, slow and steady. Sleeping. Someone had Tasered her, by the looks of it. Then a little something else. “What’s going on here?”

      Zangiev laughed. “That’s quite some story, my friend.”

      Carter gripped the gun with both hands now, kept it trained on Zangiev’s gun arm, meaning a shot was likely to make him drop it and not the baby. “Give me the boy.”

      “No.”

      Something cold and metallic touched Carter’s neck. “Drop your gun.”

      Carter chanced a glance. Marie Edwards stood there, pressing a Glock into his flesh. Dressed in military style rather than her usual flouncy getup. “Last time I saw you, sugar, I had to hit you with a MacBook.”

      She was the one pretending to be Gabi. No doubt casing the joint, looking for leads of Kaitlyn’s whereabouts.

      Carter didn’t have a choice here. Ky was in his reach, but he was outmanned and outgunned. “Give me the kid. We can work out the rest of it.”

      The brothers both looked stunned. More than just Zangiev had happened here. A pool of blood by the chesterfield. A bloody knife near the door, the trail leading to Chase’s arm.

      “My friend, I know your role here is to rescue children. I know your tortured past, about how you were—”

      “Shut up.” Carter’s finger rested on the trigger. One slip and he’d shoot. And he was close to slipping. “Give him here. Give him to his father.”

      “That would be a difficult choice to make.”

      “What?”

      A knife pressed against his throat and Marie’s hot breath hit his face. “Gun or knife? Your choice.”

      The Taser lay on the floor near her feet.

      “HELP!” A scream came from deeper in the room. A woman lay on the floor in front of the staircase. Kaitlyn Presswood, groaning. “Help me!” Blood pooled out from her torso.

      Carter didn’t have a choice here. He dropped the gun, as close to his feet as possible without Zangiev or Marie telling him to kick it away.

      “Shoot him when we leave.” Zangiev switched his gun to point in the direction of both brothers. “Now, come on.” He motioned with the gun. They took one look at each other, then filed out the door, heads bowed.

      Carter waited, hoping against hope that the police would return.

      All he heard was Landon’s Tesla driving off.

      “Sit over there.” Marie pointed toward the table, to where Jennifer was slumped.

      “You happy with this?” Carter took his time walking over. “He’s kidnapped a baby. Shot the mother.”

      “Dude, I get paid. That’s it.”

      “You’re holding an FBI agent hostage.”

      “I’ll kill you soon enough.”

      Carter motioned at Jennifer. “You haven’t killed her.”

      “No, but you’re something else.” She pointed the gun at the chair. “Sit.”

      Carter spotted the blood trail again, thick spots leading from the sofa past the table over to the hallway. He could use that, maybe. “You injected her with something, right?”

      “You want a round of applause?” He got another look at her. More muscular than he’d noticed back at the station and the Field Office. Desert boots smeared with oil and mud. She motioned with the gun again. “Sit.”

      Carter grabbed the chair and pulled it back until the leg touched the blood trail. In one fluid motion, he swept the chair around, ducking low and twisting as he tossed the chair toward her.

      A loud explosion deafened him.

      No searing pain. No sharp digs.

      He dodged and rolled over toward his gun.

      Marie fired again. Grazed his arm as he slid. A flash of pain. He tried to ignore it but he couldn’t get hold of the gun. He could stay and try to get the gun, but she’d shoot again, so he rolled again. Another shot and glass smashed.

      He grabbed the Taser and fired it at her, the darts shooting out. One missed, spooling over her shoulder, but the other hit her bare right arm. She squealed, juddered, and collapsed to her knees, then slumped forward.

      Carter pushed up to standing and clicked out his cuffs, snapping them onto her wrists. He secured her to the chair and knew he had a choice. Go after Zangiev or help Kaitlyn.

      No decision.

      Carter sank to his knees and started inspecting her. He found a gunshot wound in her abdomen. Messy as hell. He applied pressure to the gaping hole, squeezing the flow of blood into a river.

      “PLEASE! THEY TOOK HIM!” Fists pounded at his arms. “My son. Ky! They took him!”

      Carter used his free hand to probe at her back and felt an exit wound the size of a child’s fist.

      Something rumbled outside the house.

      Kaitlyn wretched, but nothing came up.

      Carter checked the wound from the front again. He needed more time, but it looked like a clean passthrough. Nothing severed. But there was so much blood. “Stay with me!” He raced over to the door.

      Through the drizzle, an ambulance was parking, a female EMT already hopping out.

      Carter waved over to her. “Hurry!”

      The EMT gave a thumbs up and ran toward him, lugging a heavy medical bag. “You’re lucky. We were in the neighborhood.”

      “Thanks. Gunshot wound to her abdomen.”

      “Okay.” She knelt down and shone a light on Kaitlyn’s exposed stomach. “What’s your name?”

      “Find Ky!”

      “It’s Kaitlyn. Her name’s Kaitlyn.” Carter stood there, scanning the room again. Someone needed to secure Marie. He needed to go after Zangiev. He crouched next to them. “Kaitlyn, did Zangiev say what they were doing?”

      “He was getting them to do something. Something about payments.”
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      Landon’s Tesla was almost silent as he weaved them in and out of traffic along the backstreets near his home.

      Chase felt sliced right down the middle. He sat in the passenger seat, gripping his thighs tight. All he could do to stop from lashing out, from grabbing Zangiev’s gun and shooting him. “Max Carter will get you.”

      “My friend…” Zangiev was dancing Ky on his lap in the back seat. Staring out of the window like they were three dudes out for a nice drive to the ball game. “All Max Carter will get is a bullet in his throat. Or a knife.”

      Chase knew he had to do everything in his power to save Ky. His son. For so long, he’d been in denial about what he’d done, kept himself away from his brother and his ex-wife so the pain didn’t sting, so the reality didn’t hit so hard, so the guilt didn’t swell and bloom in his stomach. “Why are you so confident?”

      “Because I am leaving this country.”

      “Please, let Ky go.”

      Zangiev looked around at Chase. “You think I would kill a baby?”

      “I don’t doubt you would. Not for a second.”

      “I am no monster, Chase, but I know how to leverage people. I search for weaknesses. Like this situation between you and Landon here.” Zangiev nudged Landon’s arm, but got no reaction. “This loser thinks he is Ky’s father!”

      “I am his father.” Still driving, still keeping his powder dry.

      Zangiev smiled. “But you shoot blanks?”

      Landon turned slowly to stare at him. “Let us go.”

      “You are angry with me, Landon, but it’s your brother who you should direct this rage at. After all, he’s the one who not only stole your son from you, but who stole the very idea that you could have children.”

      “Leave me out of this.”

      “But you’re very much the heart of this, Chase. Letting your anger get the better of you, letting that monster inside your head guide your actions.”

      Chase gripped his thighs even tighter.

      “How could you?” Landon rose to the bait, like he always did. “Switching our sperm samples? Did you think of me or Jen while you jerked off into a cup?”

      “That is funny!” Zangiev laughed. “Ky, your uncle is a very funny guy, isn’t he?”

      “Landon, I was a mess. Remember? I used to end up at Pioneer Square most nights, trying to score coke off homeless guys. After we lost our kid, after you—”

      “You asshole! Listen to yourself!” Landon punched the wheel. “Ky’s still my son. Legally. You committed fraud. You’re going down for this, you sack of shit.”

      “Pull in here.”

      An empty lot. Used to be a low-rent burger joint, but the signs were up.

      Landon drove through the site entrance and pulled up. He left the engine running, though. “What do you want from us?”

      “Because of you two, the FBI turned up at my hotel yesterday. The FBI. I’m like that poor woman back there, I don’t know which of you two screwed me.” Zangiev laughed hard, then his usual grimace returned. “People in my country, they like business done with discretion and care. Because of you, I cannot be discreet, so I seem careless. I am leaving this country tonight, but you are going to make this right. I need to transfer funds from your foundation to an account of mine.”

      Landon laughed now. “Right. Sure.”

      “I am deadly serious, Mr. Bartlett. Because of you and your brother, I am unable to take care of my duties here and have to return to the motherland with my tail between my legs. You need to make good on this, my friends.”

      “You can’t have that money.” Chase tried to plead with him. “The cancer center…”

      “Your country should take better care of your citizens, no?” Zangiev held up Ky, now lying in Zangiev’s arms, cooing, coughing, oblivious to the hell going on around him. “Right now, this little man is Schrödinger’s baby, both Landon’s and Chase’s son at the same time, until you have the paternity checked. I have leverage, yes?”

      Chase had to look away from him. “You need to set up the account and get it approved by the whole board.”

      “The payee already exists on there. Your brother here has paid much money to it.”

      Chase frowned at Landon. “What is he talking about?”

      “This is how we’ve been doing business. I give you some security men at your centers, you pay me a lot of money.”

      “There’s over a billion in there. You think it’ll just fly out to a Russian account?”

      “It’s not going to Russia. Not directly. Because of the way your country structures its economy, it’s extremely easy to funnel sizeable amounts to certain offshore countries.”

      Chase clenched his fists tight. “You need the whole board of the foundation to approve the transaction.”

      “That is what I thought too. But I actually only need all of the directors to sign it off. Cast your minds back to last night, gentlemen. At your gala dinner, you co-signed a check. So, I just need you two to approve this transaction. And don’t lie to me again, or you know the cost. I can just kill you both and this little gentleman, but I’d rather have my money and leave you both alive.” Zangiev held a small silver laptop between them. “Who is going first?”

      “How can we trust you?”

      “I’d give my word, but even I don’t trust it. You approve the transaction, you have a chance of surviving. You don’t, you die right here. My men will have you in the concrete within the hour. Simple.”

      “And yet you just shot and killed Kaitlyn in my house.”

      “That looks like you did it. Who is to say I was even there?” Zangiev clicked his fingers. “Oh, Jennifer witnessed it. I’ll need to have her killed too.”

      “No!”

      “Of course, the drug she was injected with could give her amnesia, among many other side effects.”

      Landon reached for the computer. “I’ll do it.”

      “Excellent. Now, no funny business, yes?”

      Landon nodded, then tapped the keyboard. “There, it’s done.”

      Chase took the laptop from Landon, catching Zangiev holding Ky in his arms. The screen was open to their foundation’s banking site. A pending payment sat there, the entire balance of their foundation ready to be transferred to the Caymans. Landon’s approval box had a big green tick.

      Chase clicked on his box and a window appeared. He entered his email address, then tabbed to the password field.

      He waited.

      Did he have any other options here?

      One last look at Ky and he knew he didn’t have a choice. They were screwed.

      He entered his password and the screen switched to a floating beachball. Then a green tick. “There, the payment’s made. Now give me my son.”

      Zangiev checked something on his cell phone. “The money’s in transit.”

      “We gave you what you wanted. Our father’s fortune was in that foundation, our inheritance. I know we’re a pair of entitled assholes, but we were helping people. We were doing good in this world. And now you have our money and I doubt you’ll do anything good with it.”

      Zangiev let out a deep breath. “Now, gentlemen, you can get out.”

      “What?”

      “Out. Of. The. Car.”

      Chase opened the door and got out into the cold air. He could count seven people watching them. Probably all on Zangiev’s payroll.

      Landon’s head appeared over the top of the car.

      Zangiev cradled Ky in one arm, his free hand still holding a gun, “Chase, let me tell you a little story. Before I came here, I worked in the FSB. You know what that is?”

      “Used to be the KGB.”

      “Very good. Well, not entirely true, but I will let you have it. One of the best punishments the KGB had wasn’t executing people, but executing their loved ones and letting them live with the guilt.”

      “What?”

      “Now, because you’re the one who harmed my operations, who put the FBI on to me, you can choose to save your son, or your brother.”

      “You can’t be serious…”

      “I’m deadly serious. I will shoot one of them. And if you don’t choose, I’ll do it for you.”

      “Boris, don’t do this!” Landon’s eyes widened. “Please!”

      Ky lay cooing in Zangiev’s arms.

      Chase looked at his brother, then at Ky. How the hell could he choose anything other than his son? “You’re going to shoot them in public?”

      “This isn’t public.” Zangiev shrugged. “Okay. Time’s up. A wise man once said that when you have to make a decision, you toss a coin. When you see which way it goes, you’ll either be relieved or disappointed. Only once you’ve let the coin decide for you do you know which was right.” He passed a nickel to Chase. “So, heads or tails. One is Ky, one is Landon. Then you toss the coin, Chase, then decide which one you want me to kill.”

      “You can’t expect me to toss a coin to—”

      “No, that is very true.” Zangiev shifted Ky over to the side and pointed his gun at the baby’s head. “I’ll make the decision for you.”

      Chase held up his hands. “No, you—”

      “Shut up.” Zangiev pointed the gun at Chase. “Don’t be stupid, Mr. Bartlett. You are unarmed. Now, what is it to be?”
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      Carter didn’t know what else to do but drive to Zangiev’s hotel. He was searching for a needle in a haystack with no possible way of narrowing it down. Zangiev would go underground and they’d lose him. Anything he could think of doing was just clutching at straws, and he knew it.

      He hit the controls on his dashboard to call Peterson.

      He answered right away. “Sir, I haven’t found the Tesla yet.”

      “Listen, have you got the financial records for the Bartlett Foundation?”

      “Just a second, sir.”

      “I’m looking for any strange payments in the recent past.”

      “I found one. Made to an account in the Caymans. One point seven billion dollars.”

      So that was Zangiev’s game. He was using the baby to extort the brothers.

      “Can you stop it?”

      “I mean, I can try, but…”

      Zangiev hadn’t won yet. Carter still had a play. “Peterson, Lori Alves has contacts in the New York Field Office who might be able to block it. Let me call her.”

      “Sure thi—”

      He tried Lori, but she bounced his call again.

      What else could he do?

      He pulled up outside Zangiev’s hotel. The place was absolute chaos. Two dark-suited guards struggled to cope with the irate crowd spilling outside. An elderly woman in a mink coat stepped out onto the street, scanning the passing cars.

      Carter stopped her. “FBI, ma’am.” He held out his badge. “What’s happened here?”

      She looked down her nose at him. “There was a power cut, and the staff didn’t seem to know how to handle it. Well, I won’t be paying their bill.” She huffed off toward a Mercedes.

      His cell rang. Lori calling. He hit answer. “Listen, it’s bedlam here. Sounds like a power cut?”

      “Give me a second.” Sounded like Lori hit a keyboard. “Got a report of a power outage there.”

      “Perfect opportunity to create cover for something.”

      “For what?”

      “Zangiev has emptied the Bartlett foundation’s account. And he has Ky.”

      She was silent.

      “I need you to call your buddy in New York. See if you can stop the payment.”

      “I can try.”

      “Please, Lori. Whatever we can do.”

      “Max, we’re almost there.”

      “Hurry, I’m heading inside.” Carter killed the call and watched the long row of parked cars, waiting for his gap.

      And something made him stop. A black Tesla S.

      He took out his gun and made his way over.

      Chase Bartlett sat in the passenger seat, staring into space. Alone.

      Carter grabbed his lapels and hauled him out. “Where is Ky?”

      But Chase couldn’t focus on him. Not a case of wouldn’t, but couldn’t. He was deep into shock.

      “What are you doing here, Chase?”

      He pointed at the Tesla. “Trunk.”

      Carter waved off the cop and snapped on a pair of gloves. He opened the trunk and stepped back.

      A corpse lay on a tarp. Male, a bag over his head, assassinated. Carter reached over and eased it up. No mistaking that thick beard.

      Landon Bartlett.

      Carter took Chase to the side, away from the car and his brother’s corpse.

      Chase seemed stunned, shocked, like he’d been there when it happened. “It wasn’t me. I…”

      “Take it slowly.”

      “He made me choose! How could I choose?”

      “Slow down. Choose between who? Landon?”

      “Landon and Ky. He has Ky!”

      “Who has?”

      “Zangiev. He…”

      A black Suburban pulled up next to them. Tyler was behind the wheel, but Lori was in the passenger seat, her window down.

      “Get forensics here and establish a perimeter.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Stop him leaving!” Carter jogged up the path to the hotel. “I’m heading inside, okay?” Seemed like the hotel had been emptied out into the parking lot, even though the lights were back on inside.

      One of the heavies stopped him. “Sir, I can’t—”

      “FBI.” He gave a flash of his badge. “Here to see Mr. Zangiev. He around?”

      “He isn’t, I’m afraid. And I have no idea where he’s gone. Sorry.”

      Carter tried to process it. “I’m heading in there, okay?” He didn’t get anything from the guard, so he barged through the crowd. “FBI! Coming through!”

      The bar was unmanned, but a few guests were helping themselves to vodka and wine. Both seating areas were deserted.

      Another heavy was guarding the staircase.

      Carter didn’t even need to show anything; his fiercest look let him past. He raced up the stairs and came to the hotel’s second-floor reception.

      A receptionist stood in a hallway to the right, her jaw clamped tight, face a pale gray.

      Carter joined her and stopped dead.

      Through a doorway, a body rested on a chair, mutilated by torture. Scars and cuts and bruises covered his body. Bloody plastic sheeting covered the floor.

      Carter knew him. Marcus Edwards, Zangiev’s right-hand man.

      Who had done this? Zangiev? Someone else?

      There was a desk at the back. A baby carrier lay on it. Carter walked over and swung it around. The number of times he’d looked at the missing photo, he knew it was Ky Bartlett.

      Who had left him?

      Something metal touched his neck. “Give me your gun.” Zangiev, somehow behind him.

      Carter had screwed up. Big time. He needed to buy time for Lori and the team to get in here. “Give yourself up.”

      “No, my friend.” Zangiev reached for Carter’s pistol, then pressed it against his spine. The metal stopped touching his neck. “You’re going to help me get away from here. Okay?”

      “You can’t escape.”

      “No, you’re wrong. I’m leaving this godforsaken country.”

      “What about Ky?”

      “He’s another insurance policy.”

      “You can’t escape. They won’t let you.”

      “They will. Just you watch. They’ll do anything to save a federal agent’s life.”

      Zangiev carrying Ky would make movement more cumbersome. Carter walked off, taking it as slowly as he could without—

      Something cracked his skull, pushing him forward. He landed on his hands and knees. Felt like his skull had opened up and his brain was exposed to the air.

      “On your feet.” A rough fist grabbed Carter’s collar and pulled him up to standing. “You need to walk faster.”
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      A flash of light catches her attention from the staircase. “You don’t understand me, my friend.” Zangiev points the gun at Carter’s back. “I am leaving this country today. Whether you are still alive by then is entirely up to you.”

      This isn’t exactly like Layla planned. Sure, Zangiev is there, holding a gun and a baby carrier.

      But so is Max Carter. Zangiev has him at gunpoint.

      Layla sees her opportunity mix with hard risk. But she can’t not take it. She sets off along the corridor, standing on the ends of her shoes, clutching the pistol tight, walking slowly, listening hard to the clip of their feet, matching her step with theirs to drown out the sound. Then they stop at the end of the corridor by a back door.

      Carter looks determined, head bowed, his body loose like he’s preparing for some move.

      Layla switches her grip on the pistol, holding the barrel, and snatches the baby carrier out of his hand.

      “What?”

      She lashes forward, snapping the metal against Zangiev’s skull. He collapses forward, landing on Carter and pushing him against the door.

      Carter swings around, tries to kick Zangiev off him. Zangiev is out cold, a dead weight on him.

      Layla aims the pistol at Carter. “I couldn’t let him go without telling me where my son is.”

      Carter reaches for the gun. “Please.”

      Layla shakes her head. Zangiev’s gun is on the floor. Some Russian thing. She picks it up and puts it in her pocket.

      Carter reaches up to his ear and rubs it. She doesn’t know what happened between them, but he looks injured. “Is Ky okay?”

      “He’s here.” She rests the carrier on the ground. “He looks fine to me.”

      Ky screams, so she hugs him tight, but he just won’t stop. Won’t take the pacifier. It’s been years since she’s been this close to a baby, but all her instincts kick in again. How to hold him, caress him, all those soothing noises that she used on Faraj. She has to stop herself from diving too deep down that well. She’ll start crying and soon she’ll drown in a foot of water. She strokes Ky’s soft hair, brushing it and swallowing down sharp tears.

      “You could’ve run. But you didn’t. Why?”

      “Because he knows where my son is.”

      Carter weighs it up, a Russian gangster versus public enemy number one.

      “He has all of the answers about my son. I found his man, Edward. He showed me a photo of my son. He’s still alive.”

      “Give me my gun back and I’ll help you find him.”

      “No. You’ll help me because I’ve got a gun trained on you.”

      Carter sighs. “There are four FBI agents outside. They’ll be here any minute.”

      She points the gun at his head. “So you better work fast.”

      “Okay.” He props Zangiev against the wall and slaps him, soft.

      No response.

      So he hits him hard this time.

      Zangiev comes to, then lurches into action.

      But Carter pins him back against the tiles, driving his foot into his shoulder. “Stay right there, you son of a bitch.”

      “I have men, Carter. Men who know where you live. Men who’ll murder your wife and your daughter. Kirst— ARGH!”

      Carter twists Zangiev’s wrist back. “You mention her name again and I will snap your neck right here.”

      “Do it.”

      “I want to, believe me.” Carter lets go of him. “But you’re going to tell us where her son is.”

      Zangiev looks right up at me. “You.”

      I train the gun on him, close enough to his head that he’ll think about grabbing it. “Where is my son?”

      Zangiev stares at Layla, then over at Carter. He looks like he knows it’s over.

      “Edwards showed me the photo. The soccer jersey. Why did you have them?”

      Zangiev grins. “Do you know what the Bartlett Foundation do?”

      “Why bring them up?”

      “Just answer me.”

      “I know what they do.” Carter dabs at his head again. “They’ve helped people like Tyler Peterson. One of my agents. He served his country, but an IED exploded next to him. Gave him severe PTSD. Medical discharge, then he came back home to his family out in Aberdeen. Only, they couldn’t afford any treatment over and above what the army gave him. He was a mess, but the Bartlett Foundation stepped in to treat him, and now he’s one of my finest officers.”

      “I should applaud them, then.” Zangiev scowls. “That’s one of their many services. They run an adoption service for babies from war-torn areas. For example, orphans from Syria.” He licks his lips, still staring at Layla. “Recently, Edwards got wind of one, a little boy whose father had been killed in Syria during a bombing raid.”

      It’s like there’s wind blowing in her ears.

      He’s still grinning at Layla. “This boy was called Faraj.”

      She hates herself for showing any emotion, but she can’t stop it. She pushes the gun against Zangiev’s skull, ready to fire.

      “STOP!” Carter’s staring at her. “Don’t.”

      He’s right. As much as she wants to do it, this worm doesn’t deserve any more satisfaction. She pulls the gun back. “What proof do you have?”

      “You might say my government is corrupt, and that’d be true. But yours isn’t much better. The CIA paid for this operation, ran a cover-up over this whole thing. Landon Bartlett took their money, but he wouldn’t let my men anywhere near it. I had them everywhere else, but not there. They took in Faraj and told him that his mother and father are both dead. Resettled him with new parents.”

      Layla’s gun drops to her side. “Where is he?”

      Zangiev laughs. “Like I will tell you that.”

      “An operation like this, they’ll cover everything up real quick. An hour from now, it’ll be like it never happened. This is my only chance to find my son. Right now. Please.”

      Carter stands there like a statue, then locks his glare right onto her. “I can’t help you. You kidnapped two children, assaulted countless people helping Kaitlyn Presswood, killed a man, and now you’ve got him.”

      Ky. My leverage here. “If you help me find my son, I’ll give you him back. And you can take me into custody.”

      He seems to know what to do. A way forward. “Come here.” He helps Zangiev up to standing, like he’s going to take him into custody. But he pushes Zangiev face first against the wall, and hauls his right arm right up his back. “Give me his gun.”

      Layla thinks it all through, trying to weigh it all up.

      “Please. It has to be his.”

      She reaches into her pocket and passes it over.

      Carter wraps Zangiev’s hand around the pistol. “This piece is Russian, right? I suspect it’s untraceable, otherwise you wouldn’t carry it.” He forced Zangiev to point the gun at his own head. “Who’s to believe you didn’t kill yourself? The gunshot residue on my clothes will be because I tried to stop you so I could bring you to justice.” He pushes the gun against his temple, making him squeal. “You’re going to tell me right now where Faraj is.”
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      “You’re a federal fugitive.” Carter is behind the wheel of his car, powering through downtown Tacoma. “After this, I’m bringing you in. Okay?”

      Layla points the pistol at him. Her pistol, not that Russian piece. And holds Ky close. “You’re helping a federal fugitive.”

      “At gunpoint. And you’re threatening his life. Don’t think you can wriggle out of this, Layla. I’m helping your son, not you.”

      “Thank you.”

      Carter looks around at her, then back at the road. “Tell me about Lewandowski.”

      “What?”

      “You abducted him, right outside a congressman’s home.”

      Layla stays quiet.

      “You’ll get the death penalty for his murder.”

      “He’s not dead. I abducted him, sure. Someone told me he’d killed my son and I believed them. I took him out to the woods, to a cabin I know by a lake. It’s not used from fall to spring, so I held him there, asked him questions. He broke free, but I turned the tables.”

      “You honestly expect me to believe that?”

      “I think you’re a man who knows when he’s being lied to.” I try to avoid looking at Ky. Somebody else’s child. Another woman out there going through the same hell I did. “I could tell you where the cabin is. He’s still there. Tied up. I’ve set up a couple of messaging services to alert the authorities tomorrow.”

      He doesn’t say anything.

      “Lewandowski told me Faraj was alive.” A shiver runs up her spine. “Before that, I just wanted to kill him. I wanted to find him and anyone else with blood on their hands. But it was Lewandowski and Vance. That’s all. One is dead, the other’s fate is in your hands.”

      “Marcus Edwards. Did you do that to him?”

      “That was Zangiev. Ask Chase Bartlett about it.”

      “Chase? You know him?”

      “We were friends. We met at a grief group, we—” Her voice is like a croak. “Chase and I share a grief. Something he doesn’t talk much about anymore, but which pushed him down a dark path. His son died in a car crash. His ex-wife miscarried in the crash. His life fell to pieces. After what happened to Faraj, we went to the same counseling group.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Are you?”

      “Would I do this job if I didn’t have an over-developed sense of empathy? Every kid that goes missing, it’s like a spear through my heart.”

      “You’ve been hunting for me for over a year.”

      “You took two kids. I can’t forgive that. I don’t get how you managed to stay at large so long, though.”

      “I was a private investigator. Worked in IT space, hacked into people’s bank accounts, that kind of thing. I know everything there is to know about identity theft and social engineering.”

      Carter hangs a left then pulls over at the side of the road.

      The Helping Hand surrogacy agency is bright in the late-afternoon gloom. Pedestrians walking past, some commuters, a mom with a stroller and two kids. Cars driving past.

      Carter scans the street, then his mirrors, then over both shoulders, then back to the street. “Looks clear. They’ll be tracking this car, so you won’t have long.”

      “You know the place?”

      “I was here earlier.”

      “I still have both guns on me. You’re leading in there. Any deviation, anything that looks like signaling and I will shoot you. Possibly to kill.”

      He holds her with a steely look. “You’re not a killer, Layla.”

      “We get out at the same time.”

      “Sure.” Carter gets out onto the street.

      Layla carries Ky out onto the street then follows Carter over the crosswalk and inside the office. The place is sterile like a microchip factory, all icy whites and pale blues. Two desks at the back, some wooden benches up front. You’d think you were in an Apple store.

      A woman comes out and smiles at the baby, then at Layla. Then it turns to a frown when she sees him. “What’s the matter?”

      Carter reaches into his pocket for his badge and points at one of the computers. “I need you to get a name and address off your system. Faraj al-Yasin.”

      The woman takes a seat in front of it. “Not without a warrant.”

      “This is a desperate matter. We’ve found his mother.”

      “I see.”

      

      
        
        18:20

      

      

      Layla hadn’t been to Ballard in years. A Seattle suburb, fifteen miles from downtown. “You live here?”

      “Five blocks that way.” Carter knocks on the door and steps back, holding Ky tight, rocking him in his arms. “After this, you give yourself up. Okay?”

      “We’re going in there, taking my son, and we’re disappearing. Me and him. You’ll never find us.”

      The door opens and a chubby woman peers out, round cheeks, dirty-brown hair in pigtails she’s about twenty-five years too old for. “Hello?”

      “FBI, ma’am.” Carter flashes his badge. “Need to ask you a few questions about your son?”

      She rubs her hands on her apron, but doesn’t give any ground. “What’s this about?”

      “My colleague here and I need to ask a few questions.”

      Her look at Layla is frosty, to say the least.

      Layla returns it with a warm smile. “It’s a sensitive matter pertaining to his… previous situation.”

      “I see.” She opens the door wide and lets us into her home. Like something out of the last century, all beige fabrics and bright colors. The kitchen smells of baking, cookies or brownies. Maybe both. “My husband’s out at work; you mind if I call him?”

      “Go on.” Another warm smile.

      She goes to pick up a wall-mounted landline.

      And Layla sees him.

      Out in the yard, Faraj is playing with a dog, tossing a frisbee in the air for it and yipping when it catches it. He looks super happy.

      Her mouth hangs open. Before she knows what she’s doing, the door’s open and she’s running across the yard and wrapping her son up in an almighty hug.

      He starts to resist, but then stops. He stares up at her, his frown turning into a wide grin. “Mommy?”

      “It’s me, Faraj.” Her legs turn to jelly and she sinks to her knees, wrapping her arms tight around her boy. “It’s Mommy.”

      “They told me you were dead!” His cheeks are flooded with tears. “You and Poppa!”

      “I’m alive, Faraj. I’m alive. And so are you.”

      Carter stands in the doorway, talking to the mom. Layla looks over and knows it’s over. She’s fought so long and hard for this.

      Now that she’s found the truth, she needs a different fight.
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      Carter got in his office and slumped in the chair, sore from the admin headache. Through his window, the downtown skyline blinked and twinkled. There was a time he could see most of Capitol Hill, but now it was all blocked out by skyscrapers, just leaving tall shafts of twinkling lights. Homes, bars, restaurants. People’s lives.

      The door opened and Lori peered in. “You okay, Max?”

      “Struggling to process it all.”

      “Yeah, me too.” Lori sat in front of his desk, holding Ky in her arms. “You caught Layla?”

      “She’s under lock and key.” Carter decided to soften it. Give her the truth, as much as he could get away with. “That surrogacy agency, it’s part of the Bartlett Foundation. Nguyen’s got a team in there. There’s a whole heap of shady stuff going down there. Zangiev is involved, so I’m thinking money laundering, but that might only just be a part of it.”

      Lori stared at him for a long time. “Jesus.”

      “I know.”

      “Well, we visited that cabin. Miles out in the middle of nowhere. Owned by my ex-husband’s business partner.”

      “Jess Lownds?”

      “Right. Lewandowski was there. Trussed up like a turkey. Sedated with some stuff we’ll never identify.”

      “But alive?”

      “Alive.”

      Carter let out a deep breath. “Layla got her answers.”

      Lori stared at Ky in her lap. “She just gave herself up?”

      “Even with the leverage she had. That kid, the gun. She told me she had visions of Faraj still being tortured or abused. But he’s living this nice middle-class life. Starts school in a couple weeks, same one Kirsty’s going to next year. Layla’s going to shift her fight to the courts.”

      “You want to sit in on my interview with Zangiev?”

      “Nope. I’ll step away from that.” Carter felt his scalp, touched the two-inch lump Zangiev had gifted him. “How’s Chase?”

      “Not good. He’s been injected with heroin, so he’s strung out.”

      “Heroin? Jesus.”

      “Yeah.” Lori got up and stretched out. “Time you went home.”

      “I won’t be long now.” Carter looked back out of the window. “Did you manage to speak to your guy in England?”

      “I sent him a text.” She got out her cell. “He called me just a half hour ago. He’s the same level as your guy King. All he knows is King’s heading up a large-scale operation. This gangland hitman died and there’s been a lot of heat and noise coming out of that.”

      “How the hell is Bill involved with a gangland hitman?”

      Lori stood up and hugged Ky tight. “Guess you’ll have to wait till Monday to find out.”
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      Carter stood in the observation room, the giant flat-screen showing Chase Bartlett in 4K Ultra-HD resolution, like some fancy cable sports broadcast.

      The door opened and Elisha stepped through, carrying a baby in her arms. “Max.”

      He took Ky from her. “Thanks.”

      She winked at him. “Layla’s still not speaking, but then you figured that, right?”

      “Right.”

      “What’s the plan here?”

      “There’s no plan.” Carter carried Ky into the interrogation room.

      Chase did a double take. He looked like he’d aged a decade in three days.

      Carter stayed by the door, holding the baby. “How you doing?”

      “Pretty bad. They injected me with smack. I thought I’d kicked it, but it’s all I can think of. Getting another hit.”

      “Did you have any idea Ky might be your son when you helped her abduct him?”

      “I didn’t help her take him.”

      Carter watched every micro-gesture for the truth, but Chase was good. Too good, even. “Sounds like a lie to me.”

      “Listen to me. I used to lie to everyone. My wife, my brother, myself. Everyone. But those days are over now. A few years back, I lost myself. Took me a long time to recover, and I still slipped from time to time. But I’m trying to be honest with everyone. Believe me when I say I didn’t help her.”

      “When you found out she’d taken him, you sent Layla al-Yasin to help.”

      Chase shrugged.

      “She says you’re the baby’s father.”

      “I…”

      Carter gave a flash of his eyebrows. “You arranged for your sperm to be swapped with your brother’s.”

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “What happened to this new honesty of yours?”

      Chase nodded slowly. “Fine. It’s true.”

      “Just tell me why. Why would you even think of doing that?”

      “You try drinking a pint of vodka on any empty stomach every morning because you need to numb yourself from the pain of losing two children and a marriage. I went through some dark times, days when the bottles would call my name, when a grocery delivery tinkled like the bottle bank at the recycling center. Days when I needed a drink just to function.” He laughed. “Then I stopped functioning. I’d lost a son. Todd. Lost my unborn child, a girl. My whole world collapsed and I couldn’t share my grief with Jennifer because we were both going through it, just… separately. So I stuck my feelings in a box, and drank myself to sleep every night, numbing myself with booze. Then my brother told me to go to this grief counseling. It’s where I met Layla. But she stopped going, so I did too. And I drank every time I thought about the past. Then I just drank. And Jennifer left me. I barely noticed. And I started taking drugs. You name it—coke, ketamine, X, heroin, meth, PCP. I’ve been there, seen if it stops me thinking about things.”

      “You sobered up, though.”

      “Right. One day, this delivery guy said something about how my groceries all come in quart and pint bottles. Held out his pendant, five hundred days sober. Took me to that first meeting, just over a year ago. Admitting I had a problem opened me up to solving it. I went back to grief counseling, but Layla wasn’t there anymore. But that was the path back. Sobriety was tough at first. Ten days clean, then a lost weekend waking up in a dumpster off Pioneer Square with two grand’s worth of coke in my pocket and wearing a woman’s shoes. Then I managed twenty before I fell off the wagon, and I woke up in my bed with a splitting headache. But by then, I was back at work, taking control of my life, one step at a time. I started turning our lame product into something I could sell. Then after a full month clean, I felt brave enough to go through the three years of paperwork that was sitting on the floor in my den. Requests for alimony checks to Jen. That’s when I found out she was living with Landon.”

      “That must’ve been tough.”

      “Right. Made me slip, though. I went over to Landon’s; I was off my face on two bottles of scotch and five grams of coke, trying to get Jen to sign some stupid form to cancel her alimony checks. Trying to get a reaction from her, just to screw with her. And she told me where to go, but I was so pissed.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Our foundation opened this surrogacy agency. New thing, Landon’s brainchild. I barely remember signing off on it, must’ve been hammered at the meeting. You can guess why he wanted it set up. But I knew the doctor. Kim Harwick. She used to score coke off me, so I blackmailed her, got her to tell me what was happening. She told me Landon was infertile; their IVF had failed, so they were trying surrogacy with this young woman. They were going to concentrate his sample, see if that worked. She swapped out my sperm for his. Perfect revenge for douchebag Chase, for drunk Chase… I’m not that guy anymore, but I can’t bring myself to feel guilty about it.”

      “So why did you help Kaitlyn?”

      “A few months later, I’d been talking to my therapist about that night, when I tried a power play against Jen. I felt so bad about it, about it all, so I was going to come clean. So one night, Landon and Jennifer were out, just Kaitlyn in. She was their surrogate and she was pregnant with Landon’s kid. I listened to her complain about her life, about how this was her only hope. If I told Landon and Jennifer the truth, then she’d lose her money. She’s a good person, just wanted to help them. But she was finding it difficult bearing a kid that wasn’t hers.”

      “That’s it?”

      “What do you expect? We fell in love? One day, I bumped into her in a Starbucks. Got her cell number, but that was it. I never called her.”

      “A paternity test will identify the father. You or your brother.”

      “And if Ky’s mine?”

      “Then it’ll be congratulations, it’s a boy. But you committed fraud. And if not, you still tried. I suspect your lawyer’s already planning on how to get you off with helping her, saying you persuaded Kaitlyn to return the child, helped bring him back, blah blah blah. Just being a hero.”

      Chase sat there, staring at the baby. “Have you done the test?”

      Carter walked over and took the seat opposite, resting Ky on his knee. “I believe you know what happened to Marcus Edwards.”

      “What?”

      “We found his body at an address in east Seattle.”

      The clock on the wall ticked.

      “I gather you know who did that to him?”

      “Boris Zangiev.”

      “Ah yes. You threw us a bone marked with his name.”

      Chase stared at the baby. “I told you the truth. I thought it was Marie Edwards on there.”

      “No, you didn’t. This was your attempt at helping Kaitlyn. If he had Ky, then you wanted Layla to find him.”

      “But Layla found Marie homing in on Kaitlyn. Zangiev has better intel than you.”

      “Not quite. He’s got the same intel. Someone in SPD was leaking to him. We’ll probably never find them.” Carter nodded at Chase. “You know, when Zangiev came out here, we thought he was a low-level enforcer. Only just learned a few days ago that he’s fairly senior in the Russian mafia. Also, Boris Zangiev is an assumed identity. Andriy Akinfiev is his real name. He’s a wanted man by our RICO operation based out of the New York City Field Office. They’ve been running an investigation into him for a while now, but he slipped off their radar. And it also appears that you received a few million dollars from him.”

      “Our founda—”

      “You personally, Chase.”

      “That money was aboveboard. He ran a VC firm who—”

      “It was laundered.”

      “I had no idea!”

      “Really?”

      “Of course! I was desperate. All the other firms passed on us. What else could I do?”

      “Then I find out you signed a transaction to move all your foundation’s money to an offshore account. You signed paperwork to lift the transaction limits so you could transfer the money, which is technically wire fraud.”

      “This is ridiculous. He coerced me!”

      “If you can prove extortion, it might be deemed extenuating circumstances, but again that’s not for me to decide.”

      Chase leaned back in his chair and rubbed at his neck. “What happened to the money?”

      “Your bank blocked the transaction. Your cancer center will stay open. But you’ve got a lot of questions to answer about your ties to him. One way I could spin this tale is you helped him to get a cut of that cash yourself.

      “What?”

      “But you’ve got a shit-hot lawyer, right?”

      “Have you done a paternity test, or not?”

      Carter leaned forward. “You know that your foundation rehomed Layla’s son, right?”

      Chase rubbed his forehead. The clock ticked. “What?”

      “Her son was treated as an orphan and rehomed by your foundation.”

      Chase slammed a fist on the table. “Landon!”

      “Your office in Tacoma gave us the records pertaining to Faraj al-Yasin. He’s been rehomed. As you know, Layla’s a fugitive from justice. But no longer. She’s now in custody.”

      “Jesus.” Chase stared at the clock. “Is Kaitlyn okay?”
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      The machines buzz around me and it’s all I can focus on. The drugs are numbing the pain in my stomach down to someone screaming at me, down from roasting me alive on a spit right through my spine.

      But it’s nothing compared to the emptiness I feel. The text message from Mom saying I’m not welcome at Duke’s funeral.

      A text.

      She blames me for what happened, for shortening his last month to one day, just to fail in saving me.

      I don’t blame her.

      There’s a knock on the door and an FBI agent stands there. Elisha something. “Got someone to see you, Kaitlyn.” She steps aside.

      And Jennifer Bartlett walks in.

      What the hell?

      Jennifer doesn’t say anything. Instead, she pulls up a chair and sits there, arms folded.

      I could argue and argue, but I took her baby. After I’d lied to her about it. After I’d lied to everyone. I shift in the bed and a spear of pain runs through me.

      “Why did you do it?”

      “Because I needed to be with my son.”

      “You signed the paperwork, Kaitlyn. Ky is our baby. Our son. Not yours.”

      “I carried him. I gave birth to him. You can’t understand what it feels like to lose him.”

      “You can’t say that to me. I’ve lost two kids. They’re both dead.” Her cheeks are damp. “My first son died in a car accident. Todd. I was pregnant again at the time, and I lost her too. And I couldn’t have another child. That’s why we paid you all that money. You’d get yourself an education out of it, we’d get a family. Instead, I’ve lost my husband. What you did, it’s cost me my son and my husband.”

      I can’t look at her anymore.

      “Kaitlyn… Ky is my son. Mine and Landon’s.”

      “Have you run the test?”

      “What?”

      “The paternity test. Have you run it?”

      Jennifer shakes her head at me.

      I lean forward and pain flares up my torso. “I thought I could give him up, but I couldn’t. The only time in the last year when I felt okay is when I held Ky after giving birth to him.”

      “That shouldn’t have happened!”

      “They’d torn my guts open, and I persuaded the nurse to let me just hold him in my arms for a minute. I felt so warm, so complete. Then they took him away and… It wasn’t postpartum depression. It was losing my son. The loss you felt. Maybe worse, because Ky was out there, alive, living a life without me. Then I broke into your house and I saw him, lying in the crib. And I felt okay again. I felt alright. And I knew I couldn’t be apart from him again. I had no choice. I couldn’t leave him with you. I needed to raise him. Me. Not you, not your nanny. Do you understand?”

      “Kaitlyn, when I was your age, I was like you. A student, struggling for money. Saddled with debts. I understand. But what you’ve done isn’t right.”

      “Well I’m like you.” The pain wells up in me again, that tingling numbness that becomes a hacksaw to my navel. “The doctor said I can’t have children.”

      Her mouth opens wide.

      I point down at my wounds. “The gunshot. It’s… I’m… I can’t…”

      She doesn’t have any more words for me.

      Another knock on the door. Carter, whispering in Elisha’s ear. “Mrs. Bartlett, I need a word.”

      Jennifer gives me one last look, then joins him in the corridor.

      “What’s going on?”

      Elisha takes Jennifer’s seat. “He needs to discuss the timeline to release Landon’s body.”

      “He’s dead?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “Look, I don’t want Chase to suffer for this. He’s a good man and he tried to do the right thing.”

      “Way above my pay grade.”

      “I understand. Can I see Ky?”

      “Now that is impossible.” Elisha gets up. “I’ll leave you alone for a few minutes.”

      I’m so stupid. I should’ve told the truth. Gone to Chase. Gotten his lawyers involved.

      “Hey.” The door opens again and Chase stands there. “Kaitlyn.” He passes me a sheet of paper. “They’ve done the test. Ky is my son.”

      I slump back in the bed. “Will you get custody?”

      “It’s going to mean a lot of legal wrangling between me and my ex-wife. It’s a mighty complex situation. And I’ve got… Well, I committed some crimes, didn’t I? They’ve bailed me, but I’ll have my day in court. Before you, but… If I get custody, I don’t know what I’m going to do with a baby.”

      “You’ll cope.”

      “I’m running a cancer center and a foundation on my own. And it turns out my brother was up to no end of shady stuff there and…”

      “Sorry about your brother…”

      “I know.”

      There’s nothing more to say. Except… “Chase, I’m going to spend a long-ass time in prison. Twenty-plus years. Will you make sure Ky is raised well for me?”

      “No matter how hard it is.”
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      Carter still stared out of the window. He’d lost track of time. Must’ve been hours he’d been looking out there.

      A helicopter shot past, low across the city streets.

      9:59.

      Time to move.

      He sat at his desk and punched in the video-call number, putting on his headset as he waited for the channel to secure itself. Then he was in a holding area, staring at his own face on the screen. God, did he look old.

      A face replaced his, captioned as DCI Chris King. Looked nothing like he sounded. Wiry dark hair, but balding. Thin, gray, and long-faced, his cleft chin looking like a serious mining operation was going on in there. Could’ve been thirty-five, could’ve been fifty. “Hello.” His accent sounded different on this call, not so similar to Bill’s. Deeper, maybe. “We’re recording this, okay?”

      “Fine. You can call me Max, if you want.”

      “Let’s keep this formal.”

      “Okay. What’s going on?”

      “I should ask you that, Mr. Carter.” King folded his arms. “You’ve been snooping on me. Asking questions.”

      Lori hadn’t been too subtle, then. “If you were in my situation, you telling me you wouldn’t?”

      “True enough. But I gather your father isn’t well?”

      “Bill has cancer.”

      “Terminal?”

      “No, but it’s not like he’s in remission.”

      “Mr. Carter, let’s get down to brass tacks here. As you’ve ascertained, I am in charge of Operation Pool Hall. Not my choice of name. Some months ago, a man died in East London. I can’t give you his name for operational reasons, but he was an enforcer for an outfit in the East End of London. You may know it or not, but it’s an impoverished area. Now, this man was a hitman, had been inside for only one murder. After his death, we found a lock-up containing a horde of evidence and we’ve only recently completed going through this.” He stopped.

      Carter hated being snared by his own tricks. Maybe transatlantic policing wasn’t so different. “Go on.”

      “Back in 1987, Bill Carter paid someone to have your mother killed.”

      Carter took a slow halting breath. Tried to stay calm, but his pulse was thudding in his neck. Felt like drums beating in his ears. “My mom died in a car crash.”

      “And that’s correct. But this hitman made her death appear to be an accident.”

      Carter rubbed his temples, trying to match what he was hearing with what he knew. Isolate the emotion, stick it in a box, stay focused. “She was on so many pills, she lost control of the wheel, crashed. How does that not look like an accident?”

      “Mr. Carter, this hitman kept a journal, a murder diary if you will. He’d gained access to your mother’s home and replaced her medication with a far stronger dose, cut with Rohypnol. Then, as the drugs kicked in, he called her to warn her that you, her son, were back in the country. She rushed off and, well.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “I know. Your government has been excellent in assisting us. The only consolation I can offer is that your mother wouldn’t have been aware of what happened.”

      Carter’s stomach was doing cartwheels. He had no idea what to think. “And you believe this journal?”

      “Enough to reopen this case and undertake an inquest. The blood toxicology at the time was consistent with an overdose, indicating a suicide attempt. Armed with this new information? Well. And we have obtained some additional artifacts. There’s a ledger with all of his payments, which tie back to a number of bank accounts. This hitman was forensic at covering himself. And he had a collection of stored answerphone tapes.”

      Carter leaned forward. “Bill called him?”

      “We have verified it against records of phone calls your father made internationally from his mobile phone. He asks if ‘it was done.’”

      “So why are you calling me?”

      “Because we could prosecute your father. I’m a Detective Chief Inspector in the Met, running what you’d call a homicide squad. I could get a conviction, easily. I have a smoking gun, after all. The brass here love that kind of case. Looks good.”

      “So why haven’t you?”

      “Because I wanted to speak to you first. I have a million and one cases this geezer owned up to. Given he’s now a US citizen and one with cancer, Bill’s case could be pushed lower down the priority list. That could change, Mr. Carter, if you want it to.”

      “Someone told me recently that people in Bill’s situation want to make peace with their pasts, not war.”

      “Sage advice.” A slow exhalation of breath filled the line. “That’s for you to decide. I’m just offering you the chance to make peace or war.”
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        Rushing to the Senator’s home in Washington State, Carter faces a wall of police cruisers and blacked-out SUVs. Megan Holliday, the senator’s wife, was ambushed by a man with a gun as she returned home from taking her kids out for ice cream. Bound and drugged, the attacker left her unconscious on the doorstep before messaging her husband.

      

        

      
        When Senator Holliday flees the federal building, but fails to show up at home, Carter grows suspicious. The busy politician has vanished without telling anyone what he’s up to. If Carter knows one thing, it’s that Holliday has something to hide. And he just became Carter’s prime suspect.

      

        

      
        Order it now!
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        We – both author and publisher – hope you enjoyed this book. We believe that you can become a reader at any time in your life, but we’d love your help to give the next generation a head start.

      

        

      
        Did you know that 9% of children don’t have a book of their own in their home, rising to 13% in disadvantaged families*? We’d like to try to change that by asking you to consider the role you could play in helping to build readers of the future.

      

        

      
        We’d love you to get involved by sharing, borrowing, reading, buying or talking about a book with a child in your life and spreading the love of reading. We want to make sure the next generation continues to have access to books, wherever they come from.

      

        

      
        Click HERE for a list of brilliant books to share with a child – as voted by Goodreads readers.

      

        

      
        Thank you.

      

        

      
        *As reported by the National Literacy Trust
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