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Ten years ago…
“Eve, do I look hot or what?”
Eve Valentine lay back on her bed and watched as her twin sister pranced around in front of her bedroom mirror; she was wearing the prom dress she had designed for herself. Raleigh was definitely fated to become prom queen, and everybody knew it. With her long, brunette hair and tanned skin, she was used to being the center of attention. Eve was used to staying back a few steps and watching it all happen for her sister. 
The two of them couldn’t be more different. Raleigh was gorgeous and popular, and her infectious smile had charmed more than a few boys in school. She was a cheerleader, a leader on the yearbook committee, and had already started building up her followers on social media to become a fashion designer and model someday. Eve, on the other hand, played flute in the band, tutored younger students in math, and organized a club that picked up trash at the local parks once a month. The twins ran in entirely different circles. Eve always felt like an afterthought—like Raleigh was the sun and she was not even a planet but an asteroid, some forgotten piece of driftwood pitifully floating out there somewhere in the background as Raleigh blazed brightly.
It wasn’t all bad. Raleigh always made sure to invite Eve along whenever the girls went out. Eve didn’t usually come, preferring instead to stay home and read. But Eve was fine with that. Raleigh could be wild and reckless all she wanted. Eve was the good daughter. She didn’t know what she wanted to do after high school, but she knew she would have to keep her head on straight and focus to succeed. She couldn’t depend on her natural charisma and charm the way her sister could.
“You know you look good,” Eve said, trying to keep her voice level. She wasn’t in the mood to feed her sister’s ego any further. But she couldn’t take her eyes off the dress that Raleigh had made either. It was turquoise blue with a tight fit that went down to her ankles. There, the material transformed into floaty tendrils, so that when Raleigh spun around, the tassels fanned out. It made her look like some kind of beautiful sea creature, the perfect fit for their ocean-themed prom. Eve’s dress was beautiful, too, but like everything else in their lives, it was much plainer, something she’d bought off the rack at the mall. She hadn’t even decided which shoes she was going to wear yet. She had a wardrobe full of options, but she never felt right slipping into the mode of a costumed fairy-tale princess. These things didn’t come easily to her the way they did for Raleigh.
“I can’t wait for them to put that crown on my head,” Raleigh said with a wistful sigh. “And with Brandon next to me, it’ll be even sweeter.”
“And then what? We finish high school, we all move away and get on with our lives… and it means nothing in the end, Raleigh.”
Raleigh whipped her head around to scowl at Eve. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Don’t be jealous because you didn’t get an invite to prom.”
That wasn’t true, though the comment stung. Eve had been asked, several times, even if only for the wrong reasons. A lot of guys probably assumed that taking Eve to prom would earn them brownie points with Raleigh, or that they’d get an invite back to their parents’ mansion. Eve still didn’t feel comfortable thinking of it like that, but what else could they call the massive estate in one of the wealthiest suburbs in all of Southern California? They’d grown up a perfectly normal middle-class family until a few years ago when the pharmaceutical company their parents founded landed a major contract. Now Xenithos was one of the major suppliers of several high-demand drugs, and Frank and Denise Valentine were always jetting off to various conferences and events, living the high life—and leaving their twin daughters alone.
“Are you coming to this party tonight or what?” Raleigh griped, already moving on from her cutting comment. She had a habit of doing that. “It’s the last big bash before the end of school.”
“Uh, our prom is literally tomorrow.”
“Yeah, but that’s gonna suck. No drinking, teachers always watching over us... tonight will be epic. Come on. I’m sorry about what I said. Maybe we can find you a guy to go to prom with at the party.”
“No thanks.”
“Now you’re just being bitter.”
Eve felt her phone buzz in her pocket and pulled it out. The barest hint of a smile twitched on her lips, but she quickly shoved it away. Having a secret boyfriend always made her feel like she was doing something right with her life. For once, she had something that Raleigh didn’t—something cool, something mysterious, something a little dangerous. She’d been messaging him online for over six months without telling a single soul, and in that time, she had learned what love was. Not the unconditional love she was forced to feel for her annoying twin sister, her other half in a way that no man could ever be. No, this was different. This love, she’d chosen for herself. This love meant something entirely different.
BOYFRIEND: Hey, babe. Sorry I’m only messaging now, I’ve been catching up on college stuff.
That always made Eve’s stomach do a flip-flop. She had a college boyfriend. Not some idiotic high schooler like Brandon. A real man. Sure, he was only a year older, but it seemed like he was so much more mature. It made her feel special that a man like him—someone older and wiser, more handsome, more adult—wanted to be with her. 
BOYFRIEND: Do you have time to do a video call? I miss your beautiful face.
Eve blushed. He always knew how to bring out the color in her cheeks. This was her chance to get rid of her sister for a while and get some peace and quiet to speak to him alone. But the last thing she needed was for Raleigh to find out her little secret. If she did, there was always a chance she could take it away from her. She took a deep breath, already regretting what she was about to say before the words even left her lips. 
“I don’t need someone to go to prom with. But I’ll come to the party if it shuts you up.”
“Yes!”
“But you should go on ahead. I have a few things I want to do before I head over. And besides, I’m not drinking. Someone is going to have to drive you home later.”
“Eve!”
“That’s my final offer, take it or leave it.”
Raleigh rolled her eyes, but she was already back to admiring herself in the mirror. “Fine. Be that way. If you don’t want to let loose, I will. But you can’t live like this forever, sis. You’ve gotta put yourself out there eventually.”
“I know,” Eve replied.
Raleigh’s phone buzzed, and she picked it up. “Cara’s here,” she said. “I’ll see you later.”
“See you.”
Eve smiled to herself, rolling onto her stomach to reply to her boyfriend’s text. You don’t know me at all, Eve thought.

Raleigh hitched a ride to the party with her two best friends. She heard Millie and Cara coming before she saw them, loud music blaring from the speakers of Cara’s car. As they pulled up in front of the house, Millie swigged from a glass bottle with a wild look in her eyes. That was how Raleigh knew the party was going to be the best night of her life.
They sang at the top of their lungs in the car, their voices echoing off the roof of the car and spilling out the windows into the spring air. Raleigh tasted freedom on her tongue. Only a few more days left of this life they were living, and then she could do whatever she wanted. The world was her oyster. She could stay here in Los Angeles, or even fly all the way to New York to study fashion. She could casually stay in a relationship with Brandon until it no longer suited her. She could fool around with college guys and make new friends who wanted to sing loud in the car with her while passing around a bottle of cheap vodka. The night felt full of potential, and she loved that feeling. She was always chasing some high, and tonight, it was the knowledge that everything was coming together. Her life was about to truly begin.
The party was already in full swing when they pulled up to Brandon’s house. There were countless teenagers dancing on the lawn as loud music played from the speakers he’d set up on the porch. Brandon himself was riding on one of his soccer friend’s shoulders, drinking a beer and whooping loudly. Raleigh grinned to herself. Brandon was her perfect match—like hers, his parents were always out of town, and that meant they could party whenever they wanted. He lived in a gated area behind a huge metal fence, so there were no neighbors to call the cops. They could get away with whatever the hell they wanted.
Raleigh wished that Eve was there with her to feel the indescribable high of arriving at the party. She was such a bore these days. Raleigh could remember the days when they did everything together, when it didn’t feel like she was dragging her sister along behind her. They used to walk side by side. Now, it sometimes felt like Eve was looking for an out. A way to get away from Raleigh forever.
But that thought was killing Raleigh’s buzz. She rolled her eyes, annoyed that she was allowing her sister to drag her down to her level. She took out her phone and lazily typed out a message to her sister.
Me: Get your ass down to the party. I miss you!
And it was true. She missed the person Eve used to be around her. The last few years, ever since their parents had come into money, they’d drifted apart. But she truly loved her sister. She missed having her other half with her. But as the vodka hit her like a ton of bricks, Raleigh began to feel a little looser. Why should she have a bad time at the party just because her sister couldn’t be bothered to show up? 
She jumped out of the car and ran a little unsteadily over to Brandon. He spotted her coming and grinned, hopping down from his friend’s shoulders. He wrapped his arms around Raleigh’s waist, and she couldn’t think of anything that felt better than having him touch her like this in front of everyone, showing the world that she was the center of his world. 
“You made it,” Brandon murmured, and then his lips locked onto hers, and for a while, Raleigh forgot all about Eve.
It was hard to think about anything else when the party was in full swing. Raleigh had never attended a party so wild. Everywhere she went, hanging on to Brandon’s arm, there was something crazy going on. Her friends were stripped down to their underwear to swim in Brandon’s pool. They had four kegs of beer in the kitchen, dozens of half-empty bottles on the countertop, and a bright red punch bowl. Red plastic cups were strewn across the entire house, and the table had already been set up for beer pong.
The music was so loud that Raleigh could barely hear people speaking, but it didn’t matter. Everyone was feeling the vibe. Couples were making out in every corner of the house. Someone was throwing up on the driveway. Raleigh was sure she heard a window break, but no one seemed to care, not even Brandon. It was the party of the century, the kind of night that she would remember for the rest of her life.
Somewhere along the way, Raleigh remembered her sister. She felt an ache in the pit of her stomach, the ache of missing someone. They were about to graduate. Her sister should be there to join in the celebration. With blurred vision, Raleigh took out her phone to check her messages.
Eve hadn’t replied to her.
Huffing to herself, Raleigh typed out another message, feeling more angry than sad now.
Me: Where the hell are you? You’re missing the whole thing!
She waited, half-expecting her sister to respond within a few seconds. Maybe she’d forgotten. It wasn’t like Eve was a big party animal. She might have gotten lost in a book or started binging a TV show and lost track of time. Raleigh stared at the screen until it went fuzzy before her eyes.
There was no response. 
Raleigh slid her phone back into her bag. Her emotions were swirling in her head and her heart, swept away by the tide of alcohol that she’d put into her system. She didn’t know what to feel anymore. So, she decided not to feel at all. Standing alone in a room full of people, she started to dance, trying to ignore the loneliness that gnawed at her in the background. 
Midnight came and went, and still, there was no sign of Eve. Every few minutes, Raleigh checked her phone to see if there was any response, and every few minutes, she was disappointed. Jamie from the photography club came up to her and asked about taking some modeling shots for her portfolio, and she checked her phone. Millie pulled her aside to dance, and she checked her phone. Brandon came stumbling in from outside, mud and grass stains all over his shirt from having face-planted in the yard. He let out a whoop as he scooped her up and kissed her. 
And still, she checked her phone. 
It wasn’t even two in the morning yet, but the party was already starting to wind down. Everyone had gone too hard too fast, and people were starting to leave. Cara found Raleigh sitting alone on the porch steps. She looked a little worse for wear.
“I’ll drive us back,” she said. “I just puked my guts out. I must be at least half-sober.”
Raleigh didn’t protest. She didn’t have it in her anymore. Riding home with the windows down, the cold air hit her face, and reality hit with it. It was supposed to be the best night of her life, and yet she felt hollow. Betrayed. The first thing she wanted to do when she got home was to confront Eve. She wanted to know when their sisterhood had fallen apart. She wanted to know why she’d left her high and dry.
She wanted to know whether Eve still cared at all.
She staggered up the steps to her house alone. The house seemed quiet. Eve’s car was still on the driveway, and there was a light on upstairs. Raleigh flung the door open.
“Eve!” she screeched. She didn’t care who heard her. She stomped her way up to Eve’s bedroom, where the light was creeping from under the door. “You think you can just ignore me?”
She smacked her palm against the door, and it flew open. Raleigh expected Eve to still be where she left her, lying on her bed with her phone in her hand. She was sure that Eve was ignoring her on purpose. 
But there was no one there.
The emptiness of the room winded Raleigh, though she couldn’t figure out why. The first seeds of doubt were rooting deep in her heart. Something wasn’t right. Eve wasn’t the type to just head out in the middle of the night. If she wasn’t in her room, then where was she? 
“Eve?” Raleigh asked, her voice barely a whisper. She went from room to room, looking for a glimpse of her sister. But she was nowhere. Not in the kitchen or the living room or the backyard or anywhere. She called her, but the phone didn’t even ring. It just went straight to the automated message.
“Where the hell are you?” she screamed into the empty, dark house. But there was no answer.
Raleigh’s hands began to tremble. She checked her phone again, wishing she wasn’t so drunk. Through the haze, Raleigh could see that Eve had never opened her messages all night.
What could she do? She couldn’t call Mom and Dad. They would kill her. They weren’t due to be back in town for another few days, and there was nothing they could do anyway. 
Should she call 911? No, that would be ridiculous—and besides, she didn’t want the cops to know that she was underage and drunk. They would just dismiss her.
Raleigh stumbled back into Eve’s room, feeling the tendrils of dread starting to grip her stomach ever tighter. They had always shared a room when growing up. They’d been inseparable. But when their parents had come into money, they got their own separate spaces. Maybe that was how it had started. It had seemed like a good idea at the time, given that they were growing girls with their own needs for privacy, but it still felt wrong. It still felt like she was missing that other half of herself. Even though they’d been only a few feet apart, that separation had grown into a chasm.
And now, in her drunken state, Raleigh feared that she might never see her sister again.





The hammering in Olivia’s heart wouldn’t go away. Ever since she and Henry had extracted from the warehouse where they’d been expecting to find Brock, she hadn’t been able to think of anything else. They’d gotten so close. She had been so sure that she was going to find Brock there, dead or alive. She had been ready for closure, but now all she had were more questions.
How had they known that she would head to that warehouse? How had they managed to get Brock away in time? ANH always seemed to be one step ahead of her. They had been from the start. She’d spent a year coming into contact with them without even realizing it. Their tendrils of death and destruction slithered in the shadows everywhere she looked, but every trail she chased went cold. They were too smart for their own good. And now she was going to pay the price for them running wild for so long.
She had twelve hours left. Twelve hours to figure out how to save the life of the man who meant the most to her. She stood outside the B&B where she and Henry were staying, staring out over the nearby marina, wondering what in the world she could possibly do.
Dawn crested over the horizon, and the sleepy little town of Newhaven woke up once again. Birds chattered idly against the overcast sky. The docks began their daily bustle of activity, and one by one lights snapped on in the village below. All around, the world moved on, knowing nothing about what was truly at stake.
She hadn’t slept a wink. How could she, with so much on her mind, so much at stake? 
She hadn’t been prepared for any of this. From Brock going undercover, leaving her behind on her own, to him being kidnapped and held for ransom. She hadn’t been prepared for the possibility that she might never see him again. Even in the short time they’d been partnered together, she’d taken it for granted that he’d always be there. He always seemed sort of untouchable to her, like the horrors of life couldn’t ever reach him. Now, he was stuck in the middle of her nightmare. It felt like everything she touched burned to the ground.
She squeezed her eyes shut. This isn’t helping, she told herself. She had learned to combat the demons inside her, and she couldn’t give them a chance to take over again—not when she still had a chance to save him.
Henry was inside at that very moment, making calls to the FBI and MI5. Olivia had been happy to help, but Henry insisted that he was in a clearer mindset to handle Brock’s situation. For once, Olivia had opted not to argue. She was only just coming around to trusting Henry, but she knew that this case meant a lot to him. She was sure he could make rational decisions and get them closer to finding Brock. In the meantime, she had to pull herself together.
She couldn’t quite shake the feeling of despair that had washed over her when she realized Brock wasn’t in the warehouse. She had fallen to her knees and let the agony of it all take over. How many times could she lose everything? How many times could she break apart and put herself back together?
As many times as necessary, she told herself. With her eyes still closed, she rolled her shoulders back, trying to release some of the tension there. She had to remind herself that she had everything under control. She was the one who had propelled the investigation forward in the first place. She was the one who had made multiple breakthroughs on the case that week, after years of stalling. She was the one who had cracked the code in the diary that got them so close to finding Brock. And now, she just had to switch up her strategy a little. She simply had to figure out how to gain ground on an international crime syndicate that was responsible for untold death and destruction and bring them down for good. Before it was too late.
So simple.
She heard the door open behind her and turned to see Henry approaching her. He offered her a rare smile, which told her everything she needed to know. He was still thinking about the way she broke down too. He felt sorry for her. After all, he knew what it was like to be faced with the possibility of losing your partner. He had lived it.
But she was determined that wasn’t going to happen to her.
“What’s the verdict?” Olivia asked. Henry sighed, running a hand through his hair.
“The FBI is willing to offer up the money, just like you requested. The loss of Brock’s life would, of course, be major. They think it’s worth the risk of the cash.”
“How generous of them to change their mind,” Olivia muttered, her voice colder than she had intended. It wasn’t Henry’s fault that they’d taken so long to come to that conclusion. She cleared her throat. “And what did they think of the plan I proposed?”
The corners of Henry’s lips twitched into a small smirk. “They’re on board. Guess it’s time to call in some favors.”
“Then there’s no time to waste. We need to set up the drop-off and get ready.”
Henry nodded. “They will likely want the drop-off to be somewhere open, somewhere where we can’t hide backup. We will have to do this on their terms, I guess. So, when we go in there—”
“Not we. Just me.”
Henry scowled, a more familiar expression on his part. “You’re kidding me.”
“I’m not. We tried to screw them over, Henry. You think they’re going to take that lightly? We have no idea what these people are capable of. They had a mass grave right under our noses.”
“What, and you think going in alone is the solution? Come on, Olivia. They’ll put two in your back before you know what hit you. Don’t forget, this is my case too.”
Olivia sighed in frustration. Going up against Henry was like going up against a mirror. They were much too alike for them to ever truly comply with each other’s wishes. She gave him a pleading look.
“I don’t want anyone else being put at risk because of me. It was my idea to go to the warehouse. I’m the one that made them angry. If we’re not careful, they could take a whole bunch of us down. It’s safer this way.”
Henry sighed. “Olivia... respectfully, it’s not your decision. Besides, you can’t do it alone. It’s a suicide mission. And I know that’s not what you want. If you want any chance of getting Brock back, then you need me. End of conversation.”
Olivia didn’t want to tell Henry that she’d rather put herself in the firing line than him. That she’d rather die trying to save Brock than let anyone else do it for her. She’d seen so much loss, so much horror that she wanted to forget.
But hadn’t they all? She knew Henry had a past of his own. She knew that there were things Brock had hidden from her all along, about his family, his past, his career. The trauma they’d all been through was an unfortunate perk of the job. But if anything, it spurred them on. It made them want to do better. It made them want to fix everything that had been broken. 
But Olivia couldn’t shake the feeling that they might be walking into a trap. This entire ordeal had never been about the money to begin with. But now, with time running out, they had no more cards to play, no more options on the table. The only thing they could do was play the game on ANH’s terms—even if that meant risking everything.
She was worried about putting anyone but herself through that. She took a deep breath. Henry was right. It wasn’t her choice. But she could still advise him against going with her.
“And if it goes wrong?” Olivia asked, raising an eyebrow to hide the fear forming in her heart. Henry smirked.
“Then I guess we go out in a blaze of glory.”





Olivia prepared herself for her final brief with Jonathan before they headed to the drop-off—and their certain doom. She and Henry were in her bedroom at the B&B, packing up for the mission. She was running on empty, still shaken from the previous night, but there was no time to be tired. For the first time in so long, purpose shone bright and clear in her heart, and that kept her going. Whatever happened, she’d finally have some kind of conclusion to the mess she’d found herself in.
Henry seemed calm as he checked his gun methodically. Olivia knew that he had once been in her exact position, trying to save his partner from a fate that they wouldn’t wish on anyone. And yet he was calm, like he was sure that nothing could go wrong.
“You look pretty calm,” she noted.
He gave her a wry chuckle. “For the record, I’m not,” he admitted. “I’ve just got good at pretending that I am. I know there’s a lot that could go wrong today. But your plan is genius. If anything is going to work, then it’s this.”
Olivia chuckled sadly. “Who knew it’d take all this for you to finally admit it?”
Henry shrugged. “Who knew?”
Only a few days earlier, they’d been completely at one another’s throats, certain that they couldn’t trust each other. Now, Olivia knew better. She knew that they were too alike to be enemies. In fact, they were so similar that Olivia knew she should trust Henry’s instincts as much as she trusted her own. If her own self-deprecation was preventing her from seeing that this was a good plan, then she should trust her mirror image of a man.
“It’s a good plan,” he reaffirmed, tucking his gun into the holster on his belt. “I think this is going to be the turning point. And we’re going to get Brock out alive. I just know it.”
Olivia nodded but said nothing. That was the one part of the plan that she feared the most. Bringing down ANH was important, but nothing mattered to her more than saving him, no matter what mess he’d gotten himself into. She still didn’t quite know how he’d fallen in so deep with ANH, but in the end, that didn’t matter to her. All she wanted was to save him. She could ask questions later.
She knew she had to trust her gut instinct and tell herself that Brock was completely innocent in all of this. It didn’t matter that his grandfather was an arms dealer or that he’d never mentioned that part of his past. She knew his heart. He was the man who held her together like glue when times got tough. He was the man who welcomed her into his home like she’d always belonged there. He was the man who never gave up on her, even when she was giving up on herself.
She knew that it was her own resilience and sheer will that had gotten her out of the dark hole she’d been spiraling into, but she had to give him some credit for her transformation. She was a stronger woman with him at her side. She was happier, too—happier than she had been in a long time. She wasn’t willing to lose anyone else. Especially not him.
None of the rest mattered. Not even the fear tucked away somewhere in the back of her mind that Brock was betraying her, leading her into a trap, ready to kill her. She knew him. Down to his soul. She couldn’t explain it; she just did. And that overrode everything.
She heard her phone ring and knew it would be Jonathan. He wanted to speak to them one final time before they threw themselves into the mission. It was going to be a complicated day, and Olivia was glad that Jonathan had faith in the plan she’d concocted. She answered the video call and held up her phone so Jonathan could see both her and Henry.
Jonathan had seen better days. If anyone was working as hard as she was, it was him. As much as he played the role of the calm, collected overseer, Olivia knew that he was concerned for Brock’s safety. It wasn’t just a professional matter either. Losing someone like Brock—an elite, dedicated agent—would strike a massive blow to the heart of the FBI at a time when they needed it the least. Much of the Bureau was still reeling over the fallout of the Thirteen scandal that had ensnared much of the government. But while Blake Wilder was enjoying all her accolades and boldly pushing forward to root out corruption from the Bureau, Olivia still had her work cut out for her.
“Knight,” he started, gruff as ever. “Are you ready?”
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” she replied with a weary smile. “I just want to get this done now.”
“For the record, I’m officially advising you that this is not an officially sanctioned operation by either MI5 or the FBI,” Jonathan said. “You’ll be provided with a backup team for the operation—not for your personal safety. Understood?”
Any other time, Olivia might have felt patronized by his apparent lack of faith, but she knew in this instance that the screws were tight on him too. She nodded.
“Understood, sir. We will make the call as soon as we have finished speaking with you. We will meet them at the location they suggest. It will likely be a rural set of coordinates, and they will expect us to come alone. So, it’ll be just me and Henry. We will have an MI5 team on standby half a mile out in case things go wrong. We can expect some surprises from them, but at this point, we have no choice but to do as they ask.”
“MI5 has provided us with a bag of money,” Henry chimed in. “Inside, we planted a tracker to ensure that we can track them back to their center of operations. Once we’ve handed it over, we will know whether they’re willing to actually let Brock go.”
“Obviously, the chances are extremely high that this is a trap. It’s even likely that they won’t bring Brock with them. If that’s the case, then there are too many variables to plan for. But as you know, I do have a backup plan,” Olivia added with a raise of her eyebrow. She swore she saw the corners of Jonathan’s lips upturn slightly, a rare sight.
“Yes, we may have to rely on that,” Jonathan admitted with a slight nod. “I trust that you have it all taken care of.”
“I do.”
“Then it’s time. Officially, I advise you that this operation is entirely against protocol and carries with it a risk of disciplinary action.”
“Understood, sir.”
He sighed. “But personally, I wish you luck. Make it back safely. Bring Brock home.”
“We will,” Olivia said. She would give up everything she owned if it meant getting him back. She’d burn her own home to the ground for him. But she was counting on her plan to work. It had to. It was risky, riskier than she wanted to think about, but it would be more than worth it if it worked. Only hours ago, she had felt completely hopeless, at the mercy of ANH and their devious tricks. Now, she had her own tricks to perform. 
“I’ll see you on the other side,” Jonathan said with a nod at her. She could tell that he was still uncertain, but he wouldn’t say that out loud, and Olivia was glad. She didn’t need the seeds of doubt planting themselves inside her. She couldn’t afford to feel afraid now.
As the call ended, Olivia took a deep breath. It was time to make contact with ANH. Once they did, there was no going back. They’d have to enact the plan, for better or for worse. Olivia’s eyes met Henry’s. Things could get messy. Even if they pulled this off, they hadn’t thought much farther ahead.
They had one chance to cut off the head of the beast. They had to destroy the whole operation in one fell swoop, or ANH would retaliate. That she was sure of. But she couldn’t think past the part where she saved Brock. If she made it that far, she was sure adrenaline would kick in and carry her the rest of the way. 
“You ready?” Henry asked.
“No. But let’s do this anyway.”





One hour.
One hour until Olivia had answers. One hour until she knew whether Brock was going to make it out of this mess alive. One hour until she made things right or made everything worse.
One hour with everything hanging in the balance. 
She didn’t know how to sit still. She paced back and forth in her room, her nervous energy getting the better of her. She checked everything over four times. She wished they could just go and get it all over and done with, but each moment ticked by slowly, digging like needles of time deep into her skin.
She felt alone. She knew Henry was next door preparing to leave, that there was a team of people waiting to back them up, but she was the only one who was truly invested at this moment. She was the one who cared most about the outcome. If Brock died, the rest of them would find a way to move on. But Olivia knew how death changed everything. She knew how it felt to lose someone, and she didn’t feel ready to do it again.
She closed her eyes for a moment. It was times like these that she couldn’t help remembering her sister. Vibrant, beautiful Veronica, who lit up every room she walked into. Stubborn, frustrating Veronica who made her life more difficult than it needed to be just because she was her sister. Veronica… the one who started the cycle of hell that Olivia had been through.
Olivia often wondered if her mother would have ever sunk so deep into the case that nearly ended her life had Veronica not been killed. She wondered if work had become her escape, just like it had for Olivia. After all, the Knight women were much more alike than she ever liked to admit. She could see how her mother might let the misery overcome her and dive deep into a case to get away from reality. 
And it had nearly cost them everything. Their entire relationship had been tainted by her lies. When Jean disappeared, Olivia had been so sure that she’d never see her again. And when she came back and Olivia found out the truth, she almost wished she’d stayed gone.
But now she knew how wrong that was. Because if there was one other person in her life she couldn’t afford to lose, it was her mother. Brock was her rock, but Jean was the one who raised her. Sure, she kept Olivia at arm’s length sometimes. Sure, she raised her on lies that took her years to uncover. But her flaws weren’t enough to make Olivia stop loving her, to stop caring about her.
And all of a sudden, Olivia was overwhelmed by a childlike need for her mom. She wanted to hug her hard and not let go for a long time. She wanted to tell her that she was sorry for being so angry for so long. She wanted to make up for the lost time they had over the last few years.
Because Olivia knew that time was fickle now. You never know when it might betray you, when you might run out of it. She might be about to lose Brock or even her own life. She didn’t want everything to end without letting her mom know just how much she cared. She didn’t want everything to end without her mom knowing that she was completely forgiven.
Olivia took out her phone and dialed Jean’s number. With each ring of the phone, her heart leaped a little in her chest. When ultimately there was no answer, disappointment threatened to overwhelm her, but she knew she could still tell her what was on her mind. She’d just have to speak into the void.
“Please leave your message after the tone.”
Olivia waited for the beep, taking a deep breath. She gripped her hair with her free hand, feeling the grip of stress on her body.
“Hey, Mom… it’s me. Well, you know that already.” Olivia let out a nervous laugh. It had been a long time since she’d allowed herself to be so vulnerable when it came to her mom, but this might be her last opportunity, and she wasn’t about to waste it. She took a deep breath, ready to let it all go.
“I’m going to save Brock today. It’s going to be dangerous. We don’t really know what we are walking into. I have a plan, but it’s a risky one, and… you know how it is. Everything could backfire and blow up in my face. I might never walk away from this one. Brock too. I’m putting a lot on the line, and I just… I couldn’t face going into this without talking to you one last time. I guess… well, I guess you can’t come to the phone right now, but I just wanted to let you know that I…”
Olivia’s throat closed up. It felt like the words just couldn’t come out. Like she couldn’t say exactly what was in her heart. She closed her eyes for a moment, steadying her breathing. This was her last chance to be honest. She swiped away her fear one final time and spoke her mind.
“You know what, Mom? You put me through hell. You really did. These last few years have been crazy, and there have been times when I felt like I could never forgive you. I thought sometimes that I could walk away from you forever. That’s how angry you made me. And I haven’t forgotten those feelings. I still remember how much it hurt that you did those things. But the thing is… I just don’t care anymore. It’s in the past. You can never take it back or undo it, but I can learn to live with it. Some things are just more important. You’re my mom. You may not have been perfect this whole time, but that’s okay. I think there have been times when I’ve been a bad daughter too. I guess what I’m trying to say is that… I love you, Mom. And I just had to make sure you knew that before I do this. I love you, and I forgive you.”
Olivia felt a little breathless as she finished her speech. She hadn’t been prepared for this, not even knowing she might be walking straight into her own death. She had no idea it would bring up so much of that emotion. But now, she realized that she had been holding on to those words for a long time. Too long, in fact. 
“I hope maybe you’ll hear this soon and call me back before I go, but if not… I just had to get it off my chest. I want to be a good daughter. I want you to be a good mom. I want our family to come back together again. I want to go back to the way things used to be. I want to learn to trust you fully again. And if I make it through this… I hope maybe we can work on everything together. We owe it to ourselves… and to Veronica. She wouldn’t want to see us fall apart the way we have since we lost her. I think a fresh start will be good for us.”
Olivia paused. She felt like there were so many things she wanted to say. Now that the words had started flowing out of her, it felt like she could talk for hours. But she had to go. She knew that. She knew that her mother wouldn’t get back to her in time. She took one final deep breath.
She felt as though she was saying goodbye.
“I love you, Mom,” Olivia whispered one final time, and then she hung up the call, trying to ignore the lump that had formed in her throat. She shook her head, as though she was trying to shake off the emotions she was feeling. It was time to let go of it now. It was time to forget everything but the mission. That was the one thing that mattered now. The rest could come later, if she made it that far.
Olivia rolled her shoulders back. She had done everything she could to prepare. She glanced back at her room in the B&B. It had been her home for just over a week, and yet it had felt like a lifetime. Still, she wasn’t sad to be leaving it behind. She was ready for a solution to it all. 
She left the room, a newfound burst of energy filling her body. She knocked for Henry, who came out moments later with a stern look on his face. Olivia could see the outline of his bulletproof vest beneath his shirt and his gun hanging at his side. He looked as ready to go as she now felt. 
“The money’s secured,” he told her. “One of the agents at MI5 will hand it over to us at the rendezvous checkpoint before we approach the coordinates. You all set?”
“I don’t even know what to feel,” she told him. “But I’m ready.”
“Well, if it makes you feel any better, neither do I,” he offered.
“Then I guess we really are screwed, huh?”
They stood there for a moment in awkward silence, then both simultaneously burst out in laughter. It was nervous at first, then it grew, and soon they were cackling at the top of their lungs, both of them reeling from the immensity of what was to come.
But then their phones dinged with a message from the backup team informing them that everything was in place, and the laughter faded as quickly as it had come.
Olivia took a deep breath. She held her head up high and forced herself to give her emotions a blank canvas. Now wasn’t the time to give in to her feelings. That could come later. For now, she had to be consumed by the mission. And that suited her just fine.
She was a master at it. 






The car was completely silent as Henry drove them to the pickup location. Olivia held the bag of money in her lap, her palms sweating as she kept her hand on top of it. She could still hardly believe that she was bargaining for her partner’s life with a bag of cash. It only reminded her of how cruel ANH could be, of how inhumane their goals were. Money had never mattered enough to her that she would do anything to get her hands on it. But then again, that was what made her one of the good guys. And she was determined that her team would come out on top.
Henry was very quiet. Olivia could feel the tension in the air, thick and hard to swallow. Suddenly, she was glad to have him at her side. She had been sure that she could do this alone, but having him there was one of the few things keeping her sane. Even with their backup on standby, it really did feel like it was just the two of them walking into the unknown. So much could go wrong. One small slip up, and they’d all wind up dead. She almost couldn’t bear to think about it.
They took a country lane to the coordinates they’d been given, and Olivia watched as the last remnants of civilization seemed to blur into the distance behind them. The houses thinned out and were replaced by open fields. It was the perfect location for a negotiation—or a trap. Remote and quiet with nowhere for them to hide. The second Olivia and Henry stepped out of the car, ANH would be free to open fire on them with no obstacles in the way. Olivia just had to hope that they would keep their end of the bargain, but it didn’t seem likely. They were dealing with the scum of the earth. The kind of people who were willing to destroy lives with drugs and weapons. The kind of people who killed those that stood in their way. The kind of slippery customers who’d managed to deceive MI5 and the FBI over and over again. Olivia clenched her fists.
She planned to end their reign of terror today.
“Five minutes until we’re at the location,” Henry said. He paused. “You know there’s a real possibility that they won’t bring Brock with them, don’t you?”
Olivia nodded. “I know. I’d be surprised if they did. If anything, they’ll have him on standby until we hand over the money. In fact, I’m sort of counting on it for the plan.”
Henry shook his head slowly. “We’re playing with fire here.”
Olivia shrugged. “Sure, we are. But hopefully, we’re not the ones about to get burned.”
Henry smirked a little. “You know, I really underestimated you before, Olivia. You’re fearless. I like that.”
Olivia let out a surprised laugh. “Oh, I’m not fearless. I’ve just spent way too much time letting fear ruin my life. We already know this is dangerous. May as well embrace it. Too late to start worrying now.”
“Well, I never thought I’d say it, but I trust you. Maybe that’ll make for famous last words, but if anyone is going to get this right, it’s you. I wanted to thank you… before we do this. For digging me out of the hole I’d buried myself in with this case. You gave me a fresh perspective. You made more headway in this case than I had in years. And now, because of you, I might finally get results. So, thank you. No matter what happens, thank you.”
“It’s been a pleasure working with you,” Olivia said with a soft smile. And then there was nothing left to be said. They both knew that whatever happened, they’d be side by side while it went down, and that meant more than any words could possibly express.
Too soon, they arrived. Too soon, Olivia saw the ominous black car waiting for them smack in the middle of the field, like an ugly black smear against the white sky. It sat there just waiting for them, daring them to come closer. Olivia squinted, trying to see if Brock was being held in the backseat, but the windows were just as black as the rest of the car. It was like staring into the abyss and hoping it wasn’t staring back.
But she already knew it was.
The rest of the field was wide and empty. In all directions, all they could see were endless acres of grass. Olivia thought about the mass grave they’d found where ANH buried their dead, not unlike this very field. Was this another of their burial sites? Were they planning to bury them there too?
Olivia hardened her heart. There was no time to worry about that now. Henry killed the engine, and they both sat in silence for a moment, waiting for someone to emerge from the other car, but it seemed like they were waiting for them too. Henry exchanged a glance with Olivia.
“I guess they’re expecting us to get out first,” he murmured. He offered her one last nod. “Good luck.”
“And you.”
The pair of them silently got out of the car. Olivia closed her hand around the handles of the bag. It felt weighty, though more with potential than with the heaviness of the cash. Olivia only hoped that whoever had been sent to deal with them didn’t figure out what she had in store for them. 
They walked slowly toward the black car, trying not to make any sudden movements. Olivia had no doubt that they’d be willing to get trigger-happy if they suspected for even a moment that the deal would go south. They stopped short of the car, and the ANH representatives finally exited their car.
There were four men, all of them dressed in clean black suits. Each looked somewhat unremarkable, with brown or black hair—and one of them bald—and though the weather was dull and cloudy, they all wore sunglasses over their eyes. She’d almost been expecting ANH to send muscled, heavyweight brutes, but they seemed of about average height and weight. Olivia knew better than to underestimate them though. Even without seeing their eyes, she could tell each of them was a killer, just from how they menacingly stood her down.
A slight breeze picked up as the four men approached. No one spoke. Olivia felt as though she had walked straight into a spy movie. And yet she knew that they were outnumbered. Unlike in the movies, that was a recipe for certain disaster. She scanned the area, but couldn’t see any signs of further backup. The thought should have comforted her, but it didn’t help much.
“Stand down,” one of the men started, stepping forward. “Guns on the ground.”
Olivia knew better than to argue. They’d been prepared for this. If they wanted to walk out of there alive, they’d have to be willing to do as they said. Henry was quick to remove his gun from his belt and put it on the ground. Olivia set down the money bag next to her, then removed her weapon, tossed it on the ground, and held her hands up, showing she was now unarmed. She snatched the bag back up before they could get any closer, though.
One of the men came and collected their guns, putting them on the hood of their sleek black vehicle. Then the four of them lined themselves up before them, like an intimidating wall to show their strength. But Olivia had what they wanted in her hands, and she knew they could take it from her whenever they wanted.
“Hand over the bag,” the leader of the men said. “We have to check that you’re giving us what we asked for.”
“Where’s Brock?” Olivia fired back, her voice full of venom. There was no chance she was doing their bidding until she knew that he was alive and well. Otherwise, this was all for nothing. “Is he here?”
The men exchanged a look before one of them got a tablet out of his pocket. He pointed the screen toward Olivia, and a moment later, Brock appeared on the screen. 
Olivia had to stop herself from gasping out loud. He looked even worse than the last time she saw him. He was bruised and beaten like a peach that had fallen hard from a tree. It was hard to see any part of him that was unaffected by injuries. One of his eyes was swollen almost completely shut, but his eyes widened when he looked into the camera and saw her face. He tried to speak, but there was a gag covering his mouth. And, in the shadows behind him, a figure towered over him. A tall man in a mask. His bony hand reached to touch Brock’s shoulder.
“Don’t try to speak. If you both behave, I’ll see that you’re released in no time, Agent Tanner,” came a deep voice on the screen. There was something off about it; it had been filtered and changed so deeply that it sounded like a robot.
Then, out of the darkness, a gun appeared, pressing against Brock’s temple. It sent a shock of fear through Olivia. “Agent Knight… I presume that you wouldn’t risk your dear friend’s life by betraying us… and that the bag in your hand contains what I asked for.”
“How do I know that you’ll hand Brock over?” Olivia hissed. “How can I trust that you’re not going to take the money and stab me in the back?”
The voice chuckled smugly. “You can’t,” it replied in a gruff voice. “You let us down once, Agent Knight. You didn’t play by our rules when you went on a manhunt for Brock. Now, you’ll just have to hope for our own sense of… let’s call it mercy.”
Olivia was shaking with anger. She couldn’t stop looking at Brock’s bruised face, seeing the torture these people had put him through. She wanted to end them all. She wanted them to suffer the way that she had, to pay for their crimes. The thought of playing by their rules made her feel sick.
But she knew it was the only way. And if all went according to plan, then it wouldn’t matter. She could still save Brock. She could still take these men down. All she had to do was keep her cool a little longer, and everything would be okay. 
She took a step forward and offered the bag to the men, refusing to look at them. She could see Brock squirming on the screen from the corner of her eye. She knew he was trying to communicate with her. He probably wanted to tell her that she needed to back away, to get out while she still could. But Olivia had been prepared for this all along. Once again, she needed Brock to put his trust in her blindly. Had she ever let him down before?
“Very good,” the voice on the screen said as the men unzipped the bag of money and began pawing around inside. “But I think it’s wise of us to take a look inside the bag, don’t you? To make sure you’re giving us what we want… and nothing more.”
Olivia’s heart skipped a beat. She knew in an instant that they were going to find the tracker they’d hidden in the bag. It was inevitable. They were one step ahead, as always. But it didn’t shock Olivia. In fact, she’d been ready for it. As long as they didn’t figure out what she was actually up to, she didn’t mind. She just had to hope that their finding the tracker wouldn’t cause them to do anything drastic...
She watched the man in front of her rooting through the piles of money, tossing it out of the bag like it was loose change. The money never meant anything to them after all. It was just a power play. She’d known that all along, ever since the very first video message, but the confirmation only made her angrier. 
Olivia tried to keep her breathing steady, but she knew that the jig was up when the man’s eyes widened, and his hand closed on something.
“I’ve got something, boss,” he said to the masked man on the screen. Even behind his blank disguise, Olivia was sure the man’s face was twisted into an evil grin.
“Pray tell, what are we dealing with here?”
“She’s planted a bloody tracker,” the lackey said, holding it up in the air triumphantly. Olivia hung her head, not wanting them to see the true expression on her face. She could hear Brock struggling in his binds on the video, and Olivia hoped he wouldn’t do anything too rash. She had it all under control, whether he knew it or not.
“Dear oh dear,” the leader said with a disappointed tut. “What have we here? A pathetic attempt at a ruse? I expected better of you, Agent Knight. Our mutual friend Brock has told us such incredible things about you. And you, Henry Caine. After all these years of searching for us, this is what you have to show for it?” The man laughed caustically. “Utter fools.”
“I couldn’t let you slip away,” Olivia murmured. “You have ruined so many lives. I have to stop you. No matter the cost.”
“Is that so?” the leader growled. “Well, you’ll live to regret it, Agent Knight. We could have played nice, but now I’m going to have to make an example of you. And your dear friend Brock here can watch.”
Olivia raised her eyes to look at the screen. She could see the deep-rooted fear in Brock’s eyes as he struggled against the zip ties binding him to his chair. She shook her head slowly, calling upon the despair she had felt without him for the last few weeks. She needed to hold on to it, to give a convincing performance.
“I’m sorry, Brock,” she whispered. “I didn’t think I would be coming here to say goodbye to you, and now we’re all going to wind up dead because of me. I guess we’ll have nothing to show for all of this. I didn’t want it to be this way...” Her eyes locked on to his again. “I’ve been thinking about the moment we would be reunited for so long. I thought we’d get to go for pineapple pizza at our favorite brick oven one final time. That little place on Thirty-second… but I guess it’s over now. I’m so sorry.”
“How touching,” the leader said, his tone dark and full of malice. “But we’ve talked for long enough. Put your hands in the air. I want to see you on your knees when we end your lives.”
Olivia exchanged a look with Henry. She could see that he was worried. There was so much that could go wrong. If they made one slight misstep, they’d be dead for sure. But in unison, the pair of them raised their hands in the air and took a step back. 
“As you wish,” Olivia said, her eyes locking back on to Brock’s. She watched his eyes widen in understanding.
And then the money bag exploded, and hell was unleashed.





This is it.
Olivia was in motion before the torn bits and pieces of the counterfeit bills that had been neatly stacked in the bag even began their fluttering descent to the ground. She darted forward toward the car to grab her gun, trying not to think too hard about it. The man holding the bag had been knocked out by the blast while the other three were still trying to catch their breath and reeling back. Henry snapped into action just as soon as she did and landed a square punch on the jaw of the man in front of him. He then grabbed the man by his lapels and tossed him roughly onto the ground, directly in front of the other two who were bearing down on them. Olivia made use of the advantage and snagged her gun, throwing Henry his own with a quick nod. They knew what they had to do next. Take out the men and then find their way to Brock.
It was all a part of her genius plan.
She could see the tablet that had been streaming the video call abandoned on the ground, the image now one of chaos. Olivia had to hope that Brock had heeded her warning and would be able to handle himself against his assailant. She had to focus on the here and now.
As if on cue, the black van containing their backup team turned onto the road near the field. It would still be a few minutes before they came close enough to the scene to be of any help—so in the meantime, they had to fight.
One of the men pulled his own gun out of his coat pocket, but Olivia was ready for him. Before he could even aim, she darted left, approaching him from the outside of his outstretched arm, and wrenched an elbow against his side. She reached her left hand over to grab at his wrist and pulled it back, twisting his arm fiercely until she felt something snap, and his gun clattered to the ground. The man howled in pain and rage. He tried to push against her to use his superior size and weight to throw her off, but she was ready for that and simply pushed him over to let his momentum carry him to the ground. Without a moment of hesitation, she straddled his flailing body and smacked her gun across his face. He snarled and clumsily grappled for her neck, but Olivia was quick to dodge. He might be bigger and stronger, but she was no amateur. If he thought he could take her down that easily, he had another thing coming. 
She could hear Henry crying out as he fought somewhere behind her, the air filled with a smoggy smoke that clung to her lungs. She coughed but didn’t give up her advantage on the man beneath her. As he tried to sit up, she slammed the heel of her hand into his nose, sending him sprawling backward with a broken nose and a spurt of blood. 
But he wasn’t giving up. As she moved to hit him again, he grabbed her wrist and twisted painfully, his fingers bruising her skin. The pain made her drop her gun, and it clattered to the ground. The man tried to grab it with his free hand, but Olivia threw her weight on top of him, blocking his grab. She pressed her throbbing wrist against the man’s throat, making him wheeze and fall limp. He struggled against her, but after a few seconds grew weaker and weaker until his eyes rolled back and he lost consciousness.
But what she wasn’t anticipating was the attack from behind. Strong hands yanked her by her shoulders, causing her to land on her back hard. The wind was stolen from her lungs, and she felt a hard kick in the side of her ribs. Above her, a menacing face looked down at her with rage in his eyes. Another kick to the stomach had her rolling over to stop the pain. She rolled over again to avoid a third kick and staggered to her feet, blinking past the blinding pain, and somehow managed to snatch up her gun from the ground. Even quicker than she could blink, she was on her knee aiming her gun at the assailant. She fired, burying a bullet into his upper thigh. The man howled, falling down as he clutched his leg, trying to stem the flow of blood. That’ll teach you to kick me while I’m down, Olivia thought.
She rushed forward to him and pressed her gun to his head. He looked up at her defiantly, though sweat was pouring down his forehead.
“Wrap something around the wound. You can stop the blood flow. Just don’t try anything or I’ll shoot you somewhere that you won’t recover from,” Olivia snarled. It didn’t come naturally to her, being so callous, but something about these men brought it out of her. She watched as the man tore a piece of his sweat-stained T-shirt and tended to his own wound. When she was sure he’d managed it, she stepped back to assess the situation.
She looked around and saw that Henry had the fourth and final man in a headlock as the backup team swept up and surrounded the area. Henry’s face was bloodied, but he didn’t look so bad. Knowing that he had himself handled, Olivia ran to scoop up the tablet, desperate to see what had happened to Brock. 
She held her breath when she saw that the chair where he’d been tied was now empty. In fact, Brock was nowhere to be seen, but the man who had held him was now staggering into view, clutching a bloodied face through his mask. Olivia felt her heart soar with hope. He got away. He’s going to be okay. Olivia knew it was far from over. He still had to somehow make it out of the compound and to safety. But she was going to find him and bring him home. They’d made it this far. She wasn’t going to be stopped now. 
Olivia checked on the men she’d taken down. The one she’d shot down was gritting his teeth, reaching for his gun. Olivia casually kicked it out of his reach and then shot out one of the tires to his car. She had no intention of letting them go anywhere, even if they could somehow slip away from the strike team. The one with the broken nose was trying to get back to his feet, but Olivia was quick to train her gun on him.
“I don’t think so,” she said. “Stay on the ground. I’m cuffing you.” 
She clipped a set of cuffs on the man, resisting the urge to be rough with him. These men were the scum of the earth, and she couldn’t ignore the anger she felt toward them, no matter how unprofessional it was. When it was all over, she would see to it that they spent a lifetime in jail, and that had to be enough for her.
With all the arrests made, Olivia moved to assist Henry, who was grilling the guy for information. 
“Tell us where your home base is,” Henry snarled. The man gasped for air, his eyes bulging.
“They’ll kill me...”
“If you don’t tell me, I’ll kill you. And we’ll find out one way or another, so you might as well do us a favor. Perhaps then you won’t spend the rest of your life in a cell.”
The man gulped hard, quivering under Henry’s grip. “You don’t understand. This isn’t—”
“We don’t have time for this, Henry!” Olivia snapped. “Where’s Brock?”
Henry glared at her angrily, but she stared him down with a level of furious intensity that even overtook his determination. Even though they’d learned to work together, and had come to trust one another, they still had two separate missions: Henry’s to take down ANH, and Olivia’s to find Brock.
A horrific noise caught their attention just then—a strained gurgle from the throat of their captive. Olivia snapped her head back to him only to find that white foam was bubbling up in his mouth and his eyes were already going glassy.
“No!” she shouted, reaching down to grab the man’s shoulders and shake him back to life, but it was no use. He went limp in her arms without a word.
“Cyanide capsule…” Henry muttered.
Olivia groaned in frustration and tossed the man’s body roughly to the ground. She had no tears for him—only rage. 
“Rescue team has triangulated the signal from the video call,” Henry reported as he listened to his earpiece. “They’re already en route. We should get to Brock as soon as possible too.”
“You don’t need to tell me twice,” Olivia exclaimed. “I’m ready when you are.”
“Let’s get out of here.”
Leaving behind a trail of chaos and destruction, they jogged back to Henry’s car. Olivia’s heart was still hammering against her chest and she was sick to her stomach. She could barely believe they had made it out of there alive. But it wasn’t over. They still had to find Brock. They still had to make sure he wasn’t killed. They still had to figure out exactly how Brock had gotten himself in such a mess in the first place.
The clock was ticking. 






“An hour away?”Olivia choked out. Henry had put his foot down on the accelerator and was driving as fast as he could back down the country road. 
“They were smart to keep Brock far away. I guess this was their way of covering their backs a little longer.”
“That’s too long. Anything can happen in an hour. Brock’s on his own in an entire compound controlled by ANH. There’s no way he’s making it out alive.”
“All we can do is hope the rescue team gets there soon,” Henry said. “They’ll get him out.”
Olivia sank down in her seat. Her heart was flailing hard in her chest. Every second she was made to wait to reach him was like a stab to the heart, another level of torture. Now that she’d seen him alive, she couldn’t bear the idea of him winding up dead.
“We’ve made it this far,” Henry said, almost reassuring himself more than he was reassuring her. “Just a little farther. We have to trust him. We’re too close now to have any doubt. Even Brock knows that.”
Olivia’s stomach squeezed, but she knew he was right. This was the closest MI5 had ever been to taking ANH down, and ANH knew that. But Olivia, Henry, and MI5 weren’t going to allow this opportunity to go to waste. And ANH wasn’t going to go down without a fight. 
“I just hope we gave him enough of a head start,” she murmured. “We’re coming, Brock.”
This was one of the biggest moments of Olivia’s career. Not just because she was tasked with saving her partner’s life, but because even though she had only been a part of the case for a week, she had done so much. She had uncovered more secrets than she thought possible and found out things that Henry had been chasing for years. It felt like she was finally fighting the Big Bad—the ones who had been manipulating all their pawn pieces for years. She thought of The Messenger, The Grim Reaper, the cronies she met on the Astoria. All of them, some willingly and some none the wiser, had been under the thumb of ANH. She had taken them down. Now, she just had to kill the source.
Olivia took a deep breath. She didn’t have space inside her for any more doubt. She had to believe that they were going to make it through.
“We can do this,” Olivia murmured. “We can.”
“Damn right we can,” Henry said, swerving onto a new road. It was fortunate that the roads were mostly empty. “The hardest part is over.”
“I wouldn’t go that far. We still have to storm the compound, find Brock, and make it out alive. Plus, we still don’t know if the location he’s being held at is their headquarters. They’ve faked us out before,” she pointed out.
“But we’ve just punched them in the mouth. We’ve got to press our advantage. They certainly weren’t expecting your plan.”
That finally made her smile. “You’re right. Now all we’ve got to do is land the final blow.”
Henry grinned. “And once we’re done here, we’re going to be the heroes of our institutions. The pride of MI5 and the FBI. If that doesn’t spur you on, nothing will.”
“Oh, I get it. You like the idea of being the knight in shining armor. How British of you.”
Henry flushed. “You’re twisting my words.”
“I’m absolutely not. You’re doing it all for the glory.”
Henry gave her a helpless look. “If you stop teasing me, I’ll stop trying to give you a pep talk.”
“Deal.”
Olivia grinned, and Henry managed a small smile. Despite the chaos of it all, some things never changed. She realized that she’d miss Henry a little when she made it back to America. He had really grown on her over the past few days. But she had an image to keep up, so she didn’t say that to him. They drove on in silence, and Olivia felt her niggling doubt come back. The car felt too hot, so she cracked the window for a moment until the wind outside blasted into her ears and made her close it. 
“So… that was quite the emotional speech you gave to Brock back there,” Henry started, trying to bring the conversation back, even as he drove faster than was sensible through the winding streets. “You guys seem like you’re pretty close. Although I don’t know why the hell you’d want to eat ham and pineapple pizza.”
Olivia smiled. “Oh, we’ve never done that. Brock hates the stuff. I was trying to warn him about what was about to happen. I figured the false memory would let him know something was off. And then the brick oven on Thirty-second? I was telling him how long he had before the bag blew its way to hell.”
“Damn. That’s smart. At least, it is in theory. How did you know he’d cotton on?”
Olivia smiled sadly to herself again. “I couldn’t be sure. But he knows me. He gets me. I didn’t doubt that he’d figure it out.”
Henry sighed. “You know… that’s rare. What you have is rare. I can see why you’re so desperate to get to him. Hold on. I’ll drive as fast as I can.”
“Faster than you are now?”
“Just a tad. But warn me if you see a speed camera. I don’t fancy getting a ticket today. That would really spoil the mood.”
Olivia gripped the edge of the seat as Henry put the pedal to the metal. She didn’t fancy dying in a speeding car when she was so close to saving Brock, but she also knew that there was no time to lose. They had to get to him before ANH hunted him down like an animal. 
Minutes passed in silence as they sped down the road. Olivia was as prepared as she could possibly be. She had her gun ready to go, and her head was in the zone. She would do anything to get to Brock, no matter what it cost her. There was a slim chance he was still alive, and if he was, she was going to get him out of there. She couldn’t let him down this time, after she’d come so far.
The compound had come into view—a huge warehouse that was now surrounded by MI5 vehicles. The sounds of heavy gunfire rang out in the air as they approached, and wave after wave of ANH men fired at the highly trained intelligence operatives. It was like the quiet countryside had turned into a war zone.
“I know you’re keen to get in there, but please, Olivia, don’t do anything rash,” Henry said as they approached, his hands gripping the wheel tightly. “You can’t dodge a bullet.”
“I have to find him,” Olivia fired back. “If that means taking some risks, then so be it.”
“Olivia…”
“Don’t you start. This means everything to me, Henry. I’m not giving up on him. I can’t.”
“It’s not that. Let me come too. For backup.”
Olivia stared at Henry for a moment. She knew his story. She knew that he had lost his partner once in a mission just like this one. She knew that it had made him reclusive—made him keen to work alone. Why would he risk going through that again?
“Henry… you don’t need to do this. I don’t want to put you through that again.”
“It’s not your choice; it’s mine. And I’m telling you I want to be there. You can’t do this alone, and I won’t forgive myself if I let you walk into the fire without backup. You need me.”
And you need me, Olivia thought. This was his chance at redemption. That’s how he saw it. He wanted to make up for not being able to save his partner. Olivia knew the kind of pressure that could put on the situation. If she got hurt, he’d never forgive himself, especially if he was there trying to prevent it from happening.
But he was right. Going in there alone was too risky. Sure, she had half of MI5 backing her up, but she’d have to veer off to find Brock. She didn’t care about taking down ANH. Not until she knew he was safe. And that meant she would be useless to the mission until she found him, one way or another.
“Okay,” Olivia said after a minute. “But are you sure?”
“I’m positive.”
“And you’ll focus on finding Brock instead of taking down ANH?”
“Come off it, Olivia. I’m not that much of a control freak.”
“Oh, Henry. You know that’s a lie.”
There was no more time for discussion. They were pulling up in front of the compound. Olivia unclipped her seatbelt, adrenaline coursing through her veins. This was it. The final battle. Her final chance. 
“Let’s do this,” Olivia said as the car slowed almost to a halt. She was out the door before Henry had even killed the engine. Around her, chaos had ensued. The wall protecting the perimeter of the warehouse was manned by men with snipers, and she jumped as a bullet flew close to her ear. As soon as Henry was out of the car, she grabbed his wrist and rushed them forward. They had to get inside and end it as soon as possible.
MI5 had already made it within the walls, though the battle was spread far and wide. ANH seemed to have an unfathomable number of men, and yet Olivia knew that they could outgun them. Their best agents were on the scene, ready to bring the ANH empire crumbling to the ground. Olivia felt okay about letting them handle it while she found a way to get to Brock. She had no idea where to begin looking, but she knew that getting inside would at least get them some cover.
“There,” Olivia said, pointing out an entrance to the warehouse to Henry. “Let’s make a run for it. The sooner we get inside, the sooner we can have space to think. It should be safer inside.”
Henry nodded in the affirmative, and they both set off at a run. Olivia tried to ignore the moment she saw one of their agents get shot down by a sniper, tried to ignore the fact that there was nothing she could do to save her allies, and tried to ignore the fact that they were all here risking their lives because of her. This was her fight, and they had all gotten tangled in it.
But she couldn’t think that way. She had to focus. She made it to the door and yanked it open, ushering Henry inside. But before she could close the door behind her a body slammed into her hard, sending her sprawling on her back. The wind left her body as she tried to grapple for her gun, but she felt a fist slam hard into her face. The force was dizzying, and she felt too off balance to take a shot. Fortunately, Henry came to her aid, shooting three bullets through her assailant’s shoulder. The man dropped to the ground, and Olivia managed to scramble to her feet. Her nose felt almost numb for a moment before the pain hit her. Blood was coating her lips.
“You alright?” Henry asked her as he disarmed the man who had tackled her. She wiped her face with the back of her hand.
“Sure. We should keep going.”
“Olivia…”
“I’m fine. You promised to follow my lead. I said I’m fine, so let’s go.”
Henry didn’t argue any further. Olivia faced the long corridor ahead of her with a sense of dread. Only twelve hours earlier, she’d been faced with a similar scene, so certain that she would find Brock at the end of the corridor. What if she came up empty-handed again? What if ANH had managed to extract him from the compound when they realized they were under attack?
She shook her head, shaking away those thoughts. She was closer to Brock than she had been in weeks. She could feel it. She had to keep going. 
She couldn’t bear to move slowly this time. She kept her gun aimed ahead of her and set off at a light jog, allowing Henry to fall in step with her. Her heart was pounding far too hard. She could feel her pulse in her ears. I’m coming for you, Brock. Don’t give up yet.
She heard a door open to her left and aimed her gun, waiting a moment to see who she was facing. It wasn’t Brock. She fired a single perfect shot, and the man’s forehead exploded. Four more goons piled out of the room, and Henry and Olivia returned fire before they could even attack; they fell like dominoes. Olivia’s aim was a little off since the blow to her face, but she didn’t waste a single bullet. When the entire group was down, Olivia reloaded her gun.
“Let’s clear this room,” she called back as she relieved the fallen men of their weapons. She tossed a couple of their guns to Henry and kept a couple for herself.
Olivia dipped her head into the room and found herself looking at some sort of a lab. She wondered if this was where they cooked up their deadly drugs. The thought made her feel nauseous. This place could be the source of so much chaos, so much destruction. But it certainly wasn’t a holding cell, and Brock wasn’t there, so she had no reason to be there.
“Clear,” Olivia affirmed before moving back out into the corridor. They pressed on, checking several abandoned rooms. It seemed that most of the ANH goons were outside battling it out with MI5. Olivia was glad for it. It gave her the chance to focus on her own task.
“If you were ANH, where would you keep a prisoner?” Olivia asked Henry in a hushed tone. “Even if he got free of his binds, he couldn’t have made it far. Not if he’s wounded.”
“I guess I’d keep him somewhere out of the way. Maybe on an upper level.”
They stopped for a moment to navigate their next steps. Olivia nodded toward a sign that indicated a stairwell. “Then I guess we should go up.”
They jogged for the stairs, guns at the ready. But as they were about to reach the top, the door above them opened suddenly, and a body came flying toward them. The man in question cried out as he tumbled down the stairs, and Olivia recoiled in shock, watching him fall. Someone had clearly given him a strong push.
Olivia’s head whipped back up, and she saw who had done it. Her jaw dropped as a cheeky smile greeted her.
“Hey, Olivia,” Brock said. “Fancy seeing you here.”





One hour ago…
“I’ve been thinking about the moment we would be reunited for so long. I thought we’d get to go for pineapple pizza at our favorite brick oven one final time. That little place on Thirty-second… but I guess it’s over now. I’m sorry.”
Brock’s face was too beaten and blooded to even respond in a way that Olivia would acknowledge, but he tried his best to raise his eyebrows and show that he understood. He wasn’t sure exactly what she was going for, but it had to be something. Because he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that, no matter what Olivia was talking about, she would never get one thing wrong:
He hated pineapple pizza.
His mind, sluggish as it was after weeks of beatings and malnourishment, started to put things together. A brick oven… something to put a fire in. On Thirty-second… Belle Grove didn’t even have thirty-two streets. Which meant Thirty-second was a code. A clue. Thirty seconds… closer to fifteen by now, by his reckoning. If something was supposed to happen thirty seconds after she mentioned it, he had to be ready. And he’d been around Olivia long enough to know to always be ready for anything.
In truth, he’d been secretly hoping for this the whole time. He’d been counting on it. The moment ANH had sent that video to Olivia, he’d known that nothing in the world would stop her from rescuing him—not the FBI, not the Atlantic Ocean, not all of ANH’s twisted plans. Nothing.
Now it was time to play his part in the plan, whatever that might be.
The masked man sneered and snickered, his attention focused on the tablet in front of him as he gloated at Olivia. But that distraction would be his undoing. He had been trying to hide it, but Brock could tell that he was rattled. There was something familiar, perhaps too familiar, in the tone of his voice that gave it away.
Olivia must have come close, perhaps too close, just the night before. They’d moved him out of the warehouse he’d been held in and relocated him somewhere else, moving with such a sudden and rapid urgency that he’d easily figured out that they were in a panic. Olivia had been hotter on their heels than they’d expected, and though the guards didn’t reveal any information as they put a sack over his head, tossed him into a truck, and drove him to the new location, he already knew that it was only a matter of time before she did catch up to them.
He’d never doubted her for a second. Not even in the depths of his torture, not even in the darkest of days, did he ever think that she wouldn’t find a way to save him—or burn down the entirety of ANH trying.
But that didn’t mean he’d been content to sit and wait. At some point in the commotion of the transfer, he’d been roughly tossed to the ground on a gravel road while the men piled into sleek black SUVs and vacated the warehouse. That had been his first stroke of luck, and he took advantage of it, scrabbling around with his hands still bound behind his back to find something sharp enough to set him free. He found a rock—more of a pebble, in all honesty— but it had a perfect jagged edge that meant he could saw his way through the restraints, and it was still small enough to palm in his hand.
The second stroke of luck was that, when he’d been brought to his new cell and tied up yet again, he was bound to a small black metal folding chair. This meant that his hands were bound together behind his back in the gap between the seat and back, instead of to the armrests of the chair he’d previously been tied to.
Two lucky coincidences, so unlikely to happen, and yet he wasn’t about to start questioning them now. Over the next few hours, he slowly and subtly began chipping away at his restraints with the rock, keeping his expressions as neutral as possible, and making sure not to betray his movements to the guards that came in every now and then to check on him. 
Hours passed. Ordinarily, he’d have strained his ears to hear the barked commands and frantic orders that he could only vaguely hear behind the concrete walls of the cell, but he stayed focused on the task of freeing himself. Whatever Olivia had done the night before had clearly thrown a huge wrench in their plans, and ANH was on its back foot now.
By the time the masked man entered and put a gun to his face, his arms were nearly free of their binds—but, of course, he’d kept the ropes wrapped tightly around his wrists just to keep up appearances.
All he had to do was wait for the signal. And what a signal it was.
The force of the explosion was muted by the tinny speakers of the tablet. The screen billowed up with gray smoke and the tattered remains of dollar bills. It was so sudden, so forceful, that the masked man gasped and stepped back from the stand holding the tablet in front of them. Seconds later, the chaotic sounds of screaming and gunfire came through as Olivia and her new partner fought back against the ANH team.
The masked man was nearly apoplectic. “You,” he growled, cutting a glare back to Brock, but the searing fury in his voice was cut off by a sudden surprise.
Brock was already on his feet, with a fist en route to his face. He connected with a stunning blow to the man’s jaw, then reared back and struck him again in the same spot. The man groaned and stumbled; Brock followed up with a heavy left hook to the man’s chest. He finally seemed to process what was happening and tried to reset himself to fight back, but Brock was already barreling forward. He grabbed the man’s torso in a tight bear hug and pushed his momentum as far as it could go, slamming the two of them back into the wall. The impact was so heavy that the masked man dropped his gun to the ground.
The man lashed out with a knee and caught Brock in the stomach, then latched his hands on Brock’s shoulders and tried to push him away. Brock took hold of both man’s wrists and tried to regain control. They struggled like that for a few seconds, locked in a tense battle of wills, before the man lifted his knee once again to try to knock Brock off balance. Brock was ready for it though. He took advantage of his position and shifted his weight back, allowing the man’s momentum to carry him forward. The man stumbled forward and nearly lost his balance, and Brock followed that up with a shove that sent him reeling in the other direction.
Without a second to lose, Brock went over and snatched up the man’s handgun as the man staggered to his feet. The man roared and charged at him, but Brock scampered out of the way. He kicked the metal chair with his foot until it slid under the man’s feet, and once again, the masked man collapsed to the ground.
Now Brock pressed his advantage; he rushed forward and landed several heavy blows on the man’s face until he was laid out on his back. He straddled the man, slapped him across the face with the butt of the pistol for good measure, and finally trained the weapon firmly at his forehead.
The man spit out a mouthful of blood and chuckled caustically, seeming to finally accept he’d been defeated. He was flat on his back staring at the barrel of his own gun, and he had nowhere to run. “What are you waiting for, then? Get on with it.”
Brock said nothing. Instead, keeping the gun ready, he took his other hand and lifted the mask off his captor’s face. He wasn’t surprised to see the familiar face looking back up at him, but even that anticipation hadn’t softened the blow.
“Grant Robbins,” he growled. “I knew it was you.”
The man gave him a weak smile. “In the flesh.”
“I trusted you, and you sold me out,” Brock snapped. “When I came back undercover, you helped me. We were a great team. We were friends.”
“We were never friends, mate,” Grant replied. “Don’t you get it? I always hated you.”
Brock’s brow darkened. He’d always suspected some element of that to be true, but even when he’d been working undercover all this time, he hadn’t expected this. He hadn’t expected his main informant to sell him out to ANH, lure him in, and set him up with the explicit goal of using him as a bargaining chip to negotiate with his grandfather’s weapons company.
In a way, it was true. They never really had been friends. Colleagues, acquaintances, sure, but friends? They had only ever been able to trust each other for as long as their arrangement was mutually beneficial. But there was always a layer of separation, an element of cloak and dagger to everything they’d done. In retrospect, Brock couldn’t even blame Grant for what he’d done. He must have felt that Brock would have turned on him eventually.
Brock rose to his feet, keeping the gun aimed square at Grant’s forehead. Grant didn’t move to get up or resist. He’d been beaten, and he knew it, and now he simply waited for Brock to finish the deed.
“I just want to know one thing,” Brock said.
Grant scoffed. “You want to know why? I thought you were smarter than that, Tanner.”
But the question that came from Brock’s mouth genuinely surprised him: “Where’s Eve?”
A second passed, and then another, and then the tense light in Grant’s eyes gave way to amusement. He choked out a bitter laugh, coughing up blood and regarding Brock skeptically.
“Might as well just shoot me now, then,” he said. “Go on, then.” 
Brock’s eyes flared with rage, but even now, even after this man had been responsible for so much destruction, he couldn’t bear to kill him in cold blood. He wanted revenge—he wanted to destroy Grant for betraying him—but he already knew he couldn’t. It was time to begin healing the wounds that had harmed him for so long. 
So instead, he shot him in the leg.
Grant roared in agony and rolled over, clutching his thigh, and Brock decided he had no more time to waste. He sprinted out the door, locked it behind him, and darted down the hall. He would have to fight, but he was ready. 
Nothing would hold him back anymore.





Olivia couldn’t stop herself from rushing forward into Brock’s arms. She hugged him harder than she’d ever hugged someone in her life, holding on to him as though she’d never let go. She felt how his body had changed, how it had shrunk from starvation and stress, but he still felt right to her. He felt like home. A sob caught in her throat, and she realized just how scared she’d been to lose him. 
“You’re alive,” she choked out. Brock’s grip on her tightened, holding her close to his chest.
“Of course, I am. Did you really think I’d let myself die without seeing you again?”
Olivia’s heart was flooded with warmth. She desperately wanted to cry and let all of her pent-up emotions out, but she couldn’t break down now. Not in the middle of an armed compound full of dangerous criminals. She pulled away from Brock and examined him closely. He’d never looked worse. His face was so bruised that he looked almost like a different person, dried blood had matted his hair, and he had a black eye; but she’d recognize him anywhere. She gently cupped his cheek in her hand, not wanting to hurt him. But she felt like she had to touch him, to make sure he was real. Her thumb accidentally brushed his lips as he smiled at her, and a shock of electricity ran up her arm.
“You came all the way across the ocean for little old me. I knew I could count on you,” he said. “Thanks for the distraction. I was actually counting on it for my “escape plan.”
“I had to do something,” she replied. 
Henry cleared his throat, and Olivia and Brock looked up at him, suddenly remembering he was there. “Sorry to cut into the lovely reunion, but we really should be getting out of here.”
“Replaced me so soon, huh?” Brock said to Olivia, nodding at Henry. 
“Henry Caine, MI5. I’ve been hunting down ANH for years. Heard so much about you, Tanner.”
“Only good things, I hope. You know how this one can be,” he said, nodding to Olivia as he gathered himself, and the three of them prepared to make their way back down the hallway. 
“Hey!” Olivia protested.
“A total nightmare, really,” Henry affirmed. Brock let out one of his booming laughs, and Olivia couldn’t help smiling. She’d almost forgotten where they were and why. But when she heard the sound of footsteps echoing toward them, she knew they had to focus on the task at hand: getting out of there alive.
“This isn’t over,” she murmured, readying her gun. “We can all celebrate once we’re out of here. Brock, can you fight?”
“You kidding me? I’ve never felt better,” he said with a sly smile in her direction. Olivia couldn’t stop looking at him, her heart pounding hard. God, it felt good to have him back.
“Henry, take the lead. You’re the only one who doesn’t look like you’ve had your teeth kicked in.”
“Gladly,” Henry said, puffing out his chest a little as he raised his chin. The trio made their way down the stairs they’d just come up and then darted into a side room—but not before ANH men approached. Henry darted his head around the doorway and peered out, looked left and right, then ducked back into the room with them. “We’ve got four men headed straight for us,” he reported. “Heavily armed. And not far behind them is another wave.”
“No problem for you guys, right?” Brock asked. “I couldn’t catch the fight, but you seemed to handle it pretty well.”
Olivia took a quick look at the room they’d ducked into. It was a surprisingly large space, much larger than she’d thought before. It was lucky that nobody had been waiting for them inside because they hadn’t even bothered to clear the room.
The room was a gigantic, abandoned assembly line. The skeletons of machines that must have once gleamed brightly now hung high, forever frozen in their spot like rusted-out scarecrows. Large chunks of scrap metal were randomly strewn around the place, seeming to be freshly taken in from the landfill compactor. Pallets and barrels were piled here and there in the corners. The room did show some signs of recent use, but it mainly seemed to be a storage area. 
They pushed their way into the room to take cover. Henry positioned himself behind one of the stacks of barrels while Olivia made her way behind one of the large machines on the line. Brock was just across from her, leaning against the trunk of the back half of an SUV that had been cleanly cut in half. No sign of the front part of it, but it would do for now.
The first wave of ANH men finally darkened the door. “Spread out!” one of them barked.
“We’ve got ‘em now!” another crowed.
They moved forward in perfect sync, their automatic rifles held at the ready, as they conducted a thorough sweep of the room. They moved almost like they were possessed, like some external force had compelled their movements. Given everything Olivia knew about the drugs ANH had concocted, she didn’t doubt that it was a very real possibility. She wondered if these were innocent men who’d been forced into this by the mind control that ANH employed.
But she couldn’t dwell on that. Not now. Too many lives were at stake, not least of all her own, to be wondering about the ethics of this.
Olivia and Brock traded glances just briefly, somehow perfectly able to communicate despite having been apart for months. Brock fished what appeared to be a small rock out of his pocket and tossed it overhead. It hit something far away with a loud clang, and all four ANH men immediately turned to chase the sound.
And then they struck.
Henry was the first to emerge from his hiding spot as one of the men passed; he fired off three quick rounds in succession and immediately ducked back behind cover. Three perfectly placed red blooms welled up in the man’s back, and he collapsed forward, dead before he hit the ground.
Brock was next; he pushed over a pile of metal rods that came crashing and banging down right into their path. Between the gunshots from behind and the commotion to their right, the remaining three men had no idea what to do.
Olivia took advantage of this by firing in their direction, popping up and ducking right back down in quick shots as she fired. Soon enough Henry joined her in the firefight, and another ANH man fell. And then they were at an advantage.
Olivia rushed forward to duck behind another wall for a good vantage point. There was more gunfire from behind their enemies. MI5 had made it inside and intercepted the second wave. Olivia let out a sigh of relief. It looked as though it was close to being over.
“Surrender!” Olivia cried out to the last two men standing. But they didn’t stop. They merely fought back, glassy-eyed, like the automatons they had become. Finally, the third and fourth fell in quick succession.
Olivia tried to catch her breath and release some of the tension she’d been holding. She caught Brock’s eye. Some of the life had returned to his eyes, and she knew that he was finally back to her. It was almost over. Everything was going to be okay.
It took her a moment to register the sound of a gun firing.
And then Brock dropped to the ground. 
Olivia cried out in horror. Someone had shot Brock from somewhere deep within the room, somewhere they hadn’t seen. The gunman had seen fit to sit and wait for them to dispatch all four ANH men before even bothering to show his face. Before she could think better of it, she rushed forward, seeing red. She aimed her gun at the figure on the metal balcony above them. He wore a bloodied black mask that covered his face, and she realized he must be the man that had been torturing Brock, who had been taunting them all along. Before he could even react to the sight of her, she aimed and took him down with a single shot, watching him topple down off the staircase as the bullet ripped through his torso. 
But she didn’t stop there. She followed the body down and fired again, again, again, not even thinking at all but firing blindly into the man’s body until she was absolutely sure he was dead. She wondered who was screaming and then realized it was her.
She fell to her knees at Brock’s side, looking for an exit wound. He’d collapsed, and his breathing was strained. Her hands grappled for his chest, half expecting to feel a hole through his heart. She’d lost so much, would it not make sense for her to lose another?
She’d only just gotten him back. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t lose him.
“No, no, no,” she whispered. “No…”
“It’s… I think it’s okay,” Brock groaned. “Straight through the shoulder.”
Olivia was breathing hard as she looked down to see that he was right. There was blood trickling from the wound, but he was okay. He’d live.
“You scared the life out of me,” Olivia rasped, taking off the shirt she was wearing over her T-shirt. She tore the sleeve and did her best to fashion a bandage to stop the blood flow. She was light-headed, terrified by the moment. She was so sure that it was over, that her luck had run out. A single tear fell down her cheek as she patched him up.
“It’s okay. I’m okay. I’ve survived this far,” Brock said, gritting his teeth. But even as he said that, his words slurred. He fought to stay awake, to keep his eyes open, but the adrenaline was fading and he was clearly struggling.
Despite it all, he grinned. “I’m not going anywhere.”
Olivia grabbed his face desperately, looking into his eyes and locking on. She didn’t want to waste another moment.
“You drive me insane. You know that?” she asked. And then, before she could stop herself, she crashed her lips into his.
The kiss was passionate, but sweet. He gripped the back of her neck, keeping her in place, but she wouldn’t have let go anyway. She never wanted it to end. She had waited so long for a moment like this. She had thought she’d never get the chance to kiss him like this, to put all of the things she was feeling into one moment. But this was their moment. It had finally come. She kissed him like she might never get to kiss him again. Nothing was promised. They’d learned that together. But that moment, right then, was something solid to cling to, something to remind them that they were both still alive. It was like their survival depended on that kiss.
And when they broke apart, Olivia could see that he was as breathless as she felt. They looked at one another in shock, not quite able to believe what they’d done. But before Olivia could say anything, Brock faded from consciousness, his head slumping against the wall behind him. Olivia touched her lip softly, unable to quite believe the kiss had happened. It felt like something from a dream.
The MI5 team bustled into the room, quickly fanning out and taking charge of the situation. The corridor was littered with ANH soldiers, shot down or handcuffed and ready for arrest. The gunfire was dying down. They’d finally done it. They’d won the battle, if not the war.
“Olivia?” Henry said to her. “Is Brock alright? We’ve got medics on standby, but we’re going to need to assist in the rest of the arrests. Are you okay to do that?”
“Of course,” Olivia said, knowing that she had to be professional. “I’ll get Brock to safety, and then I’m all hands on deck.”
“Let me help.”
Together, they lifted Brock’s slumped body and took him outside. Olivia clung to him hard, not wanting to let him go. She didn’t want him out of her sight. But everything was going to be okay. They were alive. He was going to make it through. ANH was going down. It was everything they could have hoped for and more. 
Olivia had never felt so victorious.






Breathing got easier over the next two days. After hundreds of arrests and what seemed like a lifetime of correspondence with the FBI and MI5, Olivia was finally able to crash and burn with a sleep that lasted fourteen hours. But she didn’t go back to the B&B or back to America. Olivia went straight to the hospital where Brock was being treated for his injuries and slept on the uncomfortable armchair in the corner of his room.
He’d been unconscious for as long as she had been asleep. When she woke up, she moved straight to his bedside, holding his limp hand in hers and listening to the sounds of the heart monitor he was hooked up to. She didn’t have the energy to do much else. She took a few calls from Jonathan, and Henry visited several times, but for the most part, Olivia held her breath and waited. The doctors had assured her that he would make a full recovery, but Olivia had to be there to see it. There was no chance she was leaving even for a second. Not even the prospect of interviewing the ringleaders of ANH could entice her away.
“You’re sure?” Henry had asked her when he came to visit the second time. “We’ve got their leaders in our grasp now. You don’t want to be there to do his initial interview?”
“Honestly? I couldn’t care less,” Olivia replied. “Normally, I wouldn’t miss it for the world. But this… this is different.”
Henry had offered her a sly smile. “You want to be here for your boyfriend. I get it.”
“He’s not… he’s not my boyfriend.”
“You sure about that? Don’t think I missed that kiss you shared. That was quite something.”
“Oh, I bet you enjoyed that, you creep. What were you watching me for?”
“Well, it was either that or watch a bunch of guys from ANH get shot down. Surprisingly, watching you two swap saliva was the less gross option.”
“Ugh, you’re the worst, Henry. I don’t know why you even asked me. Isn’t this what you’ve been waiting for all this time? The opportunity to grill these guys and take the investigation into your own hands?”
Henry shrugged. “And here I was thinking you didn’t like me.”
Olivia smiled. “Feel free to take all the glory. You can finally fill the boots of a knight in shining armor.”
“You’re not going to let me forget that, are you?”
The glint in Olivia’s eye told him what he needed to know. Henry shook his head.
“Alright, suit yourself. We’ll still need you to help debrief and sort through this mess. Brock too. I’d sure love to pick his brain about what he saw from the inside...”
He was right. Olivia knew that, and she was excited that the case was finally solved, but right now, there was nowhere else she wanted to be. “I’ll tell you what… when Brock is awake and well enough, we’ll both come and help you out. Sound good?”
Henry sniffed, and a foul expression crossed his face. “Well, not if you walk in smelling like that. Here.” He produced her bag from the B&B and tossed it to the ground. “Your toothbrush and such should be in there too.”
“Thanks,” she replied. She hadn’t thought about it much, but all this time sitting glued to the chair had probably left its own stench. “I’ll make sure to shower before I come to the station.”
“You better. See you around then, Olivia. Give Brock a kiss from me.”
“Get out of here, Henry,” Olivia griped, swatting playfully at him as he dodged his way out of the room with a laugh. It was much easier to appreciate his sense of humor now that they weren’t at one another’s throats all the time.
Once Henry had left, Olivia spent the next thirty-six hours alternating between rest and sitting with Brock. She’d barely slept since arriving in England, and for the first time in years, sleep came easier to her. It was like her body had finally accepted that she needed to recharge, to recover all the energy that had been chipped away from her. She even permitted herself to leave the room long enough to shower and freshen up, and even though she still waited, she felt refreshed and new. 
She sat at his bedside and wondered how life would be when he came back to her. His absence had changed things. The kiss had changed things. The things she’d learned about his past had changed things. She still didn’t fully understand what had happened between Brock and his grandfather, the arms dealer that ANH had been so desperate to deal with. 
And they’d both been through so much, physically and emotionally scarred by the chaos of it all. Brock had been tortured, beaten and bruised, and manipulated. Olivia was still processing the trauma of almost losing him. What if it changed everything between them? What if this was enough to finally break the fragile bond they’d built? She didn’t want to think that way, but she knew how complicated things were about to get. Whatever path they chose to walk, it would come with plenty of challenges. 
But when she felt him stir, none of it mattered anymore. She watched as he opened his eyes slowly, blinking under the bright hospital lights. When he turned his head to look at her, he smiled so softly that Olivia wondered what she was worrying about in the first place. Things would be okay with them. They always were.
“Hey, stranger,” Brock murmured, reaching out to hold her hand. “How long have you been sitting here staring at me, hmm? Take a picture; it lasts longer.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t be so cocky right now, Brock. You’ve seen better days.”
“Nonsense. Everyone knows that every heroine likes her hero a little beaten up,” Brock countered with a sly smile. Olivia smiled.
“I didn’t miss this one bit.”
“Oh, come on now, Olivia. That’s the biggest lie you’ve ever told.”
Olivia squeezed his hand, suddenly at a loss for words. She didn’t want to admit that there was a lump in her throat. But Brock seemed to understand because he closed his eyes for a moment like he was giving her a second to get herself together. Olivia took a deep breath, her grip on his hand never loosening. It still didn’t feel quite real to her, but she was glad to have his skin on hers to remind her that things were going to be okay. They were going to make it through.
When Brock opened his eyes again, he looked at Olivia with such an adoring expression that she felt her cheeks flush. She cleared her throat.
“What? What is it?”
“Just thinking about how you pulled everything off. You really had some balls to fake them out when you didn’t even know where I was.”
“I figured it was time to go on the offensive. I knew they wouldn’t have brought you to the drop site, so I had to figure out a way to press the advantage while I could.”
“It’s just insane. ANH has spent years avoiding the best agents in the world. I know of your friend Henry just from case files I’ve read. These guys really took over his life for years. And then you come along and bring them down in a week.”
Olivia laughed. “I wouldn’t go that far. You and Henry were the ones who laid down all the groundwork. You set up all the dominoes; all I needed to do was flick them. And besides… I wasn’t interested in taking them down. I only got so invested because I wanted to find you.”
Brock’s eyes softened. Olivia felt her cheeks turning red again. She cleared her throat and moved on. “Anyway, I didn’t do it alone, and I’m certainly not responsible for taking down ANH. That was just a side quest for me. I think it’s definitely possible that you still know a lot more about them than I do... what happened to you in there, Brock? And… and what happened with your grandfather?”
Brock’s smile faltered and he lowered his head. He closed his eyes for a moment and rubbed his temple. “Uh… you know what, I’d rather not talk about that right now. I know I’m pretty beat up on the outside, but that wound is still kind of fresh on the inside, you know? He’s family, at least in theory; but he’s not on my side, and I’m not on his. That’s what’s important to know right now.”
Olivia nodded slowly. “ANH… they tried to make a deal with him, didn’t they?”
Brock nodded. “Yeah. But he said no. He’s a lot of things, my grandfather… but he believes his moral compass is sound, and to some extent, it is. But I barely know the man these days. He’s proved that much to me.”
“Okay. I’ll drop it for now. But will you be willing to talk to Henry about it when you feel better? There’s a lot he’s still trying to figure out, and if we want to wrap this all up, we’ll definitely need to compare notes.”
Brock offered a tight smile. “Sure.”
Olivia chewed her thumb. “You know… from the outside looking in… a lot of the evidence I had pointed to you being one of the bad guys. I thought you might be willingly working with ANH, especially when I found out about the connection to your grandfather. I thought you might have been playing the long game this entire time, given that we’ve inadvertently been chasing them for months. But now, I know how ridiculous that was. You’re not capable of those things.”
Brock laughed softly, wincing at the pain it caused in his body. “Yeah, being the villain has never really appealed to me. I learned that a long time ago. Although I won’t lie... when they had a hold of me, I thought about doing terrible things to bust my way out of there. It’s going to take me a while to get over what they did to me over the past few weeks. It’s been a test.”
“A test?”
“Of my strength. Resilience. Faith.” He glanced up at Olivia. “I placed my faith in you, and I knew it would pay off. But I was torn. I was scared of you finding me. I was scared of you leaving me there. I wanted to make my way back to you, but I also wished you’d leave me there to die. I didn’t want you to get caught in the crossfire.”
Olivia smiled sadly. “I was never going to leave you. I don’t know what I’d do without you. I mean… who else understands me the way you do? Did you catch what I meant when I mentioned the pineapple pizza?”
Brock grinned so suddenly that it was like he’d forgotten he was still in a hospital bed. The sudden motion made him wince, but it didn’t deter him. “Oh my god, I got it right away. That stuff is so disgusting. And on Thirty-second? The only place we’ve ever had dinner is the diner. So, I figured out it was a message of some sort. Something was happening in thirty seconds. Which is a good thing, or I might be dead at this point.”
Olivia chuckled. “I told Henry you’d get it. He didn’t have a clue what I was up to at that moment.”
“Course he didn’t. You’re clearly too smart for him.”
They paused for a moment, grinning at one another. Brock cleared his throat. “And, um, I guess you solved all the clues at the apartment?”
“Oh, yeah. When I found out you were in trouble, I raced straight back home to Belle Grove. You should have seen me looking for clues like it was some kind of escape room. But I should warn you. I totally trashed your apartment. I ripped the carpet straight off the floorboards… you’re going to need to do some DIY when you make it home.”
“That’s alright. I’m sure you gave the entire apartment a woman’s touch,” Brock said with a grin. It wasn’t even a good joke, but Olivia found herself laughing until her sides hurt. This was what she’d missed. The easy conversation, the feeling that she was in the right company around him, the flutters in her stomach when she spoke to him. This was what was supposed to happen in the company of someone you loved. 
And she loved him more than she could explain.
She told him all about what she’d been doing in his absence, how she’d solved the clues to figure out where he was, and all the dead ends she’d been led to; but all the while, she was thinking about the kiss they’d shared. Their hands were interlocked, but he hadn’t said anything about the kiss, which she thought was odd for him. She’d been expecting endless teasing from him about it, but it was as though it hadn’t even happened. Was it possible that he’d forgotten about it? Olivia knew he was on some heavy painkillers—that he was seconds away from losing consciousness when they’d shared their kiss. Maybe it was like it didn’t even happen.
And Olivia couldn’t decide if that was a bad thing or not. Did the kiss complicate everything between them? Yes. Did she want it to happen anyway? Yes. She couldn’t deny any longer that she wanted him in more ways than she had experienced so far. She wanted to push him, and herself, to their limits and see how far they could fly together. She wanted to ask him about it, but she sensed it wasn’t the right time. For now, she knew she should just enjoy the fact that he was there with her. Alive.
Their conversation was interrupted by a nurse coming into the room to check on Brock. She frowned at Olivia.
“Has he been awake long?”
“A while.”
“And you didn’t think to inform someone?”
“Sorry,” Olivia said quietly as the nurse began to check on Brock. When her back was turned, Brock pulled a face, wiggling his eyebrows. Olivia had to hold back from laughing at his childishness. 
“Thank you for taking such good care of me while I was out of it,” Brock told the nurse. “What’s the verdict? Will I be able to leave soon?”
The nurse folded her arms. “Not so fast. In case you hadn’t noticed, you’re a little beat up. You were lucky it wasn’t much worse. The bullet in your shoulder was a clean wound. It grazed some of the muscle but missed everything important. You’ll make a full recovery, but you lost a lot of blood. And I’m pretty sure that wasn’t the first time you lost blood this week. You’ve got two fractured ribs, a lot of internal bleeding, and you’ve had at least one concussion. So, you’re weak, and you’ll need plenty of rest.”
“Aw, man. I was hoping to go skydiving next week...”
The nurse ignored Brock’s attempt at humor. “I mean it. If you want to recover quickly, bed rest is the medicine. And we’ll need to get you eating again. You’ve lost a lot of weight.”
Brock’s eyes widened. “Does that mean I can get a cheeseburger? I’ve been craving one for weeks.”
The nurse glanced at Olivia with a raised eyebrow. “Is he always like this?”
“Kind of.”
The nurse rolled her eyes with a tut. “Americans.”
“Hey… that’s kind of a stereotype,” Brock interjected.
The nurse nodded to Brock. “Is it?”
Olivia was a little stumped there. Brock grinned at the exchange, unfazed by the nurse’s assumptions about them. The nurse sighed, though she looked less stern than before.
“We don’t serve… cheeseburgers here at the hospital. But if your friend would like to bring you a delivery, I won’t argue with it. Whatever gets you eating. Then, if you’re fighting fit in a few days, I’ll be happy to discharge you.”
“Thank you, nurse.”
As the nurse left the room, Brock grinned at Olivia. “Did you hear that? She said fetch me a burger.”
“That is not what she said. But I’ll get you one if you say please. And thank you.”
“Please and thank you.”
“So, I’m getting a double bacon cheeseburger and a large fry?”
Brock smiled. “You know me.”
Olivia stood to leave, her stomach suddenly gurgling at the thought of a burger. But before she could head for the door, she felt Brock’s hand around her wrist. “Olivia?”
“Yes, Brock? Is there something else you want?”
“I mean, I wouldn’t say no to a Diet Coke. But I just wanted to say thank you, for real.”
“You just did… how strong is your pain medication?”
“Not for the burger. For everything. For risking everything to come and find me. For actually finding me. For doing everything in your power to get me home.” His eyes softened. “Thank you, Olivia. Thank you for being you.”






After a couple more days in the hospital, Brock was feeling good enough to get up and hobble around the room with his arm in a sling, and that was good enough for Olivia to call Henry and ask him to get them up to speed. Now that she knew Brock was going to be okay, she wanted to get reacquainted with the case and see what else there was to be done. 
“I want you to play nice with Henry,” Olivia warned Brock as she adjusted his pillows on his bed. “I know you’re both going to be competitive about this case, given how much you both gave to it... but you need to be professional.”
Brock scoffed. “When I am not?”
“I don’t think I’ve known you to be professional one single time since we met.”
“What? What are you talking about? This is slander!”
Olivia shot Brock a warning look, and he responded with a grin, leaning back on his pillows. A few moments later, Henry arrived, dressed smartly in a white shirt and navy pants. He looked good, and he knew it. Olivia glanced at Brock to get a gauge of his impression of Henry. His cheeky smile had faded a little, and Olivia smirked to herself. She knew something about Henry intimidated Brock, whether it was for good reason or not. She was interested to see how the dynamic between them would play out.
Henry fiddled with the top button of his shirt. “I hope I’m not disturbing anything?”
“Of course not. Come in.”
“Good to see you again, Olivia,” Henry started, reaching out to shake her hand. “And you, Brock.”
The men shook hands and Brock’s smile returned. Olivia didn’t know if it was Henry’s politeness that set him off or the fact he’d shook hands with her. Had he finally realized that he had no reason to be jealous of Henry as far as Olivia was concerned? She rolled her eyes to herself. Men, she thought. 
“Glad to have you here, Henry. Appreciate you taking the lead while I’ve been out of commission,” Brock said. “Olivia has told me about everything you learned while you were on the case together, but I assume there have been developments while we’ve been here?”
Henry nodded. “Yes. Things have been pretty hectic, to be honest. We’ve been having trouble getting some of the higher-ups to talk, but we do believe that we’ve taken out a good chunk of the organization now. The first warehouse raid was just the start. Since then, we’ve hit several other locations. I imagine a lot of the operatives have fled since we went straight for the heart of the organization, but we’ve been able to roll up a few hundred at this point, with plenty of evidence against them. Of course, we still have a fairly long way to go. It could take years to root out all the depths of it. But things are good for now. We’re working on getting some of the lower-level employees to flip on their superiors and give us what they know before it’s too late. I know that ANH will be more than willing to take everyone down with them.”
“They’ve really fallen apart, haven’t they?” Brock mused, shifting a little on his pillows. Olivia could see him wincing from the pain, but he was trying to put on a brave face, whether for her benefit or Henry’s. “I got to know this organization like the back of my hand... and it just seems a little… weird.”
“Weird how?” Henry pressed. He sounded a little accusatory. “You were there, Brock. You saw the warehouse fall. Are you telling me that the men who held you there weren’t the ones running the show? The ones who beat you and ransomed you?”
Brock’s eyes met Henry’s. “I don’t know. I learned some things from the inside, but ultimately, the whole thing was a trap from the beginning. That masked man you were dealing with? That was Grant Robbins. He was my contact—my friend—for a long time, until he sold me out. That’s what landed me in ANH’s hands in the first place.”
The words settled oddly in Olivia’s stomach. She hadn’t realized that the masked man she’d killed with extreme prejudice had been a friend of Brock’s. But then, he’d shot him. She didn’t care who it was; anyone who hurt Brock like that deserved it.
Brock looked over at Olivia and seemed to exactly intuit the thoughts running through her brain, the way he always did. “There’s no love lost between Grant and myself, if that’s what you’re thinking. When you blew up the drop and I escaped, I shot him in the leg. Gave him one last chance to get out and run away from ANH. But I guess he made a different choice.”
He rubbed a hand over his shoulder, taking a moment for the memory to run its course, before returning to the moment at hand. 
“To be entirely realistic, there’s still a lot I don’t know and might never know. I dealt with one man a lot... I never found out his name. He seemed to be the man in charge. He was the one sending the videos, trying to liaise with my grandfather, generally pulling the strings... but I wouldn’t be shocked if that was just another lackey. Plans within plans, strings within strings, secrets within secrets. Who knows how deep their tendrils have sunk?”
Henry nodded. “I was hoping you might know some answers to that, since we’re not getting much out of our suspects just yet.”
“We had to expect as much though, didn’t we?” Olivia asked. “The FBI’s resources are pretty thin at the moment with all the major reshuffling back home. The important thing is that we’ve blown a huge hole in their operations. If it takes time to get it all handled, at least we’re sweeping their product off the streets in the meantime.”
Henry nodded. “You’re right. As long as it happens, it doesn’t matter when. Anyway, we’ve got some plea deals in the works for lower-level workers who can provide us info. We’ve been liaising with other agencies as well to take care of the international aspects of it. We all know that ANH had its fingers in a lot of pies, so we want to see what we can find out from other governments. We might be able to stop any surviving strands of ANH from going rogue.”
“Impressive stuff,” Brock noted. Olivia narrowed her eyes at him, but he sounded sincere. Then he sighed. “But there’s one thing I have to ask about. One thing that you haven’t mentioned yet.”
Henry cocked his head to the side. “Yeah? What’s that?”
Brock’s eyes met Henry’s. “What do you know about a woman named Eve Valentine?”
Henry blinked several times. “Valentine? I’ve never heard of any Eve Valentine. At least not in the context of this case.”
Brock ran his hand through his hair. “That’s what worries me. I was hoping you might have made some headway on the matter, but maybe it’s a dead end.”
“Brock, what do you know?” Olivia pressed. Brock’s gaze flickered over to her. 
“I was hoping you might have discovered my secret notes when you raided my apartment, but I guess it doesn’t matter now. I can fill you in on what I know. I should say on what little I know, because Eve is one of the biggest mysteries of my career.”
Henry and Olivia watched Brock intently, intrigued by his mysterious claim. Brock took a deep breath.
“Alright, so, before I went on my most recent mission, I was tracking down a missing woman by the name of Eve Valentine. She’d be twenty-eight now; she disappeared on the night before her prom ten years ago. There was a huge police investigation, which is when I first got involved back in the day, but it was like she had simply never existed. She was just gone. No one had a clue of where she had gone—not even her twin sister, Raleigh. Apparently, on the night of her disappearance, she was supposed to meet her sister at a party. In fact, she was supposed to be driving Raleigh home from the event. But she never showed up. Raleigh made her way home and found the house empty. The parents were out of town, too, and nobody knew where she’d gone. It was as if she’d just vanished.”
“What does that have to do with ANH?” Olivia asked impatiently. Brock raised an eyebrow at her.
“Give me a minute, Olivia. Geez! Let a man tell a story! I’ve been locked in solitary for weeks... I want to give the story some flair.”
She rolled her eyes but motioned for him to continue.
“Anyway, as I was saying…
so, the first time I dealt with this case, I was following up some shipping leads. There was this one company, Xenithos, that caught my eye. I did some research into them and found out that they’re a pharmaceutical brand based out of Southern California—and get this—Eve’s parents, who were out of town that weekend? Frank and Denise Valentine... they’re the founders of Xenithos.”
“You think they might be tied to ANH?” Henry asked.
Brock nodded. “All their contracts and distribution seems to be directly through ANH. Of course, that’s not in and of itself unusual, as ANH has a pretty robust public side as well. Xenithos seems legit from the outside, but they’re so closely intertwined with ANH. I have a theory that they are a secret branch. I wouldn’t be surprised if that lab was responsible for the production and distribution of those crazy drugs we’ve been finding. The founders themselves are apparently known as two of the most brilliant chemists in the country.”
The pieces started to fall into place in Olivia’s head now. “So, what? You think Eve was kidnapped by ANH to force Xenithos to work on their drugs?”
“It makes sense, doesn’t it? From my research, I uncovered a classified project that Xenithos began working on in 2012. My guess is that’s when they began working on this super-drug that they’ve cooked up. The parents were gone at a conference that very week. They received several contracts from firms I’ve almost completely confirmed are shell companies for ANH—and they come home, and their daughter is missing. They immediately ramp up production of the new drugs despite the police investigation. Doesn’t seem like a coincidence, does it?”
“I don’t know. That seems to be a few pretty wide leaps,” Henry offered.
“I know. That’s why this case has been so frustrating. I just can’t find any definite links,” Brock admitted. “I think they’ve been blackmailing the Valentines for the last ten years, forcing them to make the drug at their lab in exchange for keeping Eve alive. ANH wanted something so powerful that only a genius could perfect it. I’m guessing that Eve’s parents are pretty hard to replace in the process of making the drug, but if they’re unwilling to help, then what better way to force them than to dangle their daughter in front of them as bait?”
“It could be a stretch... or it could be crazy enough to be true,” Olivia added. “But if what you’re saying is true… is Eve still alive? Does ANH still have her? And if so, then where is she?”
Brock shrugged. “That’s the real question, isn’t it? Even to the end, I tried to find the answer. I thought Grant could tell me, but he just laughed in my face. Where’s Eve? That’s been the linchpin under this whole thing. We find Eve…. we kick out the last of ANH’s leverage, we shut down Xenithos, the drugs are gone, and that becomes a blow so fatal they can’t recover.”
“Sounds like a piece of cake,” Henry muttered bitterly.
Olivia sucked air into her lungs. She hadn’t been expecting such a big curveball in the case. She thought they were closing the case, not ripping it even wider open. But they couldn’t afford to ignore the evidence in front of them. A lot of people had died at the hands of ANH, and more would die if they didn’t get to the bottom of everything.
“We have to push forward with this lead,” Olivia said decisively. “If you’re right, Brock… then maybe we can track their workings even farther back—to the Grim Reaper’s drug ring in particular. And Cyrus Blackwood… he was using drugs to control the people in his cult. You remember how it affected Shelby. We didn’t know what we were up against at the time, but it all fits. I mean, these drugs might be making it into the world at an alarming rate, but there’s nothing else like them. We can’t ignore this connection.”
Olivia looked Brock in the eyes. “I’m guessing that you’re the only person who made this connection to Xenithos... which means that Henry’s investigations won’t even have touched them yet. We need to be thorough about this.”
Henry’s cheeks turned red, and Olivia knew she had spoken out of turn. She didn’t want to be a source of his deep-rooted insecurities when it came to this case. The last thing an MI5 agent needed was two Americans coming into his country and telling him about everything he had missed in his investigations. But they couldn’t afford to let any of it slide either. His pride was worth less than the answers they required. 
“I think we’d be stupid not to follow all of this up,” Brock agreed with a nod. “We’ve cut off the head of the snake, but we can’t be sure it won’t sprout up two more. Even if we’ve disrupted the distribution for a while, we can pretty much guarantee that it’ll continue if there’s anything left of ANH and Xenithos. We need to dismantle the whole thing. Only then will it be over.”
Henry was watching Olivia and Brock bounce ideas off one another quietly, and Olivia felt a little guilty for leaving him on the sidelines of his own investigation. She cleared her throat. “Henry, what do you think?”
“I think that you two make a good partnership,” he said with a slight smile. “You work well together. I don’t think things ever went so smoothly when Olivia and I worked as a team.”
“I should remind you that we spent half of that time hating each other,” Olivia pointed out.
“True. Either way, it makes sense for the two of you to chase down this lead with Xenithos. I’m going to have my hands full with the interviews here and with running operations to take down their other outposts. I only know about Eve from what you’ve told me, so I think you should take the lead on that side of things.”
Brock grinned at Olivia. “What do you say, partner? You and me working the case, just like old times?”
Olivia smiled back. “I think I might be game for that.”
“Good,” Henry said, fiddling with the top button of his shirt again. “If you’re right about all of this and you can get Eve’s parents on your side… maybe you can get them to flip on ANH and testify against them.”
“Well, first thing’s first, we’d need to find her,” Brock said. “Make sure she’s still alive and well. And then we’d have to extract her. But hey… piece of cake, right? After everything we’ve made it through, that should be no trouble at all.” 
Henry gave a slight chuckle but didn’t seem in the mood for jokes. “Right. And perhaps I can get some information out of the interviews that will serve you well. This could be the entire key to finally bringing this to an end. These drugs… they’re messed up beyond belief. Some of the men and women I’ve interviewed from ANH made no sense because they were coming down from their dosage. I bet some of them won’t live much longer to tell their stories... but so many of them told me that they weren’t in control. ANH used the drugs to control them. I guess we’ll never be able to sort the liars from those telling the truth... but those drugs are deadly, so I guess the ones who live are the liars.”
Olivia shuddered at the thought. She’d seen firsthand how those drugs could affect a person. She’d seen how they made an innocent man turn his life upside down and shoot his boss. She thought back to the fight at the warehouse, how the ANH soldiers kept coming for them even when they were outnumbered. They knew they’d be shot down, but they never stopped.
They couldn’t stop.
“Getting back on this part of the case… it’s going to be dangerous,” Brock admitted, his tone now serious. “I think we need to really plan out our next steps. If it’s the same to you, I’d really rather not be tortured like that again.”
Olivia moved beside Brock’s bed, and her hand brushed against his. “This time will be different. You won’t be on your own. You’ll have me.”
Brock smiled up at her. “Yeah. You’re right. I couldn’t be in safer hands.”
Henry cleared his throat quietly, as though reminding them that he was watching their private little moment. Olivia blushed. Recently, she was finding it harder to cloak her affections for Brock. Since the kiss, their dynamic had shifted. They were touching at any given opportunity, though they hadn’t kissed again. They spoke in softer voices to one another and looked at one another differently. Olivia suddenly felt guilty for acting that way in front of Henry. As far as she could tell, that kind of behavior made him quite uncomfortable. 
“I guess we’ve got it all covered then,” Henry said. “You two can follow up on the Eve lead, and I’ll handle the rest. Though I’d like to keep in touch about whatever we find. Opening one door might open another. And we should move quickly before they go running. It’s not their style, but they’re starting to realize they’re not invincible. We can’t afford to let them slip into the shadows.”
“Don’t worry. We’re on it,” Brock said with a nod to Henry. Olivia smiled at him.
“We are. We can handle this.”
“Good. Because these monsters have been getting away with way too much for way too long,” Henry said, his jaw tightening. He glanced at Olivia. “I trust you to get it done. Call me if you need anything at all.”
“Of course.” 
They shook hands once again, and Henry left the room. Brock kept quiet until he was gone and then let out a long puff of air.
“He’s kind of intense, that guy.”
Olivia smiled. “I think he’s pretty great.”
Brock raised an eyebrow at her. “Are you going to miss him being on your team?”
“Oh, hell no. Being back with you suits me just fine.”
Brock seemed satisfied by that answer. He leaned back on his pillows again. “Well, I’m ready to go. But just one thing before we start...”
“Yeah?”
“I’m going to need, like, another twelve-hour nap first. Who knew that getting shot and beaten up would be so tiring?”






It quickly became clear to Olivia how boring hospitals were. While Brock spent a lot of time hopped up on painkillers and sleeping off the pain, Olivia tried to distract herself, but there was very little to do. She’d hunted for a gift shop to buy a book to read, but all she found was a battered Bible in the prayer room, and she felt disrespectful taking it out of its home. She’d tried every snack from the vending machine and been to various takeout places to get Brock food; but the processed nature of it all was making her feel ill, and she was disturbed by how much she was beginning to crave a salad.
The only saving grace of the hospital was the coffee machine. It was a rickety old thing in the waiting room that probably hadn’t been cleaned in years, but it gave her the small buzz that she had come to crave from her caffeine addiction. Every hour or so, she would get up and meander down to the machine to bring back a cup in the tiny cups provided. So far, Brock had refused to drink it, but as he polished off his lunch, he began to stare at her fresh cup of coffee longingly. Olivia raised her eyebrows at him.
“What? You want one now? I asked you ten minutes ago if you wanted one.”
“I didn’t want one then,” Brock whined, faking the attitude of a child who needed to pee two minutes after passing a restroom. Olivia sighed and handed her coffee over to him.
“Fine. You have this one. I’ll go get another one.”
“You’re too good to me.”
“I’m not doing this for you,” Olivia replied pointedly. “I’m going stir crazy in here. It gives me an excuse to stretch my legs.”
Brock offered her a smile. “You know, you really don’t need to stay here with me. I’ll be alright on my own.”
“Oh, no. Absolutely not. I’m not leaving you here on your own.”
“There are literally two armed policemen outside the room,” Brock pointed out, nodding toward the door. Olivia sighed. MI5 had insisted on police protection for Brock while he was still out of commission, and while Olivia was grateful for the help, she also didn’t trust anyone else to keep Brock safe but herself. That was how they operated, watching each other’s backs while times were tough. Those people outside the room were strangers to her, and she didn’t trust them to do the job she’d taken on in the past year. It was her responsibility and no one else’s.
“Olivia… they’re not going to let anything happen to me,” Brock said, reading her mind. She scoffed.
“I’ll be back in ten minutes. I’m getting coffee, and then I’ll be back.”
Olivia didn’t allow Brock a chance to respond, leaving the room quickly. When she was out in the corridor, she realized how ridiculous she was being. This was why she was always so tightly wound. She never allowed herself a break—never let anyone help her with a task if she thought she could do it herself.
But this was different. It was Brock’s life at stake. He should never have made it away from ANH alive, and if any of their lackeys were still out there, she was sure they would try to hunt him down. If she left him alone for too long, it would only be a matter of time before his past caught up to him.
Maybe she was paranoid. She knew that her job had made her prone to jumping to conclusions. But her fears were not unfounded. ANH was a powerful organization, and if she underestimated their abilities, both she and Brock would pay the price for it. 
That wasn’t all, either. Olivia knew how close she had come to losing Brock. She knew that if the gunman had aimed better, he’d be dead now. She’d let her guard slip for a single second, and he’d gone down like a ton of bricks. It was a miracle he’d even made it to that point, fighting his way out of where he was being held, surviving the torture they put him through. She had a hard time believing that it wasn’t possible that she could lose him at any given moment.
In the lobby, she approached the coffee machine, waiting behind an older man who kept tutting at the machine. He gave Olivia a tense smile.
“Machine takes forever to work,” he explained. “I’ll be just a minute.”
She was almost taken aback by the man’s gruff American accent, but she nodded. “Don’t worry,” Olivia told him. “I’m in no rush.”
But it wasn’t true. Now that she thought about it more, she felt a tug that was desperate to get her back to Brock’s side. Being apart from him now was ten times harder than it had been before. She was so close to where she wanted to be with him. So close to having him belong to her the way she had dreamed about for so long. But if she lost sight of him for too long, someone would try to take him away from her again. It had happened once, and it would happen again. She put a hand to her chest, feeling her heart pummeling against her palm. She was scared. Was it crazy to be so worried about him? She wasn’t sure. All she knew was that it was making her heart sick to think of a life that he wasn’t a part of.
As Olivia moved to the front of the line and waited for her coffee to splutter its way out of the machine, she felt a prickle on the back of her neck. Then her skin went cold. She shuddered. It felt like she was being watched.
She turned around slowly and observed the waiting room. No one seemed to be looking her way. The room was full of sick patients waiting to be seen and loved ones of patients already in the rooms, and their eyes were cast down to the floor. She turned back toward her coffee, but the feeling didn’t leave her. She wondered if maybe she’d had too much caffeine. Her paranoia was getting the better of her.
But the feeling didn’t leave her as she took up her coffee and glanced around the room again. It was only then that she noticed the man she’d just spoken to waiting near the reception area. He didn’t look away when she made eye contact, holding her gaze as though he had been waiting there for her. The thought made her feel sick, and she suddenly felt glad for the gun concealed under her shirt, though she knew better than to pull it out in a hospital. 
She decided that the best course of action was to get out of the crowded area. Slowly and calmly, she moved back down the hall toward Brock’s room, acting as though the man hadn’t sparked her interest. But there was something familiar about him, even from afar. She wondered if she’d seen him before, among the ranks of ANH. It was entirely possible that he’d been there at the fight and she had somehow managed to forget about him. Maybe he was back to enact revenge.
Olivia had a very distinct feeling that she was being followed, and she was certain it wasn’t paranoia any longer. The hot coffee cup in her hand scalded her skin, and she formulated a plan to use it as a weapon if she needed to. Better to throw coffee in an attacker’s eyes than pull a gun and cause panic. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
But she could feel the presence of someone behind her. She knew that much was real. And when she turned, the man who had been staring at her was right behind her. She backed up a little, keeping her eyes steadily on him as he advanced slowly toward her.
“Don’t come any closer,” she warned him, her words like acid. He stopped and raised an eyebrow. The gesture looked familiar to her. And then there was that face... he looked so relaxed in the face of their confrontation. So at ease. She knew him, then, before he even said who he was.
“Don’t look so worried,” he said. “Walter J. McCall.”
Olivia’s mouth hung open. “You’re Brock’s… grandfather?”






Olivia stared at the man in front of her, shocked at the confession he had just made. But when she looked at him a little longer, it didn’t seem so ridiculous to her. They shared many of the same handsome features—the same honey-brown eyes that Olivia had got lost in a million times and the same tall, muscular frame. He dressed well, like Brock did, in a well-fitted shirt and pressed pants. The only difference was the age gap between them, and Olivia felt as though she was looking into Brock’s future as she faced off with the man.
Except the difference was, Brock would never become like his grandfather. He would never be so cruel as to abandon his own family when they needed him. He would never choose money and status over his friends or family. He would never make a living creating weapons and drones to hurt people. He had chosen a better life, and he wouldn’t go back on it now. Olivia knew that much. So, the question begged…
“What are you doing here?” Olivia asked. She couldn’t understand how he had the guts to show his face now. This was the man who had so blatantly chosen his company over his grandson’s life. He’d been willing to let ANH kill Brock in order to keep his secret weapon to himself. Sure, he had intended to show that he was unwilling to do a deal with the devil, but in the process, he had signed Brock’s death warrant. If things hadn’t gone so smoothly with Olivia’s rescue attempt, Brock could have been dead because of Walter. 
“I am here to see my grandson.”
Olivia put her hand on her hip. A man like him didn’t intimidate her, though he had made his entrance like a man to be feared. Just because he had power and status didn’t make her think higher of him. In fact, knowing what she knew, she felt disgusted at the sight of him. 
“He’s not taking visitors.”
“Well, that’s not true, is it? Seeing as you’re here with him. Olivia Knight. I’ve waited a long time to meet you,” Walter said, extending his hand for Olivia to shake. She didn’t take it.
“I’m his partner. His work partner,” Olivia replied, stumbling a little over her identity. She was more than his friend, but she didn’t think she could claim to be his girlfriend. “I have a right to be here, and he requested that I stay. You, on the other hand, are an unwelcome guest.”
Walter sighed, digging his hands into his trouser pockets. He even stood like Brock, with the ease of someone who didn’t have a care in the world, even if the weight of it was resting on his shoulders. “Maybe you can allow Brock to speak for himself. He’s a grown man. I’m sure he’s capable of making his own choices.”
“And what would you know about Brock? Given that it’s been over ten years since you last saw him?”
“He’s my grandson. I think I know my own flesh and blood, thank you. What are you going to do, Agent Knight? Arrest me for trying to talk to my grandson? After all you’ve been through lately? I heard, by the way. Great work.”
Olivia scowled at him. She couldn’t stomach him, now that he was standing in front of her. In his face, she saw the lines of cruelty etched into his skin from frowning too often and smiling at misfortune. That’s what she told herself, at least. She had built him up as a villain in her head, and she knew he couldn’t be trusted. But he was right. There wasn’t much she could do to stop him from seeing his grandson. She supposed she would have to wait for Brock himself to tell him where to go.
“Fine. But if he doesn’t want to see you, don’t be surprised. And don’t think I won’t call security if you refuse to leave.”
Walter shrugged with a lazy smile. He had so many of Brock’s mannerisms that it was almost scary. “I will leave when I’m good and ready. Brock is a reasonable boy. I’m sure he will be happy to talk things out.”
Olivia didn’t believe that for a second, but she turned her back on Walter and began to walk back to Brock’s room. She tried to tell herself that she was doing the right thing. After all, Walter had flown all the way over from America to see his grandson. Perhaps he had good intentions. Perhaps he really was concerned for his family’s wellbeing.
But it didn’t ring true to Olivia. Why only now? After he had actively chosen to feed his grandson to the wolves? He hadn’t even tried to buy him some time, to strike a deal to save his life for just a little longer. Olivia glanced at Walter over her shoulder, and in his icy glare, she saw a coward. He was here to cover his own backside, she was sure of it. He was a cutthroat businessman just trying to make it through another day. That’s how he’d made it this far in his life. And now, he was going to try to make some deal with Brock. A promise to do better in exchange for not revealing to the world who he really was. Perhaps he’d even seal the deal with a handshake. Olivia was trembling with anger, but she pushed forward. This wasn’t her business. It was up to Brock to deal with his grandfather.
She quietly opened the door to his room and found him sipping coffee in bed, wincing at the taste. He looked up as she entered, grinning at her.
“Oh my God, I regret even asking for this,” he griped cheerfully. “This is even worse than that crap you used to drink.”
“Brock… there’s someone here to see you,” Olivia said gently. Brock frowned in confusion, just as Walter pushed his way pointedly past Olivia and into the room.
Olivia watched Brock’s entire demeanor change. The confident, happy-go-lucky man she knew faded into oblivion as he faced his grandfather. Olivia knew what he had once meant to him. Walter practically raised him, took him under his wing, and tried to make him a clone of his younger self. When Brock walked away from that life, Walter lost interest in him entirely. That had to hurt. And now, he was here, acting as if all of that could be erased by a simple face-to-face conversation. Brock looked at Olivia and she saw an almost desperation in his gaze.
He was looking for a way out.
“Brock, I’m so sorry—he wouldn’t take no for an answer.”
“It’s okay. It’s not your fault,” Brock told her. Then he hardened his gaze and turned to his grandfather. At that moment, the resemblance between them became even more uncanny. “If she didn’t already tell you to go to hell, then I will.”
Walter harrumphed gruffly. “Brock, please, don’t be a child. That’s no way to greet someone.”
“I’m the child?” Brock sputtered, cocking his head to the side. “Me? See, I always thought that was you, Pops. You’re the one who cut me off for not doing what you told me to. You’re the one who threw a tantrum when you didn’t get your way. So please, explain to me, what is so childish about telling you that you can’t just resurrect this relationship we have from the dead? Because that’s why you’re here, right? To tell me that you want to be back in my life?”
“Son, don’t be…” Walter closed his eyes for a second and tried to compose himself with a deep breath. Clearly, this was not a man used to apologies. “We have wasted so much time.”
“You wasted so much time,” Brock fired back immediately.
“You almost died.”
“I am aware. I’m the one who took all those beatings, and you’re the one who gave ANH the go-ahead to carry them out. So yes, I’m aware of how my mortal soul was nearly destroyed; thanks for reminding me.”
“Why do you always have to fight me on this, Brock?” Walter demanded.
“I learned from the best.”
Olivia stood silently in the doorway, feeling like she shouldn’t be there. The tension was palpable, and it made her want to back out of the room silently to get away. But she also knew that Brock might need her, and for that reason alone, she wasn’t going anywhere. 
“I don’t know what you want me to say,” Walter said, holding his hands in the air as though he was completely innocent of any crime. Brock smirked.
“I know. That’s the problem, isn’t it? The word ‘sorry’ isn’t even in your vocabulary. You came here to fix things and you’re asking me how to do it? Surely you know by now how much you messed up? That’s the only reason you’re here at all. You want me to forgive you because something finally blew some of the rust off that moral compass you used to have. You want me to tell you that you did the right thing by rejecting the offer. Your duty.”
“What was I supposed to do?” Walter protested. “I couldn’t give them the weapon. They could rule the world with that kind of equipment at their disposal. You think I should have traded your life for hundreds of others—thousands even?”
“No,” Brock said through gritted teeth. “Of course not. It’s the only thing I still admire about you. How stubbornly loyal you are to your own values. I understand why you did what you did. But did it not occur to you, the smartest man I know, to bargain? You gave up because you didn’t care what happened to me. You didn’t try to figure out another way. You simply left me to die, and you never expected me to make it out alive to tell my tale. And now, here you are. You think I don’t know you well enough to know that you’re scared about what I might say about you to the world?” Brock shook his head slowly. “You’re terrified, aren’t you? Terrified that I might tarnish your reputation. That’s worth the groveling you came here to do, right?”
“Is it so hard to believe that I might actually want to fix things?” Walter meagerly offered. 
“Yes. Yes, it is. You’ve had years to make amends. The timing is a little convenient, isn’t it? It always is with you. You talk the talk about how you raised me into the man I am today. Well then, don’t you think I can see through you? If I picked up everything I know from you, then how am I supposed to ignore the obvious lies you feed me? It’s like you’re barely even trying.”
“I did what I had to. You just said it yourself; there was nothing more that could be done.”
“That’s not what I said. I said that the deal you were offered was a bust. But do you know the reason I’m still here to argue this out with you? It wasn’t sheer dumb luck.” Brock pointed right at Olivia, his hand trembling with rage. “Because this woman… the bravest woman I know… risked everything to come and find me. That’s love, Pops. If you loved me, or cared even at all, you would have risked something. I’m not talking about your precious weapons or your company. You would have risked yourself.”
That stunned Walter into silence for a minute, but Brock wasn’t done. He sat up in his bed, ignoring the pain that clearly still radiated through him. “Funnily enough, if the tables were turned, I would have been willing to die for you. I still would, because I love you, and you’re family. But that’s not a concept you understand. You will never understand what it means to give up something for someone you care about. Olivia could have been killed coming to get me. Easily. She put herself in the firing line. And she didn’t want anything in return. She just wanted me to be safe. While you sat back, knowing that ANH had plans to kill me, Olivia was working her ass off to find me. You knew where I was, what was happening to me… and you didn’t think to call the cops? To inform someone of where I was and what was happening? Of course, you didn’t. Because you thought that secret call you had with ANH would remain a secret. It would die with me. And you were prepared for that. That’s why you’re here. To convince me not to tell anyone your little secret.”
Olivia felt horrified. All this time, she had thought her life with her family was hard. Now, she watched this disjointed duo before her and knew that she’d been lucky. Her family wasn’t perfect, but they would do anything for her. Her mom was willing to disappear and pretend to be dead to protect her family. The same could not be said for Walter. 
And he was stumped now. His dirty laundry had been aired to everyone in the room. Brock’s character assassination was complete, and he sat back with a smile playing on his lips and fire dancing in his eyes.
“Did I forget anything, Pops?”
The room was silent. Walter didn’t seem to know what to say. As Olivia looked at him, she saw that his presence had shrunk since he’d entered the room, as though he had simply shriveled up into nothingness. His air of self-importance was no longer there. He stared at his grandson in defeat.
“No. I guess you didn’t.”
Brock sniffed, averting his gaze. “That’s what I thought. Don’t worry, Walter. You stay on the side of the law, and I’m not going to turn you in or out your secret. I wouldn’t do that to family, as lousy as mine is. But don’t ever come looking for me again. Don’t even think about it.”
The silence was deafening. Olivia couldn’t believe quite how terrifying it was to see Brock unleash his true feelings. The persona he had built had come tumbling down, leaving this raw version of him out in the open. But Olivia was so proud of him—so proud that he’d stuck up for himself, even against the one person who he’d once loved so much. As Walter turned to leave, pushing past Olivia once again, Brock’s eyes dulled, and Olivia could see how much it had torn him apart to send him away. Olivia shut the door behind Walter’s retreating figure and went straight to Brock.
His hand slid into hers as she perched on his bedside. He squeezed her hand, not looking her in the eyes. She brushed her thumb over his knuckle.
“I’m sorry you had to go through that,” Olivia murmured. “I know how important he was to you.”
Brock shook his head. “Not anymore. He lost that privilege.”
“I know. But he’s still your family.”
Brock shook his head again. “No… he used to be. But family is different to me now. Family is the people I choose it to be.” He looked Olivia in the eyes, and his grip on her hand tightened even more. “My family is you.” 






It was a relief to both Olivia and Brock when he was discharged from the hospital the following evening. He was still a little unsteady on his feet as he left the hospital, but his bruises were starting to heal and his smile was returning. It made Olivia feel better to know that even after everything he’d been through, he was still the same man. After so much pain and betrayal, she wouldn’t have blamed him for becoming a wreck of a man. She knew from experience just how much life experience could shape you as a person.
But Brock had always been more resilient than she had been in that regard. He kept his emotions to himself, and if he was struggling, he didn’t let on. In fact, he just kept smiling as Olivia hailed them a taxi and took them back to the new B&B she had booked for them. He looked out the window at the little seaside town of Newhaven, seemingly in awe of it all.
“Isn’t it beautiful here?” he asked. “So scenic…”
“I thought you’d been here before?”
“Oh, I’ve flown through London a time or two, but I guess I never really got to see the sights. And this time around, I got carted straight to a dark warehouse, and I haven’t seen the sun since.”
He said it in a light tone like it was a joke, which took Olivia aback a little. She knew that Brock used humor to deal with almost anything, but this was a new level. She didn’t know how he found it inside himself to make light of his situation. Still, it was better than him being broken beyond repair, she supposed. She had an urge to reach out and squeeze his hand, to let him know it was okay, but she still didn’t know how to navigate the boundaries between them. Once again, it struck her as crazy that Brock was better at talking about his time being captured and tortured than their love lives.
But she was sure that things were at a turning point. The sterile, cold hospital room didn’t exactly inspire romance between them. Plus, the constant stream of unwanted visitors wasn’t exactly encouraging. Perhaps things would be different once they were alone. That was what she was hoping, at least.
The new B&B that she had picked was also along the river, in a quiet spot where Olivia felt they would be safe. It was smaller than the other B&B, only containing a few rooms, and she had booked the room out for the next two weeks. She hoped by then that they’d at least be able to get enough done to head back home. As much as England had welcomed her with open arms, she didn’t exactly have good memories of the place. At this point, she just wanted to get home. But she wouldn’t leave until they got more answers. She owed that much to Brock.
Olivia helped Brock with his bag, much to his irritation, and approached the reception desk. A plump young woman with a sweet smile greeted them.
“Hello. You must be Olivia Knight. I understand that your party has booked all three rooms?”
“Yes. We have a few others joining us later,” Olivia told her. The other two rooms were designated for the officers who were supposed to be offering them extra protection. Olivia hadn’t wanted to take any risks, and she felt better knowing that they would be around. 
“Alrighty then! I will give you the keys to all of the rooms now... oh, we only have single-bed rooms here. Is that going to work for you?”
Olivia’s heart fluttered. What could she say to that? The thought of sharing a bed with Brock didn’t worry her as much as saying out loud that she was okay with it. What if it made Brock uncomfortable, given their situation?
But Brock leaned in to grab the keys from the receptionist, a coy smile playing on his lips. “That’s perfect,” he said, glancing at Olivia playfully. She felt her cheeks turning red. It was easy to forget that Brock had long been a womanizer before he met her. He was prepared for this situation in a way she could never be. He knew what he wanted, and he knew how to take it for his own. Olivia thought it might be a good thing if he was willing to take the lead, but the thought of taking things a step farther again was daunting, to say the least. 
They headed upstairs together in tense silence. The room itself was spacious and bright, but it felt claustrophobic from the moment Olivia saw the single bed in the center of the room. It was becoming all too clear to her that things were about to come to a head, and it changed the mood in the room. How could it not?
“This place seems nice,” Brock remarked, pacing the room. There was an undertone of teasing to his voice. He knew what was on her mind, and he was happy to toy with her a little. Olivia knew she should have been prepared for him to act that way, but it still caught her a little off guard. She turned away from him so he couldn’t see the look on her face, ditching their bags by the dresser.
“I guess so. I presume you’ll be the one taking the floor?”
Brock chuckled, and when Olivia turned back around, he was walking toward her. His touch was a little tentative as he threaded his fingers through hers. He wasn’t touching her anywhere else, but his closeness made her press her back to the wall, as though his body was right against hers. She didn’t know what to do with this new electricity. This was the first time they’d been truly alone in so long, and they couldn’t ignore it any longer.
“I think we should talk, don’t you?” Brock asked her, his eyes searching hers. Her breath got caught in her throat for a moment before she nodded. 
“Maybe.”
The two of them moved over to the bed and sat down. Brock’s lips twitched into a smile, but Olivia was sure that she saw some nerves in his eyes as well.
“So... things are different now, right?” Brock said, his eyes cast down, unable to look at her. “I mean… I swear I didn’t imagine that kiss we shared back at the warehouse...”
“You didn’t,” Olivia said gently. Brock finally looked back up at her, looking pleased.
“Okay, so... how come you haven’t said anything about it?”
“How come you haven’t?”
“Okay, touché. I guess I’ve just been waiting to see how things might pan out. But I don’t want to wait anymore, Olivia. I’ve been waiting a long time for this... you have no idea how long.”
Olivia could feel her heart hammering hard in her chest. How many times had she thought about this too? Even when they first met, when she was sure her feelings wouldn’t be returned, she still kept those emotions close to her heart. 
“Me, too,” Olivia said. “But I… I didn’t know if it was just a spur-of-the-moment thing for you, or whether you thought it was a bad idea... I mean, we work together. We’re partners. It’s complicated.”
“Oh, it’s definitely complicated. Except in some ways, it isn’t at all. The thing is, Olivia, that whole time I was trapped on that ship with those ANH goons… I was thinking of you. And when I got to solid land and things started to look even bleaker, you were the guiding light that got me through it. The thought of seeing you again was what kept me strong. And then when we found each other, and that kiss… boy, that kiss.”
Olivia let out a sudden laugh, not expecting such a brash comment. Brock laughed, too, but his face was red. Almost as if he was embarrassed. And she laughed at that. Before they knew it, they were clutching one another, letting out the pent-up anxiety as they laughed and laughed and laughed. Emotions had been building up in both of them for so long that Olivia was sure it felt good for Brock to let it go. It certainly felt good to her, even though her sides hurt and she felt like she was gasping for air. 
When they finally calmed down again, Brock wiped his eyes, looking at Olivia with such adoration that she felt her stomach twist. His eyes softened.
“You know what? I don’t want to think about that kiss anymore,” Brock said. He leaned a little closer. “I want to kiss you again. I want to kiss you when I’m not literally about to pass out.” He reached out and cupped her cheek in his hands. “Can I kiss you, Olivia? Please?”
“Yes,” she breathed. As soon as the word had passed her lips, he leaned in, and their mouths met.
This kiss felt different from the first. It was more tender, slow and sweet. It felt like taking a deep breath—the relief to finally have air—to finally have what she needed to stay alive. Her hand found the back of Brock’s neck, holding him close to her. His hand found her waist, and though his touch felt foreign, it was in the best possible way. For the first time in a long time, there was nothing else on her mind. It was just her and Brock.
Olivia felt the temptation to move closer. She slid her hands on his back, up his shoulder—and he suddenly jumped away from her, his eyes wide. Only then did Olivia realize her mistake.
“Oh my God, your arm. I’m so sorry, Brock, I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
Brock spluttered with laughter, his face turning red. “Not to worry… I guess it might have killed the mood a little though.”
He was right. The spell of the moment was broken, but when Brock grinned at her, she knew it didn’t matter. They had all the time in the world to explore this thing between them. Now that they knew that they were at least on the same page, she didn’t care anymore. She was exactly where she wanted to be.
“Lie with me,” Brock murmured to her. She shifted herself back on the bed, and they lay side by side, looking at one another. It felt so blatant, so unforced after so long of pretending that there was nothing between them... but Olivia found that she liked it. She liked being able to show exactly how she was feeling. The smile on Brock’s lips told her that he felt the exact same way. 
“I know this is going to be… different. But I just want you to know, I’m ready for this,” Brock said to her gently. “I thought about you nonstop while we were apart. And it made me realize that nothing feels worth the fight without you by my side. I care about you more than I’ve ever cared about anything. Stop me if I’m feeding your ego too much...”
Olivia grinned. “I’m okay with it. Please, continue to feed my ego.”
Brock laughed. “Alright, I think I can do that. You’re everything to me, Olivia. I think you know that already. And that’s why… I don’t want to rush things. I want to go at a pace that makes sense to us. And while we’re here, maybe we should focus, get the case solved once and for all… and then see what we can make of this.”
Olivia’s smile faded a little. She didn’t like the thought of putting the brakes on, but she knew he was right. Things were too uncertain at that moment in time. They had so much going on and emotions were running high. If they rushed, things could crash and burn around them. So instead of disagreeing, Olivia slid her hand into Brock’s.
“I think we can make that work.”
Brock smiled softly and kissed her forehead just between her eyebrows. “Me too. And then when we’re home… I’m going to take you on a real date. Maybe we can take some time off, take a trip… and we can make heads or tails of this thing between us.”
“I’d like that,” Olivia murmured. Gently, they kissed one final time before they relaxed into one another and fell asleep.






Olivia woke early and felt for Brock beside her, but he wasn’t there. A jolt of panic coursed through her body until she heard the sound of the shower in the bathroom, and she told herself to calm down.
“Breathe,” she murmured to herself. Not everything was going to be a life and death situation now. She had to get used to that.
She stretched and got dressed. She could already tell that the vibe between her and Brock that morning was going to be strange. This in-between stage they were in was different now. They both had acknowledged their feelings for each other, but what did taking things slow mean? Was affection off the table? She wasn’t sure what was appropriate, and she was starting to wish they’d talked it over the night before. But when Brock emerged from the bathroom in nothing but a towel, she got the feeling that he was a lot more comfortable with their newfound relationship than she was.
“Morning,” he said. The mischievous glint in his eye had returned, even though there were bruises and scars all over his torso that she was now seeing for the first time. She wanted to touch him gently, trace the places where other people had hurt him, and tell him that everything was going to be alright. But the walls inside her had built back up, and she found herself turning away from him slightly, as though she was invading his privacy.
“Morning. How are you feeling?”
“I feel pretty great. Apart from the agonizing pain, of course,” Brock said, using another towel to dry his wet hair. “But that’s just standard at the moment. I haven’t slept that well in weeks.”
Olivia smiled. She had to admit, she had slept pretty well, too, and she was the biggest insomniac there was. Maybe it had something to do with lying next to Brock, feeling for once like life wasn’t about to stab her in the back.
“Me neither. Are you hungry? I think we can get breakfast here...”
“Is that even a question?”
Ten minutes later, they were downstairs in the quaint little tearoom at the B&B, waiting for their breakfast to arrive. Brock looked so out of place that Olivia couldn’t help chuckling. The delicate China patterns and floral wallpaper made the place seem like a far cry from the red leather booths that they used to sit in at their diner. Brock shook his head to himself.
“This is nothing like our usual haunt, right?”
Olivia smirked. “I was just thinking the same. Still, this is nice.”
Brock leaned in with a teasing smile. “Does this count as our first date?”
Olivia blushed and was glad that the food was arriving so she didn’t have to answer that question. The receptionist they’d met the night before seemed to be doubling up as their waitress, and she beamed at them as she put two plates down in front of them.
“Here you go. A British classic. Enjoy!”
Olivia stared down at the plate in front of her. Beans in red sauce were swimming on top of buttered toast and topped with shredded cheese. As the waitress returned to the kitchen, she caught Brock’s eye.
“Is this considered normal food here? Beans on toast?”
Brock shrugged, already shoveling his portion into his mouth. “Hey, we can’t judge. I mean, maple syrup and bacon? They probably think we’re crazy too. Besides, didn’t you come here to enjoy the local culture? See the sights?”
“I wish this was a vacation,” Olivia laughed. She was pointedly ignoring the fact that two tables away, their armed guards were also digging into their breakfasts. After all, most people didn’t need bodyguards on a vacation. 
“So, if we’re not exploring, then I guess it’s back to work,” Brock said with a sigh. Olivia tutted.
“Don’t pretend like you haven’t been itching to get back on the case. I know you’ve been dreaming of giving ANH a taste of their own medicine.”
“Nah, not me,” Brock said casually. “I’m not a vengeful person.”
“Oh, please. You were practically cursing their name under your breath as you slept last night.”
Brock’s eyes gleamed with mischief. “So, you were watching me sleep, huh?”
Olivia rolled her eyes. She had forgotten how Brock seemed to always have an answer for everything. “You got me. I guess today I’ll call up Henry and see what sort of progress he’s made. And then we need to start looking for some leads about Eve.”
Olivia felt her phone vibrate in her pocket and took it out to check the message. She blinked in surprise. “Ah, geez...”
“What is it now?” Brock asked. “Please don’t tell me ole JJ has flown all the way here to personally debrief us.”
She turned her phone to him and smiled. “Sorry, bud.”
“Man, the hits keep on coming.”

Unlike Brock, Assistant Special Agent in Charge Jonathan James didn’t look one bit out of place in a British tea room. They found him waiting for them in a waterfront café, sipping a piping hot mug of tea and staring out the window. Despite his long flight, he was wearing a crisp suit, not a hair was out of place, and he looked as though he wasn’t jet-lagged in the slightest. He stood up to shake Brock’s hand, then Olivia’s, as they greeted him at the table.
“It’s good to see you, Tanner,” Jonathan said earnestly, sitting back down. “You had us all worried for a minute there.”
“Nine lives, baby,” Brock replied with ease, though Olivia could tell that he was finding sitting on a plastic chair uncomfortable. “I can’t believe you flew out here to see us.”
“I wanted to have this meeting in person. You’ve both been of great service to the FBI in the last few weeks. Tanner, I wanted to commend you for your resilience undercover. And, Knight... well, what can I say? You’ve really turned things around for us against ANH.”
“I was glad to help,” Olivia said honestly. Jonathan cleared his throat.
“Now, there is something else here, Knight. You understand that you shot an important witness when you took down Brock’s assailant. You’ll have to work with Internal Affairs to get the paperwork taken care of when we get home.”
She wanted to fight—she wanted to protest that the man would have killed Brock—but it would have been useless. Like talking to a brick wall.
“I know. I understand,” Olivia said with a nod. She had known that from the moment she took the shot, but she didn’t much care. If that shot saved Brock’s life, then it was worth any consequence that might come of her actions.
“I’m sure it’s a formality, but that’s the process,” he replied. It was like the tiny glimpses of personality that had come out in the last few days had suddenly disappeared. In a way, it was comforting. Here was good old, businesslike Jonathan who never wasted a stray word. “Tanner, I brought over the notes from your apartment. These could help establish a lead in your search for Ms. Valentine.” 
Olivia caught Brock’s eye as Jonathan found the files from his briefcase and slid them across the table. She knew that he could have simply emailed the files to them. He’d come a long way for such a small reason. Was there something urgent? Or was this his way of disguising the fact that he cared and he was just happy to see Brock alive once more?
“How long will you be staying in England, sir?” Brock asked pointedly, making the corners of Olivia’s mouth twitch. Jonathan fiddled a little with his tie and then poured himself another mug of tea from the pot on his table.
“Well, I haven’t booked my return flight. I thought it would be wise to have all hands on deck over here while we process our suspects. Plus, of course, there’s still a lot we don’t know. The time difference has been making it difficult for me to oversee Olivia’s work while she’s been on the case... but I’ll admit, I had ulterior motives for flying myself over here.” He sipped from his mug of tea, closing his eyes as though he were in heaven. “No one does a cup of tea quite like the British.”
Olivia couldn’t help smiling. She was liking this softer side of her boss. Still, he didn’t raise much of a smile. He turned back to Brock. “How are you feeling?”
“Honestly, sir, not great. I can get around okay, but that’s about it. The doctor recommended several weeks more rest. But my brain works just fine. I can be of some use, at least.”
“Good. I think you’re right to be working the Xenithos angle. Now that we have taken down the core of ANH, I think our answers lie with this company. See what you can find out. Knight made some headway with the distribution of the drugs on the streets, but we need to cut it off at the manufacturer. Perhaps intercept some of their shipments. Anything you discover about the company might lead us back to Eve.”
“Do you think she could still be alive?”
Jonathan nodded. “Yes. I think it’s necessary, in fact. Xenithos is a legitimate, prestigious company as far as the public is concerned. I think their involvement with ANH, if there is any, is due to the family wanting to keep their daughter alive. Of course, they’d never admit that out loud.” 
Olivia nodded. “We’re ready to begin now that Brock is out of the hospital. I plan to speak with Henry today and see how we can be of assistance in other areas too.”
Jonathan nodded. “Good thinking. If we can get some of the ANH operatives to talk, they might know more about Eve Valentine.”
“That’s the plan,” Olivia nodded. “I’d be interested to talk to some of the higher-ups in the company—the ones on the legit side of things, maintaining the cover identity—and see what we might be able to coax out of them. If nothing else, it could help us figure out how their operation was structured.”
Jonathan took another sip of his tea. “Alright, it’s a good plan. I expect regular reports on your progress. And don’t push yourself, Tanner, that’s an order. If I find out you’re out in the field, I’ll have you demoted.”
Brock gaped for a long moment and looked at Olivia, who was just as shocked as he was. And then the unthinkable happened: Jonathan broke out into a smile. And then he laughed. 
Olivia and Brock sat there in stunned silence as their boss amused himself. In typical fashion, he returned to a straight face as quickly as possible, and the moment passed as if it had never happened. He cleared his throat. “I’m serious, Tanner. Bed rest for you.”
“Sir, yes, sir,” Brock nodded with an immediate salute. “Two naps a day it is.”





“I’ve got the perfect person for you to talk to,” Henry told Olivia when she called him to ask how it was going. “I think you’ll be pretty excited to talk to him... and Brock certainly will be.”
“Who is the guy?” Olivia asked eagerly, pressing the phone closer to her ear.
“His name is Joseph Carmel. I understand from speaking to him that Brock may have run into him a few times. He’s the CEO of ANH—at least the public-facing side. The question is, is he really in charge of the entire operation, or is he just another stooge?”
“Could be,” Olivia admitted. “It’s entirely like these people to have someone take the fall in public while the real leadership watches from the shadows.” 
“Right. Carmel doesn’t exactly give off the confidence of a man who has been running an evil empire for years. Come down here and see for yourself. I’ve called your boss. I think he’s keen to oversee the interview as well. Then you and Brock can take the floor.”
“Okay. We’ll be there soon. I’ll just get Brock on board, and then we’ll be there.”
Olivia ended the call and turned to Brock, who was buttoning up his shirt on the other side of the room.
“Was that your British version of me?”
“If that’s what you want to call him. Yes, he’s called us in to interview a man who is supposedly the head of ANH. Joseph Carmel. Henry said you might know of him?”
“Oh, I know of him. I never knew his name, but I know exactly who he is talking about,” Brock said darkly. “I met him several times during my time at the warehouse. He’s the puppet master. He’s the one who tried to liaise with my grandfather. He never got his hands dirty himself, but he was more than happy to order his lackeys around, telling them to beat me senseless or lock me up in a cell again.” Brock’s jaw tightened and he shook his head. “I’ll be glad to go face to face with him. He deserves everything he has coming to him. I’ll wipe that smug smile off his face.”
“And I thought you weren’t a vengeful person,” she teased, but the joke didn’t quite cheer him up as much as she’d hoped it would.
He shrugged. “Ah, well...”
Olivia watched Brock quietly as he finished getting ready to leave for the interview. She could see how he had frayed at the edges during his time away. There were times when he seemed fine, and then there were others when it felt like he couldn’t handle the pressure of it all. He was still the same man she’d known before, but he’d been through so much since then. She wondered if he could ever come back from the dark place he’d been forced into. He had suffered more than most people she had ever met, even more than she ever had. She was still tending old wounds all these years later, so how long would it take for Brock to recover from these new ones?
As they drove over to the interview, Olivia was desperate to give Brock some words of comfort, to make him feel better, but she couldn’t find the right ones. How could she? He was about to meet a man who had essentially tortured him, broken his body and his spirit, and made his life miserable. How could she ever tell him that everything was going to be okay when he was literally facing his demons?
This week had been so rewarding in many ways; putting criminals behind bars was always a good feeling. But this was different. This was personal. And pretending like this was just another day at the office helped no one. Brock was about to go through something that Olivia could barely even comprehend. She had to be sensitive to that.
“How do you want to do this?” Olivia asked eventually as they got closer to their destination. “Do you want to take the lead on this one?”
“We can do business as usual,” Brock replied with a shrug. “You can feel free to take the lead.”
Olivia wasn’t sure Brock would stick to that once they got inside, but she decided not to mention it. She’d do whatever she needed to do to support Brock once they came face to face with the man who had caused him so much pain. That was the least she could do for him after all the times he’d supported her in the past. He had kept her going through some of the toughest times in her life. Now, it was time for her to return the favor.
Olivia felt tense as they headed for the interrogation room. Henry was waiting for them outside the room, looking through the two-way glass at the man in question. He’d been right about his description of Joseph Carmel—he was a slim man with papery skin and a receding hairline. His glasses rested on the end of his crooked nose, oblong frames that didn’t seem to even cover his eyes. There was a coldness to the man as he sat with his fingers threaded together and his hands cuffed to the table, but he didn’t look like the kind of man who was destroying lives left and right. Olivia glanced in Brock’s direction, trying to gauge his reaction to seeing his tormentor again. He seemed tense at the sight of him, but he said nothing.
“Has he said much?” Olivia asked Henry. He shook his head.
“Not really. I tried to get him to speak, but he didn’t give me much. However, all fingers have been pointing his way from the other people I interviewed. And now that we have Brock here to identify him, he’s going to have to loosen his lips. He’s busted, so he might as well start talking and hope we give him some kind of a deal for his honesty. The sight of Brock will hopefully catch him off guard as well. Whatever you can get out of him will be useful to the investigation, I’m sure.”
“If anyone has information about Eve, it’ll be him,” Brock said firmly, staring at him through the glass. “He knew about everything else. In fact, I’ll bet he knows exactly where she is. I’ll press him for information.”
“Let’s hope he’s willing. I think seeing you again will make him more likely to talk, Brock. And don’t be afraid to do whatever it takes to get him to talk,” Henry said. Brock’s jaw tensed.
“You don’t want to give me that kind of freedom right now, Henry.”
Henry looked a little anxious at Brock’s response. He glanced at Olivia for assurance that he was alright, and she gave him the slightest of nods. Henry cleared his throat. “Alright, good luck. I’ll be watching. ASAC James is on his way here too. I think he’s pretty interested to see what you can squeeze from him.”
Olivia and Brock headed into the interrogation room together, their faces stoic as they sat down opposite Joseph. Olivia watched as Joseph’s eyes widened when he recognized Brock. Perhaps he hadn’t expected to see him again. Olivia hoped that they might be able to prey on his vulnerability and make him give them the answers they were so desperate for. She only hoped that Brock would be able to handle the stress of the situation. 
“Hello, Mr. Carmel,” Brock said coldly as he slipped into his seat. “How does it feel to be in my shoes now?”
Joseph said nothing, but he averted his eyes from Brock, almost as though he felt guilty about what had gone down between them. This only seemed to make Brock angrier, because his face hardened and he leaned toward Joseph with fire in his eyes.
“You can rot in a cell now for all I care,” Brock hissed. “But maybe if you cooperate, you might leave this interview with some privileges. I suggest you play your cards right, otherwise we can make the rest of your days a living hell.”
He growled those last words so deeply that Olivia had to resist the urge to shudder. She had never seen this side of Brock in an interview before. He was usually the laid-back one, but the personal element of it seemed to have awakened something inside him. She didn’t know how far Brock would take his anger, and it was scary to think about what she was about to discover. 
“Why don’t you start by telling us your role in ANH?” Olivia asked, trying to divert Joseph’s attention away from Brock. She was concerned that he wouldn’t feel like talking much if Brock continued to stare him down. “You’re listed on all public records as the chief executive. Seems to me that you’re the one calling all the shots.”
Joseph sat up a little straighter, looking uncomfortable, but he seemed more willing to look in Olivia’s direction than Brock’s. He cleared his throat.
“Yes. I suppose, as a matter of public record, that I’m the one in charge. You have to understand, we’re a large, multinational freight corporation. I’ve been in charge of the shipping and logistics operations for some time now.”
“And the less legitimate operations?” Olivia pressed, raising an eyebrow. Joseph dipped his gaze once more.
“No comment.”
“Oh, is that how this is going to go?” Brock cut in. “You’re just going to ‘no comment’ your way out of this? We know what you’ve done.”
“No comment.”
“You don’t want to lay claim to the empire that ANH has built?” Brock went on, sneering a little. “At least take credit where credit is due. Don’t you want everyone to know everything you’ve gotten away with?”
“You don’t understand the scope of this, do you, Agent Tanner?” Joseph replied quietly. “This is far bigger than anything you could imagine. If you think I hold all the cards, you’re a fool.”
“I never said that. I just don’t believe that you’re being entirely honest about what you’re capable of,” Brock replied darkly. “You forget that I’ve seen you in action. I know the connections you have and the power you’ve wielded. And now I want to know how far it extends.”
“What Agent Tanner means is… how high have you climbed?” Olivia added. “Like it or not, we’re taking ANH down. You can choose to cooperate, or you can go down with them. We know you hold power in the company, but how much? And if you don’t control everything… then who controls you?”
Joseph shook his head in disbelief. “I’d be stupid to tell you anything. You’re not dumb enough to believe that I’m at the top of the ladder... which means you know exactly what will happen to me if I give away the names of those higher up than me. I don’t have a death wish, agent. I’d rather spend the rest of my years in jail than get stabbed in the back by my colleagues. I’m sure you can understand.”
“You’d be wise to tell us what you know,” Olivia pressed. “We can protect you if you’re willing to work with us. We can get you a deal that covers your back... but only if you’re more cooperative.”
Brock shot Olivia a glare, but she knew this was the only way to get a man like Joseph to talk; she also knew Jonathan would approve of giving this man a deal in exchange for information. Carmel had to know that there was something in it for him. Men like him didn’t climb so high without learning the power of negotiation. Brock’s personal feelings had to be sidelined if they were going to get the answers they needed.
“And how do I know that I can trust you?” Joseph said. There was a slimy quality to his voice, like his words were slicked in tar. He disgusted Olivia more than she cared to admit. She sniffed.
“I guess you’ll have to take our word for it. And trust me when I say that we’re a lot more trustworthy than your usual crowd. We have no reason to go back on a deal like this. Don’t you like the idea of protective custody, Joseph? A man like you wouldn’t do well in prison. I understand your need for creature comforts to keep you going. Trust me when I say you’re not going to get a better offer than this one.”
Joseph stared her down. He clearly wasn’t used to being the one to receive demands; he was usually the one making them. But he seemed to weigh his options and realize that he would be in trouble if he didn’t make the right move. He sighed, scratching at his head.
“I suppose I might be willing to tell you some things. Depending on what it is you want to know.”
Olivia leaned forward. “When we stormed the warehouse, we arrested over a hundred of your men. But we know that there are more centers of operations. We know there are others still working for ANH, distributing the drugs you’ve been so obsessed with. So, where can we find the real heart of the company? How do we begin to take the rest down?”
Joseph smirked a little, leaning back in his seat. “Well, I see no harm in being honest with you here. You’ll never be able to penetrate the true heart of the company. The true hub of the company is on an island in the Atlantic Ocean. It’s where we keep everything of importance.”
“And what might that be?”
“Our stockpiles. Our weaponry...” Joseph’s eyes had a gleam to them as he examined Olivia slowly, in a suggestive way that made her want to squirm. “Our women.”
“Your women?” Olivia whispered, her heart skipping a beat. But Joseph had already moved on from the matter, like it was trivial to him. 
“You won’t find it on any records,” Joseph continued, unfazed by the question. “The only people who know about it know of its location from word of mouth. It’s completely off the books. Even camouflaged from satellite pictures. And there’s no chance you’ll get anyone to tell you where it is. Even if I did tell you, you’d die trying to get there. It’s not worth you taking your chances, believe you me.”
“You’ll tell us the location or any deal you’re hoping for is off the table,” Brock snarled. Olivia knew that they couldn’t promise that. They needed to dangle the deal in front of Joseph if they hoped to get anywhere with their investigation. And the fact was, Joseph knew that much. He was a smart man, Olivia could tell from the look in his eyes. He seemed to be growing more relaxed the more agitated Brock became.
“No comment,” Joseph said coolly. Brock looked as though he was about to rip Joseph to shreds, but Olivia cut in before he could say anything more.
“Then maybe you can help us with some names,” she tried. “Agent Tanner has compiled a list of companies and individuals who we believe are working in conjunction with ANH. If you can confirm or deny the involvement of each, then we’re willing to be lenient in the offers we make to you. We’re particularly interested in the involvement of the pharma company Xenithos.”
Joseph’s face twitched in interest. Olivia could see that the offer was tempting to him. After a moment, he nodded and shrugged.
“Alright. Fire away,” he said. “My loyalties only stretch so far. But as for Xenithos, I couldn’t comment. I don’t know anything about them.”
“This company has used your distribution network for nearly a decade and you don’t know anything about them?” Brock pressed.
Joseph shrugged. “We’re a legitimate company, Agent Tanner. I don’t know what to tell you.”
Olivia wrinkled her nose in disgust. This was the kind of man she hated to deal with. He was a weasel, always finding a way out of trouble even when he was the one causing the problems. And she was sure that he was lying about Xenithos. They seemed like an integral part of their entire investigation. Perhaps he had his reasons for covering for them. Perhaps they were too important for him to give up their involvement.
But as Brock rattled off names and companies that he’d found ties to, Joseph’s lips loosened, offering yes and no answers to each name put out there. Olivia took notes while Brock continued to list the names. His irritation seemed to be getting more and more aggressive, and Olivia couldn’t blame him. Knowing that Joseph would likely walk away with a good deal was an insufferable fact. But it had to be done if they were going to topple the empire for good. Like it or not, they needed cowards like Joseph Carmel on their side. 
“Those are all the names I have for now,” Brock said, his hard stare fixed on Joseph. “We may come back later to ask you for more assistance. If you are unwilling to help us, then we’ll be calling all deals off.”
“Sure,” Joseph replied, his smugness returning by the minute. Brock stared at him, clearly keen to say more.
“But I’m not done with you,” Brock said. “I want you to tell me what you know about Eve.”
Joseph’s expression didn’t change. “Who?”
“I think you heard me. Eve Valentine. The daughter of the founders of Xenithos. She went missing ten years ago as a teenager. I want you to tell me where she is. Did you take that poor girl away from her home? Did you?”
Joseph put his hands half in the air—restricted by his handcuffs—in surrender. “I can’t tell you what I don’t know. I’ve never heard of any Eve Valentine. But hey, let me be honest. We have a lot of women stored away for later. Maybe she’s one of them.”
Stored away. The comment made Olivia sick to her stomach. She had known all along that ANH had connections to human trafficking, but hearing it out loud, knowing that there were so many women at the mercy of ANH… it was unthinkable. She felt a sudden surge of anger within herself, and she wanted to strike out at Joseph, to make him feel the kind of pain he’d inflicted on others over the years, but she knew she couldn’t. She wouldn’t lose her job over him—he wasn’t worth it. The tension in the room was already nearly boiling over, and yet there was nothing she could do about it. She had to swallow it down and pretend like everything was fine, even though it wasn’t. She cleared her throat.
“Think harder. If you can tell us something about where she might be, we could be willing to sweeten the deal.”
Joseph sighed. “I’ve told you what I know. Now, I have demands. I want complete immunity from prosecution for my compliance. I want to be placed in witness protection with a constant guard to ensure my safety. And don’t feed me lies about what is and isn’t possible. I’ve given you what you want. I’ll continue to give you more. All you have to do is say yes.”
Olivia’s lips pressed together. It wasn’t a deal she wanted to make, but she knew it was necessary. He was their biggest source of information. They had made promises in order to make him talk. And now, if they wanted to use him in the future, they had to give in to his demands. Brock gritted his teeth.
“Absolutely not,” he growled. “You’re not the one in charge here.”
“I’m not?” Joseph asked, his eyes sliding back to Olivia. “Then tell me why your colleague is about to say yes to everything I’ve asked for?”
Olivia felt her face turn red with anger. He was right, but she hated that he was. Because even if he knew about Eve and wasn’t willing to talk about her, they still needed him. There was nothing she could do, and Brock knew it too. She saw the defeat in his eyes, then the anger and the hurt. He knew that Olivia was only doing what was necessary. But it was hurting him all the same.
And she hated that.
She had nothing left to say to Joseph. They had gotten as far as they could with him for the day. She stood up, and Brock followed suit, both of them heading for the door.
“We’ll be in touch,” Olivia said coldly to Joseph as she left the room. The moment the door was closed behind her, she looked at Brock, guilt twisting in her stomach.
“Brock, I’m sorry...”
“It’s not your fault,” he said, his voice low and filled with venom. “Some things can’t be helped.”
He began to walk away, and Olivia felt the shift in the air. She felt Brock’s anger and his pain. And she knew it wasn’t her fault, but she also knew that he could resent her for it. 
And then, all she felt was fear.






As Olivia and Brock left the interrogation room behind, Olivia could see the anger and frustration on Brock’s face. She couldn’t blame him. After so long chasing ANH down, he was now discovering that it wasn’t over. In fact, it was far from over. Olivia had been worried somewhere in the back of her mind that it could never be this easy, and it was proving not to be. But that was the way she lived her life; in a state of anxiety and thinking of the myriad of possibilities.
But for Brock, Olivia knew it had to feel different. Their experiences of that interview hadn’t been the same. He had to sit there, knowing that other lives had been ruined the way his own had, and that it wouldn’t end there. These were the people who beat and tortured him to get ahead, who tried to sell him as though he were a prize pig and not a human being. 
And now, he was going to have to continue with his investigation for a lot longer than he had planned. He was going to have to face off once again with the people who had made his life so miserable. There didn’t seem to be an end in sight—no clues to chase down, no easy way to draw conclusions. That was always the way with their job, and yet this time, it felt more difficult to handle. This time, it was personal.
They walked in silence back to meet Jonathan and Henry, and Olivia couldn’t get the conversation they’d just had out of her head. The one thing that had really gotten to Olivia was the way the man had so casually told them that they were keeping women on the island. Storing them, he’d claimed. She had wanted to press the matter, to find out what those women were used for, but she’d known all along that human trafficking was very much a possibility with ANH. As scary as it was, it was happening, and there was very little she could do to stop it until they found a way to bring ANH down.
If there was one thing she feared in the world, it was the way men were willing to use women. It terrified her that even in the twenty-first century, women were still traded and passed around like they didn’t have lives, didn’t have souls, didn’t have rights. It made Olivia’s stomach churn. She thought the drugs were bad, destroying the lives of so many people and effectively ending them. But this? This was something so sickening that she could barely comprehend it. She knew now that she would do everything she could to get those women off the island. 
Whatever it took.
Jonathan was waiting for them with Henry at the front of the building. Brock stormed straight toward him, his face like thunder.
“Sir, I want to put a team together,” Brock said firmly. “We have received information about a private island where ANH has centralized its operations. It must be their base. Weapons, drugs, women… we haven’t even scratched the surface, sir. This whole thing is huge.”
“Slow down,” Jonathan said, straightening up. “You need to rein it in, Tanner. What is it that you expect us to do? We can’t just storm in there.”
“Yes, we can.”
“First of all, you can’t,” Jonathan replied firmly, with an eye at Brock’s shoulder still in its sling. “You’re off field duty, remember? I know this is an emotional issue for you, but you need to think this through.”
“Sir, we can’t just leave this as it is,” Olivia urged. “We can’t just stand by and let this continue. The longer we take to strike, the faster ANH could rise back up and reestablish its operations. He said there are women there. Being held. Suffering for God knows how long. We have to go in.”
He gave a slight nod. “I know, Knight. But we need a strategy. A plan. Storming right in there is a surefire way to get a lot of people killed. We don’t even have the location of this island. We don’t have any intel on how fortified it is, how much armed resistance we might find. We don’t know if it’s a trap. They’ll see us coming a mile away, and they’ll be prepared for us. Even right now, they could be ramping up production of weapons to strike back against us. I’m not saying that we won’t act on this. I’m just saying that we’ll need to proceed with caution.”
Olivia hated to admit it, but Jonathan was right. This wasn’t a situation where they could just round up a handful of agents and kick down the front door. This was something out of a spy movie—some cackling villain in a fortified island base. One wrong move could get them all killed. 
Brock let out a slow breath and ran a hand through his hair, his frustration evident on his face. Olivia felt for him. She could tell more than ever that he was desperate to close the case and get back home. The longer this went on, the bigger a strain it put on him. She knew from experience how hard it was to continue with a case once it got personal. But he took a few breaths and seemed to control himself, putting his own feelings aside for the moment. 
“So, what should we do next?” Brock asked calmly. Jonathan straightened up a little.
“This is for me to handle. I can put a team together that’s capable of pulling something like this off. For starters, you two are not trained for this kind of mission, and we need you handling other matters. We still need you to find out what happened to Eve Valentine.”
“And you don’t think it’s possible she’s being kept on the island?” Brock pressed, his tone almost defensive. Jonathan seemed to ignore the undertones. 
“It’s possible, but if she is, then she will be found during the rescue mission. That doesn’t mean you have to be there. This isn’t on you. Something like this will require a giant inter-agency effort and a ton of coordination. In fact... I’ve been thinking: I don’t see any reason why you need to stay here. I think it’s time you returned to America. Eve’s parents are still living in Los Angeles. You can talk to them in person and see what you can find out. The rest can be handled over here by me and Mr. Caine.”
“So that’s it? You’re just shipping us away again? After we’ve come so close? After everything we’ve been through?” Brock demanded, his voice full of heat. Jonathan patted his good arm, and Olivia could see how patronized Brock felt at the gesture.
“Frankly, Tanner, you said it yourself. You’re not fit for field duty. Even if you were qualified for this mission, you’re not well enough to be on it. You’ll be more useful, and safer, following other leads.”
Brock scowled, and Olivia wondered what bothered him so much about it. She was sure he would be happy to head back home, but the idea seemed to frustrate him. She personally was happy to go back, but she would only do what Brock agreed to. This was his mission, the one he had put everything into. It was his decision.
He seemed to think there wasn’t much sense in arguing because he sighed and shook his head. “I guess you’re right,” he admitted. “Though for the record, I’d like to say that I’m not happy about this.”
“Nor am I. I know how much this case means to you. But this is above even my pay grade now,” Jonathan replied. “I’ll keep you apprised on all operations, and we’ll consult you for any intel we may need to gather. But I have to do what’s best for the Bureau. I have to make sure this mission has the highest chance of success.”
“I understand,” Brock finally said. 
“Good man,” Jonathan said with a nod, glossing over Brock’s anger. “And once again, Tanner, you should be commended for your service. We wouldn’t have made it this far without the three of you. And don’t worry. We’ll make sure we get justice.”
Brock nodded and offered Jonathan his hand to shake without quite meeting his eye. It was evident that he was feeling chastened by Jonathan’s words. It was unlike him. Brock, always so cool and confident, now suddenly feeling like he couldn’t even look his boss in the eye? Olivia filed that away as something to think about later. Maybe he really was feeling more traumatized than he let on. 
“Good work out here, Knight,” Jonathan said as he shook her hand. “I’ll be in touch.”
And that was all he had to say. That was all he ever had to say. As Jonathan walked away, Henry shoved his hands in his pockets and offered an awkward smile to Olivia. She could tell he felt bad for Brock, especially given that Henry was still going to be working closely on the next phase of the mission. But it was out of his hands. It was out of all of their hands. As much as they liked to believe they had some control over where they went and what they did, they all knew deep down that they weren’t free. They were at the mercy of their bosses, and their bosses’ bosses, and their bosses’ bosses’ bosses. The organizations could send them wherever they liked. 
“I guess this is probably the last we’ll see of each other then. At least for now,” Henry said.
Olivia nodded. “I suppose so.”
“Well, if you’re ever in the country and want a guide… I’m around. You know where to find me.”
“Don’t you get all sentimental on me now, Caine. We both know that would be a terrible idea. And let’s be honest... I’m in no hurry to come back here. Too many bad memories.”
“That’s fair,” Henry chuckled. “I guess this is goodbye then. I’ve got to say… I think I might miss having you around.”
Olivia smiled again. “I know. I’m pretty missable.”
Olivia was getting ready to shake Henry’s hand when he pulled her into a hug. She felt strangely emotional as she hugged him back, even though she barely knew the man. He had been a good partner in many ways, and he had kept her going through the hardest few days of her life. He would never replace Brock at her side, but the thought of never working together again was a sad one.
“It’s been a pleasure... sort of,” he joked.
Olivia laughed as they pulled apart and Henry gave her a friendly smile. He turned to Brock and offered his hand.
“It was good to meet you. Good luck in America. I hope you find the answers about Eve that you’re looking for.”
Brock nodded and gave his hand a firm shake. “Me too. Me too.”
With that, Henry headed back inside the building, and Olivia turned back to Brock. She approached him cautiously.
“Are you okay?” she asked him. He let out a long sigh, as though he’d been holding it for a very long time.
“Yeah. I just… I wanted to be the one to finish this. And now I’ll never get the satisfaction.”
“Just because we won’t be there when they take the base down… it doesn’t mean that we didn’t finish this,” Olivia told him gently. “We’re still a part of this. We could still be the ones to find Eve. And it’s like Jonathan said: they would never have made it this far without us.”
Brock scoffed. “What did I achieve, except for getting myself kidnapped and ransomed? I thought this would be a chance to redeem myself, but I guess I’m just going to have to accept the fact that my chance has been and gone.”
“Don’t sell yourself short, Brock,” she pressed. 
“I don’t think I am, Olivia. You’re the one who saw action this time around. You’re the one who has brought this case closer to a conclusion. I guess I just hoped for more involvement. I wanted to be more useful. But hey… I guess we can do good work back home too. Let’s get out of here. I won’t be sorry to leave England behind.”
Before Olivia could argue with him, Brock was walking back toward the car. She felt bad for him, but there was nothing more she could say or do. That was becoming clear. He definitely wasn’t as okay as he was portraying. Perhaps he was broken in ways that she couldn’t fix now. 
But that didn’t mean she was giving up on him. He had been there for her through thick and thin, and now it was her turn to do the same. It was her turn to be the strength of their duo, to hold them together when they threatened to fall apart.
Whatever Brock needed from her, she would be there.






Olivia felt a sense of déjà vu as she boarded the plane to LA, except this time, it felt good. On her way to England, her stomach had been twisted up in knots, and she had been terrified that she would never see Brock again. This time, she was by his side, sitting in a window seat and feeling glad that soon they would be home again—or at least on the same continent as home. Things weren’t perfect, but she was certainly happier than when she had arrived in England. Brock was alive and safe, and that was more important than anything else to her.
She glanced to her right to see how he was doing. Brock seemed to have cheered up a little, flicking through the in-flight magazine in the pocket of the chair in front of him. 
“You know what I’d really love right now?” he mused. “An ice-cold beer. It feels like forever since I’ve had one.”
“Go wild,” Olivia told him. “It’s going to be a long flight. Might as well have some fun along the way.”
“I like the way you think. And what will you be having?”
“You know what? I’ll have a beer too. I kicked down a bunch of doors and blew up some stuff—I deserve one.”
“Alright, two cold beers coming up ASAP,” he grinned. “And it’s on me. I think I at least owe you a drink for saving my life.”
“Well, I won’t argue with that,” Olivia replied with a smile. “Maybe while we’re waiting for the drink cart you can fill me in on what you know about Eve.”
Brock sighed. “Here I was forgetting what a workaholic you are. Olivia, we have like ten hours. And then we transfer in New York for another six-hour flight to LA. The last thing we should be doing is trying to solve a case. We should be trying to eat every snack on board, watching movies, sleeping so we can avoid jetlag...”
Olivia raised an eyebrow at him. “Do you even know me at all? I find working a case to be much more relaxing than any of those things.”
“That’s because you’re crazy. Come on, Olivia. I thought when you agreed to have a beer that you would loosen up a bit.”
“You’re the one who got all pouty because you wanted to be the one to solve it,” Olivia reminded him. Brock’s expression turned a little sour, and Olivia knew she’d said the wrong thing. He tried to cover up his irritation with a smile.
“I do want to solve it. But I also want to kick back for a while. You know, flights are kind of like limbo—a liminal space between real life and something else. You’re not where you’re from, you’re not where you’re going, you’re not really anywhere. You’re not meant to put your brain to work on a plane. It’s just not right.”
“I’ll make you a deal,” Olivia said. “You tell me everything you know about Eve and her case so far. Then, we can watch a movie together. Deal?”
“Do I get to pick said movie?”
“Yes.”
Brock sighed but perked up a little. “Fine. You drive a crazy bargain.”
“Yeah, but you love it.”
He gave her a weird combination of rolling his eyes and grinning. “Don’t you start. Alright… let me dig out my files.”
Olivia watched Brock dive into his briefcase and bring out a thin manila folder. She raised her eyebrow. There couldn’t be more than a few sheets of paper inside it.
“So, you don’t know much, by the looks of it.”
Brock grinned. “We’ll be watching the Bond films back-to-back within thirty minutes, I promise you that.”
“You mean you haven’t had enough of British spies lately?”
He groaned. “Egh, you’re right. Okay. Maybe we could put on some Fast and Furious.”
Olivia made a show of rolling her eyes, but she smiled. “Now that seems like your type. Brainless, dumb explosions.”
“Hey, don’t disparage them,” he protested. “There’s character development. Serious themes. It’s about found family.”
“I guess I’ll have to take your word for it,” Olivia said.
“The thing is, you’ve got to watch them all to really follow it. Some of the spinoffs get wild. We’ll start with the first one...”
“Brock?”
He looked back over at her. “Hm?”
“You’re stalling because you don’t want to talk about the case.”
That trademark grin returned with a hint of sheepishness.
“You got me. In all seriousness… no, I don’t know much about this case. A lot of it is speculation because as much as I’ve tried in the past, I couldn’t get her parents to talk much about it. Maybe their tongues will be a little looser now that things are falling apart for ANH. Either that or our visit will be an entire waste of time.”
He opened the folder and passed Olivia a picture of a young girl. In the picture, she looked to be around sixteen, but Olivia knew that she was graduating high school when she disappeared. She was pretty in an understated way, with brunette hair that hadn’t been styled and fell limply on her shoulders. She didn’t wear any makeup, but her skin was clear and bright, and her dark eyes brought even more youth to her face. She had a few freckles on her nose, and her plump lips were unsmiling.
Looking at the girl, she didn’t seem to be happy with her life. But what could Olivia tell just from a picture? Maybe picture day just wasn’t her day. It certainly hadn’t ever been for Olivia. The thought almost made her laugh. It would be a very cold day in hell before she dug out those old, awkward photos and showed them to Brock.
“This is Eve. It was taken in her senior year,” Brock told Olivia. “She was a quiet, hard-working student. She got really good grades... she was pretty much top of the class in everything. I guess she was kind of a nerd, but she had plenty of friends. Kind of like you, I guess.”
“Don’t you start,” she shot back with a laugh. Although, Olivia couldn’t help but relate. The two of them weren’t dissimilar. Both had been shy, awkward girls who preferred to read quietly rather than go out and party. Now that she thought of it, the girl in the photo looked not unlike Olivia herself, which set a twinge of anxiety in her. What had become of her? Was she still suffering?
“Anyway, from what I gather, Eve almost always lived in the shadow of her twin sister...”
Brock passed Olivia another photograph. The girl in this picture was almost identical to Eve, but somehow, she was also completely different. It was subtle things, like the deeper tan of her skin from more time in the sun, hair that was teased and styled into perfect waves, a little makeup on her eyes, and gloss on her lips. She had something Eve didn’t: a small beauty mark on her cheek that made her almost look like Marilyn Monroe. 
And then there was the smile. That was what really set them apart. The girl in the second picture looked like who Eve could have been if she was happy. There was a brightness in her eyes, like she had a lust for life that her sister just couldn’t replicate. Olivia knew she was creating a narrative in her head of two girls she knew nothing about, but she couldn’t help it. How had the two girls turned out so differently? What had made Eve’s identical twin so confident and carefree, when Eve seemed to be the complete opposite?
“This is her twin sister, Raleigh. As you can see, they were quite different. Everyone that I spoke to said so. Raleigh herself said that Eve was always jealous of her and that their differences often put them at odds. But from what I can tell, they had a relatively normal sisterly relationship.”
“Sounds about right. I was always in competition with Veronica, now that I think about it,” Olivia said. Brock smiled.
“Somehow, I can imagine that perfectly. Anyway, Raleigh was definitely in the popular crowd. Cheerleader, partier, the whole works. Typical high school stuff. Eve was the good daughter, they said. She was a little more reserved, a little more ordinary. Everyone said that Eve was always reliable, sensible, and careful. She never tried to rock the boat…. Which made it all the stranger when she disappeared.”
“You said it was the night before their prom?”
“Yes. Raleigh wanted to go to a party at her boyfriend’s house and tried to convince Eve to come, but she wasn’t big on the idea. It was weird because it wasn’t like Eve had never been to a party before. The sisters did hang out. But for whatever reason, Eve didn’t want to go. It was a big bash right before prom; it was going to be a huge deal. However, she had promised Raleigh that she would pick her up later that evening to take her home. Raleigh said it was very unlike Eve to go back on her promises, and that looking back, she should have known something was wrong when she didn’t show up.”
“Was there anything unusual that night? Any reason Eve may have been acting strange?”
Brock shrugged. “Hard to say. It was ten years ago. Parents were gone. Raleigh caught a ride home, and Eve was gone. Raleigh was pretty wasted—by all accounts, it was a hell of a rager. She kept hoping that she would find Eve somewhere around their house, but the night passed, and when she woke up the next morning, she was still gone.”
“So, there were around four hours unaccounted for in Eve’s timeline while Raleigh was out of the house?”
“Yeah, somewhere in that region,” Brock confirmed. “And in that time, no one saw Eve or heard from her. I mean, it’s possible that Eve contacted someone while she was alone in the house, but no one came forward to say that she had, and her phone was missing when she disappeared.”
“Where were their parents?”
“Out of town at a pharmaceutical conference. According to Raleigh, Xenithos was really picking up steam, and ever since the girls started high school, their parents would often have to travel somewhere for work. That was when they came into quite a bit of money too. They’d started as your average, suburban, middle-class family, but things really exploded during those last few years. The girls were old enough to be left on their own, in theory, but obviously, that didn’t work out so well for them. I’m betting that if someone from ANH took Eve for leverage, they knew that the parents would be out of town, leaving the girls exposed. It was the perfect time to strike, and Eve being home alone likely made everything much easier.”
“So, she was just… gone?”
“Yeah.”
“And there was no sign that the house had been broken into?”
“No. Which is unusual because this family lived in a secure, gated community. There was no unusual entry that night and no evidence that there’d even been a break-in. Plus, the perp would have had to avoid the security cameras on the outside of the house. So, my guess is that whoever took her was either very well acquainted with the house or caught Eve as she was leaving. If she was going to pick up Raleigh from the party, it would have maybe made sense for her to be outside the gates alone... but her car didn’t move from the garage, and the party was too far away to get to on foot.”
“And there was no footage of her movement? No evidence that the gates were opened?”
Brock shrugged. “Apparently not. But her family wasn’t very forthcoming with information when I interviewed them. They seemed skittish about me investigating the whole thing. Which is why I was sure there was something more to the case. If they were being blackmailed by ANH, it made sense that they didn’t want to do anything to upset them, even if it meant being difficult with the people trying to find their daughter.”
“But they did reveal to you that they knew she was definitely alive.”
“Yes. If you look in the back of the folder, there are a series of photographs from the last ten years. An unmarked envelope is sent to their home every year with a picture of Eve in it, showing that she’s still alive. We’ve never been able to lift any evidence from the pictures or the envelope it’s sent in. Judging by the postal stamp, it seems to be sent from a different location every year, probably to throw us off the scent. Whoever did this is smart. They know exactly how to play the game.”
Olivia frowned as she looked at the pictures of Eve. She watched through the series of photographs as Eve got older and her features hardened. Gone was the pretty young girl with a baby face, replaced by a woman who had seen far too much. Olivia wondered what the poor girl had suffered through during her time in captivity. She felt a surge of desperation to get her some justice.
“So, they know she’s alive, and they know that someone is keeping her captive... but they claim not to be providing anything in return for keeping her alive?”
“Exactly. They said that the kidnappers haven’t asked them for any money, and they don’t seem to have any intentions of killing her. But like I said before… right after they returned home from that conference, they started work on their advanced secret project involving a contract from a shell company that I’m pretty damn sure is related to ANH. It’s got to be this mind control drug. They have been developing the drug for years in exchange for their daughter’s continued survival. I can’t think of a single other possibility. Not that they’ll say that out loud.”
Olivia shook her head. “So, what’s our plan of action? How are we going to get the parents to admit their involvement with ANH? They’re in way too deep now if the theory is correct. After all this time, are they going to be willing to betray ANH and risk getting their daughter killed?”
“I don’t know. Desperate people do desperate things. And with ANH’s empire under threat, they must know something is off. If they do, then this is the perfect time to confront the family. They’ll be uneasy about the whole thing, probably looking for a way out. We can offer them protection if they’re willing to help us.”
“I just can’t believe they’ve kept this under wraps the whole time... and they never told the police they knew she was alive?”
“I don’t think so. I found out through my investigations, and they asked me not to reveal the information. They claimed they didn’t want to deal with the media circus surrounding the case and get anyone’s hopes up, but my guess is that ANH was keeping an eye on them, making sure they kept working for them and not giving up what they knew. And at this point, they’ve created a drug with crazy psychoactive effects and allowed for it to be illegally distributed. If they produced this drug, then they’re responsible for the deaths of hundreds if not thousands of people. At this point, they’re just as criminally liable as ANH is in the eyes of the law.”
Olivia shook her head. It was hard to comprehend going so far and behaving in such a way, but at the same time, she knew she’d do pretty much anything for her family. Her heart sank, thinking about the voicemail she had left for her mother. Things had been so crazy since she made the call that she hadn’t really had time to process the fact that her mom never got back to her. She had poured her heart out, and yet days later, she still hadn’t heard back? The realization stung, but she knew she would still do anything for her mom. If she had been in the shoes of Eve’s parents, she was sure she would have done exactly the same and more. 
“I have a question.” Olivia started. “If ANH already got what they wanted out of Xenithos… then why do they still have Eve? What’s the point when they’ve already got the drug?”
Brock shook his head. “No idea… I guess it’s a power play? Or maybe they’re just honoring their deal with Xenithos, trying to be decent for once. I guess we’ll find out when we speak to Eve’s parents.”
“Well, I hope they have some answers,” Olivia said, reclining back in her chair. “Because a young woman’s life is at stake, and I don’t want to see anyone else caught in this crossfire.”






The flight was tedious, as most flights tend to be, but Olivia found that she didn’t mind. Tedious or not, it was time she got to spend with Brock. As promised, they watched the first few Fast and Furious movies after they finished discussing Eve’s case, and then at some point, she fell asleep, dreaming idly of sports cars and explosions. When she woke up again, her neck was stiff and her mouth was dry, but she stayed where she was, realizing that she had fallen asleep against Brock’s shoulder. It felt good to be touching him, feeling the ripples of his body next to hers, and she kept her eyes closed for a long while, not wanting to spoil the magic of the moment.
She knew that things were far from perfect. They were still stuck in the middle of a case that had nearly ruined both of their lives, and they didn’t have the emotional energy left over to explore what was going on between them. Brock wasn’t himself, and Olivia didn’t know how to help him other than to stick by his side. Things could certainly be better. 
On the other hand, she was closer to happy than she had been in a very long time. She was grateful for the small things: for finding Brock alive, for solving the case in time to get him back, for meeting Henry and having him work alongside her. She had many things to be grateful for, and for once, she didn’t feel like letting the negatives bog her down. Instead, she wanted to focus on the little things—the good things that made her life worth living.
And all of those things circled back to Brock.
When the flight attendant finally announced that they were close to landing, Olivia sat up straight, rolling her shoulders back to reset her body. Her muscles ached, and she wished that she had a few more hours to sleep. But when she glanced over at Brock, he was wide awake, a playful smile on his face.
“Has anyone ever told you that you snore?”
“Ha-ha.”
“No, seriously. Earth-shattering snores were coming out of you. Several people complained. One asked for you to be parachuted off the plane. It was wild.”
“At least it was peaceful for me. I didn’t have to listen to you for a few hours,” Olivia teased back. Brock chuckled. 
“What a treat for you. I guess that means you didn’t miss me at all while I was away, huh?”
Olivia smiled, and her hand gently brushed his arm. She didn’t know how far she could take the intimacy between them when they were supposed to be holding back, but she figured one small touch couldn’t hurt. She looked up at him. “We both know that’s not true.”
A ghost of a blush appeared on Brock’s face. It made Olivia feel good, knowing she could have that kind of effect on him. She moved her hand back to her lap, but there were tingles lingering on her skin as the plane descended, and she knew she would be thinking about that brief interaction for days to come. She’d been starved of it, and now she was ravenous. 
But she had to get her head in the game. They’d decided that immediately after landing and checking into the hotel, they’d head straight for the interview with Denise and Frank Valentine. They didn’t plan to announce their arrival until the last possible minute, knowing that it was possible that ANH spies would catch wind of their visit if they planned in advance. No, they had to be as sneaky as possible and as quick as possible. The more time they wasted, the more time the bad actors who were manipulating things from the shadows had to formulate plans against them. Time wasn’t on their side, once again, and Olivia was ready for answers. If that meant putting Brock out of her mind for a while, she knew she’d have to snap out of her current mood—and fast. 
“We’ve got a team from the LA field office heading to the house as we speak to collect Eve’s parents,” Brock told Olivia as they were getting off the plane. “It’ll be easier if we can meet them on neutral ground, and ANH is much less likely to be on to us. They’ll text us a rendezvous point once they’ve got them in tow. Hopefully they have some sort of lead on Eve that we can follow up... otherwise, she may be lost for good.”
Olivia didn’t want to think about that possibility. Ever since the confirmation of the trafficked women had come to her attention, she had felt more determined to find Eve alive and well. How could she rest until those women had justice? It was bad enough that they had suffered for so long already. Eve might have suffered in unthinkable ways for the past ten years! But now that it was on Olivia’s radar, she refused to stop until they found Eve.
Luckily, it seemed as though Brock might be right about Eve’s parents. If they knew where she was, and they were aware of ANH’s final, impending doom, then perhaps they’d be willing to say where she’d been hidden all this time. Maybe they’d finally get the reunion they’d been waiting for. 
They landed at LAX and immediately pushed as fast as they could toward the exit, dodging in and out of the throngs of people from all over the world. It was a sudden shock to be in such a crowded area again after so long spent in silence, but it invigorated Olivia. Made her feel good. 
It was also not lost on her that she felt safe here. Even though they were surrounded on all sides by the crazy bustle of businessmen, vacationing families, tourists from every country on earth, and all sorts of other people of every shape and size, she knew that none of them could possibly be concealing a weapon. At least, she put her faith in the airport security team enough to let herself believe that.
Intrusive thoughts began to race through her mind and invade that sense of peace. She swiped them away as doggedly as she could, but they kept coming. What if the man talking on the phone by the water fountains was secretly communicating with ANH, tracking their movements? What if the big duffel bag being carried by a college-aged guy just to their right contained explosives? What if the security guards posted up at regular intervals had been paid off by ANH? What if—
No, she insisted. She couldn’t afford to let the whole world frighten her. They had beaten ANH pretty soundly, not the other way around. She shouldn’t fear them; they should fear her. She’d struck a fatal blow to the core of their operations, and now preparations were being made to wipe them out for good.
Brock looked back at her and smiled. In that unspoken moment, she realized he’d been thinking the same things she had. But there was no point in living in utter terror of every shadow and every unknown possibility. They had lived too long in that fear. Now was the time to move forward.
The hotel was close enough to the airport that they didn’t even need to call a taxi for it; it was connected by a vast labyrinth of steel tunnels as part of the megacomplex. They checked in, threw their bags into the room, and spent five minutes freshening up before returning to the lobby. They had no time to waste.
Unfortunately, they still had to take precautions, especially once they were outside the protective bubble of airport security. Which meant they had to use some of their precious time to throw any possible pursuers off their scent. Brock hailed a taxi from the lobby of the hotel that brought them fifteen minutes north to a random intersection. Once there, Olivia hailed an Uber to take them vaguely in the direction of Glendale, and before they got there, they switched cars yet again to head to the Valentine’s residence in an upscale Pasadena neighborhood. 
The switching was exhausting and seemed to waste precious time, but Olivia kept reminding herself it was worth it. ANH couldn’t possibly have tailed them now or known where they were going. Now, they waited. Olivia sat in the car in tense silence, hoping this might bring them one step closer to the answers they needed.
She was beginning to crave the idea of going home for real. Even being back on American soil didn’t feel the same as heading back to Belle Grove, back to normalcy, back to the life she had been making for herself there with Brock. She missed the comfort of the town and the familiarity it brought. She couldn’t wait to be back there with Brock so they could have the fresh start they’d waited so long for.
But it was out of reach until this was over. And there was a sour feeling inside Olivia, like something wasn’t quite right. As they got within fifteen minutes of the house, Brock’s phone rang, and something sunk into the pit of her stomach. Something had gone wrong. She’d been right to be anxious. He exchanged a look with her as he picked up the call.
“Tanner,” he said into the earpiece. He listened for a moment, his face turning pale. The hope seemed to leave his eyes. He nodded once.
“Got it. We’re only a few minutes out. Stay where you are, and we’ll reconvene.” Brock ended the call and looked gravely at Olivia once again.
“What’s going on?” she asked, searching his expression for answers. He pressed his lips together.
“They’re gone,” he murmured. “They’ve disappeared.”
“Who?”
“Eve’s parents. They’re not at the house. There’s no sign of them anywhere, no trace of where they might have gone. Their phones are unavailable.” Brock shook his head. “They’re gone.”





Olivia could feel her heart hammering hard inside her chest as they sped toward the Valentine residence. She could barely believe what she was hearing. After all, people didn’t just disappear from thin air. It couldn’t possibly be a coincidence that the day they were heading to get answers, they simply ceased to be there. Had they been taken by someone at ANH? Had they run away, knowing that the FBI was coming to see them? Olivia wasn’t sure which was more likely, but she was determined to get to the bottom of it. Depending on the outcome, their investigation was about to swing in a very different direction.
All their hopes had been on getting information out of Eve’s parents. Now that they were gone, finding Eve was going to be even more difficult. But Olivia didn’t care how many leads they had to chase to find her. She needed to get some answers, for the sake of the poor girl who had been robbed of ten whole years of her life because of ANH. She had to make sure Eve got a chance at a real life away from all this madness.
Arriving at the house, Olivia could see how possible it would have been for Eve to have everything she ever wanted in life. Her parents had clearly been rich, and the house was like a palace. Because of her parents’ success, she’d been set up for success too. And yet, she had also been set up for a bigger downfall. How had Eve’s life turned from a fairytale into an absolute nightmare?
There were already several FBI vehicles on the scene. Thankfully, backup had gotten there even before Olivia and Brock had. The sleek, black SUVs littered the driveway, and the taxi parked awkwardly around them. The driver frowned.
“Uh. You sure this where you want me to leave you?” 
“Yes,” Brock told him firmly, opening the car door. “Thanks for the ride.”
The driver paused for a second, looking left and right, and then looked back at Brock again. “What the hell is this?”
“Here,” Olivia said, stuffing a twenty in his hand as she sidled out. “Have a good day.”
The driver seemed uncomfortable with the whole thing, and the moment Olivia stepped out of the car, he sped away. She couldn’t blame him. The whole situation was a mess. 
“Agents Knight and Tanner?” called a woman in an FBI blazer. Olivia and Brock approached and gave her a nod. “Special Agent Jodie Alston.”
“Good to meet you,” Olivia said, offering her hand to shake. “Olivia and Brock is fine.”
“In that case, Jodie is fine as well,” she replied. Jodie had wispy, blonde hair that expertly framed her face in a short bob, and she had cheekbones that were so sharp that Olivia felt like they would cut her. It was hard not to feel a little flustered by it. Even the FBI agents out here in Los Angeles looked like movie stars and supermodels. Despite her looks, though, she regarded Olivia and Brock with an easy smile and ushered them inside the house.
“We got here half an hour ago and couldn’t find anyone here,” Jodie told them as they stood out on the perfectly manicured lawn.
“They were supposed to be in town, right?” Brock asked. “We had intel on that, right?”
Jodie nodded. “They were confirmed to be in town as recently as this morning. But I want to show you something pretty interesting we came across while we were waiting for you.”
Brock and Olivia exchanged glances as she waved them over to the driveway. Unsurprisingly, given all the commotion, several of the neighbors had come out, poking their nosy heads over the crowd. It wasn’t technically a crime scene, so they couldn’t put up the yellow tape cordoning them off, but a team of agents in blue FBI windbreakers was maintaining a perimeter and telling the crowd to stay away.
Jodie signaled to one man in particular in the crowd and beckoned him to come forward. He was a tall man, fairly handsome, and impressively built—Olivia could tell just from one look at him that he was a personal trainer or yoga instructor or something of the sort. He pushed his way through the crowd and finally broke through to join them on the driveway. 
“Were you able to get the footage?” Jodie asked.
The man nodded and produced a tablet from under his arm. “Should all be right here.”
Jodie took the tablet from him and began tapping away. “Neighbor,” she explained absently to Olivia and Brock, with a nod of her head to the man.
“Hi. Tommy Rivera,” the neighbor said awkwardly, though Olivia and Brock were already engrossed in the security camera app Jodie was pulling up on the screen. “I live just across the street.” He pointed back with his thumb toward the house across the street. Just like the rest of them in the neighborhood, it was gigantic. The houses on this street alone probably cost more than all the real estate in Belle Grove combined, Olivia thought.
“Do you know the Valentines well?” Olivia asked.
He shrugged. “I dunno. Don’t see them around a lot. I work unusual hours, and a lot of the time they’re out of town for one reason or another.”
“And what do you do?”
“CrossFit instructor,” he replied. Olivia had to stifle a chuckle that she’d judged him rightly the second she’d seen him. He gave Olivia and Jodie a quick up and down, but the two women shot him such an icy glare that he quickly broke eye contact and cleared his throat. “Um. Anyway. Look what I saw here, on the timestamp from 10:47...”
“Two hours ago,” Brock murmured.
Jodie called up the video and hit play. The feed was still at first, showing a partially obscured vision of the Valentine’s front yard. Unfortunately, there was a large bush blocking their sight of the front door, but it would have to do.
They watched as the garage door opened and the Valentine’s SUV backed out and left. But the strange thing was that they were driving so haphazardly, as if they hadn’t even bothered to check their rearview mirror before gunning the gas in reverse and speeding off. In fact, they shot out of the garage so fast that they drove onto the opposite curb, smearing mud everywhere, before squealing off.
“They nearly trampled my begonias!” Tommy complained. Olivia glanced over to look at his driveway; sure enough, two large tracks had cut right into his front yard, ending just before a flower bed. “I will be pressing charges, officers. Tell me I can do that, right?”
Brock sighed. “You’ll have to call the local police for that. We’re FBI.”
“Well, even better!” Tommy sputtered. “I want to press federal charges.”
Olivia put her finger and thumb on the bridge of her nose. “Sir, uh... it doesn’t work that way. Look, we’re in the middle of an extremely important investigation. Are you sure that was their car that just sped out?”
“I guess. They have a lot of cars.”
Olivia tried to keep her cool. Now was not the time to explode on this irritating neighbor, but she felt like this was a massive waste of time. They had to figure out where the Valentines had gone and whether it had been of their own volition.
“We’ll be in touch,” she finally told Tommy, and turned away from him as a signal that they were done. “Have we been able to get inside? Do we need a warrant?” she asked.
“That’s the thing,” Jodie told her. “It’s unlocked.”
That made her raise an eyebrow. She locked back at Brock, and he nodded. “That sounds like it’s worth looking into.”
“APB’s already been set up. We’ll check the garage for what we can find and interview the neighbors,” Jodie told them. “Feel free to do… whatever.”
Olivia nodded, understanding the implication. They were skirting on shaky ground here, but it wasn’t like they were charging the Valentines for any crimes. If they found any evidence here, it wouldn’t hold up in court, but that was the farthest thing from her mind.
As for Brock, it was refreshing to know that even after weeks spent apart, they could fall right back into their comfortable pattern. “Well, we’re not charging them for a crime, right? We’re just stopping by for a chat.”
“Good enough for me,” Olivia replied.
Brock shrugged, and then as one, the two of them opened the door and entered the modernist house.
Brock let out a low whistle while Olivia marveled at the marble floor and tall staircase. It was sleek, minimalist, and expansive. Like stepping into the future. The place was elegant, yet understated—not gaudy, not ostentatious, not a single tacky expression of wealth to be seen. The flip side, though, was that there were practically no touches of humanity or life either. No art on the walls, no personal knickknacks, not even any family photos. The place was beautiful, but that’s about all it was. There wasn’t much in the way of warmth or personality. It was a beautiful void.
“A bit sterile, don’t you think?” Olivia remarked.
“Was just thinking the same thing,” he replied. “Where’s all their stuff?”
They poked in and out of the living room, the kitchen, and a downstairs office, and found nothing of note. The place was so immaculately clean that it was like nobody lived there at all. There were small touches of life here and there. A pile of mail on the table, food in the pantry, and a basket of dirty laundry waiting to be washed in the living room. People did live here. But where were they now?
“Didn’t you say they had surveillance cameras? Or at least, they did ten years ago?”
Brock nodded. “I guess we should take a look. I’m pretty sure they used to have surveillance back when their daughter disappeared. Why would they disable it? Seems like after what happened to Eve they would definitely want surveillance.”
They went back outside and did a quick sweep of the house, especially checking the garage where the car had come from, but as far as Olivia could see, they had nothing. 
“Kind of weird,” she commented as they completed their circuit and wound up back in the living room. “Why wouldn’t they have security on such a beautiful house… especially when they had it before? I’d bet every other house on this block is just like Neighbor Tommy here. Why wouldn’t they have security?”
“Maybe they felt like their biggest threat already has their number,” Brock pointed out. “ANH could swoop in at any time and do whatever they liked to them. It would be hard to trace it back to them, even with security cameras. Maybe whoever’s been blackmailing them even ordered them to take down their cameras.”
“I guess that tracks. And any footage they collected would likely incriminate themselves,” Olivia pointed out. “If they really were working with ANH, then it wouldn’t help their case much to catch all of their movements on camera...”
“Also true. Too bad it didn’t prepare them for this scenario.”
“Well, we still don’t know what the scenario was. Come on, let’s check the rest of the house.”
Brock frowned as Olivia headed toward the stairs but followed her without question. Olivia loved that about him. He trusted her gut one hundred percent. How many times had he blindly followed her based on her hunches? More times than she could count. She hoped it might be another right instinct that led them to answers.
She headed up the stairs to locate the master bedroom, trying not to gawk at the splendor of the house. As she walked, she tried to spot anything that might look out of place and indicate a break-in, but everything looked perfect. Just like the downstairs, everything seemed to be exactly where it should be, and there were no signs that the family had been forced out of the house. If Olivia’s theory was correct, then there definitely hadn’t been a struggle at all. 
When they reached the master bedroom, Olivia headed straight for the sliding mirror doors that led to a huge walk-in closet.
“What are we looking for here?” Brock finally asked. Olivia was scouring the closet for something that she couldn’t place.
“Luggage,” Olivia told him. “People who are being kidnapped don’t tend to take luggage with them, do they? And I can’t see any signs of suitcases here. I refuse to believe that a rich family like this one doesn’t have some pretty substantial luggage for going on vacation. And look at this too. There’s a bunch of space in this closet. Like they grabbed what they could and skipped town. I don’t think Eve’s parents were taken by force... I think they got up and left by themselves.”
Brock stepped inside the closet to investigate with Olivia. He nodded as he took in the empty hangers, the lack of luggage, and the seeming emptiness of the closet. He even kicked around to find that some of the hangers had fallen on the ground, as if they’d been dropped in a hurry. It was practically the only sign of life they had. It was like the Valentines had taken everything that mattered and left the rest of their life behind.
“Alright, so maybe they left... but why? What reason would they have to go? If they’re running from ANH, surely they know the consequences. Their daughter’s life could be at stake if they run now. And why now? Why would they run scared now when ANH is finally crumbling? It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Not when we think about it that way it doesn’t,” Olivia mused. “We’re assuming that they’re running away, but what if they’re running toward something instead? Maybe they’ve finally been given access to Eve. Maybe with ANH going underground, they’re being invited into their protection. After all, the drug they produced is already being distributed. If ANH goes under, they know they might too. So, maybe they’re promising to stay underground, too, in exchange for getting back to their daughter.”
“Their daughter...” Brock murmured. “It’s entirely possible. But what about their other daughter? If they really are running from what they’ve done, then what happens to Raleigh?”
Olivia nodded slowly. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. Do you think she knows anything? Would they have kept her in the dark all this time, or would they have tried to take her with them? Do you know where she lives?”
“Not too far from here. She’s got an address listed in Santa Monica, barely forty-five minutes from here. Way closer to the hotel, actually.”
“Well, that’s something. Let’s get down there and see what we can find out.
Olivia and Brock left the house in a hurry, quickly talking one of the agents into letting Olivia take their car. She got behind the wheel, and Brock directed her away from the fancy house and out of Pasadena toward Santa Monica.
“Alright, let’s get some background on Raleigh if we can,” Olivia said as she drove. “Maybe you could look up her socials. I’m interested to know what kind of life she leads.”
“I’m on it.”
After a few minutes of searching, Brock came back with a full report about their subject.
“So, Raleigh is pretty big on socials. Her page has a few thousand followers, and it’s mostly dedicated to the small business she runs. It looks like she owns a little boutique in Santa Monica. She’s married now and has two kids, but I don’t see any pictures of them on here. Mostly just pictures of herself and her products. She’s got bags, dresses, accessories... some of this stuff is pretty nice.”
“Really? Do you feel like buying some for yourself?” Olivia said with a slight smile. Brock shrugged.
“Hey, nowhere on here does it say that these clothes are for women. I could rock this handbag, but I’m not sure my gun would fit inside it. Completely impractical.”
“I don’t think high fashion is supposed to be practical. What about Eve? Is there any mention of her on the page?”
“Not that I can see. Kind of ruins your branding to post about your missing sister, though, right?”
“I don’t know. People love a sob story. It wouldn’t shock me much. But I guess maybe she’s trying to leave the past in the past,” Olivia said. “It’s a shame it can’t stay there.”








“I wonder how much Raleigh knows about this whole thing,” Olivia wondered aloud as they pulled up in front of her house. It was no massive, modernist estate like her parents’, and it wasn’t quite Hollywood glamour, but it was still a very upscale house in an upscale neighborhood. Perfectly manicured green lawns popped out against the desert heat like emeralds. Olivia was sure they were fake, and a quick test of Raleigh’s lawn with her foot easily confirmed that theory.
“Astroturf,” she mentioned. “I imagine it costs a fortune to water the lawns out here.”
Brock chuckled. “Of course, it’s fake. That’s LA, baby. Plastic all the way down.”
“Don’t let her hear you say that,” Olivia admonished him. But it was true. The whole place had an atmosphere of artificiality, of style over substance. These homes looked very nice, perfectly curated for social media and all the accolades that could bring... but what were they truly like on the inside? The people who lived here swept everything undesirable and unfashionable under the rug. Dying grass, unwanted wrinkles, kidnapped family members. It didn’t matter. They had to project the perfect life to the world. And now, Olivia and Brock were about to go inside Raleigh’s home and turn that perfect life upside down.
“Let’s hope she has some answers for us... and that she’s here. If her parents can do a disappearing act, I suppose she’s capable of it too,” Brock said. 
Side by side they headed up the path to the house and rang the bell. Olivia felt a sense of déjà vu with Brock by her side again and a case well and truly underway. It felt like things were falling back into their natural rhythm, and it felt good. Now all they needed was to get a win on the case and everything would be back on track. 
The woman who opened the door was an uncanny sight to Olivia. She looked so much like an older version of Eve that it completely caught her off guard. She’d grown taller, her skin was tanner, and her hair was perfectly tinted, cascading over her shoulders in delicate waves. She wore a simple white tank top, a small golden necklace, and long, straight-legged, burgundy pants. She looked like she walked straight out of an Instagram photo.
Before Olivia could even introduce herself, though, the woman quickly flitted her eyes up and down the two of them and frowned in confusion.
“Oh, you’re early. I thought they were sending Fabian?”
“Um...” Olivia started, but Raleigh brushed it aside and ushered them in.
“Don’t worry about it. You’ll do.” Brock and Olivia exchanged a look, but they couldn’t even get a word in edgewise as Raleigh stepped back into her home. “I told the agency that we need more plus-size male models, not freaking Chris Hemsworth over here,” she grumbled. “But that’s fine. We can do your shoots first, and then can you tell Vivian to actually pay attention to the schedule this time? I’m paying a lot of money here, and I can’t—”
“Um, I’m sorry,” Olivia cut in, still standing on the front porch. “Do you think we’re—well, there’s been a misunderstanding. We’re not models.”
“Chris Hemsworth?” Brock echoed with his trademark grin. Olivia wanted to elbow him in the ribs and tell him to stuff it, but now was definitely not the time.
Raleigh frowned and turned back to them, finally seeming to actually see them for the first time. “Well, who are you?”
They badged her quickly. “Special Agents Olivia Knight and Brock Tanner, FBI,” Olivia told her.
“And where’s Fabian?”
Brock sighed. “I don’t know, ma’am. We just have a few questions for you.”
She straightened up a little and folded her arms, her eyebrow arched. “FBI? Wow. I never thought I’d be dealing with you guys again. I haven’t spoken to an FBI agent since…”
It seemed to dawn on her why they were there. Her expression darkened as though the subject matter had drained her of emotion. Finally, the artifice faded, and a semblance of deep emotion came to the surface. She beckoned for them to enter the house.
“Eve,” she muttered under her breath, as though her name was a curse. Olivia was familiar with sibling rivalry from her own experiences, but she thought there was more to it here. Did Raleigh resent Eve for going missing? Did she even know anything about her parents’ arrangement with ANH? Had she given up long ago, or was there still some spark of hope there?
Raleigh let out a long sigh and ushered them to her living room. On the floor, two toddler boys were playing with an assortment of toys. Unlike her parent’s home, Raleigh’s house was at least lived in. The kids’ toys that littered the ground, artful and aesthetic though they might be, still made a mess—the kind of mess that can only come from having young children and no time to clean up after them. She scooped one up under each arm, making them giggle.
“Boys, you’re going to play upstairs with Daddy for a while,” Raleigh told them. They whined a little, but Raleigh wasn’t having any of it. “Remember, mindfulness,” she told them, as if it were a concept even possible for toddlers. Remarkably, though, it seemed to work, and the kids stopped whining and instead started giggling as she climbed the stairs with one in each arm.
“Take a seat,” she called back to Olivia and Brock. “I’ll be back in a second.”
“Mindfulness for toddlers?” Brock muttered skeptically as they took a seat on the surprisingly comfortable beige, microfiber sofa. 
“Hey, I guess it works,” Olivia shrugged as she took in the surroundings. Despite the necessary chaos that came with having twins, the entire house was arranged artfully, befitting Raleigh’s status as a boutique owner and designer.
The dynamic of their home was certainly interesting. Just like the neighborhood, it seemed designed to present a particular image to the world rather than existing in reality. But the more time Olivia spent in Raleigh’s home, the more certain she was that she had no idea about her parents’ disappearance. She seemed to be expecting models to show up at her door more than she’d been expecting news about her family. In fact, the subject of family seemed to be a sore spot for Raleigh. Had Eve’s disappearance driven her farther away from her parents? And did she sense that they were keeping secrets from her, even if only to protect her?
By the time Raleigh came back downstairs again, the cheery, put-together look had faded entirely. She looked exhausted. Olivia supposed it couldn’t be easy having the FBI show up at your door unannounced when you’re trying to move on from your past. And here we are to dig it back up again, Olivia thought.
“Well,” Raleigh started as she sank down into a chair opposite them. “What do you have to tell me?”
“Have you heard anything at all about Eve since the investigation petered out?”
She shook her head. “Honestly, no. I didn’t think I’d hear anything about Eve again.” She looked off into the distance for a moment, as if the wound were still fresh. Olivia knew from experience that it definitely was.
“I’m sorry,” Olivia offered, but it felt insincere on her own tongue. It felt like the kind of thing people say automatically without meaning it. Olivia did mean it, but she feared it didn’t come across that way.
 “I guess I just assumed that she was gone forever. Ten years, and I haven’t heard a peep about her. You try to move on, build a life for yourself...” She shrugged and looked around at the beautiful things in her home. “But it doesn’t bring her back. We just don’t… well, our family don’t talk about her.”
Olivia exchanged a glance with Brock. So, she wasn’t in the loop about Eve then. Olivia immediately felt sorry for Raleigh. It was clear that Eve’s disappearance had a big impact on her life, and yet she didn’t even know the truth. Olivia took a deep breath and looked Raleigh in the eyes.
“There are… there are some things you should know about your sister.”
Raleigh frowned, glancing between the two agents. “Yeah?”
“Well, first of all… your sister is alive.”
Raleigh blinked several times. Then her eyes widened and she clasped her hand to her mouth. “I… I don’t understand. What are you telling me here? Is this some kind of joke?”
“It’s not a joke. Your sister has been alive all this time,” Brock told her. “We have been investigating her disappearance. We believe that your parents were blackmailed into using their lab to create a superdrug for a criminal organization known as ANH, in exchange for keeping Eve alive and well. Every year, they receive a picture of Eve to show that she’s still alive. She might be a prisoner of ANH, but she’s survived this long.”
Raleigh’s eyes flooded with pain as she processed the information. Olivia knew the exact feeling that she was experiencing. It was the same one she felt when she discovered that her mother was alive and she’d been lied to for years. It was a bitter pill to swallow for sure, and this lie that Raleigh had been living had lasted ten long years. It was unthinkable. She raised her eyes to meet Olivia’s.
“My parents… they knew this? The whole time?”
“Yes. They must have lied to protect you from it all so you could move on and find some normalcy in your life...”
“They—they knew,” she repeated, almost whispering. “I could have known all along that she was okay. But they lied to me?”
Olivia allowed her a minute to process, watching her go through the range of all the natural emotions. Shock. Fear. Anger. Sadness. Raleigh’s eyes were filled with tears, but she didn’t allow them to spill. She stayed very still for a moment, locked into her pain, and then she let it go. She sat up straighter. She cleared her face of emotions. Olivia could see that she was looking at someone well-versed in the art of deception—of hiding what she was truly thinking. Olivia guessed that after the life she’d been forced to live, she’d become used to it.
“Why are you here telling me this now?” Raleigh asked after a minute. “I don’t know anything about Eve’s disappearance, if that’s what you want to know. I already told my story to the FBI a million times. And since I had no idea that the investigation was still ongoing, I don’t have anything for you.”
“We came here for another reason,” Olivia said, trying to resist the urge to chew the inside of her cheek. It made her anxious knowing that she was coming here and essentially opening old wounds for a woman who had already suffered more than enough. “Your parents… we had hoped to speak to them today following some new information that we have on this case. But when we tried to meet with them… we discovered that they’re no longer here.”
Raleigh’s brows furrowed. “Not here? What do you mean they’re not here?”
“We were en route to meet with them this morning, and just before we arrived, they mysteriously disappeared,” Brock explained. “Maybe they ran away, or it’s possible that they too have been taken.”
Raleigh didn’t seem to know what to say. “But I spoke with them just last night. They didn’t say that they were going anywhere.”
“That’s what concerns us,” Brock told her. “We made contact with them this morning and told them we have more information for them. But we arrived for our meeting, and they were gone. The neighbor had security footage to show us. It was like they hightailed it out of town immediately. Even their front door was left unlocked.”
Raleigh frowned. “That’s definitely not like them. Ever since, well, Eve… they’re always paranoid about locking the doors.”
“Did anything seem off to you when you spoke with them last night?” Olivia asked gently. “Did they seem any different to you?”
Raleigh shook her head vigorously. “No! Of course not... but how would I know? They’ve clearly gotten used to keeping me in the dark all these years… if something was off, would I even have a clue?”
She was visibly shaking now. Who could blame her after the news she’d just received? It was one thing to have your sister disappear… but another entirely to discover that your parents lied to you for the past ten years and are now gone too. What did that leave her with?
“I feel sick,” Raleigh said. “Are you sure about this? They travel a lot for work. Maybe they just forgot to mention it.”
“We can’t be certain of where they’ve gone or why, but you should know that they have been tangled up with some pretty nasty people,” Brock told her. “ANH has been manipulating them for years, forcing them to create dangerous drugs and lie to everyone they know. We’ve finally made progress in taking down that organization… so the timing of their disappearance is interesting.”
Raleigh took several deep breaths, trying to compose herself. She looked up at Olivia once more, seeming to trust her. 
“Are we safe?” Raleigh asked gently. “Are me and my children safe?”
Olivia didn’t want to give the honest answer, but her silence was enough for Raleigh to read between the lines. She clutched at her face, the picture of anxiety, and let out a deep sigh. Then she stood up and walked to the window, peering outside as though someone might be on their way to get her at any moment.
“What do we do? How do we stay safe?”
Brock stood up and crossed the room to address her. “We can offer you safety. We can move you and your family to a more secure location. You’re not technically involved in your family’s mess, but you’ll likely need to be in protective custody. It’s the safest place for you, and we can go from there.”
“So that’s it? I just have to leave everything behind? My shop, my home, my life?”
“Just for a while. Just until things blow over,” Olivia assured her. Raleigh’s face was suddenly thunderous.
“When things blow over?” Raleigh snapped, suddenly finding the strength to spill over into fury. “It’s been ten years, and it still hasn’t blown over!”
“I’m really sorry about this, Raleigh.”
“Oh, Eve,” she groaned, holding her head in her hands. “Why couldn’t you have just come out that night?”
Silence blanketed the room for a moment. Then Olivia heard footsteps coming from the stairwell. She presumed Raleigh’s husband must have heard the ruckus. But as he came down the stairs, Olivia spied him in the hallway, and her heart froze. She’d seen his face before. Only a few days earlier, she’d seen his face in a photograph when Brock showed it to Joseph Carmel. 
Raleigh’s husband worked for ANH.






Olivia froze. She knew she couldn’t afford to give away that she knew who this man was, but it was near impossible when he’d just shown up out of the blue. As he entered the room, he spotted Brock, and his eyes widened ever so slightly, just enough to tip Olivia off to the fact that he was aware he was in trouble too. Only Raleigh seemed unaware that the mood had shifted in the room.
Olivia could see the photograph of him clearly in her mind from their interrogation. The man in front of her was Jack Ringer, whom Brock had always suspected was a low-level pencil pusher in ANH’s employ. It had never been worth tracking him down when there were bigger fish to fry. But now that Brock was under the same roof as this man, Olivia knew there was no chance that he was walking away.
Raleigh seemed blissfully unaware. Or was she? Had she been lying to them all along, just another layer of deception? Or was her husband keeping her in the dark? It seemed clear to Olivia that Jack had married her to keep an eye on her family from the inside. How else could she coincidentally have gotten mixed up with a man working for the same institution that had destroyed her family?
Olivia didn’t know what to think, but as Raleigh touched her husband’s arm gently, Olivia exchanged a quick glance with Brock. He gave her a slight nod, allowing her to make a move.
“Honey, I thought you were looking after the kids?” Raleigh asked as she touched her husband’s arm gently. He had a slightly frantic look in his eyes, like a deer in headlights.
“Well, I heard you getting worked up and wanted to check in... who are these people?”
Olivia stood up to shake his hand, trying to wipe any evidence from her face that she was aware of who he was. “Special Agents Olivia Knight and Brock Tanner. We’re with the FBI and wanted to speak to your wife about her missing sister.”
“Eve?” Jack asked, blinking several times. Now that he was back in control of himself, he was quite a good actor, pretending like he had no clue what was going on. “But the case is way over, right? I thought the police abandoned their search years ago.”
“We found new evidence,” Brock said tersely, unable to quite disguise his disgust at being obviously lied to by the man. “And we believe that given the circumstances, your wife may be in danger. We were just discussing the idea of moving your family into protective custody.”
Jack’s eyes once again betrayed him, showing his nerves before he could disguise them. He cleared his throat. “Well... that’s a lot to take in.”
“Raleigh, do you mind if I speak with you privately?” Olivia asked smoothly, determined not to indicate at all that she knew what was going on. “I need to discuss the next steps with you alone… for constitutional reasons. Privacy. You understand.”
Olivia was sure that everyone would see through the thinly veiled lie, knowing she had just come up with a bunch of bull. But Jack seemed too on edge to notice, and Raleigh didn’t know any better, so she just nodded solemnly.
“Um. Sure. How about we go upstairs?”
Olivia plastered on a professional smile. “Great. Thank you.”
Olivia took one last glance at Jack, who was purposefully avoiding her eyes. If it was up to her, they’d just tackle him to the ground and arrest him, but they needed to know what Raleigh knew too. Either she was a huge liar who had played them for fools, or she was as in the dark as they had been. 
Olivia followed Raleigh toward the stairs, her body tensing instinctively as she brushed past Jack. She hoped Brock could handle whatever happened between the two of them even with his injury. Jack might have clocked who Brock was, but he wasn’t aware that Brock was on to him… hopefully. Olivia didn’t like leaving him alone, but she reminded herself that he’d survived this far against much worse odds. He could hold his own. As she was leaving, she could hear Brock giving some kind of a spiel about procedure, buying her time. Still, she felt like she needed to be fast.
Upstairs, Raleigh quietly checked in on her children in their playroom and then led Olivia to her bedroom. Olivia studied her carefully, trying to sense if there had been a shift in her manner since Jack had come downstairs, but she seemed the same. Her instincts were telling her that Raleigh didn’t have a clue about who her husband really was or what he was capable of, but she had to know for sure.
“What is it I need to know?” Raleigh asked. Olivia stepped closer to Raleigh and lowered her voice almost to a whisper, conscious of the fact that Jack wasn’t too far away. She didn’t want to risk him overhearing. Her heart was in her throat as she spoke.
“Raleigh... where does your husband work?”
She blinked several times. “What?”
“Where does he work?”
Raleigh frowned as though she didn’t understand the question. “He’s an accountant for a law firm in the city...”
“And let me guess. He works long hours outside the home? Maybe he even goes out of town for long stretches of time?”
Raleigh looked horrified. “Are you… are you insinuating that he’s cheating on me? Who the hell do you think you are? Jack would never do that to me. He’s an honest man, and he loves me. Did you come up here just to insult my marriage?”
Olivia gripped Raleigh by the shoulders and lowered her voice to a tense whisper. “Listen to me and listen closely. Your husband is not who you think he is. I knew it from the moment he walked in the room.”
Raleigh searched Olivia’s face in fear. “What the hell is all this about?”
Olivia took a deep breath. “Your husband does not work for a law firm. He never did. He works for the same organization that kidnapped your sister. Now, it’s possible that he played a role in the disappearance of your parents.”
Raleigh was trembling beneath Olivia’s touch, shaking her head fervently and trying to stop the dam from breaking. It had already been an incredibly emotional day for Raleigh, and now she seemed to be approaching a breaking point. “No. Absolutely not. I’ve known Jack for seven years. We’ve been married for so long. You think I don’t know my husband?”
“I’m sorry, Raleigh. I know how much you’ve been through already. But you have to believe me. We have evidence that your husband works for ANH. You’re not safe here with him. He’s been spying on you and your family this whole time. We have to get you out of here—”
“I’m not going anywhere without him!” Raleigh cut in, her voice raising another level. “You can’t just walk in here and start throwing accusations around!”
“Raleigh, you need to calm down...”
“How can I calm down? You just showed up out of the blue to ruin my life! Why does this keep happening to me? Why couldn’t Eve just disappear and stay gone?”
Olivia didn’t have time to be shocked at Raleigh’s outburst because that was when she heard the commotion downstairs. She heard a yell, and it sounded way too familiar for her liking.
Brock.
“Stay there, Raleigh,” Olivia said firmly, already running for the staircase and pulling her gun out. There was no chance that she was going to allow Jack to do anything to Brock. She burst back into the living room, expecting the fight to still be going on, but she found Jack lying on his front, his hands forced behind his back. Brock was in the process of clipping handcuffs to him. He looked up casually as Olivia entered the room, seemingly unfazed by the short tussle.
“He waited all of two minutes before lunging at me,” Brock told her. “But we quickly put an end to that, didn’t we, Jack? You really gonna come for a guy with one arm in a sling?”
Jack swore under his breath, and Olivia allowed herself to take a calming breath. She wished she hadn’t left Brock alone with a man that was clearly so dangerous, but she was glad he was alright and had apprehended Jack, even at his disadvantage.
Moments later, Raleigh came thundering into the room, gasping in shock when she saw her husband lying on the ground.
“What are you doing? Let him go!” she demanded. Olivia let out an exasperated sigh.
“Raleigh, your husband just tried to attack my partner. He would have killed him, given the chance.”
Raleigh fumbled for words, but she couldn’t seem to find any. Jack was struggling against his cuffs in vain, his cheeks flushed as though he’d embarrassed himself in front of his wife. Perhaps he felt that he had.
“You two have one last chance to be honest with us,” Brock said, sitting down in the armchair and leaving Jack on the ground. A subtle act of humiliation for Jack to deal with. Raleigh folded her arms across her chest, looking huffy and defensive.
“I don’t know what the hell is going on! This is craziness... right, Jack?”
Jack sighed and managed to get himself into a kneeling position. He shook his head slowly, clearly weighing up his options. He seemed to realize he didn’t really have any because he looked up at Brock with coldness in his eyes. “You got me. I work for ANH. I have for years. And I was sent here to be a spy for them. Raleigh, I’m sorry, but it’s true. I know they took your sister, and I know that she’s alive. I’m sorry that I had to keep that from you.”
Raleigh stared at Jack for a long moment, not knowing what to say. And then she stepped forward and smacked him so hard across the face that he fell down again.
“You… you coward!” she shrieked. “How could you? How could you even consider doing this to me? I thought you loved me! I thought you were my family!”
“I am,” Jack insisted, squirming back into a seated position. “Raleigh, you have no idea. I’m so sorry. I love you, I care about you—”
“You care about me? What kind of Stockholm Syndrome crap is this? You’ve been holding me hostage for seven years, but apparently, you love me? Are you trying to hurt me even more than you already have?”
“Raleigh, I swear—”
A string of curse words flew from Raleigh’s lips, and Olivia stood quietly while she got it out of her system. The poor woman had the right to let her anger fly. If she were in Raleigh’s shoes, if everything she’d known had been a lie, she would likely be handling it much worse. When Raleigh finally stopped, Jack looked like a broken man, but Olivia didn’t have any sympathy for him. Not when he worked for ANH.
“I’m sorry,” Jack repeated, his voice trembling. “I really am.”
“You have one chance to explain yourself, Mr. Ringer,” Brock said evenly. “If I don’t like your explanation, you’re facing federal time. Assault of a federal officer is just the beginning. Start talking now.”
Jack looked down and let out a long sigh. Olivia still had no sympathy for him, but he looked genuine. When he spoke, he didn’t even bother looking Brock in the eye. He was addressing his wife. “It started as a way of keeping an eye on you and the family... Raleigh, your parents always knew there was something off. That’s why they never liked me much. But when I met you, Raleigh… I fell for you. I fell hard.”
Raleigh didn’t seem convinced, but he pressed on. “And I never told ANH anything about you or your parents. I was supposed to monitor them, to make sure they didn’t try to fight back. But I never played along. I fed them lies because I knew I wanted to love and protect you the way a husband should. It stopped being a ruse from the moment I fell for you.”
“And that’s supposed to make me feel better? God, you’re a creep!” Raleigh fired back, her cheeks wet with tears. Her distress was upsetting to watch, and Olivia desperately wanted to get Raleigh out of there, but for the moment, they needed her there. Brock stood up and towered over Jack, his glare enough to make Olivia shudder a little.
“We’re not here to decide if your marriage is legitimate or not. Though it’s clear that Raleigh can do a lot better than what you offered her,” Brock said in disgust. “We want you to tell us exactly where her parents are.”
Jack looked up at Brock with a frown set deep into his face. “What are you talking about?”
“I think you know exactly what I’m talking about. Did they make a run for it? Are they still alive? Should we be expecting a ransom note any minute now?”
Jack’s eyes widened. “Whatever you think I know, I don’t... I have no idea where Raleigh’s parents are. What’s going on? Has something happened?”
Olivia and Brock exchanged a glance. Olivia felt a sinking sensation inside her. Another dead end. One secret had been uncovered, but the rest were still tightly under wraps. Brock let out a long groan, pushing a hand through his hair.
“Well, shoot.”





“How do we know you’re not lying to us?” Olivia pressed Jack, getting up in his face to intimidate him into talking to her. “It wouldn’t be the first time you’ve lied. You honestly expect us to believe you know nothing about the Valentines disappearing?”
“No! They don’t tell me anything at ANH anymore. I don’t think they trust me,” Jack admitted, his voice coming out as a whimper. “They sense that I’m not all in, that I’m holding back on information about Raleigh and her family. It’s cost me everything. The only reason they keep me on is because I know too much.”
“Are we supposed to feel sorry for you or something? After all the lies you’ve told?” Raleigh snapped. “I don’t even know the extent of what you’ve been up to, but you’re not a good man, Jack. If you care about me at all, I want you to tell these people the truth, for once in your miserable existence.”
“Honey, I swear. I’m telling the truth,” Jack replied earnestly. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry that I tried to attack Brock. I was scared of finally being caught. But I have no reason to be dishonest anymore. I already know my fate is life in prison. I know that ANH will hunt me down for what I did. But now that I’m exposed… it feels like a relief.”
Olivia almost understood. She’d seen enough people get mixed up in crime and then find themselves in way deeper than they ever intended. Not every criminal started out wanting to be a murdering, thieving liar. Olivia was also unaware of the true depths of his criminal behavior, but she could see remorse in his eyes now. She believed him when he said he loved his wife, that he wanted to be helpful and make up for lost time. She made the decision then to allow him to be of use to them.
“If you want to help, then let’s start by finding out what you do know.”
Jack shook his head hopelessly. “I can try, but it’s like I told you—they don’t trust me much anymore. But in the interest of being as helpful as I can, I can show you my correspondences with my handlers. You’ll see that I’m telling the truth at least. There’s nothing in my email history that will suggest I knew anything about this disappearance.”
Olivia exchanged a look with Brock, and he nodded to her before bending down to uncuff Jack. He helped him to his feet and then patted him down for weapons before eventually letting him go.
“Try anything and we’ll haul you out of here in cuffs, right in front of your children,” Brock warned him, his face hard. Jack nodded anxiously before directing them to follow him.
“Come to my office. I’ll show you everything.”
Olivia began to follow, but she caught a glimpse of Raleigh’s face and stopped in her tracks. Her entire world had just been shattered, and Olivia felt terrible for her. She glanced at Brock.
“You go ahead. I’ll catch up to you.”
Brock nodded and followed Jack out of the room and up the stairs. Olivia watched as Raleigh sank into the chair behind her as though her legs had given up on her. She stared ahead of herself, the shock evident in her expression.
“Are you okay, Raleigh?” Olivia asked. Raleigh closed her eyes, exasperated.
“What do you think?” 
Olivia perched herself on the arm of the chair beside Raleigh. “I think that you’ve been through a lot, and I’m sorry that you’ve had to deal with so much. And I’m sorry that Jack turned out to be different from what you expected.”
Raleigh sighed. “You know what? That’s not even the worst part for me.” She paused. “My entire life. The last ten years… I try to keep it together, but I think of her every day. I miss her more than anything. My entire life has revolved around Eve disappearing. She and I… we were close for a while, and then we drifted apart just before she disappeared. When she was gone, I felt so… angry. Because if she had just listened to me and come to the party, then maybe things would be different now. And all this time, I just… I’ve been holding this anger toward her.”
She sniffed and looked at the ground. “Isn’t that terrible? I know it’s not her fault. It’s not like she meant to get kidnapped. But part of me… some part of me I don’t like is resentful because her disappearance ruined my life. Not because I hate her, but because I miss her so damn much. No one else understands what we had. I could hate her to my core and still love her more than anyone else on earth. That’s just the way things were between us.”
“Sisterhood,” Olivia said simply. Raleigh nodded, her eyes clouded with emotion.
“I talk bad about her all the time. It’s like a knee-jerk response. I casually throw around the worst things I can think to say about her, but it’s just to cover up the pain. Because it makes it a little easier… pretending like I wish she was dead, pretending like I never cared about her. And now… now that there’s a chance she’s alive… all I want is for her to come back.”
Olivia placed a hand on Raleigh’s shoulder. “I know how you feel.”
Raleigh scoffed. “Yeah, right.”
“I actually do. My sister was killed a few years ago.”
Raleigh’s head snapped up, and her eyes met Olivia’s. Guilt was plastered on her face. “I… I’m sorry.”
“That’s alright. It’s easy to assume that our pain can’t be universal, or even duplicated by one other person. But I know how it is. Veronica was one of the fiercest people I ever knew. You remind me of her a little. It didn’t seem right that someone was able to kill her. And when she was gone, I felt angry too. Angry that I didn’t try to smooth things out between us before it was too late. Angry that she left without saying goodbye… all these irrational thoughts. There are things we can’t control, and those tend to be the things we blame ourselves for.”
She squeezed Raleigh’s shoulder firmly and injected every bit of compassion she had into her voice. “But it doesn’t have to be that way. Because your sister is still alive. And if I can bring her home to you, I will. And the past ten years… they can be undone.”
Raleigh’s eyes filled with tears. She placed her hand over Olivia’s. “Thank you. Thank you. I don’t know what to say. If I can ever get her back, I’ll never be ungrateful again. I’ll always cherish her.”
Olivia smiled. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep. Sisters will always be a nightmare.”
Raleigh laughed a little and smiled back. Olivia glimpsed for a moment the happy person that Raleigh could have been if her sister had never gone missing. Truly happy, not just plastered on for the benefit of social media. It was heart-wrenching to know how her life had been turned upside down. Not only that, but her own husband had betrayed her from the moment they’d met. How could someone ever recover from that kind of deception?
Raleigh stood up slowly, as though the action was painful. “I’m going to check on the boys. They’ve been on their own too long,” Raleigh said. She looked Olivia dead in the eyes. “You can tell my good-for-nothing husband that I want a divorce.”
Olivia tried not to smile as Raleigh raised her head up high and walked away from her. She left the room a moment later and headed upstairs to find Brock and Jack.
They were crammed into a small, dark office where Jack was scrolling through his emails on his computer, talking Brock through the correspondence. Jack looked up as Olivia entered the room, his eyes pleading.
“Is she okay?” Jack asked. Olivia raised an eyebrow.
“No, she isn’t. Of course, she isn’t.”
“Do you think I should go and talk to her?”
“I think you should focus on the task at hand,” Brock said pointedly. “You might be helping us now, but you’re not off the hook. I think you should get in touch with your bosses and see if you can get them to tell you where Raleigh’s parents are.”
“Won’t that make me look… suspicious?” Jack asked, swallowing nervously.
“You are suspicious, Jack. Just say that Raleigh tried to get in contact with them and they’ve gone off the grid. You’re with us now. If you cooperate, we can take you into protective custody with your wife until things blow over. Then you’ll face trial.”
Jack nodded, looking a little relieved at being offered protection. “Alright. I’ll reach out to them, but I doubt they’ll tell me anything. They might be concerned that I’ll tell Raleigh what I know. Like I said, they don’t trust me anymore.”
“It’s worth a shot. Hurry up, time isn’t on our side here.”
As Jack hastily typed out an email, Brock turned to Olivia. “We should call in a team to get Raleigh and her family to safety. I don’t like this at all. It all feels wrong.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that it doesn’t seem right that Jack doesn’t know anything. This family is central to their operations. If he’s being kept in the dark, it makes me think even more that ANH had something to do with this. But then something doesn’t add up. It looks like the Valentines took luggage with them wherever they went… but so suddenly? So fast they nearly ran over the neighbor’s entire lawn? We’re missing something, and I can’t make sense of it.”
Olivia chewed her lip. “Is it possible that her parents went to ANH willingly? They’ve been working with them for a very long time. Maybe long enough to build a bond of trust. If ANH offered them protection from the inevitable fallout, it makes sense that they might take it. They might even get to be reunited with their daughter.”
“And leave their other daughter behind?” Brock asked softly. Olivia saw Jack wince, knowing that he was part of the reason that Raleigh had lived through such misery. It didn’t bear thinking about. Olivia sighed.
“We’re speculating. The fact is that whatever way we look at it, we’re looking for three missing people now, not one. And if it turns out that Eve’s parents are on the wrong side of this… then I guess we’ll have no choice but to turn them in too.”
Brock shook his head in disbelief. “So many lives have been destroyed by ANH. How many people are complicit in this mess?”
“Too many,” Olivia said, throwing a glance in Jack’s direction. “But they’ve made their bed. They’ll just have to lie in it.”





Olivia and Brock watched as Raleigh bundled her children into the black car in front of her home, soothing them quietly. It had been about an hour since they’d called for someone to take her family into protective custody, and now it was time for them to leave their life behind temporarily. Raleigh had reluctantly agreed that Jack could go with them, too, though she insisted that she didn’t want to speak to him ever again if she could help it.
With the entire family ready to go, Raleigh turned around and offered her hand for Olivia to shake. She took it warmly, feeling the gratefulness in her touch.
“Thank you for opening my eyes,” she said gently. “Please… if you can find my family and bring them home… I don’t care what kind of mess my parents have gotten themselves into. I want them to be safe, at least.”
“We’ll do everything we can to find them. Your sister too. And we’ll ensure you’re updated with all of our progress,” Brock told her. Raleigh nodded firmly. Olivia could see that she was shaking a little, but she didn’t let her nerves show on her face.
“Thank you. I guess it’s time for me to go. Good luck.”
She got into the car, and it drove away quietly, so quietly that it was like they hadn’t been there at all. Olivia turned to Brock. 
“And now we have to figure out our next move.”
Brock nodded, running a hand through his hair. “Easier said than done. We don’t even know which side they’re playing for.”
“It’ll be easier to assume that they’re moving around of their own free will. They did take their car and luggage, after all. If ANH did take them, we’d be much less able to track them. So, let’s backtrack and assume that they did decide to leave their home behind—that they packed up by themselves and decided to get the hell out. We need to figure out why they would do that and where they would go.”
“Let’s get back to the car and brainstorm. I don’t like hanging out in the open in front of this house. We don’t want to draw more attention than we already have.”
They headed back to the car, and Olivia drove them around for a while as they talked. 
“The timing is too convenient for this to be unrelated to ANH,” Olivia mused. “I think we have two possibilities here. One, that Eve is being released, and that her parents are en route to collect her. Because after all these years, they’ve done their duty to ANH. Maybe they’re finally being rewarded by getting their daughter back...”
“Yeah, that sounds just like ANH,” Brock said sarcastically. “Releasing their slaves from their contract and letting them have a happily ever after? Never going to happen.”
“Yeah, you’re probably right there. So then there’s the other possibility… that the parents are more heavily involved than we originally thought. If that’s the case, it’s no wonder they left. They’re probably going into hiding because they heard the FBI was approaching them. They’ve probably guessed by now that their cover is blown and don’t want to pay the price.”
“Let’s run with that theory. If you were trying to get away, where would you go?”
Olivia chewed the inside of her cheek. “Somewhere unexpected. Of course, you’d travel private, not commercial, but you’d travel by air. It’s faster than traveling at sea. Which means you’d have to travel with someone you trust or by an aircraft that you own. These guys are rich. They could definitely afford their own jet.”
“Let me text Raleigh. She might be able to confirm whether they have an aircraft on hand,” Brock offered.
“It’s worth a shot, but maybe they wouldn’t tell her if they did. They’ve been keeping secrets from her for a long time. We might have to just follow up with the APB from Jodie to see if they’ve found anything. Otherwise who knows where they might be.”
Brock nodded and whipped out his phone to make the calls. Olivia drove them back in the direction of the Pasadena mansion, hoping that maybe their team had made some progress; but they’d been quiet since they left, which suggested they hadn’t. Olivia tapped her fingers against the steering wheel.
“If they’re with ANH, maybe they’re headed to that island Joseph Carmel mentioned,” Olivia mused. “If they have some sort of central base of operations, it’s got to be there.”
“If they’re going there, then I guess Jonathan and his dream team will pick them up during their operation,” Brock said, a bitter edge creeping into his tone. Olivia knew he was still upset not being a part of it, but she had to admit, she preferred the idea of him being there with her. He was still wounded, both physically and emotionally. He would be a liability in the field, and they both knew it. Besides, it seemed they had their hands full here too. If only they could find the mysterious founders of the Xenithos empire, they might actually be able to move forward with Eve’s case and get some answers.
Brock’s phone rang as they were getting closer to the Valentine’s house, and he picked up the call without a moment’s hesitation.
“Tanner here,” he answered, putting the call on speakerphone. There was a crackle of static on the other end before a voice came through properly.
“Brock, it’s Jodie.”
“Hey, we’re on our way back to drop off the car at the Pasadena site.”
“There should still be a team for you there. We got a sighting of the vehicle, and TSA flagged the two individuals you were looking for. Denise and Frank Valentine. They boarded a private helicopter in Van Nuys.”
“Were you able to detain them?”
“Unfortunately, no,” replied Jodie. “They were already in the air before we got there. But we did get their flight plan. The flight’s headed south, to Ensenada Airport.”
“Mexico?” Olivia frowned. “Surely that’s not the final destination... they must be catching a connecting flight from there.”
“That’s our thought too,” Jodie replied. “They’re probably trying to throw us off the scent by traveling via small airports and boarding different flights.”
“You think the final destination is the island,” Brock said. 
“It has to be,” Olivia insisted. “They’ll have to double back and head east eventually if it’s in the Atlantic. Probably crossing borders left and right to slow us down.”
“That’s what we were afraid of,” said Jodie on the phone. 
“Jodie, how long would it take to get a team across the border to Ensenada?”
“No telling. It’s a four-hour drive from here, and who knows how long it would take to get us through the border.”
“Damn,” grunted Brock. “What the hell do we do?”
But Olivia was one step ahead of him. “Let’s set an alert to all domestic airports and contact the Mexico City legat. From there they can activate teams to monitor any airports. My guess is they’ll eventually have to make their way to a major airport, maybe somewhere in the Caribbean, before flying back up through the US and then making their way to the Atlantic. If we can get the international offices to send teams, we might be able to intercept them at some point down the line.”
“Got it. I’ll make the call,” Jodie said.
As the call ended, Olivia let out a long sigh. They were close to the mansion now, and things seemed to be moving faster and faster, snowballing toward the answers they needed. 
“I guess now all we can do is see if anyone locates them before they slip away,” Brock said. He knocked a fist against the door in frustration. “We were so close! We almost had them!”
“I know. But at least we’ve got some answers now.”
Olivia’s stomach squeezed with anticipation. She was starting to feel the effects of jetlag now, and she longed for a bed to sleep in.
“Maybe we should just head back to the hotel. By tomorrow, Jonathan’s operation will hopefully have everything wrapped up neatly in a bow.”
“Wouldn’t that be nice,” Brock muttered sarcastically. Olivia frowned.
“You don’t think it’s going to happen?”
“Olivia, this is ANH we’re talking about. As far as they’re concerned, I doubt we’ll ever get the ending we’re hoping for. They’re too slippery. There will always be some of them that get away.”
“Since when were you the pessimist out of the two of us?” Olivia asked lightly, but Brock didn’t laugh. She understood why, of course. He had been through so much and seen what they were capable of. Of course, he wasn’t seeing a light at the end of the tunnel when all they had offered him was darkness.
As Olivia parked the car outside the Valentine residence, they only found a handful of agents and no more neighbors milling around. She guessed they’d finished up the investigation and found little of interest for the moment. Olivia sighed as they ordered a car back to the hotel.
All the energy was fading from her now, and she nearly nodded off a few times in the back seat as the driver sped to the hotel. Brock clung tightly to her arm as they rode back in silence.
She barely had enough energy to shuffle into the hotel room, shower, and crash. She was so tired that she didn’t even know if Brock came and slept in the bed with her or in the other one. She was out like a light.
All that night, dreams of flights and airports and lies and missing people danced through her head. She felt like she was chasing an airplane on foot, helpless to watch it soar up and away. She saw Denise and Frank Valentine, somehow able to see their faces through the window from all the way on the ground, looking down at her. She saw Eve, too, but then Eve’s face wasn’t Eve at all. It was Veronica’s.
She finally woke up late morning the next day, not exactly feeling bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, but at least feeling rested. She finally raised her head to check the clock on the bedside table and realized she’d been out for fourteen hours.
“Hey,” whispered Brock. He’d slept in the other bed after all. He looked about as bleary as she felt. “How’d you sleep?”
Olivia yawned and sat up. “Better than I thought, I guess. I feel a lot better than before.”
He hesitated, like he wanted to say something, but thought better of it. Olivia could already tell that it would have something to do with the case. But for once, she wanted to put all thoughts of the case out of their mind.
They got dressed and headed down to catch the continental breakfast before it closed for the morning. Brock loaded his plate up with sausage and eggs while Olivia took some oatmeal and fresh fruit. They ate mostly in silence, both of them still processing all the crazy events of the previous day.
Olivia had just stolen a sausage link off Brock’s plate when her phone rang. It was Jonathan, probably calling for an update. Without even thinking about it, she casually took a bite of the link and answered. 
“Knight.”
But the sound that came through flooded her body with cold tendrils of dread. On the other end of the call, she could hear frantic shouting in the background and labored breathing coming through the receiver. Olivia’s heart practically stopped. She dropped the sausage.
“Hello?” she asked. 
“Knight... the operation… it was a trap,” Jonathan managed to say, his voice trembling. “I flew in four dozen of our best agents and… and…”
“What?” Olivia asked, fear catching in her throat. She placed the call on speaker and leaned forward, practically willing her breakfast to stay in her stomach. Fortunately, there weren’t many people around them, so they could listen together.
“The island was rigged with explosives. They set it all up just for us. It was a trap all along, and Joseph Carmel sent us right into it. There are… we don’t know if there are survivors yet, but at least half of the task force is dead.”
“No!” Brock whispered.
Olivia felt sick to her stomach. How had this happened? They’d been so sure. It had seemed like the only logical answer. And now, Olivia could hear the frantic panic in the background as Jonathan’s team tried to salvage the situation. But they all knew it was too late. They couldn’t take back what had happened now. So many lives lost to ANH… and they weren’t any closer to the truth of it all.
“And… Henry? What about Henry?” Olivia asked. Jonathan took a deep breath, but Olivia knew what he was going to say before the words left his lips.
“Missing in action.”






Olivia could feel her stomach twisting more and more until she felt like she might throw up. Missing in action. She could hardly believe it. It had always been in the back of her mind. She’d been in the Bureau long enough to come to terms with the danger of their line of work. She had known people to die in the field before. And yet somehow, she hadn’t been prepared for this. Henry was one of the best and brightest in MI5. He’d survived countless missions alone, let alone on a big squad. He had purposely worked alone for years, knowing that he could trust himself to stay alive, to cover his own back. And now he might be dead? Just like that?
She felt like someone had wrapped their hands around her throat and squeezed until all the air was stolen from her lungs. She felt lightheaded, and only when Brock grabbed her arm to stop her from falling did she realize how dizzy she was. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.
She thought of the last time she had seen him. He had seemed so lonely to her, so sad that she was leaving him behind. She hadn’t grasped just how isolating his life must have been. Now, all she could think of was him going to that island alone—surrounded by other agents from various agencies, of course, but nobody he knew. Nobody he trusted. He’d been at the tip of the spear for years, and now it had all come crumbling down.
Was it all for nothing?
They’d beaten the odds, or so they thought. They’d made it so far, side by side. Henry wasn’t supposed to go out like this, so suddenly and without warning. She felt tears stinging her eyes. She knew others had died and had given their lives up for the mission, but Henry was her friend—a friend she didn’t know she had until only a few weeks before. They might have started out on the wrong foot, but he mattered to her now. She was beginning to realize, knowing that he could be gone, how much the man meant to her.
“Knight, I need you to stay with me.”
Olivia swallowed down the lump in her throat at the sound of Jonathan’s voice on the other end of the phone. She was brought back to the present. She would be needed now to clean up the mess that ANH had left behind. This wasn’t the time for her to check out. She needed to take charge, for the sake of Henry and all the other men and women caught in the crossfire. As much as she wanted to mourn, to let the grief overtake her, she knew she had to be strong. She swallowed down her tears and her pain. Brock’s grip loosened on her, and she stood a little taller. Henry wouldn’t want her to bow out.
She had to do this for him.
“I’m okay,” she said firmly. “Tell me what we need to do, and we’ll do it.”
“Everything… everything is still up in the air,” Jonathan said, chaos still ensuing in the background of the call. Olivia could imagine the base, filled with hundreds of agents trying to sort through the mess that had been made. It made her heart squeeze once again. “We’re calling in a rescue backup team to help the survivors, but, of course, this changes everything. We know now that the intel that we were given by Joseph Carmel was a lie. Who knows if there even is another base for ANH. This was just a ploy to throw the FBI off their tracks. We need you to go arrest Joseph Carmel immediately. His cushy deal just went down the drain.”
“Isn’t he in protective custody?” Brock asked. “What happened to his security detail?”
“They’re unresponsive,” Jonathan said. “I don’t know what he’s done with them, or even if he’s still at the safehouse.”
“Give me the address, and we’ll find him,” Olivia growled. She was more than happy to take that slimy little man down a peg or two, and she knew Brock would be too. All this time, he’d been playing them for fools. All this time, he’d been manipulating them and sending them on a wild goose chase. There would be no second chances for him. Olivia couldn’t comprehend how someone could do such an awful thing. He’d already gotten away with so much. He’d even gotten a sweet deal for his cooperation. Why did he have to take it one step farther and cause so much pain?
“I’ll send you the location after this call ends. I’ll set up a backup team for you as well. We’ve got to find him. As soon as you’ve apprehended him, report back to me. Hopefully I’ll have made some sense of all this mess by then. We can go from there. And of course, I expect constant supervision of Mr. Carmel. He’s a bigger threat than we ever could have imagined.”
“Okay, sir, we’re on it. I’m… I’m sorry about the way things played out. I really am.” Olivia’s voice was choked up as she spoke, but she couldn’t find the energy to care. She knew they should all be sad. All that loss, and for what?
“Me too,” Jonathan replied with a deep, mournful sigh. “This is a sad day for MI5 and the FBI. But we don’t have time to mourn. We need to put an end to this.”
As Jonathan ended the call, Olivia clutched Brock’s hand to steady herself once again. He squeezed her hand.
“Henry might be okay,” Brock told her. “The odds are stacked against him, but if I can make it through what I did, maybe he can too.”
“I don’t know,” Olivia whispered. “I think we’re fresh out of miracles. But we can make sure Joseph Carmel goes to prison for the rest of his life. Let’s gather the troops and head over there. I can’t wait to show him to a cell.”
Breakfast entirely forgotten, they got up and stormed up to their room, getting dressed as fast as possible. Jonathan texted them that a team was already being briefed for them at the field office to handle the arrest, and were headed down to pick up the two of them.
The wait outside was agonizing. Olivia was lusting for the satisfaction of arresting that monster. It was the least he deserved.
Brock and Olivia clambered into the back seat of one of the three cars and fed the coordinates of Joseph Carmel’s last known location to the agent driving their car. As soon as the vehicle set off, Olivia allowed herself a few minutes to mourn the possibility of her friend’s death.
She didn’t realize how big an impact he’d had on her in such a short amount of time. A few weeks ago, she was suspicious of him, certain that he was a foe and not a friend. She’d spent the majority of her time around him picking out flaws and trying to convince herself that he was a bad person. She had been determined not to like him even before she had met him, so sure there wasn’t anyone left on the Earth that she could let her guard down for.
But once she saw the truth about him, she couldn’t help being drawn to him. He was a good person. He was flawed and broken and brave in all the same ways as she was. Being friends with him had taught her so much about being a friend to herself, because he was like her in so many ways. He understood things about her that even Brock and her family had never truly been able to grasp. They’d shared the same traumas, shared the same life experiences on opposite sides of the world. Of all the people she had met in her lifetime, Henry felt like the closest thing to a twin she’d ever experienced. 
And now, it was possible he was gone. It could even be considered likely. And the pain Olivia felt in her heart was unlike what she’d imagined this loss to feel like. It was a gaping wound, a hollowed-out feeling in her chest. It was made a little better by the feeling of Brock’s hand reaching for hers, but even he couldn’t reach the place where she had gone inside herself. He didn’t know Henry like she did. He wouldn’t be able to understand it if she told him that his absence felt a little like losing herself. As much as she wanted him to help her through it, she knew this was one burden she’d have to carry alone. 
Pain is fuel, she reminded herself. Use it against those who wronged us. Make them pay for what they’ve done.
Fury rose in Olivia like a flame doused in petroleum. It was hot and fierce, burning her from the inside. She saw Joseph’s face in her mind’s eye, and she wished that she could trade his place with Henry’s. Joseph didn’t deserve to live. Olivia could never understand the cruelty of the world they lived in, where callous men like Joseph Carmel lived lives of luxury and deviance until the day they died, while good people suffered. She thought of the awful things she’d seen on both sides of the Atlantic: drug addiction, poverty, murder, torture, pain, madness, terror. She thought about how only the good people she had known had been the ones to suffer.
She clenched her fists on her lap. She couldn’t change the way of the world. She couldn’t cure it of its sickness. But she could take Joseph Carmel out of society, and that had to be enough for her. It might not satisfy her fully, but it would be enough.
It had to be.
Olivia sat up a little straighter in her seat as the car sped toward their destination. She would smile as she took Joseph Carmel away to face the fate he deserved. He might think he’d won, but they would still topple his empire, no matter how long it took. And as ANH crashed and burned, he would sit in a cell for the rest of his days with the knowledge that he had won the battle but lost the war.
And still, she didn’t feel much better.
They were coming up to the safehouse where Joseph had been allowed to reside. Olivia wished they’d never let him go. It was clear now that he’d been lying the whole time. He was the mastermind behind the shadows all along, and there was no one left for him to pass the blame to. She readied her gun and strapped on her body armor, prepared to storm the house and make the arrest—if he was still there at all. 
Despite the hour, she was exhausted, the stress of the whole thing finally catching up to her; but it wouldn’t prevent her from trying to steal satisfaction from this moment. Joseph wouldn’t take that away from her. First he had tried to hurt Brock, and now Henry was in danger because of him. Nothing on Earth would stop her from making him pay for that.
“Let’s move!” Olivia cried out as the car came to a stop and the three of them piled out of the car. Another two cars ahead of them dispensed three agents apiece, and the unit of nine FBI agents rushed to the house with Olivia in the lead. It only took Olivia a moment to notice that the guards stationed at the house to protect Joseph had been killed, both of them unceremoniously dragged into the bushes to rot. Olivia’s anger flared inside her once more.
“We clear each room. Suspect is considered armed and dangerous. Watch your backs and be prepared for him to fire.” 
One swift kick from her and the door busted wide open. The team stormed in, barking orders to freeze.
But the house was eerily quiet. The team fanned out immediately, clearing the foyer and the living room. She stepped through and saw no one. The house looked unlived in, as though the whole place had been completely untouched since Joseph’s arrival there. Olivia’s heart sank. What was going on? Had he somehow escaped?
Olivia walked slowly and carefully, waiting for some sudden movement to give away Joseph’s location, but the whole place was unnervingly still, like nothing living occupied the area. Olivia’s shoe squeaked as she entered the kitchen, making her wince, but when she saw Joseph, she immediately knew that he would never pose a threat to anyone again.
At the kitchen table, Joseph sat with his face down on the surface. He was unmoving, and clearly had been for some time. Olivia lowered her gun just as Brock joined her at her side.
“Looks like somebody already took care of him,” Olivia muttered.





Olivia approached Joseph’s body cautiously, as if he might spring back to life at any given moment. But his papery skin was paler than ever, and Olivia suspected he might have been dead for a while already. Possibly longer than a day. Which begged the question: Was he dead before the raid that ended with ANH’s island base going up in flames? And if not, did he give the order for it to happen, or was it someone else?
She donned a pair of gloves that she had in her pocket and titled his head to one side, seeing that his eyes were still open. There was a foul smell coming from his mouth that she knew couldn’t just be bad breath. She wrinkled her nose a little but kept examining him. 
“No visible sign of a cause of death. Certainly nothing obvious, at least,” Olivia said quietly. “Probably another cyanide tooth. Seems to be ANH’s M.O. I saw it before in England.”
It was obvious that that was the most likely cause of his death, given the lack of blood and how he calmly sat at the breakfast table to die. But something didn’t add up. It didn’t account for the dead guards—and if he’d killed the guards and successfully distracted the FBI with the ambush on the island, why not take the chance to escape? Why simply walk back to the kitchen table and kill himself?
“Why would he do this?” Olivia asked quietly. Brock moved to her side to examine the body too.
“Maybe the guilt of what he’d done over the years caught up to him,” Brock offered, though he didn’t sound convinced. He, too, put on a pair of gloves and pried Joseph’s lips apart. There, he revealed a broken tooth that had crumbled away to almost nothing, leaving a jagged gap between his teeth. “Yep. A man like this would never want to go to prison. He knew he was made, that ANH was done, and he wanted one last laugh. He probably gave the orders for the island operation to be carried out and then decided to go out on a high by killing himself before we got here. He’s probably laughing at us from beyond the grave.” 
Brock cursed him under his breath. Olivia knew he was just as angry as she was. To think that he ended so many lives and then took the easy way out by ending his own… it made Olivia want to punch something. 
But something was still off. Olivia frowned as she stared at Joseph’s pale face. Everything inside her screamed that Brock’s theory was wrong. What reason did he have to kill himself? Why would he even attempt to pull off the island operation when they’d already let him go practically scot-free? No man would trade freedom just to kill a bunch of agents—Olivia was sure of it.
“Something’s not right,” Olivia said. She took a step back and surveyed the room, looking for anything that might be amiss. Had someone figured out his location and come here to kill him? Had they forced Joseph to take his escape plan? Or had he truly killed himself after making one final move to reach checkmate? She shook her head. “I don’t know what happened here, but there’s more to it than we’re seeing. I’m sure of it.”
“Olivia, let’s just face it. The man was evil. He’s been running this operation for years. This was always his contingency plan. He made us believe he wasn’t the top dog, and clearly, that was just another lie. He could never truly be free with us having power over him, so he would rather have died than be kept under our rules. I think that’s the explanation we’re looking for. Doesn’t that make sense?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Well, what other explanation do you have? Because we’re standing here looking at a man who died quietly at the breakfast table in a place where no one else could find him.”
“No one ordinary, perhaps. But this is ANH we’re dealing with. We should expect the unexpected when it comes to the way they make moves. Trust me, there’s no love lost for the guy. He was scum, and I’m glad he’s dead. I just don’t think in this scenario he would ruin a good thing for himself.” Olivia shook her head. “Every time we think we’re close to figuring them out, they deal another hand.”
“And this was the final one,” Brock said. “He was the head of ANH. He might have tried to convince us otherwise, but I was there, among the ranks. I know what he was capable of. It’s like I said: he was calling the shots. He was making all of the major decisions concerning me while I was there. I just don’t know what else it could possibly be. We can’t underestimate a guy like this.”
“No, I don’t think so,” Olivia countered. “I think we’ve been overestimating him this entire time, and I think that was the point. I think someone at the top wanted us to believe that he was the one running the show because that protected them. He was the face, but not the brains.” She paced the room. The other agents had already filed into the kitchen, and they were watching her, unsure what to make of her claims. Olivia was sure she could prove she was right if only they’d give her a chance. The only problem was, she wasn’t sure exactly where her thought process was taking her yet. She guessed that she would soon find out. 
“We’ve been assuming this whole time that this man is the one in charge. But he said it himself. There was someone above him manipulating his movements. He managed the legal front once upon a time, so what changed? What made him go down the criminal route? Someone smarter and more calculated than he probably told him that he could make more money if he was willing to abandon his morals. It’s always about the money, right? Or the power or status. Even though this guy already had more money than God, what he really wanted was to play God. So, like he told us, he managed the legitimate sides of his business, and someone else played the field behind the scenes. And both of them cashed in.”
Brock sighed. “But it seems like that was a misdirect.”
“And if it wasn’t? Maybe he didn’t lie to us. Maybe he wasn’t the one responsible for what happened on that island. Because how would he have pulled that off anyway? He’s been under our watch this entire time. He can’t move around this house without being watched. So how the hell would he manage to pull together a secret plot, sending messages to undisclosed locations, to ambush and kill dozens of agents? How would he get the order out when he was being guarded?”
“Maybe his guards weren’t as trustworthy as we thought.”
“You mean the ones lying dead on the front lawn?” Olivia pressed. “It sure doesn’t seem like they’d get much out of a deal with Joseph Carmel. And if he was planning to kill himself, then why would it matter if his guards revealed what he’d done? He had no reason to want them dead too.”
“Apart from the fact that he’s a psycho…” Brock pointed out.
“I just don’t think he was smart enough to do this. And it’s like I said… he was as free as he could ever hope to be. We spared him a lifetime in prison when we cut him a deal. Why throw that away? He clearly valued his life. He was willing to betray multiple other members of ANH just to save his own back. So, killing himself doesn’t make sense. It just doesn’t.”
Brock didn’t say anything, looking like he didn’t want to get involved in Olivia’s thought process. She walked across the room and looked at Joseph again, her head cocked to the side.
“When everyone believes that an old white man is in charge… it’s easy to believe, right? I think whoever put Joseph Carmel in the position he was in did so with intent. We looked at him and thought he made sense. He was callous enough for the role and foolish enough to believe he could take whatever he wanted and manipulate us. But there are plenty of people who want to run the world. And if I was the one at the top… I think I’d let a man like Joseph take the fall for me. Especially as a woman. Because who would expect me to be behind it all when he was there, waving his arms around and trying to draw the attention? He thought like a man through this whole process... but I think whoever did this was thinking like a woman.”
Brock frowned. “What are you talking about?”
“Poison. That’s a woman’s touch. Women don’t typically shoot or stab, they poison. They redirect the blame to someone else to get ahead. That’s smart, calculated, and forward-thinking. Who knows how long this plan has been in the works? To make Joseph the perfect fall guy… that took some real thought and planning. What’s the phrase? Behind every great man, there’s a great woman? Maybe they should change that phrase. Behind every great man… there’s a better woman.”
“Olivia, are you really trying to hashtag girlboss this? Seriously?”
“Think about it, Brock! It makes sense!”
“I guess,” he finally relented. “I have no idea what you’re trying to get at here.” 
Olivia drummed her fingers on the table, thinking hard as her mind whirred with possibilities. 
“It wouldn’t be too hard to make his death look like a suicide,” Olivia continued, “given the standard cyanide tooth trick that we’ve clearly seen was in place on several levels of the organization. And the dead don’t talk, so he’s not alive to tell us that it wasn’t him that did it. Yet all fingers are pointing at him because he’s the one who told us where to be and fed us false information. Except maybe it wasn’t false. Maybe he was telling us what he knew, not realizing that it would be used as a lure for us. And by betraying ANH and their trust… I mean, let’s not get started on how many people’s names he confirmed for us… he was no longer one of them. He was an enemy. And in that respect, a perfect scapegoat. It got him out of the way of ANH and gave us a place to lay blame.”
“This is all speculative, Olivia. I hate to burst your bubble, but sometimes, the easy answer is the right one,” Brock replied. Olivia raised her eyes to meet his.
“You’re right. I think the answer is easy. It’s been staring us in the face all along, and we never really turned over the stone that would give us the truth. There is one person we can connect to all of this. One person whose name keeps cropping up everywhere. One person who can explain why, what, where, how, and who.”
Brock’s eyes widened. “You’re not suggesting—”
“I think I am. Let’s start with Jack, shall we? We know that ANH sent him undercover to be their man on the inside with Raleigh. But let’s be honest—he’s not the sharpest tool in the shed. What if the person running this whole thing knew that he’d fall for her? I mean, a woman like Raleigh isn’t hard to fall for. She’s a knockout. Maybe the intention was never for him to be a spy... but to protect Raleigh and her family. Which he did, without question. And he was so clueless that even he didn’t know that was why he was there. And then there’s the disappearing parent act. How did the Valentines catch wind of everything that was going wrong with ANH? Flying internationally and changing planes just to get out of the country? Who told them to pack their bags and get out? Who cared enough to give them the heads up? The woman we’ve been looking for this entire time. The one who has been sending confirmation that she’s alive even all these years later. She connects everything we know into one place...”
Olivia was cut off by the sound of Joseph’s cellphone ringing. One of the agents stepped toward her, his face blank as he held out the phone to her. “I think it’s for you,” he told her. Olivia looked at the man and then stared at the name that had come up on Joseph’s phone screen. So, she was right. Her hunch wasn’t so crazy after all.
She took the phone from the man’s hand and answered the video call. And when her face appeared on the screen, Olivia found that she wasn’t shocked to see her.
“Hello, Olivia Knight,” said Eve Valentine. “I’m glad we can talk at last.”





Olivia stared at the screen in front of her, taking in Eve’s smug smile and her killer gaze. She hadn’t fully expected her theories to be true, but now here was Eve staring back at her with the eyes of a mastermind. She was calling her because she wanted Olivia to know exactly what she’d done. All along, Eve herself had been orchestrating everything. All the years of death and destruction and evil perpetuated by ANH, the kidnapping and torture of Brock, the destruction of the island base, and the senseless murder of dozens of agents. All this time, she had been the one moving in the shadows, playing the FBI like a fiddle, laughing as they failed over and over to catch her.
The feeling that washed over Olivia couldn’t accurately be described as rage or anger, nor even shock or surprise. It was a combination of all of them, and yet somehow beyond them. It was like the last year of her life had led to this moment—like everything she’d worked and fought for for so long had finally revealed itself to her—and the only thing she could feel was a strange sense of relief. There were no more questions or secrets or mysteries to solve. They were all personified in the form of the woman staring back at her. 
And despite knowing that Eve could be anywhere in the world, still calculating and evading the law while sowing seeds of terror and destruction everywhere she went, Olivia knew one thing: she would travel to the ends of the earth to stop her. She would never rest until Eve was taken down. 
“Well, say something,” Eve pressed, with a bright smile that was entirely incongruous with the monster she’d become. “I’m sure you have plenty of questions for me.”
Olivia couldn’t stop looking at the woman in front of her. She looked like a funhouse mirror reflection of Raleigh. The two still looked nearly exactly alike, but the years apart had changed them. Raleigh certainly looked the part of a social media influencer and fashion designer, but Olivia had come to notice a sadness that rested behind her eyes. She was very good at banishing it for photos on Instagram, but in real life, the signs were unmistakable. The grief and agony of loss clung to her like a shadow.
That shadow was gone from Eve’s features. It was as if their old senior year yearbook photos had been flipped; now Eve looked bright, fulfilled, and happy, whereas Raleigh came off as relatively reserved in comparison. Eve’s hair was lustrous and bright, her makeup was impeccable, and her manner of dress was just as stylish and modern as her sister’s, but with more of an edge to it. It was fitting, in a bizarre way, for a criminal mastermind. She looked like she would be equally at home on the runway or the red carpet.
Olivia still didn’t fully understand how any of it had come to be, but one thing was for sure. They’d overlooked her right until the bitter end.
“You’re making it awkward,” Eve said, examining her nails. “It’s kind of rude to just stare at a person. Did no one ever teach you that?”
“I guess I’m just processing,” Olivia replied through gritted teeth. “I still don’t fully understand how we got to this point. Perhaps you’d like to talk me through it. It sure seems like you’re proud of yourself.”
Olivia hoped she might be able to get Eve to talk to her. After all, they might be face to face on camera, but Olivia still had no way of tracking her down and capturing her—and after their trick of tracking Brock’s location down on the last video call she’d had with an ANH member, she was certain they’d have taken even more precautions to scramble the signal. There was nothing else she could do. Eve was safe, and she was clearly cocky. Talking to her now was likely the only opportunity Olivia might get to find out the truth.
“Well, let’s just say that this meeting has been in the works for a very long time,” Eve said, a twinkle in her eye. “I’ve been keeping an eye on you, Olivia. Brock too. In fact, from the moment you entered this house, I’ve been watching you very closely. You guys aren’t the only ones who know how to bug a house.”
Olivia glanced around her, noticing that there were now two sets of cameras in every corner of the room, instead of the standard one that the FBI set up. So she was here, Olivia thought to herself. That explained why two men were dead in the front yard and how someone had gotten to Joseph in the first place. Eve chuckled to herself.
“Smile, honey, you’re on camera.”
Olivia’s gaze drifted back to Eve. The other agents in the room appeared to be standing in stunned silence, listening to it all unfold. 
Brock stepped forward and snatched the camera from Olivia’s hands, his face twisted in fury. “You,” he snarled. “You’re responsible for everything that happened to me? Why? Why would you do these things?”
Eve sighed. “Oh, Brock. Sweet Brock. I’ve missed having you under our control. You were a very interesting subject to break down. I know what all of my people did to you... and I have to say, it entertained me to no end. It’s not a popular opinion, really, but sometimes, watching a person suffer is truly magical. And everyone knows that the higher you climb, the harder you fall. You really fell hard, didn’t you Brock?”
“A lot of people have suffered because of you,” Olivia said, standing beside Brock. Her voice was crackling with anger, but she wanted to let him know that she was with him all the way, pressing her shoulder to his arm. “You’ve killed a lot of people. You’ve forced your awful drugs on the public—”
“Forced? Don’t make me laugh. There’s no supply without demand, Agent Knight. I’m simply conducting good business. Giving the world what it wants. Those junkies I tested on were practically begging for my product, so you can hardly call it nonconsensual. The dealers buying my drugs are all trying to outdo one another to have the best products. Who am I to stand in their way? And before you say I’ve made my family suffer, think again. Did my parents lose anything, really? I gave them a project to work on. I gave them focus. Forcing Xenithos to make my superdrug challenged them and gave them a purpose. As for Raleigh… that girl has never suffered a day in her life. Don’t you think I knew that, growing up in her shadow? Perfect Raleigh, always the center of attention. Well, not anymore, right? I loved her, but she was spoiled. She ruled the world before she even knew how to conquer it. It’s like I said. The higher you climb, the harder you fall. I guess I just took her place on the ladder,” Eve smirked. “You know, I check in on her from time to time. From afar, of course. She’s doing just fine without me. I even gave her a good husband to make sure she didn’t fall apart when I was gone. What are sisters for, right? So yeah, maybe people have suffered under my rule. Maybe their own decisions got them into trouble. But don’t pretend that others haven’t benefited off of me.”
“I just don’t understand why you had to do any of this in the first place,” Olivia said. “Why would you work for ANH? They kidnapped you... and clearly brainwashed you too...”
“Kidnapped?” Eve let out a loud laugh. “Oh, I wasn’t kidnapped. Why does everyone think I was? There was absolutely no evidence that someone took me away, and yet you all jumped to conclusions, didn’t you? How many leads did you try to pull out of thin air to explain my disappearance? I wasn’t kidnapped at all! I chose to leave.”
“It doesn’t make any sense!” Brock raged. “Your parents, your sister. Everyone worried about you. Why would you do this to them?”
Eve rolled her eyes. “I might not have been as pretty and popular as Raleigh, but I was the smart one. While she was off kissing high school boys and prancing around in her stupid clothes, I was making moves. I was tired of being the good daughter. I found a real man, and I locked him down. He’ll tell you that he had the power, but who is the one on top now?” Eve smiled. “When my husband told me back then that he could give me the world, that he could show me the way in business and give me power, I knew it was time to leave my old life behind. Because I didn’t have any intention of taking handouts from him. I planned to use him to make my way to the top. It just so happened that I fell in love with him along the way.”
Olivia blinked several times. “Your… husband?”
Eve smiled. “I guess I kept a lot of secrets back then. For six months before I left, I was secretly dating Alex Carmel... the son of the man you see lying dead before you. We hit it off right away. He was so sweet and ambitious—and cutthroat. I liked him immediately. And when he asked me to run away with him, I thought to myself... what do I have to lose? I didn’t want to live in Raleigh’s shadow forever. I knew that I could get everything I ever wanted if I stuck by him. I guess we were perfect for one another. Besides, there was nothing for me back home.”
“So, you decided to become a killer instead?” Brock snapped. Eve’s expression morphed into sadness, as if she was actually insulted by Brock’s insinuation.
“I’ve never actively killed anyone. I’m not a murderer. I’m not saying that accidents have never happened... and yes, I told Alex to go to the safehouse earlier today to kill his father... but it had to be done. We’ve been ready to inherit his empire for a long time. It was time for him to… step down.”
“Joseph Carmel really was the CEO of ANH,” Brock murmured. “But it was you pulling the strings.”
Eve smirked. “Of course. Olivia said it best. Behind every great man is a better woman. I’ve been his boss for the last ten years, and he never even knew it. He never had the vision that I did for the company. He was thinking small the entire time. Sure, he wanted to use me as leverage to blackmail my parents, but he only wanted them to give him money at the time. The company wasn’t as rich then as it is now, so they were in the business of auctioning off rich kids to fund themselves. Enter me. Joseph wanted to sell me back to my parents, but he didn’t know that Alex and I were in love. And by then, we were the ones taking the reins. I knew that we could wrap my parents around my finger and get them to do anything we asked for. Only we had to pretend that I was captured, of course. So, all this time, they’ve believed I was being held against my will. Little did they know it was my idea all along.”
Eve’s eyes lit up with a malicious glare as she continued to explain her evil, master plan. The transformation into a spy movie was complete. Olivia tensed up, knowing the other shoe would have to drop somewhere, but where could she go? What could she do?
“ANH was posing as a typical venture capital firm, and they were looking for things to invest in. It was my idea to force my parents into concocting something special for us. They’d already gotten a bunch of new contracts to make them rich. ANH already had them in their grasp; all that was left was to take it to the next level. Like I said, I was the smart one in the family, and I knew my way around pharmaceuticals. I guess one day I might have inherited Xenithos. Hell, I still might. But I wanted to see how far I could push my parents and what creativity they could bring to the table. We demanded that they start synthesizing new experimental drugs to try out. At first, it was just for fun—to see what they were capable of. We launched three or four new party drugs in the first few years, and believe me, they were good stuff. I tried some of them myself... and trust me, I had the best nights of my life on those drugs.”
She giggled, and it was bizarre. It was like the evil mask slipped, and she was a normal, young twenty-something again. But then that cold light returned to her eyes. 
“But that was never enough. I wanted more. Party drugs started to seem kind of juvenile. I needed something that would give me power. And what better way to gain power over people than to control them? So, I set my parents a fresh task. I told them to make something that no regulator would ever approve, something they’d have to keep on the down-low. A drug so powerful that it could force someone to do your bidding. The closest thing to mind control that’s ever been created. They pushed back, of course, but all we had to do was remind them that their precious daughter would die if they didn’t agree. And now, ten years later, here we are. I have a drug that is so strong, it can make the average person susceptible to almost complete mind control. I have a business empire that will never fall. I have operations all over the world that you will never find out about. And, of course, I have my loving husband and our two children.” Eve smiled softly with a shrug. “I have the perfect life. I never thought I could be this happy. But I guess this is what happens when you’re a go-getter... everything falls into place for you.”
Olivia couldn’t quite process it all. She had never expected that a young girl with so much potential could turn out like Eve. And it hadn’t been a slow process. She’d given in to evil from the moment she’d left her parent’s home. She’d allowed her family to suffer for years, manipulating them and keeping them in the dark about the truth. She had wanted power so desperately that she was willing to trample on just about everyone to get it. It made Olivia feel sick to her stomach.
“But anyway, now that Joseph is dead, Alex and I can finally start to bring ANH to its true potential,” Eve said. “What you’ve seen so far is just a taste of what we have planned. But let this be your warning not to mess with the status quo. You saw what happened to the island when your people tried to mess with me. I don’t have boundaries. I’ll do whatever it takes to stay on top.”
“You killed so many people,” Olivia snarled. “You killed my friend.”
Eve’s eyes turned dark. “When you play with fire you get burned, sweetie. But don’t worry. You’ll be joining your friend very soon.”
“What are you talking about?” Olivia demanded. She suddenly felt as though she shouldn’t be there, in that house. If Eve had managed to rig up some cameras, then what else did she have in store for them there? A bomb? Some kind of poison? She felt like she couldn’t breathe. 
“Well, I guess there’s one last surprise for you. Because it’s like I said… I’ve been watching you two for a very long time. I was there when you were ruining my plans with the Cult of Apep. They were supposed to be my guinea pigs for the drug, but you ruined those plans pretty successfully. And then you took out one of my best distributors, The Grim Reaper. And then, of course, you arrested Charlie Evans, one of my biggest buyers. You just kept standing in my way, over and over again…. which is why I planted some false leads that drew you right back in, Brock. All this time, I’ve been learning about you. I’ve been watching you. I even sent some goons to smash up your houses, just to scare you.”
“That was you?” Olivia asked in disbelief. Eve smiled.
“Oh, yes. Quite the quaint little cabin in the woods you’ve got there, Olivia. It was a shame to ruin it, but it was so much fun to see you panic. You watched your back like a hawk, but I was willing to wait and bide my time. And now here we are. I’ve figured out what it’ll take to make you stop. Most would have given up by now, but not you. So, the only way to get you to stop chasing me is to kill you.”
Olivia and Brock exchanged a glance, their hands already reaching for their weapons. Were they about to be ambushed? What were they missing? Olivia turned for the door where the other agents were waiting. Olivia had almost forgotten about them, and now she knew that their lives were at risk too. Her eyes widened. 
“Everybody out! It’s not safe in here!”
But none of the agents moved. They stood blocking the door, a human traffic jam. They stared blankly ahead of themselves, unmoving. They didn’t even appear to be looking at her anymore. Olivia blinked several times.
“What are you doing? I said get out! That’s an order!”
But not one of them moved. Olivia’s blood ran cold. Something was very wrong. Very wrong indeed. Eve chuckled on the other end of the line.
“Oh, Olivia. Haven’t you been listening to what I’ve been telling you? I’m a powerful woman. And I have mind-controlling drugs at my disposal. I guess the trigger words, ‘cabin in the woods’,
made them snap into place. Are you ready to see what I’ve been working on? What I’m truly capable of?” 
Olivia couldn’t believe it. Her mind reeled in terror, true terror unlike any she’d ever known, even at her lowest. 
“I really have to thank you. You’re here just in time for another of my field tests,” Eve said. “Agents, aim your weapons at my guests.”
In unison, the seven other agents raised their guns and pointed them directly at Olivia and Brock. Olivia’s heart was hammering hard in her chest. She was desperately scrabbling for a way out, but she couldn’t think of one.
They were going to die. Eve was going to go free. And ANH would continue their reign of terror.





Olivia and Brock only stole a glance at each other’s eyes for a second, not wanting to take their eyes off either Eve on the screen or the squad of men holding them at gunpoint. How had Eve managed to drug an entire squad of FBI agents right under their nose? Now Olivia realized that Eve must have had this planned all along. She knew that they’d come storming in to make the arrest after what happened on the island. She knew that they wouldn’t be expecting their own men to turn on them. And now, there was no obvious way out. One order from Eve and the men would shoot them both.
“Lower your weapons,” Eve demanded. The agents obeyed without question. Eve chuckled. “How about you show us some dance moves?”
In a completely bizarre moment, all of the agents began to dance, keeping in time to music that wasn’t playing. They moved in perfect synchronization as if they were suddenly a dance troupe that had been practicing for months. Olivia would have expected such a moment to be funny, but it chilled her to her core. If these agents were controlled enough to make them humiliate themselves, then what would stop them from opening fire?
“Aaaaand, stop. Raise your weapons.”
The agents complied wordlessly before Olivia and Brock could even blink. 
“You know, I’m still working out some kinks with the drug,” Eve went on. “Mind control is a very powerful thing, but it’s also pretty damn complex, as I’m sure you can imagine. I still haven’t ironed out the addictive qualities of the drug… or the fact that it eventually burns out the neural pathways, killing the users after a while. But that’s fine. What’s a few lost lives in the pursuit of science?”
“You’re sick,” Olivia snapped, but Eve only laughed.
“If you say so, Olivia Knight. Actually, this reminds me—almost slipped my mind. You want to know the funniest part of all this? Your dear sister was involved in this, too, but she didn’t even scratch the surface.”
“What?” Olivia demanded hotly.
“Come on. Think about it. Lomtin Labs was just another one of my investments, just like Xenithos. Dear old Paxton Arrington thought he took them down, but he didn’t even know how deep the rabbit hole went.” 
“You—you killed Veronica?”
“I didn’t kill anyone,” Eve clarified. “But she was causing trouble for one of my subsidiaries, so we decided to take care of the problem. Come on now. Don’t tell me that you haven’t yet put it together. Aurora Nova? ANH? I thought you were supposed to be so brilliant.”
Olivia couldn’t even think anymore. She shook with grief and rage and terror. Brock reached over to take her hand in his, but the comfort was minimal.
“Anyway, you’re welcome. I just wanted to make sure you finally solved all the mysteries before I got rid of you. Because let’s be honest. You’re all disposable to me. In fact, I think this is the best outcome I could’ve hoped for. It’s seven on two here. They’ll shoot you down, and my dear old father-in-law will take the blame. Everyone will assume he killed you and then killed himself to stop himself from going to prison, and the FBI’s still too busy sorting out the mess on the island to know the difference. And to think… if you had just laid the blame on him in the first place, I wouldn’t have been forced to kill you both. A pity.”
“You don’t have to do this,” Brock snarled. “You can end it here, Eve. You can choose to be better.”
“Oh, I suppose I could. But the thing is, I don’t really want to. I’d rather see more dance moves.”
In a single motion, the men began their dance again, faster and more frenzied than before. Eve threw her head back and cackled at the sight. “Anyway, I got my villain speech in, so let’s not waste any more time. Thanks for being such great dance partners for me. You’ve kept me on my toes. But it’s time to go. Now, agents, kill them.”
The call ended and the men all stopped dancing once again, raising their weapons. As the first shot fired, Brock dived into Olivia and knocked her to the ground, out of the way of the bullets. They collapsed down behind the kitchen table as the wall behind them got shredded with bullets. Flecks of wallpaper, drywall, and dust flew up into the air. Joseph’s body, nearly forgotten in all this mess, slumped down. The agents rushed forward to surround them, but Olivia reacted quickly enough to shove a wooden chair in their path, which momentarily tripped them up. The first agent bearing down on her lost his balance and slipped to the ground, and the second collapsed against him—but she knew that would only buy her a few precious seconds. Brock fired one, two, three shots into the knees of another man, who crumpled to the ground. Then he somehow managed to lift the entire wooden table on his shoulder and shove it off, throwing it at the men until they fell back like bowling pins. Then he grabbed her by the wrist and dragged her from the room, both of them scrambling to get their footing. 
They raced out of the kitchen, through the living room, and up the stairs, both of them fumbling and firing frantically behind them. They could hear the heavy sounds of feet pursuing them, and Olivia turned to fire a bullet into the chest of a man who was following her up the stairs. She hit the mark and he fell backward, colliding with two other men and buying them a few seconds; the others were unfazed by the downfall of their comrade. They were as vicious as wolves and somehow inhuman in their actions. They clambered over the bodies that had fallen like dominos, keen to robotically fulfill the task they had been given. 
Olivia and Brock scampered through the upstairs bedrooms and began throwing things down at the men. A lamp, a side table, any and every decoration they could find on the wall. It was like a cascade of household objects to act as a makeshift barrier, but it wouldn’t hold them long.
Brock took a cover position in the hallway and fired several more shots downstairs, felling two more men, but by Olivia’s count, that still left at least five or six others. And then Brock’s gun started clicking instead of firing.
“Damn it. I’m empty,” he hissed. “We need to fall back.”
Olivia’s heart froze. She only had four bullets left in her gun. It wouldn’t be enough. She pulled Brock toward one of the bedrooms and shut the door behind them; she locked it as if it would be enough. 
“Move that cabinet,” she ordered, pointing toward a wooden credenza just to the side of the door. Brock nodded wordlessly, pushed through the pain of his injured shoulder, and began sliding it in front of the door, trying to buy every scant second they could.
Olivia scrambled across the room to the window, raised the blinds, and reached for the lock on the window, only to find that it was covered with a steel cover heavier than a brick to prevent anyone from unlocking it. She let out a curse and slammed her fist against the window, but it didn’t budge. She even took a step back and fired a bullet into it. No luck. Of course, an FBI safehouse would have bulletproof windows. 
“What do we do?” she asked out loud, more screaming to the universe than actually hoping for an answer from Brock. “What the hell do we do?”
Already, she could hear the men bashing against the door, trying to get in. Brock had pushed the credenza in place, along with a few armchairs and other random items, but it would never be enough.
Brock turned to her, the fear in his eyes more evident than ever, and in that moment, she saw that he thought they wouldn’t make it out alive. He grabbed her hand, looking deep into her eyes.
“If this is our last moment,” he murmured. “I need you to know… I love you.”
Olivia didn’t hesitate before she leaned in and kissed him hard. It felt desperate and intense. It felt like the final moments of her life. It felt like they were saying goodbye. And when they pulled apart, there were tears in her eyes.
“I love you too,” Olivia whispered. Then she readied her gun and turned to the door. “But I’m not going down without a fight. This isn’t over.”
The men outside had almost made their way in. They were throwing themselves at the door with such power that Olivia was sure it must be hurting them, but they were too under the influence to care about themselves. Olivia didn’t want to kill any of them. They were good people who had been drugged by Eve to do her bidding. But she knew a slow death waited for the ones who survived, the ones who were forced to go through the withdrawal of the drug. She would almost be doing them a kindness by killing them. It might be her only chance to get her and Brock out of there alive.
She had to make three bullets count.
There was no one else to back them up.
If they were going to survive, it would be by some pure miracle.
As the door busted open, Olivia fired her first shot directly at the first man. He took a bullet to the shoulder; while he recoiled, he didn’t stop. It was as if he hadn’t even felt the shot. Olivia fired again, hitting the same man and watching him fall down this time. Brock had grabbed a desk lamp and cracked it over the head of one of the men, then kicked him back out into the hallway. But there were still more piling in, pushing their way through, hungry for a kill. Olivia felt terror shake her right to the core. What had Eve done to these poor men? They were completely out of their own minds.
Suddenly, there was a commotion in the hallway. The men all turned in unison to see a figure at the top of the stairs. Olivia stared at the person too. They were unidentifiable in a full black outfit and a ski mask covering their face. Olivia didn’t know if it was someone she could trust or not, but she didn’t wait to find out. She rushed forward and bashed the man closest to her with the butt of her gun, sending him sprawling to the floor. She took his gun from his limp hands, hoping that his clip wasn’t empty.
And then chaos ensued.
She watched as the figure in black dodged a bullet, rolled down the hallway, and then propped themselves up on one knee. They fired two shots in quick succession, kneecapping two of the turned FBI agents. As one of the men tried to attack Olivia once again, she pressed her gun into his leg and fired her final shot, crippling him long enough to whack him hard on the face and knock him unconscious. Around her, bullets were flying, and as she turned, she saw the figure in black gracefully leap and twist through the air, moving like an acrobat as they brought a fist down hard on the head of one man, then immediately launched and tackled another to the ground, then rise up and roundhouse kick a third so hard that he fell against the banister and toppled down to the ground floor. It was an astonishing spectacle, the likes of which she had never seen.
And then, in the blink of an eye, the fight was over.
Only Olivia, Brock, and the figure in black were left standing.
She faced off with her savior, wondering who they were and what they wanted. Her heart beat wildly, and her fear never faltered. She pointed her gun at the figure, hoping they wouldn’t notice it was empty, but daring them not to come closer. But they raised their hands to show they were unarmed.
“It’s okay,” they said, muffled through the mask. The figure lifted a hand to their mask and pulled it off, revealing a familiar face. Olivia gasped, covering her mouth in shock.
“Hello, sweetheart,” Jean said. “It’s good to see you.”






Olivia stared at her mother, her mouth hanging open in shock. She was the last person Olivia expected to see. But there she was, right in front of her, smiling as though she hadn’t just pulled off the entrance of the century.
And she’d saved her life. And Brock’s.
“Are you alright, darling?” Jean asked, stepping toward her. “I’ve been so—”
Olivia flew into her mom’s arms. Jean laughed in surprise and then wrapped her arms around her daughter. It felt so good to hold on tight to her after so long apart. The last time Olivia had seen her mother, she hadn’t been sure if she would ever make it home to her again. When she’d called her mother and received no response, it had left Olivia feeling hollow and empty inside. But all this time, Jean was looking out for her. All this time, her mother was trying to keep her safe without her even knowing it.
“Mom... what are you doing here?”
“I’ve been keeping tabs on this case, darling. I knew it was dangerous... and I wanted to make sure you had backup if you ever needed it. Jonathan kept me clued in on most of it, and you know I’ve been following the human trafficking lead for years. Well, it brought me here. When I heard about what happened on the island, I knew something was off. I had to get here as quickly as I could.”
“And just in time,” Brock said, appearing behind Olivia. He looked a little calmer now, and a little worse for wear since the adrenaline was wearing off, but he offered a smile. “It’s good to see you again, Jean.”
“And you, Brock. Though I wish it was under better circumstances,” Olivia’s mother said with a genial smile. It felt wrong having such a casual conversation considering the chaos that surrounded them, but Olivia had never been gladder to see anyone in her life.
“I thought we were dead,” Olivia whispered. Jean cupped her cheek.
“You would’ve figured a way out. You always do. But a mother’s intuition never fails. I knew something was going on here. I already called for backup on my way here. The police will be here any minute. What happened? Why did your agents turn on you?”
“They were under the influence of the Xenithos drug,” Olivia said, shaking her head solemnly. “They didn’t know what they were doing... or at least, they had no control over it. They were forced to turn their weapons on us whether they liked it or not.”
She took a deep breath and steeled herself for what was to come next. “Mom. She’s the one who killed Veronica. Maybe not directly, but… Lomtin Labs was under her thumb too. Aurora Nova. She’s Aurora Nova.”
The barest hint of a tear appeared in the corner of Jean’s eye. “I was afraid of that,” she admitted. “I could never prove it. I could never find anything, but… I knew it. Somehow, I knew. And I was so worried about you.” She hugged Olivia again, and for a brief moment, it felt like Veronica was there with them, too, smiling down from somewhere.
“We’ll stop her,” Jean whispered resolutely as they broke the hug. The tears gave way to determination. “We have to.”
“That woman is a monster,” Brock spit. “I can’t believe she played us for years.”
“But we still don’t have a way to track her down,” Olivia pointed out. “And if she can turn our own people against us, then who can we trust? How can we hope to bring her down?”
“Right now, all we can do is try to recuperate and come up with a plan. You’ve been through hell. We’re getting you out of here to rest up before you do anything else,” Olivia’s mother said, reaching for her daughter’s hand. Olivia shook her head.
“Jonathan is going to need us. After everything that has happened today…”
“You just nearly died. That’s enough of a reason for you to take a time out, honey. Just for tonight, at least,” Jean said, shaking her head. “My God, you’re more obsessed with the job than I am, and that’s saying something. Come on. We’re leaving.”
Olivia looked around her at the chaos and felt sick to her stomach. She could barely believe that Eve had managed to have her people drugged. She was shaking a little as they headed for the stairs.
“Eve managed to get in here and plant cameras... she’s probably still watching us. I wouldn’t be shocked if she has something else in store for us. But if she was here to install cameras and to somehow drug our men, then that must mean she’s not far away.”
“Olivia, honey, you need to stop,” Jean said, glancing at Brock. “Is she always like this?”
“Pretty much,” Brock admitted. “Your daughter doesn’t appear to have an off button.”
“Be serious, both of you,” Olivia said fiercely. “We need to think of these things. Eve isn’t going to stop.”
“No, she isn’t,” Brock said softly as they descended the stairs. “But we can’t put ourselves at any more risk than we already have. It’s like you said: we’re targets now. We need to reassess how we approach the subject of Eve. Let’s regroup and try to figure out how we’re going to sort out this mess.”
Olivia finally gave in, knowing that neither of them would let it go until she gave in to their demands. As they walked out of the house, Olivia felt the fresh air hit her, and relief came with it. They’d made it out alive. It had felt like they were about to die. Olivia had felt herself preparing for it involuntarily. But once again, they’d escaped with their lives.
And Olivia hadn’t forgotten that kiss before the storm. That kiss had felt like everything. A thousand words had been said with that one kiss, but the three words Brock had told her didn’t leave her mind either. He loved her. She loved him back. It felt like the simplest thing in the world. After almost losing everything, it was the one thing she kept coming back to.
He loved her. 
And her mother had come for her. Olivia had never expected that. Of course, she knew that her mother was a celebrated agent in the Bureau, but having seen her in action, she was a little lost for words. Her Mom caught her eye as they walked to her car and smiled, throwing an arm around Olivia’s shoulder.
“I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “You’re thinking how shocked you are that your Mom is such a badass.”
Olivia smiled. “I mean… yeah, kind of!”
“I knew you’d be impressed. I’ve kind of been sitting on those moves for a while. I’m a bit rusty since I came back home... but hey, if it works, it works.”
“Is this why you always tried to get me into gymnastics as a kid? So you could teach me how to flip around like that?”
“How did you guess?”
They smiled at one another, and Olivia felt a sense of relief in her heart. It felt good to have her mother there with her. She still wanted to sit down and have a proper talk with her, but she knew now that it could wait. They weren’t running on borrowed time anymore. Now that they knew who they were searching for—now that they finally knew the truth of what had happened to Veronica—it was only a matter of time before they found Eve and took her down. Then Olivia and Jean would be free to have as many heart-to-hearts as they wanted.
“We need to call Jonathan and tell him what’s happened,” Olivia pointed out. “And don’t tell me it can wait, because it definitely can’t. Besides… I want to know if he has any updates on survivors at the island.”
Brock nodded in agreement. “We can wait in the car for backup and relay with him. Hopefully, he’ll have some clarity on the situation.”
Olivia’s hands were still trembling a little as she made the call. How could they not be when the last twenty-four hours of her life had been some of the most eventful ever? She waited a while for Jonathan to pick up, but he didn’t. She frowned and tried again. When he eventually answered, it was with the weariest sigh she’d ever heard.
“Sir? Any news?”
“Oh, I have a lot of news to share with you.”
Olivia’s heart skipped a beat. “Henry?” 
“Still MIA. Many of the agents are. But there’s something else.”
“Joseph Carmel is dead. We know who is behind it all. It’s—”
“Eve Valentine. Yes, I know,” Jonathan said, his voice seemingly drained of energy. “While we were out chasing other leads, Raleigh’s family were intercepted on their way to protective custody. I guess her sister decided now was the perfect time for a family reunion.”
Olivia’s heart sank. “Eve has Raleigh?”
“Yes. And God knows what she’s going to do to her.”






“Do you think she’s still alive?”
An entire week had passed since Olivia and Brock had heard of Raleigh’s kidnapping. After a brief stint in the hospital to make sure they were okay, they were back in the field, staked out at a hotel to try to figure out where Raleigh was. There was no doubt in their minds that Eve was behind it. She was smart—Olivia had to give her that. She had managed to distract them long enough to pull off the kidnapping without drawing any attention. Now the driver of Raleigh’s car was dead, and her entire family was in Eve’s clutches.
But Olivia didn’t know what to make of the whole thing. Sure, Eve was a psychopath who clearly didn’t care much about killing people who stood in her way. But something still didn’t sit right with her. She shook her head at Brock.
“I don’t think Eve is going to kill her. Let’s look at the facts. Eve has been drawing power for herself over the last ten years. She’s basically been Joseph Carmel’s apprentice for this entire time, and by the sounds of it, she was really the one running the show. I think if Eve wanted something done, she’d get it. So why would she wait until now to kidnap her sister? I mean, she’s been in contact with her parents for years. She could’ve killed them, too, especially now that they’ve essentially become useless to her. But I think she has a soft spot for her family, even if she would never admit it. That’s why she told her parents to get out while they could. Because she cares.”
“Maybe she’s hoping she can use Raleigh as leverage,” Brock suggested. “She knows the power of blackmail. She saw what lengths you went to to save me, what her parents were willing to do to keep her alive... maybe she thinks she can get immunity if she bargains with Raleigh’s life. Perhaps she’s realized that she’s in trouble now that we know everything about her. She expected us to die in that attack, but we didn’t. This was her contingency plan. That has made her lose some confidence, surely?”
“Then why haven’t we heard from her?” Olivia asked. “If she’s using Raleigh for those means, then why hasn’t she reached out with her demands? Besides, she kidnapped the family at the same time we were in the safehouse. She planned it ahead of time. So, unless she panics and changes her plans, I’d say Raleigh is relatively safe.”
“What about her kids? Her husband?”
Olivia sighed. “I don’t know. This is where things get a little darker in my mind. I can see how she might warm to the kids, given that she has some of her own. Maybe she likes the idea of uniting the two families fully. And she seems pretty unfeeling, but I think she would have some reservations about killing her nephews. You notice, she keeps clarifying that she’s not a killer. She has people do it for her. But when it comes to Jack, I don’t think there’s any chance of him making it through this alive. What does he have to offer her at this point? He’s a failed ANH agent who did very little to help their cause. Sure, he kept Raleigh safe, but from what? ANH was never targeting her, so who would be trying to hurt her? I think Eve will see him as dead weight. And given that Raleigh never wants to speak to him again, a woman like Eve might think she’s doing her a favor by killing him.”
Brock shuddered a little. “I mean, I don’t think any of us liked the guy, but of all the ANH agents out there… he’s really not one of the bad ones. I think all he truly wanted was to take care of his family. He just went about it in a really messed up way.”
Olivia sighed. “He sure did. And now he might pay the price for it. But Eve is unpredictable. That’s why we’ve had such a hard time finding her. She might have revealed herself to us, but that’s only because she wants to up the stakes of the game. She wanted us to know that she’s behind all of this because she’s proud of it. I guarantee she has a lot more tricks up her sleeve already.”
Brock’s face hardened. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to put someone away this much. After everything she’s done. After everything she’s put people through…”
Olivia nodded solemnly, and her thoughts drifted back to Henry. There was still no word on whether he’d made it out of the explosion. The cleanup mission was well underway, and a few survivors had been found trapped in the rubble; but so far, Henry wasn’t among them. 
“Me neither,” she said. “But we’ll get there. We just need a lucky break. The good thing about overconfidence is that it leads to mistakes. It’s only a matter of time before the power goes to her head and we can find a hole in her plans.”
“I hope so,” Brock said softly. “I don’t want this one to get away from us.”
Olivia reached out for his hand. It still felt strange to be able to do that after holding back for so long, but when he brushed his thumb over her knuckle, it felt right. They hadn’t said much about their budding romance since their kiss as the gunmen bore down on them, but they both knew it was sneaking up on them, and soon it would be unignorable. He loves me, Olivia thought, and a rush of warmth filled her heart.
“This one isn’t going to get away from us,” Olivia told him firmly. “We’ve never failed before. We’re not going to start now. We’ll keep pushing, and we’ll get a break eventually. Okay?”
Brock nodded. “Okay.”
Olivia checked her watch. It was almost midnight. They were still catching up on their sleep for the most part, and Olivia could feel the fatigue dragging her down. “We should get some rest. Start again in the morning.”
“That I can get behind,” Brock said with a sly smile. Olivia blushed a little. She knew how much he’d been enjoying the nights they’d spent together since they found out about Eve. There was something electric about them sharing a bed, his body close to hers and his arm draped over her like a protective blanket. They never said much or made any moves on one another, but the feeling of lying side by side was more than enough. 
They set up the motion sensor camera, got ready for bed, and laid down next to each other, closing the distance between them. It made Olivia feel like she couldn’t breathe, but in the best possible way. It took her a while to get used to the sensation, but once she did, falling asleep felt easier than it ever had for her.
That’s perhaps why it took so long for her to break out of her sleep when her phone started ringing. She sat up groggily, checking the time. It was two o’clock in the morning. Her heart seized. Who would call her at such a time? She hoped it was Jonathan with news about Henry.
But it wasn’t him. It was an unknown number. Brock stirred beside her and sat up.
“Who is it?” Brock asked. Olivia shook her head.
“I… I don’t know.”
Olivia answered the call before she could tell herself that it was a bad idea. She listened closely, but there was barely a sound on the other end of the line. All she could hear was soft breathing.
“Hello?” Olivia whispered. She didn’t know why she felt the need to lower her voice, but it felt like the right thing to do. 
At the sound of Olivia’s voice, the breathing on the other end got a little shakier. The person was clearly terrified. And suddenly it clicked who it must be. 
“Raleigh?”
She didn’t respond, but there was a hitch in her breathing. She was scared to say anything out loud, scared to blow her cover. Olivia suddenly understood exactly what Raleigh needed from them. She knew why she’d risked it all to call them. 
She was giving them a call to trace back to Eve.
“We’re coming for you,” Olivia whispered. Then she muted herself and turned to Brock. “We just need to find out where the call is coming from, and then we’ve got her. We can still save Raleigh.”
“We’ll need to move quickly,” Brock said, already standing up and pulling on his clothes. “Trace the call. I’ll call for backup.”

Twenty minutes later, they were on the road. They’d traced the call back to a house in Pasadena, directly across the street from the Valentine’s house. Olivia couldn’t believe it. This was where it had begun and where it would end. Eve had been hiding under their noses the entire time.
The mansion was owned under the name Renee Austin, but Olivia knew Eve wouldn’t be dumb enough to buy a house under her own name. It was still likely hers. It was a miracle they had even caught her slipping up this one time, allowing her sister to have the power to overthrow her. Her desperation to make a family connection was about to cost her everything.
Olivia knew that unless Eve had found out about the call, they’d also have the element of surprise, which meant that this was a fight they would likely win. It made her nervous, not knowing what sort of security was waiting for them, but they had the manpower to take on almost anything. With four teams of five on their way to take Eve down, plus Brock and Olivia, they were pretty well prepared.
The possibility that they might be dealing with another brainwashing situation crossed Olivia’s mind briefly, but she had to tell herself it wasn’t possible. Eve didn’t know they were coming. She wouldn’t have had time to prepare for this one. Olivia’s heart was in her throat, but she knew, somewhere deep down, that this was it. 
They were going to finish it once and for all.
As the mansion came into view, Olivia was shocked to see that the gate to the property was already open. Raleigh, she thought. Maybe Eve’s twin was smarter than she gave her credit for. She had thought of everything. And now, Olivia’s team slipped onto the property seamlessly, ready for action. She’d risked so much to get them here. Now, Olivia knew they couldn’t afford any mistakes. They couldn’t let her down.
They drove straight for the house, and Olivia prepared her gun. They’d have to move quickly if they were going to catch Eve off guard. The sound of their arrival might even be enough to wake her. As she climbed out of the car, others followed her, and Brock was right at her side. She was about to kick the door open, but she reached for the handle instead and opened it silently. 
It felt like a trap. Deep down, Olivia knew it probably was. But it was too late now. They crossed the threshold, knowing it could be the end—for real this time.
“Let’s move,” Olivia said quietly, taking off toward the stairs. The only sound in the house was the shuffling of feet behind Olivia.
She didn’t know which of the rooms to try first, but instinct led her to the left, to the room at the end of the long corridor. Olivia hoped that all the children were somewhere safe, that none of them would have to get caught in the crossfire. In fact, she hoped they wouldn’t have to fire a single shot. She was ready for this to end peacefully, with the villains locked away for good.
She paused outside of the door. She could hear the sound of snoring from inside. It was definitely the right room, and Eve was none the wiser. Olivia turned to her team with a nod. Then she burst straight into the room.
But they were greeted by a shriek of terror. Eve scrambled back, away from the guns bearing down on her, and screamed again.
“No! No!”
Olivia lowered her gun slightly and squinted at Eve. Something was off. Something familiar about her face. Either she was an incredible actress, or…
There was a beauty mark on her cheek.
“Raleigh?”
She motioned for her team to drop their weapons and immediately rushed to Raleigh’s side. Raleigh was sobbing now, completely lost in convulsions.
“W—where am I?” she asked. “What’s happening? Where are my babies?”
Brock turned to the men behind them. “Search the house,” he ordered. “We need to find her family. Be careful. Do not scare those children.”
“Yes, sir.” The team fanned out to clear the rest of the house.
“It’s okay, Raleigh, you’re safe,” Olivia whispered as soothingly as she could muster, her mind still reeling. Where was Eve? Where had she gone?
“She… she drugged me,” Raleigh attempted, speaking slowly. She blinked hard to try to bring her mind back up. “She drugged me!”
“With the mind control drug?” Olivia asked.
Raleigh shook her head sluggishly. “No. At least I don’t think so. I just... I don’t know where I was. I was in the safehouse, and then I woke up, and she was there. I don’t know where we were. I don’t know what happened...” she said, trembling as the memories flashed back through her mind. “She seemed so… happy when we were reunited. I’ve waited years to hug my sister, and I thought… I thought the nightmare was finally over. But then I watched as her husband shot Jack, and I knew things weren’t right. I lost all of my respect for Jack, but I didn’t want him to die. And in front of the kids…”
She wiped away the tears. “I don’t know what became of her. That’s not the Eve I grew up with. And before I could even do anything about it, I went under again.”
An agent came back into the room with the twins in tow. “Oh, my babies!” Raleigh cried out, collapsing into sobs once again as the boys—shaking and crying in fear—scampered over to her and climbed up into the bed.
“Rest of the house is clear, sir,” the agent told Brock. 
“Sweep for any cameras or devices. Our suspect is still at large. She could be anywhere,” Brock replied to the agent, who nodded and went off again. He approached Raleigh’s bedside. “Did she give you any kind of message? Anything for us?”
A light of memory popped on in Raleigh’s head. “She did.”
Raleigh patted her surroundings, in search of her phone, and then finally produced it. She pulled up a video, and Olivia came around to watch it with her. It was demoralizing to see Eve’s face populate once again on the screen, but this time, at least it was a pre-recorded message instead of a live call.
“When you see this, I’ll be gone,” Eve told them. For the first time, a hint of wistful emotion flickered across her face, but then it was gone as quickly as it had come. “Raleigh, I want you to know that, in a way, I still love you. I feel bad for you. I wish you could have come with me. Seen what I’ve seen. But I want you to know that I’m not sorry. I’ll never be sorry. This is the path life gave me, and I intend to follow it. Maybe if things had turned out differently, we’d still be together. But I couldn’t give up my vision. Not for you, not for Mom and Dad, not for anyone.”
Raleigh teared up as Eve continued. “Oh, and by the way, I’ve stashed Mom and Dad somewhere safe. They still don’t know. They thought I was kidnapped all this time. They’ll come back home soon. You can tell them the truth. Or don’t. I’ve already said my goodbyes, and they’ll wake up back at home soon enough. It’s up to you.”
“What are you saying, Eve,” Raleigh whispered. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”
But of course, Eve couldn’t hear her. She could have been anywhere in the world. 
“Olivia, Brock, if you’re watching—and let’s be real, I know you are—good luck trying to find me. I’m going away for a while. But I will be back. And I won’t forget what you’ve done to me. In the meantime…” 
She broke out into a grin, dropped a pair of sunglasses on her face, and gave a cheeky little finger wave. “Toodle-oo!” 
The video ended, and Raleigh and Olivia sat there in stunned silence.






Olivia and Brock sat in silence as they carted Raleigh and her children off to yet another safehouse in another section of LA. Nobody knew what to say. Raleigh simply stared out the window as they drove, watching the streetlights illuminate the highway as the twins slept in her lap.
“Hey,” Olivia started, turning around from the front seat. “How are you feeling?”
Raleigh shrugged numbly. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “It’s all so much to process... it feels like the same thing happening all over again. I guess at least I know she’s alive. But now she’s on the run. She’s… she’s become some sort of monster. Even if she does come back, how can we look at each other the same ever again? How can I know she won’t hurt me or the boys?”
She turned her head away from the window and looked Olivia directly in the eye. “Do you think she could change? If it’s even possible?”
Olivia said nothing. She didn’t think a woman as evil as Eve could ever really change. She might have been set on never getting her hands dirty, but so many people had died because of her. Even the ones who survived her machinations were suffering: the people of ANH whom she had manipulated and used for years; the people who would never recover from the drug withdrawal after using her product; her family, scarred and broken by the things she’d done. Olivia didn’t believe that even a life sentence in jail would be enough to straighten Eve out for good.
“I don’t know,” she finally replied. “I just know that we have to stop her from ever hurting anyone again.”
Raleigh nodded numbly at that. But despite everyone’s glum attitude, Olivia knew they had scored a major victory and landed a crippling blow to one of the most evil organizations on Earth. With Xenithos disrupted, the ANH base destroyed, and every intelligence organization on the planet hunting high and low for Eve and her husband, she knew it was only a matter of time before the authorities closed in. There were very few places she could run to for long, and in the meantime, ANH would crumble. The FBI and MI5 would continue to dismantle them piece by piece until nothing was left. The drugs would hopefully die out. The women trafficked by ANH would get to go home. The huge impact of the company would fade away until nobody would remember who they were. The thought made Olivia smile. She imagined that Eve would hate nothing more than to see her empire slipping away from her and have no power to take it back. She would be forced to watch from the sidelines as everything was taken from her. She would become insignificant, unimportant, unimpressive. 
She would fade, and it was everything she deserved.
After getting Raleigh settled into her new home, Olivia and Brock drove back to their hotel and slept better than they had in a long time. And when Olivia woke the next day, she had a text that made her heart soar and a laugh escape from her lips. She shook Brock awake.
“They found him,” Olivia said gleefully. “Henry is alive.”
And that was how Olivia, Brock, and Jean ended up on a flight back to England two days later. As soon as Henry was fit to have visitors, Olivia wanted to visit. Brock was determined not to leave Olivia’s side, and so he joined her too. Jean tagged along at the last minute, showing up at the airport with a single bag slung over her shoulder and a smile on her face.
“I thought, why the hell not? I could use a vacation,” she told Olivia. Olivia knew it was about more than getting away though. She knew her mom wanted to catch up with her and straighten things out. She wanted to show Olivia that she was willing to try to fix what they’d broken. So, Olivia said nothing and allowed her to come along for the ride.
On the flight over to England, Olivia sat between Jean and Brock, laughing, watching movies, and drinking bottled beer that tasted like freedom. Things couldn’t be better for her. ANH was finally going down. Against all odds, Henry had survived. She was reunited with her mom, and things were finally healing between them. And best of all, she had Brock back, and things were different between them…. in a good way now. 
They were finally a couple.
They stayed in a B&B the night they arrived on British soil, and then the following morning, Olivia headed out alone to visit Henry. She didn’t think he’d want a lot of fuss, and she supposed Brock and her mother had no reason to go with her anyway. She felt a little strange, imagining them spending the day together, but if Brock was going to be part of the family, then she guessed he might as well get to know her mother.
Olivia knew she needed to prepare herself mentally and emotionally to see Henry. He had been very badly injured in the blast, and both his legs had been crushed by rubble. He’d suffered head trauma, too, which had prevented him from trying to dig his way out. It had taken a few days for the rescue team to find him, and he was close to death at that point. Against all odds, he’d survived. Sadly, he’d never walk again; he’d be bound to a wheelchair for the rest of his life. But he was alive, and Olivia couldn’t be happier.
He was awake when Olivia entered his room. She spotted the flowers she’d sent for him immediately, but the room was otherwise empty of gifts. She wondered if she was his first visitor. He looked up as she came in. 
“Hello, American,” Henry said with a crooked smile. His voice was a little croaky, and he looked terrible. His face was gaunt, his eyes darkened, and his face was battered. But when he smiled, Olivia felt such relief that she couldn’t stop herself from rushing to his side and planting a gentle kiss on his forehead. Henry laughed a little. “Damn. I didn’t think you’d be this pleased to see me.”
“Of course, I am, you idiot. You scared the hell out of me,” Olivia replied. She was surprised when tears sprung to her eyes. Henry’s smile slipped a little, and he reached out for her hand.
“I can’t believe you flew all this way to come and see little old me.”
Olivia smiled through her tears. “Of course, I did. That’s what friends are for.”
She pulled up a chair to sit beside his bed, and Henry relaxed into his pillow a little. He moved stiffly, clearly still getting used to the new state of his body. Olivia swallowed, suddenly a little nervous.
“How are you? Really?”
Henry’s lips twitched as though he couldn’t decide whether to smile or not. It seemed to be too much effort, and he sighed. “I’m up and down. I feel very grateful to be alive. So many… so many didn’t make it. I keep hearing familiar names, hearing how they died in the explosion... and I know that I’m lucky to be here. But it’s going to be hard. Never walking again, having to give up the career that’s kept me afloat... I guess there’s always desk work, but it won’t be the same. I don’t know how long it’ll take me to make peace with all of this. Maybe I never will.”
“Oh, Henry…”
“Don’t. You don’t need to feel sorry for me. It’s like I said. I’m one of the lucky ones. But this… this has just made me realize how I have little else going on outside of work. No partner, no friends… hell, you’re the only person besides my boss who has been to see me since I was hospitalized. What does that tell you?”
“Well, screw the rest. You’ve got me.”
Henry smiled. “And what a saint you are to put up with me. I’m so grateful that you came into my life, Olivia... but you’re a world away most of the time. I can’t rely on only you. I want to settle down someday. Maybe get married and have some kids. But some of my options have been taken away from me now. And I know that I wasted a lot of time being alone, stewing in bitterness, pushing everyone away who tried to get close. I took too long trying to heal, and I guess I figured that to stay healed, I needed to be alone. I’ve got a lot of regrets about that.”
“It’s never too late to change,” Olivia told him gently. “You can still have those things. With a face like yours, you’ll have no trouble finding a partner...”
“The way it looks now?” Henry cracked with a smile. Olivia rolled her eyes.
“Alright, so maybe you’re a little worse for wear at the moment. But you’re a catch, and you know it. You just need to smile a little more often, maybe learn to dole out a compliment or two... and you’ll be all set! As for your career… desk work isn’t so bad. And if it doesn’t suit you, then find something else you want to do. The way I see it, your life is starting over again. Make new mistakes, choose a different path... do what you want to do.”
Henry’s eyes lit up a little. “You know what? You’re right. I don’t have to carry on the same way I was before. I can do anything I want to.”
“Exactly. This isn’t the end; it’s the beginning.”
Henry smiled. “Are you applying that to yourself as well, Olivia? Do you think you’ve got new beginnings lined up for yourself?”
Olivia cast her eyes downward. “Maybe.”
“Would that have anything to do with a handsome man named Brock Tanner?”
“Perhaps.”
“You’re a lucky woman. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. I think you’re going to be very happy together.”
“I think so too. Even if he does drive me crazy.”
Henry smirked. “All the best people do. You drive me a little mad, too, you know.”
“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“Still. I’m lucky to have you as a friend,” Henry said. “Even if you are an American.”
“Hey now!”
“I’m teasing you. I’m lucky, full stop. Thanks for coming here to check on me... and thanks for making me see things in a different light. I guess starting from scratch isn’t so bad.”
“Not completely from scratch,” Olivia said with a smile. “Like I said. You’ve got me.”

After Olivia left the hospital, she got a taxi down to the seafront to meet her mom. Jean had been determined to sample fish and chips drenched in salt, vinegar, and ketchup by the sea. Brock had conveniently decided that he had somewhere else to be to give them some space, and Olivia was looking forward to some time alone with her mother.
The salt air whipped at her hair as she ambled down to the beach. Jean had already picked up the food, and she absentmindedly stole a chip from the polystyrene tray. When Olivia sat down beside her, she put her hands in the air innocently.
“I swear I only ate one while I was waiting.”
“I’ll forgive you this time,” Olivia said, grabbing the blue, plastic fork that was wedged into her fish. “Have you been enjoying the seaside?”
“Oh, absolutely. I think I’ve forgotten how to relax over the years. I’ve done everything you’re supposed to on vacation: I’ve had ice cream, I’ve taken a long walk, I paddled in the water...”
“Wasn’t it freezing?”
“It was so cold that my feet went numb. But it was incredible. I loved every second of it. And now I get to spend some time with my daughter.”
Olivia smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. She still wanted to know why her mother never called her back when she’d been certain she was about to walk into death. She’d poured her heart out to her over the phone, only for Jean to leave her hanging. She’d saved her life, and she was so grateful to her for that, but it didn’t explain why she hadn’t called. 
“I know what you’re thinking. And you have every right to feel confused… maybe angry too,” Jean told her. “You want to know why I never answered your voicemail. And believe me, I tried. A hundred times. I’ve been thinking about what you said every single day since you made that call. But something stopped me from calling you back.”
“What was it?” Olivia asked. Jean sighed.
“Something stupid. You poured your heart out to me that day, sweetheart. And I’ve been walling myself off for so long that I didn’t know how to be vulnerable in return. I didn’t know how to tell you how much your feelings mirrored my own. I’ve been so terrified for so long of the relationship we share. You mean more to me than anyone else on this planet. And yet you’re the one person that I’m constantly pushing out of reach.”
Olivia nodded solemnly. She felt her mom had really hit the nail on the head there. Jean reached out to put a hand on Olivia’s back.
“You grew up so fast. One minute, you were this bright-eyed kid... and then all of a sudden, you were this powerful, enigmatic woman. And I was so proud of who you became. I saw myself in you every time I looked at you. But I’ve been scared of you becoming too much like me. Too lost in the work. For a long time, I’ve wondered if you’d be better off without me.”
“Mom... how can you say that?”
“Because I’m not a good person. I’m selfish and self-centered. I’ve thrown my life into my work when I should’ve thrown myself into raising you. And I abandoned you when you needed me most, and that’s the biggest regret of my life. And some part of me, when you made that call, felt like I didn’t deserve the love you showed me. But I want to do better. I want to be a better mother. I want our family back again. And I want to show you that you can still have an amazing career and have everything else too. It’s all about balance. I never mastered it... but you’ve always been the better version of me. So, I’m hoping the person you become will reflect that.”
Olivia looked Jean in the eyes. She could see the pain in her gaze that she’d never noticed before. She could see doubt where there had always been certainty. And in that moment, Olivia knew that she was more like her than she could have ever imagined. She reached for her hand.
“Mom... any mistakes I make from here on out are my own. I have to learn from my own experiences, not yours. You haven’t been the perfect mother, but I don’t know anyone who’s never gotten it wrong. I’ve gotten it wrong plenty of times. And I know you’re worried that I’m married to my work... but things are changing. I’m learning. I’m making more time for my friends and family... Emily, Sam, Brock, Henry, you... and things with Brock are different now too.”
Jean smiled. “I’m so glad. He’s quite handsome, you know.”
“Mom,” Olivia groaned, but it was with a smile.
“He cares about you a lot,” Jean said.
That made Olivia break out into a full grin. “He really does. We’re taking things slow... but we care deeply about each other. I think… I think we want to be together. And for the first time in a long time, I’ve found something that matters to me more than the work. It’s him... it’s been him since I met him.”
“Oh, sweetie... I’m so happy for you.”
“I’m happy too. And that’s why I want you to be around to see it unfold. No more hiding. No more keeping your distance because you think that’s what’s best for me. I know what’s best for me already. And it’s having my mom around to see me through it all.”
Jean nodded. “I won’t let you down again. Not this time.”
Olivia raised her plastic fork in the air. “Good. Because I want more moments like this. I want us to be friends again. I want to hang out and tell you things that I’ve been holding back since you left. We can fix this, Mom. We just need time. And effort.”
“I can do that,” Jean said with a nod. “I want to do that.”
Olivia speared a chip onto her fork and raised it once again. “Then here’s to us.”
Jean did the same, gently bashing her chip against Olivia’s like two clinking glasses. “To us.” 






Home.
Belle Grove had felt like a distant dream for a while now, but as Brock drove them through the familiar small-town roads, she felt her heart swelling. It was strange, the attachment she had for the place when so much had happened there. The quaint, quiet town had turned upside down since she arrived there almost a year before. There had been kidnappings, murders, and break-ins. Her own home had been torn apart by the very company they had just taken down. And yet still, Olivia looked at the place with love. It was the place where she’d first met Brock. It was the place where she’d learned her independence and grew up out of her old habits. It was the place where she’d healed and become stronger. That was something Olivia would never forget.
And it was welcoming them home with open arms.
Brock let out a long sigh, and Olivia could see the emotion in his eyes. She was sure he was thinking the same things. He’d been gone even longer than she had, and in that time, his life had been torn apart and put back together. She couldn’t imagine the emotions he must be going through. Instinctively, she reached out and put her hand on his knee. He flinched ever so slightly, clearly still getting used to the gesture; but after a moment, he relaxed into her touch. 
It would take some getting used to, being around one another again. And neither of them could deny that the mood had shifted. They weren’t just friends anymore, but they weren’t quite lovers either. It had taken both of them falling apart to bring them together; Olivia fell apart slowly, and Brock all at once. Now, they knew each other on another level. They had a bond that couldn’t be replicated. 
And Olivia was ready for all of it.
They headed straight for Brock’s apartment, and as he parked, they sat quietly in the car for a while, not moving. Brock shook his head.
“I never thought… I never thought I’d made it back here,” he admitted. Olivia nodded, understanding that this was hard for him. As much as he wanted to be here, it was an emotional journey he’d never prepared for. He glanced over at Olivia with a tired smile.
“How about a walk around town? I want to get my bearings of the place again.”
“I’d like that,” Olivia replied with an earnest smile. They got out of the car and, after a moment’s hesitation, Brock slipped his hand into hers and led the way.
It took a few hours for them to make the circuit of all their old spots. But Olivia didn’t mind how long it took. They had nothing but time on their hands. She allowed Brock to lead her past the small row of shops, through the streets where the houses were lined, then back through the forest. They passed by her cabin, and it felt strange to see it now. Olivia hadn’t lived there in quite some time, but the place hadn’t changed a bit. It still had a pull on her; the call of home was stronger now that she was back. She didn’t know if she’d ever go back to living there now. She didn’t know where she belonged. But she was okay with it. She had to get a little lost if she was ever going to find the right path home again.
They headed back toward Brock’s apartment. Neither of them was saying much to the other, but the company they shared was more than enough. They rarely needed words to communicate with one another. That was one thing that hadn’t changed.
Olivia could feel in the way that he held her hand so tight that he was worried about the future. That things might have changed too much for them to carry on the way they were going. But Olivia squeezed his hand in return. She wanted him to know that as far as they were concerned, no matter the changes between them, she would always be there. She hoped he understood. 
When they made it back to their diner, their usual haunt, a ghost of a smile appeared on Brock’s face. He turned to look at Olivia, raising an eyebrow. “Well... are we doing this?”
“Absolutely, we are.”
They stepped inside. Welcomed by the smell of frying oil and meat, Olivia felt oddly at home. At the counter, the servers smiled, recognizing their most faithful customers. Brock was grinning now. Olivia tutted.
“You’re so easily pleased,” Olivia said. Brock winked at her.
“And a cheap date.”
They slid into their favorite booth by the window and settled in. They ordered their usuals: a double bacon cheeseburger for Brock with fries and onion rings, complete with a strawberry milkshake on the side; Olivia ordered chicken tenders, which she was fully aware she wouldn’t finish, and Brock would likely polish them off. Then coffee, of course. The ritual of ordering it made her feel calm inside. It was as if they’d never left. All of her worries and anxieties faded, and it was just the two of them in their favorite place in the world. She was starting to really believe things would be alright. 
When the drinks came, Olivia caught Brock staring at her. She took a sip of her coffee, trying to hold his gaze, even though it sent flutters through her stomach. 
“What’s on your mind?” she asked him. He smiled at her.
“I think you know the answer to that question.”
Olivia rolled her eyes with a smile. “Okay, but specifics would be nice.”
Brock took a sip of his milkshake, clearly trying to buy himself some time. Then he chewed his lip. “Do you ever have doubts? About… about how things are going to be between us?”
Olivia sat back. “I wouldn’t say doubts. Maybe things that make me nervous. But not really in a bad way. Do you?”
Brock hesitated. “Some. Some things do worry me a bit. I worry about the fact that we work together, which complicates everything. I worry about how strongly I feel for you. I worry that I’m not good enough for you...”
“Well, you can shut that one down immediately. Of course, you are.”
“I could be better. I mean… you’re you. You’re the woman who went halfway across the world to save my life. You were willing to risk it all for me. You could have easily died…”
Olivia smiled. “Hey, give me some credit. I don’t die easily. And as for the rest… you would’ve done the same and more for me if the tables were turned. And that is exactly why we owe it to ourselves to give this a shot. Because we’d die for each other. And now it’s time to live for each other.”
Olivia reached for his hands across the table. For the first time, Brock didn’t have any wisecracks to make or a mischievous glint in his eye. His gaze was soft, and she knew that kind of look was reserved for her.
“I’ve never been in a real relationship before,” Brock told her. “Nothing that meant anything of significance, anyway. I don’t want to mess this up. I want to get it right, more than anything in the world.”
“And you will,” Olivia murmured. “I’m not worried about us messing this up. We’ve waited long enough for this moment. I don’t want to hide from it anymore. I want to hold your hand and think that it’s normal. I want to share a bed with you under the same roof we’ve shared for months already. I want to go on a real date, somewhere that isn’t the diner we’ve frequented since we met.”
“Hey, what’s wrong with the diner?”
“Hey, you were the one who wanted to take me out on a fancy date, remember?”
“Oh, I remember,” Brock replied.
Olivia blushed, but she pushed it away. “Shut up,” she admonished him. “I’m giving my speech.”
“Okay, okay,” he relented.
“I want… to face all the dangers and fears we could have in this world together. I want to be there to help you, the way you’re there to help me. And more than anything, I want to kiss you when you’re not gravely wounded or we’re in a life and death scenario.”
Brock let out one of his booming laughs and for a moment, everything was completely normal. Balance was restored. And Olivia saw a glimpse of how they could be once they settled into this thing they were building together. She caught a glimpse of how happy they could be once they stopped stalling and took what they wanted. 
“What do you think? Is that something you want to try?” Olivia asked. 
Brock smiled. “More than anything.”
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