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			Cannabis Club; Philadelphia, PA

			“Cargo is loaded, and the wagon is on the road,” he spoke into his mic. “We are live, gentlemen. Stay frosty out there.” 

			“Copy that,” came the replies through his earpiece. 

			The man waited for the armored transport to pass by before dropping his truck into gear and turning onto the street behind it. He kept a discreet distance between the transport and himself, never letting it out of his sight. Not that he had to worry all that much about losing it. Knowing the exact route the truck was going to take made things a hell of a lot easier. But that was only one piece of the preparation. There were still several variables that had to be accounted for. 

			He tensed as a police cruiser going the other way passed him. The man drove casually and watched in his rearview mirror, making sure it didn’t turn around. It didn’t, and he let out a small breath of relief. The mission was still on. He thumped the steering wheel several times, psyching himself up. The adrenaline was already flowing through his veins. He always got jacked before an op, and this was no different.

			It was the thrill of jumping headfirst into a situation that could result in death that fired him up. He’d always been something of an adrenaline junkie. When he was a kid, it was riding the biggest, fastest roller coasters he could find. When he got older, it was putting himself in positions where the outcome—and even his very survival—was in question. He’d never felt more alive than when all his nerve endings felt like they were on fire.

			There had been a brief moment in time when he thought he would give up his thrill-seeking ways. A time when he thought he could settle down and still be happy. Still be content and fulfilled. A time when he didn’t need the constant threat of death to feel alive. There had been a time when a simple and normal life of grocery shopping, paying bills, and yardwork sounded ideal to him. 

			But that time was over. 

			“Turning down Haskins Street. Be ready,” the man said. “Bravo team, are we clear?”

			“Bravo team, good to go, Captain,” came the reply. 

			Haskins was their choke point. It was narrow, not particularly well-lit, and well off the main street. It was perfect for their purposes. The man keyed open his mic.

			“Fifty yards,” he said. 

			He turned down Haskins and followed the transport, silently counting down in his head. 

			“Thirty yards,” he said. “Charlie team, jam comms.”

			“Comms jammed,” Charlie team reported back. 

			He glanced up and saw the lights of the drone with the electronic jamming package attached to it hovering over the transport. 

			“Ten yards,” he said. “Go, go, go!”

			From a side street, a truck they’d stolen earlier that day slammed into the side of the transport. They’d made some modifications to the truck—like adding a steel ram bar to the front—but the jolt was so hard that even from inside the cab of his truck he heard the sound of crunching glass and the screech of metal being twisted. The transport was armored, so the stolen truck took the worst of the hit. The front end buckled and caved in. The transport looked like it took a minor dent, but the blow was hard enough that the transport was rocked off its course and seemed to stall in the middle of the road. Which was what they wanted. 

			The man stopped his own truck ten yards behind the transport, slipped on his black and white, hard plastic distortion mask, then grabbed his weapon and jumped out. The rest of his team was already descending on the transport. His two-man Bravo team, which had hit the truck, was already spraying the side of the transport with the acid-based solution they’d purchased specifically for this job. A moment later, tendrils of smoke drifted toward the sky as the solution ate through the side of the transport. 

			The two-man Delta team stood in front of the transport, their AR-15s at the ready, pointed straight at the glass of the windshield. It was more for show, since their bullets wouldn’t penetrate the window. It was merely meant to intimidate the guards inside who were dazed after getting their bells rung from the collision. 

			“Three minutes,” the leader called out. 

			“It’s through.” 

			When the acidic solution had burned a hole through the steel of the transport, one of the Bravo team members popped a canister of tear gas and threw it through the opening they’d created. As the smoke start pouring out of the hold, they stepped back and waited. In his experience, most people couldn’t handle being exposed to the gas for more than thirty seconds. The guards were scrambling out of their truck in less than twenty.

			When the guards hit the pavement, wheezing and sucking in the fresh night air, Delta team stepped up, weapons trained on them. Their eyes watering, faces red, and breathing ragged, the guards put their hands up. 

			“None of you three makes more than thirty grand a year. This is not a job worth dying for, gentlemen,” the man said. “So, let’s not have any undue fuss and we’ll all get out of this in one piece. Sit tight, and it’ll all be over soon.” 

			Bravo team was already in the van loading all the cash into duffel bags and tossing them out onto the pavement. They were moving smoothly and efficiently like the cohesive unit they’d always been. The man kept one eye on the activity and the other on his watch.

			“Two minutes,” he called. “Let’s pick up the pace, boys.” 

			The duffel bags flew out of the transport at a steady pace; the man started picking them up and throwing them into the back seat of his truck. Everything was moving according to plan and going off without a hitch.  He’d just put the last of the bags into his truck when he heard a commotion at the transport behind him. The sound of the shot echoed through the darkness, making him wheel around with his weapon at the ready. One of the Delta team was on the ground, clutching his arm as blood gushed from the bullet wound. 

			The guard from the transport had a gun in his hand and was already spinning toward the second man in the Delta team. It was too late though. The Delta guard spun and squeezed off a round that sounded like a muffled cough. The back of the transport guard’s head exploded, spraying blood and chunky tissue across the truck he was leaning against. He slumped back and went limp, the weapon clattering on the pavement beneath him. His man fired another shot that left the second transport guard in a pool of blood and brain tissue, slumped over his coworker. 

			“Hold that weapon,” the leader shouted. “Stand down.” 

			The Delta guard quickly lowered his weapon and stepped back. The air was thick with tension, and the third transport guard sat next to his coworkers, staring at them with wide eyes and tears streaming down his face. The man checked his watch.

			“Thirty seconds,” he called out.

			The Bravo team jumped out of the transport and grabbed the bags off the ground. “We’re all clear in there, Captain. Got it all.”

			“Excellent,” he said. “Load up. We’re out of here.” 

			They gave a brief look at the dead men and then went about their business, carrying the bags to his truck as ordered, as disciplined as ever. 

			“Police cars inbound from the west,” came a voice through the man’s comms. “You’re clear to the east.” 

			“Delta team, load up and get out of here,” the man said. 

			“What about him, sir?” Delta motioned to the third transport guard.

			“I’ll handle it,” he replied. “Move out.” 

			“Yes, sir.” 

			He watched as the Delta team got into their car and took off. The Bravo team was in his truck, waiting for him, and the clock was ticking. He heard the sound of sirens wailing in the distance. They were growing closer.

			“You’ve got two minutes, sir,” came the voice through his earpiece.

			The man walked over to the third transport guard and stared down at him. The man was trembling, crying, and sitting in a puddle of his own urine. 

			“P—please,” he whispered. “Don’t do this.” 

			The sound of the sirens grew louder. Time was up. He raised his weapon and squeezed off a shot, watching the bullet rip through the guard’s flesh. That done, he turned and walked back to his truck, loaded up, and hustled out of there, disappearing into the darkness of the night.

			Mission accomplished.   
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			Criminalistics Department, Seattle Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“You bring me the sweetest gifts, Wilder.” 

			“What can I say? I know what you like, and you’re not a candy hearts and flower kind of guy,” I reply with a shrug. “You’re more of a dark, twisted, morbid-as-hell kind of guy.” 

			He grins. “I love that we just get each other.”

			“Right? We have the sort of bond the poets write songs about and other people envy.”

			Milton Drake laughs. He’s one of the analysts in the field office’s criminalistics lab that I’ve gotten to know over the years. And at some point, he became my go-to guy when I need help with something. He’s got a biting wit, and we’re both fluent in sarcasm—which is something I greatly appreciate—and he’s great at what he does. Milton is probably the smartest person in whatever room he walks into and usually always bumps me to the head of the line when I really need some help—which is a big point in his favor. 

			Criminalistics takes up an entire floor in the field office. Though there’s a large common room for testing and meetings, each tech has their own small office. A nook might be the more accurate description. There’s barely enough room for me to squeeze into Milton’s office with him. His office is cluttered and, although it seems like everything is in disarray, I learned long ago that there is a method to the madness. He’s got a filing system that works for him. And so long as he can put his hands on what I need when I need it, I’ve got no issue with how he does his thing. 

			The walls are covered with pictures of Milton at various comic book conventions—dressed in costume, of course. In one photo, he’s dressed as Dr. Who—the fourth doctor with that large, distinctive scarf, to be specific. In another, he’s wearing a costume robot from some video game. He once told me what it is, but I can’t recall. And in still another photo, he’s dressed in a red and black Star Trek uniform. There are others. Milton’s been to more conventions than I can count, and he documents them all. He seems to be enjoying his life, though, and doing something he’s passionate about, which is something I can respect. 

			“Well, I didn’t find any prints on the box,” he tells me with a chuckle. “On any of the eight boxes you brought in.” 

			“That’s how it was sent to me. It was like a Russian nesting doll.” 

			“That’s weird.” 

			“Weirder than a human thumb?” 

			“Good point,” he replies. 

			After we’d gotten back from closing our case in Vegas, I found a package on my desk. Inside, there was one box inside another, inside another, and so on until I got to the final box which contained the human thumb Milton was analyzing for me. And given the amount of blood that had soaked the cotton pad it was wrapped in, I have to believe it was cut off before the person had been killed. But I’m not the expert so I’ll wait for Milton to confirm that. 

			“So, this thing was just sent to you?” Milton asks. “Out of the blue?” 

			I nod. “Yep. And it’s not even my birthday.” 

			He laughs. “I think I would have preferred the flowers and candy hearts, actually.” 

			“I agree. Though maybe not as interesting.” 

			“You are one twisted woman, Blake. Must be why I like you so much.” 

			“I’ve always said you are a man of questionable taste,” I say with a chuckle. “So, what else do you have for me?” 

			“Well, you were right. The thumb was cut off antemortem,” he replies. “Good call. Makes me wonder what you need me for at all.” 

			“The blood was the giveaway. Even an unscientific stooge like me couldn’t miss something that obvious,” I tell him. 

			He grins. “You would be shocked by some of the obvious things that field agents tend to miss about crime scenes and all.”

			I cock my head and screw up my face. “You know what? Given some of the people I deal with in this office, I probably wouldn’t be all that shocked.” 

			Milton cackles. “Well, if nothing else, it provides me with job security.” 

			“And that is not a bad thing. Hire more idiots, I say.” 

			“Huzzah to that.” 

			He swivels in his chair back to his computer and taps away on the keyboard as “Hurricane” by MS MR plays through his speaker. Jazz has been my thing since I was a kid, but I’ve recently been branching out into more modern tunes. Milton sent me a playlist a couple of months back. MS MR was featured on it, and much to my surprise, I found that I enjoy the music. Opening up and trying new things is something both Astra and my kid sister Kit have been trying to get me to do for more years than I can count. So, I’m taking it slowly and dipping my toes into the waters of new things. So far, so good. 

			“Okay, well, I can tell you that the thumb belongs to a man named Danny West,” he says.

			With another few keystrokes, an image pops up on the screen. It’s a booking photo of an older man with a wild tangle of gray hair on his head, dark eyes, and deep lines etched into his craggy face. There’s a look on his face that strikes a sympathetic chord inside of me. It’s sadness. It’s loss. It’s pain. He looks like a man who’s seen some terrible things, and yet, has somehow endured. 

			“Meet Danny West,” Milton announces. “Sixty-two years old. He’s been busted for vagrancy, petty theft, shoplifting, public indecency, and public intoxication.”

			“Looks like he’s lived a hard life,” I note.

			Milton nods. “He has. He’s got some mental health issues,” he goes on. “He’s been on a psych hold a few times but has never been institutionalized.”

			“So, he’s smart enough to work the system. Gets a few days inside, hot meals, a bed to sleep in, and knows just what to say to get back out again,” I muse.

			“Given that it looks like the dates of his psych holds correspond to the winter months, I’d say you’re correct.” 

			“What else can you tell me about him?” I ask.

			“I can tell you his blood type is B-positive. But I’d have to run more tests to tell you anything else,” he replies. “If you are looking for more of a sociological or psychological answer than hard scientific facts, that’s more your department.” 

			“Fair enough,” I say. 

			I study the picture for a few moments, taking in the man’s features as I try to figure out who Danny West is and why somebody thought it was a good idea to send his thumb to me. 

			“No clue, huh?” Milton asks.

			I shake my head. “Not a one. I’ve got no idea why somebody would send me his thumb.”

			“Sounds to me like somebody’s taunting you.” 

			“It does,” I reply. “But why? And who?” 

			“I would help if I could, but that sort of thing is more your bailiwick.” 

			“Bailiwick,” I say. “Fancy word.” 

			“For a fancy man.”

			“Been studying the dictionary again, huh?”

			He nods. “More people should. It’d be nice to communicate with people in anything other than grunts and monosyllabic words.” 

			I laugh. “I couldn’t agree more.”  

			Milton spins around in his chair and then points at the computer screen. “It’s not much but I’ll email you what I have,” he says. “And I’ll keep you in the loop if I’m able to come up with anything else. I’ll do some scrapings on the thumb and run a few other tests. It looks pretty pristine, so I’m honestly not expecting to find much—but if I do, you’ll be the first to know.”

			“I appreciate everything, Milton,” I reply. “As usual.” 

			“Happy to help.” 

			“Oh, do me a favor. Until I get an idea what we’re dealing with here, I’d like to keep this under wraps,” I tell him. “So, if you’d keep it under your hat...” 

			“You’ve got my word,” he replies. 

			I give his shoulder a squeeze, then turn and walk out of his office, my mind continuing to spin. The name Danny West means nothing to me. But apparently, somebody thinks it should, and they went to great lengths to send me a message. I have no idea what that message is supposed to be and why they want me to get it. But they’ve piqued my curiosity. And maybe that’s what all this is about. 

			I’m going to get the answers I need. But the first thing I need to do is find out if Danny West is still among the living. Everything else will flow from there. That’s going to have to take a back seat though. As interesting as this is, I’ve still got another job that’s slightly more pressing to do. 
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			Black Cell Unit Conference Room, Seattle Field Office; Seattle, WA 

			“Agent Wilder.” 

			I look up from the briefing materials I’m passing out to see SAC Ayad step into the conference room. He’s dressed in a finely tailored designer suit that’s charcoal gray with a black shirt and violet tie under his jacket. He’s always dressed nicely, but since becoming the Special Agent in Charge of the Seattle FO, it seems like he’s putting a little extra effort into his appearance. I guess he subscribes to the philosophy of dressing for success. 

			“Sir,” I return his greeting with a nod. 

			“Congratulations on closing out that case in Vegas. You and your team did some fine work out there,” he says. 

			“Thank you, sir.” 

			I’m doing my best to keep the tension out of my voice and my body language, but I’m struggling. I’ve had to remind myself more than a few times that Ayad is my boss. He’s not my friend. We were temporary allies when we both had a vested interest in taking down the Thirteen, but that’s over now. And now that it’s over, I have to remember that he’s a close, personal friend of Senator Kathryn Hedlund… somebody else whose loyalty I can’t help but question.

			She may not be part of the Thirteen like I’d originally believed her to be, but Hedlund certainly has her own agenda. And Ayad is tightly aligned with her, which means I can’t take his loyalty to me at face value either. 

			“Have you found out anything about this thumb you received?” he asks. 

			I had no choice but to keep him in the loop about what was going on. It’s protocol. And since he’s my superior officer, it’s required. Not that I have much to tell him at this point—but I have to read him into what I have all the same.

			“The thumb belongs to a man named Danny West,” I say. “He’s currently homeless and is experiencing some mental health challenges. Other than that, I don’t have much. I just got that information but haven’t been able to do any digging on it yet.” 

			Ayad perches on the edge of the conference table and frowns, considering the new information I just told him. 

			“Do you have any personal connection to this Danny West?” he asks.

			I shake my head. “None that I know of,” I reply. “But like I said, I haven’t had much of a chance to dig into it just yet.” 

			“And this just happened out of the blue?”

			“Yeah. The box with the thumb was sitting on my desk when we got back from Vegas. It came up through the mail room. No luck with prints or a return address,” I tell him. “I figure since nothing seems imminent at the moment, I’ll dig up what I can in my spare time since I’ve got active cases.”

			Ayad nods. “That’s fine. Just keep me in the loop.”

			“Yes, sir.” 

			“And Blake?”

			I turn to him. “Sir?” 

			“Be careful,” he says. “I don’t like the way this feels. I don’t like somebody randomly threatening my agents.” 

			“I will, sir.” 

			He gets up and heads for the door but stops and turns back to me.

			“Was there something else, sir?” 

			He purses his lips, and an expression of uncertainty crosses his face. “Is… is everything all right?” he asks. “I mean, between us. Are we good?” 

			It’s hard to tell what he’s asking. He has to know that I’ll always have a bit of distrust due to his alignment with Hedlund. But also the two of them worked together to save my life—and for better or worse, Ayad has shown me he’s trustworthy and reliable.

			I just don’t know if we’ll ever be friends.

			“Of course, sir. We’re good.” 

			His gaze lingers on me for a long moment, but then he nods. “Okay. Great.” 

			He walks out of the conference room as my team leads start to walk in. I give everybody a few minutes to settle in and go through the briefing binders I passed out that detail their next cases. When they’re ready, they all turn to me, and it feels like the temperature in the room just dropped twenty degrees. Just as I’m doing with Ayad, though, I remind myself that these people are not my friends. They are my subordinates. And as such, their personal feelings toward me are irrelevant and not my concern. 

			I’d be lying if I said their disdain didn’t bother me though. Deep down, there’s a piece of me that wants to be well thought of by my peers. I’d like the people who work for me to have a good opinion of me and my leadership. But you can’t have everything you want in life. If people choose to resent me because I have what they want or some other petty garbage, I can’t let it impact me. I only need them to do one thing: their job. And so long as they do that, then nothing else matters. 

			“Welcome back,” I start. “I’ve read your after-action reports. Thank you for getting them to me in such a timely manner.” 

			I look around the table, taking a moment to meet each of their eyes. Nobody says a word, though, all of them looking as if they’re sitting in for a root canal—sans anesthesia—and want nothing more than to just get it over with and get on with their day.

			“Right. Well, I also wanted to commend you all on your great work,” I say. “You were decisive and efficient, and you all got the job done. So, great work, everybody. Please pass on my congratulations to your respective teams.” 

			They all nod and exchange looks with one another. And for the first time since I took over, some of the hostility in their expressions has started to fade. Well, all except for Jacob Gathers. He still looks at me like I’m something he stepped in but isn’t sure how to scrape it off his shoe. It might partly be that I’d banished him to Alaska for his last case, but I think the lion’s share is simply because he doesn’t like me and doesn’t believe I should be in my current position. He believes he should be Unit Chief. 

			It’s not that I don’t understand his feeling. Or his frustration. For so long, the Bureau has operated with an unspoken line of succession in place. When people say they pay their dues, all they mean is that they’ve been in their position for X number of years. Seniority was the key to promotion, but Ayad is doing things differently and is making a lot of changes. Not all of them are being received particularly well—and frankly, I don’t think they’re all necessary—but he’s putting his stamp on the field office. 

			However, one thing he’s done that I wholeheartedly approve of is his installation of a meritocracy in the field office. Seniority no longer means what it did before. How long somebody has been in a given position doesn’t give them an advantage over somebody else who doesn’t have their experience. It’s created a lot of resentment, and, of course, some people believe I’ve unfairly benefitted from it—and cite that as a reason for my support of it. But I’ve long believed that this world would be better off if we promoted on merit, not time served. 

			“Okay, well, your next cases are in the binders before you,” I tell them. “Go ahead and present them to your teams then set a schedule to—” 

			“Where are you headed?” Gathers interrupts. 

			“We’re headed to Philadelphia,” I reply. “An armored truck was hit—the latest in a string of high-end robberies that—” 

			“Oh, so your team is snatching the headline-grabbing case and sticking us with the mundane ones. Yeah, that figures,” he mutters.

			“There’s nothing mundane about the case I assigned you, Agent Gathers,” I say, my voice tight and cold. “There’s nothing mundane about any of the cases we’ve been assigned. They’re all real cases with real victims that require a thorough, vigorous, and very real investigation.”

			“Uh huh,” Gathers says and rolls his eyes. 

			Even his compatriots at our last meeting—Bennie Ferguson and Lisa Koslowski—look uncomfortable with his latest line of attack. They shift in their seats and look away from Gathers. Although they’re not my fans, they don’t seem to be inclined to jump on the same train their colleague is driving into a ditch. Gathers is obviously going to continue to be a problem for me, and at some point, I’m going to have to figure out how to deal with him.

			That’s a can I’m going to kick down the road for now though. Not only do I not want to deal with Gathers until I absolutely have to, but I’ve also got too much on my plate as it is. That doesn’t mean I’m not going to give him a little hip check right now though. He needs to know his place in the food chain since clearly, his little trip to Alaska didn’t convey the message properly. I hope he gets it out of his system and this animosity fades, making it all a moot point. But if it doesn’t, and he needs that message to be reinforced, I’ll handle it then.

			“We need to get something straight right here and right now, Agent Gathers. Nobody is out here doing this job to chase headlines. We’re out here doing this job to save lives,” I start. “If getting your name in the papers or being asked to join some daytime talk show is your primary motivation for putting on that badge every day, then you are not only in the wrong place, you’re also unworthy to wear the badge to begin with.” 

			Gathers shifts in his seat, looks down at the table, and clears his throat. The other three still won’t meet his eyes and look embarrassed for him. I won’t say they’re warming up to me, but they aren’t joining Gathers either. It’s not much, but I’ll call it progress.

			“Now, let me finish this by asking you a question, Agent Gathers,” I say. “Have you ever seen me give an interview? Ever seen me appear on a daytime talk show? Have you seen my name in a newspaper headline? Have I done anything that leads you to believe I’m doing this for fame and to bolster my own profile?” 

			The frown that crosses Gathers’s face as he shakes his head could curdle milk. “No, ma’am. You haven’t. Not that I’ve seen.” 

			“And you won’t see it, because that’s not what this is about for me. It never has been, and it never will be. Understood?” 

			He nods reluctantly. “Understood.” 

			“Good, then no more needs to be said about it,” I say. “Now, let’s move on to the cases sitting in front of you…”
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			Office of Black Cell Unit Chief Blake Wilder, Seattle Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“This guy Gathers is going to keep being a problem unless you take him down a couple of dozen pegs, Blake.” 

			“Yeah, I’m kind of getting that impression.”

			I’m sitting behind my desk replaying the conversation I had with my team leads to Astra. It’s not the first time she’s had to listen to me ranting and raving about my team leads in general and Gathers in particular. Her advice is always the same—remove and replace him. And in theory, it’s a good idea. It may come down to me doing just that.

			But theory doesn’t always work in reality. And even though it’s ultimately up to my discretion, if I want to remove Gathers, there are still a number of administrative steps I have to take, and right now, I have neither the time nor the energy to do so. So, I’ll keep punting until Gathers either gets the hint and shapes up, or it gets to be too much for me to bear and I find the time and energy to move him out. 

			“I think you just need to rip the bandage off and let this wound have some fresh air to kick-start the healing process,” Astra says. “If you don’t do something to put this fool in check, it’s just going to fester, rot, and become entirely putrefied and pus-filled. Plus, it’ll send a message to the others that you are not a woman to be messed with.” 

			“That’s a lovely, descriptive image, thanks. And I don’t entirely disagree with you,” I reply with a chuckle. “But I sent a message at this last meeting and want to give it a little time to see if it takes. I want to give these people every chance to succeed—”

			Astra grins. “You just want to give yourself every chance to not play the heavy.”

			“That too,” I say. “I don’t want people to think that I’m a dragon lady or something.”

			“And if I tell you it’s too late for that?” 

			“Then I tell you that you’re an ass,” I reply with a laugh.

			Astra shrugs. “You’ve known me long enough to know that though.”

			“True enough,” I reply and think about it for a minute. “So, if I did kick Gathers to the curb, would you be interested in becoming a team lead? Do you want to run your own team?” 

			She sits back in her chair as a thoughtful look crosses her face. I don’t particularly want to lose Astra. She’s my right hand, and honestly, I don’t know how I’d function without her. I don’t know that I could function without her. At the same time, though, I don’t want to hold her back. I want Astra to have the sort of career she can look back on after she retires and be proud of. More than that, I want her to be able to look back and be satisfied. Content. I want her to have achieved goals of her own. 

			And I don’t know that she can do that if she’s always playing second fiddle to me and being my right hand rather than being her own agent. I owe Astra for a lot of the success I’ve had in my career to this point. I joke around about her making me look good, but the truth is, that’s exactly what she does. I’m not downplaying my efforts or anything. I work hard and I know that I’m good at what I do. But Astra helps elevate me.

			I know that she’ll succeed as a leader. I know that any team she leads is going to flourish and be better for having her in charge. And I know that the only way she’s going to get the credit and recognition she deserves is if she’s the face of a team rather than working in my shadow. That’s the only way she’s going to move up the ladder. Part of me is selfish and wants to keep her by my side forever, but the other part of me wants her to excel—wants her to ascend the ladder and be able to do anything and go anywhere she wants to go in her career.

			I know that means I’m going to have to let her go when she’s ready to go. I know I’ll have to give her a little nudge out of the nest or at least remind her there’s more out there than being my right hand. She’s so loyal she’ll never leave on her own. I’ll have to constantly remind and reassure her that it’s okay to go—that it’s okay for her to climb higher within the Bureau and pursue higher positions. 

			“Nobody deserves a command more than you do, Astra,” I say. “Just say the word, and I’ll make sure you have a team of your own. I’ve got carte blanche to run the Black Cells the way I see fit. If I tell Ayad I need another team, we’ll get it.” 

			“That’s generous, and I appreciate it, Blake. I really do. And that might be something I want… later,” she says. “But for right now, I’m fine where I am. I’m happy here, Blake. I enjoy what we do, and I still have a lot to learn from you.”

			I laugh. “I’m pretty sure at this point, I’m learning from you.” 

			She smiles softly. “We’re still teaching and learning from each other. That’s what makes us such great partners, not to mention so effective at our jobs.” 

			“That’s a fair point. But I truly believe you’re ready,” I tell her.

			“Blake, it means a lot to me that you think I’m ready, and I’m grateful for your confidence in me. And believe me, there will come a day when I feel ready and will take you up on that,” she tells me. “But today isn’t that day. So, shall we get on with the business at hand?” 

			“Happily,” I say. 

			“Then lead the way,” Astra states as she gets to her feet.

			I scoop up my folders, and together, we head out into the bullpen, stopping just outside my office door. The rest of the team is laughing and carrying on, hurling insults—and crumpled-up balls of paper—at each as if this were a kindergarten classroom or something. Astra turns and gives me a grin. 

			“Besides, if you ship me off onto another team, who’s going to help you keep all these unruly children in line?” Astra asks.

			“That is an excellent point, my friend,” I admit.

			Astra walks in and drops down at her workstation as I step to the front of the bullpen and give everybody a moment to get it all out of their systems. 

			“Okay, children, let’s settle down,” I call out as I pass out the case files to everybody. “Class is in session.” 

			It takes another minute, but the jokes, teasing, and laughter taper off. The team all gather themselves and then turn their attention to me.

			“Okay, good morning, kids. I hope you all had a nice weekend and got a lot of rest because it’s time to get to work,” I say. 

			“Where are we headed to this time, boss?” Mo asks. 

			“When we’re done with our briefing, we’re heading to Philadelphia,” I answer.

			“And what’s happening in the city of Brotherly Love?” Lucas asks. 

			“A string of high-end robberies. Three so far that have netted the thieves hundreds of thousands,” I say. “Yesterday, they hit an armored car that had just finished picking up from half a dozen local dispensaries. That haul alone was almost seven hundred thousand.”

			“Makes sense. It’s smart,” Astra notes. “Dispensaries are still, by and large, cash businesses. Our thieves knew that and planned accordingly.” 

			“Yeah, but an armored car. That’s bold. You don’t see too many armored car jobs these days. The risk factor’s just too high,” Mo says. 

			“Looking at the other jobs these guys have pulled off, I’m thinking the risk factor is one of the selling points,” Astra says as she flips through the file. “A diamond exchange, a rare coin expo, and now this armored car job. Lots of security, lots of risks.” 

			“Lots of upside though,” Lucas adds. “Big risks, but big dollar targets too.” 

			I nod. “I think it’s too early for us to speculate on their motives just yet. But, yeah, it could be the money, it could be the thrill of pulling off the job, or it could be a bit of both,” I tell them. “We’ll know more when we hit the ground and start investigating. What we do know for certain, though, is that each of these jobs was carried out with surgical, almost military precision. They were in and out without a hitch. At least, until the armored car job. Something went sideways, and they killed two of the three guards.”

			“Two of the three?” Astra asks. “Why not all three?”

			I shrug. “Maybe those two offered resistance. Maybe they pulled a gun,” I say. “Maybe the robbers made a mistake and didn’t kill the third guy. Maybe it was mercy. We won’t know for sure until we talk to him and see what’s what.” 

			“Not to ask the obvious question, but how do we know these three jobs were pulled by the same crew?” Lucas asks. 

			“We need to confirm that, of course. But a preliminary analysis of the tactics used seems to point in that direction,” I say. “Also, we have surveillance footage that shows the crew that hit all three sites wore the same plastic distortion masks.” 

			A distortion mask is made from hard, clear plastic that’s not only fogged but has a wave pattern built into it that breaks up—or disrupts—the face, preventing anybody from getting a look at who’s underneath it. These particular masks also had an added layer of protection as they have an alternating checkerboard pattern of the clear, fogged plastic and black, painted squares. They’re not unique, but they’re not common either; so, to have the same masks at all three robbery locations suggests to me that the same crew is involved in each of them. 

			“All right, let’s save all other questions for the plane,” I say. “Philly PD needs us out there, so let’s get ourselves loaded up. We’re wheels up in sixty. Let’s go, people.”

			And with that, everybody jumps to their feet, the bullpen becomes an anthill of activity, and the wheel starts to turn once more. The next stop on this never-ending, crazy train of crime we’re riding is Philadelphia. 
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			Philadelphia Police Department Incident Command Post; Philadelphia, PA

			“First Deputy Commissioner Harold Saunders,” he introduces himself.

			We all take a minute to make introductions. After we landed in Philadelphia, I sent Rick and Nina to the field office to get us set up in a conference room there. Then, I took Lucas, Mo, and Astra with me to the scene of the armored car job where I’d expected to meet with an area commander or maybe just the incident commander. The fact that PD sent out the second in command of the entire department tells me just how seriously they’re taking this situation. 

			“Commissioner Rafferty apologizes for not being here himself,” Saunders goes on after the introductions are made. “He had a meeting with the mayor that could not be put off. But he did want me to convey his sincerest gratitude for you and your team getting out here to help us so quickly.” 

			“It’s not a problem,” I reply. “We’re just glad we can help.” 

			Saunders is a tall, stout man with a stern, rigid, and almost militaristic bearing. I’m pretty sure he’s spent time in one branch of the armed forces or another, and if I were forced to choose, I’d say he was a Marine. He just screams Marine to me for some reason. His iron-gray hair is cut short, and he’s got flinty, dark eyes, a dusky complexion, and a square jaw. First Deputy Commissioner Saunders is still fit, but he’s got that middle-aged, administrative paunch around the middle.

			After learning that he’d be meeting us at the latest crime scene, I did a quick bit of homework on the man. Saunders is a man who came up walking a beat and still carries that tough, street-cop mentality around in his everyday life. He’s a no-nonsense sort of man who doesn’t like to be trifled with and one whom I’m willing to bet has the respect of both his peers and his subordinates. He seems like a cop’s cop and an advocate for the rank and file. That’s something I can respect. 

			“So, can you walk us through the sequence of events?” I ask.

			Saunders nods. “As near as we can tell, the armored transport came down this street here and was broadsided by that truck—”

			“Do we know who owns that truck?” Lucas asks. 

			“It was stolen in Ardmore a few days back,” Saunders answers. “And, as you can see, they obviously made a couple of after-market modifications.” 

			He’s pointing to the steel ram bar that had been welded to the front end of the truck. It was crude work, but it did the job. The big stolen F-150 had been driven straight into the transport, the combination of speed and power doing a good job of bending the frame of the armored car. The transport likely still runs, but it’s a testament to how quickly things happened that the guards weren’t able to get out of there before it all went down.

			“Anyway, after they stopped the transport, they moved in, cut a hole in the side of it, deployed tear gas, and flushed out the guards,” Saunders goes on. “At that point, we think one of the guards went for their weapon, and the crew put them down. Two of the three anyway.” 

			“The guard who survived should go buy a lottery ticket,” Astra says. “He’s probably the luckiest person in the world right now.” 

			“He’s probably not feeling too lucky right now,” Saunders replies. “Single shot to the chest. I’m sure he’s in horrible pain.” 

			“But at least he’s alive,” Mo notes.

			Saunders nodes. “Yeah, there is that.” 

			“What was the response time between when the transport triggered their alarm and when your units were on scene?” I ask. 

			“Three minutes,” he replies. “And they were long gone by the time we arrived.” 

			I survey the scene, looking at it from the macro perspective as I consider the sequence of events that Saunders gave us. I don’t see anything that directly contradicts it. 

			“Cold. Ruthless. Efficient,” I muse. “And they knew the clock. They were in and out before your guys got here, and they left very little behind.”

			“I’d dare say these guys are pros,” Astra says.

			“And they didn’t hesitate to kill those two guards when they needed to,” Lucas adds. “That makes them lethal and cold-blooded.” 

			I turn back to Saunders. “And you’re certain it’s the same crew that’s responsible for all these different robberies?”

			Saunders nods. “Yeah, we’re pretty sure. But maybe you can confirm that for us,” he says. “I’ll have all our files and surveillance videos sent over to your field office.”

			“That would be great, Commissioner,” I say. “We’d appreciate that.”

			“Of course. Anything we can do to help,” he replies and glances at his watch, clearly stressed about time. “We’re at your disposal, Agent Wilder. Anything you need, just give me a shout.”

			“I’ll do that. Thank you, sir,” I say. “And we appreciate you walking us through the scene. But if you need to be somewhere, we can take it from here.” 

			“I appreciate that. I hate to cut and run like this, but—”

			“Think nothing of it. We’re on the case, and I’ll be sure we give you regular updates,” I say.

			“Thank you, agents. Call me anytime.” 

			And with that, he turns and walks back to his SUV. His driver holds the door open for him and Saunders disappears into the back seat. The driver closes the door then jumps behind the wheel and takes off, leaving us alone in the alley with the transport and the truck. A Philly PD cruiser sits at the end of the alley with two bored-looking cops leaning against their car, arms folded over their chests, wearing matching expressions of irritation. It makes me wonder who they pissed off to get stuck babysitting the crime scene. 

			With my team in tow, I walk over to the armored transport, taking care to avoid stepping on anything. The scene has already been processed and the evidence gathered, but I still don’t want to disturb anything that might have been left behind. It doesn’t happen often, but every once in a while, a tech team will miss, overlook, or just plain disregard something that turns out to be important—which is why I’ve found it to be important to take care with a scene, even one that’s been processed already. I turn to Lucas and Mo.

			“Do me a favor and give the grounds a sweep,” I say. “Look for—”

			“Anything no matter how small or innocuous it may seem,” they say in unison.

			They’ve both got mischievous grins on their faces, telling me they’ve heard me give this speech more than a few times already. We share a laugh, and then Mo and Lucas fan out to look for clues. Smiling and shaking my head, I turn back to the transport, thinking that’s the most obvious place for clues that might have been left behind to be lurking about. Astra falls into step beside me, and together we walk over to the wreckage and stop, our eyes on the pavement at our feet. We stare at the three bloodstains on the ground in silence for a moment as if paying our respects. After a couple of days of being exposed to the elements, they’ve faded to the color of rust.

			“That’s grim,” she remarks. 

			“Yes, it is,” I reply. “But it shows their level of discipline and sense of self-preservation. They acted without hesitating. They eliminated the threat to them at the drop of a hat. I do not doubt that when we catch up with these guys, they’ll be just as ruthless with us or put us down without thinking twice.” 

			“You always know the most comforting things to say,” Astra tells me. “You really know how to put a girl at ease.” 

			“I do my best,” I say with a chuckle.

			I step up to the side of the transport and snap on a pair of black nitrile gloves as I inspect the hole in the side of it. Leaning forward, I run my fingertips lightly around the edge of the hole. 

			“What is it?” Astra asks. 

			“It wasn’t an explosive that blew this hole in the transport,” I say. “I’m thinking it looks more like a chemical burn.”

			“How do you figure?”

			Astra leans forward and looks at the hole a little closer as well. I point to the edges of the hole.

			“The edges aren’t ragged like they would be if an explosive were used. The edges are bubbled. It’s more like something ate through it. Like some sort of an acid solution maybe,” I tell her. 

			“It would have to be some serious acid,” Astra comments.

			I nod. “Probably either sulfuric or hydrofluoric acid,” I reply. “It would have to be very seriously concentrated to eat through the metal this quickly though.” 

			“We’ll probably want our team out here to do some testing,” she says. 

			“Yeah, I was thinking that too.” 

			Astra stands up and looks around, a troubled expression on her face. I give her a minute to work through whatever has the wheels in her head spinning. Still frowning, she turns to me.

			“Doesn’t it seem strange to you that the transport would come down a one-way street this dark and narrow, with no alternate way out?” she asks. 

			“It’s possible there was an accident on the main road,” I offer. “They may have diverted down this street to avoid it. I know most transport companies don’t like their trucks to stop for any reason once they’re loaded down.”

			“Yeah. That’s possible too,” Astra admits. 

			“It’s not a bad thought though. This street isn’t ideal for transport,” I note. “We’ll have Rick check on that and see if there were any accidents in the area that night.” 

			Astra is looking down at the faded, brown stains on the ground, the frown on her face growing deeper, her expression growing darker. It’s not hard to see the wheels in her head are still spinning wildly. Giving her a little more time to think and process, I walk the scene. I’m not sure what it is I’m looking for, but I’m hoping that I’ll know it when I find it.

			The heels on my boots thump hollowly on the pavement as I walk the scene. I cast my gaze at the buildings that surround us. There are a lot of windows that overlook this narrow street, but not a single person contacted the police. The initial alarm the police received was triggered from inside the transport. I stop walking and cross my arms over my chest as I look at the windows in the buildings around us, troubled by something without knowing exactly what it is that’s bothering me. And that’s when it occurs to me.

			“Outside of the initial alarm, do you recall anything in the file about radio traffic?” I ask.

			Astra shakes her head. “I don’t remember seeing anything about it,” she replies. “Why? What are you thinking?”  

			“Not sure. I just think it’s strange there was no radio communication during the assault.”

			“Maybe the robbery crew jammed their radio.”

			I nod. “Yeah, that’s kind of what I’m thinking. Adds to my thought that we’re looking for guys with military backgrounds. This was well organized and executed to perfection. They made no mistakes and got out of here with every single dollar in the transport.”

			“Well, they made one mistake,” Astra says.

			“Yeah? What’s that?” 

			“They left one of the guards alive.”

			“I wonder if it was a mistake or if he just didn’t give them a reason to kill him.” 

			“Seems like a big risk to leave somebody alive,” Astra says. 

			I have to admit that leaving a witness alive is sloppy work. It’s also dangerous to them. The fact that they killed two guards should have necessitated the killing of the third. Either somebody was careless—something I have trouble believing—or something happened that lit a serious fire under their backsides and kept them from double-checking their work. What that something could be, I wasn’t sure. These guys are so cold and efficient, they don’t seem the type who’d rattle easily.

			I finally shrug. “It could just be they were confident he couldn’t ID them.”

			“Yeah, maybe so.” 

			My gaze on the pavement, I widen the circle I’m walking, then stop. On the ground by the toe of my boot is a faded, brown patch that looks a lot like the dried blood stains near the transport. If it is what I believe it is, then I think I’ve found the reason the crew got sloppy with the third guard—they had a man of their own who needed help. 

			“Blood,” I say. “I think.” 

			Astra comes over and looks at where I’m pointing. “Looks like it.” 

			“So, I’m thinking this is why the guards all got shot—they took the first shot and hit one of the guys on the robbery crew,” I say. “After that, all hell broke loose. But it might explain why one guard survived—the crew was focused on getting their guy out of here and to a doctor.”

			“We’re going to want Rick to check out hospitals—” 

			“I doubt they would have taken him to a hospital. They likely had their own medic on standby to deal with any wounds,” I say. “But you’re right; we should at least have him run the search.” 

			I pull a yellow triangle marker out of my pocket and set it up over the blood spot.

			“We’re going to want the techs to get a swab of this blood spot,” I say. “Hopefully, they’ll be able to get some DNA out of it.”

			“Fingers crossed,” she replies.

			“Lucas, Mo, you two finding anything?” I call. 

			“Nothing, boss,” Mo replies. 

			“All right, let’s pack it in. Do me a favor and call the field office. Have them send a crime scene unit out here to reprocess the scene,” I say.

			“On it,” Lucas reports. 

			As they do that, I walk over to the bored and resentful-looking cops who are babysitting the scene to fill them in on what’s going on and let them know they’ll need to stand watch for a little bit longer—news they aren’t thrilled to hear. But they assure me they’ll keep the crime scene locked down until our techs get here.

			That done, we load up into our SUV and head back to the field office ourselves. We’ve got a lot of work to do, and I feel like we’re already well behind the eight ball. We’ve got a lot of catching up to do if we’re going to find this rip crew and take them down. 
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			Conference Room J42; Philadelphia Field Office; Philadelphia, PA

			“Agent Wilder.”

			I stop and turn to see a man in a dark suit walking toward us. He’s not tall and not short, neither thin nor fat. With his neatly-styled, short brown hair and brown eyes, the man is average in every conceivable way. He looks like the sort of man you’d forget five minutes after meeting him. But I think that ordinariness might be a real asset when you’re out working in the field—especially if you’re doing undercover work. The man stops in front of us and extends his hand. 

			“SAC Clark Montgomery,” he introduces himself with a firm, businesslike handshake. 

			“It’s nice to meet you, sir,” I tell him. “And you beat us to the punch. I was going to check in with my team then come track you down to introduce myself.” 

			“Well, I had somebody keeping an eye out for you. I wanted to talk to you the moment you got in,” he tells us.

			“Oh, about anything specific?” I ask.

			“I was just curious why one of my teams wasn’t assigned to the case,” he says. “Why did you bring your team across the country to work this case?” 

			This isn’t the first time the local field office has questioned why one of the Black Cell teams was brought into town to work a case they feel is theirs to work. Just as there’s tension between local law enforcement and the federal units, there’s tension between the local federal units and the Black Cell teams—and for the same reasons. Just as local LEOs resent the feds for sweeping in and bigfooting a case from them, the local field office units feel that’s what we do to them. SAC Montgomery’s feathers aren’t the first I’ve had to try to unruffle when we arrived to work a case. 

			“It’s nothing personal, SAC Montgomery,” I say. “Philly PD asked specifically for our assistance on this case.” 

			“I see,” he grumbles. 

			Montgomery frowns. He’s clearly not thrilled with the reasoning behind us showing up to work a case in his town. I can see it in his face and hear it in his voice. He’s got a tone of disapproval that makes it sound like he’s chastising me without actually chastising me. The way Montgomery’s staring at me, though, with his lips pursed and his eyes burning holes through me makes it seem like I’ve already done something to irritate him. That would be a new personal best since we’ve been here less than five minutes. Not wanting to irritate him further, I put on a smile.

			“Thank you for the hospitality,” I say. “We appreciate you letting us work out of one of your conference rooms.”

			“Of course,” he replies. “And if there is anything you need, please let me know.” 

			“We will, thank you,” I reply. “Was there something else, sir? If not, I—” 

			“There is, actually,” Montgomery cuts me off. “I’ve been informed that you dispatched techs to the crime scene you visited upon your arrival?” 

			I nod. “Yes, I did—” 

			“You are aware that local PD already had their forensics unit work the scene?”

			“I am aware, sir. But there were a couple of things I needed to have retested and—” 

			His frown deepens. “Agent Wilder, I’m not familiar with you or how you work. I know you by reputation only…” 

			That’s fair, since I don’t even know Montgomery by reputation. He’s a completely unknown entity to me. 

			“…but in my field office, we work hand-in-glove with local law enforcement. We try to foster a sense of partnership with them.” 

			“As does my team, sir. I’m not entirely sure—” 

			“Double-checking their work, making them feel like we’re looking over their shoulders… those sorts of things can make local law enforcement feel as if we think they’re incompetent or can’t do their jobs,” Montgomery explains. “Not to mention the fact that rerunning tests that have already been performed is a waste of time and resources. I strive my best to ensure this field office is efficient and fiscally responsible, Agent Wilder.” 

			“I understand that, sir. But there were a few things that appear to have been missed during the original processing,” I say quickly. “For instance, we found a blood stain that seems like it was overlooked completely. I felt it necessary to have it tested for DNA. Also, the original notes referenced an explosive used to gain access to the transport, but we believe it was an acidic solution. Testing is necessary to determine the nature of the acid.” 

			“And you’re certain it was a chemical rather than an explosive used?” 

			“I am, sir,” I reply. “The edges of the hole in the transport were bubbled up rather than blown out. Something ate through the metal, sir. It wasn’t an inward blast.” 

			I can see this is all news to him and he doesn’t like being taken by surprise. He’d put his faith in the original case notes but didn’t do any follow-up on the incident of his own. His quest to cut costs and be fiscally responsible left SAC Montgomery with some blind spots. Montgomery licks his lips, the expression on his face one of distaste.

			“Very well,” he says. “But in the future, before you dispatch any of my teams, I want it run by me or ASAC Juliana Marquez first. Am I clear?”

			“Crystal, sir.”

			“All right,” he says. “Carry on.” 

			Montgomery turns on his heel and walks away, leaving Astra and me staring at one another. I can appreciate efficiency. Frankly, I strive to be as efficient as I can in both my personal and professional life. I can also appreciate wanting to foster good relations with the locals. But I recognize there comes a point where being efficient is just a code for being lazy and not wanting to follow through with things. There is also a point where fostering a good relationship with the locals is code for covering your ass and letting them take the hits if things aren’t done right.

			I’m not saying that’s what Montgomery is doing. His approach could very well be based on a genuine desire to be efficient. He could very possibly be trying to keep the locals from feeling like we’re looking over their shoulders and just waiting for them to make a mistake so we can swoop in and save the day. I haven’t been around here long enough or seen Montgomery in action enough to know whether that’s what he’s doing or not. But that little scene just now rubbed me the wrong way. Aside from everything else, it struck me as a power play—like Montgomery was forcing me to remember that he’s the one in charge around here. Not me. 

			As if I need the reminder that we’re guests in this house. No matter which field office we’ve passed through over the years, I’ve always kept that in mind and have acted accordingly. We follow the rules, act respectfully, and don’t stomp through the field office like we own the place.

			“Well, he’s a peach,” Astra mutters.

			I shrug. “His house, his rules.”

			“Yeah, I know,” she grumbles. “And if I didn’t before, then watching Montgomery mark his territory just now removed any doubt.” 

			“Don’t hold it against him. You know how territorial boys can be,” I say. 

			She grins. “Sad, but true.” 

			The doors slide open with a hiss as we step into the conference room. The one thing about federal offices is that if you’ve seen one, you’ve quite literally seen them all. Aside from small details like the shade of paint on the walls or the color of a carpet, there isn’t a lot of difference between one field office and the next. This conference room is just like the one we used in Vegas. There’s a long table that runs down the center of the room, and the far wall has three monitors hanging side by side on it with clocks set to different time zones above them.

			The walls are a darker shade of gray than the conference room in Vegas, but it’s still gray; the carpet is the same shade of blue, and the wall to our left has the FBI shield etched into it. Beside that are photos of the current president, vice president, and bureau director. Aside from the darker shade of gray on the walls and the fact that the clocks above the monitors are digital, rather than analog, the only other difference I see is that the chairs in this conference room have a little more padding than the ones we parked our butts on in Vegas. 

			As I said, if you’ve seen one field office, you’ve pretty much seen them all. 

			“Okay, kids,” I say as I take my seat at the head of the table. “Talk to me. Have you slackers cracked the case yet?” 

			“Not yet,” Nina smiles. “We’re dragging it out a little bit just to add a little flair and drama to the proceedings. People seem to like that.” 

			I chuckle. “Fair enough,” I say. “But have either of you managed to do any background on the three guards from the transport?” 

			“I have,” Rick says.

			He taps away at his keyboard, and the monitors at the front of the room light up. A moment later, the picture of a man with light brown hair and brown eyes with dark half circles beneath them fills the screen. He’s got pale skin and a light stubble dotting his cheeks and chin. Clearly, he couldn’t be bothered to give himself a clean shave, not even on photo ID day. It kind of shows his attitude about his job and probably about life in general.

			“Meet Phil Leavy. Dead guard number one,” Rick says. “Age thirty-four. He was born and raised right here in Philly and graduated from Howard High but did not go on to college. He’s got no formal criminal record, though he has been cited for public intoxication and a drunken disorderly a couple of times—he’s gotten off with community service and had his record expunged once he completed it. He’s been with Atlas Security for the last ten years.” 

			“Sounds like a charmer,” I mutter. 

			The screen changes, and another photo pops up next to the one of Phil. This man is younger and has a bit of a baby face. His hair is so blonde it’s almost white, and his eyes are a stunning shade of cornflower blue. The man’s cheeks are plump and rosy, and he’s got a shy, almost uncertain smile tugging the corners of his lips upward. 

			“And this is Donovan Spagnulo, dead guard number two,” Rick announces. “Twenty-eight years old. He was born in South Dakota but came to the City of Brotherly Love when he was fourteen years old. After high school, he enrolled at Penn State but lasted just two semesters before withdrawing. He worked a number of menial jobs before landing with Atlas four years ago.” 

			Rick taps another couple of keys and a third picture joins the first two photos on the screen. I assume this is the man who was wounded in the transport attack. He’s got a stocky build and a round face with sandy brown hair, deep brown eyes, and pale skin with pockmarked cheeks. 

			“And last but not least, this is Mark Dunphy,” Rick goes on. “Age thirty-one. Dunphy barely graduated from high school and didn’t attend college at all. He’s got a couple of drunken disorderlies when he was younger and a charge for vandalism seven years ago. Seems he took a baseball bat to an ex-girlfriend’s Prius. But he’s kept his nose clean for the last three years and was hired on at Atlas about six months ago.” 

			“None of our guards are distinguished in any sense of the word. But were they compromised?” Astra asks. “Were any of the three in deep financial debt? Any of them have outstanding money to a loanshark or the bank? Bad investments? Overdue mortgage payments?” 

			“Nothing too outrageous,” Nina says. “None of the three were flush with cash, and they were all carrying some credit card debt, but there isn’t anything in their banking records that makes me think they were in deep trouble and needed the money.” 

			“Aside from that, I’m not seeing any big deposits in their accounts,” Rick adds. 

			“That would seem to rule out the inside man theory I was working on,” Astra says. 

			“Maybe. But not necessarily. Let’s talk to Mark Dunphy before we rule anything out,” I reply. “For all we know, he’s got an offshore account in some Caribbean island.”

			“Good point. Rick, can you or Nina run all three names for secondary bank accounts?” Astra asks. “Also, see if you can come up with any aliases and bank accounts attached to those names?” 

			“On it,” Nina nods. 

			I turn to her with a mischievous grin on my face. “Look at you go,” I say. “And you say you don’t think you’re ready for command.” 

			She rolls her eyes. “I’ve been around you long enough to know to dial up something that basic.” 

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Shut up,” she says with a laugh. 

			“Lucas, do me a favor and trace the transport’s route,” I say. “See if you can find the traffic conditions along the route that night. Specifically, I want to know if there was an accident or some traffic incident that might have forced them to take that side street we found the transport on.”

			“You don’t think that was part of their route?” Mo asks. 

			I shake my head. “I don’t. But I could be wrong. Talk to Atlas and see about getting the exact route,” I say. “That will tell us what we need to know.”

			 “What about us?” Astra asks. 

			“Let’s go have a chat with Mark Dunphy.” 

			“He was just shot a couple days ago.” 

			I shrug and smile at her. “At least we know he’s not going to be able to jump up and run away before we’re done asking questions.”

			“That’s fair,” she replies with a laugh. 
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			Room 421, Critical Care Recovery Wing, Northeastern Hospital; Philadelphia, PA

			“We only need a few minutes,” I say.

			The nurse stares at our badges and photo IDs for a long minute, acting like she’d be able to spot a forged set of creds. She finally raises her blue-eyed gaze to us, her full lips pulled down into a frown.

			“He’s still not one hundred percent,” the nurse tells us. “He just got shot. He needs time to recover, agents.” 

			The nurse is all of about five-three and a wisp of a woman but is such a fierce advocate for her patient that she seems a lot larger than she is. Ordinarily, I’d admire that. But right now, she’s in my way and is trying to keep me from getting what I want, so it’s more annoying than anything. 

			“We appreciate that, Nurse Stephens,” I say. “But at the same time, we’re trying to stop the robbery crew that shot Mr. Dunphy and left his two coworkers dead—”

			“I understand that, but frankly, that’s not my problem, agents,” Stephens growls. “My job is to make sure my patients are being cared for and not interrogated when they should be resting and recovering from gunshot wounds.”  

			“As I said, we appreciate that you have a job to do. But we also have a job to do,” I say.

			“That’s well and good, agents. But Mr. Dunphy—”

			My face is growing warmer as I get more irritated. Legally, I can’t force her to let us into his room. With Dunphy still being in the critical care unit, letting us in to see and speak with him is based on her discretion. I understand her need to advocate for her patients, and as I said, I can respect that. But we’ve got lives at stake here. 

			“Nurse Stephens,” I cut her off. “Is Mr. Dunphy going to die if we talk to him?”

			She cocks her head and looks at me. “Well, no. He’s not going to die, but—” 

			“Well, unless we talk to him, other people may die, Nurse Stephens,” I cut her off. “And I’m not being hyperbolic about it. The same people who shot him are still running around. And unless we can talk to him and get some answers and find out how to stop them, they are going to kill and hurt more people.”

			She purses her lips and looks away for a moment, mentally weighing the pros and cons of letting us speak to Dunphy. I can’t believe this is even a difficult decision for her. But she finally seems to relent and looks at us with an expression of displeasure on her face.   

			“Fine,” she finally spits. “You can have five minutes. But no more than that. Mr. Dunphy needs his rest, agents.” 

			“That’s great,” I say. “Thank you.”

			She frowns, clearly not happy with the idea of us questioning the man in her care. But at least she’s a decent enough person that she’s not going to prevent us from trying to save more lives. 

			“Five minutes,” she repeats.

			She turns and walks away, leaving Astra and me standing in front of the door to Dunphy’s room. Knowing that Nurse Stephens will be back in five minutes on the dot—and that she’s not going to give us one second more—we open the door and step inside. Astra closes the door behind us, and we step over to the bed where Dunphy is lying. His eyes are open, and he’s staring at us with fear etched upon his face. I’m not sure if he thinks we’re here to finish him off or what, but the guy is whiter than his bed sheets. 

			“Wh—who are you?” he asks. 

			We badge him. “Agents Wilder and Russo.”

			“We’re looking into the robbery that landed you in this bed, Mr. Dunphy,” Astra says. 

			He licks his lips and presses the button on the controller to raise the bed. Dunphy grunts, and his face is contorted with pain, but he finally manages to get himself to a sitting position. Astra pours a glass of water and hands it to him. Dunphy drains the glass and slumps back against his pillows, then offers her a weak smile as she takes the cup back and sets it on his table. 

			“Thank you,” he says, his voice deep and gruff. “But I’m afraid I’m not going to be much help to you. I don’t really remember much about that evening.”

			“You might remember more than you think,” I say. 

			He shrugs and winces. “We can try. But I blacked out at some point. Probably after they shot me. The doctor said the trauma is probably affecting my recall right now because most of that night is hazy.” 

			He speaks fast and has a thick accent that betrays his New York roots. He’s got the sort of bearing that makes me think he was a neighborhood tough guy back in his younger, hell-raising days. The sort of guy who ran errands for the local mobsters. Maybe even guys who were connected. 

			“That’s all right. We can come back with some follow-up questions if needed,” Astra says. “But let’s just start with what you do recall right now. For instance, you were driving the transport, right?”

			He nods weakly. “Yeah.” 

			“Do you recall why you took that side street?” I ask. “We checked with Atlas’s dispatch, and they said that street was not part of your route.” 

			Dunphy frowns and seems to be thinking about it for a long moment. “I think… yeah, I’m pretty sure there was an accident on the street ahead of us. Holbrook Street. I think I remember there was an accident blocking the road,” he says. “I remember diverting down that street because we’re not supposed to stop the transport once we’re loaded down.”

			I still haven’t heard back from my team about obstructions on the street, so I can’t refute his point. But it does give me a baseline to test his truthfulness when I do get that piece of information from my team. It’s not necessarily that I think Dunphy is an inside man or that he is part of the rip crew. But I don’t know that he’s not. It seems odd to me that for a team so careful and so precise in their actions they left a survivor. I understand one of their guys took a bullet. But the fact that it apparently rattled them so much that they left a living witness just doesn’t jibe with what I know of this crew. It’s something that stands out to me. And when something stands out, I feel compelled to turn it over, shake it as hard as I can, and see what, if anything, falls out. 

			“Okay, so there was an accident and obstruction in the road, so you diverted down the side street,” I confirm. “Is that correct?”

			He nods. “Yeah. I think so. Yeah.”

			“What about communications?” Astra chimes in. “After you sent the initial alarm out, there’s no record of any sort of audio communication with the police. Why is that?” 

			He runs a hand over his face, the stubble on his cheeks and chin producing a dry, scratchy sound. Dunphy lets out a long breath and frowns.

			“I think… yeah… there was something wrong with the radios,” he says. “All we were getting was static. No calls went out, and we weren’t getting any in.” 

			“So, your comms just went out suddenly?” I ask.

			He nods. “Yeah. They just went out without warning. It was like a blackout, or like somebody just turned them off or something.” 

			Astra and I share a look. It’s just like I mentioned before—they have the tech to jam communications. This rip crew is highly efficient and organized. 

			“Can you tell us how it all went down?”

			“It was so fast,” he starts, eyes distracted like he’s trying to remember. “Kind of a blur. We got T-boned pretty bad, and then before we even figured out what hit us, there were two guys in front of us with guns. But there were more guys all around. They broke through the door and tossed in some kinda smoke grenade or something. I couldn’t really see. We got out of the cab as quick as we could, but we were already surrounded.”

			“Do you know how they got in the door? Was it an explosive, or maybe some kind of chemical?”

			He shakes his head. “I dunno. I was already panicking by that point. We couldn’t keep track of everything going on.”

			“What preceded the shooting?” Astra asks. 

			He frowns. “Spags—that’s what we call Spagnulo—he pulled his piece and shot one of ‘em,” Dunphy says with a shake of his head. “Their guy went down, then one of them walked over and put a bullet in Spags’s head. Then they shot Leavy. Then me. I remember it was just so… cold. Like he was doing nothing more bothersome than taking out the trash.” 

			“I know this is going to sound callous and insensitive, so I apologize in advance,” Astra presses. “But the other two men in the truck with you—they were shot in the head. You took one in the chest. Do you know why they didn’t shoot you in the head as well? Did they say anything to you before—”

			“No. Not a word,” he cuts her off. “I remember hearing one of them saying their guy was bleeding out and they needed to get him to a doctor. I guess the guy with the gun was distracted or something. He shot, and I went down. Pretended I was dead. I guess he was worried about his guy or something because he didn’t check. They just got their guy, got their loot, and got the hell out of there. That’s the only thing that makes sense to me.”  

			“Mr. Dunphy, did you happen to get a look at any of their faces?” I ask. 

			He shakes his head. “No, I remember they had these masks on. They were hard plastic but had black checkers all over them. And they were like wavy…”

			“Wavy?”

			He nods. “It was the weirdest thing. I mean, the plastic was kind of rippled like waves. It broke up the lines of their faces. Even if the masks didn’t have the black checkers, the waves in the plastic would have made it impossible for me to see their faces clearly. It was pretty creepy.” 

			“Sounds like you remember a lot more than you thought you did,” I say.

			He shrugs, and I can see the fear on his face. “I guess so,” he says. “You don’t think they’re going to come try to finish the job, do you? I mean, they aren’t going to find out I’m alive and decide they need to take me out? You don’t think they’d do that, do you?”

			“Don’t worry, Mr. Dunphy. We’re going to have a couple of Philly’s finest standing guard outside your door. Nobody is going to hurt you,” I try to reassure him. 

			He looks from me to Astra and back again with real fear in his eyes. I suppose in his place, I might be kind of worried about the guys who shot me coming back to finish the job too. As much as these guys seem to thrive on the risks they take pulling their capers, I think even they might feel that finishing off a witness—in a hospital of all places—might be a bit too high-risk for their taste.

			“Is there anything else you can think of that might be of some help?” I ask.

			Dunphy shakes his head. “Wish I could. But like I said, there are big pieces I still don’t remember. I’m sorry.” 

			The door to his room opens, and Nurse Stephens steps in. Astra and I exchange a look, her face mirroring the expression of irritation I’m sure is on my own. There are still a thousand questions I want to ask Dunphy, but Stephens is staring at us, the look on her face telling us clearly that she’s not going to let us ask a single question more.

			“Your five minutes are up, agents,” Stephens states with cold authority in her voice.

			Astra turns to the nurse. “We just have a few more—” 

			“I gave you five minutes. That time is now over,” Stephens cuts her off. “Mr. Dunphy needs to rest now, so please be on your way. You can come back later when he’s regained his strength.”

			“Sorry,” Dunphy offers.  

			I give him what I hope is a comforting smile. “You did fine. You were a big help.” 

			“We may have more questions, but we’ll come back later,” Astra adds, “when you’re feeling better and are more up to answering them.”

			“Good luck, agents,” Dunphy says. “Hope you catch the bastards who did this.” 

			We turn, and as we head out of his room, I’m already replaying everything he told us in my mind. He didn’t have many answers, but he did confirm a few things for us. It’s not much to go on and doesn’t hint at a firm direction, but it’s a place to start. 
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			Conference Room J42; Philadelphia Field Office; Philadelphia, PA

			“I’ve been getting the run around from the traffic division all day,” Mo grumbles. “They’re behind on their paperwork, so they can’t give me a definitive answer about whether there was an accident on Holbrook Street or not.”

			Mo tosses her pen down on the tablet in front of her and sits back in her chair, scrubbing her face with her hands, annoyance etched into her features. Mo is not very outwardly expressive, emotionally speaking, so for her to be so openly frustrated speaks to just how irritated she is. I figure the best thing is to just give her a minute to cool down. 

			“Rick, can you run the surveillance tapes for me again?” I ask.

			“Comin’ right up,” he calls back. 

			On the video monitors at the front of the room, the surveillance footage from the diamond exchange heist begins to play. It’s in color and is perfectly sharp, giving us a clear view of the team of six that rappels in from above. They’re all dressed in black with what looks like body armor over their torso and sensitive parts of their bodies. There are a pair of security guards who react to the rain of glass from above, but the first two men down the ropes deal with them quickly, efficiently, and non-lethally. The guards are out cold before their bodies hit the floor. 

			Having watched the tapes from the diamond exchange and the rare coin expo several times already, it seems obvious to me that the crew doesn’t want to hurt anybody. They certainly don’t seem to want to kill anybody. It’s what makes what happened at the armored car job stand out so much. They put those two guards down without a moment’s hesitation. It tells me they don’t want to kill, but they will not hesitate to do just that if the situation demands it. They’re as ruthless as they are efficient. 

			Turning my attention back to the footage, I keep watching the sequence of events again. Not that I need it. I’ve watched the footage so many times, I’m pretty sure I can call out every move a moment before it happens by now. We know from the report that after disabling the exchange’s alarm systems and using a small shaped explosive, the team compromised a skylight and gained access to the building. After that, they disabled the vault’s security system and were able to enter and clean it out.

			“They didn’t bother with the surveillance cameras,” Astra notes.

			“Mistake?” Lucas asks. 

			I shake my head. “This team is too disciplined to make a dumb mistake like that,” I say. “No, this was intentional. They didn’t want to take the time to knock out the cameras knowing they had to knock out the internal alarms on the vault and all. Probably because they knew if they did happen to trip any unseen alarms, they’d be in and out before the police responded.” 

			“That and those distortion masks make it impossible to see their faces,” Astra notes. “Dunphy was right on the money about that.” 

			I nod as I look at the masks. They’re just like the injured truck guard had described them—hard plastic with a wavy effect on top of the black checker pattern. The effect is disorienting, no question about that. But it also perfectly conceals their faces. As I watch the team moving around the room, smashing jewelry cases and grabbing the jewels, it makes me think of a perfectly coordinated dance. The entire crew is moving fluidly and moving as one. Each man knows his job and is executing it efficiently and to perfection. There are no flaws and no mistakes. 

			“They’re loaded up and out in under three minutes,” Mo notes. 

			I watch the screen as the crew exits through a rear door. Now that they’ve gotten their loot and are on their way out, they don’t need to worry about being subtle. The second video—the one from the rare coin expo—is exactly like the footage from the diamond exchange in terms of the efficiency of the heist. These guys are well-practiced and well-disciplined. They move with a well-coordinated fluidity and grace that’s impressive... or would be if they weren’t doing something criminal. 

			“These guys are good,” Lucas says. “Really, really good.” 

			I nod. “I’ve got to believe they’ve been working together for a while. A long while,” I say. “They’re a smooth-running unit, and you don’t get that precise with a team you only just assembled.” 

			“I agree,” Astra nods. “And once we find these guys, I’d be willing to bet we discover they’re all ex-military. Civilians just don’t move like that.” 

			I nod. “I agree. But I’d go so far as to say we’ll find they were all part of the same unit.” 

			“What makes you think that?” Nina asks.

			“They move cohesively. Their coordination is perfect,” I say. “That comes from being around each other for a long time. From living and training together. From learning how each other moves and thinks. As a unit, they’re essentially one organism. And I don’t think a bunch of civilian thieves would have that sort of cohesiveness.”

			“That makes sense,” Lucas says.

			“I’m pretty confident saying these crimes were all committed by the same crew,” Astra says. “How about you?”

			“Yeah, I’m comfortable with that,” I agree.

			I stare at images on the screen for a moment, my lips pursed, my brain spinning in a thousand different directions. This is usually the way cases start for me—completely scattered. We have a hundred different data points, and I don’t know which ones are relevant and which ones aren’t just yet. And until I can start finding a way to winnow them down to point us in a viable direction, I’m going to sit here spinning my wheels. And as I sit here, my eyes focus in on the distortion masks. I look at the wavy lines in the plastic and the black checker pattern. The masks are different. I don’t know exactly how unique they are, but they’re not something you see every day.

			“Hey, Rick, Nina, I don’t suppose there’s any chance we can get a lead on our rip crew with those masks, can we? I know it’s a long shot, but if we can figure out where they were purchased—”

			“I’ll see if I can run them down,” Nina says. “But I’m pretty sure those are common. You can probably get them online, and if that’s the case, there’s going to be no way to track them.” 

			“I didn’t think we’d get so lucky, but it never hurts to ask,” I say. 

			“As the incomparable Michael Jordan once wisely said, you miss one hundred percent of the shots you don’t take,” Rick says. 

			“Or in Rick’s case, you miss ninety-nine percent of the shots you do take,” Astra says. “By the way, it was Wayne Gretzky who said that, champ.”

			“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Rick grumbles. 

			“Yeah, it’s just like I thought,” Nina reports. “You can buy these things on a dozen different websites. Some here, some overseas. And that’s just with a cursory look. There’s not going to be any way of narrowing down the buyers.”

			“I figured as much,” I reply, “but thanks for checking.” 

			The chair squeaks softly as I lean back and run my fingers through my hair, still trying to find a way to start winnowing down the first hundred data points we have. Once we have a direction we can move in, we can start knocking off even more of them. Of course, as the investigation progresses, we’ll start adding more data points. More salient data points. And as long as we’re moving in one direction, it will be easier to separate the wheat from the chaff and get rid of the excess. Which, in theory, will leave us with a clear look at the bigger picture and help us solve this case. 

			I mentally sort through the data points we have in hand and try to figure out where to start with all of it. It’s not going to be a simple thing since we’re dealing with professionals here. We’ve handled rip crews before, but I can honestly say I have yet to encounter one that’s as smoothly run and well coordinated as this one seems to be. This is going to be a challenge. Even more so since my experience tells me that we’re on a clock.

			I don’t know how many jobs these guys are going to pull before they disappear into the ether, but they’ve already pulled three. That’s a lot of capers to pull in one area. But these guys are so good, they can get away with it. That makes me think they’ve got a few more in them. I wouldn’t doubt they’ve already got their targets picked out and scouted—their plans already made. Now, they’re just waiting for the right time to execute them. 

			But they won’t be sticking around Philly forever. Once they’ve hit everything on their wish list, they’re going to vanish. My ardent hope, though, is their plans will keep them in the city long enough for us to get a bead on them, because once we do, we’ll be able to take them down. And as I think about that, an idea forms in my mind. 

			“All right, Astra. I want you and Mo to coordinate with Organized Crime—they’ll probably have leads on off-the-books doctors,” I say. “One of their guys got shot, and I can guarantee they didn’t take him to a hospital. Which leaves mob doctors. Start beating the bushes and see what pops out.” 

			“Got it,” Astra nods. 

			“Lucas, you and I are going to start looking for fences,” I tell him. “The crew is going to need to unload those jewels and coins somewhere. We’ll squeeze the local fences, and if they’re not buying, maybe they can point us in the direction of somebody who is.” 

			“Sounds like a plan,” he says. 

			“Rick, I want you and Nina to look for heists with similar MOs. Look at high-end robberies first—art, coins, jewels—anything like that. As we said, this isn’t their first time doing this,” I say. “Scan the federal databases and see if we can get any hits on similar jobs in other cities. If you find any, pull the case files and any other information you can find.”

			“On it, boss,” Rick says. 

			I give it a thought for another minute then nod. I think we’ve got our bases covered and can start the process of separating the wheat from the chaff. 

			“Okay, we’ve got our assignments,” I say. “Let’s get to it.” 
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			Nico’s Steaks; Philadelphia, PA

			We spent half the day running down the list of fences we got from Commissioner Saunders’s guys in the local PD’s Organized Crime Bureau. Not one of the guys we’ve talked to so far today has been the least bit helpful. Not that I’m surprised. Fences who get tagged with a snitch label tend to get blackballed from the local underground market scene. 

			Since we still had half a day to go and my stomach was rumbling, I pulled into Nico’s Steaks—also at the suggestion of Commissioner Saunders. He said that Nico’s is an institution and he’d been going there for his cheesesteaks since he was a kid. 

			“Two steaks with Whiz, grilled onions and peppers, extra crispy fries, and a big, cold soda,” I announce as I set the tray down. 

			Lucas breathes in the aroma and smiles. “I never thought I’d enjoy the smell of something smothered in Cheez Whiz.” 

			“Right? Me either,” I say. “But my understanding is that cheesesteaks are a food group here in Philly, so—”

			“When in Rome,” he finishes my statement. 

			“Exactly.”

			We dive into our meals, and I make a mental note to thank Saunders for the suggestion. I usually don’t put things like artificial cheese products into my body, but I have to say, Cheez Whiz or not, this sandwich is pretty damn good. 

			“You got a girl, Lucas?” 

			He looks taken aback by the question, his expression so scandalized, I can’t help but laugh at the fact that he suddenly looks distinctly uncomfortable.

			“Don’t worry, I’m not hitting on you,” I chuckle. “I’m just trying to get to know you a little better.”

			He frowns, still looking suspicious. “Any particular reason why?” 

			“No particular reason,” I tell him. “I just realized that aside from Astra, I don’t know the rest of my team very well. I’d like to change that. I mean, we all talk about how this team is a family, and I like to think that’s true. So, I guess I’d just like to know more about everybody.”

			His posture seems to relax, and while his walls don’t come all the way down, he lowers them enough to give me a peek at the guy behind them.

			“I do,” he says. “Her name is Sydney; we met in college.”

			“Wow. Been together for a while.”

			He nods. “She’s amazing. I’m a really lucky guy.”

			“Are there wedding bells in the future?” 

			Color rises in his cheeks, but the smile that crosses his face and the sparkle in his eye tell me it’s something that’s already in the works.

			“Good for you, Lucas,” I say genuinely. 

			“I mean… I haven’t bought the ring or anything yet,” he says quickly. “Mo is going to go ring shopping with me. She’s helping me plan the whole evening.”

			“That’s fantastic. I’m happy for you.” 

			“Thanks,” he says shyly. 

			Lucas looks away, and the air between us crackles with the tension of somebody who feels they said too much but can’t take it back. He’s probably thinking he overshared. I’m his boss, not his partner or his best friend, after all. And knowing the reputation of the guy he worked for in counterterrorism as I do, that sort of personal chitchat wasn’t encouraged. But CT is an entirely different world than the Black Cell teams. Here, we go into the field every day not knowing for sure if we’re coming back that night. A thousand things can go wrong when we’re out in the field, and we need to know our team has our back. We have to trust that. 

			We put our lives in the hands of our team and expect they’ll put their lives in ours. And because of that, we share a bond. We need to have the sort of closeness that makes the fact that we’re in danger every time we leave the office a reality rather than an abstract concept. We have to know we can trust our team and can rely on each other. It’s that sort of bond I want to foster within my unit—with all the teams under my command. When I say that we’re a family, I want that to mean something. I want it to be more than just words. 

			Lucas takes a drink of his soda and offers me a smile, and the tension that had filled the air a moment ago quickly fades. 

			“So, why did you switch up team assignments today?” Lucas asks. 

			“Missing Mo already?” 

			He laughs softly. “She’s a great partner. Smart. Intuitive. She and I have a solid rhythm.” 

			“I’ve noticed that. I think you two work well together,” I say. “But sometimes it’s good to change things up. Keeps things fresh—and my hope is that we can all learn something new from one another. That instead of two units under one command, we can learn to be one cohesive unit.”

			Lucas pops a fry into his mouth and chews on it, a small smile touching his lips. “You want us to be as smooth and cohesive as the unit we’re chasing.”

			“It wouldn’t hurt for us to be a little more coordinated,” I say. “And that entails knowing how the rest of our team works. Learning how they think and move. I think we do a good job right now, but there’s always room for improvement.”

			“We’re more alike than you think, you know,” he offers.

			“How do you mean?” 

			“That we’re never satisfied and are always looking to get better at things. That we’re always looking to keep our edge razor-sharp.” 

			I think that’s a fair assessment and shows me once again that Lucas is insightful and a pretty skilled profiler himself. But that’s the simple explanation, and there is truth to it. I would like for us to be as efficient and cohesive as that crew we’re chasing. Their skills are… impressive. But more than that, I want Astra to get a little practical experience leading a unit in the field. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision, but I realized that up to now, she’s always been my right hand whenever we go out into the field. She’s always been working in my shadow. And if she ever does come to a point where she wants to take on a team of her own, I want her to have that experience. 

			Astra is a natural leader, and I have no doubt in my mind that she’ll excel as the head of a team. But there are certain things you can only do with experience. The split-second decisions a leader has to make in the field—decisions that can impact the entire course of an investigation—aren’t something you can learn by watching or studying. It’s something you have to do. So, even though Astra is telling me she isn’t thinking about being a team leader right now—and I’m thankful for it—I want her to have the experience that will allow her to flourish when she is ready. 

			So, taking both myself and Astra out of our comfort zones every now and then, and pushing us to see things, think, and act in ways we’re not accustomed to will be good for both of us. And that’s only something we can do by taking away our security blankets. Namely, each other. Plus, it’s probably a good idea for me to get to know my team members better—on a more personal level. I think doing all these things will help us all function as a better, more efficient, and more cohesive unit. 

			“So, how’d you end up with the FBI, Lucas?” I ask. 

			He looks at me with a strange expression on his face. It’s probably because we usually only talk about work. We don’t usually have personal conversations, and because of that, my question isn’t the most seamless conversation segue ever. But then, I’ve never been great at small talk to begin with. Lucas, though, seems to commit to rolling with the punches as he takes a drink of his soda to wash his food down, his expression becoming thoughtful as he considers my question. 

			“When I was a kid, I always wanted to be a cop. Or go into the service,” he says. “My parents expected me to carry on the family tradition and become a doctor or a lawyer. Cliché as hell, right?”

			A soft laugh bubbles out of my mouth. “At least your parents had high expectations for you.” 

			“Yeah, I suppose,” he replies. “But I never wanted to be either. I mean, they’re noble professions, of course, but they never held any sort of appeal for me.” 

			“Why is that?”

			He flashes me a crooked grin. “Probably because my folks pushed me so hard in those directions. I mean, I always wanted to do something that allowed me to help people. But I didn’t feel that the law or medicine was the way I should go. So, I happened to see some Bureau recruiters on my college campus, everything just kind of fell into place, and here I am.”

			“And here you are,” I reply.  

			I laugh softly to myself. The idea of Lucas being a rebel and going against his family norms just does not compute. He’s so strait-laced that I have a hard time seeing him any other way. He’s loosened up a bit since he joined our unit, but he’s still pretty buttoned down. He’s a rule follower. Not that there’s anything wrong with that. But knowing he sometimes colors outside the lines and has that spirit of rebellion in him is kind of endearing to me.

			“You went to… Duke? Right?”

			“I’m a Blue Devil,” he tells me with a nod. “I graduated with a degree—”

			“In Criminal Psychology. I remember,” I cut him off. “Why were you looking to get out of counterterrorism though?” 

			He looks away for a moment as he considers his answer, so I take a bit of my sandwich and wait for him to speak. After a moment, he turns his eyes back to me. 

			“I liked what we were doing there. We did some good work. But I honestly didn’t think I was making much of a difference. I was just one cog in a bigger machine, and a hundred guys were doing the exact same thing I was doing,” he tells me. “I honestly thought I’d make more of a difference in the criminal side of things. When I was told a spot was being opened up in your unit, I jumped on it. I knew your reputation and knew the work your team did, and it’s where I wanted to be.” 

			I wash down my food with a swallow of soda. “That’s a good answer. I get that. I get wanting to feel like you’re making a real difference. Wanting to see the tangible results of your work.” 

			“Exactly. And I like to think we’re doing a lot of good and saving lives,” he says. “Not that we weren’t doing that over in CT, but like I said, there are a hundred analysts who can do that job. My degree and my training are better suited for this kind of work.” 

			“Same here,” I tell him.

			“Did you ever think about going into the BAU?” he asks. “Did you ever want to be a profiler?” 

			“I thought about it. I thought about it a lot. But we do a fair amount of profiling on our own,” I tell him. “The BAU is an attractive post, but it can also be a little stifling. I like having the freedom of doing what we do with the Black Cells.”

			He grins. “Too many rules, huh?” 

			“Something like that,” I reply, returning his smile. 

			“Look at us, just a couple of rule breakers.”

			“Black sheep,” I add.

			We share a laugh and spend another hour or so finishing up our meals and talking about our lives. It was a good talk, and I learn more about Lucas over a simple lunch than in all the time he’s been working for me. He’s a lot different than I’ve always thought him to be. Not only is he not quite as stiff as I believed, but he’s also got a cutting wit and a dry sense of humor. He’s funny. He just needs the right atmosphere to let his personality shine. 

			By the time we’re done eating and are back on the road running down fences, I feel like I know Lucas a lot better than before. I feel like I understand him more. And that alone made the pit stop for lunch well worth it. 
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			Pascal’s Pawn Emporium; Philadelphia, PA

			After lunch, we got back to chasing down leads again, and the mood in the car lightened considerably. I feel like Lucas and I had something of a breakthrough and that a bond is starting to form between us. I turn into a lot and find a parking space. The pawn shop we’re looking for is half a block down. 

			“You think we’re going to have any luck with this one?” Lucas asks. 

			“I’m not feeling overly optimistic,” I reply. “But we’ll squeeze him as hard as we can and see what we can shake loose.” 

			We climb out of the SUV and walk toward the shop. We’ve spoken to more fences operating out of pawn shops than I can even count today, and not one of them has offered up even a nugget of useful information. The problem is most of these guys are smart. They’re crafty. And to be fair, most of them run legit pawn shops and loan centers. At least, on paper. The front of their house is completely in order and by the book. It’s what happens in the back of their house that can get them into a world of trouble.

			But they know this and do a good job of camouflaging their real business. These days, most of these guys are sophisticated and know how to hide the real source of their income—moving illicit goods. And none of the shops we’ve visited today have had a single thing out of order. Their permits, licenses, and books were all up-to-date and clean. Pawn shops are required by law to log all their transactions in detail and keep them ready to be inspected at a moment’s notice. The savvy ones know this, and as such, keep all the paperwork the authorities will want to see in perfect order. 

			As much as I hate to admit it, there are a lot of criminals out there who are smart enough to stay one step ahead of law enforcement. Which means, we have no leverage. We have nothing we can use to force them to cooperate with us. And that’s our biggest problem. We need to find something out of order, something that can be construed to be shady that will give us the wedge we need to force a little cooperation out of one of these guys. 

			A set of old bells above the door chime when we walk in, and the first thing I notice is the overpowering odor of grease and must. This place looks almost exactly like every other pawn shop we’ve been in today. And like the others, this place is clean—well, clean-ish anyway—but cluttered. Every surface is covered with stuff. The walls to our left and right are filled with everything from video game systems to power tools.

			The waist-high glass cases that sit in front of the shelves hold jewelry, knives, and other assorted knick-knacks. Chainsaws, guitars, and even a couple of shotguns hang on the walls. I’ve always thought there was something sad about pawn shops. Something depressing. There’s just something sad about people having to sell their things for the bottom dollar. There’s something bleak about people having to part with their possessions for barely enough money to pay a light bill or buy some food. 

			“This place is like an indoor salvage yard,” Lucas mutters. 

			“That’s exactly what it is.”

			On the far wall, directly opposite the front door is a waist-high counter. Unlike the rest of the surfaces in the shop, this one is clutter-free and appears organized. A banner hangs just below the counter that says, “Pascal’s Pays the Most for Your Gold.” A glass case sits against the wall behind the counter, and as we approach, I can see that it’s filled with wedding rings and other baubles that undoubtedly hold tremendous value, sentimental or otherwise, to the people forced to part with them. 

			A man is sitting in a chair behind the counter, playing solitaire online. When he looks up and sees us standing here, the wide, greasy smile that had been stretching across his lips instantly fades away, replaced by an expression of distaste.

			“Let me guess. Ain’t ever had the DEA or ATF in here. I suppose you could be from the IRS,” he says, his tone matching his expression. “But I’m going to say you’re with the Bureau. Got to be Bureau since the CIA don’t operate on domestic soil… at least, that’s what they tell us all anyway.” 

			He punctuates his words with a wild cackle. Lucas and I share a look as the man laughs away like a lunatic. He’s not a tall man—five-eight at the most—and is thin with dusky-colored skin, black hair that hangs to his shoulders, and dark eyes. He’s probably pushing fifty but looks like a guy who jams with a garage band and still has dreams of rock stardom. It takes a minute, but his laughter finally tapers off. 

			“So?” he asks. “Which alphabet agency are you with?” 

			“What makes you think we’re with any alphabet agency?” 

			“You’re dressed too nice to be local PD or looking to pawn something,” he says. “But mostly it’s because both of you stink like Feds.” 

			In the wild, prey animals learn early on to smell the presence of danger. They learn to pick the predators out of the pack because if they don’t, it will very literally cost them their lives. It’s no different really in the criminal underworld. Like those prey animals, criminals learn to pick law enforcement out of a pack. It becomes second nature to them at an early age. 

			I chuckle to myself as Lucas and I both badge him; the man smirks. “Agents Wilder and Okamura. FBI.” 

			“Told you,” he says. 

			“Yeah, give the man a kewpie doll,” Lucas mutters. 

			“You Pascal?” I ask and gesture to the sign bearing his name on the wall. 

			“Yeah. Fast Eddie Pascal,” he replies. “What do you want?” 

			“A look at your books, Fast Eddie,” I say.

			“What? Why?”

			“We just need to make sure everything’s in order,” Lucas says. 

			“Come on, doesn’t the Bureau have more important stuff to do than come down here and bust my balls?” Pascal whines.

			I turn to Lucas. “Do you have anything better to do right now?”

			He shakes his head. “Nope. Nothing at all.” 

			“You sure?”

			“Positive.”

			“Did you want to check your calendar first?” I ask.

			“Nope. I checked it before we came in. My schedule is clear. Nothing important going on right now,” he replies. 

			I nod then turn back to Pascal. “Well, there you have it. Neither of us has anything more important to do right now than talk to you.” 

			“Come on, guys. I didn’t do nothin’. Why are you rattling my cage?” 

			“We just need to make sure all your books are in compliance with the law,” Lucas shrugs. “That shouldn’t be a problem, right?” 

			Pascal frowns, and it’s then I know we’ve finally found somebody we can squeeze. If it didn’t send the wrong message to Fast Eddie Pascal, I’d pump my fist and do a cartwheel. Instead, I put on my best Resting Fed Face and stare at him. He shifts on his feet and looks uncomfortable, his eyes darting left and right as he’s unable to meet my gaze. He finally runs a hand through his hair. 

			“Come on, there ain’t any reason for you two to be hassling me—” 

			“We’re just doing our jobs, Eddie,” I say.

			“Fine. What do you want?” 

			“Information,” I reply.

			“About what?” 

			“You heard about the armored car heist and the robberies at the diamond exchange and rare coin expo, right?” I ask. 

			Pascal licks his lips nervously and nods. “Yeah. I heard about ‘em.” 

			“Know anything about them?” Lucas asks.

			“Other than they all got robbed, no,” he growls. 

			I look at him closely. “So, you’re not moving any of the gems or coins that were taken.”

			“What? No!” he stammers. “Of course, I’m not.” 

			“Look, Eddie, we know you fence stolen goods, and to be honest, we’re not interested in your side hustle,” I tell him. “We’re not out here looking to haul fences in. We just need some information about the coins and the jewels.” 

			He grabs a rag and starts wiping up the imaginary dust on top of his counter. Pascal is doing everything he can to avoid looking me in the eye. It’s as if he isn’t sure whether we’re trying to trick him into saying something incriminating and is opting for silence to avoid the possibility altogether. 

			“Eddie, to put it bluntly, you were right earlier. We do have more important things to be doing and bigger fish to be chasing,” Lucas offers, his tone as hard as the expression on his face. “And you might have information that will allow us to do that. If you prefer, though, you can keep stonewalling us, and we can turn our attention to you. If you don’t want to help us, I swear to God that you will become our most important case and we will focus all our attention on you. Would you rather tell us what we want to know? Or would you prefer we take your shop apart, brick by brick? It’s your call, man.”

			I give Lucas a sidelong glance and suppress the smile that’s flickering across my lips. I’m not used to seeing Lucas be so… forceful. And he gave a good, persuasive speech to Pascal. It was just the right amount of fact and veiled threat. Pascal’s lips are pursed, and he’s still looking down as he wipes the same section of the counter he’s been wiping for a couple of minutes now, the wheels in his head turning. He looks like he’s weighing his options and is slowly coming to realize he doesn’t have very many good ones open to him. 

			Lucas played the heavy to perfection, so now I’m going to play the lighter version in the age-old good cop/bad cop routine. It’s a role I don’t get to slip into often. Astra likes to sit back and watch as I mean mug our suspects. Yet another benefit of switching things up from time to time.

			“I give you my word that anything you say here today is confidential, Eddie. Nothing will leave this shop,” I tell him, doing my best to sound reassuring. 

			“I’d advise that you talk to us, though,” Lucas presses. “I mean, it’s not like you have a lot of choices here, right?” 

			“Fine,” Pascal grumbles. “Ask your questions and then get out of my shop.”

			“That’s fair. And we will,” I tell him. “What I want to know is whether you have any idea who hit the expo, the exchange, and the armored car or not.”  

			He shakes his head. “Nah, man. I don’t know who it is. I don’t know much more than you do. Honest to God,” he says. “All I know is that they ain’t a local crew. They’re from out of town. Probably from out of state.”

			“What makes you say that?” Lucas asks.

			“Because no local crew is going to pull jobs like that. Too much heat. Too much attention from the cops,” he says. “You pull jobs like those… you got to get out of town.”

			It’s an interesting insight, and one I hadn’t seriously considered before he said that. But it makes sense. The high-profile nature of the jobs would bring a lot of unwanted attention. No crew would want that sort of heat. As that old saying goes, you don’t crap where you sleep. 

			“What about the goods they’ve taken?” Lucas asks. “The jewels and the coins. You aren’t moving any of those, are you?”

			Pascal looks at Lucas like he’s an idiot. “Does anything about this shop say I move high-end goods?” 

			Lucas shrugs. “One thing I’ve learned today is that fences are clever. They know how to camouflage their side hustles.”

			“Nah. Guys like me who operate out the back door of a place like this don’t move high-end stuff. We’re more street-level. Cars, jewelry—not raw jewels like the ones lifted at that exchange. There’s a difference. Some guys even move guns,” he tells us. “Things that are easily transportable and easy to move. Us street-level guys can’t move things like art, rare coins, or jewels. Or rather, we usually don’t want to.”

			“Why not?” I ask.

			“Same reason guys don’t pull jobs like those in their hometowns. Too much heat and too much attention,” he replies. 

			For not having much in the way of concrete, actionable information, Fast Eddie Pascal is turning out to be a wealth of knowledge. He’s confirming thoughts I’ve already had running around in my head, which is good. It’s helpful. No, it’s not the sort of intelligence we need to run these guys down, but it helps me to understand them better. And understanding them will help us find and catch them. 

			“All right, so if it’s not you or the other street-level fences, who does move high-end goods like these?” I ask. 

			Pascal gives me the same you’re-an-idiot expression he just gave Lucas. “High-end fences. Obviously.” 

			“High-end fences. Obviously,” I say with a chuckle. “Know of anybody who might fit that bill?” 

			He shrugs. “You need to find somebody who moves in those circles. Somebody who caters to the champagne and caviar crowd,” he tells us. “The fence you’re looking for is going to have contacts in that universe.” 

			He finishes his statement and looks at us blankly. The silence in the room stretches out as Lucas and I exchange a look. I finally turn back to him.

			“And do you have some names for us of people who move in that universe?” I ask. 

			He grimaces. “Man, there’s a world of difference between giving you information and giving you actual names.” 

			“Come on, Eddie,” Lucas presses. “Let’s not do this dance again. Give us some names, and we’ll get out of your hair.” 

			Pascal hesitates, his frown deepening. Say what you will about these crooks, but a lot of them still abide by some screwed-up code of ethics. Granted, it’s a code most of us would consider morally bankrupt, but it’s a code of ethics, nonetheless. And their leading commandment, of course, is, “Thou shall not snitch.” I guess I have to respect him for trying to abide by his code. 

			“Eddie, remember that I gave you my word that nothing you say here leaves this shop,” I tell him. “Nobody is ever going to know you gave us names.” 

			He sighs and rubs his jawline as she shakes his head. “Fine. If it’ll get you out of my shop, then fine,” he says. “But you gave me your word—”

			“Nobody will know. I swear it,” I tell him. 

			Pascal grabs a pad of paper and a pen, then scrawls down some names. He tears the sheet off the pad and hesitates for a long moment then hands the paper to me. I take it from him and frown when I see there are just three names on it. 

			“That’s it? Three names?” I ask. “Eddie, come on now. I’m sure there are more high-end fences in Philadelphia than this.” 

			“I’m sure there are,” he shrugs. “But those are the only ones I know by name. Like I told you before, I don’t move in those circles, so I don’t know the players. Sorry.” 

			Lucas plucks the paper from my hand, and we exchange a brief look. Fast Eddie is slick and slimy, but I actually believe he’s telling me the truth here. I can’t help but hear the ring of sincerity in his voice. This is all we’re going to get from him. So, we’ll run with it, and hopefully, as we shake these trees, we’ll either get lucky and get what we need, or what we need will fall out of one of them. Either way, we’ve drained Pascal dry. 

			“Thanks, Eddie,” I say. “We appreciate your help.”

			“As if I had a choice.”

			“We all have a choice,” Lucas chimes in. “And you made a good one.” 

			“No disrespect intended, agents, but I’m glad to be of service, and I hope to God I never see either one of you again,” he says. 

			I laugh. “No offense taken. Thanks for your help, Eddie.”

			He mutters under his breath as Lucas and I turn and head for the door. The bells chime again as we step through and head back to the car after a more productive afternoon than I’d been anticipating. We’ve got names. Now, we just need to figure out what to do with them.

			“What’s next?” Lucas asks.

			“Now, we head back to the shop and start running backgrounds on these names. I want leverage on each and every one of them before we walk through their doors,” I tell him. “And hey, good work in there with Eddie. Really nice job.”

			Lucas tries to suppress his smile and the flush of pride on his face but can’t fully do it. “Thanks, boss,” he says. 

			Yeah, I have to say, it was a productive day on multiple fronts. 
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			Conference Room J42; Philadelphia Field Office; Philadelphia, PA

			“Agent Wilder, a moment please.”

			I turn to find SAC Montgomery making a beeline for me. His face is stern, his expression is dark, and his lips are pulled down into a frown. He looks angry, but I don’t know Montgomery well enough to know if that’s just the way his face normally looks or if he’s upset about something. 

			“Good morning, sir,” I say when he stops in front of me. “What can I do for you?” 

			“I’d like a status report on your investigation.” 

			Feeling completely dumbfounded for a moment, I stare blankly at him. “I’m sorry, sir?” 

			“A status report,” he repeats. “I recall telling you I wanted to be kept in the loop.” 

			“Of course, sir. But we’ve been on the case less than a full day and—”

			“And? What have you found?”

			I shake my head, feeling completely flat-footed, not knowing where this is coming from. Montgomery continues to stare at me, his eyes narrowed as if he’s either trying to burn holes through me or somehow drag the answers out of me with nothing more than his icy glare. 

			“Sir, we’ve got the names of some fences who deal in high-end goods,” I tell him. “We’re doing some light background on them before we go and speak with them directly.”

			He clucks his tongue, the expression of dissatisfaction on his face deepening. “That’s all you have for me right now, Agent Wilder?” 

			“As I said, sir, we only just got here,” I reply. “Investigations take a little time to pull together—something I’m sure you understand, having worked in the field yourself.” 

			Montgomery looks away for a moment, his jaw flexing as he grits his teeth. The tension in the air between us is thick, and he looks ready to blow his stack. This demand for more progress on a case we took just one day ago is beyond unreasonable. The only reason I can see for it is that he’s getting pressure from higher up the food chain. He blows out a long breath and runs a hand over his face before turning to me. 

			“I spoke to the mayor this morning, and she’s not happy,” Montgomery says. 

			And there it is. The mayor is leaning on Montgomery to resolve this, and Montgomery, in turn, is leaning on me. It’s no wonder Philly PD was so keen on passing this case off to the Bureau in the first place. It’s a political hot potato, and they were smart about not wanting to get caught with it in their hands when the music stopped playing. 

			“I would be surprised if she were happy,” I reply. 

			“This is no time for jokes, Agent Wilder. The fact that this crew has pulled off three brazen robberies is bad enough. The fact that we have absolutely no clue who’s behind them is even worse.”

			I clear my throat. “And I’ll remind you once again, sir, my team just got here. After the third robbery. We’ve barely had time to get acquainted with all the facts,” I tell him. “But rest assured, we are working as hard as we can, and we will catch these thieves.” 

			I normally avoid making promises like that simply because this business is unpredictable. This crew could decide the heat is getting to be too much, pull up stakes, and blow out of town. I don’t think that’s what’s going to happen, but it could. And if that happens, then they’ll be in the wind, and the likelihood of us ever getting them is slim to none. That’s why I don’t, as a general rule, make promises about the outcome of a case. But I can also tell that Montgomery needs some reassurance. He needs to know that we’re on it and that are doing everything in our power to resolve this case. 

			“The mayor is afraid that if we can’t close this case and these thieves get away with however many millions they’ve already taken, it will be bad for the city as a whole. If the city can’t guarantee protection and safety, events like the diamond exchange or the rare coin expo won’t return. That will cost the city tens of millions in revenue as well as hundreds, if not thousands of jobs. If the city can’t protect these events, they’ll just go elsewhere.”

			“Sir, with all due respect, I understand all that; but the politics of it all aren’t my problem,” I say. “My job is to catch the thieves. What does or doesn’t happen in the city, whether companies choose to stage their events here or not, isn’t my problem. I have the luxury of focusing on the case and letting others worry about the politics.”

			“Unfortunately, that’s not true, Agent Wilder. The politics of the case are very much a part of your problem as well,” he tells me. “Like it or not, the moment you accepted your promotion to Unit Chief, politics and perception became your problems too. Now, you can pretend that isn’t the case, but you bury your head in the sand to your own detriment.” 

			Experience tells me that when a guy like Montgomery is talking about politics and perception being part of the job, what he’s saying is that if things go wrong and it comes down to assigning blame, I need to be prepared for him to pass the buck on to me. Politics is something that doesn’t interest me. In fact, it’s something I completely abhor because it seems like it’s more about covering your butt and finding somebody else to blame than doing the job.

			Am I a fool to think I can minimize or eliminate the stupid politics from my job? Am I naïve to think I can keep myself above that fray and focus only on solving cases and bringing bad guys to justice? Or is it possible to avoid the politics that seem to infect and corrupt everything we do? I don’t know. Maybe it is foolish to think that because it seems like as long as there are guys like Montgomery—political animals and climbers who seem more concerned with how others perceive them than closing cases—politics will continue to contaminate everything we do. 

			“I would urge you to work faster, Agent Wilder,” Montgomery tells me. “Find this crew and take them down. And do it quickly.”

			“We’re doing our best, sir,” I reply through gritted teeth. “Is there anything else?”

			“No. But keep me in the loop.”

			I glower at his back as he turns and walks away. Muttering to myself, I walk into our war room. I’m so frustrated and caught up in my own head that I slam my things down on the table and drop heavily into my seat, startling everybody. They all look up at me. 

			“I’m going to go out on a limb and say that SAC Montgomery wasn’t just passing on morning greetings and glad tidings,” Astra says with a grin. 

			“Hardly. After expressing his displeasure about the fact that we haven’t cracked the case yet, he all but said if we can’t take this crew down—and do it quickly—that he’ll be throwing us to the wolves.”

			“We’ve been here all of about twenty-four hours,” Mo points out. “Does he think we’re miracle workers or something?” 

			“Well, I got the idea when we first arrived that he’s not thrilled with us working the case to begin with. He feels his agents should be running point,” I admit. 

			“They were,” Rick says. “And they apparently couldn’t get the job done. That’s why Philly PD put in a request for our involvement in the first place.”

			“What do you mean?” Astra asks. 

			“The diamond exchange heist was four weeks ago. The coin expo was two weeks ago. And now the armored car job,” Rick explains. “And in all that time, Montgomery’s guys have come up with nothing. He’s embarrassed that PD requested our help.” 

			I sit back in my seat. What Rick is saying makes sense. Montgomery’s got egg on his face, and the fact that PD called us in to help is only rubbing it in. 

			“I wasn’t even looking at it that way,” I say. “The way I see it, we’re all on the same team. We all want the same thing. Our win is his win. And we should be using all the resources at our disposal to get that win. This team is a resource.” 

			“Spoken like somebody who doesn’t understand the law of the jungle,” Nina remarks. 

			“It all comes down to playing politics,” I mutter.

			“Sad to say, but it does,” Astra points out. “I’ve been telling you for years that you’ve got to learn to play the game. Well, you’re smack dab in the middle of the game, and now you have to figure out the rules on the fly.” 

			I’m not as naïve or ignorant of the political game as they think. I just have a healthy disdain for it and have never stopped to take the time to master the art of lying, deceiving, and stabbing others in the back for my own personal benefit. That’s not something I enjoy doing, and I’ve done my best to avoid it throughout my career. I’m more interested in putting bad guys away than I am in playing games and stepping on other people to ascend the ladder. 

			“People play those games to accumulate power,” I say. “I’m not interested in power. I’m interested in doing the job.” 

			“I get that. But having a bit of power makes it easier to do the job,” Astra argues.

			“She’s right,” Mo offers.

			“All right, can we just drop this? I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it,” I tell them. “Let’s just get back to focusing on the case, huh?” 

			I grit my teeth and bristle. Deep down in places I don’t like to acknowledge, I know they’re not wrong. Montgomery and I seem to be on a collision course. He’s not happy we’re here and would prefer his own team work the case, so he’s going to take any perceived fault or the slightest misstep and use it to try and bury me. Conversely, I’m pretty sure that he will take the credit for any success as his own.

			Not that I care about it. I’ve always said I’m not in this for glory, medals, or recognition. I appreciate the accolades our work brings us, but unlike some of the political animals and glory hounds that fill the ranks of the Bureau, the thing that drives me is the work itself. Montgomery and I are going to butt heads at some point. After this morning’s little episode, it seems inevitable. But like I told the others, that’s a bridge I’ll cross when I come to it. 

			“Okay, Astra, did you and Mo get anywhere with the doctors you were chasing down yesterday?” I ask, shifting the conversation back to the case.

			“We’ve still got half a dozen more to check out, but so far, we’ve got nothing,” she tells me. 

			“They’re not the chattiest bunch ever,” Mo adds. 

			“I suppose we can’t blame them,” I say. “If they confirm they’re doing off-the-books work, they could lose their license.”

			“It would help if we had some leverage. We can stand there and tell them what we know and threaten them until we’re blue in the face, but if we’ve got nothing actionable—nothing that will scare them into talking—it’s going nowhere anyway,” Astra says. 

			“Rick? Nina?” I ask. “Have you been able to find anything on these doctors?” 

			They shake their heads in unison. “Not yet,” Nina says. “They’re all squeaky clean on paper. We’ve been looking for any offshore accounts or shell companies their unreported income might be filtering through, but we haven’t found them just yet.”

			“It doesn’t mean they don’t exist. We’re still looking,” Rick offers. 

			“We’ll find them,” Nina adds.

			“The sooner the better,” I tell them.

			“Copy that,” they say as one. 

			“How’d you guys do yesterday?” Astra asks.

			“Not much better than you. We’ve got a few names of high-end fences. But I have a feeling those will only lead to more names and more questions,” I tell her. 

			“Ain’t that just the way?” she cracks. 

			“Don’t remind me,” I mutter. “Do you have anything on the names I gave you, Rick?” 

			“Nothing that stands out. All three run legit businesses on paper. Two had minor dustups with the law when they were young, but they’ve all been clean for years,” he tells me. “The cops have raided their spots multiple times for fencing stolen goods, but they’ve never been able to get a charge to stick.”

			“Sounds like they’ve got good lawyers,” Lucas notes. 

			“Or maybe they are legit,” Nina offers.

			“Yeah, maybe. But I somehow doubt it,” I say. “Their names wouldn’t be floating around in that world if they weren’t at least dabbling in it. High-end or not, ‘professional fence’ isn’t exactly a glamorous job title that people are clamoring to be associated with.”

			“She’s right. Regardless of whether they’ve been convicted or not, if there’s smoke, there’s probably fire. If somebody named these people a fence, the chances are better than good they’re a fence,” Astra confirms.

			“Well, evidence that they’re a fence or not, we’re going to need to talk to them,” I say. “Astra, I want you with me on this. Lucas, you and Mo go rattle the cages of the doctors on that list. Lean hard on them if you have to. But somebody treated our bad guy’s gunshot wound. We need to know who.” 

			“You got it,” Lucas says. 

			“Okay, let’s hit it then. We’ve got work to do, and the clock is running.” 
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			DeBloom’s Fine Art Gallery; Philadelphia, PA

			“Somebody’s willing to pay twenty grand for this?” Astra whispers and points at the price tag. 

			I look at the canvas in front of us and frown. It’s solid blue and textured with broad brush strokes. There are three red dots in one corner and three yellow dots in the corner below it with a thin white line running from the bottommost red dot and connecting it to the uppermost yellow dot. The small, brass nameplate beneath the painting gives the artist’s name along with the title of the painting. 

			“Life Interrupted,” I read. 

			We stare at it for a couple more minutes as we try to figure out how the name matches the painting. That and I’m also trying to figure out how this is worth twenty grand. I think I once saw something very similar in a kindergarten finger painting class. I like art well enough. But I’m definitely not well versed in it and don’t understand all the symbolism or nuance in a given painting. I’ve been in galleries before and have overheard people discussing the works hanging on the walls, and more times than not, I find myself wondering if we were looking at the same painting. 

			“This is why I prefer photography,” I say.

			I have a couple of modern, abstract paintings on the walls at home. Over the years, I’ve picked up a couple of pieces that have struck me or that I’ve found pretty—not because I understood the social commentary the artist was supposedly making by using a blue dot instead of a green one. For the most part, though, the art hanging on my walls at home is of the photographic variety. Black and white shots of old buildings are my favorites, but those are closely followed by shots of rugged landscapes. 

			“Benjamin tried to help me understand modern art a few times, “Astra says, referring to her fiancé. “Eventually, he got frustrated and stopped trying to help me understand.”

			I laugh softly and nod as I imagine that scene playing out—something not very hard to do. Astra can be a bit of a pill when she’s not into something or she gets frustrated because she doesn’t understand it. But that temper is something I can relate to. It’s just another way she and I are a lot alike and one of the many reasons we’re such good friends. 

			A woman in a black pencil skirt with a jade green blouse and matching heels approaches us. She’s petite with olive-colored skin, dark, almond-shaped eyes, and black hair that’s pulled back into a ponytail that falls to the middle of her back. She’s an attractive woman with a vague and ambiguously exotic look about her.

			“That’s a beautiful piece. You have excellent taste,” she smiles. “Paul Melancon, the artist, is up and coming. His works will be greatly sought after in the years ahead.” 

			“Oh, I’m afraid my taste is much simpler and less refined,” I reply. “We were just trying to understand how this is a commentary on life when it’s made up of four colors.” 

			The woman purses her lips, an expression of irritation flickering across her face. She clears her throat and touches her hair as if to ensure there isn’t a strand out of place. 

			“Yes, well, not everybody is wired to understand modern artistic expression,” she says tartly. 

			“Clearly,” I reply. 

			She looks around at the other four people milling about in the gallery, obviously wondering if there is a sale to be had since we’re doing nothing but wasting her time. I assume she’s the gallery curator, so before she can drift away, we badge her. The woman’s eyes widen slightly, and her entire body stiffens. She licks her lips and raises her gaze to me.

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. “We need to speak with Jacob DeBloom.” 

			She clears her throat again and seems to regain some of her mojo. “May I ask what this is regarding, agents?” 

			“I’m sorry, but it’s in connection with an ongoing investigation, and we just need to ask Mr. DeBloom a few questions,” Astra says. 

			The woman frowns, and I can see her trying to decide whether to make an excuse to keep us from seeing her boss or not. She’s the gatekeeper and looks well-versed in running interference for him, which makes me wonder if she knows about his side hustle or if he’s keeping her in the dark about it. We obviously need to give her a reason to let us past the gate. 

			“We can have a few quiet words with him here, or we can haul him down to our field office for a more thorough and rigorous Q&A session,” I press. “The choice is yours, but I promise you, if you force us to bring him down to our field office, we’re going to make a spectacle of it. How do you think that will look to your clients? And let’s not forget how quickly word travels in small, rarified communities like the art world.” 

			“And believe us,” Astra adds, her voice quiet yet threatening. “We are very, very good when it comes to making a spectacle of perp-walking somebody.” 

			The woman’s cheeks flush, and she blows out a breath. She casts an eye at the large, plate-glass window on the second floor I’m sure sits in the wall of an office that overlooks the gallery. Her jaw clenches, and she couldn’t look any more disapproving if she tried. But she gestures to the rounded archway that sits tucked discreetly into a corner near the rear of the gallery. 

			“Go through that doorway, and you’ll find a staircase that will lead you to the second floor,” she says. “Mr. DeBloom’s office is up there.” 

			“Thank you,” I say. 

			Astra falls into step beside me as we leave the woman glowering at our backs and walk toward the doorway she so reluctantly pointed out to us. We climb the stairs and then walk down a short hallway that ends at a glass door bearing Jacob DeBloom’s name. I knock on the glass, drawing his attention. DeBloom is leaning back in his chair talking on the phone but sits up, his expression darkening when he sees us standing just outside his office. He’s undoubtedly going to have a few words for his curator when we’re done here. I press my badge to the glass of his door just to let him know we’re not art groupies or whatever it is he’s thinking. 

			We push the door open and step inside, and his expression grows even sourer. His office is large, stark white, and spartanly furnished. He’s a minimalist. There are a few paintings on his walls that are unsurprisingly minimal and abstract. His desk has a large glass top and four steel legs. The top of his desk holds the phone he’s speaking on, his laptop, a small stack of files, a pen cup with half a dozen pens, a couple of photos in silver frames, and nothing more. It’s clean and tidy. There is a pair of bookshelves against the wall to our right, and a tall, potted Ficus stands in the corner behind his desk. And the large, plate glass window I saw from the ground floor is to our left. 

			“I’m going to have to call you back,” DeBloom says and hangs up his phone.

			Astra and I sit down in the pair of chairs in front of his desk. DeBloom looks at us in silence for a long moment, the air between us all crackling with tension as he sizes us up while we do the same to him. He’s wearing a light violet shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a deeper purple patterned tie that’s tucked beneath a plum-colored vest. DeBloom’s dark hair is expertly styled—I’m positive he’s got more product in his hair than Astra and I combined—and his jawline is studded with stubble that I suppose is fashionable these days.

			He holds his wrist up in a way that makes it impossible to miss the Rolex on his wrist. It’s a well-practiced move that allows him to show off his wealth without being overt about it. Definitely a humblebrag if I’ve ever seen one. The light glints off the platinum wedding band on his left hand, but something tells me he’s not one to let simple vows get in the way of what he wants—especially when it comes to women. DeBloom is handsome. I’ll give him that. And I’m sure he has zero problems with the ladies. But he hasn’t said a single word to us yet, and I can already tell he’s pretentious as hell. 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo, Mr. DeBloom,” I finally say. 

			“And what can I do for the FBI today?” he replies. “Looking to add a little fine art to that dull and dreary field office of yours?”

			“You’d have to talk to SAC Montgomery about that, but he seems more like a dogs-playing-poker-on-black-velvet kind of guy,” I reply.

			The corners of his mouth twitch upward, and an amused expression crosses his face. It quickly fades though as he leans forward, folding his hands together on top of his desk, obviously growing impatient for us to get to the point of our visit and get out of here.

			“Mr. DeBloom, this whole thing will go a lot smoother and simpler if we all agree upfront to be straight with one another. Can we agree to that?” I start.

			He shrugs. “I have nothing to hide, so ask what you want to ask.” 

			A small grin curls a corner of my mouth upward. In my experience, people who say they’ve got nothing to hide often have the most to hide. My little sister Kit is a prime example of that. Before she was allowed to come back out of the shadows and resume a normal life again, she often told me that she had nothing to hide. And she was hiding more secrets than the government. I doubt any of DeBloom’s revelations would be quite as consequential as Kit’s, but still, whenever somebody starts off an interview with that line, it always makes me wary. 

			“All right, well, what can you tell us about the jewels and coins that have recently been stolen?” I ask. “We know it takes the right sort of… broker… to move those kinds of goods—” 

			He holds his hand up to cut me off, an amused grin on his lips. “I’ve heard about the robberies on the news, same as everybody else. But what does this have to do with me?” 

			“Given your sideline business, we know you move in certain circles,” Astra offers. “Circles where those sorts of goods can be moved.” 

			He chuckles. “I don’t know what you think you’ve heard, but—” 

			“Mr. DeBloom, we know you’re a fence. A higher-end fence than some, but a fence nonetheless,” I say. “Now, we agreed to be straight with one another, and we’re not getting off to a good start.” 

			“We don’t care about your fencing business. You aren’t even on our radar as anything more than a steppingstone to where we need to get to,” Astra says. “Honestly, you’re a guppy, and we’re hunting Jaws.”

			“She’s right. We’re not looking to bust you for fencing stolen goods. It doesn’t interest us,” I add. “We’re after information about the crew who’s hitting these high-end places.” 

			His eyes dart from me to Astra and back to me again as he tries to determine whether he can trust us or not. After a long moment, DeBloom leans back in his chair again and offers us a smug smirk. 

			“Okay. I’ll take you at your word. But I don’t know how much I can tell you,” he says. “It would be one hell of a payday, but I can tell you that I’m not moving any of those goods. That’s just too much heat to bring down on myself. I’m a lot of things, but stupid isn’t one of them.”  

			“If not you, who would be moving these things?” I ask.

			He shakes his head. “For things like that, you’re going to need somebody with ties to the elite. To the ultra-wealthy.”

			Astra and I exchange glances. “Twenty grand for a painting down there, and you’re not talking about the wealthy?” I press, trying not to let my confusion show.

			He chuckles. “Oh, the Melancon? No, no. I do well for myself, but that’s an entirely different ballgame. Playing in the big leagues like that draws a lot of unwanted attention—and not just from the cops.”

			“You mean, organized crime?” Astra asks.

			“Yeah. Pick your flavor of mob, and they move in those circles. Or even worse, politicians,” he tells us. “You would be shocked by how many of this country’s wealthy elite and elected officials have their fingers in criminal pies.” 

			“I really wouldn’t,” Astra replies. 

			“Yeah, well, that’s a level of shady and dangerous I’m not looking to get into,” he says. “I carved out my niche, and I’m perfectly comfortable in it.” 

			It’s interesting. I’m not overly familiar with the world of fencing stolen goods and never knew it was so stratified and economically segmented. It never occurred to me that there would be different levels of fences. I guess it makes sense though. 

			“Okay, then how about some names of people who do play in that upper league?” Astra asks.

			He shakes his head. “I don’t give out names. Sorry.”

			Astra frowns. “You agreed to be straight—” 

			“And I have been straight with you. But our little agreement doesn’t include naming names. Do you know what would happen to me if I started giving out the names of those sorts of people? Nah. I’ve offered you what I can. The rest is up to you,” he counters. “But because I’m such a magnanimous guy, and you two have been total tools, I’ll give you one last piece of information.”

			“So sweet of you to say,” Astra says. “I wake up each day with the goal of not being a total tool.”

			“Kudos then,” he replies with a grin.

			“What’s the last piece of information?” I ask.

			“There are only a handful of people in Philly who can move the sort of merch you’re talking about,” he says. “It’s a very exclusive club, and I’m not in it. No desire to be in it either.”

			I take what he says and think about it for a moment, then nod. “We appreciate your time and assistance, Mr. DeBloom.” 

			“Of course,” he replies. “And don’t take this personally or anything, but don’t come back to my gallery. Ever. The last thing I need is to get a rep for hosting Feds in my shop.” 

			Astra and I get to our feet. “Of course not,” I say. “We wouldn’t want people to get the idea that you’re turning over a new leaf and have started doing the right thing. We know how bad for business that would be for you.”

			He chuckles. “Glad we understand each other.” 

			Astra and I head out of the gallery, catching an icy glare from the curator as we go. My stomach rumbles, reminding me that we’ve been on the go all morning and haven’t eaten anything. We head back down to the parking lot and are almost to the car when Astra turns to me.

			“Are you thinking Mediterranean or Mexican?” she asks. “By my clock, you got real hungry like fifteen minutes ago.”

			“You know me so well,” I chuckle. “How about Mediterranean? I could go for a gyro.”

			“Works for me,” she replies. “And then?”

			“I’ve got an idea where we can get the names of these big league players.” 
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			Art Crime Division, Philadelphia Field Office; Philadelphia, PA

			When the Art Crime Team was first assembled, it was very different from what it’s become today. Back then, the team was made up of less than twenty agents and a handful of US Attorneys. The agents would track down the criminals responsible for high-end art theft, and the attorneys on the team would then prosecute them. It was a one-stop shop for catching and jailing art thieves. And it was a highly successful program that recovered tens of millions of dollars’ worth of precious art. 

			Since then, though, the size and scope of the Art Crime Division have expanded. While it’s still not exactly the most celebrated or well-known division in the Bureau, there is now an AC team in field offices in the country’s biggest cities. The mission of the division has grown and changed as well. The AC division doesn’t just chase high-end art anymore. They investigate the theft of anything rare and valuable which ranges from art to rare cars. But even better for us is that the scope of their mission extends to jewels and coins. 

			“It didn’t occur to me that Philly had an AC division,” Astra says. 

			“I don’t know that we’re going to get the intel we’re looking for, but if anybody’s going to have it, it’s going to be them,” I tell her. 

			“Makes sense.” 

			The doors open with a loud whoosh, and we step into a lobby of white tile shot through with gray and brown veins, and the walls to either side of us are made of gray, rough-hewn bricks. To our left hangs the FBI shield, and below it in black lettering are the words Art Crime Division. The wall to our right bears photos of the president, vice president, and the current director of the FBI, Paul Holland, flanked by an American flag and the state flag of Pennsylvania. 

			Astra and I step over to the reception desk. There’s a man in his mid-twenties, wearing a white dress shirt underneath a gray sweater vest who looks up from his computer as we approach. His dark hair is parted on the right, he’s got a pair of black-framed glasses, and his red bow tie has small, white polka dots on it. He looks both of us up and down, his eyes lingering on our shoes; I can’t help but feel the judgment oozing from the man, and I can’t stop myself from looking at how Astra and I are dressed. He gives us a wan smile. 

			I’m wearing a dark blue pantsuit with a white blouse beneath my jacket, and Astra’s in a charcoal gray pantsuit and a black blouse, and we’re both wearing black ankle boots with thick heels. They’re comfortable and still functional. Okay, neither of us is likely going to be walking a catwalk in Milan or Paris, but we’re dressed professionally, and our outfits allow us to be as active as we need to be doing the work we do in the field. We may not be walking the runway, but those runway models aren’t going to be kicking in doors or hand-to-hand fighting with an armed perp either. 

			“Help you?” he asks in a tone that sounds as snooty as his attire. 

			“Yeah, we’re here to see SSA Philon,” I say, and we flash him our badges.

			“Is he expecting you, agents?” 

			“He is.”

			He looks at us like we’re something he stepped in and like he doesn’t believe us. But he picks up his phone and turns away from us, speaking so low we can’t hear what he’s saying. A couple of moments later, though, he turns back to us with that same look of distaste on his face and gestures to a door on our right. 

			“Through there, follow the hall and take the first right,” he says. “SSA Philon is in office 327.” 

			“Thank you,” I respond.

			“My pleasure,” he replies curtly then turns back to what he was doing when we walked in. 

			Astra and I follow his directions, and a few moments later find ourselves standing outside a frosted glass door. The brass plaque on the right side of the door bears the office number along with the name of its inhabitant: SSA Hank Philon. We’re in the right place, so I knock on the wooden jamb.

			“Come in,” Philon calls, the door muffling his voice.  

			I open the door and let Astra step in before me. Philon is sitting behind his desk, his phone pressed to his ear, but waves us in and gestures to the pair of chairs. After quietly closing the door behind me, I walk over and sit down in one of the chairs positioned across from him with Astra on my right. Philon’s office is… chaos. There are boxes of evidence stacked three and four high against the wall beside the door, and half a dozen framed pieces of art are leaning against the boxes. Stacks of files cover almost every conceivable surface in the office—the credenza behind his desk, the shelves of the bookcases that flank the credenza, and the small, round table in the corner of the room. Ditto that for the three chairs at that table.

			Philon himself is the exact opposite of his office. His navy blue slacks look crisply pressed as do the white dress shirt and the navy blue vest he’s got on over that. A metallic, light blue tie is tucked beneath the vest, and I see a silver vest chain that appears to be attached to a pocket watch that’s hidden inside the vest pocket. As he speaks to whomever’s on the other end of the line, Philon runs a neatly manicured hand through his professionally-styled, blond hair, and every strand falls back into place perfectly. I can only wish my hair were that nice. 

			As he speaks to his caller, Philon looks at us again with that same apologetic gesture, but I note that his dark eyes sparkle with a mischievous glint. His blond beard and mustache are neatly trimmed, and honestly, he reminds me a lot of Ewan McGregor. But the disparity between the chaos of his office and the fastidiousness of his appearance is striking. 

			“That sounds great,” Philon says. “I’ll find out and be in touch with you about it.”

			He pauses and listens to the person on the other end of the line, nodding along as they speak. 

			“Excellent,” he says. “We’ll talk soon.”

			He hangs up his phone and looks up at us with an apologetic expression on his face.

			“Sorry about that,” he tells us.

			“No problem at all,” I reply. “Thank you for taking the time out to speak with us.”

			“Of course. No problem at all, Agent Wilder. The reputations of you and your team precede you,” he tells us. “So, I assume you’re here about the heists at the diamond exchange and the coin expo. Oh, and I suppose we can add the armored car job to that list now.”

			I nod. “Yes. Yes, we are.” 

			“I have a question,” Astra interjects. “Given the mandate this division has, why isn’t your team the one handling these cases?”

			“Politics. Plain and simple,” he tells us. 

			“How do you mean?” I ask.

			“SAC Montgomery thought this was going to be a big headline-grabbing, maybe even career-defining case, so he turned his dogs loose after the heist at the exchange. Over my objections, I might add,” Philon says. “Anyway, when things went south in his investigation—and they went south pretty quickly—he tried to get us to take it back. But Montgomery’s men had already made a hash of it all, so I refused. Told him he could clean up his own mess. I guess after that, Philly PD caught wind of the infighting, and that’s when they called you.”

			“That’s funny because Montgomery made a show of not understanding why my team was called in,” I say. “Acted pretty upset about it.” 

			“Of course, he did. He doesn’t want to be seen backing away from the case. But I guarantee he’s glad you’re here to run point for him,” Philon tells us. “And I also guarantee that when you crack this and take this crew down, he’s going to be the one in front of the cameras. That man will run over his grandmother to get in front of a camera. He’s going to take all the credit for all the hard work you do if you let him.” 

			“Suits me just fine. We’re not here for the credit. He can have it all if he wants,” I reply with a shrug. “We’re here to do a job and crack a case and do some good for the city.”

			“How noble of you,” Philon remarks with a grin. “You don’t see that much in today’s Bureau anymore.” 

			“We’re throwbacks like that, “Astra says with a grin. 

			“Fair enough,” Philon says with a chuckle. “Anyway, I’m going to be straight with you two and tell you that while I’m happy to lend whatever material support I can, I am not going near this case. It’s plutonium as far as I’m concerned. Besides, if Montgomery falls flat on his face often enough, it’s only a matter of time before it’s my turn in the SAC chair. So, suffice it to say, I’m rooting for you.”

			Politics. It always comes back to politics, scheming, and backbiting. Our win is Montgomery’s loss, which in turn, would be Philon’s win as well. He’s hoping we’ll plant the dagger in the SAC’s back so he doesn’t have to. But, the internal warfare of the Philadelphia field office isn’t my business, nor does it interest me nearly as much as what Philon might have for us. We’ll do our jobs and let the chips fall where they may. We won’t be here to see how it plays out anyway. 

			“That’s fine. We appreciate the material support you can provide. Any other manpower we might need, we’ll lean on Montgomery for,” I tell him.

			“Good luck with that,” Philon cracks.

			“Yeah, well, if he wants to take the credit, he’s going to have to pony up and put some skin in the game,” Astra says.  

			Philon laughs. “I like you two already. So, how can I help?” 

			“Well, as you already know, we’re chasing down this unit,” I start. “And we got a tip that the goods they’re stealing would have to be moved through a high-end dealer. A very high-end dealer. And our source tells us there are only a handful of guys in the city who move in the right circles that would be able to move the jewels and coins.” 

			Philon nods along as he listens to us. “Your source is right. That kind of merch wouldn’t be moved by street-level fences. Only top-tier collectors and investors,” he tells us. “And I can only think of half a dozen guys in Philly who cater to that set. And of those half dozen, two of them are doing nickel bids up at the Frackville state pen.” 

			“Well, that sounds like it’s going to make our job a hell of a lot easier,” Astra notes. 

			“You’d think,” he says with a chuckle. “But their clients pay top dollar not just for the merch but also for the discretion that comes along with it. Getting any one of these guys to talk might take an act of God.”

			“We can be persuasive,” Astra counters.

			“I have no doubt,” he replies. “But you’re going to need a little help.” 

			“And I suppose you have something that can help?” Astra asks, her eyebrow arched.

			“Indeed, I do,” he nods. “You’re going to want to talk to a guy named Preston Hedges. Runs a high-end antique shop over in Chestnut Hill. He’s one of these exclusive fences—though, don’t refer to him as a fence to his face. He’ll take offense and shut you down. He’s… sensitive.”

			I laugh. “And what are we supposed to refer to him as?”

			“A broker,” Philon replies with a smile. 

			“Good God,” Astra groans. 

			“I know, I know,” Philon says. “Trust me. I’ve been dealing with this clown forever, and he gets more and more insufferable every single year.”

			“So, what makes you think he’ll speak to us?” I ask. 

			“Because he owes me,” Philon says simply. “Just remind him of the solid I did him. Remind him of the fake Rembrandt. He’ll know what that means and will offer you whatever help you need. And I guarantee that if he’s not moving at least those coins himself, then he knows who is.”

			I look at him for a long moment and shake my head as a grin stretches across my lips. “And why did you not offer this up to Montgomery?” 

			“He never asked. If he had, I’d have happily shared what I know. But he couldn’t bring himself to trudge all the way down here and beg for my help,” Philon shrugs. “Petty, I know. But that’s just part of my nature. I do petty better than anybody.”

			“Good to know,” I say with a laugh. 

			“All right, I’ve got to get to a meeting, but it was lovely chatting with you, Agents Wilder and Russo,” he states. “And I wish you all the luck in closing the book on this one.”

			We get to our feet and exchange handshakes with him. “Thank you for your help,” I say. “It’s greatly appreciated.”

			“Of course. And I just have one favor to ask in return,” he says. 

			“Name it,” I say.

			“When the time comes, just remember to put that bug in the appropriate ears,” he says. “The bit about my help being invaluable to you cracking this case.” 

			I laugh again and nod. “I absolutely will.” 

			“Excellent,” he replies. “Then good hunting out there. And be safe. A lot of these guys do not mess around, so always have somebody watching your back.”

			“Will do,” I say. “And thanks again.” 

			Astra and I walk out of the AC division and head back to the war room. And as we go, I feel that familiar churning in my gut I get when I feel the momentum of a case starting to build. It’s slow right now, but the train is starting to pull away from the station. 

			“That man is ruthless. Cold-blooded. He knows how to play the game,” Astra says. “You could learn a few things from him.”

			I flash her a grin. “Yeah, I’ll be sure to give him a call if I want to learn how to be a cold-blooded, political assassin.”  

			“You should probably keep him on speed dial. Just sayin’.” 

			We share a laugh as we turn down the hallway that leads to our war room. She’s not wrong. The man is ruthless and plays the game like a pro. He’s setting Montgomery up to take a hard fall. And while I’m not going to shed any tears if he does, the idea that we’re the hatchet he’s going to use to cut the SAC’s head off leaves a bad taste in my mouth. 

			But we got what we needed to help crack this case, and in the long run, that’s all that matters. Like I said, the chips are going to fall where they fall after we leave. And that’s none of my business or concern. 
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			What’s Old is New Again Antiques, Chestnut Hill Neighborhood, Philadelphia, PA

			Saying Chestnut Hill is tiny is like saying water is wet, fire is hot, and bears—well, do what bears do in the woods. The homes in the area are palatial and sit on large parcels of land; there are several streets dedicated to high-end boutique shops. Shockingly enough, there isn’t a Starbucks to be seen in the area. Instead, we pass half a dozen small, independent coffee houses, undoubtedly charging ten or twelve bucks a pop for a latte concoction. And rather than a single chain or big box store in the area, Chestnut Hill is filled with independent shops. 

			I pull the SUV to a stop at the curb across the street from Preston Hedges’s antique shop and turn the engine off. We sit for a minute and watch the foot traffic on the street. There are lots of well-to-do young mothers pushing strollers along the sidewalk, or well-off retirees sitting together gossiping at the outdoor cafes. It’s surprisingly busy at this time of day. Chestnut Hill sits about thirteen miles north of downtown Philly and is almost like its own affluent island rather than part of the bigger city. 

			“Nice place,” Astra notes. 

			“Right? You can practically smell the money in the air around here.”

			We watch as a pair of older women exit Hedges’s shop, one of them carrying a small, red bag with the store’s logo emblazoned on the front. The shop itself is a red brick building with dark green trimming around the front door and a large plate glass window, also bearing the name and logo of the store, that looks out onto the street. Old-fashioned-looking streetlamps line both sides of the street with one set in front of the shop to the right of the front doors. A large oak tree stands beside the streetlamp and a mailbox is positioned between them. The street—hell, the entire community of Chestnut Hill—is idyllic. It looks like something straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting. 

			“Should we go roust them?” Astra asks with a grin. “See if they’re carrying stolen goods?” 

			“I’ll leave that to you. I’m going to go in and talk to Mr. Hedges.”

			“You’re no fun.” 

			“Not usually. You should know that by now.” 

			We laugh as we get out of the SUV and head across the street. The small, metal bells chime as we open the door and step inside, and we’re greeted by a rush of cool air that carries a subtle hint of jasmine. The walls are all the same hunter green that adorns the store’s entrance, and there are shelves and glass cases full of old treasures. Soft string music is playing, and the atmosphere is peaceful. It almost seems like one of those new age shops where I’d expect to find crystals and yoga classes rather than hundred-year-old clocks and nineteenth-century flatware. 

			“Good afternoon. Welcome to What’s Old is New Again,” a tall, well-dressed man greets us. “I’m Preston Hedges, owner/operator.” 

			Hedges is easily six-two and is so lanky, he looks like he could be Ichabod Crane’s stunt double. His sandy blond hair is parted on the right, and he’s got dull green eyes behind a pair of round, rimless spectacles that are perched on the end of a patrician nose. His features are sharp—you could probably cut yourself on his cheekbones—and he’s got a prominent Adam’s Apple. Suffice it to say, he is most definitely not what I was expecting. And judging by the look Astra shoots me, she’s on the same train of thought that I am.

			When I think of fences and guys who deal with the criminal underworld—especially the heavy hitters that both DeBloom and Philon mentioned—I expect somebody a little gruffer. A little meaner maybe. DeBloom, for all his prissiness, is fit and seems like a man who can take care of himself if the need arises. But dressed in a blue button-down with the sleeves rolled up beneath a black sweater vest, and a pair of neatly pressed khakis, Hedges has the look of an academic. Or maybe an accountant. Not somebody who deals with mobsters.

			Astra and I share another look, I clear my throat, and then turn back to the man. He looks at me with a curious expression on his face, but I look closely at his eyes and see the wariness and guarded suspicion in them. He’s alert and on guard, much the same way a gazelle is aware of its surroundings out on the savannah. Preston Hedges may not be a physical specimen, but he’s intelligent and vigilant and is no doubt ready to act at the drop of a hat. Whether that be turning and running or pulling a weapon, I don’t know. But the tense set of his body and the sharpness in his eyes tell me there is more to the man than meets the eye.

			Preston Hedges might not be the most intimidating or imposing-looking person ever, but he’s not a man to underestimate either. He looks like a man who always has a plan—and a backup plan. He looks like a man who is always prepared for any situation and has the ability to slip out of almost anything. The fact that he’s flourished in an industry dominated by people who are as hard as they are ruthless speaks to his capabilities, talent, and knack for survival. 

			“Is there something in particular you’re looking for?” Hedges asks, his voice tight and his eyes wary.

			“Yeah, actually there is something special we’re looking for,” I reply. “We happen to be in the market for some stolen jewels and rare coins. Know where we might find some?” 

			Astra subtly slips in behind Hedges to keep him from going anywhere if he gets squirrely. He’s watching her from the corner of his eye and smirks. He turns back to me, the smirk slipping from his face, replaced by an expression of annoyance. 

			“Sorry, but I don’t deal in jewels and coins,” he says. “Take a look around and see for yourself.” 

			“These are items you wouldn’t have in display cases up front,” Astra replies. “These are items you have in your other business.”

			“My other business?” 

			“Mr. Hedges, we know you’re a fence,” I state.

			His jaw flexes as he grits his teeth, and his expression darkens as he glowers at me. I hold up my hand and offer him an apologetic smile.

			“My apologies, Mr. Hedges,” I say. “We know you’re a broker.”

			“We know you can buy and sell rare and stolen goods to a rarified clientele who would rather stay off law enforcement’s radar,” Astra adds. 

			He stares at us for a couple of moments, that smug smirk slipping across his lips again. Hedges chuckles softly to himself and shakes his head. 

			“And what flavor of law enforcement do I have the misfortune of dealing with today?” he asks.

			We both flash him our badges. Hedges takes a moment to study them, comparing the photos on our ID cards to our faces. It’s all very performative and meant to annoy us. Hedges finally raises his gaze to me, his expression souring. 

			“Well, agents,” he says. “As much as I’d like to help you, I can’t, since I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“SSA Philon thought you might be reluctant to talk to us,” I say. “But he did want to remind you of how… grateful he’d be for your help, considering the whole fake Rembrandt debacle. It would be a shame to have to reopen that old case for whatever reason. ” 

			Hedges mutters to himself, his expression sourer than ever. He turns away for a moment and thrusts his hands into his pants pockets. Acting on instinct, Astra and I both automatically reach for the weapons on our hips. Hedges blanches and raises his hands.

			“I wasn’t reaching for anything, agents. No need to shoot me in my own store,” he grumbles. 

			“No need to reach into your pockets, Mr. Hedges,” Astra counters. “Making us nervous like that is a good way of getting yourself shot in your own store.” 

			“So, what can you tell us about the sale of the jewels and coins, Mr. Hedges?” I press. “Will you be brokering that deal yourself?”

			“As I said, I’d be more than happy to help you, but I don’t know—” 

			“Let’s stop playing games, Mr. Hedges,” I cut him off. “We have no interest in busting you for fence—sorry—brokering deals. Your side hustle is of zero interest to us. We’ve got a crew dropping bodies, and we need information. Now.” 

			“I’m sorry, agents. I wish I could help.”

			“Cut the crap,” Astra growls. “We know you operate in a very small community. We know that there are only a handful of you with the ability to sell those jewels and coins. As Agent Wilder said, we have no interest in hassling you about your business. All we want is to know who’s arranging any deals for the stolen goods.”

			“On the other hand,” I pick up where Astra left off, “if you refuse to help us, we can certainly make you our priority. SSA Philon will undoubtedly rescind whatever help he offered you before, and we will take your businesses apart, brick by brick; and by the time we’re done, you will very likely wind up facing charges and doing time.” 

			“And even if you do manage to wriggle out of doing any prison time, how attractive do you think you’re going to be to prospective clients? If they know the Feds are watching you—and we’ll be sure word gets out that you’re still under a microscope—do you think anybody will be coming to you to broker deals for them?” Astra adds, keeping the pressure on.

			“Mr. Hedges, we know there are four, maybe five people in the entire city who can move the jewels and coins that were stolen by this crew,” I go on. “You’re one of them. So, the odds are good that you know who’s moving them or that you’re doing it yourself. So, it would behoove you to help us if you don’t want us to destroy your reputation, which will, in turn, destroy your side hustle. And probably your store, too, in the process.” 

			Hedges blows out a long breath, his face etched with both anger and fear. I can see the wheels in his brain spinning. He’s silently weighing the pros and cons of helping versus stonewalling us. Astra and I put on our best full-court press, but the truth is, we have nothing on the guy. If he decides against helping us, there’s nothing we can do to force him to. Our only leverage is this help Philon said he gave Hedges—which isn’t much since we don’t know how big of a solid Philon apparently did for him—and the threat of tarnishing his reputation as well as disrupting his life and his sideline business.

			But we’re taking our shot and hoping he crumbles under the pressure we’re putting on. If he manages to weather that storm, then we’ll walk out of here empty-handed. There isn’t much we can do other than try though. 

			The frown on his face deepens, and I know the debate in his mind is over. “This is just unbelievable,” he grumbles. “Just unbelievable.” 

			“Actually, this is about as real as it gets, Mr. Hedges,” I say. “Now, are you going to help us, or should we go back to the field office and start working with SSA Philon to open a case on you?” 

			“Fine. But I need your word that you will keep my name out of this,” he relents. “I need your word that you aren’t going to compromise me after this is all said and done.”

			“You have my word that the Bureau isn’t interested in you, and that if you help us, we aren’t going to touch your side hustle,” I say. 

			Hedges shakes his head and mutters under his breath again. He seems more upset by this whole thing than he should be, which leads me to conclude that he is the one brokering the deal for the coins or the jewels. Or both. He’s green around the gills and has the look of a man who’s about to lose a good chunk of money and is sick to his stomach about it. 

			“You’re brokering the deal, aren’t you?” I ask. “For the coins and the jewels?”

			“Only the coins. They’re a lot easier to move. Especially when you’re selling them to a private collector. Moving jewels is more difficult, and honestly, I’m not interested in the heat that comes along with trying to move them,” he finally admits, his voice tight. “I got a call from somebody yesterday who asked about brokering a deal between the seller and a rare coin collector I know.” 

			“How’d they know to call you?” I ask. “Do you know who it is?”

			He shakes his head. “No, I don’t know the seller. But they know a client of mine, and they vouched for me.”

			“Okay, so you’re moving the coins. When?”

			“Tonight.” 

			I feel a surge of excitement as that sensation of momentum building and picking up speed fills my belly. We’re starting to get somewhere now. I cut a glance at Astra who gives me a nod and a small grin.

			“All right, we’ll be there,” I tell him. “We’re going to take you into custody as well so suspicion doesn’t fall on you.” 

			“You better make it look good.” 

			“And you better not screw us,” Astra counters. “If you do, I give you my word that I’ll make it my life’s mission to dismantle everything you’ve built. I promise you that I’ll also put the word out that you’re a Bureau informant. How do you think your clients would react to that?”

			Hedges rolls his eyes. “I’ll text you the details of the meet.” 

			“Good. We’ll see you tonight then,” I say. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Hedges.”
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			Liberty Bell Long Term Parking, Philadelphia International Airport; Philadelphia, PA

			“Relax, Mr. Hedges,” I say into the mic. “You’re going to spook the seller if you keep acting all squirrely like that.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Don’t worry about me. I’m fine,” he mutters, his voice tinny in my earpiece. “Just worry about doing your part when the time comes.”

			Astra and I are sitting in a surveillance van parked at the far end of the top floor of the long-term parking structure near the airport where Hedges is going to meet with his seller. We’re watching the bank of video monitors in front of us, and just watching Hedges makes me cringe. He’s antsy and is dancing from foot to foot, licking his lips, and continually running his hand through his hair. A 747 passenger plane screams by overhead, descending rapidly as it approaches the airport. 

			“He looks like he’s about to pee his pants. He’s totally going to blow this,” Astra whispers to me. 

			I wish I could disagree, but I can’t. As nervous as he looks just standing there waiting for the seller to arrive, he’s going to look ten times more scared when the guy gets here. And if I’m right, and this guy is part of the crew we’re chasing, he’s going to smell Hedges’s fear from a thousand yards off. He’ll either put Hedges down or just disappear into the shadows forever. Given how careful this crew is, my guess is he’ll quietly slip away and leave us with absolutely nothing. 

			I key open the team comm. “Lucas, how are things where you are?” 

			“All clear here,” Lucas reports in. 

			“Mo?” 

			“All clear, boss.” 

			I have Lucas positioned in a van on the floor below us. He’s there to give us a heads-up before the seller gets to where we are on the top floor of the garage. And Mo is in a vacant office in one of the high rises that overlook the parking structure. I have her providing overwatch and running backup audio and visual, as well as taking still pictures of the seller when he arrives. If he arrives. I glance at my watch and frown when I see that he’s five minutes late. That worries me, given how precise and exacting this crew normally is.

			“He’s not coming,” Hedges’s voice comes through my earpiece. “They must have caught wind of you and—” 

			I push the button to open the mic. “Relax, Mr. Hedges.”

			“How am I supposed to relax?” he hisses. “If they know you’re here, they’re going to assume I’m working with you, and they will kill me!”

			“You need to calm down,” I tell him. 

			“Easy for you to say.”

			“Jesus, are you always this sketchy on a job?” I ask.

			“I normally don’t have the FBI looking over my shoulder on a job,” he counters. 

			I sigh and rake my fingers through my hair. He’s not wrong. Dealing with the sort of people he normally deals with has to be stressful enough. I’m sure having us in his ear only compounds that stress. So, I’m not entirely unsympathetic. At the same time, though, we can’t afford for him to blow this op because he’s bouncing around like a nervous wreck. 

			“He’s only five minutes overdue, Mr. Hedges,” I tell him. “Just relax. Everything is going to be all right. There’s no way they know we’re here.” 

			“That’s what you think.” 

			“Just try to stay calm. There’s nothing to worry about right now,” I say, trying to sound as reassuring as I can. 

			“Can’t blame him for being a little freaked out,” Astra notes. “I mean, these guys popped those guards without hesitation. What do you think they’d do to him if they found out he was working with us?” 

			“Oh, I get it. I understand why he’s freaked out. But he made the choice to do this.”

			“Not that we gave him much of a choice.” 

			I turn and look at her. “Do you think we should scrub this and cut him loose?” 

			“Not at all. I’m just saying I kind of feel for the guy. He must have felt like he was caught between a rock and a hard place,” she replies. “Well, that, and I’m kind of worried that we won’t be able to keep him safe. This crew… they’re ruthless, Blake. And they don’t hesitate to kill.” 

			“Yeah, I’ve thought about that too. But this might be our only chance to nab these guys. It’s a calculated risk, but one I feel we have to take,” I tell her.

			She nods. “I get it. I do. And I don’t disagree. We’ve just never run into anything like this before. I mean, these guys are pros, and I’m not ashamed to admit they make me nervous.”

			“Believe me, I’m not thrilled with it either. But we have to play the hand we’re dealt.” 

			“Yeah, I get it.”

			“Contact. We’ve got one bogey passing my position,” Lucas’s voice comes through my earpiece. “Black SUV heading up your way.”

			“Copy that,” I say into the team comm. “Everybody get ready. It’s showtime.”

			We watch as the black SUV Lucas alerted us to slowly crawls up the ramp and onto the top level. On the video screen in front of me, I see Hedges stiffen and begin to fidget. 

			“Relax, Hedges.”

			“You keep telling me to relax. You do realize repeating the same thing over and over again doesn’t make it any easier to actually do that,” he shoots back. 

			The SUV slows and then comes to a stop. My body grows tense, and the knots in my stomach clench as I wait for everything to unfold. The door to the SUV opens; a man gets out and slings a backpack over his shoulders. He’s no more than five-nine or five-ten, with close-cropped brown hair and a dusky complexion. He’s got a stocky build and is dressed in black tactical pants with a black T-shirt that’s stretched tight over the corded muscles of his body. Everything about him screams ex-military to me. But he’s moving gingerly, and though he’s doing his best to control his features, I can see him grimacing with every step. 

			“That’s our guy,” I tell Astra. “He’s the one the armored transport guard shot.” 

			“Are you sure?” she asks.

			“Look at the way he’s moving,” I say. “He’s hurt.” 

			Astra leans close to the monitor and nods. “Yeah. I think you’re right.” 

			I key open the team comm. “Okay, this is one of the rip crew we’re chasing. Stay ready, kids. We need to get our hands on this guy.” 

			“You Hedges?” the man asks. 

			I lean forward and turn the volume up on our speakers, not wanting to miss a single word. Hedges licks his lips and looks unnaturally tense. He’s going to blow this.

			“Yeah,” Hedges replies. “And you are?” 

			“Just a guy lookin’ to offload some coins.” 

			“I don’t usually do business with somebody whose name I don’t know,” Hedges says. 

			“Relax, Hedges. Don’t press him too hard or you’re going to spook him.” 

			“Yeah, well, you’ll have to get used to it. Unless you want me to go find another fence.” 

			“Broker.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I’m a broker,” Hedges growls. “I’m not some common street-hustling, back-alley fence. I cater to a clientele with refined taste and—”

			The man scoffs. “Yeah, that’s great. I’m not interested. The only thing I’m interested in is doin’ some business. Now, if you’d prefer I go elsewhere—”

			“No, no,” Hedges interrupts. “It’s fine. Let’s do business. You have the coins?”

			The seller stops short and studies Hedges closely. Like a prey animal raising its nose and sensing a predator out in the wild, our mystery man turns and looks around the lot. His body tenses, and a wariness creeps into his face.

			“No, no, no,” I say. “He can’t know.”

			“You here alone, Hedges?” 

			Hedges stiffens, and an expression of alarm crosses his face. He couldn’t look guiltier if he tried. Hedges shifts on his feet and offers up the phoniest-looking smile I’ve ever seen.

			“Of course, I am. You said to come alone, so I came alone,” he stammers. “I’m here to do some business. So, let’s do some business.” 

			The seller turns and looks around the parking lot again. There are probably a couple of dozen cars in the long-term lot, but the man’s eyes land on our surveillance van. It’s almost like he’s got X-ray vision that lets him peer through the metal side and see us sitting there watching him on the bank of monitors. The man turns back to Hedges, an expression of rage twisting his features. 

			“You son of a—”

			“What? Come on, let’s do some business,” Hedges tries one more time. 

			Instead of saying anything more, the man turns and darts away. Though not entirely fluid in his movements, the man is still quick and far more agile than I expected. Rather than sprinting back to his SUV, though, the man runs straight toward the edge of the lot.

			“What the hell is he doing?” Astra asks. 

			“I don’t know, but we need to go,” I shout as I throw open the back doors of the van. “Let’s go, go, go. Stop him!” 

			Astra and I are running stride for stride with each other. We’re a good fifteen yards behind the mystery man, but given his condition, we’re closing the gap quickly.

			“Stop!” I shout. “FBI! Stop where you are!” 

			The man doesn’t stop, though, and when he gets to the low concrete wall that encircles the entire level, he leaps onto it in one fluid movement. It’s then that I see the rope and realize this is his backup plan. These guys always have a backup plan. 

			“Dammit,” I growl. 

			He’s already over the side, rappelling down the side of the parking structure by the time we get there. All we can do is look over the edge and helplessly watch him quickly descend. Lucas arrives and is standing beside us as we watch the man reach the street. Even with the hitch in his gait, he moves quickly and disappears into the shadows of the night.

			“Unreal,” I mutter.

			Astra is shaking her head. “These guys are good.” 

			“Creepily good,” I groan. “I should have seen this coming.”

			“How could you have known he’d go full Spider-Man on us?” Astra asks.

			“Because these guys always have backup plans if things go sideways. I should have thought to look for his emergency exit strategy. Dammit,” I growl. 

			“So?” Lucas asks. “What now?” 

			I step back from the edge and scrub my hands with my face, my frustration with myself inside of me at a rolling boil. All I can do is shake my head, that feeling of momentum that had been growing strong suddenly dying inside me. 

			“That is a good question,” I mutter as I look off into the nighttime sky. “A very good question.” 
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			Conference Room J42; Philadelphia Field Office; Philadelphia, PA

			“This guy is unbelievable,” Mo says. “I mean, I watched it happen live, and I still can’t believe he pulled a stunt like that.” 

			We all watch silently as the video plays on the monitors at the front of the room. I grimace when he goes over the side of the parking structure and rappels down the building. From her vantage point, Mo was able to get a clear shot of the daring escape in glorious, crisp 4K definition. And as it runs again, and a third time, my face grows warm, and my jaw aches from clenching it so hard. This has to be one of the biggest failures of my career to date. If not the biggest. The fact that I didn’t account for a secondary exit strategy, even knowing how prepared and precise these guys are, is a blunder of epic proportions on my part. 

			“Stop beating yourself up, Blake,” Astra cracks. “I’m getting second-hand bruising over here.” 

			A grin that lacks any sort of warmth or good humor touches my lips, but I remain silent, my eyes fixed on the monitor as I watch the scene play out yet again. Just before the mystery man gets to the edge, though, the video stops, and the screen goes dark. I turn to Rick.

			“Let it run,” I tell him. “Don’t turn it off until I tell you to.” 

			“Leave it off,” Astra says. 

			“No, I said let it play.” 

			Astra gives me a cool look. “There’s no reason to watch it again and again other than to torture yourself. And right now, that’s the last thing you need.” 

			“I screwed up, Astra.”

			“And how is watching that video another ten thousand times going to change that?” she asks. “Besides, we all screwed up. None of us thought to check for a descent rope. It’s on all of us.” 

			“I’m the team lead. Responsibility for this falls on me. This is my failure.” 

			“And yet, when we crack a case, credit is shared amongst us all,” Mo says. “Why is that?” 

			“That’s an excellent question, Agent Weissman,” Astra replies then turns to me. “Can you explain that, Chief Wilder? Why is it we share the credit but not the blame?” 

			“Because when the brass comes looking for a head to take, it’s going to be mine. It’s just the way of the world,” I tell her. 

			“Self-loathing and self-pity are not good colors on you, Blake,” Astra responds. “We got caught with our pants down. It’s not the first time it’s happened, and I am sad to report, it will not be the last. It’s appalling when it happens, but we are going to take it in the shorts now and then. We’re not perfect.” 

			“She’s right. It’s time to stop wallowing,” Rick says. “Just gotta get back to it. We solve this, the brass pins more medals on us rather than take anyone’s heads.”

			“See?” Astra says. “Even Rick and I agree. That’s how you know we’re right.” 

			“I’m not wallowing,” I mutter. 

			They’re right though. I shouldn’t be sitting here flogging myself. It’s not the first time we got outsmarted during a case. But it’s usually not because I failed to account for something or let somebody get the upper hand on me. That’s why I’m taking this so personally. I screwed up. But Astra’s right when she says that dwelling on it isn’t going to change the outcome. The guy was slick and got away from us. 

			“So? Are we done pouting?” Astra asks. 

			I give her the finger and let loose with a string of profanities that leaves her laughing and Lucas looking scandalized. 

			“And she’s back, ladies and gentlemen,” Astra says. 

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’m ready to work now,” I say. “Rick, can you pull up one of the still images of Spider-Man that Mo took?”

			“You got it,” he says. 

			The video disappears from the monitors and is replaced by a still shot of our sneaky operator as he mounts the wall on top of the parking structure. 

			“Can you punch in on his face?” I ask. “As close as you can without distorting the image.”

			“I’d rather punch his face,” Rick cracks. He taps away at his keyboard, and the picture resolves itself to give us a clear view of his face. We all study it in silence for a moment. 

			“That should be good enough for facial rec, right?” I ask.

			“Should be,” Nina answers. “I’ll put it through every database we have, state and federal, but it’s going to take a little time.” 

			“Good. Let’s get that started,” I say. “Rick, have you found any cases with similar MOs?” 

			“Still searching. I’m going back ten years over all fifty states. It’s a ton of information to sift through, but we’ll get there,” he replies. 

			“Okay, great.”

			I’m racking my brain, trying to figure out where to go from here when my cellphone rings. Getting to my feet, I pull it out of my bag and connect the call.

			“Wilder,” I say, pressing the phone to my ear. 

			I listen to the man on the other end of the line and feel my body tighten. It feels like something heavy was just dropped into the pit of my stomach, and a slow, hot anger flows through my veins. 

			“All right, thank you,” I say into the phone. “We’ll be there shortly.” 

			I disconnect the call and drop the phone back into my bag. Astra is looking at me curiously.

			“What was that?” she asks. 

			“That was Detective Thad Babka. He’s got a body he thought we might want to take a look at.” 

			Astra frowns then offers a shrug. “Well, I guess it beats sitting around here all day.” 
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			“How’d you know to call us?” I ask. 

			“Grapevine,” he says. “My Captain is good friends with First Deputy Commissioner Saunders. They talk, and word trickles down. Anyway, when I caught this body, Cap said it sounded odd enough that he thought I should give you folks a call. Might be nothin’. Might be somethin’. Frankly, I think he’s so desperate to get these guys off the street that he’s graspin’ at straws.” 

			“Well, either way, we appreciate the heads-up,” I say.

			“Yeah, no sweat,” he replies with a hearty chuckle. “If it works out, you’ll be doin’ me a favor by takin’ a body off my desk. God knows I got enough of ‘em as it is.” 

			Babka is a big, gruff, but affable man. He’s about five-ten with the build of a man who knows where all the best cheesesteaks in Philly are—and he never passes up the extra Whiz. He’s got a pale complexion with wavy brown hair, dark eyes, a couple of days’ worth of stubble on his chin, and a thick mustache—the old, tried and true cop ‘stache. His dark gray suit is a bit rumpled and is an off-the-rack job, and he’s got several dark stains on his paisley tie. Babka seems like a nice guy, but he’s a walking cliché of the overworked detective. But then, I guess clichés are clichés for a reason. 

			A uniformed cop holds the tape up for us, allowing us access to the crime scene. Cop cars and forensics vans surround the scene, keeping the gawkers and crime bloggers from getting a good look at the area inside the cordon line, which is buzzing with activity. Babka leads us over to a blue tent that’s been set up over the body and shoos out the crime scene techs and other personnel. 

			On the ground is the body of a man who’s been… well… pulverized. His face has been burned badly, as have his hands, making printing the corpse an impossible task. His face is a charred, bloody, and lumpy mess, so a visual ID is out of the question. I’m guessing the only way we’re going to be able to ID the body is through dental records. That is, if they haven’t busted out his teeth. 

			Babka looks up and gives me a dark grin. “If you’re thinkin’ about trying to ID the body through dental records, forget about it. Jaw and teeth are completely shattered. Inside of his mouth is as much of a mess as the outside.” 

			I grimace. “You a professional mind reader or something?”

			“Nah. Just been doin’ this job long enough that I already know the questions you’re gonna ask.” 

			A small laugh passes my lips. “You’re good, Detective Babka. Very good.” 

			“I have my moments, I guess.” 

			He may look a bit rumpled and disheveled, but Babka is sharp. He’s got a keen mind, and though he tries to hide it behind his gallows humor, it’s not hard to see that he cares about his job and his city. I’m guessing he was born and raised here. Transplants don’t usually become this attached to or involved with their adopted hometowns. No, I’m almost positive Babka is a Philly native. 

			“Looks like he took one hell of a beating before he caught two slugs in the back of the head. This wasn’t a mugging. It was an execution,” Babka goes on. 

			I turn my attention to the body—or rather, what’s left of it—and study it carefully; the first thing that stands out to me is the clothing the corpse is wearing. Black tactical pants, a tight black T-shirt, and black boots. I glance up at Astra. She gives me a small nod as if confirming that the same thoughts were going through her head. 

			“I think your ME is going to find the beating and the burns are both postmortem. I guarantee you there will be no smoke in the lungs,” I tell him. 

			“Why would you say that?” Babka asks. 

			“It’s a forensic countermeasure to keep us from putting a name to the body,” Astra explains. “Whoever did this wanted to keep us from IDing the body as long as possible.” 

			“Why would they want that?” Babka asks.

			“Because we saw this guy last night. Or rather, we’re ninety-nine percent sure. The guy’s build and clothing are the same as the guy we tracked last night,” I tell him. “He’s part of the rip crew, and he was trying to move the coins. He sniffed us out and got away though.”

			“Wow, and his boys snuffed him. That’s ruthless,” the burly detective mutters.

			I nod. “Very.”

			The three of us stand over the body for a long moment, each of us silent as we process our own thoughts. I knew these guys were ruthless, but I never expected they would off one of their own. But here we are. Assuming the body at our feet is the same guy from last night, of course. I feel comfortable saying it is though. 

			Babka looks up and flashes us a smile. “Well, the silver lining here is that this is now your body, and I can pass it off to you two fine agents.” 

			I laugh. “Yeah, I suppose you can,” I say. “I’d appreciate it if you could send the body to your MEs office and ask to have a rush put on the autopsy. We’ll take it from there.”

			“Hey, that’s good by me. I’ll make sure to put a call in and see if we can get our charred friend here bumped up in line.”

			“Thanks, Detective,” I say.

			“Thank you,” he replies.

			We shake hands and say our goodbyes to Detective Babka before making our way back to the SUV. It’s a silent trip back to the field office as Astra and I both seem to realize that with Spider-Man dead, we’ve got no link to the rip crew, and we’re back at square one. Again. That feeling of momentum that had been building evaporates completely, and I let out a growl of rage as I slap the steering wheel in frustration. And then slap it again for good measure. 

			“Dammit!” 
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			Conference Room J42; Philadelphia Field Office; Philadelphia, PA

			“So, we’ve got nothing again,” I grumble.

			“We’ve got a body,” Astra offers. 

			“And we’ve got photos,” Mo says.

			“Video too,” Lucas adds. 

			“Do we have a name to go with the body, those photos, and that video?” I ask. 

			Everybody looks away, and the room falls silent again. I tap my pen on the tabletop and look down at my notebook, trying to come up with something. But I’m drawing a complete blank. It’s exceedingly rare that I’m this empty, but I am right now. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel an inordinate amount of outside pressure and the weight of eyes on me, and I’m pretty sure that’s impacting my performance right now. Pressure and scrutiny come with the job. Especially as a woman in a position of authority and command.

			I’m used to it, and I’m normally able to brush it off, ignore it, and move forward. But there’s something about this case that’s gotten deep under my skin. Maybe it’s knowing that SAC Montgomery is rooting for me to fail. Maybe it’s the deepening political pressure that’s finally wrapping its vile, greasy tendrils around me. Maybe it’s a hundred other things. I don’t know. But for whatever reason, I’m feeling the heat, and it’s messing with my head and hampering my thought process.

			“We have a bit more than nothing,” Rick offers.

			I look up. “Yeah? What do you have?” 

			“I’ve finally got some answers for you. This crew has been active for at least a decade,” Rick says. “We’ve got similar crimes with a similar MO in different cities going back ten years. I can go back further if you want, but I—”

			“No, ten years is good,” I say. “Tell me what you found.” 

			“Well, ten years ago, an armored car, a bank, and an art gallery were all hit within weeks of each other in San Diego,” he says. 

			“How do we know it was the same crew?” Astra asks. 

			“Glad you asked,” Rick replies with a grin. “Please observe the video screens.” 

			The screens come on, and we see a video from inside the bank. A team of six enters the bank and quickly subdues the dozen or so customers as well as the bank employees in a matter of seconds. They move quickly, cleanly, and with exacting precision. And if there’s any doubt it’s the same crew, the black checkered distortion masks they’re wearing remove it. Rick pauses on a frame that appears to show the leader of the crew as he’s issuing orders. We can’t see his face, obviously, but watching him in action tells me he’s a man well used to command—a man who is used to barking out orders and having them obeyed. The sort of man who might put down one of his own men if they refuse an order. 

			“I have video footage of some of the other robberies over the years, but it’s pretty much the same thing,” Rick says. “They’re in, and they’re out within minutes.”

			“All right, so these guys have been at this for quite a while,” Astra remarks. 

			“So it seems,” Rick notes. 

			“They must have banked millions,” Mo says. 

			“And all the heists they’ve pulled off have been brazen as hell,” Rick tells us. “High-value, highly-guarded targets. Some of them in broad daylight. Some of them in very public spaces. These guys are as bold as brass.”

			“Because they’re that good. They get in, control the crowd, take what they want, and get the hell out before anybody can even think to mount a defense,” Astra says.

			“And well before the cops get there. They’ve got the clock down perfectly,” Mo adds. 

			“That’s a matter of preparation. These guys do their homework, and they’re always well-prepared. They set themselves up and follow a script. They do not play it by ear. They’ve got contingency plans for their contingency plans,” I say. 

			“You make them sound unbeatable,” Astra says. 

			“Nah. Not unbeatable. But very hard to beat,” I admit. “Rick, do me a favor and play the footage from some of their other jobs.” 

			“Comin’ right up.” 

			For the next two hours, we watch footage from various heists around the country over the years. San Diego, Miami, New Orleans, New York… these guys pop up, pull off half a dozen capers that net them millions, then disappear, only to pop up somewhere else a year later and do it all over again. They’ve refined their act over the years, but they’ve been damn near flawless from the first heist we have tape for. 

			Still, they’re not perfect. Not this time. And when things went sideways, we got to see a different side of them. A darker side. When something went wrong with the armored car job, they popped three guards and killed two of them. When something went wrong with Hedges and fencing their coins, they popped one of their own. This crew had used non-lethal force in all their jobs to this point. 

			But now they’ve killed three and almost killed a fourth. They’ve escalated their use of force, and as we’ve watched the tape of their jobs, they’ve increased their level of risk. They’re getting bolder. More brazen. And at the same time, they’re getting harder. They’re getting more lethal. This is the first series of heists they’ve pulled where there have been deaths. That tells me they’re more willing to take a kill shot today than they seemed to be when they first started. 

			“They seem to be getting off on the thrill of the jobs they’re pulling,” I say. “It’s like the adrenaline rush is part of the payoff. Higher stakes jobs mean bigger payoff but also bigger risks.” 

			“So, they’re adrenaline junkies,” Mo says.

			“Partly. But like I said, the dollar value of the jobs they’re pulling has increased as well—correct me if I’m wrong about that, Rick?” 

			“Nope. You’re right,” he confirms. 

			“I mean, the adrenaline rush aside, why would they take bigger risks?” Lucas asks. 

			“They can’t do this forever. I think it’s safe to assume these guys are probably in their late thirties, maybe early forties,” I say. 

			“Why would you put them at that age?” Lucas asks. 

			“The sort of discipline and precision they have can only be gained through experience. And we know they’ve been doing this for at least ten years,” I explain. “I’m profiling that they started this crew in their mid-to-late twenties simply because they have a discipline and maturity younger men don’t have. Now, add ten years to that and you have late thirties to early forties.”

			Lucas ponders it for a moment then nods. “Yeah, that makes sense. I’m on board with that.” 

			“So, knowing they can’t do this forever, they’re thinking about the future. Their retirement plan, so to speak. I’m guessing they’ve got a few good earning years left and they’re trying to maximize that time with bigger paydays. They’re setting themselves up for retirement,” I say. 

			“That all makes sense, but the thing I’m struggling with is that if they’re supposedly this tight-knit unit, why in the hell would they kill one of their own?” Astra asks.

			“I have to think in their view, he was compromised. I don’t know how he knew, but he knew we were posted up and were watching him. After bailing off that parking structure, he probably told his boss what happened, and the boss started to feel some heat from us. So, he cut his losses and put the guy down,” I explain. 

			“Great. So, we got that guy killed,” Lucas mutters.

			“No, we had nothing to do with his death. The decisions he made led him to that parking lot, and the decisions his boss made got him killed,” I say. “Don’t start internalizing it, Lucas. He’s responsible for how he ended up. Not us.” 

			Lucas doesn’t respond. He simply looks down at the table and frowns. I know how difficult it can be to feel like you’re responsible for somebody being murdered. It’s not a good feeling. At all. And, yeah, maybe if we hadn’t been posted up on that rooftop, that guy would be alive today. At the same time, though, the fact that he’s been part of a crew that has been robbing—and now murdering—for more than a decade plays a much bigger role in his demise. At least, it does in the way I see things.

			“All right, so what’s our next move?” Astra asks. 

			“Now, we have to wait, cross our fingers, and say a prayer that we can get a hit off facial rec,” I reply. “If we can find out who he is, we might be able to track down the guys he runs with and find our crew that way. That’s really all we have right now.” 

			“Maybe not,” Nina pipes up. 

			“You got something?” Astra asks.

			“There is a jewelry show at the Pennsylvania Convention Center in a few days,” Nina replies. “The jewelry is small, it’s portable, and it’s valuable. They might be tempted to hit something like that.” 

			I sit back in my seat and fold my arms over my chest as I think about it for a moment. Part of me thinks they’d be wise to take what they’ve already stolen and get out of town. But if my profile is right, and they’re prepping for retirement, an event like this jewelry show might be more than they can resist. Maybe they’ve already planned for the heist and will see it through. Even down a man as they are, which is a thought that makes a connection in my mind. 

			“They’re going to hit something—maybe this jewelry show,” I say. “They aren’t leaving town until they’ve hit everything on their shopping list.” 

			“How can you be sure?” Astra asks. 

			“If they weren’t planning on sticking around, they would have waited until they were far away from Philly before executing their guy to avoid the heat it will undoubtedly bring,” I say. “Killing their guy eliminates the potential for their plan being compromised, since it severs the link between their guy and us. No, they’re still here, and they’ve still got a job to do. And they’re going to do it.”

			Everybody exchanges glances with one another and seems to come to a silent consensus. They seem to agree with my assessment. Good. It’s not much, and it’s rolling the dice big time that the jewelry show is their target, but we don’t have anything else to run with right now. It may be that they’ve got an entirely different target in mind. But it’s all we have, so we have to play the cards we’ve been dealt.

			“Okay, Rick, can you get me the case files from all the heists you’ve been able to attribute to this crew sent over?” I ask.

			“I’m on it,” he says. “I’ll get everything I can.” 

			“Great, thank you. Nina, do me a favor and get me the floor plan for the Convention Center. We need to start gaming this out and formulating a defense and a counterstrike.”

			“Copy that,” she nods. 

			“Lucas and Mo, I want to cover all our bases, so I want you guys to put together a list of other high-dollar events in the city. Scout the locations and put together a threat assessment. I need to know if anything you find is more likely to be hit than the jewelry show,” I say.

			“We’re on it,” Lucas says.

			I turn to Astra. “You and I are going to the Convention Center to speak with the people putting on the show,” I say. “We need to clue them in and get them on board with our plan to take this crew out.” 

			“Sounds good to me.” 

			As Astra and I walk out of the war room, I feel the faint stirrings of the sensation of momentum in the pit of my belly once more. It’s barely a glimmer, but it’s something. And hopefully, we’ll be able to get this thing back on track. I want to take this crew down so bad, I can taste it. 
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			Office of SAC Montgomery, Philadelphia Field Office; Philadelphia, PA

			I glance at my watch and stifle the sigh of annoyance that’s bubbling up in my throat. I’ve been sitting in Montgomery’s outer office for going on half an hour now, and my patience is wearing thin. He’s keeping me waiting to show me he’s still the boss and that he outranks me. This is nothing more than a petty power play. It’s childish and annoying. And there are far better things I can be doing with my time than sitting here waiting to be granted an audience. I could, for instance, be prepping our op at the Convention Center. 

			I cross my arms over my chest and the sigh bursts from my throat anyway as I tap my foot on the floor. The receptionist looks up and gives me an apologetic smile. 

			“I’m sure he’ll be off his call any minute now,” she says. 

			“I’m sure,” I mutter. 

			She turns back to her computer, and I keep tapping my foot as I continue to stew. Another five minutes go by before the phone on the receptionist’s desk softly beeps. She answers the call and speaks in a hushed tone, preventing me from hearing what she’s saying, then hangs up and offers me a smile.

			“SAC Montgomery will see you now,” she says.

			“Thank you.”

			I get to my feet, and the receptionist opens the door for me. I step inside, and she gives me another apologetic smile as she closes it behind me, leaving me alone with Montgomery. His office is clean and orderly. A pair of deep, plush wingbacks sit across from one another, a low table between them, sitting atop a dark-colored rug. To my left is a large plate glass window flanked by a pair of bookcases that are filled with photographs and personal items.

			The way the pictures are displayed, one can’t help but notice the array of pictures of Montgomery with Philadelphia’s celebrities, politicians, and other public figures. Which, of course, is what the SAC wants. He wants visitors to his office to notice them and see what a well-connected man he is. It’s peacocking, plain and simple. It’s a textbook example of the man’s insecurity. 

			His desk sits on a rug that matches his sitting area. It’s a large piece of smoked glass mounted atop chrome legs and is as neat and clean as the rest of his office. Montgomery works off a laptop, which is currently closed; he has a phone, a couple of framed pictures of his family, and a neatly piled stack of files sitting to his left. A credenza sits behind him, and above that hang his framed diplomas from Brown and Yale, as well as a few more photos of Montgomery with DC politicians, Philadelphia athletes, and other local celebrities.  

			It’s like he makes a point of taking pictures with famous people. He’s not the only one who does it, of course. I’ve been in my fair share of offices where guys display photos like this. The need to be associated with somebody famous is something I’ve never understood. In all the years I’ve been doing this job, I’ve never felt compelled to take a picture with somebody just because they were on TV or in a movie. And I’ve met plenty of celebrities. It’s just not something that interests me. 

			“Chief Wilder, please, have a seat,” he says and gestures to the pair of chairs that sit in front of his desk. 

			I perch on the edge of one of the comfortable Chesterfields that sit before his desk and cross my legs, doing my best to look patient. Inside, though, my muscles are tense, and I feel like I’ve got battery acid flowing through my veins. I count to ten in my head, doing my best to settle myself down before I speak. Petty power plays tend to put me in a foul mood, and when I get that way, I often speak without thinking. I get a lot of leeway from the brass, but their tolerance of my smart mouth and sometimes surly attitude isn’t without its limits. And since, technically speaking, Montgomery is my superior, I need to mind my Ps and Qs. 

			“So,” Montgomery starts. “I heard about one of the rip crew suspects getting away from your team. Rappelled off a parking structure, was it?” 

			I bite the inside of my cheek so hard it makes me wince to keep myself from being impertinent. I mean, what he said is true. There’s no hiding from it. My cheeks warm with the memory of my failure, and all I can do is nod.

			“We had a setback, and he got away from us, yes,” I say.

			He strokes his chin as a faint smile curls the corners of his mouth upward. Montgomery is enjoying this. He’s enjoying it a lot. The bastard. He’s enjoying it too much for a guy whose own reputation has taken a hit because he failed to catch the same crew we’re chasing. But then, maybe it’s because I’m now tasting the same bitter fruit that he’s been dining on for weeks. And I have to say… it sucks. 

			“And I’m hearing now, that the same man who made such a bold, daring escape and eluded your team, has turned up dead?” he goes on. “Is that right, Chief Wilder?” 

			I clench my fists so hard, I’m surprised I haven’t driven my nails straight through my palms already. Failing at something is bad enough. Having my nose rubbed in my failure like this is a thousand times worse. Unlike Montgomery, though, I can own up to my mistakes and not run from my failures. I force my hands to unclench, laying them flat on my thighs as I clear my throat and square my shoulders, maintaining direct eye contact with him.

			“Yes, sir. That is correct,” I say. “Our suspect was executed. Probably by his own crew. I assume they believed he was compromised. That tells me the crew isn’t done here in Philly. I don’t think they would have risked drawing that sort of attention if they didn’t already have some wheels in motion.”

			Montgomery leans forward and folds his hands on top of his desk, his eyes boring deep into mine as he seems to consider my words. And when he nods to himself, I can see he accepts my conclusion. 

			“That seems reasonable. And you seem to be anxious to get out on the street,” he says. “Would it be presumptuous to assume you and your team have a plan in motion?” 

			“No, we have a couple of things in the works,” I tell him.

			“Care to share?”

			“Not right now, no. There are still some pieces in flux, and I don’t want to say anything until I have those pieces firmed up,” I reply. 

			“Indulge me,” he presses. 

			“Sir, I’d rather not—”

			“What you’d rather or rather not do doesn’t much matter to me, Chief Wilder,” he cuts me off. “The last I checked, this was still my field office. And as such, so long as you’re running ops out of my shop, you’ll loop me into whatever ops you are working on. Do I make myself clear?” 

			I have to bite the inside of my cheek again to keep from uttering the harsh words that are sitting on the tip of my tongue. Getting cheeky with Montgomery right now wouldn’t do me any favors. After a quick count to five, I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear and nod.

			“Crystal clear, sir.” 

			“Good. Then tell me about the op you’re working on.” 

			I blow out a long, frustrated breath. “I’ll be honest with you, sir. This op is a roll of the dice,” I tell him. “We’re gambling on the idea that the crew isn’t done, but they’re going to want to hit something that will be small, easy to transport, and easier to fence.”

			“So, what have you come up with?”

			“There’s a jewelry show at the Convention Center in the next couple of days. We’re going to post up there at some point that afternoon and wait for the crew to arrive,” I tell him. “Going by the timing of their last heists, they’ll hit it at some point during the night. They’re brazen, but they’re not stupid. And even though the armored car job was an escalation, I believe if they can avoid a run-and-gun battle, they will.” 

			Montgomery sits back in his chair and steeples his fingers, his expression thoughtful. I don’t really care for the way he’s looking at me right now and have a bad feeling I know where his train of thought is going—and wish I could blow up the tracks before it gets there. 

			“How confident are you that this crew is going to hit this show?” he asks.

			“Honestly? It’s fifty-fifty,” I admit. “It’s a crapshoot.”

			“Well, it seems like a gamble worth taking.”

			“I think so,” I reply. 

			He leans forward again, the light of intensity in his eyes making the hair on the back of my neck stand on end and sending a cold chill racing up my spine. 

			“I agree. If this is our shot to take this crew down, it’s well worth taking,” he says. “That’s why I want my men involved with this op.” 

			“Absolutely not.”

			“This is not up for discussion, Chief Wilder.” 

			“With all due respect, sir, I don’t know your men. I’m sure they’re fine agents,” I say. “But going into an op like this, I’m only going to work with people I know and trust.” 

			“As I said, this is not up for discussion,” Montgomery growls, his voice low and tight.

			I know what’s going on here. Yes, it’s a roll of the dice, and there’s every chance in the world this will be a dry well and we’ll come up empty. But on the off chance that we guessed right, and we can take this crew down, Montgomery wants his guys in on the action so he can claim the lion’s share of the credit. As always, it boils down to credit and politics with Montgomery. 

			“This is a delicate op, sir,” I start slowly. “And as I said, I don’t work with people I don’t know. I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to say no.” 

			He chuckles softly. “You don’t get to say no, Chief Wilder.”

			I clench my hands again and sit back in my chair. I’m doing my best to keep my temper in check, but my control is wearing thin. 

			“SAC Montgomery, my unit is not part of your field office. And I have been given a lot of latitude to run my unit as I see fit,” I say. “And I will not be forced to work with men I don’t know. I’m sorry, but—”

			“I’m well aware that you have quite a few fans in DC. Powerful ones. But you have quite a few detractors as well, Chief Wilder. And they are just as powerful,” he counters. “All I have to do is make one phone call, and all of a sudden, there will be a political quagmire. And what do you think is going to happen to your unit while the pro-Wilder factions battle the anti-Wilder factions? They’ll probably sideline you. Do you want to sideline your entire unit like that? Wouldn’t it be simpler just to do as I’m asking and let a few of my guys assist you on this op?” 

			I narrow my eyes, my face burning with the rage that’s flowing through my body; my jaw is aching from clenching it so hard. Montgomery has gone from slightly annoying to outlandishly irritating. I’m rapidly coming to hate this man. 

			“The fact that you would jeopardize our investigation and put lives at risk for something as petty and meaningless as credit and power is disgusting beyond measure, SAC Montgomery. And it tells me all I need to know about you. As well as how you lead your field office,” I growl. “Believe me when I say this isn’t over and that you are going to regret strongarming your way onto my op.”  

			He flashes me an arrogant smirk. “So, when can I tell my men to expect to be briefed on this operation?” 
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			Pennsylvania Convention Center; Philadelphia, PA

			“All posts, check in,” I whisper into my team’s comm.

			“Post one, all clear.”

			“Post two, all clear.” 

			“Post three, all clear.”

			Their voices come through my earpiece one by one, all of them reporting the same thing. Nothing. It’s just after three in the morning, and I stifle a yawn. Montgomery stuck me with six of his men, and I’m starting to think that it’s all for naught. Maybe we got it wrong and the crew never intended to hit the show. Or maybe it’s not the right day. But we’ve been here getting set up and securing our positions since noon, and we haven’t had a sniff of anything amiss.

			“What do you think?” Astra whispers. “We tilting at windmills out here?”

			“I’m starting to think so, yeah.” 

			I’ve divided us up into teams of two. My team is in our normal duos, and I paired Montgomery’s men together. I figure if we’re working with somebody we know and trust, we won’t have to worry about somebody who’s a stranger to us watching our back. The truth is, I’m glad to have the extra help on this op. Having six more bodies is a good thing… so long as these guys can perform under pressure, that is. 

			“It’s almost three,” says Peters, one of Montgomery’s guys. “Are we going to call it anytime soon or wait ‘til the sun comes up?”

			The annoyance in his voice is impossible to miss, and it makes me grit my teeth. I glance at Astra, and she’s looking at me with an expression of surprise on her face.

			“Did he just—”

			I nod. “Yeah. I think so.” 

			“Oh, you’re not going to let him get away with that, are you?”

			“I don’t want any more friction between us and Montgomery’s men.” 

			“Yeah, but you don’t want those clowns thinking they can disrespect you either,” Astra protests. “Montgomery may outrank you, but you sure as hell outrank them.” 

			“Hello? Is anybody out there listening?” Peters’s voice comes through my earpiece again, even tighter and more annoyed. 

			Before I can stop myself, I key the comms. “Do you have somewhere better you need to be, Peters?”

			“My bed. Asleep,” he replies with a chuckle. 

			“That’s enough,” I growl, my voice low and authoritative. “You have been put under my command for this op, and we are going to stay here until I say we’re done. Am I clear?” 

			“Yes ma’am,” Peters says. “Sorry, ma’am.” 

			“Keep your eyes and ears open, and be ready, people,” I snap. “And no more idle chatter on the line. We don’t know who’s listening.”

			He keys the comm rather than speaking to reply, and Astra smiles at me. “I think that’s him giving you the silent treatment.”

			“Whatever,” I reply and roll my eyes. 

			As we wait in darkness, I go over my plan and how I’ve got my team deployed in my head for the millionth time. With nothing else going on, all I have to do is obsess. I’ve got Mo and Lucas in the empty, unfinished office in the high-rise across the street providing overwatch while Rick and Nina are monitoring the digital systems in the center from the war room in the field office. And I’ve got Montgomery’s men posted near likely entry points. I think we’ve got good coverage of the facility as well as the ability to respond to one another quickly.

			After consulting with the facilities managers, we know the power could be cut remotely, but there is a massive generator that would restore electricity to the center. The switchover from the main to the backup generator won’t be automatic though. It’ll take a little time to get it up and running. I’m going to bet the crew has accounted for that, and as such, I think it’s safe to assume they’ll cut the power before entering. Once the lights go out, they’ll have a minimum of three minutes of complete darkness to operate in. And given how quick and efficient this crew is, three minutes is an eternity. They can probably clean out the entire place in that amount of time.

			The alarms are a different story though. The backup generator is a dinosaur from a bygone era. It’s analog and can’t be hacked remotely. The alarms are top-of-the-line, state-of-the-art, and susceptible to anyone who knows what they’re doing. Which, if there’s one thing we know about this crew, it’s that they know what they’re doing. 

			I blow out a frustrated breath. “Peters isn’t wrong though. It’s three in the morning. None of their other jobs were pulled past two. Either we got the location or the day wrong. I’m starting to think they’re not coming.” 

			“Well, whether they’re coming or not, you needed to put that bozo in his place,” Astra replies. “You’re his superior, and there’s no reason for him to disrespect you that way.” 

			“I’m sure it’s coming from his boss.” 

			“Probably. But you did the right thing,” she replies. 

			“Yeah, well, I’m sure Montgomery and his boys here are going to have a good laugh about this back at the field office,” I say. “I’m sure Montgomery is going to eat up the fact that we came up empty tonight. That’s what burns my ass the most.”  

			“I wouldn’t worry about what that fool says or thinks. He’s a glory-chasing twerp who hasn’t accomplished in twenty-five years what we have in less than five,” she says. “It’s jealousy, plain and simple.” 

			I laugh softly. “Yeah, I guess maybe it is. But you know what else—” 

			“Heads up, guys. The alarm grid is down,” Nina’s voice comes through my earpiece. 

			“Contact,” Mo’s voice follows her not a second later. “We’ve got five bogies on the roof. They’re heading for the eastern skylight.”

			“All teams stand by. Prepare to converge on the eastern skylight on my command,” I whisper into the comms. 

			My muscles tense, and my pulse quickens as I wait for the action to start. These guys aren’t shy about pulling the trigger, and I know there’s a possibility that not all of us are coming back from this op. It’s that possibility that makes my stomach clench painfully. This is what we signed up for. This is our job. But it can be dangerous as hell, and I don’t relish the idea of having to call the family of an agent under my command to tell them their loved one isn’t coming home to them. 

			“It looks like they’re stringing charges on the skylight,” Mo reports. 

			“They’re putting on their rappelling gear and appear to be preparing to descend once they blow the glass,” Lucas adds.

			“Get ready to move on my command,” I say. “Do not engage until I give you the go.”

			“Well,” Astra says quietly. “Looks like they won’t be laughing about us coming up empty out here tonight.” 

			I give her a wry grin. “Guess not.”

			There’s a loud clank that echoes throughout the silent building, and the dim lights go out, plunging us into darkness. That’s followed by a pair of muffled thumps and the tinkling sound of shattered glass raining down from above.

			“Turn on your night vision gogg—” 

			The chatter of gunfire rips through the air, and the muzzle flashes of the weapons light up the darkness in staccato bursts. 

			“What the hell? Who’s firing? Who’s engaged?” I call into my comm. “All units converge on the eastern zone. Converge. Go now!” 

			The sound of a pitched battle echoes through the enormous hall. The sound of gunfire and shattering glass fills my ears and is punctuated by the sound of men screaming as bullets tear through flesh and bone. The problem is, I don’t know who’s being shot. Nor do I know who fired first. All I know is my team—or rather, the men Montgomery foisted upon me—moved before I gave the order. I pull down my goggles, and with Astra on my hip, we break cover and start for the battle zone, moving as fast as we dare. 

			The night vision goggles cast everything in a glowing, green light. And when we get to the area beneath the eastern skylight, I see four of Montgomery’s men taking cover behind a stack of crates, pinned down by a pair of men in distortion masks. Their AR-15s are punching holes in the crates and keeping the agents sheltering behind them from returning fire or breaking for better cover. If they move, they’re dead, and they know it.

			The gunmen are so focused on the four men behind the crates, though, they don’t see Astra and me coming, so I raise my Glock and squeeze off three quick shots. I see one of the men twitch and stagger back a step as one of my bullets tears through his upper arm. But he doesn’t go down and pivots toward us, unleashing a hail of bullets. I grunt, the air driven from my lungs, as Astra crashes into me, her body propelling me to the ground where she lands on top of me. A line of bullets tears through the wall I’d been standing in front of, spraying clouds of plaster and dust down onto us.

			“To the right, to the right,” one of the gunmen yells. 

			I get to my knees and peer over the display case Astra I are behind and have to quickly duck back down as the top of the counter is peppered with a line of bullets. There is a crackle of shots coming from the area the pinned agents had been sheltering in that’s quickly followed by the distinctive noise of AR-15 gunfire. An agonized scream fills the air in the hall, and I know that one of my men has been shot. 

			I pop up and fire off the rest of my clip blindly in the direction of the gunmen. They immediately return fire. They’re destroying the display case Astra and I are hiding behind. It wasn’t the smartest move, but it was necessary to draw their fire away from the wounded agent. Astra looks over at me with wide eyes.

			“Don’t do that again,” she hisses. 

			I key my comm. “Team three, team three, report,” I call. “Where are you guys?” 

			“We’re trapped in one of the side halls, but we’re looking for another way in. Hold on, we’re coming,” comes the reply.

			Astra turns to me. “How in the hell did they get trapped in a side hall?” 

			I shrug. “No idea.”

			Another blast of gunfire makes me flinch. I look around, searching for a way out of this and over to the wounded men. But I know sticking my head above that counter is only going to get it blown off, which won’t do anybody any good. 

			“Team two, what is your condition?” I call into my comm. 

			“Meadows is hit pretty bad, Chief,” comes the reply. “He needs to get to a hospital.” 

			I rack my brain, trying to find a way out of this. The only option I have seems to be to make a suicidal run and hope I can get the two gunmen before they get me. But as if sensing what I’m thinking, Astra puts her hand on my arm and looks at me, shaking her head.

			“Don’t you even think about it,” she says.

			“What choice do we have?”

			“Wait,” she says. “Just wait.” 

			“For what?” 

			“For the lights to come back on,” she says. “We’ll stand a much better chance if we can all see.” 

			“Meadows might not have that kind of time.”

			“You getting yourself killed isn’t going to give him more time.” 

			My stomach roils, and I can feel the veins in my neck pulsing in time with my thundering heart. I grit my teeth and feel the seconds ticking by. The knowledge that with each passing moment, Meadows continues to bleed out, weighs heavily on me. 

			“Wait,” I whisper. “Do you hear that?”

			“Hear what?” Astra asks.

			“Exactly,” I reply. “Why has the gunfire stopped?”

			As if in answer to my question, there is a loud clack, and the hall we’re in is suddenly flooded with light. A sharp pain shoots through my head as the goggles flare with the sudden influx of illumination, searing my eyes. I quickly tear them off my head and with a yelp, Astra does the same. When my eyes adjust, I sneak a peek over the counter we’ve been taking cover behind and feel a current of anger surge through me. 

			“They’re gone,” I say.

			“What do you mean they’re gone?” Astra asks. 

			“Call the EMTs,” I tell her. “We need to get Meadows to the hospital five minutes ago.”

			As Astra makes the call, I get to my feet and look left and right, searching for the gunmen. But they’re gone. Keeping my gun at the ready just in case, I dash over to check on Meadows and the other agents. Two took minor wounds from flying debris, and Meadows himself was shot in the stomach. One of the men is holding his coat over the wound, trying to staunch the flow of blood until the ambulance arrives. 

			There is nothing we can do until help gets here, so Astra and I walk through the hall to make sure none of the rip crew are out there trying to get the drop on us. As we move through the hall, I see the blood from the one I wounded. There isn’t much, telling me the wound was superficial. We see that the display cases have all been smashed, their contents gone. We may have prevented them from clearing out the entire hall, but they still made off with plenty. 

			“How did this happen?” Astra asks.

			“Easy. Once Montgomery’s guys went cowboy and jumped the gun, the crew had two guys keep them—us—pinned down while the rest of the team cleared out the cases,” I say. “They probably didn’t get all they wanted, but they certainly got a lot.” 

			“Jesus,” Astra mutters. 

			I key the comms. “Lucas, Mo, do either of you have eyes on the crew?” I ask. “Did you see them exit the center?”

			“Negative,” Lucas says. “On both counts.”

			“How bad is it, boss?” Mo asks. 

			I look over at the injured agent as the sound of sirens wailing in the distance draws closer. I grit my teeth and try to quell the surge of white-hot anger flowing through me. We might not be in this mess if Montgomery’s men hadn’t gone rogue. And I can’t help but think they did so on his orders. I have no doubt he ordered them to be the first on the scene. They wanted to take down the crew themselves to claim all the glory. 

			I turn and look at the scene again. Three agents wounded—one whose survival is questionable at this point—and maybe hundreds of thousands of dollars in jewelry lost. Montgomery is undoubtedly going to try to lay the blame for this fiasco at my feet. He’ll frame it as yet another “swing and a miss” for my team. He’ll try to make us look incompetent. All I can do is shake my head.

			“This is going to be bad,” I mutter. “Very, very bad.”
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			Office of SAC Montgomery, Philadelphia Field Office; Philadelphia, PA

			“What in the hell happened out there, Chief Wilder?” Montgomery shouts. 

			“You should ask your men what happened, sir. They moved before I gave the order to move,” I snarl. 

			“Oh, no. Don’t you try to pin the blame on my men,” he growls. “My men are professionals. They’re all good agents who follow orders.”

			“Oh, so were they following your order to go cowboy out there?” 

			He stands up so suddenly, his chair shoots back and crashes into the credenza behind him. Two of the three picture frames topple over, and I hear the unmistakable high-pitched tinkling sound of glass breaking. Montgomery turns and looks at the frames sitting face down, and his face grows red as he turns back to me with an expression of rage on his face. I stand behind the pair of Chesterfields in front of his desk, returning his gaze with one that’s cooler but no less outraged. 

			“Your men put their lives and the lives of my team in jeopardy when they acted without my orders, sir,” I state, my voice cold and tight.

			“Oh, no, you’re not going to lay your failures on my doorstep, Chief Wilder,” he snaps back. “I just spent the last half hour being reamed by Mayor Camelo over this debacle. She is not pleased that your team allowed hundreds of thousands of dollars to be stolen. A failure like that will have a major impact on this city, Chief Wilder. Your inability to prevent this theft is going to make other organizations think twice before planning events like this jewelry show in Philadelphia. That will impact the economy and job creation in the city. Your failure—”

			“Okay, let me just stop you right there,” I snap. “I’m not going to let you impugn my team’s integrity or our reputation. Your men went rogue, SAC Montgomery. They moved in and fired before I gave the order. And I’m guessing that if I asked them, they’d tell me they were operating on your orders, not mine.”

			“You had best watch your tone, Chief Wilder. And you had better think twice before leveling serious accusations like that.” 

			“Why should I? You certainly aren’t being shy about making accusations,” I shoot back.

			“You were the team leader out there. It was your responsibility.”

			“You’re right. It was my responsibility to bring everybody home safe,” I spit. “But that’s impossible to do when I have members of my team actively working against me—acting on their own. Now, whether they did so because they were ordered to is a question worth asking.” 

			The tension in the room is thick as Montgomery and I glare at each other with narrowed eyes and clenched jaws. It feels like we’re about ten seconds away from declaring pistols at dawn—though I’m reasonably sure the Bureau would probably frown upon two senior agents having a duel. Still, it might feel satisfying. Montgomery set this mess in motion with his effort to take all the glory—or conversely, to be able to deflect all the blame if things went sideways. Which they very obviously did. 

			“Nobody was working against you,” he says. “You’re paranoid.” 

			“SAC Montgomery, your agents disobeyed my direct order. As a result, the op went off the rails, three were wounded—one critically—and our perps got away with a lot of money,” I tell him. “I assure you the audio from the comms will back up my account. Now, I have no desire to throw the field agents under the bus who were only following orders—your orders, not mine, mind you—but this is how it will be reflected in my report.”

			Montgomery’s expression darkens, and his frown deepens. Like me, he sees this entire thing headed for a ditch; it’s like we’re playing a game of chicken to see which of us steers us into it first. I’m more than willing to take the heat when my team does something wrong, but they didn’t. His guys did. And I think he’s smart enough to know that if he wants to escalate this and the brass starts squeezing his guys, they may not be as willing to take a bullet for him as he seems to think. If Montgomery keeps pressing this and the truth of it all comes out, yeah, I may take a lump or two, but he’s going to end up in a full-body cast. 

			“This is counterproductive, Chief Wilder,” he says curtly. “We need to get ahead of this crew and stop this crime spree.”

			“Finally. Something we agree on. Now, may I get back to work?”

			“Fine. You’re dismissed,” he replies sourly. “But as a courtesy, I would like to review your report before you file it.” 

			I stare at him for a long moment, my head spinning, completely dumbfounded. I’m not sure if I should be more surprised or appalled by the set of brass ones on this guy. That he would sabotage my op, blame me for it when things go terribly wrong, then ask for editorial oversight of my report is the pinnacle of ballsy. Shaking my head, I snort then turn and leave his office, making sure to slam the door behind me. 

			My pulse is racing, and I’m seeing red as I make my way back to the war room. And the moment I step inside, I feel the dark mood infusing the air inside settle down over me. 

			“What is it?” I ask.

			“Agent Meadows didn’t make it,” Mo answers. “He died on the table.” 

			I nod and clench my teeth. I’m not entirely surprised to hear the news given the condition he was in when the ambulance finally arrived at the center last night. But it’s still a hard blow. It’s not that I knew Meadows well. Or at all, really. But he was still an agent under my command—nominally speaking, anyway. He may have been working against me, but that’s because he was following his direct superior’s orders. While I can be upset by the actions, I can’t be upset with Meadows. He’s loyal to his superior officer. And though the SAC might not deserve the man’s loyalty, I have to respect it. Grudgingly, of course. 

			“Did he have a family?” I ask.

			“Wife. Two young kids,” Rick says slowly. 

			“Great,” I mutter. 

			I drop down onto the edge of the table and stare down at the ground for a long, quiet minute as I try to gather my thoughts. There’s a lot of noise in my head right now, and I need to find a way to muffle it. We’ve got a dead agent, a rip crew running rampant and getting pretty much anything they want when they want to take it, no clues, no leads, and no earthly idea how we’re going to stop them. Yeah, things are going great. 

			“You all right?” Astra asks.

			I nod. My problems are nothing compared to what Meadows’s wife and kids are going through right now. Being pissed off about how Montgomery is acting seems petty. At least I’ll be able to go home. 

			“Yeah,” I reply. “I’ll be fine.” 

			“What happened with Montgomery?” Astra asks.

			“Nothing worth talking about,” I tell her. “Lots of screaming. Lots of yelling. Lots of blame and threats. But after I told him we had the audio logs proving his men disobeyed my orders, he changed his tune. Wanted me to do him the courtesy of letting him have oversight of my field report.” 

			Everybody scoffs and mutters under their breath, every bit as appalled as I am. I turn to Rick and Nina.

			“We do have the recordings from the comms, right?” I ask. “I probably should have double-checked before I popped off to Montgomery.” 

			“Yeah, we have them,” Rick says.

			“We’ll clean them up and put them all on a thumb drive,” Nina says. 

			“Great,” I nod. “Make me a copy of that if you would. I’ll leave it with Montgomery when we’re done out here. We’ll let him review that.” 

			Silence descends over the room again, and I can’t help but feel there’s a sense of hopelessness and frustration saturating the air around us. My stomach clenches, and I fold my arms over my chest, trying to keep the pounding in my head at bay. I know my team is looking to me for answers, but I have none to give them. It’s an unusual and uncomfortable feeling. It’s like millions of ants crawling across my skin.

			“So, where do we go from here?” Astra asks. 

			I shake my head. “We have absolutely nothing right now, and I have no idea where to go. I am at a complete loss right now,” I say. “And part of me is afraid that we just blew our last chance to get these guys. What if last night’s heist was the last one on their list? What if they’re done and will now just… disappear?”

			“Well, the one thing we know is that they’ll likely be back next year,” Lucas says. “We may get more than one bite at this apple.” 

			“Maybe,” I reply. “But it’s also just as possible they hit their magic number after this haul and are done. Now, they’ll just go live their lives off the millions they’ve stolen over the years.”

			As I look around, I see expressions of surprise on everybody’s faces. We’ve been stumped and sent back to square one on a case before. Plenty of times. Other times when a lead hasn’t worked out, I’ve always had another lead or another direction for us to run in. But I’ve got absolutely nothing right now. No direction to point to. No clue that gives us even a hint. I’ve got nothing. And I can honestly say I’ve never felt as defeated as I do right now.

			“All right,” I say, getting to my feet. “Enough of this wallowing. Go back to the hotel. Go get some dinner. Go do… something. Just get out of the office for a while and blow off some steam. We’ll start turning over more rocks in the morning and see if we can come up with something. Just… go. Take the night to do whatever you want.” 

			There isn’t much conversation as everybody gets to their feet and shuffles for the exit. There’s a dark cloud hovering over the room that I see reflected in everybody’s faces as they pass me. I’m not used to seeing everybody look so defeated. But then, I guess they’re taking their lead from me. I can’t help it though. We got beat. Again. This crew could be done, and if they are, there’s nothing we can do about it. Like a puff of smoke on a breeze, they’ll just be gone, and we won’t get another shot at them. 

			I’m not used to losing. It’s happened before, of course. Nobody is ever one hundred percent in this field. Nobody. But losing a case never feels good. It’s a grim feeling. My stomach churns, and that feeling of ants crawling all over my body intensifies. This isn’t the first time I’ve lost a case, but that doesn’t make it any easier to accept. I don’t like losing, and I will never, ever learn to accept it. 

			“This fight isn’t over,” Astra says as she leans against the table beside me.

			“It could be. If the crew is done with their run, they’re gone, and there’s not a damn thing we’ll be able to do about it.”

			She shrugs. “It’s possible. And if that’s what happens, there’s nothing we can do about it. Beating ourselves up helps nobody,” she says. “And more than likely, it’s going to hurt our next case if we’re looking backward and are focused on the wrong thing.”

			“Yeah. I know.” 

			“So, take your own advice. Go have a meal. Get out of the office and out of your head for a night,” she says. “We’ll hit it hard in the morning, and whatever comes of it, comes of it.” 

			I nod. “Thanks, Astra.”

			“You want some company?”

			I give her a weak smile and take her hand as I stand up, giving it a squeeze. I’m not used to Astra being the one to give me the rah-rah, motivational speeches. That’s always been my job. That’s always what I’ve done for my team. I’m supposed to be the rock for my team—the one who keeps her head about her and always knows the right thing to do. The right thing to say. Being on the other end of it feels… wrong.

			“Thanks, Astra. I appreciate the offer,” I tell her. “But I think I need to be alone tonight. I need to clear my head.” 

			“That’s fair,” she replies. “Then I’ll see you in the morning.” 
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			The Gold Note Lounge, Fishtown District; Philadelphia, PA 

			Tourists in Philadelphia usually flock to the Old Town neighborhood. It’s the cradle of liberty, after all. Old Town is home to Independence Hall, the Liberty Bell, and Betsy Ross’s house. Lots to see there. But just north of Old Town is Fishtown. It’s a hip little place full of rooftop bars, sidewalk cafes, and boutique art galleries. And thankfully, it’s got a small jazz joint called the Gold Note Lounge. 

			When I’m stressed out, I usually retreat into something comforting and familiar: jazz music. It never fails to calm my nerves and clear my mind. And right now, that’s exactly what the doctor ordered. They don’t have live music going on right now—I assume because it’s a weekday—but I’ve got a glass of bourbon in my hand and Billie Holliday softly crooning from the speakers overhead, so life isn’t all that bad. At least I’m still alive and can enjoy simple pleasures like this. Unlike Agent Meadows. 

			The thought of his death puts a sour taste in my mouth and makes me frown. I look down and swirl the amber liquid around in my glass, listening to the high-pitched ringing of the ice clinking against the sides. I raise the glass and take a sip, relishing the way it burns as the liquid slides down my throat. It hits my belly, and the warmth spreads throughout my body. I close my eyes and lean my head back against the booth, savoring the taste and feel of the bourbon flowing through me. 

			This case has gotten under my skin more than almost any other case I’ve worked on. The fact that we’ve failed twice to bring these guys down—combined with the fact that I’ve lost an agent who was technically under my command—is weighing on me. But nothing feels heavier than the fact that we have absolutely nothing to go on. We have no idea who these guys are or where they’re going. We have nothing.

			I drain my glass and crunch the ice between my teeth. Billie Holliday gives way to Wynton Marsalis, and as the warmth from the bourbon keeps flowing through my body, I finally start to feel myself relax. Slightly. The knots in my shoulders slowly start to unravel, and my muscles begin to unclench. I’ve been so tense, and my body clenched so hard, this slight bit of relaxation makes me feel almost boneless. All I need now is a hot bath. 

			“How we doin’ over here?”

			I open my eyes and see my waitress, a brunette named Rochelle, standing in front of my table with a wide smile on her face. 

			“Better than when I walked in,” I tell her.

			“Rough day, huh?”

			“You have no idea.” 

			“Well, can I get you another drink?”

			I nod. “Yes. Please.” 

			“You got it.” 

			Still slumped back against the booth, I look around the lounge. The Gold Note is built primarily from red brick. A row of rough-hewn but polished oak timbers run down the center of the room, and there are exposed pipes and beams overhead, all of them artistically distressed. In keeping with the theme of a lot of places in the area, the interior of the lounge is meant to evoke feelings of stepping back in time to the days when the Constitution was being drafted. It’s meant to make people feel as if it’s the kind of place Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin might have stopped in to have a drink.

			The small stage is set up on the far wall, opposite the front doors. To the right is a long, polished bar with a dozen stools sitting in front of it. Four of them are occupied. A row of booths lines the wall to the left, and I’m sitting in the last one, which gives me a good view of the empty stage. The entire place is dimly lit by what is meant to look like Colonial-era lanterns hanging from the ceiling. Framed photographs of jazz legends hang on the walls, many of them autographed. The Gold Note has had jazz royalty come through the doors. 

			Rochelle drops off my drink with a smile then departs to take care of another table. The place is only about half-full, but it looks like there’s only one other waitress and the bartender on duty, so they’re keeping her jumping. I close my eyes and lean my head back again, letting the bourbon warm me from the inside while the music washes over me. The fog that’s been in my head and clouding my mind begins to lift, and thankfully, the banger of a headache that had been forming dissipates like a storm that’s petered out. 

			Careful to not overindulge, I spend another hour inside the Gold Note, and by the time I’m ready to leave, I feel better than I have any right to feel given what’s going on. But that sense of impending doom has finally lifted. Instead, it feels like a shaft of blindingly bright sunlight shooting through a bank of dark clouds is breaking through my consciousness. It’s not illuminating much, but it’s lighting up a small patch in the gloom that’s been blanketing my mind. At this point, I’ll take it. 

			I’d love nothing more than to stay, listen to a little more music, and have a couple more drinks. But I need my head clear and my focus sharp tomorrow. We need to find these guys. We need to put a stop to this wild crime spree. I’ve never been a quitter. No matter how hard things get, I’ve never been the type of person who throws my hands up in the air and walks away from something. I don’t quit. And even though this case is challenging on so many different levels, I’m not going to start now. 

			I pay my tab and leave a generous tip for Rochelle then walk out of the lounge. The cool night air caresses my very warm skin, and I groan. I lean back against the wall of the lounge and close my eyes, relishing the feeling for a couple of minutes. I obviously didn’t cut myself off soon enough, and even though I’m not feeling drunk or impaired at all, I’m more than a little warm, and the cool air on my skin feels nice.  

			My phone rings, so I pull it out of my pocket, connect the call, and press it to my ear without checking the caller ID, assuming it’s Astra calling to check up on me. 

			“Wilder,” I say. 

			“Good evening, Chief Wilder,” an unfamiliar man’s voice replies. “How is the weather in Philadelphia tonight?”

			I stand up and take a quick glance at the caller ID which tells me the call is coming from a restricted number. The voice isn’t familiar to me and sends fingers of ice sliding down my spine, making me shudder. I can’t pinpoint exactly what it is, but there is something vaguely sinister about the voice. It’s got a higher—almost musical—register to it. 

			“The weather is fine. And who is this?” I ask.

			“All in due time, Chief. We can’t just jump into things right away. I’m not that kind of boy,” he replies. “I require a little wining and dining. A little foreplay.” 

			That chill washing over me gets colder, and I lick my lips nervously. Whoever this is wants to play a game with me. Unfortunately for him, I’m not in the mood to play games. I’ve got more important things to do. 

			“Yeah, well, I’m not really into wining and dining anybody right now,” I reply. “So, you have yourself a good night.” 

			“I wouldn’t disconnect the call if I were you.”

			“No? Why’s that?” 

			“Because if you do, I will kill this busload of people.” 

			A bolt of electricity runs from my toes to the top of my head, and my back stiffens. All the tension I’d just managed to erase inside the lounge is back, and every muscle in my body is suddenly tense once more. I strain my ears, listening to the background noise, and my mouth grows dry when I hear what sounds like traffic and the diesel engine of a bus. 

			“Who are you?” I ask.

			“I told you, Chief Wilder. All in due time.”

			“Fine, let’s start with something simple,” I say. “What do you want?” 

			“What do I want? That’s a much more complicated question,” he says. 

			The laughter on the other end of the line is entirely without humor, and it sends another cold chill crawling up my spine. I open and close my mouth, trying to work a little moisture into it. I’m not a girl who spooks easily, but there is something about this man’s voice—about his entire demeanor—that’s eerie as hell. He’s calm. Playful. He seems like he’s entirely in control. I don’t like it when mysterious callers feel like they’re in complete control since that means I’m behind the eight ball from the start. 

			“Simplify it and tell me what you want,” I tell him. 

			He gives me that creepy chuckle again that turns my blood to ice. In the background, I hear voices and the sound of the bus accelerating again. But then I hear the voices of children, and my heart jumps into my throat. My pulse races, and my palms are suddenly damp. Since I have no idea if the man on the other end of the line can or will kill the people on the bus, their survival may well depend on me talking to this guy. 

			“I want you to find me,” he says.

			“Excuse me?” 

			“Did I stutter?” he replies. “I want you to find me.” 

			“I don’t even know who you are. How am I supposed—” 

			“You received my package?” he cuts me off. 

			I grit my teeth when I think back to the thumb I received after returning from our case in Vegas. Danny West. Whoever that is. 

			“Yeah, I received it.”

			“Good. Then you have what you need to find me,” he says. “And if you’re half as good as you think you are, you’ll be able to do just that.” 

			“Why are you doing this?” I ask. “What is it you want from me?” 

			“You can’t give me what I want.” 

			“Then why do this?”

			“You took something from me, Chief Wilder. And because you did, I’m going to take something from you,” he says. “That is unless you can find me. If you can, we’ll finish this one-on-one—face-to-face—and won’t have to involve anybody else. If you can’t…” 

			He lets his words trail off, allowing the unspoken threat to hang in the air between us. It’s chilling. Which is probably the effect he wanted to have on me. 

			“What is it you think I took from you?” I ask.

			“Look into what I sent you, Chief Wilder. Start there,” he says. “And we’ll talk again soon. I promise.” 

			The line goes dead, and I stare at my phone for a minute. Any good feelings I’d managed to gather inside the lounge are long gone, and the tension that had melted away is back with a vengeance. I lick my dry lips, trying to work some moisture back into my mouth. It’s not bad enough we’re dealing with a killer rip crew, but now I have to deal with some damn psychopath wanting my attention so bad he’s willing to literally kill for it.

			Not only is this all a bit overwhelming and more than a little chilling, but my face grows warm with a flash of anger. This is the last thing I want to deal with. 

			“Wonderful,” I mutter. “Just freaking wonderful.” 
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			Conference Room J42; Philadelphia Field Office; Philadelphia, PA

			I walk into the war room the next morning feeling better than I have any right to. Yesterday was a long day followed by a longer night. But I still somehow feel amped up and ready to go. I’m glad to see that Rick and Nina are already working away at their stations and that nobody else has arrived yet. Though I hate to admit it, last night’s mystery caller left me rattled. I was up most of the night going over everything in the file Milton sent me on the thumb—which wasn’t much. But then I started trying to look into Danny West myself. 

			The caller told me I had everything I needed to find him already with the thumb. But I spent most of the night racking my brain and came up with nothing. I don’t know who Danny West is or what my connection to him might be. His name rings no bells whatsoever. I don’t have a photographic memory or anything, but I tend to be able to recall names who’ve been connected to cases I’ve worked on. At the very least, it will jog something in my head that will lead me to the answer. Try as I did, though, I came up with absolutely nothing. No ring of familiarity and nothing in my case files. Nothing. 

			There has to be some nexus between me, West, and the mystery caller for it to make any kind of sense that I already have what I need to find him. But if there is, I can’t think of what it could possibly be. Nor can I find it. Unless the caller was simply yanking my chain. It could just be somebody looking to get under my skin. Somebody looking for attention. It’s a possibility I need to consider, but one I don’t think is likely. He sounded too calm. Too sure. He didn’t sound like an attention-seeking crank to me. I could be wrong, and I intend to find out, but I’m almost positive there’s something there. 

			After dropping my bag on my chair, I walk over to their side of the room. “Good morning, guys.”

			“Hey, boss, how’s it going this morning?” Rick asks. 

			I blow out a long breath. “I’ll get back to you on that.”

			“That doesn’t sound good,” Nina says. 

			“It’s not. Not really,” I tell them. “I’m glad I caught you guys here before everybody else gets in though. I need a favor.” 

			“What’s up, Blake?” Nina asks.

			I fill them in on my conversation with the mystery caller as well as the thumb I received in the mail. They listen to my story, their expressions grim. 

			“So, what I need is for you guys to do a deep dive on Danny West. I need to know everything about him you can find. Anything and everything, right down to his shoe size,” I say. “Obviously, our job here takes priority. But when you guys have some time, I hope you can work your magic and help me figure out what this is all about.” 

			“Yeah, you got it,” Rick says.

			“Sure, we’re totally on it,” Nina adds. 

			“Good. Great,” I say. “Thank you.” 

			The door to the war room slides open, and the others saunter in and take their seats, the smiles they walked in with fading as they prepare to get to work. 

			“Oh, hey, before I forget, we got the ME’s report on that body,” Nina tells me. “No way to ID the corpse. It was too badly burned and the face was so pulverized. They can’t even do a dental match.”

			“Awesome. More good news,” I groan. 

			“Sorry.”

			I give her a smile. “Not your fault. I appreciate you staying on that for me.”

			I turn and watch the rest of the team filter in and give them a couple of minutes to settle in. It makes me feel like a teacher waiting to get her class started. 

			“You all look rested and refreshed,” I address the team. “That’s good, since I have a feeling this is going to be a long day.” 

			“A night off now and then recharges the batteries,” Astra says. “Speaking of which, you’re looking a little recharged yourself. Have a good night?” 

			“Not really,” I reply. “I’m running on anger and adrenaline at the moment.”

			“What happened?”

			“I’ll tell you later. It’s not important right now,” I tell her. “The only thing that matters is getting a lead on this crew.” 

			Astra gives me a curious look and a concerned frown. I offer her a smile that’s supposed to look reassuring, but I’m sure it looks sickly more than anything. I do feel a little better at least. After a few miserable hours’ worth of sleep, I woke up feeling a renewed sense of determination and purpose that had gotten sucked out of me after the debacle at the Convention Center. 

			“So, where are we at today?” Mo asks. 

			“Same place we were at yesterday,” I say. “So, since we have no leads to chase, no suspects to run down, and no clues to follow, we need to go back to basics.”

			“Okay, so what do you have in mind?” Astra asks. 

			“The basics. We need to break this all down and start from the start.” 

			Sliding my hands into the pockets of my slacks, I pace the room, letting my mind work as I do. The truth is, I don’t know what I have in mind. I have never been more stumped on a case than I am right now, and it’s disconcerting, to say the least. But the one thing I always do when I’m stumped is try to strip away all the noise and focus on the most basic things in the case. And when I’m able to focus on the most basic things, sometimes I can find something that stands out. Something that doesn’t fit with the profile. Something that strikes a false note in me. 

			As everything we’ve seen, heard, and done since arriving tumbles through my mind, it hits me. I want to kick myself for dismissing it out of hand and not giving it the consideration I should have. That’s something else I consider a personal failure in a case chock full of them. If I hadn’t shrugged it off, maybe the crew wouldn’t have been able to pull the job they did right under our noses. If I hadn’t overlooked something so obvious, maybe Henry Meadows would still be alive. I stop pacing and turn to the group, a frown pulling the corners of my mouth down. 

			“I see that big brain of yours working, Blake. What’s up?” Astra asks. 

			“What was one of the first questions we had when we got here?” I answer her question with one of my own. “What was one of the very first things we noticed?”

			Everybody looks at each other, hoping they have the answer. Nobody does, though, and they all turn back to me with questions in their eyes. 

			“It was something that stood out to us so much that we remarked on it, discussed it, but eventually dismissed it. I think now, that was a big mistake,” I go on. 

			“Enlighten us,” Lucas says. 

			“The guards. They shot two of them in the head at point-blank range, but for some reason, they shot Mark Dunphy in the gut and called it a day,” I say. 

			“Yeah, but we talked to him,” Astra says. “He played dead. The crew thought—”

			I cut her off with a shake of my head. “This crew is too exacting and too precise. They don’t make mistakes,” I say. “They wouldn’t have shot Dunphy in the gut and figured it was good enough. This crew doesn’t do ‘good enough.’ They’re too careful. They’re too good. The fact that Dunphy survived the shooting is an anomaly, and I should have focused harder on that. It’s a line of inquiry I should have pressed. But I discarded it. That’s my failure.”

			“To be fair, we all discarded it,” Astra points out. “So, there’s enough blame to go around. All of us should have pressed that line harder.” 

			“So, we think Dunphy was working with the rip crew?” Mo asks. “Are we thinking he was their inside man now?” 

			“I think it’s possible. As I said, the fact that he survived is an anomaly that I should have taken more time to account for. That brief conversation in the hospital shouldn’t have been the end of it. But I dropped the ball,” I say.

			“We all dropped the ball,” Astra says.

			I shake my head. “This one’s on me. I didn’t press when I should have pressed,” I tell her. “He started our conversation by saying the trauma of being shot made his memory spotty. But looking back on it, he sure seemed to remember the whole thing, didn’t he? Gave us plenty of information to run with—information that led directly away from him.” 

			Astra frowns. “Yeah. You’re right. I probably should have caught that too.” 

			“Rick, did you ever find out if there was an obstruction in the road the night of the armored car job?” I ask. “Was there an accident that forced them to divert down that side street?” 

			“There was no accident that I can find,” he says. “The only thing I’ve been able to dig up for that night is a call for a tow truck for a stalled car.”

			“A stalled car. I guess that could have been blocking traffic,” Astra says. “But do you think a stalled car was enough to make that transport divert to the side street?” 

			I shake my head. “I don’t. Dunphy told us he remembers there was an accident on the road that made them divert,” I say. “He lied to us.”

			“Or maybe his memory was scrambled, and he mistook the stall for an accident,” Lucas offers with a shrug. “Sorry, just playing devil’s advocate.” 

			“No, you’re right to question it. And you may be right. But given the fact that he’s alive at all to tell us makes me see him differently. It makes me inclined to believe that he lied to us,” I say.

			“Are you sure you’re not just frustrated by this and seeing things that aren’t there?” Astra asks.

			“It’s possible. I won’t say it’s not. But I don’t like anomalies, and I think it’s worth going back and asking the questions,” I say. “Hopefully, he’s out of the hospital and doesn’t have Nurse Ratched watching over him. We might be able to have a franker conversation with him.” 

			“He is out of the hospital,” Nina says, her eyes glued to her computer screen. “He was pronounced fit enough to go home and was discharged yesterday.”

			“Good,” I say. “Rick, Nina, I want you guys to do a deep dive on Dunphy. I want to know everything about him—especially about his financials. Find anything that traces back to him—credit cards, shell corporations, bank accounts. Comb through his social media posts. I want anything and everything you can find on him.”

			“On it,” they say in unison.

			“Mo, I want you and Lucas to go and talk to Dunphy’s friends, family, and coworkers. Ask them if he’s acted any different lately, if he’s buying new and expensive toys—anything,” I say. “We need to know if there’s been any change in the man’s lifestyle at all.”

			“Copy that,” Mo nods. 

			“Astra, you and I are going to go back to Dunphy and lean on him. I don’t like being lied to,” I say. “So, let’s squeeze him hard and see what, if anything, pops out.”

			“That sounds like a fun way to spend an afternoon to me,” she says. 

			“Hey, Blake?” 

			“What’s up, Lucas?” 

			I turn to Lucas and see he’s still wearing his devil’s advocate face. I can see he’s not entirely on board with this. To be fair, I don’t know that any of them are. I’m pretty sure they all think I’m doing what Astra said and focusing all my frustration on the one living link to the crew we have. And who knows? They might be right, and Dunphy might be a dead end. 

			“I’m just wondering what happens if Dunphy is a dry hole? We’re already ten steps behind this crew, and I think we should be developing another line of inquiry just in case he doesn’t pan out as far as a lead goes,” he says slowly. 

			“Tell you what. If you can develop another line to follow, run with it—because right now, I don’t have another theory. I don’t have another clue. If Dunphy doesn’t pan out, we are going to be dead in the water,” I tell him. “I’m open to any and all ideas.”

			A tense silence descends over the room, and everybody looks distinctly uncomfortable. This is uncharted territory for us. We’ve had setbacks, and have been knocked back to square one on cases before. Plenty of times. But never before have we had so few ideas and so little to go on that if one lead doesn’t pan out for us, we’d be dead in the water. It’s not a good feeling.

			“So, I guess we’ll just have to cross our fingers and hope really hard that Dunphy pans out and can give us a lead. Any other questions?” I ask and wait a moment, but nobody speaks. “All right then, let’s go to work.”  
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			Residence of Mark Dunphy, Harrowgate District; Philadelphia, PA

			Harrowgate is a rough-around-the-edges, working-class neighborhood that sits along the Delaware River in what’s known as the “River Wards” section of Philadelphia. The street Dunphy lives on is older and a bit run down. None of the houses I can see has a fresh coat of paint or professional landscaping—most of the lawns are dry with brown patches in them—and there aren’t new or expensive cars in the driveways. But the street is relatively clean, and it seems obvious the owners all take pride in their homes, even in these difficult economic times. 

			Dunphy’s house is a two-story Colonial built from red, faded brick and white clapboard. The shutters and trim were once a deep green, but time and the elements have left it faded and a few shades lighter than it should be. The lawn is a little longer than his neighbor’s, and the bushes that line the front of the house are a little overgrown and could use a good pruning. A Ford F150 that looks to be about fifteen years old is sitting in a driveway that’s cracked and stained with oil spots. 

			Astra and I mount the three steps that lead to the porch and the front door. The wood-framed screen door is loose on its hinges and is standing wide open, so I knock on an oak door that’s seen better days. The wood is faded and aged, and the large, oval pane of stained glass in the center of the door is cracked and chipped. We wait a moment before I ring the bell. As the last notes of the chiming fade, I hear the hard thump of somebody walking slowly toward the door.

			“Hold on, for Christ’s sake,” comes the muffled voice from inside. 

			I step back, and a minute later, the door opens to reveal Mark Dunphy. He’s wearing a pair of boxers and a white tank top that’s marked by a couple of dark stains that look like coffee. His hair is tousled, and his jaw and cheeks are covered in a thick stubble. It looks like he hasn’t gotten anywhere near a shower in weeks. His eyes are red and watery, as is his nose, and it looks like we just pulled him out of a nap. Or a drunken stupor. I can’t be sure which. 

			His eyes widen slightly, and a startled expression flits across his face. He quickly clears his throat and runs a hand through his hair, doing his best to smooth it down. It doesn’t help. 

			“Agents,” he says. “I wasn’t expecting to see you again. Especially not at my home.” 

			“Oh, well, we like surprising people,” I tell him. “So… surprise.”

			A soft chuckle drifts from his mouth. “I see. Well, what can I do for you?”  

			“We were hoping we could have a few words with you,” Astra tells him. “May we come in?” 

			“Oh… well… this isn’t a good time.” 

			“We’ll be brief,” I say.

			He gnaws on his bottom lip, looking nervous and like he wants to be anywhere but here right now. But then he blows out a breath and his shoulders slump. He looks like a rat cornered by a pack of cats who knows he has nowhere to go. That sort of defeated attitude tells me he has more to tell us regarding the heist of the armored transport than he’s said to this point.

			“Yeah, sure,” he finally says, his voice sounding as defeated as he looks. “Come on in.” 

			He’s leaning heavily on his cane as he limps away. We follow him down a long hallway that ends in a large family room. A battered couch sits against the far wall underneath framed candid and wedding photographs of Dunphy and his wife. He looked so much younger and happier in those pictures. There is a loveseat that sits perpendicular to the sofa and a wooden oval-shaped coffee table that’s nicked, scarred, and covered in empty beer bottles and pizza boxes.

			A well-used recliner sits across from the loveseat and is angled toward the seventy-five-inch flatscreen television that’s currently tuned to SportsCenter. The paint on the walls is a light blue, but like the exterior, is faded and worn as well. A pillow and a blanket are sitting on the recliner, and Dunphy scoops them up as he sits down then drops them all in his lap. His face has paled, and his breath has quickened. The short trip to the door seems to have taken something out of him. 

			I perch on the edge of the sofa as Astra positions herself on the loveseat. Our eyes are on Dunphy as he settles into the recliner, misery etched into his features. Whether that’s because he’s in pain or we’re sitting here eyeballing him, I’m not sure. I gesture to the photos, thinking that easing him into a conversation is the best way to start this.

			“Is your wife home?” I ask.

			He glowers at the pictures. “She left me,” he mutters. “I just haven’t gotten around to taking those stupid pictures down yet.” 

			“Oh. I’m very sorry to hear that,” I offer. 

			His eyes remain on the pictures for a long moment, and I can see the pain of loss in his eyes. His wife leaving wounded him deeply. But then he gives his head a small shake and turns back to us, narrowing his gaze and lifting his chin slightly, as if in defiance. 

			“How can I help you, agents?” he finally asks.

			He’s fronting like a tough guy with nothing to fear, but I hear the slight tremor in his voice and know that he’s nervous. Astra and I share a glance, both of us knowing that he’s already on the edge and it’s not going to take much to send him toppling over the edge. And the information we’re armed with, thanks to Rick and Nina, gives us just what we need to do that. 

			“I’d like to know why you lied to us when we spoke to you in the hospital, Mr. Dunphy,” I start.

			He licks his lips, and the veins in his neck stand out, telling me he’s already feeling the strain. Dunphy runs a hand across his face, the stubble making a dry, scratchy sound, and he clears his throat again. He offers us a weak, watery smile.

			“I’m not sure what you mean?” he says. “I told you guys that I was having trouble remembering everything clearly—it was the trauma of being shot and all. So, if something didn’t happen exactly as I told you, I’m sorry. It was just… I just couldn’t recall everything clearly.”

			Clasping her hands together and leaning forward on her knees, Astra narrows her eyes, pinning Dunphy to his recliner. He shifts uncomfortably beneath her gaze.

			“You told us you diverted onto that side street because you saw an accident on the road in front of you,” she says. “Yet, we couldn’t find a report of any accident. All we found was a call for a tow truck—a full three hours before your transport was in the area. There was no reason for you to divert. Can you explain that, Mr. Dunphy?” 

			“No, there was an accident on the street. I saw it,” he argues. “Maybe it was minor, and they didn’t call the police so there’s no report. But there was an accident in the road, and I had to divert.”

			“All right, that’s fair,” I jump in. “Then can you explain what this fifty-thousand-dollar payment to an offshore account in your name is?” 

			He opens his mouth to reply, his eyes wide, but ends up closing it again without speaking. He runs a hand through his hair again and shifts in his seat, his eyes darting up, down, left, and right—anywhere but at us. Astra and I share another glance, both of us doing our best to stifle a laugh.

			“You’re not very good at this whole crime thing, are you, Mr. Dunphy?” I ask.

			“Wh—what do you mean? I didn’t—”

			“Why in the hell would you open an offshore account in your own name?” Astra asks. “I mean, that’s Criminal 101… you never put anything in your own name. Especially when you’re taking illicit payments.”

			“I didn’t take any payments,” he manages to utter.

			His voice is weak, and his posture is slumped and defeated. Dunphy knows he’s been caught. But until we slap the bracelets on him, he’s not going to admit to anything as he keeps trying to wriggle out of it. It took Rick and Nina all of about half an hour to find the account and the payment that had been wired into it. They tried to trace the source of the payment but came up empty. It was sent from an account that used a false identity they couldn’t trace. Making it more difficult was the fact that it had been closed shortly after sending the money to Dunphy. It was clean and efficient, which tells me the rip crew we’re hunting is involved… meaning Dunphy is involved with them. 

			“Let’s not play games here, Mr. Dunphy,” I tell him. “We know you’re involved with the transport heist. You acted as the inside man who diverted the transport down a street where the crew was able to hit you.” 

			His expression darkens, and he gives us a look of righteous indignation. Apparently, he’s going to try anger as a defense, thinking his outrage at being accused will make us back off. It’s adorable. 

			“In case you’re forgetting, I got shot during that robbery,” he hisses. “I’m still in pain—”

			“You did get shot. We haven’t forgotten,” Astra interrupts. “But it’s hard to overlook the fact that while your coworkers each took a bullet to the face, you took one to the gut—in a nonvital area. It’s almost as if somebody who knew what they were doing took care to shoot you in a place that, while painful, is not fatal.”

			“Like it’s my fault they didn’t kill me? You’re trying to railroad me because I didn’t die?” he screams at us.

			“No, we’re correcting our earlier mistake of overlooking you as a player in this whole fiasco,” I tell him. “We’ve got you dead to rights, Mr. Dunphy. Your involvement with the crew who hit your transport and resulted in two deaths puts you on the hook for two counts of accessory to murder—”

			“What? No! I didn’t kill anybody. I had nothing to do with that,” he stammers. 

			“You may not have pulled the trigger, but your role in the heist makes you an accessory, Mr. Dunphy. So, how about we cut through the crap and you help yourself by coming clean with us?” I say.

			He grimaces and looks down at his hands. Dunphy looks lost. Like he can’t figure out how this whole thing came crumbling down around him. Maybe there’s even a little sadness for his dead coworkers mixed into the mélange of emotions scrolling across his face. I can’t tell. Mostly, he just looks shocked that we’re sitting here with the information we have, telling him he’s in deep trouble. His entire body deflates, and he buries his face in his hands, sitting completely still and silent for a long moment. Dunphy sniffs loudly, lowers his hands, and finally looks up at us. 

			“They told me nobody was going to get hurt. They said the guns were for show, but nobody was going to get hurt,” Dunphy whispers. “But when Spags shot that guy, they just snapped. They turned and shot Spags and Leavy dead in the blink of an eye. Then they knew they had to shoot me too. But they said they’d make sure they didn’t kill me.” 

			“So, the fifty grand was to put your transport on that side street,” Astra says.

			He nods. “Yeah.” 

			“Who did you communicate with? How was this all arranged?” I ask.

			“I never spoke to anybody. Never met anybody face to face. It was done all through emails and text messages on a burner phone. The money was wired into that account a few days before the job. That was my signal it was on. After that, I sent them the route we’d be taking. That was all I did… give them our route. I swear it,” he tells us. 

			“Yeah, well that was enough to get two men killed,” Astra says.

			Dunphy’s eyes shimmer, and he looks away, an expression of shame twisting his features. Not grief for the lives lost. Shame that he’d been caught. I have to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from lashing out at Dunphy. He makes me sick.  

			“So, you don’t know who you were working for?” Astra asks. 

			He shakes his head. “No, but after they shot me, and before I blacked out, I heard some of the other guys calling the dude in charge, Captain. Somebody else called him Rayburn. That’s all I heard before I passed out. I didn’t hear anybody else’s names.” 

			“Okay. That’s good, Mark. That’s a good start,” I tell him.

			“We’re going to need that burner and your computer,” Astra says, her voice cold. “And anything else you can tell us related to this case.” 

			“Yeah, okay,” he nods. “So, are you going to be able to help me with that accessory charge?” 

			“Ultimately, charging is up to the suits. This is a very serious crime, and you’re going to do some time for your role in it, Mr. Dunphy,” I reply honestly. “But we will let them know you are cooperating with our investigation. Our word carries some weight, so it may help mitigate the charges somewhat.”

			“But don’t expect to get by with a slap on the wrist and probation,” Astra growls. “Two men are dead because of what you did.”

			“I know,” he says quietly, and his gaze falls to the floor again. 

			“Okay, I’m going to call this in,” I say. 

			I get to my feet and pull out my phone then make a call to First Deputy Commissioner Saunders. Montgomery is probably going to get his panties in a twist about it, but the way I see it, this is Saunders’s city, and he should get the collar. Okay, so maybe I also like the idea that Montgomery’s going to throw a fit. Sue me. I never said I can’t be petty. 

			As we wait for Saunders and his men to arrive to take Dunphy into custody, he retrieves the burner and laptop he used to communicate with the leader of the rip crew. Rick and Nina might be able to pull something off the devices or trace the IP addresses and lead us to the crew. I’m not holding my breath. Not all criminals are as inept as Dunphy here, and we already know for a fact that this crew is smarter and far more sophisticated than he is. But it never hurts to do our due diligence. Nobody’s perfect, and there’s always a possibility, regardless of how slight it is, that they slipped up. 

			Once Dunphy is taken into custody, I follow Astra back out to the car with a bit of a spring in my step. We went from being on the verge of stalling out and being dead in the water to having a name. The fact that they called this Rayburn person Captain fits with my belief that this crew is rooted in the military. Or at least was. But it gives us a definite direction to run with this. It opens up several potential avenues of investigation and keeps this thing alive. 

			As I slip behind the wheel of the SUV, I feel the faint stirrings of the momentum that had come to a grinding halt before. It’s almost imperceptible, but it’s there. And that feeling of motion puts a charge through me. We’re on to something here. 

			I can feel it. 
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			Conference Room J42; Philadelphia Field Office; Philadelphia, PA

			“Chief Wilder, a word please.” 

			His bellowing voice echoes down the corridor. We turn to see SAC Montgomery charging down the hallway like an enraged bull. His face is red, his nostrils are flaring, and his hands are already balled into fists at his side. People in the hall are practically diving to the side or tucking and rolling to get out of his way. Astra gives me a sidelong look and a mischievous grin.

			“Word travels fast,” she remarks.

			“Nothing travels faster than gossip,” I reply. “You should go and take cover.” 

			“You sure? I can stay and absorb some of the blast with you.” 

			“No, don’t worry about it. This guy isn’t anything I can’t handle,” I say.

			“Welp, don’t say I didn’t offer. I’ll be waiting with some burn cream for your backside.”

			I give her a smile as she turns and darts into the war room as Montgomery comes to a screeching halt a few feet in front of me. He glowers at me, the muscles in his jaw working hard as he clenches and unclenches his teeth. He’s so angry, he’s seemingly unable to speak for a long minute. 

			“Can I help you with something, sir?” I ask. 

			He clears his throat, blows out a long breath, and seems to be trying to calm himself down before he speaks. Montgomery must be pissed, because we stand there for almost two full minutes. 

			“I understand that you made an arrest in the case,” he starts. 

			“We found one of the tangential players, yes. One of the armored transport drivers was an inside man for the crew,” I tell him. “He set the ball in motion that led to the two guards being killed and the transport being emptied.”

			“Uh-huh. And am I correct in saying that you handed the collar off to Philly PD?” he asks.

			“You are correct, sir,” I nod. “I called First Deputy Commissioner to the scene to take Dunphy into custody.” 

			“And why did you do that?”

			“He brought me into the case. I felt it only appropriate he take the collar.”

			Montgomery’s jaw is clenched so tight, I’m convinced he could bite through steel. His face is a shade of red not found in nature, and his knuckles are not just white—the skin is stretched so tight over them, I’m surprised it hasn’t split open yet. 

			“You’re working out of this field office, Chief Wilder. And as such, any collars made while you’re operating under our umbrella should be run through us. Not the locals. This isn’t a joint task force, and we’re not partnering with them on this investigation,” he huffs. 

			I stare at him for a long moment with an amused smirk on my lips, finally just shaking my head in disbelief at the man’s inconsistency and hypocrisy. 

			“Is there something funny about this, Chief Wilder?” 

			“There is, actually.”

			“Care to enlighten me?” 

			“It’s just amusing to me that you say we’re not partnering with the locals, and this isn’t a joint task force,” I start, “because I distinctly remember when we first met here—in this very hall, actually—that you said you work hand in glove with the locals and that you foster a sense of partnership with them. So, I’m just curious, SAC Montgomery… which is it? Because as I’m sure you know, those two things cannot exist in the same space.”

			He opens his mouth to reply then closes it again, his scowl deepening and his eyes narrowing to slits. If he could shoot lasers from them, I’m sure I’d be nothing but ashes right now. Montgomery doesn’t like having his own words thrown back into his face. 

			“I don’t care for your attitude, Chief Wilder. You blow in here and think you run the show—”

			“No, sir. I’ve been nothing but deferential to you from the moment we arrived,” I counter. “I have gone out of my way to avoid stepping on your toes.”

			“And all you’ve done since arriving is fail. Rather than take this crew down, you’ve allowed them to elude you once and pull another heist right under your nose—and got my man killed in the process.” 

			Bringing down the rip crew would be a pretty big feather in his cap. It would boost his esteem and raise his profile in Bureau circles as well as within Philadelphia city politics. I don’t think Montgomery is an FBI lifer; he has his eye on bigger prizes down the road. It wouldn’t surprise me to see him run for office at some point. He certainly has the greasy, sleazy, morally compromised character that seems to be a requirement for office these days. And since this is such a headline-grabbing case, the fact that he knows when we bring down this crew, he won’t be the one holding a press conference taking credit for the win, is chapping his ass. 

			Montgomery is a man who reeks of desperation right now. He’s desperate for a win. So, it seems that since he’s not going to be able to take the credit when we bring down this crew, he’s going to try to boost his profile and relevance by tearing into me. He’s going to do his best to make me look bad to the brass. But he’s simply grasping at straws right now and is trying to hit me with anything he thinks is going to hurt me. He’s throwing everything at the wall he thinks might possibly stick with the Bureau brass. Not a single one of his punches lands though. He’s as toothless as he is irrelevant to me. Montgomery isn’t a leader. He’s a bureaucrat. And not a very good one. 

			“If you’re done with your temper tantrum, sir, I’ve got a case to solve,” I say. 

			“I don’t like your attitude, Wilder.”

			“As you’ve made abundantly clear on multiple occasions,” I reply. “I will say, though, this has all been very enlightening.”

			“Oh? How so?” he sneers. 

			“The only thing that’s clearer to me than the fact that you don’t like my attitude is that for you, the resolution of this entire case is more about taking credit than anything. It’s about boosting your political capital. And I can see very clearly that’s all that matters to you, sir. Not actually solving the crime and saving lives,” I tell him bluntly. 

			“How dare you,” he growls, pointing a long finger in my face. “I’ve been doing this job a hell of a lot longer than you, Wilder. You have no idea what I’ve sacrificed or all I’ve given—” 

			“Are we done here, sir?” I cut him off. “I’ve got a case to solve.”

			I don’t wait for him to answer, though, before turning and heading into the war room. Through the glass doors, I can see Montgomery lingering in the corridor, his face beet red, his posture stiff, and the expression on his face telling me he’s debating the wisdom of storming in here and finishing his tantrum. I turn away and face my team. I can see their eyes shifting between me and Montgomery, and a tense energy crackles in the air around us. 

			“So, how’d that go for you?” Astra asks. 

			“Oh, it was a lot of fun,” I grin.

			“Yeah?”

			“Time of my life,” I tell her. 

			“And he’s finally gone,” Mo says, casually glancing at the corridor beyond the glass doors. 

			“He looked like he was on his way to kick some puppies. What in the world did you do to him?” Lucas asks with a chuckle. 

			“Just gave him some hard truths. He doesn’t seem to like that,” I shrug. “Anyway, let’s get to it. We have a potential lead.” 

			“What do you have?” Mo asks.

			“A name and a possible rank,” Astra says. “A Captain Rayburn, supposedly.” 

			“So, you were right,” Lucas notes. “Dunphy was involved.” 

			“He was. And before he blacked out, he said he heard the other members of the crew call the leader Captain and Rayburn,” I tell him.

			“Not to rain on your parade or anything, but that’s not much to go on,” Lucas says. “Even if we comb military databases, do you know how many Rayburns we’re going to find?” 

			“Hundreds, probably,” I nod. “Which is why we’re not going to comb the military databases.”

			“Then what do you have in mind?” Mo asks.

			I turn to my techs. “Rick, Nina, did you guys get the case files and investigative notes from the previous string of heists this crew has pulled?” 

			“We did,” Rick confirms. 

			“Good. Hand them out. Everybody takes the string of crimes in a given year. If you finish, take another set of files. God knows we’ve got enough cases to go through that some of us will have to go back for seconds,” I tell them. “We need to cross-reference the list of suspects in the investigative notes with what Dunphy gave us. Look for the name Rayburn in the notes. Or, alternatively, look for anybody with a rank of captain or is just called ‘Captain.’ This person is in one of these case files. I know it. And we’re going to find him. Now, any questions before we start?” 

			As Nina finishes handing out the last of the files, I survey the room, but everybody is shaking their heads. They’re all wearing a look of determination on their faces, and I can’t help but feel the sensation of momentum starting to build within me. That train is slowly starting to leave the station once more. Things are coming together quickly, and I just have the feeling we’re on the right track. After all our missteps, I know we’re finally going to get a lead on these guys. We’re finally going to figure out who they are and take them all down. 

			“We’re coming for you,” I mutter to myself then dig into the files before me. 

			We work for most of the day, each of us digging through piles and piles of notes and reports. At one point, Nina went out and got lunch for us all, bringing it back in so we didn’t have to stop working. It’s been a long and grueling day of sitting here going cross-eyed reading report after report and trying to decipher the chicken scratches of the original investigator’s notes. But this is the job. Or at least, it’s part of the job. It’s not the most exciting thing, but it’s critical to our work. 

			Contrary to what you might see on TV or in the movies, not all cases are broken by a hail of bullets or pulse-pounding car chases. The majority of cases are broken doing the tedious, mind-numbing work we’re doing right now. Most cases are broken on paper. It’s having the patience and determination to dig through these giant stacks of hay to find the needle that will blow a case wide open. That piece that’s so vital to resolving a case is usually found somewhere in the files. A name. A location. An inventory list. It could be a hundred different things that most people would overlook or discard as irrelevant. But ferreting out that one thing is usually the difference between a case going cold and finding the person or persons you’ve been hunting. 

			“Bingo,” I call out.

			Everybody looks up as I pull the sheet of paper out of the file and hold it up triumphantly. Although I expected to find what I was looking for, I’d be lying if I said there isn’t a part of me that’s in a mild state of disbelief that I actually found it. 

			“Five years ago in Los Angeles, the crew pulled a string of heists, and the original investigator, a Detective Scott Kim, had a list of suspects,” I say. “Captain Sterling Rayburn, former Marine captain, was on Detective Kim’s shortlist of suspects. Kim interviewed him twice but could never find anything to make a charge stick.”

			“I think we may have that now,” Astra says.

			“We just might,” I reply with a nod. “Okay, people, it’s been a long day. Let’s knock off. Let’s get some dinner and some rest. And now that we very well may have our guy, let’s come back in the morning, hit this hard, and close this thing out. Great work, guys.” 

			I watch as everybody files out of the war room. Astra hangs back, though, and when the doors slide closed, leaving us alone, I look up at her.

			“What?” I ask.

			“Let’s get dinner. You have some explaining to do.” 

			“Oh, do I?” 

			She nods. “Yes, you do. So, get off your ass. Let’s go.”

			We head out of the war room and out toward the parking lot. I don’t really want to knock off for the night now that we finally have a concrete lead. But the team needs some rest, and I know getting a decent night of sleep will do me a world of good. I can feel that sense of momentum building and that train inside of me is picking up speed. I just hope we’re not headed straight for a cliff.  
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			D’Amico’s Trattoria, Washington Square West District; Philadelphia, PA

			“Okay, spill,” Astra starts not even a split second after the waitress who took our order bustles away to grab our drinks. “What’s going on with you?”

			I laugh softly and tap my head. “Just got a lot going on up here right now.” 

			“I figured that part out for myself, thanks. I want to know what’s going on up there,” she says. “Specifically, what’s eating at you? Because I can see something is.” 

			Located in the southeastern part of the city, Washington Square West is one of Philadelphia’s trendiest and liveliest neighborhoods. Home to plenty of bars, lounges, restaurants, and cultural centers, the streets are rarely empty. After leaving the field office, Astra drove us to a restaurant for some food and a couple glasses of wine—two things I’m not going to say no to. Just inhaling the aromas that saturate the air around us makes my mouth water and my stomach rumble. 

			D’Amico’s is a little neighborhood joint. It’s cute. Cozy. It’s less formal than a regular Italian restaurant but more formal than a place like Olive Garden. And just judging by the scents of the air around us, the food is going to be a hell of a lot better as well. The restaurant is on the small side and is brightly lit. The walls are a deep, blood-red color with grass-colored carpeting and fabric on the chairs and booths. Black, wrought iron sconces hang on the walls, and frosted glass globes hang from the ceiling, glowing softly to give the place a nice ambiance.

			A woman in her late forties with her dark hair up in a bun greets newcomers at the hostess stand and leads them to their tables; three younger women, all of them in their twenties, I’d say, wait on those tables. An older, gruff-looking man—the chef, judging by his apron and chef’s jacket—pokes his head out from the kitchen every now and then and jokes fondly with the hostess. I’m guessing that’s his wife, the waitresses are all their daughters, and this is a family-run business. It’s charming, and I have to believe the food is authentic and amazing. 

			The waitress comes back and drops off our wine with a smile then bustles off again. For being a weekday, the place is pretty well packed. Astra and I tap our glasses together with a high-pitched clink and take a sip of our wine. I close my eyes and savor the explosion of flavor rolling across my tongue, a groan bordering on inappropriate spilling from my mouth. 

			“Remind me to get a bottle of this when we get home,” I say. 

			She nods. “Benjamin will love this.”

			We take another couple of minutes to savor our wine, but I can feel Astra’s eyes on me as well as the weight of her questions. I let out a contented sigh as I set my glass back down and then raise my gaze. She’s staring at me with the intensity of a dog who’s waiting for you to give him a treat, making me laugh to myself. 

			“All right, so you know the thumb I got when we got back from that case in Vegas?” I start.

			She nods. “I do.”

			“Well, I had Milton down in Criminology run some tests and get an ID on it,” I say. “It came back belonging to somebody named Danny West.”

			“And who is Danny West?” 

			I shrug. “Beats me. But then just the other night, when I was having a drink at the Gold Note—” 

			“Let me guess, jazz lounge?”

			“Would I go anywhere else?” 

			“Of course not,” she says with a grin. “Anyway, go on.” 

			“Well, I got a call from the man who sent me the thumb.”

			Astra’s eyes widen, and she stares at me. “Seriously? And you’re only just now telling me this?” 

			“We’ve been pretty busy,” I tell her. “I mean, this case has been unusually frustrating.”

			She nods as she takes another sip of wine. “That’s fair. Okay, go on.” 

			Astra just sips her wine and listens as I relate the entire conversation I had with my mystery caller. And when I’m finished, she sets her glass down. 

			“Do you really think he would have killed an entire busload of people if you’d hung up on him?” 

			I shrug. “No idea. But no way was I taking that chance. There are a lot of freaks out there, and you can learn how to build a bomb online. I just didn’t want to risk those people’s lives.”

			“Smart. I’d have felt the same,” she replies. “So, do you figure this is just somebody yanking your chain? I mean, ‘come find me’ sounds like somebody is trying hard to get your attention.” 

			“Yeah, I figured that part out for myself, thanks,” I say with a laugh.

			Hearing her words thrown back at her, Astra gives me the finger but laughs. Our waitress arrives with our meals and offers us grated parmesan or fresh cracked pepper to top our plates with. After letting her do her thing, I look down at the osso buco on my plate and breathe in the heavenly aroma. Astra went with the pasta carbonara, and it looks delicious. Like we’re an old married couple or something, we quickly divide up our meals and transfer them to each other’s plates so we can try everything. After that, we dive into our meals and eat in silence for a few minutes. 

			“So, do you think this is just some creep who wants your attention?” Astra asks. “Saw you on the news or something and developed an infatuation?” 

			I finish chewing and swallow then take a sip of wine. “I don’t think so,” I reply with a shake of my head. “This just feels… different. It feels like there was something more there.”

			“What do you mean?”

			I grimace. “I don’t know for sure. I mean, we’ve been threatened before. But there was something about this that seemed more… serious. Like he was stating a fact more than he was making a threat,” I say. “He told me I took something important from him, so he’s going to take something important from me in return.”

			“What do you think he meant?”

			“No clue,” I reply. “The only things I consider important are the people in my life. Kit. You. Pax. The team. Annie and Maisey.” 

			Astra frowns and sits back in her chair, pushing her food around on her plate with her fork. She finally raises her gaze to me, that frown on her face deepening.

			“You want to know what I find more disturbing than his threat?” she asks.

			“What’s that?”

			“The fact that he knew you were in Philly,” she replies simply. “Our itinerary isn’t common knowledge. In fact, the only people who know where we’re going are the team leads and Ayad, right? Well, the other teams, too, if the leads share that information. And anybody else Ayad chooses to share that information with as well. The point, though, is that information can only come from inside the field office. From inside our unit.” 

			Tendrils of ice slither across my skin, drawing a shudder from me. I’d been so caught up in the substance of the call and trying to understand how it all fits together that it never dawned on me to ask how the caller got that information to begin with. Astra’s right. Our locations aren’t national secrets or anything, but aside from the reports Ayad submits to the bean counters to justify our expenses, it’s usually contained within our specific unit. Astra is right. Basically, the only people who know where I am are inside the Bureau. And that realization sets my pulse racing a little harder and adds another layer of disturbing to this multilayered cake of creepiness. 

			“This might be a problem, Blake,” she says. 

			“It might be,” I say. “But for now, it’s a problem that’s going to sit on the back burner. We need to figure out who Sterling Rayburn is, where he is, and how to stop him.”

			Astra purses her lips, clearly concerned, so I offer her a smile I hope looks encouraging. 

			“I already have Rick and Nina looking into Danny West,” I tell her. “Once we figure out who he is, we might be able to figure out why he’s supposed to be important to me, and if we’re really lucky, figure out how he leads us to our new friend.” 

			“There’s a lot of luck involved. And you know how our luck runs,” she replies.

			“Not much else we can do right now. Let’s just focus on closing out this case, and we’ll evaluate where we are with our new friend later,” I say. “We’re not going to be able to do anything until we find out how I connect to Danny West anyway, and we can’t do that here. So, let’s just focus on what’s currently on our plate.” 

			“Well, if somebody’s looking to take a shot at me because of something you did, I’d sure like to know. Sooner rather than later,” Astra says with a mischievous grin. 

			“Look at it this way, the possibility that somebody’s gunning for you will keep you sharp, focused, and on your toes.”

			“Yeah, that’s great. Thanks for that,” she replies.

			We share a laugh, and I’m doing my best to appear outwardly calm. But the thought that our new friend might go after somebody I love has my insides churning harder than an out-of-balance washing machine. I know I can’t protect everybody, which means that somebody important to me is going to be left vulnerable. And not all of them are as able to protect themselves as well as Astra. We seem to have some time though. I don’t know how much, but my new friend isn’t breathing down my neck just yet and wants me to figure out how Danny West fits into this game before we get started. 

			It’s not much, but it’s something. This is why I hate having to play the games the creeps lay out for me—I never know the rules going into them. And losing this game means losing somebody I love. 
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			Conference Room J42; Philadelphia Field Office; Philadelphia, PA

			Carrying the box of coffee and pastries I picked up, I hustle into the war room the next morning, counting my blessings that I’d managed to avoid SAC Montgomery on my way in. Of course, if he were hunting me, I’m sure he would have been lying in wait at some point along my walk through the field office, so maybe he’s avoiding me as studiously as I’m avoiding him. I’d love it if I didn’t see Montgomery again while we’re here.

			Like Astra said last night, though, that involves a lot more luck than I usually have. But for now, I’ve avoided walking on the land mine and am safely ensconced with my team behind our wall of glass. Thank God for small favors. 

			“Good morning,” I start as I drop my bags on the table.

			Everybody greets me as I pass out the cups of coffee from the shop down the street, and they all descend upon the box of pastries like a swarm of locusts. I walk back to my station and pull out the small bag of pastries I bought for myself knowing I’d probably only be left with crumbs if I waited to grab one out of the box. I slip the chocolate chip muffin out of the bag and take a bite then wash it down with a swallow of coffee. I give the troops a couple of minutes to get settled and get that first hit of caffeine and sugar into their systems. 

			“All right, let’s begin,” I say. “Today, we are going to dig up everything we possibly can on Captain Sterling Rayburn—”

			Nina raises her hand. “Hey, Boss, I got bored last night and started digging into him—” 

			“What an apple polisher,” Rick says and grins at her. 

			“Hey, not all of us are content to flop down on the couch with a bag of Cheetos and watch reality TV all night,” she replies. 

			“It was not reality TV,” Rick protests. “It was a documentary about reality TV.”

			That gets a chuckle out of everybody, helping to lighten the mood and loosen up the war room a bit. I hadn’t even realized the air was as heavy as it felt until it lifted. I’m usually pretty sensitive to things like that, which tells me that my head is still not one hundred percent in the game, so I give it a little shake to clear out the cobwebs, hoping it will help me focus.

			“Anyway, go on, Nina,” I say. 

			“Right. I got Rayburn’s cellphone number and pinged it,” she says. “He’s here in Philly. He’s still here in the city.”

			“Wow. That’s pretty arrogant,” Mo notes. “Bringing your own phone to a city where you know you’re going to be pulling a string of heists? That’s presumptous.”

			“Why should he worry? He’s gotten away with it for more than a decade. He has no reason to think we’re on to him. And he certainly doesn’t know we have his name,” I say with a shake of my head. “Besides, I’m sure he’s going to have an alibi for every job that his crew pulled. He’s good. He’s not sloppy. And it might look more suspicious if he didn’t have his personal phone with him. I’m sure he and his team use burners to communicate.” 

			“Still, we should get a warrant to see about getting into his phone anyway,” Astra says. “See who he’s calling and what he’s texting. We can also get a map of where he’s been. It might give us an idea of where he’s been scouting.” 

			“Do we know if he’s even got another job on deck?” Lucas asks.

			“We don’t,” I admit. “For all we know, he could be done. But as long as he’s in Philly, we should assume they’re not done yet and act accordingly. We keep fighting until that final bell rings.” 

			“Good enough for me,” Lucas says and turns back to his computer. 

			Rick clears his throat. “Born in Athens, Georgia—the birthplace of the B-52s, REM, and Neutral Milk Hotel, by the way—Sterling Rayburn is currently forty-seven years old. He enlisted right after high school and spent seventeen years in the Marine Corps, doing four tours in Afghanistan before being wounded and sent home,” Rick says. “He was awarded the Purple Heart—twice—and has earned two Bronze Stars, a Silver Star, and a Navy Cross—”

			“Jesus, this guy’s a certified war hero,” Astra gasps. “What in the hell is he doing pulling heists?” 

			“Maybe he misses the action,” Mo offers.

			“I’ve read about former combat soldiers who do crazy stuff because they miss the action,” Lucas confirms. “They risk their lives for that rush. Some guys just don’t know how to turn it off.”

			“I can’t believe a decorated war hero would start pulling capers because he misses the adrenaline rush. It feels like there’s more to it than that,” I say. “But the number of citations this guy has won for valor and heroism in combat situations tracks with the brazenness of the heists his crew is pulling. They’re men of action—they know how to keep their cool with the chaos going on around them.” 

			“I think I may have something,” Nina says.

			“Lay it on us,” I tell her. 

			“Ten years ago, Rayburn’s wife, Ellie, was diagnosed with a rare form of cancer—acute monocytic leukemia, to be precise. Not that I know what that is. All I know is that it’s got a high mortality rate,” Nina says. “The treatment protocol is expensive, and according to what I’ve found, Rayburn’s insurance didn’t cover it. I’m seeing rejections in some cases, and only partial payments in others. I’m also seeing that he was denied loan after loan—no bank was willing to lend him hundreds of thousands of dollars, not even as a veteran.”

			“All of his credit cards were maxed out, he’d taken every dollar he could take out of his house, and he was deep in debt,” Rick reports. 

			“And it still wasn’t enough,” Mo mutters. 

			“That might be a pretty good motive to start pulling high-risk, high-reward heists,” I say.

			“But Ellie died three years after her initial diagnosis,” Nina adds.

			Rick frowns. “Not to sound callous or anything—”

			“But that’s kind of your thing,” Astra says. 

			He gives her a laugh that doesn’t have its usual warmth, which matches the sour look on his face. Which pretty much matches the mood in the room. The lighter atmosphere that had descended over the war room had apparently evaporated when none of us was looking. Rayburn’s story seems to be hitting everybody hard and has sucked out any of the good humor everybody was feeling before. The air around us is heavy once more. and it feels like we’ve all been kicked in the gut. 

			It would be one thing if he was an evil, greedy man simply looking to pad his bank account and buy Lamborghinis or mountain resorts. Instead, it seems as if he was almost pushed into this life. He desperately needed money to save his wife. In those early days, Rayburn was motivated by love. Not avarice. While I can’t say his actions were pure—he was still committing crimes after all—they certainly weren’t monstrous. He wasn’t the sort of wicked beast we’re normally chasing. His crimes are understandable, and I think I feel what everybody else seems to be feeling for him: pity.

			“Anyway, like I was saying, I don’t want to sound callous, but if his motive for these jobs was trying to pay for his wife’s treatment, why did he keep pulling them after she died?” Rick asks. 

			I shrug. “I think he’s the only one who’s going to be able to answer that question for us. But if I had to guess, I’d say he’d gotten so deep in debt before she passed that he needed the money to dig himself back out,” I say. “Plus, I think there’s a part of him, this man of bold action, that enjoys being out there running and gunning.” 

			“I think it’s also possible that after getting zero help from the military he served faithfully for almost two decades, he might feel entitled to it,” Mo offers. “I think maybe he believes he was wronged, and this is kind of his way of taking his pound of flesh.”

			I nod. “That’s a great insight. It’s very possible.” 

			“Question,” Astra interjects. “Do we think he’s got another job in the tube? Or are we thinking he’s done? Because if we think he’s got something else on deck, it would behoove us to see if we can’t figure out what it is and try to get ahead of him.”

			“Because that worked out so well for us last time,” Lucas mutters.

			“Stow that garbage. We don’t need the negativity,” I tell him. 

			“Sorry,” he says. 

			“Mo, can you put together a list of any events or possible high-value targets?” I ask. 

			“On it,” she replies. 

			“I hate to say it, but this guy isn’t a monster. I suddenly feel bad about running this guy down,” Astra says. “I mean, he gave twenty years of his life and his blood to this country, and he got double middle fingers in return.”

			“Yeah, I know. I feel just as bad as you. But he crossed the line,” I reply. “No matter how understandable or relatable the story, we have to remain objective, guys. I get why he did it, but he broke the law. Lots of laws actually. And now he’s responsible for the deaths of three people—one of them his own. We can’t let our sentiment overshadow that. He’s a war hero, yes. But now, he’s also a thief and a murderer.” 

			“It sucks that he was even in a position to feel forced to do all this in the first place. He gave to this country. They should have given back to him,” Astra says. 

			“I’m with you on that one hundred percent. But we don’t make the laws. We enforce them, and Rayburn is on the wrong side of it,” I tell her. “Is this going to be too big of a problem for you? I need you to tell me honestly if your judgment is going to be clouded out there.”

			“No, of course not,” she replies. 

			I trust Astra and know that she’s not going to let her personal feelings get in the way of doing her job. We’ve all had suspects we’ve sympathized with at one point or another. Some of them just have a powerful story. And Rayburn certainly has a story that will pull on the heartstrings of the most cynical among us. I feel as bad for him as she does. But the simple fact is, regardless of his motivation or how justified it seems, he is a murderer. And he has to pay for his crimes. 

			“I’ve got a question,” Lucas pipes up. “Even if we assume Rayburn and his men aren’t done yet and have another job locked and loaded, how are we going to figure out which one it is? Just off the top of my head, I can think of a dozen places that would make an attractive target.” 

			“That’s a good question, Lucas,” I say. 

			It’s a very good question, and one I’ve been thinking about already. We got lucky with the Convention Center job. It was just a roll of the dice that they’d show up there, and they did. I’m not sure our luck is going to hold for a second time. Getting to my feet, I fold my arms over my chest and start pacing, trying to come up with an answer to that question. I stop pacing as an idea strikes me. It’s not a great idea, but it’s better than nothing.

			“Nina, can you ping Rayburn’s phone again?” I ask.

			“Yeah, sure. Why?” 

			“Because I want to know where he is right now,” I say. “And I want the rest of you to keep digging into Rayburn. I want his known associates. I want the names of men who served under him. Friends. Family. Give me the whole enchilada, folks.”

			“Blake, what just popped into that big brain of yours?” Astra asks. “I have no idea what it is, but I’m sure I’m not going to like it.”

			“We need to find out what his next job is going to be, right?” I ask. “I think we should maybe just go ask him directly.” 

			“I hate it when I’m right,” she mutters.

			I give her a wide grin. “Trust me. Have I ever steered you wrong before?” 

			“Give me a minute, I’ve put together a PowerPoint—”

			“Shut up,” I reply with a laugh. “And let’s go. We have a lunch date.” 
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			Finkelstein’s Fine Deli, Society Hill District; Philadelphia, PA

			Society Hill is a historic district in the City Center section of Philadelphia. Many of the smaller side streets, having been constructed during the Colonial era, are narrow, and most of the buildings are built from red brick and designed in the Federal and Georgian architectural styles. The place is quaint, beautiful, and affluent. 

			Finkelstein’s Fine Deli is on the ground floor of a three-story, multi-use building made of red brick with white trim that has residential units on the top two floors. An American flag—one of about a hundred on the narrow street—hangs outside the deli, and on the sidewalk in front of the large, plate glass window bearing the deli’s name are a dozen tables and chairs. They’re all full, and there’s a line of people waiting to get inside. 

			“Popular place,” Astra observes. 

			“I’m pretty hungry,” I reply. “Remind me to order something to go before we leave.”

			“Count on it.” 

			We’re standing in front of a boutique clothing store across the street from the deli, scanning the crowd. Nina kept pinging Rayburn’s phone as we made our way from the field office and said he hadn’t moved from the deli in the last half hour, making us surmise he’d stopped for some lunch. I pull up his picture on my phone again and scan the crowd.

			“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Astra asks.

			“Why wouldn’t it be?”

			“Tipping him off that we’re onto him?” 

			“Are we though? I mean, we have his name but can’t pin anything on him. Other than the word of a co-conspirator, we’ve got nothing. Letting him know we’re onto him might make him think twice about pulling another job,” I say. “Or maybe his arrogance and that thrill-seeking personality will lead him to do it anyway, and we can catch him in the act. Either way, I think it’s worth telling him we know who he is and what he does. Nobody’s gotten this close to him before, and it might give him pause. Briefly, maybe, but pause nonetheless.” 

			“Yeah, maybe,” she says, sounding entirely unconvinced. 

			“I’m not dumb enough to think this is going to rattle him. Guys like Rayburn don’t get rattled,” I say. “But, if he knows the FBI is on his ass, it may embolden him. It may be such a thrill, he does something outlandish. And I think that’s how we get him to make a mistake—get him excited enough that he’s willing to take an unnecessary risk.”

			“Yeah, I can see that. That makes sense,” she replies. “I’m skeptical that it will work, but I think the reasoning is sound.” 

			I laugh. “Well, at least I have that going for me.” 

			A grin splits Astra’s full lips as she scans the crowd across the street. That smile quickly fades, though, and she stands up a bit straighter, her body tensing. 

			“I guess we’re going to find out if your scheme will work or not,” she tells me. “There’s our guy.” 

			I follow her gaze and see the man sitting at a table by himself. He’s sitting at the far end of the section under the shady boughs of a tree, reading the paper as he eats. Six-two with close-cropped and neatly styled brown hair, Rayburn is a lean, but fit and imposing man. His shoulders are wide, and his corded biceps strain against the fabric of his dark blue, button-down, short-sleeved shirt. He’s wearing jeans and mustard-colored Timberland boots. His shirt is untucked, and though I can’t see the telltale bulge underneath it, my gut is telling me he’s armed. Guys like Rayburn probably don’t go anywhere unarmed. 

			Sitting back in his chair, the man has his eyes on the paper, but I guarantee he’s well aware of his surroundings. He could probably give you a perfect description of everybody sitting at the tables around him right down to the color of their socks. Rayburn looks so relaxed sitting at his table, but I know his body is coiled and ready to act at the drop of a hat. Looking at him, he appears so normal, you might never guess he was the mastermind behind a ruthless and brutal robbery ring that’s responsible for a handful of murders. 

			“Well? We didn’t get dressed up for nothing,” I say. “Let’s go say hi.” 

			“I’ll follow your lead.” 

			We cross the street and casually walk down the sidewalk, weaving around the heavy flow of foot traffic. There are so many people coming the opposite way, it almost feels like we’re trying to swim upstream and against the current. It’s ridiculous to even think, but Rayburn and his crew have developed such a mystique in my head, I almost want to blame him for it and say it’s part of his plan to disappear as we approach.

			When the crowd thins, though, we find ourselves standing a few feet away from Rayburn, who hasn’t moved and continues to nibble at his sandwich as he reads his paper. With Astra on my right hip, we walk over and come to a stop beside his table. Our shadows fall across his paper which prompts Rayburn to lower it and look up at us, and as he does, a wide, wolfish grin spreads across his face. 

			“Detectives,” he greets us. “And how are we today?” 

			His voice is slow and smooth, carrying that sweet Georgia twang that hits your ears like honey. From far away, I thought he was a handsome man. But up close, I think he’s drop-dead gorgeous. He’s got a strong jawline that’s covered in a stylish, dark stubble that’s dotted with gray, high cheekbones, and adorably boyish dimples that make him look younger than he is. He no doubt uses his looks to his advantage when the need arises. 

			His dark eyes are reptilian, though, and constantly moving. He’s sizing us up and taking our measure. I already know that he’s a highly intelligent and articulate man, but being face to face with him now, I can see he’s got that predator’s instinct about him. He just instinctively knows when he’s the hunter and when he’s the prey, and he acts accordingly. Judging by the way he’s looking at us with that roguish smile on his face, he thinks he’s the predator here. 

			“Agents, actually,” I say. “FBI.”

			Mild surprise flashes in his eyes as he scans our badges, but it quickly fades and is replaced again by more of that smarmy arrogance. 

			“Unit Chief Wilder and Supervisory Special Agent Russo,” I announce. 

			“Well, if you’re looking for a table, I’ll be done here shortly and you can have mine,” he says. “I know it’s tough to get one at this place. Great food, though, so even if you have to wait a while, it’s totally worth it.”

			“We’ll keep that in mind, thanks,” I say. “So, Captain Rayburn, what is it you’re doing in Philadelphia?” 

			“Captain. Wow. Nobody’s called me Captain in… well… it’s been a while. Not since my discharge from the Corps.” 

			I glance at Astra, and we both drop down into the pair of empty seats at his table. Sitting across from Rayburn, I hold his gaze. If he’s put off by us sitting down uninvited, he’s good about hiding it. If anything, I’d say he looks amused. The tension saturating the air between us is growing thick. Most people in that situation, with a pair of Feds looking at them the way we’re staring at Rayburn, would freak out. They’d start to sweat and ramble on about anything just to fill an uncomfortable silence. 

			But Rayburn comports himself well. I wouldn’t expect anything less from a guy with a chest full of medals, many of them for courage and gallantry under fire. Guys like Rayburn thrive on pressure and adrenaline, so I’m not surprised that a hard look isn’t rattling him. That’s not why we’re here, since trying to intimidate him would be an exercise in futility anyway.

			“If you say so,” I finally reply. “But you didn’t answer my question.”

			His eyes linger on mine for a long moment as a corner of his mouth creeps upward with that crooked, unctuous grin. He knows the game is on, and he’s getting a charge out of it. The metal chair squeaks as Astra sits back, her eyes never leaving Rayburn’s, a hard edge in her gaze. I know she’s putting herself in a position that will allow her to go for her weapon if, for some reason, Rayburn gets squirrely. Astra is pretty quick on the draw, and I know if the former Marine reaches for the piece I’m sure is tucked into the back of his pants, she’ll have her weapon out just as fast. 

			“Why, I’m on vacation, agents. Philadelphia is the birthplace of democracy and our fine nation. Why wouldn’t I want to see it?” he replies. 

			“Uh-huh,” I say. “Know where I might be able to get a good deal on some jewelry?”

			“I’m in the market for rare coins myself,” Astra adds.

			Rayburn chuckles to himself. “And what would I know about any of that?” he asks. “I’m here to see the Liberty Bell and Independence Hall. I’m in Philadelphia to remind myself why this is the greatest country to live in on the entire planet.” 

			My hands on the tabletop where he can see them, I lean forward. “Or maybe you’re here to pull some heists and bank hundreds of thousands of dollars in stolen goods.” 

			That small grin flickers across his lips again. “Or maybe that too,” he replies with a shrug. “But I have visited the Liberty Bell and Independence Hall.” 

			“Captain Rayburn, you should know that Mark Dunphy is cooperating with us,” I tell him. “He’s told us he acted as your inside man for the armored car job. That he diverted down that side street, allowing you and your men to ambush the truck.” 

			“Did he now?” 

			“He did.” 

			“Well, I’ll have to assume that you know I likely won’t be indicted on the word of a co-conspirator, let alone convicted on it,” he points out. “And I’m going to further assume you have nothing else to use against me for what it is you think I’ve done.” 

			“Why would you assume that?” Astra asks. 

			“Because if you did, this conversation would probably be a lot different,” he replies with a wolfish grin. “And I’m sure it would probably involve handcuffs at some point.” 

			Rayburn is as smart as I expected him to be. He knows this entire conversation is inadmissible because we didn’t Mirandize him, leaving him free to say what he wants. We can’t take this to a prosecutor because it will then become a case of, he said/she said. He knows exactly where the lines are and is taking care to avoid crossing them. He’s also got a functional knowledge of the law. He’s right. We wouldn’t be able to convict him on Dunphy’s word alone—especially since we’d have to cut him a deal for his testimony. Any halfway decent lawyer would be able to use that as a cudgel to batter the prosecution with. And I’m sure Rayburn has a very good lawyer on retainer. 

			“Listen, Captain Rayburn, let’s stop playing games and be frank with each other,” I state. “We know you and your crew have been pulling these heists. We know you were in the Convention Center and killed a federal agent in the course of that robbery. And, of course, you know we don’t have enough to arrest you for it.” 

			“Hypothetically speaking, if that were all true, then what is the point of this conversation?” he asks. “What is it you want from me?” 

			I offer him a knowing smile of my own. “I want you to know that we know it’s you pulling these jobs. We know you have been pulling them for at least ten years,” I tell him. “And we know why you started pulling them in the first place, and we’re not unsympathetic. But do you really think Ellie would want to see you doing this, Captain Rayburn?” 

			His face tightens, and his expression darkens as he looks at me. I watch the muscles in his jaw clench as he grits his teeth; I notice his hands, which had been laying flat on top of the table, ball into fists. Rayburn closes his eyes and draws in a deep breath, then silently lets it out again. He opens his eyes a moment later, and it sends an icy chill flowing through my veins. Rayburn’s eyes are cold and flat. Emotionless. They’re the eyes of a predator. 

			“I’m only going to tell you this one time, Chief Wilder,” he says, his voice a low, menacing hiss. “Don’t ever speak my wife’s name again. Ever. Do you understand?” 

			“I do,” I reply. “And I meant no disrespect. I apologize.” 

			He’s a man seemingly without weaknesses, save for the one I just discovered. His wife. She’s his Achilles’ Heel. It’s the only time to this point in our conversation that he’s let me see a genuine and unfiltered emotional reaction. His smug persona, while undoubtedly authentic to some extent, is also still calculated. It’s meant to disarm and distract. Referencing his wife, though, cuts through all that artifice and evokes a purely emotional reaction from him. 

			It’s an interesting detail. I don’t know for sure how I might be able to use it against him, or if I even can, but it’s interesting nonetheless. If nothing else, it shows me that Rayburn isn’t the cold, emotionless, ruthless, and calculating monster I’ve believed him to be to this point. He’s a man who obviously feels deeply. Very deeply. 

			“So, tell me, Chief Wilder, why are you here talking to me?” he asks. “What is it you and Agent Russo really want with me?”

			“We just wanted to sit down and look you in the eye. We wanted you to know that we’re on to you, Captain Rayburn. We know you and your crew are pulling these heists, and we will be watching you. Closely,” I say. 

			The smile on his lips grows wider, and yet, the humor drains from it. His smile is cold and predatory and still; there is nothing behind those eyes. He is a master at veiling his emotions and only letting people see what he wants them to see.

			“And what is it you think you’re going to see?” he asks. 

			Refusing to let him intimidate me, I match his posture and lean forward, putting myself less than a foot from him. My eyes are locked on to his, and we sit like that in silence for a long moment, a dark, malevolent tension crackling in the air between us. 

			“I see a man who had a distinguished military career. A man who suffered a horrible tragedy,” I say. “And I see a man who is burning his legacy to the ground… and all for what? Greed? Some petty, childish sense of justice? You got screwed, so you’re going to screw everybody else? I feel for you, Captain Rayburn, but grow up.” 

			His jaw is clenched so tight, I’m surprised I don’t hear his teeth cracking. The level of tension is creeping upward, and part of me is convinced he’s going to take a swing at me. Instead, though, he forces himself to sit back and blow out an irritated breath. He looks at me, chuckles softly, and shakes his head. 

			“My legacy was destroyed the day my wife died, Chief Wilder. Whatever happens now doesn’t matter,” he replies. “Not that I’m admitting to anything, mind you, but I think after serving my country and giving my blood to defend her, I deserved a little better than what I was given. And Ellie sure as hell deserved a lot better.” 

			“We don’t disagree. But is this how you honor her memory? By stealing millions? By murdering innocent men who had families of their own?” I ask.

			“By murdering your own man,” Astra adds. “That’s about the coldest, most ruthless thing I’ve ever seen.” 

			He shrugs. “In war, you sometimes have to make hard decisions. You sometimes have to sacrifice one for the good of the whole unit.”

			“But this isn’t a war,” Astra argues.

			“Isn’t it?” he asks. “I sometimes feel like I’m fighting the very government I devoted my life to. Like I’m fighting the country I bled for.” 

			“You can hide what you’re doing behind the flag, patriotic sentiments, and statements of what you believe you deserve, Captain,” I say. “But when you boil it all down, what you’re doing is not fighting the government that screwed you over—and I agree with you that they did. What you’re doing is stealing from wealthy individuals. What you’re doing is murdering men who had nothing to do with anything you’ve gone through.”

			Rayburn gives me a wry twist of the lips. “It must be nice to live in such a black-and-white world. It must be nice to be so certain.” 

			“When it comes to the law, things are black and white. You’re either on the right side of the law or you’re on the wrong side of it. It is that simple, Captain.”

			“If you say so,” he replies. “That being said, I think I’ve seen pretty much everything I wanted to see here. I think it’s time to move on tomorrow.” 

			“Yeah? Where are you going?” I ask. 

			He shrugs. “Wherever the wind blows me, I suppose.” 

			He gets to his feet and drops his napkin on the plate with his half-eaten sandwich on it. He looks down at Astra and me. Maybe it’s because we were finally able to track him down when nobody else could, or maybe it’s because we have the spine to confront him face-to-face, but it almost seems like there’s a gleam of respect in his eyes. 

			“I don’t suppose there’s any chance we can get you to call off your next job and just walk away, is there?” I ask. “You were right. We don’t have enough to prosecute right now. But we know who you are and what you do, so it’s only a matter of time before this all catches up with you. If you walk now, though, the chances of you catching a bullet from us drop to zero. Because believe me, if you don’t walk away and it comes down to it, if you put me in a position where it’s you or me, I won’t hesitate, Captain.” 

			He pauses for a moment and seems to digest my words. That cold grin flickers across his lips again then disappears, and his expression is one of stone. 

			“We’ve had a pleasant chat, and I have to say, I like you, Chief. I even like you, Agent Russo. You’re both tenacious. Smart. Cunning. You have succeeded where others have failed, and you’ve both got the determination of a pit bull. I respect that,” he says. “But you do what you do, I do what I do, and neither one of us is going to stop, I suppose. And if it comes down to it, and we find ourselves in that position you described, I won’t hesitate either, Chief. As I said, I like you both, so I won’t feel good about it. But if push eventually comes to shove, well… don’t say you weren’t expecting it.” 

			“It’s not too late to walk away from all this,” I say. “Go live out your days living the high life on some luxury island. Don’t steer us toward something neither one of us will be able to walk away from.”

			“You really should try the pastrami on the marbled rye. It’s fantastic. Best I’ve ever had,” he says then pauses for a moment before adding. “I think I’ve seen everything I want to see in Philly and will probably be leaving in the next couple of days. But before I go, there’s just one more thing I want to do. Actually, I have a few options to choose from. I just need to decide which will be more fun.”

			“And what are your options, Captain?” I ask.

			He gives me that grin I’m sure has melted more than a few hearts in his lifetime. My head grows a little fuzzy, and it feels almost like he’s hypnotizing me. I know it’s silly, but I look down at my hands for a moment and draw in a quiet breath as I count to five. And when I look up again, his eyes sparkle as if he knows what I’m thinking. 

			“I’d say goodbye, but I just have this strange, crazy feeling I’ll be seeing you again at some point, Chief Wilder,” he says. “So, I’ll just say… see you later.” 

			“Captain—”

			“You both have a nice day,” he tells us with that boyish grin. 

			His eyes linger on mine for a long moment, making my stomach churn and putting an electric charge through my heart, making it stutter. I lick my suddenly dry lips and swallow hard. He gives me that roguish smirk again then turns, and all I can do is watch him walk away. We can’t touch him. We don’t even have enough to drum up some pretext to haul him in.

			“That was subtle,” Astra mutters. 

			“I don’t think he cares about being subtle at this point,” I reply. “He just wants us to know he’s in control of the game.” 

			I key the comms and raise my hand, speaking into the microphone in the cuff of my jacket sleeve. 

			“Mo, Lucas, he’s on his way toward you,” I say.

			“Copy that,” Mo says. 

			“We have visual confirmation,” Lucas adds. 

			“Good. Don’t let him out of your sight,” I order. “Tail him. Be obvious about it. Let him know you’re back there and are watching his every move.”

			“Are you sure about that?” Mo asks.

			“If he knows you’re on his ass, it might dissuade him from pulling his next job,” I say. “Because he does have something in the works.”

			“Copy that,” Lucas says. “We’re on him.”

			“Good. Keep me updated,” I say and close the mic. 

			“You ever get the feeling a case just isn’t going to have a happy ending?” Astra asks.

			“Yeah,” I reply. “I have that feeling right now.”

			“Good to know I’m not alone.” 

			The momentum I’m feeling is speeding along the tracks and driving us toward the inevitable end of all this. And as I watch Rayburn melt into the crowd, disappearing from view, that cold certainty that there is no happy ending in all this grows even thicker. Either he’s going to kill me, or he’s going to force me to kill him. He’s a decorated war hero. He’s shed blood for this country on more than one occasion.

			And although I don’t agree, I empathize with what led him down this path. Grief can make us do terrible things. Unthinkable things. It can turn a war hero into a murderer. It’s my job to stop him by any means necessary. And if it goes the way I fear it might, I’ll have to learn to live with the fact that I killed a war hero. 

			“This is going to suck,” I mutter.  
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			Conference Room J42; Philadelphia Field Office; Philadelphia, PA

			“We think we have the name of the dead guy,” Nina says when we step into the war room. 

			“Yeah? How’d you get that?” Astra asks. 

			“We pulled up Rayburn’s service records and got the names of the teams he’s worked with,” she tells us. “He worked with the same team for his last three deployments.”

			“They were an eight-man team, and by all accounts, they were tight,” Rick adds. “Real band of brothers type stuff. From what we’ve dug up, they were like family.”

			Astra and I sit down at our stations as Nina puts a photo up on the monitors on the wall. It shows eight guys in desert camo in the middle of a desert wasteland. I’m guessing the picture was taken in Afghanistan. In the center of the small group is Sterling Rayburn. 

			“From the left, we have Donovan Wilks, Matt Cox, Esteban Serrano, Tom Washington, Rayburn, Victor Kohler, Andre Jefferson, and Charlie Morello,” Nina says. “Of those, Wilks and Morello were KIA in Afghanistan. And we’ve done a little digging into the others, and Jefferson is the only one of the other six who doesn’t have any activity on his phone or credit cards since the day the body was found.”

			“The height and body type is a match to the corpse sitting in the ME’s refrigerator,” Rick adds. “It’s got to be him.” 

			“So, in addition to Rayburn, we’re looking at Cox, Serrano, Washington, and Kohler,” I say. “How positive are we those guys are filling out the rest of the crew?” 

			“I’d say about ninety-nine percent,” Nina says. “We pinged all their phones, and they’re all in Philadelphia right now.” 

			“We got the warrant to get into their phones, but there isn’t anything unusual in their activity,” Rick says. “No suspicious texts, and they’ve been all over the city—but their phones haven’t been anywhere near any of the sites that have been hit. They look like normal tourists.”

			“No doubt that’s how it’s supposed to look,” Astra muses. “Pretty much confirms they’re using burners to communicate and coordinate.”

			“Agreed,” I nod. “And unless we get ahold of one of those burners, that’s looking like a dead end.” 

			“How did your lunch date go?” Rick asks. 

			“I think Blake was a little smitten,” Astra says with a chuckle.

			“Oh, shut up. I was not,” I reply.

			“You didn’t see the way you were looking at him,” she says.

			“I was looking at him like I’d look at a suspect in three murders and a string of robberies.”

			“Oh? I wasn’t aware you looked at other suspects like you were picturing them naked.”

			My cheeks flare with heat, and a chuckle bursts from my throat at the absurdity of what she just said. Astra just shrugs and gives me a knowing smile. 

			“But to be fair, I’m pretty sure he was picturing you the same way,” Astra says. “You two should have seen the heat between them. I mean, the way they were staring into each other’s eyes—there was chemistry out the wazoo.” 

			“Remind me to drug test you when we get home,” I say. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard in my life.” 

			“Don’t get me wrong, the guy is much better looking up close in real life,” Astra says. “I mean, in another context, I’d be tempted to jump all over that. The guy is gorgeous. Underwear model type.”

			Nina is looking at the monitors and zooms in on the picture, isolating Rayburn, and nods. “Yeah, I can see that,” she says. “He’s super hot.” 

			“Sure, if you’re into the Neanderthal, alpha-male, chest-thumping, frat-boy dude-bro, beer-bonging, all-testosterone, no-brains type,” Rick mutters.

			Astra laughs. “Awww. Are you feeling a little insecure, Ricky? Because if you are, let me just add to your neuroses. Rayburn is also very smart, very charming, and very charismatic. And he’s got this sweet Georgia accent—”

			“I think I may be falling in love,” Nina says. “Is it improper to fall in love with a suspect?” 

			“I should tell you now that Astra is either drunk or high, and conjugal visits aren’t really a thing,” I tell her. “Now, can we get back to the task at hand?” 

			They all have a laugh at my expense. I shake my head and chuckle along with them, but my cheeks are still burning so hot, I’m surprised my skin isn’t blistering. He is a very handsome guy, though, and maybe in a different context—I rake my fingers through my hair and banish those thoughts which are highly inappropriate. This isn’t a different time or context. This is now. And right now, Sterling Rayburn is a high-stakes thief and a murderer. And my job is to bring him in to face justice. 

			“While we were sitting with him at lunch, he all but said that he and his team are doing another job,” I reply. “He all but dared us to stop him.” 

			“And he all but said they’re gone after this job, so this is our final shot at him,” Astra adds.

			“He wants us to chase him,” I say.

			“Well, he wants you to chase him,” Astra cracks.

			“Stow it. We’re done with that,” I say, making Astra chuckle softly. “I think for his grand finale here in Philly, he wants an audience. He wants us chasing him so he can outsmart us again and get that thrill, that rush of adrenaline from having escaped from us again.” 

			“I’m being serious here now, so don’t bite my head off,” Astra says. “But I honestly do think he wants you to be the one chasing him. I wasn’t kidding about the way he was looking at you. It was intense. I might as well have been invisible because all he saw was you.” 

			“I didn’t read it that way.”

			“Of course, you didn’t. You can’t accurately read a situation you’re in the middle of. You know that,” she tells me. “But I had the advantage of being on the outside looking in, and let me just say, that boy was infatuated with you.”

			“Okay, even if that’s true—which I doubt—what’s the point?” I ask.

			“It’s an advantage. Or it could be,” she replies. “Maybe he gets eyes on you, and he hesitates. Or he does something incredibly reckless to get your attention. Either way, it’s a potential chink in the armor. It might be something we can use to our benefit.” 

			I sit back in my chair and stroke my chin. It’s an interesting thought. And she’s right. We might be able to work that to our advantage somehow. I don’t see how just yet, but that’s low on the list right now. At the top of the list is figuring out where they’re going to hit. Unless and until we can figure that out, nothing else matters.

			“Whatever the case may be,” Astra goes on, “I think this infatuation with you he has works in our favor. I think it’s going to compel him to do something outlandish and rash. He’s going to want to impress you, Blake.” 

			I grimace. “I’m just not seeing it.” 

			She laughs softly. “Blake, you are the smartest person I know. You know a lot about a lot of different things. But trust me when I say that when it comes to men, you are clueless. I’ve never met somebody who knows less or is worse about picking up signals.” 

			My mouth falls open, and my face warms from within again. Rick and Nina snicker, drawing my attention to them, and when I look over, they both shrug in unison.

			“Sorry, boss,” Nina says. “But it’s kind of true.”

			“It’s not just kind of true. It’s absolutely true,” Rick adds.

			“Don’t you have research to be doing?” I reply with an embarrassed grin then turn back to Astra. “Okay, fine. I’m big enough to admit that I don’t know everything. So, love guru, impart your wisdom.” 

			Astra snort-chuckles. “Love guru. That might be the most amazing thing you’ve ever called me. I like it,” she says. “I think I’ll have that put on my business cards.” 

			“I’m glad you approve,” I reply. 

			I give Astra a minute to get herself back under control as she, Rick, and Nina continue snickering at each other. I know I’m not the best at picking up signals. I’ve never really had the sort of time or interest in putting in the effort to develop a real relationship. My experience with love has been problematic at best. Ever since learning that a man I loved, Mark Walton, was inserted into my life by the Thirteen to spy on me, I’ve been standoffish. At best.

			I’ve dated here and there, but I’ve never allowed myself to truly open up to anybody like I’d opened up to Mark. I’ve got trust issues. And as such, my flirting receptors must be rusty, if not broken, because I can never tell if somebody is interested in me or not. 

			“All right, you’re the master profiler here, so, use that skill and assess Rayburn,” she says. “What does his personality—your profile of the man—tell you? What does it lead you to think he’ll do?” 

			It’s not a thorough profile at all, but the brief time we spent with him today leads me to believe Rayburn may have some narcissistic tendencies, but he’s not a full-blown narcissist. He’s a thrill seeker, for sure. He’s also an attention seeker. I have little doubt that his courage was the major factor in the events that led to his many commendations in the Corps. But I also believe he was chasing the attention that went along with the commendations. Rayburn is a man who likes to stand out. Who likes to be noticed. He’s a peacock. And because he’s a peacock, their last job is going to be splashy and guaranteed to earn him some headlines and time on the nightly news. 

			“This is the grand finale. They’ll disappear underground after this,” I tell him. “Every heist they’ve pulled to this point has been big, but not as flashy as what he’s got up his sleeve. He’s definitely going to end this run with a bang.” 

			“Good. Now you’re talking,” Astra says. 

			“But it’s not because he’s trying to impress me,” I tell her. “Their crimes are always complex, so he’s had this in the works for a while.”

			“I disagree. He specifically told us he has options. So, he gamed out a few different jobs,” she says. “I think he’s going to pull the one guaranteed to net him the most bang for his buck—which is guaranteed to draw your attention. He’s performing for an audience of one, Blake. You.”

			I wave her off. “Whatever his actual motivation, we’re both on the same page that he’s going to do something flashy. Something big,” I say. “We just need to know what.” 

			“Nina, do you still have that list of all the potential big-money targets in the city?” Astra asks.

			“I do,” she nods. “Let me update it to reflect the current time period and extend it two days.”

			“Great. Print that out for us,” I say. “Thank you and great work today. Both of you. I appreciate how hard you’ve been working.” 

			“Just doing our jobs,” Rick says. 

			“You mean Nina is doing your jobs,” Astra cracks. 

			Rick throws a pen at Astra, drawing a laugh from her. 

			“Boss, come in,” Mo’s voice comes through my earpiece. 

			I key the comm and raise the mic to my lips. “Go ahead.”

			“We lost Rayburn,” she says, sounding defeated. “Or rather, he lost us.” 

			It’s not something I wasn’t expecting. I’d just been hoping Rayburn would lead them somewhere useful before he shook the tail. 

			“All right. Come on back to the war room,” I tell them and cut the mic.

			“One hour and twelve minutes,” Astra announces. 

			“Sorry,” Rick says. “The over/under was set at one hour and twenty minutes, and you bet the over, so you’re a loser.”

			Astra grimaces. “Dammit. I knew I should have gone with the under.”

			I flash her a grin. “If I’d been betting, I would have taken the under. Rayburn and his guys are that good. You underestimated them.” 

			“Yeah, I suppose I did,” she replies with a chuckle. 

			Underestimation. That’s a mistake I don’t intend to make. We’ve only got one more bite left at this apple, and we need to make it count.  
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			Titan Security Transport Services, Kensington District; Philadelphia, PA

			The Kensington district is one of Philadelphia’s rougher neighborhoods. You aren’t going to find tourists, cozy cafes, or bougie coffee shops. This isn’t a place that’s celebrated as the cradle of democracy. What you will find in the Kensington district is a lot of crime, drugs, gun violence, and prostitution. As economic troubles hit Philadelphia hard, most of the factory jobs and other blue-collar gigs dried up, leaving this section of the city to the would-be crime lords and gangs. The Kensington district hasn’t enjoyed the same sort of urban renewal as other parts of the city. 

			There are still a lot of warehouses and other smaller businesses around though. The land and buildings are cheap, so those people who’ve got the spine to plant their flag in Kensington—and the resources to protect it—thrive in what has become an economic wasteland. As we drive down the street, I see many vacant lots, derelict buildings in various stages of collapse, and some companies hidden behind high, thick walls—most of them topped with razor wire, and imposing steel gates. I swear they look more like prisons than a business. 

			Astra pulls the SUV into the driveway of one of those prison-companies, Titan Security Transport Services, and stops at the small guard shack posted just outside the wall. We’re faced with a twelve-foot high gate made of steel bars that are topped with sharp points. A ten-foot high wall made of concrete, likely reinforced with steel rebar, surrounds the three-story building beyond the gate. A man in black pants, a gray uniform shirt, and a black ballcap that bears the company logo steps out of the guard shack. He’s got a nine-millimeter on his hip and a clipboard in his hand.

			“Help you?” he asks.

			We flash him our badges. “Agents Russo and Wilder,” Astra says. “We’re here to see Trent Carmichael. We called ahead.” 

			The guard eyes our badges and creds suspiciously, then looks down at his clipboard. He jots something down on it and nods. 

			“Yeah, all right,” he says. “Just pull through the gate and park in the lot to your right.” 

			“Thank you,” Astra says. 

			The gate opens painfully slowly and with a deep rumbling noise. It lets out a brief high-pitched shriek that reminds me of nails on a chalkboard and makes me wince and grit my teeth. I’ve always hated that sound. After what feels like half an hour, the gate is open enough for Astra to drive through. We take a right and find the lot, then park and get out of the car. I slip on my jacket, settling it over the Glock on my hip, then fall into step beside Astra as we head to the front doors. 

			“You’d think they’d throw some oil on that gate every now and then. That’s just painful to listen to,” I comment. 

			“Right?” she replies. “Nails on a chalkboard.” 

			“Exactly what I was thinking.”

			The campus inside the walls is actually fairly nice. It’s landscaped well, has a koi pond beneath a tall, shady tree, and a few places set up with picnic tables where people can have lunch. Or in the case of the four guys sitting near the pond, a smoke. Their voices are deep and gruff as they tell off-color jokes and talk about whatever game was on last night. It’s been a while since I really followed sports, but one thing I do know is that Philadelphia is a proud sports town, and its fans are among the most brutal in the country. I remember reading they once booed and heckled Santa Claus, of all people. They cheered when Michael Irvin was seriously injured—then tried to defend it by saying he played for their most hated rivals, the Cowboys. I’ve heard stories of them throwing batteries at and spitting on members of their own team if the performance isn’t up to snuff, or purposely vomiting on children who support the opposing team. It’s a rough place that takes its sports teams seriously—maybe a little too seriously. 

			To our right is a large garage area where I see some of the armored transports being worked on. To the left is another gate that I can’t see beyond. If I had to guess, I’d say that’s where the armored transports are housed and where they do all the loading and unloading. It’s probably a highly secure area that’s rife with men carrying large guns. We head up a wide walkway that leads to the main administrative building that’s made of red brick and smoked glass. The front doors are etched with the company logo and slide aside smoothly as we approach.

			“Now, why can’t their front gate be that smooth?” I ask. 

			“You got me.” 

			We walk into the cool air of a lobby. The walls on our left and right are made of rough-hewn dark stone, and the floor is covered in matching tile. Photographs of the company’s officers hang on the wall to our left, and the company crest done in bronze hangs to our right. Directly ahead of us is a waist-high counter that’s topped with inch-thick plexiglass—like a banker’s window. And behind it is a woman who looks to be in her twenties with brown hair, green eyes, and an infectious smile. We step over to the window and badge her. 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. “We have an appointment to see Mr. Carmichael.” 

			That magnetic smile never faltering, she consults her computer and then nods. “It’s Major Carmichael. He was a major in the Corps. And yes, I see your names here,” she says. “Go ahead and step over to the door on your right.” 

			I turn and see a door I hadn’t noticed before. We step over to it and hear a loud buzzing sound followed by a metallic clank as it unlocks. I open the door to let Astra go in ahead of me only to find the brunette already standing there waiting for us. 

			“I’ll take you back to Major Carmichael’s office.” 

			“Great,” I say. 

			We follow her through a maze of corridors and pass a pair of break rooms and a host of offices. We also pass doors that are locked and unmarked. Probably a count room, if I had to guess. We pass by a weapons locker, and I glimpse a couple of guards being issued their sidearms and shotguns for their shift. All the men and women I see are wearing uniforms like the guy at the guard shack out front. We finally arrive at a wooden door with a brass plate bearing Carmichael’s name. Our escort knocks, and when a man’s voice calls out, telling us to enter, she opens the door and gestures for us to go in.

			“Thank you,” I say.

			“My pleasure,” she replies then quickly departs. 

			“I have no idea how to get out of here,” Astra mutters. “I hope you marked the way.”

			“Sorry. I forgot my breadcrumbs. I think we’re going to have to live here now.”

			“Wonderful.” 

			“Agents, please, come in,” he calls out.

			We step into the office, and Trent Carmichael stands up at his desk to greet us. He’s probably in his mid-fifties and is all of about five-nine or five-ten. His dark hair is thinning on top, and he’s sporting a bushy beard that’s shot through with gray; his dark eyes are piercing. Though not overly tall and somewhat stocky, he still manages to cut an imposing figure. He looks like a man who can handle his business. I glance to the left and see photographs on the wall. Many of them are of his family, I assume. His wife is a beautiful blonde woman, and he has three darling children. 

			There are other photos of him in military BDUs in different locations. In some of the shots, he’s alone, and in others, he’s with what I assume is his team. He’s also got framed citations and shadow boxes with the medals he’s been awarded. He’s not nearly as decorated as Rayburn, but he still seems to have had a pretty illustrious career. 

			“Marine Force Recon,” he says, gesturing to the photos. “We went into some nasty places and did some nastier things.” 

			“How long were you in?” I ask.

			“Twenty-five years in the Corps, twenty in Force Recon,” he says with an obvious note of pride in his voice.

			“Clearly, retirement didn’t suit you,” Astra says, gesturing to the office around us.

			He chuckles. “No, it did not. My wife got sick of me climbing the walls and told me I needed to find a hobby, or she was going to kill me. I believed her. So, here we are almost ten years later.” 

			“Smart man,” Astra says. 

			“See? Not all of us are dumb jarheads,” he responds, tapping his temple.

			“I believe you,” Astra replies with a laugh.

			“Please, have a seat,” he says. 

			Carmichael drops down into the captain’s chair behind his desk as Astra and I take a seat in the deep, plush chairs in front of it. He picks up his phone and holds a finger up to ask for a minute while he returns a text message. As he does, I look around his office, which is spartanly furnished. On the wall opposite all the photos are a pair of bookcases that are lined with binders, and sitting on top of one is a case with a folded American flag.

			Though a little cluttered, his office is well kept, but the one thing that stands out to me is that, unlike other CEOs, his furniture isn’t expensive. They look like IKEA specials. It tells me that Carmichael is a frugal man. He doesn’t seem to care much about status or brand names. That extends to his clothing—he’s wearing a pair of jeans and a black polo shirt. And the watch on his wrist isn’t a Rolex or a Montblanc but looks like the same dive watch he probably wore in the service. He seems like a man who’s more substance than style, and it makes me like him. 

			“So, what can I do for the FBI?” he says as he sets his phone down on his desk.

			“Well, we spoke to the folks over at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, and we were told your company would be handling the transportation of the artifacts from the Imperial Russian exhibition, and that includes a pair of Faberge eggs that are on loan,” I say. 

			He nods. “Yes ma’am. We most certainly are.” 

			“We have reason to believe the crew that’s recently hit the jewel show at the Convention Center as well as an armored transport, among other heists, is targeting the truck you’ll be using to carry those Russian artifacts,” Astra says. 

			He frowns, a startled expression on his face. “Yeah, I’ve heard about those jobs. You need that kind of intel in this line of work,” he says. “But what makes you think they’re targeting us?” 

			“Information we’ve uncovered and have developed during our investigation into those other heists,” I tell him. 

			“Are you sure?” 

			“We’re relatively certain.” 

			He runs a hand through his hair but nods, a light of determination gleaming in his eyes. “Well, I wouldn’t worry about it too much. The men and women who work for me are all ex-military. They know how to handle themselves if a firefight breaks out.” 

			“We’d rather avoid a running gun battle in the streets of Philadelphia if we can,” I say.

			“Also, the crew who’s pulling these capers are also ex-military,” Astra adds. “Believe me when I say they are efficient, and they are ruthless.”

			His chair squeaks as he sits back in it, his expression troubled. “Okay, so what is it you’re suggesting?” he asks. “I can’t cancel the job. It pays too well.” 

			“I understand, and we’re not asking you to cancel,” I say. “But what we would like is for you to switch out the team you have scheduled to make that run—”

			“Come on now, the people I hire are good people. They wouldn’t betray me if that’s where you’re going with that,” he says, sounding genuinely offended. 

			“I appreciate that, Major Carmichael. But I’m sure the last transport company thought the same thing, and the reason that armored car got hit is because one of their men was working with the rip crew,” I tell him. “I don’t want to disparage any of your men, but I think just to be safe, you not only want to switch out the team, but I also want to embed one of my agents with them.” 

			“You want to put one of your people into my truck?” he asks. 

			“I do,” I tell him. 

			“I have to tell you, I don’t like this idea. I don’t like it one bit,” he replies.

			“I think you’d like it a lot less if this crew hits your truck and makes off with a pair of Faberge Eggs, along with whatever else will be in the load,” Astra points out. “What do you think that sort of press coverage will do to your company? It’s not going to enhance it much.” 

			His frown deepens, and his expression darkens as he stares down at his desktop. Carmichael runs a finger along the wood grain as if wiping away invisible specks of dust, his mind working, weighing out the pros and cons of it all. He finally looks up, his face grim. 

			“And you think you guys can stop them from taking the load?” he asks.

			“I can’t make any promises. I’m not going to lie to you and tell you it’s an absolute certainty,” I tell him. “But we’re a step ahead of them this time, and I feel if we have one of our men embedded with your team, we’ll have a great chance of stopping this and keeping this crew from pulling off this heist.” 

			“That’s not very reassuring,” he grumbles.

			“I’m sorry for that. But you seem like a man who’d prefer the straight-up truth instead of candy-coated bullcrap,” I reply.

			“You’re right about that. And I appreciate your honesty. I do. I respect it,” he replies with a chuckle. “There’s just so many variables we can’t account for and things that can go wrong.” 

			“There are,” Astra adds. “But if we do nothing, the one thing I can promise you is that this crew will take out your truck. They will steal that load and make off with those Faberge Eggs.”

			“They’re that good, huh?” Carmichael asks.

			I nod. “They really are.” 

			He sighs and runs a hand over his face. “All right. But I’m going to be involved with this op.”

			“Major Carmichael, I appreciate that, but we can’t have civi—”

			“I’m not a civilian. Once a Marine, always a Marine,” he cuts me off. “Plus, this is my company, and those are my trucks. If you want my cooperation, then I’m going to be a part of the planning and execution of this op.” 

			Astra and I share a glance. We can’t allow Carmichael to be out there running and gunning on the streets with us. The brass would frown upon that big time. But if we don’t involve him, we don’t get his cooperation. And we very much need that. Astra gives me a subtle shrug as if silently telling me it’s my call to make. I gnaw on my bottom lip for a moment then finally turn to Carmichael.

			“All right. You can be part of this,” I tell him. “But we can’t allow civilians—and you are a civilian, even though you’re ex-military—to be part of the execution. We cannot put you in harm’s way—legally speaking. So, we can let you be involved, but will be in a secondary support role.”

			Carmichael pauses and seems to think it over for a long moment. He leans forward and clasps his hands together on top of his desk.

			“Okay. Let’s do this,” he says. 

			I nod. “Great. Let’s do this.”  
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			Titan Security Transport Services, Kensington District; Philadelphia, PA

			“Okay, we don’t have the time for a full dress rehearsal, so let’s go over this one more time,” I tell the group assembled before me. 

			We’re standing in one of the loading bays at Titan. The air is saturated with the scent of gasoline and motor oil, and a dozen of Carmichael’s most trusted Titan employees are gathered around, listening to the briefing intently. Their manner is serious and professional. I can tell they’re well-trained and have the sort of operational discipline that only comes from having served in a combat zone or other forward area. There’s just something about combat vets that feels a little different than military men and women who never deployed into a fight. They just seem to have a harder edge to them. 

			Carmichael is standing by my side wringing his hands together, a sour, sickly expression on his face. Lucas is dressed in one of Titan’s uniforms and is carrying one of the long guns we brought in from our equipment. 

			“I’m going to be riding shotgun, so to speak. I’ll be the eyes and ears inside the truck,” Lucas says. “We’ll get to the museum, they’ll load the artifacts, and we’ll get on the road. Once Rayburn and his men engage, we will do our best to keep moving.” 

			“You’re also our last line of defense inside that truck, so stay on your toes,” I tell him. “Astra?”

			“I’ll be on standby with a joint tactical team from the field office and Philly PD. We’ll trail at a discreet distance, and once Rayburn engages, we’ll roll in,” Astra says. “I checked in with Saunders and Montgomery, and they’re at the staging area already.” 

			“Right,” I reply. “And it’s your job to make sure Montgomery and his men remain on standby until they’re called. We can’t afford for that idiot to go cowboy on us. Again.”

			“I’ll be honest, that’s a real concern,” Astra says. “Which begs the question, why in the hell did you invite him to this little soiree we’re having anyway?” 

			I grimace. “I guess it’s playing politics. If this goes right, everybody gets a win and everybody’s going to be happy.” 

			Astra laughs softly. “And you say you don’t know how to play the game.”

			I roll my eyes. “I hate that I have to. But that’s life.” 

			“How are we going to stop him though?” Mo asks. “I mean, he does outrank us—”

			“True. But this is our op,” I say. “If they try to move early, shoot them in the leg.” 

			Mo’s eyes widen. “Are you serious? I can’t tell if you’re serious.” 

			I flash her a grin. “Use whatever means you have to. This is our op he’s been invited in on, so command runs through me. He doesn’t outrank you out there.” 

			“If this clown is as big of a problem as it sounds like he is, I’d suggest you make sure you film everything that happens out there. Keep a camera on him at all times. I’ve found that recording people has a way of settling them down,” Carmichael offers.

			Astra gives me a look and nods then turns back to Carmichael. “That’s a fantastic idea.” 

			He chuckles. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in this life, it’s to cover your ass. No matter what, it’s always critical to cover your ass.”

			“That’s smart. Really smart,” I say. “Mo, that’s your job. Make sure you’ve got a camera on Montgomery at all times. And make sure he knows you’re filming him.” 

			“Copy that,” she replies.

			“Rick, Nina,” I call out. “Talk to me.” 

			“We’re going to be posted up in the ops room here at Titan,” Rick says. “We’ll be monitoring the shipment from the point of pickup to the end of this.” 

			“There’s nothing we can do to keep them from jamming the onboard comms and computers inside the trucks. If they know what freek—sorry, frequency—you’re operating on, they’ll own you. And judging by how smoothly the last transport job went, they’re going to own you,” Nina says. “But Rick and I outfitted this transport with some gadgets of our own that they’ll never see. When their tech guy collapses your electronics, ours will still be running. Your transport will still have comms and navigation systems. There will be a five-second delay as it switches over, but that’s negligible.” 

			“And what happens if they’re able to pick up the freek your equipment’s working on?” Carmichael asks. 

			Rick scoffs. “Good luck with that. What Nina and I put together is a system that’s not static. It’s dynamic. It’ll be like trying to hit a moving target.”

			“It’s also heavily encrypted. If they are somehow able to lock onto the freek we’re using, they’ll have to get through several firewalls that are heavily encrypted,” Nina adds. “As good as their tech guy is, that will take time. And with how quickly this should all come together, they simply won’t have the time to do it.”

			“If your program is as good as you say, why don’t we just run your system from the jump?” one of Carmichael’s guys chimes in. “It seems to me that preventing this robbery from going down would be preferable to engaging in a combat situation.”

			“We want this crew to lean into this heist. We want them fully engaged before we spring our trap,” I reply. “Our primary goal is to apprehend them. If anything is off, and that includes the security measures on your transports, it will signal to them that something’s up and they will pull out. If they do that, we’re not going to get another crack at them. This is our last, best shot to get them off the streets and into a cell where they belong.” 

			The man who asked the question nods. “Copy that.”

			I turn to Carmichael. “Major. What do you have for us?” 

			He turns to the map of the city that’s pinned to the board he set up for this briefing. Pulling a telescoping pointer out of his pocket, he extends it and taps four red dots on the map.

			“I’m going to be monitoring the situation with your techs from our ops room here, but I’ve identified four possible choke points along our route,” he says. “When the truck picks up at the museum, it will head straight for the highway. We’re not picking up any other cargo but are taking that load straight to the airport, where it will be offloaded and put on a secure plane which will take it to the next city. We were only hired to get it from the museum to the airport.” 

			I look at the locations he’s identified then look at the entire route, which he’s laid out in red marker for us to follow. Each of the spots he’s picked out is somewhat isolated, narrow, and doesn’t offer a transport much room to maneuver if they come under fire. 

			“I think that’s a good assessment, Major. I agree with you,” I say. “I want you to put three of your troops at each of the four locations. But they will be there in an observational and support role only. They are not to engage unless they’re given the green light by me. Are we clear?”

			“Crystal.”

			“Excellent,” I say. 

			“Not to be that guy, but are we sure this crew you’re chasing is even going to show up? I mean, how can you say for sure they’re after this load?” asks another of Carmichael’s men.

			“I can’t say for sure. There are unfortunately no guarantees in this line of work other than bad guys are going to do bad things,” I reply. “This crew, though, has a penchant for the dramatic. They thrive on the adrenaline rush of pulling big jobs with a flourish. They’re bold. Brazen. And this is the sort of job we believe will appeal to them. Greatly.” 

			“The fact that two Faberge Eggs have a combined value of more than forty-five million dollars makes it seem more likely than not that they will probably be coming for them,” Astra adds, drawing whistles and murmurs from the group. 

			“This crew is, like you, former military, and has been operating for more than a decade. They aren’t getting any younger, so we think this might be one of the last heists they’ll try to pull. This might be their big finale,” I state. “This could be their walking away money. And with just five of them left in the crew, that would be one hell of a payday. Combined with what they’ve netted from their other heists, these guys can live out their days in luxury and style.” 

			“Sounds like we got into the wrong line of work,” one of Carmichael’s men cracks, drawing laughter from the rest of the group. 

			Carmichael smiles. “Yeah, it sounds good until you realize you’re going to have Chief Wilder and her team on your ass if you do switch careers,” he says. “I’ve done my homework on these agents and am not afraid to say I’m more afraid of them than I am my own wife.” 

			That draws more laughter and applause from the group. The dark cloud of tension that was descending over us lifts slightly, which I’m glad for. Staying loose and easy is always good before an op. Especially when the potential for violence is as high as it is right now. But I feel like I need to give them one more word of caution before we head out and things happen that can’t be taken back.

			“Listen, I know the Major has already given you a briefing before this one, and I just feel the need to reiterate that this could be dangerous. This crew does not hesitate to pull the trigger. They’re ruthless. And even though we’re positioning you in secondary support roles, I can’t guarantee that you won’t get caught up in the action. I have no way to predict how this fight will unfold,” I tell them earnestly. “It’s imperative you know that by going out there tonight, there is a possibility you’re not coming back. This crew has already murdered two transport guards, an FBI agent, and one of their own crew they thought we had a hook in—which, we didn’t, by the way. Like I said, though, they’re ruthless, and they will not hesitate to put somebody down. So, let me just say once again, you don’t have to be out there. You can walk away right now with no hard feelings and no judgment. Personally, I’d feel better if none of you were out there. But I understand this is, in part, Major Carmichael’s show, so here we are. But if you want to walk, now is the time, guys.” 

			The loading bay falls silent, and every single one of Carmichael’s men remains where they are, still as statues, completely unflinching. None of them are even looking around, as if waiting for somebody to step out, giving them an excuse to do so. Instead, they all stand at attention, staring straight forward, nothing but a grim resolve on all their faces. Not a one of them steps out. I turn to Carmichael and nod.

			“You have good people here, Major,” I reply. 

			He nods. “The very best.” 

			“I will do everything in my power to make sure every single one of them comes home.”

			“I know you will.” 

			I take one last look around the loading bay. We’ve had to put this plan together on the fly, and I know it’s not the best. There are too many flaws and holes that Rayburn can exploit. But the window we’ve had to put this op together was short. We had no time, so it’s the best we can do right now. For what it is, I think it’s as solid a plan as we could have hoped for. Now, we just have to hope we get a little bit of luck and things break our way for a change.

			And we have to hope this really is Rayburn’s target. 

			As we put this op together, I had the nagging thought that we’re putting all this time and effort into something that’s not going to pan out. Part of me fears Rayburn is manipulating us—that he wants us to think he’s going to go for the bold and brazen job instead of a smaller, easier one that might not net him tens of millions but will still pull in a decent chunk of change. With Rayburn knowing we’re on to him, I fear he might have given us a head fake back at the deli, getting us to look one way while he goes the other. With as much heat as we’re putting on him, I’m afraid he might pull back and focus on one of the other plans he’s got in the pipeline. 

			But the die has been cast. I’ve pushed all my chips to the center on this one, and I’m going to have to live with the consequences if this all goes sideways. If it does, and this is a spectacular failure that blows up in my face, I know Montgomery will be beating the drum of my failures. I’d have so much egg on my face that I’m not sure my career would ever fully recover. I’m risking a lot on this op, and the personal stakes have never felt higher. 

			I swallow hard and lick my lips, doing my best to quell the wild churning in my belly. It’s too late to call this thing off. I just have to roll the dice and hope it doesn’t come up snake eyes on me. 

			“All right,” I say. “Let’s saddle up, people.” 
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			Outpost Alpha, Fairmount District; Philadelphia, PA

			Sitting atop a hill that once housed British defensive works during the Revolutionary War, the Philadelphia Museum of Art overlooks much of the Lower North district. I’m parked in a dark alley along the segment of the route that transitions from Fairmount onto an open and isolated stretch of road that runs south toward the highway that will take the transport to the airport. This is one of the choke points that Carmichael had identified on his map. 

			The clock on the dashboard of the SUV says it’s just past midnight. The crew should be loading up the armored transports and prepping to get on the road now. The route from the museum to the airport is a bit circuitous, since Carmichael always wants to avoid his transports getting bottlenecked on city streets. He wants his trucks in perpetual motion since a transport that’s not moving is an easy target. Because of that, it will take his truck roughly thirty-five to forty minutes to reach the airport.

			When Rayburn’s crew descends, it’s going to happen fast, and we all need to be on our toes. I blot my damp palms on my pants and blow out a long breath. The muscles in my shoulders are tensed so tight, they’re almost painful; and if the knots in my stomach pull any tighter, I might scream in agony. Sitting behind the wheel of my SUV, alone in the dark, with nothing to do but think, isn’t doing me any favors. All I can focus on is the myriad of ways this can go wrong. I was so busy prepping this op that I never once stopped to consider whether I should have in the first place.

			I’d been so convinced the Faberge Eggs were going to be Rayburn’s target that I never stopped to consider anything else. But now, sitting here in the dark with nothing but my thoughts and neuroses to keep me company, I’m certainly considering it. The vision of Astra and Mo sitting there with Montgomery and Saunders waiting for a call to move in that never comes fills my mind and sends a rippling wave of fear rolling through me.

			I know that I stand to lose more than I gain with this op. If it goes bad, who knows what will happen? Maybe I’ll lose my command. Maybe they’ll suspend and eventually fire me. The number of people who support me within the Bureau pales in comparison to the number of people who want to see me taken down a few pegs—or rather, a few dozen pegs. And that’s because I don’t play politics, kiss ass, or otherwise ingratiate myself nearly as well as people like Montgomery. I know that’s my fault. But I never developed the taste for it other people have.

			Of course, I want to ascend the ranks within the Bureau. I want to make and leave my mark. When my days of kicking in doors and taking down bad guys are over, I want to leave a legacy for others to follow. To emulate. But I’ve never acquired the skill for glad-handing and ass-kissing that seems required to do it. Instead, I’ve been blessed with the ability to rub people the wrong way, get on their nerves, and ruffle the hell out of feathers wherever I go. And because of that, people are waiting and watching, ready to pounce on my every misstep. It’s maddening really. Too many people are more worried about climbing the ladder and playing politics than about doing the job. It makes me sick. 

			Brushing my hair back behind my ears, I sigh and try to banish all those thoughts from my mind. I close my eyes and count to ten. Nothing seems to be working, though, as my shoulders are still rock-hard and my heart is beating fast and hard, like I’ve just run a sprint. Needing a distraction, I grab my comm on our secure channel and key it open. 

			“Outpost Alpha, checking in. All clear here,” I say into the mic. “All outposts check in.”

			All the outposts check in, but nobody reports seeing any suspicious activity, which only fuels the doubts and second-guessing already going on inside of me. 

			“Truck is loaded, and we are en route,” Lucas’s voice says through my earpiece.

			I key open the mic. “Okay, folks, we are live. Keep your heads on a swivel out there and be careful,” I say. “Report in with any activity.” 

			I don’t like having all our troops spread out like we are, but there wasn’t much of a choice. Not having a clear idea where Rayburn is going to hit—if he hits at all—we have to cover as much of the transport’s route as we can. And since our resources aren’t infinite, that means spreading ourselves out and hoping we can all collapse on the battle zone quickly. 

			Ten minutes go by with no word from anybody. No activity. No contact. No nothing. And in that silence, the ice-cold fingers of doubt grab hold of my heart and squeeze so hard, it nearly steals the breath from my lungs. My knuckles are white, and my fingers pulse with pain as I grip the steering wheel so tight, I’m half-convinced I’m going to tear it off the steering column. I force my hands open, but I’m wound so tight that when the comm crackles to life, it makes me jump in my seat, and my startled heart thumps even harder inside me. 

			“I’ve got contact. It’s aerial,” Rick’s voice comes through. “They’ve got a drone up, and if I have to guess, it’s got an electronics array attached to it to jam the signals to the transport.” 

			“Stand by and prepare to switch to the backup systems,” I reply into the mic.

			I let out a long breath of relief as my hands tremble on the wheel. The doubt that had been gripping me eases, and I take a moment, focusing on my breath as I calm myself down. I was right. Thank God I was right. Now I need to focus and get my head on straight. It’s game time.

			“Rick, what is the location of the transport?” I ask. 

			“They’re approaching your position,” he replies. “The transport should be passing you in three to four minutes.” 

			“Titan’s systems in the transport are down. The transport is now dark,” Nina reports. “Switching to backup systems.” 

			I lick my suddenly dry lips and swallow hard as my heart beats a staccato rhythm in my chest that’s part relief that I’m right and part anxiousness about the coming fight. Knowing they’ve just knocked out the company’s comm and navigation systems can only mean they’re about to attack. They wouldn’t cut the power only to let the transport rumble on. No, ready or not, the fight is here.   

			“Contact,” Rick reports. “We have two SUVs approaching from the rear. They’re closing fast.” 

			“All units, converge on my location,” I call into the mic. “Collapse on my location now!” 

			From my spot at the mouth of the alley, I have a good view of the road in front of me. To my right, I see the glow of headlights coming up the small rise. The transport will crest the hill and blow by me in a matter of seconds. Whatever is going to happen is practically going to happen right in front of me. I turn on the engine and draw in a long, slow breath then let it out again, silently counting to ten and trying to find my balance. 

			The transport crests the rise and starts on the downslope, but I keep my eyes on the hill. It doesn’t take long for me to see the glow of the headlights cast by the vehicles in pursuit. I key the comm.

			“Lucas, be ready; you’ve got bogeys inbound,” I say. “They’re coming. They’re approaching from behind and will be on you in seconds.” 

			“Copy that.” 

			The transport draws closer to my position, and several blinking lights about thirty feet above it draws my attention. 

			“Rick, I see the drone. It’s still with the transport,” I say. 

			“They could be doing infrared imaging,” Rick says. 

			“Or they could be up to something else,” Nina adds. “That drone could be armed with—” 

			Her statement is cut short when the bright flash of the explosive lights up the nighttime sky around me. It’s so bright, I wince and hold my hand up, trying to shield my eyes from the sudden flash. The concussion of the explosion rocks the vehicle and blows the glass from the side windows inward, drawing a sharp yelp from me. Thankfully, the windshield, made of a thicker glass, held together, though there is a spiderweb of cracks from one side to the other. 

			Thankfully, the transport didn’t take the full brunt of the blast. But the explosion was big enough that it sent the armored truck skidding off the road. When it hit the shoulder, it toppled over with a thunderous crash. 

			“Lucas,” I call out. “Are you all right? Sound off, Lucas.”

			“I’m fine,” he grunts. “We’re all alive.” 

			“All units, pick up the pace. Rayburn’s team used an IED in the road to disable the transport. There was an explosion, and the transport is down. I repeat, the transport is down,” I call into the mic. “Everybody get here. Get here fast.” 

			The only backup I have are three of Carmichael’s men. They’re positioned on the other side of the road, standing amongst the ruins of an old hotel. I’d rather not have to use them at all, but I have no choice. I’m out here alone, and Rayburn’s team is about to be upon us. I quickly key the comm, my eyes fixed on the crater in the middle of the road. Flames lick the air as a column of thick smoke drifts heavenward from the hole. If that transport had been on top of the IED when it went off, we’d be picking up little pieces of Lucas and the guards off the road. They were lucky to get hit with a glancing blow. 

			“Bravo team, bravo team,” I call out. “We have bogeys inbound. Prepare to engage but do not break cover. I say again, do not break cover—engage from your position, and only fire on my mark.”

			“Copy that Alpha Outpost,” comes the reply. “Will engage from a distance on your mark.”

			The sound of screeching tires fills the night air, and I watch as a pair of black SUVs come to a sudden stop. The doors fly open, and five men in those black checkered distortion masks come storming out, all of them packing AR-15s and sidearms on their hips. They rush toward the downed transport, weapons at the ready.

			“Contact. We have five hostiles descending on the truck. I repeat, we have five hostiles armed with ARs descending on the truck,” I call out. “I will engage and hold them back as long as I can, but I need you guys here ASAP.”

			The crew reaches the truck, and I see one of them drop to a knee and set his backpack down on the ground and open it. I have a feeling I know what’s in there—it’s the same acidic solution they used to get into the last transport. 

			“We’re coming to you, Blake. Hang in there,” Astra says. “Our ETA is four minutes.”

			“Copy that. Shave it if you can,” I say. 

			When you’re under fire and in the middle of a pitched fight, four minutes can seem like an eternity. Every second feels like an hour. But I have no choice other than to engage unless I want to see Rayburn get into that transport. I remind myself that the lives of Lucas and two of Carmichael’s men are hanging in the balance. So, I take the safety off my AR, pull back on the charging handle, and step out around the corner I’ve been sheltering behind. 

			“Sterling Rayburn,” I shout. “This is the FBI. Everyone—drop your weapons, get down onto your knees, and put your hands behind your heads.” 

			The first burst of gunfire comes from the man on the left and drives me back around the corner. I wait for a pause then step out and squeeze off several bursts of my own. Rayburn’s men are sent scrambling for cover, but the one with the backpack is behind the transport, and I have no shot.

			“Bravo team, do you have line of sight on a guy with a backpack?” I call into the mic.

			“That’s affirmative. We have him in sight. There’s another man with him. And three others scrambled behind their vehicles when you fired off your rounds.”

			“Good. Engage,” I order. “Drive the one with the backpack away from the transport. Get them behind the other vehicles. We don’t have to win this fight. We just have to keep them pinned down long enough for the cavalry to get here.”

			“Copy that,” the voice comes back. “We are engaging hostiles.” 

			The chatter of gunfire erupts from across the street, and I hear the shouted curses of Rayburn’s men followed by a shriek of agony. Carmichael’s men must have tagged somebody with a shot. 

			“Subject with the backpack is down. Wounded,” the man says. “Looks superficial. The second subject helped him behind the other vehicles.” 

			In the background of that transmission, I hear shouting, cursing, and somebody urging them to get down as the chatter of automatic gunfire rings out. Rayburn’s men retaliate and unload on the three I have positioned across the street. I say a silent prayer for their safety. Not only do I want them all to come out of this unscathed… I fear what will happen if they sustain casualties. How will I explain civilian wounded or dead to the brass when I’m inevitably called before an OPR board to explain myself? I seriously doubt the Office of Professional Responsibility will look favorably upon me drafting civilians into this fight.

			The only way to keep them out of harm’s way is to keep the heat off them, so I step out and fire a series of short, controlled bursts. I keep firing until my magazine is spent. Ejecting it as I step behind the corner again, I already have the next magazine in and charged when Rayburn’s men return fire. I can feel the hard thud of the rounds that punch into the wall I’ve got my back against. The high-pitched whines of the bullets ricocheting off the wall echo in my ears as they send sprays of brick and mortar in a thousand different directions. 

			A white-hot flash of pain cuts through my face, and I drop down to a knee. Grimacing as pain pulses through me, I touch the spot that hurts and wince when it comes away stained red with my blood. A fragment from the wall must have sliced me. The cut doesn’t feel deep, but I can feel my blood, warm and thick, tickling down my cheek. Out on the street, I can hear the gunfire from Carmichael’s men and the return shots from Rayburn’s crew.

			“Blake, you’ve got one circling around behind the building. He’s going to be coming at you from behind. Keep your head on a swivel,” a voice rings through my earpiece. 

			I throw myself behind an old dumpster that’s rusted and rotting out. But from that position, I can see who is coming down the alley while my SUV prevents anybody coming from seeing me. Whoever it is will assume I’m still in front of it, not hiding behind the dumpster. At least, that’s the theory I’m working with. 

			The chatter of gunfire echoes through the night, and as I crouch behind the dumpster, every muscle in my body is tense. I’m straining my ears, listening for the sound of somebody approaching. But my heart is pounding in my ears so loud, I’m not sure I’d hear him coming down the alley even if he were beating a huge bass drum in time with his steps. 

			My palms are damp, and my throat is dry, but I feel the beads of sweat rolling down my face and between my shoulder blades. My muscles are aching from being so tense, and my stomach is clenched so tight, it’s painful. But then I see a figure in black from head to toe with his weapon out in front of him creeping toward me. He’s slow and smooth, looking like nothing more than a shadow moving among the shadows. I stand up from my position, my weapon trained on him.

			“FBI,” I call. “Stop and drop your weapon.” 

			The figure lowers his weapon and slowly turns to me. The first thing I notice is that between the black checkers and the wavy lines, just how disorienting the distortion mask is to see up close. I can see why they wear them. I give my head a quick shake and focus on the man again, my eyes narrow, my jaw clenched. 

			“Get down onto your knees and put your hands behind your head,” I order. 

			The figure tenses, and he seems to be considering his options. But then he raises his head and looks at me from behind the holes in his mask. I can’t see his face, but I feel like he’s made a decision, and a cold certainty sweeps over me. My eyes widen as the realization of what’s about to happen sinks in.

			“Oh, God,” I mutter then shout. “Don’t do it! Get on your knees! Now!” 

			Maybe dying is preferable to a life spent in prison, or maybe he just thinks he can get the drop on me. Either way, the man starts to raise his weapon. My eyes are fixed on the yawning chasm of his barrel as it comes up, and I know if it gets to a point where I can see down into it, then I’m going to lose this fight and I’m going to die. I’m out of time. He’s clearly made his decision, and now he has to reap the consequences of it. 

			Gritting my teeth, I squeeze the trigger and wince as the shockwave of my own weapon’s recoil jolts my arms and shoulders. The muzzle flash seems impossibly bright, and the shots are louder than thunder. The man’s body jerks and twitches as my bullets punch into his flesh… and everything seems to slow to a crawl around me. I watch as his arms shoot into the air at the same time his legs come out from under him. Sprays of crimson burst from the holes as they pass through his body, splattering onto the concrete behind him. And then the man hits the ground with a wet slapping sound and is still. 

			I rush forward and kick his weapon away from him, the barrel of my gun still trained on his face. Blood, dark and viscous, begins seeping out from beneath the body and pools onto the ground around him. As I stare at the body for a moment, the heavy weight of dread presses down on me and I see movement in my peripheral vision. Acting on instinct, I throw myself to the side as the chatter of automatic gunfire shatters the silence that had taken hold in the alley. 

			I cry out when I feel something sharp slice through my upper arm as I crash down onto the concrete. Knowing I have milliseconds to act, I roll over onto my back and start to raise my weapon as another black-clad figure rushes forward, the barrel of his weapon leading the way. The next thing I know, I’m staring into the blank eyeholes of another distortion mask, that sense of disorientation washing over me again. That’s quickly followed by the numbing realization that he’s got the drop on me, and these are the last moments of my life. Strangely enough, I don’t feel fear. I feel at peace. 

			The distinctive sound of a click rings in my ears when he pulls the trigger. The man looks down at his weapon, and even though the mask conceals his face, I can’t help but see the fear etched into his features. I can see it in the set of his body as he realizes he’s empty. I’m overwhelmed by a sudden rush of adrenaline. It drowns out everything else inside of me, and as the man starts to turn, I finish bringing my weapon up and fire. With a primal scream, I keep pulling the trigger until I hear the same click coming from my weapon. 

			The man in black is thrown back against my SUV as bullets punch through his flesh. Blood sprays high into the night air, and his mask is thrown off; I see his face for the first time. It’s Matthew Cox. His long blond hair has fallen out of his ponytail and spills down over his shoulders, mussed and tousled. Cox’s green eyes are wide, and blood is already pouring out of his mouth, his face a nightmare visage as he sinks to his knees in front of me. His breath is labored, and his face twists and contorts in pain.

			His eyes lock on to mine, and an inscrutable expression crosses his face. He opens his mouth as if he wants to say something, but the only sounds that come out are his ragged gasps and a high-pitched wheezing sound. I slowly get to my feet, wincing as I’m jolted by the pain in my arm. I feel the blood spilling down my flesh and soaking into the sleeve of my shirt. It’s not a bullet wound, or if it is, it feels like a graze at worst. I’m tempted to look at my wound, but something compels me to keep my eyes on Cox. I feel almost dutybound to bear witness to his last moments on earth. After all, I’m the reason he’s dying. 

			With one last shuddering gasp, Cox falls forward, his forehead connecting with the pavement with a hard crack—and then he’s still. I step over to him and kick his weapon away, then I say a silent word over his body. I look out at the street and see that while I was preoccupied with my own battle, the cavalry arrived. An entire legion of police cars, their bubble lights flaring, and SUVs from the field office fill a street that has suddenly become a hive of activity. 

			“Are you all right?”

			I turn and find Astra standing behind me, her weapon drawn and a worried expression on her face. She looks from the two bodies in the alley to me and frowns. She steps over to me and looks at the wound on my cheek.

			“Caught a shard of brick off a ricochet,” I tell her. “It’s nothing.”

			“And the arm?” she asks as she gingerly touches my sleeve.

			“Not sure. Bullet graze maybe?” I ask. “I felt it when I fell.” 

			She looks down, her frown deepening, then squats down and shines her flashlight on the ground. She looks up at me again and shakes her head.

			“Steel rebar sticking out of the concrete,” she says. “You’re lucky you didn’t impale yourself on this thing. You’re going to need a tetanus shot though.” 

			“Yeah, I got really lucky tonight,” I reply. “How’d we do? Is Lucas all right?”

			She nods. “He’s fine. They’re all fine,” she says. “You took out two of Rayburn’s men and we tagged a third when we got here—I don’t know who fired the shot, but I have a feeling Montgomery is going to take credit for it.” 

			We both share a laugh. She’s probably right about that. If Montgomery had his way, I’m sure he’d take credit for the entire op. 

			“And Rayburn?” I ask.

			She shakes her head. “He’s gone. Nowhere to be found.”  

			“How can that be?” I ask. “I know he was here—”

			“He must have bugged out when things got hairy. Victor Kohler, his tech guy, is also not among the dead,” she tells me. “But I’m assuming he was offsite operating the drone and all.”

			I sigh and rake my fingers through my hair. “So, we go through all of this, and the mastermind is still out there.”

			“Hey, take the win. We just talked to Carmichael’s other team. They got to the airport without incident. The Faberge Eggs and other artifacts have been loaded up, and they’re on their way to wherever they’re going,” she says. “Your decoy plan worked. Rayburn had no idea he was chasing a dummy truck. He was never close to getting his hands on the real treasures, and three of his men are dead—four, if you count the one they capped for us. This is a win no matter which way you cut it.” 

			“Yeah, I guess. But the fact that Rayburn is still out there means this isn’t over,” I say.

			“That’s true. But that’s a fight for another day,” she tells me. “Tonight, we celebrate a win. After you get that arm and cheek looked at, that is. Come on, there’s an ambulance on the way.” 

			I cast one last look back at the bodies on the ground and remember the feeling that had enveloped me when I was certain I was going to die. Cox had the drop on me. I should be dead, but I’m not. It was a stroke of luck—maybe larger than I’ve ever had in my life—that he was empty. Play out that scenario a hundred times, and in ninety-nine of them, I’m dead. And yet I can’t shake that feeling of peace that had filled me when I thought that was it. What does it mean? Does it mean anything? Or am I just overthinking it? 

			It’s a question I’m sure I’m going to grapple with for a while. For now, though, Astra is right. We scored a big win tonight, and it should be celebrated. My team deserves it. An ambulance is pulling up, and I let Astra lead me over to it so I can get checked out. And as I sit on the rear deck, letting the EMT tend to my wounds, I shudder as a cold chill washes over me. The hair on my arms and the back of my neck stand on end, and I swallow hard. 

			I can feel his eyes on me from somewhere out there in the darkness. Rayburn. He’s out there watching what’s happening here. Watching me.  
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			Conference Room J42; Philadelphia Field Office; Philadelphia, PA

			“I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m ready to get home,” Rick says. 

			“Afraid your blow-up doll is feeling neglected?” Astra teases. 

			Rick throws a crumpled-up piece of paper at her as everybody laughs. This is usually my favorite part of a given case. Tearing down our war room after another successful job and getting ready to go home is a sign that we’ve made it through the shadows and have emerged into the sunlight once more. Everybody is loose, and there’s always a lightness in the air. All the tension we carried throughout the case just bleeds away. Smiles and laughter are usually free and easy, and that dark cloud that hovers over us when we’re working a case dissipates entirely. 

			But this time, I just can’t get into the mood. The joy that follows the successful conclusion to a case is missing for me. I don’t even have it in me to fake it. I quietly pack up my files and notes and slip them into boxes.

			“What’s going on with you?” 

			I look up as Astra sits down on the edge of the desk next to me. Her eyes bore deep into mine as if she’s trying to see into the depths of my soul for the answer.

			“Nothing,” I reply. “I’m good.” 

			“You’re not good. You’ve barely said three words today,” she corrects me. “And we normally can’t get you to shut up after we close a case.” 

			“Yeah, but we didn’t really close it, did we? Rayburn is still out there,” I point out.

			“He is,” she replies with a nod. “But he has no crew anymore, and we foiled his last job. He didn’t get the precious artifacts. We denied him millions, Blake. That’s a win. That’s something we should be feeling good about.” 

			Intellectually, I know she’s right. We broke the crew. We saved the Faberge Eggs and the other artifacts in the museum’s collection. We saved tens of millions of dollars in treasures and probably saved jobs and reputations in Philadelphia. This is a big win for a lot of people. And yet, with Rayburn still out there, it feels somehow… diminished. It feels incomplete. If I’m being honest, it doesn’t feel like a victory at all. At least, not a total victory.

			But it’s more than that. I guess even setting Rayburn aside, I’m still feeling rattled by the fact that I should be dead. When I close my eyes, all I can see is the dark, gaping mouth of that AR-15 pointed straight at my face. I should be done, but I’m not. The fact that I’m still sitting here griping about not getting the bad guy should be something that fills me with joy and gratitude. And I am. To some extent. 

			But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t still shaken up about it. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have ten thousand questions about why I got lucky enough to survive when other people didn’t. I know that sounds ungrateful, and maybe it is. Maybe I am. But doing this work, I’ve seen so many good people who’ve done nothing to deserve the horrible, grisly deaths they received that I have to question why I’m still here. It’s not that I think I’m a bad person. I don’t do bad things; I do my best to put some good into the world. But there are people who are better than me who are dead right now, and they shouldn’t be. 

			Astra takes my hand and gives it a squeeze, looking straight into my eyes. Her lips are pressed tightly together, and she’s got a worried look on her face. I tried explaining this to her last night over drinks in my hotel room, but I don’t think I came across very well, and I probably sounded like I had a death wish or something. That can’t possibly be further from the truth—I love living. I love life. But this darkness inside of me and these questions about why I’m still alive continue clinging to me like cobwebs, and I can’t shake them. 

			“About what we talked about last night—” 

			“I don’t want to die, Astra,” I say with a laugh, cutting her off. “And if that’s how I came across last night, I apologize. That’s not what I meant. It’s just… it’s a strange feeling knowing I shouldn’t be sitting here with you right now.” 

			She nods, an understanding and sympathetic look on her face. “Look, I can’t tell you how you should or shouldn’t be feeling about that. That’s way above my pay grade. But I will say that there are no flukes, Blake. Somebody decided that you should be in this world—that you needed to be in this world doing the good works you do.”

			I give her a small, weak smile. “He ran out of ammo. I don’t necessarily see that as a sign of divine intervention.”

			“No?” she presses, her eyebrows raised. “How many times did you yourself say these guys don’t make mistakes? How many times did I say it? They just didn’t. And yet, he chose that particular moment to make the biggest mistake of his life. He didn’t check his ammo. Guys like Cox don’t just forget and make that sort of stupid mistake.” 

			I still don’t necessarily see it as a sign of divine intervention, but she makes an interesting point. It was a strange time for Cox to run himself out of ammunition. Keeping track of your shots is pretty basic. Even I know to do that, and I’m not a professional soldier. I look up and smile at her. 

			“Well, I guess luck was finally on our side for a change,” I say. 

			She squeezes my hand. “That works for me.” 

			The doors to the war room slide open, and First Deputy Commissioner Saunders walks in with an aide and SAC Montgomery trailing behind them. Astra and I stand up, and the rest of the team gathers around, everybody looking curious about our visitors. Saunders and his aide stop a few feet in front of us, and he takes a moment to survey my team as studiously as he would study a class of cadets. But then he gives us all a warm smile.

			“Heading back to Seattle?” he asks.

			I nod. “We are. I’m sure we have a mountain of other cases waiting for us.” 

			“Well, I won’t keep you long, but Commissioner Rafferty and Mayor Camelo both asked me to see you off and to extend their heartfelt thanks for everything you’ve done, Chief Wilder. They are grateful to you and your team for stopping this crew of thugs,” Saunders says. “You’ve all done a great service to the city of Philadelphia, and you have our eternal gratitude.”

			“We were just doing our job, but thank you, Commissioner Saunders,” I say. 

			Montgomery is standing behind Saunders and his aide, looking alternately hopeful he’ll get some recognition and disgruntled that the Deputy Commissioner is lavishing the praise upon us. Saunders looks to his aide and nods. She steps forward and opens the box in her hand. Saunders reaches in and takes out a small, blue case and opens it, revealing a silver cross that bears the city crest in the center on a red and white ribbon.

			“This is the Mayor’s Cross medal. It’s the highest award for meritorious achievement we give to civilians,” he explains. “I mean, we know you’re not civilians, but… you’re not Philadelphia law enforcement either, so it’s the best we can offer. Mayor Camelo wanted to make sure your efforts and valor were acknowledged.” 

			As if throwing Montgomery a bone, he turns and hands the first medal out of the box to the SAC, who immediately puffs up and gives Saunders a grin and a grateful nod. Given they have to run in the same political circles, I’m glad to see the Deputy Commissioner acknowledge the man. Not that Montgomery deserves it, but if it smooths the waters here in the city of Brotherly Love, so be it. Medals and recognition don’t matter to me anyway. 

			“Thank you, First Deputy Commissioner,” Montgomery says. “This was a difficult case, but I’m glad we were all able to come together as a team and put these monsters away. I’ve always thought that—” 

			“Thank you for your efforts, SAC Montgomery,” Saunders cuts him off. “The mayor is grateful to have a leader like you in charge of this field office.”

			Before Montgomery can go on, Saunders takes another blue case out of the box and opens it to let me see, then hands it over. I accept the medal and shake his hand.

			“Thank you, Deputy Commissioner,” I say. “We’re just glad we were able to help.”

			“The mayor is most grateful to you and said if you ever need anything, just give her a call,” Saunders says and hands me a business card with a handwritten phone number on it. “Any time, day or night, she’ll always take your call.” 

			Feeling awkward under Montgomery’s withering glare, I take the card and quickly tuck it into my pocket. Saunders hands out the medals to the rest of the team, who seem excited to be getting an award. They grin proudly, each eagerly shaking his hand and exchanging a few words with him. Montgomery is gone by the time Saunders is done handing them all out.

			“Again, Chief Wilder, the city of Philadelphia is grateful,” he says. 

			“We appreciate that. You stay safe, Deputy Commissioner,” I tell him. “And give us a call if you ever need our help again. I believe you have my number.”

			“Indeed, I do.” 

			He takes his leave, and the rest of the team laugh and talk to one another as they marvel at their medals. I’m just about to put them back to work closing up the rest of the war room when my phone rings. I pull it out of my pocket and see the call is coming from a restricted number. My heart immediately skips a beat as my stomach lurches. I swallow hard as I hold up my phone, gesturing to Astra that I’m going to take the call outside the war room.

			She nods back to me, and on legs that feel like they’re being weighed down by blocks of concrete, I step outside, sure it’s my new friend with the thumb fetish on the other end of the line. I connect the call and press the phone to my ear.

			“Wilder,” I answer. 

			“Chief Wilder, I underestimated you. But I must commend you,” says the voice on the other end of the line. “Really, very well played.” 

			My veins feel like they’re flowing with electricity, and my every nerve ending crackles and pops with it as I realize it’s not my new friend but Captain Sterling Rayburn on the other end of the line. I would ask how he got my number, but I know his tech guy, Kohler, survived as well, and for a computer-savvy person, digging up a phone number is as difficult as breathing. 

			“You fooled me, Chief Wilder. And I have to say, that is not easy to do,” he goes on. “I wasn’t sure you would be able to pick my target. But you did. Not only that, but you sent a decoy truck out and had a secondary truck move the real items. That… that was clever. As I said, I underestimated you, and that was my mistake.” 

			“It was a mistake. And frankly, I’m surprised. Your crew doesn’t make mistakes.” 

			“My crew didn’t. They tried to get me to pull the plug, to be honest,” he says. “But I wanted to play the game with you one last time. I was certain we were going to be able to pull it off. It pains me to admit, but you made me look like a fool. And I have to tell you, the last man who managed that feat I shot in the face.” 

			“So, are you threatening to shoot me in the face?” 

			There’s a long pause followed by a rueful chuckle. “No. I’m not. I respect you, Chief Wilder. You pulled off the nearly impossible,” he says. “But you killed four of my men. My brothers. My family. And my understanding is that you killed two of them personally.” 

			“I did what I had to do to survive,” I growl. “If I hadn’t pulled the trigger, they were certainly going to.” 

			“Yes, well, we do what we must. But I’m not taking the deaths of my brothers well.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that. It was their decisions, though, that put them on the wrong end of a bullet,” I tell him.

			“Perhaps.”

			“What is it you want, Captain?” I finally ask. “Why are you calling me?” 

			“I wanted to congratulate you for outdoing me,” he says. “And to also tell you that at some point, the bill for my brothers’ deaths will come due.”

			“So, you are threatening me.”

			“I’m merely making a statement of fact.” 

			His voice is rich and smooth as that slow, southern drawl rolls off his tongue. In any other circumstance, it would probably make me shiver—especially paired with the image of his ruggedly handsome face. But this isn’t any other circumstance. He’s a thief and a murderer, and I am a federal agent. Oil and water have nothing on us. 

			“Well, I should go. But perhaps our paths will cross again one day, Chief Wilder.”

			“You should probably hope they don’t.” 

			His laugh is slow and seductive. “Now, why would I deprive myself of the pleasure of your company again?” 

			“Goodbye, Captain Rayburn.”

			“Like I said the last time we spoke… I just don’t believe this is a goodbye,” he says. “It’s an ‘I’ll see you later.’” 

			I disconnect the call and drop the phone into my pocket then lean against the wall behind me and take a few deep breaths to settle myself. I count to ten… then ten again. I’m still not feeling completely settled and figure I won’t until I get out of this city. Pushing away from the wall, I walk back into the war room to finish breaking it down so we can get out of here. I need to get home.
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			Office of SAC Bomani Ayad, Seattle Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“Congratulations on closing the case,” Ayad says. 

			“I’m not sure it’s closed, sir. Rayburn and one of his men got away,” I say. “As long as they’re out there—”

			“You stopped a heist and took down four of his guys. You saved tens of millions of dollars’ worth of artifacts from being stolen. That’s a great job by any metric, Blake,” he says. “Rayburn will surface again at some point. And when he does, you’ll be there. You’ll get another crack at him. I can feel it.” 

			I think back to Rayburn’s call and his not-so-veiled threat to come after me for the deaths of his men. I don’t know if he really will, but I know it’s a possibility. At some point, I very well may get another crack at him. 

			“Thank you, sir,” I say grudgingly.  

			I’m sitting in the chairs in front of Ayad’s desk less than an hour after touching down from our flight home. The field office is quiet as most of the employees have gone home for the day already. I sent my team home and gave them tomorrow off to recover. I want nothing more than to go home and sleep for the next few days, but I had to give Ayad my debriefing and finish my after-action report before I could punch out. At least I’ll have tomorrow off to sleep. 

			Ayad opens the bottom drawer of his desk and pulls out a pair of glasses and a twenty-year-old bottle of Glenlivet, an amazing single malt scotch. He uncaps it and pours us both a few fingers’ worth and slides one of the glasses across his desk to me. I take the glass and raise it to him. He returns the gesture, and we both take a swallow. I wince as it slides down my throat, the burning sensation filling my belly with warmth.

			“That’s really good,” I say. 

			“One of my favorites.”

			He nods and looks at the amber liquid in his glass admiringly. But then he puts his glass down and his face clouds over, his expression darkening, and I know he’s about to launch into something heavy. Something I’m not going to like. The scotch was just a pretense to butter me up. He sits back and focuses on me.

			“I had a conversation with SAC Montgomery before you got back,” he starts. 

			“Here we go,” I mutter. “I’m going to go out on a limb and assume he gave you a less than flattering review of my performance.” 

			“He did.”

			I take another sip and nod. “We butted heads a few times out there, yes,” I admit. “But he seemed to labor under the notion that I answered to him and that it was somehow acceptable to encourage his agents to freelance on my op. That disregard for my orders got one of his own men killed, sir.” 

			“He’s blaming that on you. Says it was a failure of command.”

			“Of course, he is.”

			“You need to take this seriously, Blake,” he presses. “He’s referring the incident to OPR. They’re expected to open an inquiry.” 

			“I welcome an inquiry. Maybe Montgomery’s putting the final nail into his own coffin,” I shrug. “We have the audio recordings of the op, and they will show that his men went off script and disobeyed a direct order. And it was that disregard for my command—and not my command itself—that led to Agent Meadows’s death.” 

			“And I hope they interpret it that way. For your sake.”

			I shake my head, staring at him in disbelief. “And what other way is there to interpret it? I explicitly told them not to engage until my order, and they did. It’s pretty black and white. You either obey an order or you don’t. There isn’t a lot of middle ground there, sir.” 

			“Maybe not. But you’re talking about reality. In a world where you have somebody with an ax to grind, a political agenda, and friends in high places, facts and reality don’t always matter,” he tells me. 

			“So, you’re telling me that there are people on the OPR board who will willingly disregard concrete facts to serve somebody else’s political agenda?” I ask. “These people will knowingly try to tank my career because they like Montgomery better? Because it serves their political agenda?”

			Ayad takes a drink and sets his glass down. “I hate to say it, Blake, but you haven’t done yourself any favors. You’ve rubbed a lot of people the wrong way—”

			“So, because I’m not a bootlicker and don’t play politics, I’m going to be punished?” I say, my voice tight and cold. “And here I thought for all these years, that this job was about stopping crime and saving lives. My mistake.” 

			He sighs and runs a hand through his hair. “And it’s that attitude that is ruffling feathers. Sometimes, you have to go along to get along,” he says. “Would it have killed you to cut Montgomery in on the action a little more, just to make him feel included? Just so he could garner a little recognition of his own in the city he works in?” 

			“What? He got a medal,” I say. “What more does he want?” 

			“He wants the respect of the Commissioner of Police, as well as the mayor, that you and your team earned,” Ayad replies.

			“Here’s a radical idea… how about he stops playing games, stops playing politics, and focuses more on doing the job—and doing it the right way. He might be amazed at how much respect he’ll earn from the big shots in the city’s law enforcement and political circles if he puts his head down and works the cases.” 

			“Blake, I don’t want to argue with you about this,” he says. “I’m just giving you the reality of the situation. I’m telling you how it is.” 

			“I appreciate that, sir. But I am who I am,” I say. “I’ve never played politics, and you know that about me. You’ve always known that about me.” 

			“I do. But as you move up the ladder in the Bureau, you need to acknowledge the reality of life at the top.” 

			“And what is that reality?” 

			“That politics and learning to play the game are essential,” he explains. “You’re a unit chief now and need to learn to navigate these waters, Blake. If you don’t, you’re going to get swamped. And you will drown. I sincerely don’t want to see that. As ugly and unflattering as it is, that is the reality for people in our stations.”

			I sit back in my seat, drain the last of my scotch, and stare down into the empty glass. Deep down, I know he’s right. And I hate that he is. This job should only be about one thing: taking down bad guys. But there is a whole layer of backbiting, backstabbing, and backroom deals aimed at destroying people that I am only now learning about. 

			“When is the OPR review?” I ask.

			“Not sure yet,” he replies. “But they’ll let us know.” 

			“Great. Is there anything else, sir?” 

			He pauses for a moment then shakes his head. “Nothing that can’t wait. Go on home and get some rest,” he says. “And again, congratulations on closing that case.” 

			“Thank you, sir,” I reply as I get to my feet. “I’ll see you the day after tomorrow.”

			“See you then.” 

			As I walk out of his office, my eyes fall upon the picture of him with Senator Hedlund’s daughter, Serena again. There is something about that photo that has always struck me strangely. I don’t know what it is that bothers me. I’ve always chalked it up to not knowing he was so close with a woman I believed was part of the organization trying to kill my sister and me. It turned out she’s not, but I still don’t trust her any further than I can sling a piano. And maybe my distrust of Hedlund has bled over onto Ayad. He’s close friends with somebody I don’t trust… which means I can’t trust him. 

			And as I step out of his office, closing the door behind me, I think again of the phone call I got from my new friend, the thumb fetishist. Specifically, I think about Astra’s question… how did he know I was in Philadelphia? And, of course, the only way he could have known was if he’d gotten the information from somebody inside the field office. Could that unknown source be SAC Ayad? 

			I scrub my face with my hands as I walk. It may be that I’m just jumping at shadows and accusing Ayad of something he’s not guilty of. It wouldn’t be the first time. On the other hand, though, I can’t say for certain that he’s not guilty either. I just feel like somebody is moving against me, and my instincts are rarely wrong. The question is, who? 

			I stifle a yawn and walk into my office to grab my things. It’s a question I don’t have to answer right this minute. Maybe after a good night’s sleep or two, I’ll be thinking more clearly and will be able to find the answer to those questions. 
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			 I step off the elevator and shamble down the hallway toward my apartment door. I see the box long before I get there and am filled with a dark, ominous dread by the time I do. The last time I came back from a case and found a package, it had a human thumb in it. What’s it going to be this time? Another finger? A toe? A whole head? The box is certainly big enough to contain a head.

			After getting my door unlocked, I take my bags inside first. Once my hands are free, I turn and very carefully lift the box and carry it inside. Technically, I probably should have called and then waited for the bomb squad to take care of the package for me. But if the box is from whom I think it is, I’m relatively certain there is no bomb inside. This freak wants to play a game with me, which makes me believe he wouldn’t just blow me up out of the blue. That would end the game long before it’s even officially started. And where would the fun in that be? 

			I set the package down on my dining room table and flip on the lights. Standing back a ways, I stare at the box, wondering if maybe I should call the bomb squad after all. My instincts, though, tell me my initial profile is right. This guy wants to play with me and isn’t going to kill me. Not just yet. I swear to God, sometimes this job is the gift that just keeps on giving.

			Stepping forward, I dig a knife out of my bag and use it to slice through the ribbon and the brown paper that seals the box. I gingerly peel the paper back, exposing the white hat box inside. Licking my dry lips and swallowing hard, I reach out, and with a trembling hand, lift the lid off and set it aside. My heart leaps into my throat, and I have to bite back the gasp when I see smoke pouring out of the box.

			It takes me a minute to come back to my senses and realize what I’m seeing is the vapor from the dry ice that fills the bottom of the plastic-lined container. Clearing my throat, I give myself a minute to gather my wits about me, then reach out again and pull the plastic back to reveal the human hand sitting atop the dry ice. 

			The hand was severed at the wrist cleanly—the bones are sheared rather than jagged. Whoever did this took time and care with it rather than just hacking it off. There is a tattoo on the back of the hand, but the ink is starting to blur and smudge. That tells me it’s old. Maybe even jailhouse—it’s hard to say. But every finger on the bloated hand has a ring on it, and the nails are long with dirt underneath them. My first impression is that it’s the hand of a biker. I’ll need further analysis of it to be sure and to get an ID. 

			There’s an envelope wrapped in plastic under the hand, and after snapping on a pair of black nitrile gloves, I lift it out and set it aside. After that, I grab a quart-sized, sealable baggie and drop the hand into it then stuff it in my freezer. It’s already starting to decay, and I want to prevent it from getting any worse before I take it to Milton for analysis. I’m sure he’s going to love it.

			That done, I open up the envelope I’d fished out and pull out the sheet of paper. The note was handwritten in a neat, precise script.

			Congratulations on your success in Philadelphia, Chief Wilder. 

			I knew if anybody could stop that nasty business and preserve the wealth of the rich, it would be you. And I am glad to say, you didn’t disappoint!

			After our last conversation, I realize I may have expected the impossible of you by asking you to find me with just one clue to work with. So, I am gifting you another. These two clues should give you a very solid starting point with which to find me. And I so hope you do. We have much to discuss, you and I. Or rather, I have many questions I’d like you to answer for me.

			Please hurry, Chief Wilder. I am a patient person, but even my patience has its limits. I’m also an honest person who keeps my word. I told you that I would be taking something from you since you took something from me, and I intend to honor that. My only dilemma right now is deciding what to take since there are so many tempting options. Of course, you could keep me from taking anything at all if you find me before I decide. 

			Anyway, I hope you find me, Chief Wilder. I am rooting for you and am looking forward to our eventual meeting. 

			Sincerely,

			X

			I read the letter several more times, growing more disturbed with each reading. The thing that stands out to me first is the fact that he knows the disposition of the case we just returned from. And my mind flashes back to Ayad once more. It would be easy to blame Montgomery and point the finger at him as the leak. It would be easy to accuse him of conspiring with a sociopath out there to bait me into a game of life or death. But it would also be wrong. 

			The thumb arrived and the wheels were in motion with this creep long before I ever met Montgomery. No, that information could have only come from somebody inside the field office with access to our case files. Somebody like Ayad perhaps. 

			Yeah, sometimes this job really is the gift that just keeps on giving. 
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			I hope you enjoyed The Heist, book 15 in the Blake Wilder FBI Mystery Thriller series. As we approach Thanksgiving, I can’t help but think how thankful and grateful I am to have readers like you! Thank you for supporting me, Blake, and the rest of the team so that we can be in season two of this series and keep it going. From the bottom of my heart I wish you a very happy Thanksgiving and a wonderful time with your loved ones.

			This book was action packed and my intention is to give you a thrilling adventure and an entertaining escape with each and every book. Being a new indie writer is tough. However, your support has helped tremendously. I don’t have a large budget, huge following, or any of the cutting edge marketing techniques.

			So, all I kindly ask is that if you enjoyed this book, please take a moment of your time and leave me a review and maybe recommend the book to a fellow book lover or two. This way I can continue to write all day and night and bring you more books in the Blake Wilder series.

			By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

			Your writer friend,
Elle Gray
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