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Ray’s Diner; Oklahoma City, OK

“As far as country-fried steaks go, that might have been the best one I’ve ever had,” I say as I lean back in the booth and pat my full stomach.

“I never realized you were such a country-fried steak connoisseur,” he teases.

“Hey, now. I’ve had a few in my life.”

Sitting across the table from me is ATF Agent Sonny Garland, a man I’ve kind of been seeing for a minute now, and the man tasked with hunting down my baby sister, Kit. Only, he doesn’t realize that just yet. He is heading up a joint task force that is focused on dismantling Inez Arias’s growing and increasingly violent criminal empire.

According to my sister, Inez is expanding her reach, dabbling with things like bioweapons and dirty bombs, putting much bigger and far more dangerous things in play. But her reasons for going after Inez are personal. I don’t like it. I think she’s playing a game that could blow up in her face and get her killed. But I can’t say I don’t understand.

“Well, they’re practically a food group here in Oklahoma,” he says. “And nobody does them better than Ray’s.”

“I can tell by the size of the crowd in here.”

Ray’s is an institution, so Sonny tells me, and there’s rarely an empty table, booth, or seat at the counter, regardless of the time of day. And given the line of people outside waiting to get in, I’d have to say it tracks. The hum of conversation in the diner buzzes like white noise in my ears, and the surrounding air drips with the smell of fried foods and sugar—two staples of Ray’s everyday fare.

Sonny takes a drink of his coffee, staring at me over the rim of his mug. “So, it’s not that I’m not happy to see you, Blake. I’ll take any time I can get with you. But I get the feeling you didn’t fly all the way out here just to have country-fried steaks with me.”

“How can you possibly know that?”

“Because I know you,” he replies. “I know when somethin’ is buzzin’ around in your head like an angry wasp. And you’ve got that look in your eye right now.”

I stare into my coffee cup for a moment, irritated that he can see through me so easily. Having given my team a few days off, I flew out to Oklahoma the day after I said goodbye to Kit. I let myself enjoy the night with him but woke up this morning knowing I needed to get myself back on task. And that task is trying to convince Sonny to refocus his team and shift their priorities—to get them looking anywhere but at Inez’s compound.

“What is it?” he asks. “What’s your real agenda?”

“We should probably get up and let somebody have our table.”

His lips twitch, but he never takes his eyes off me. “Uh-oh.”

“What?”

“Seems like this is going to be the kind of conversation better had when there aren’t so many ears around,” he says.

I pull my bag into my lap and start fishing for my wallet. Sonny puts up his hand.

“I got this,” he says.

“No, it’s all right—”

“Please. You flew all the way out here to see me. The least I can do is buy you some breakfast,” he says and pulls out his wallet.

“Thank you.”

“Of course, darlin’.”

Ordinarily, I hate pet names. Always have. They just feel… gross. But there’s something about the way he calls me darlin’ in that slow, honeyed Texas accent of his that somehow sends goosebumps up my spine every single time. It’s the silly girl in me. Try as I might to crush her spirits, I can’t seem to do it when Sonny is around. It’s galling, really.

He leaves some money on the table, and we get to our feet. Before we’re even a step away, a busboy is there, cleaning off the dishes and wiping down the table, getting it turned over for the next set of guests who are already being led through the restaurant.

“They’re efficient,” I say.

Sonny nods toward the line waiting outside. “Have to be, with that crowd.”

We step through the door and into the dry warmth of the unseasonably warm day. There isn’t a cloud to be seen in the endless azure field above, giving the sun an unobstructed chance to cook us alive. We walk out to his truck, a massive black Dodge Ram, which seems to fit his personality, and climb in. He turns the air conditioning up and the radio down, and for that, I say a silent word of thanks.

Sonny and I have a lot of things in common. Music is not one of them. For reasons that baffle me, he enjoys the twangy, whiskey- and beer-soaked lyrics of country music over jazz, which I consider the pinnacle of music. But hey, to each their own. Good thing we have other things we both enjoy doing because I just don’t see us going to a concert together anytime soon.

“All right, so other than my boundless charm and Ray’s food, what really brought you all the way out here?” he asks.

“I need to talk to you about your task force.”

He studies me in silence for a moment, the corners of his mouth crinkling as he frowns. Knowing I’m going to have to lie to him makes my heart feel heavy. Astra always tells me I carry the guilt of a Catholic around with me like an anchor, which I find amusing since I didn’t grow up particularly religious. I’ve just always had a strict moral compass. Have no idea where it came from, but it’s been with me all my life. Lying has just never set right with me. Especially when I have to lie to somebody I care about.

“I’m thinkin’ you didn’t come all the way out here because you wanted to tell me in person that you have an ID on Inez’s right-hand girl.”

“I didn’t.”

“So? What is this really about?”

“I need you to call off the raid you’re planning.”

“And why would I do that?”

“Because I have a source inside Inez’s compound,” I tell him. “And if you raid the compound, you’re putting their life in jeopardy.”

It’s technically not a lie, but the fact that it’s skirting the edge of truth doesn’t lessen the shadow of guilt on my heart.

His expression is incredulous. “A source.”

“Yeah. The same source who was feeding us intel about the Arias brothers.”

Sonny rubs his jaw, the stubble making a dry, scratchy sound. “You said this source was feeding you intel to manipulate you.”

“I did.”

“And now you want to protect them?”

“I do.”

“Is your source this mystery woman with Inez?”

“You know I can’t tell you that.”

He turns and stares through the windshield, frustration on his face. I watch a group of older men walking by, laughing and slapping each other on the back. They look like the sort of men who are retired and for whom telling the same stories they’ve been telling for fifty years while having coffee and breakfast at Ray’s is part of their usual morning routine. There’s something charming about it.

“You need to give me something more, Blake,” Sonny finally says.

“I can’t. I just need you to call off the raid you guys are planning.”

He shakes his head. “I’ve got people I have to answer to, just like you,” he tells me. “They want to eliminate Inez and aren’t going to back off unless we can give them a compelling reason.”

“Having a live source inside Inez’s compound isn’t compelling enough?”

“You know it’s not. As awful as it is, they’ll say that people are ultimately expendable,” he responds. “I mean, they’ll tell you they’ll do their best to minimize casualties, but Inez’s compound is a hornet’s nest and, as far as they’re concerned, there are no friendlies. When the bullets start to fly in there, everybody will be fair game.”

“Sonny—”

“You know how this game is played.”

“This isn’t a game. There are literally lives at stake.”

“What’s this really about, Blake? Who are you protecting?”

He studies me for a long minute, his eyes narrowed, his brow furrowed. He’s doing that thing where he tries to see through me—tries to get into my head. I turn away and stare through the passenger side window, unwilling to give him my eyes, knowing I’ll crumble and tell him everything. And I can’t afford to do that. I can’t afford to tell him I’m protecting my sister.

If I tell Sonny, he’ll have to tell his task force partners. If word gets out—and I don’t have faith that it wouldn’t—Inez will kill Kit. Or if not that, if it gets around that Kit’s the inside source, the shady operators who fill the ranks of the three letter agencies working with Sonny will probably want to use her skills for their own benefit. Which, in my opinion, might actually be worse than Inez putting a bullet in her.

“Blake, you need to give me something I can use,” he says gently. “Something that will justify putting off the raid.”

I shake my head. “I need you to trust me.”

“I do trust you,” he replies. “But you know how personal this is to me. To everyone. Every agency on the task force has lost men to them.”

“Diego and Santiago were in charge—”

“Inez was part of the organization when we lost our men, which makes her no different than her brothers.”

I finally turn to him. “Please, Sonny. I need you to delay the raid.”

He stares into my eyes, and his expression slowly softens. “I don’t know if there’s anything I can do to stop it. The guys are pretty fired up.”

“Please, Sonny.”

“I’ll do what I can. But I can’t promise you anything,” he says, clearly exasperated.

“Will you keep me in the loop? If you can’t put the raid off, I need to tell my source.”

“Yeah. I can do that.”

“Thank you,” I say.

I swallow hard and turn to stare out the window again, my heart pounding a staccato beat in my ears, my stomach churning violently. I’m asking Sonny to go out on a limb for me. But it’s for my sister. And there’s nothing in this world I won’t do for her… even sacrificing my relationship.
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The Chapel, SNAP Team HQ, Industrial District; Seattle, WA

“How’d things go in Oklahoma?” Astra asks.

“About as well as I expected.”

“Considering your expectations are usually pretty low, I’m guessing they didn’t go well?”

“He said he’ll do his best, but he can’t make any promises.”

Astra frowns. “Have you talked to Kit?”

“Not yet,” I respond. “I’m waiting to hear back from Sonny first. If he manages to get his team to stand down, there’s no need to alarm her.”

“This is getting crazy,” Astra says.

“That feels like an understatement.”

Paige and Nina erupt in applause and laughter, making me turn around. Mo and Rick are walking into the Chapel, smiling and waving like conquering heroes. Astra and I walk over and give them both a hug.

“Welcome back,” I say. “How was Michigan?”

“It was good. Really good,” Mo says.

“The case?”

“Closed it.”

“Only because of my expertise on the keyboards here,” Rick says.

Mo rolls her eyes and laughs. “He helped. A little bit.”

“A little bit?” Rick says in mock offense. “I literally saved the whole case with my computer wizarding ways.”

The corner of Mo’s mouth flickered with amusement. “He helped.”

His laughter echoing around the Chapel, Rick walks over to greet Nina and Paige, leaving Mo standing off to the side with us.

“Heard you guys cracked a tough one,” she says.

“We got a result,” I reply. “Not necessarily the one we wanted, but we got a result.”

“That’s all that matters then,” Mo says. “Isn’t that what you always tell us? We’re in this business to get results?”

“Yeah, well, we all know Blake is great at doling out these little pearls of wisdom. Ain’t so great at taking them though,” Astra says dryly.

I turn to her. “You’re welcome to pucker up and kiss my—”

“All right, before this lovefest gets out of hand, I have something that might cheer you up,” Mo says brightly. “Brought it back with me all the way from Michigan.”

The door to the shop opens and I turn, a wide smile immediately stretching across my face as none other than Lucas Okamura walks in. He still carries a limp—a souvenir from his time with my team—but he is otherwise in good health.

“Lucas,” I say.

He pulls me into a tight embrace. “It’s good to see you.”

“It’s been too long,” I say.

He lets me go, then embraces Astra. Then he greets Nina, and I introduce him to Paige—who was his replacement—and Opal. After that, we all take a seat at the conference table.

“Thank you for lending Mo and Rick to me,” he says. “I couldn’t have closed this case without them.”

“Me, more than Mo, though, right?” Rick asks.

“They were both invaluable,” he replies diplomatically.

“That’s all right,” Rick says. “We know the truth.”

“Oh, brother,” Mo groans with a roll of her eyes.

“Section Chief now, huh?” Astra says. “Getting fancy on us.”

“It’s mainly a lack of choices,” he says with a grin. “White collar isn’t exactly the sexiest department in the Bureau. Most people want to be out there kicking in doors like you guys.”

“Nah. It’s not a lack of choices. It’s them simply knowing what they’ve got in you,” I tell him.

“I appreciate that, Blake.”

“I’m really glad to see you thriving,” I say. “I’m really proud of you.”

“I feel like I fit in better over there. It’s almost like I found my calling.”

As he says that, he glances at Mo, and some silent bit of communication passes between them. She lowers her gaze quickly, and Lucas turns back to me.

“In a sick way, everything that happened is probably the best thing that could have happened to me,” he says.

“How so?”

“If it hadn’t, I’d probably still be with your team. And I’d probably still be feeling like a fish out of water here.”

“What are you talking about?” Astra asks. “You did good work here.”

“Yeah, but I’m not a door kicker. Never have been,” he replies. “Having to take that time off gave me a chance to reset and think about my priorities. That time away helped me figure out who I am and where I can best contribute. And I realized the place I can do the most good is where I am right now.”

“I hated how it all went down, but I’m glad you landed on your feet,” I tell him. “And I’m really happy to see you thriving.”

“Trust me, if I could have gotten here by a different path, I would have,” he says with a rueful chuckle. “But I’m in the right spot, and I’m happy.”

“We’re really glad to hear that,” Astra says.

“Thanks guys. I mean, your support all this time… it means a lot. Probably more than I can even tell you.”

“You’re part of our team. Our family,” I tell him. “And you always will be.”

There’s a pause in the conversation, plunging the room into an awkward silence. But for a moment, it feels like the atmosphere around the dinner table of a family that’s close—a family that enjoys spending time together and bonding over a good meal. Real Norman Rockwell kind of stuff. Honestly, it feels nice.

“So, is this the part where we all hug?” Astra teases, breaking the silence.

Laughter ripples around the table. The awkward silence dissipates, but the feeling of camaraderie and family remains.

“So, I came by not just to thank you for lending me your team, but to also let you know that Sydney and I are getting married,” Lucas announces.

“Lucas, that is amazing,” I say.

“It’s about time you make an honest woman of that one,” Astra says.

“That’s what I said,” Mo adds.

Everybody takes turns giving him another hug and congratulating him on his engagement. He shares his story about proposing to her, and frankly, it sounds very sweet and romantic—something I didn’t expect from Lucas Okamura who is well known for his strait-laced, logical, fact-based personality. He’s come a long way in the time we’ve known him. He’s changed a lot. And it’s really nice to see him finally settling down. Sydney is a good woman, and she’s really helped open him up. He deserves to be happy.

“I’m really happy for you, Lucas.”

“Thank you,” he replies. “We’re pretty excited.”

“So? When are you going to start making babies?” Nina asks brightly.

“Nina!” I gasp.

“What?” she responds. “I come from a big family. Babies come with marriage.”

“But apparently, tact does not,” Mo cracks.

Lucas chuckles. “We’ll get to it at some point. But right now, we’re focused on the wedding, our careers, and finding a new house,” he tells us. “We’ve still got time before we need to start thinking about a family.”

“And contrary to what Nina’s abuela and her giant family say, it’s okay if you don’t want to have kids, man,” Rick says.

“My abuela is going to put a curse on you for that,” Nina tells Rick.

“If she does that, I’m going to hack into her television and reprogram it so she’s never able to watch her telenovelas again.”

“You are an evil, cruel man.”

“Guilty as charged, amiga.”

“I am so glad to see that some things about this team haven’t changed,” Lucas says amusingly.

“Wouldn’t change it even if I could,” I tell him.

“And you shouldn’t. What you have going here is a real strength,” Lucas replies. “We’re not as loose as you guys, but I took a lot of what I learned from being part of your team and have applied it to my own.”

“He runs a pretty tight but fun team,” Mo confirms.

“There’s a lot to be said for not being so… rigid.”

“Indeed, there is,” I say.

“Anyway, I need to get back to my shop,” he says. “I just wanted to pop by and thank you in person for lending me your team.”

“Any time, Lucas.”

“Oh, also, be on the lookout for wedding invites,” he adds. “I expect that you’re all going to be attending—and bringing nice wedding gifts with you, of course.”

“Is a fifty-dollar gift certificate to Smitty’s Seafood World considered nice?” Astra asks.

“Only in your dime store world, Russo,” Rick cracks.

“Can you take him home with you?” Astra asks.

Lucas chuckles. “Trust me, I can use a guy like Rick.”

“He’s all yours.”

“All right, let’s not give away our whole team just yet,” I say.

“Are you sure? You don’t want to take a minute to think about it?”

I grin and get to my feet, then walk over to Lucas and give him another hug. “Thanks for coming by, Lucas. It was really good to see you.”

“It was good to see you too. And I’ll see you at our wedding,” he replies. “Oh, I hear I can put you down for a plus one?”

I turn to Mo and Rick. “Thanks for airing my laundry out like that, guys.”

“Just catching Lucas up on what he’s missed since he’s been gone,” Rick chirps.

“For what it’s worth, I’m glad to hear you’re seeing somebody, Blake. You deserve to be happy,” he says. “Walk me out?”

“Yeah, of course,” I say.

I get up and walk Lucas out of the Chapel and to his car in the lot. He turns and takes in our building for a long minute.

“You’re doing really good work here,” he says. “A lot of people are impressed with the work your team is doing.”

“I’ve got a really good team around me,” I tell him. “And you’re part of that.”

“I was. For a while. But this team… it’s evolved. It’s something else now. Honestly, even if all this hadn’t happened,” he says while gesturing to his leg, “I don’t know that I could have kept up with you guys. It takes a special kind of person to do the work you do.”

“Thanks, Lucas. I appreciate that.”

“And before I go, I just wanted to say one more thing.”

“What’s that?”

“I know you’re still carrying around some guilt over what happened to me.”

A shadow crosses my heart, and a frown curls the corners of my mouth. The well-being of my team is my responsibility. Their safety is my responsibility. Keeping them safe is not just my job; it’s my duty. And it’s a duty I hold sacred. Yes, I take what happens to them on the job personally. And yeah, when somebody gets hurt, I carry that guilt with me like a millstone. It’s a burden that comes with command.

His expression grows serious. “You need to stop carrying that guilt around with you, Blake. I know you think it keeps you sharp and gives you an edge. But all it does is weigh you down.”

“I learn from my mistakes,” I tell him. “I made a mistake, and you paid the price. It’s a mistake I will never make again.”

“Learning from your mistakes is one thing—and it’s a good thing,” he counters. “But wearing that guilt for the rest of your life isn’t. It only drains your soul. Worse, you might be so busy trying to make sure you don’t make that same mistake again, you might overcompensate and make an entirely different one. You need to stop punishing yourself.”

“I’m not punishing myself.”

“You flog yourself harder than that dude from The Da Vinci Code.”

“Okay, that’s a little dramatic,” I say with a laugh.

“Perhaps. But honestly, Blake, it’s time to let it go,” he tells me. “Yeah, how it all went down is a tough break, but it’s worked out well for all of us. I honestly could not be happier with my life right now. And who knows? It’s possible things wouldn’t have worked out the way they did if not for what happened. Being forced to sit out gave me the space to breathe and clear my head—the space I needed to reset and redefine my priorities.”

His words strike a chord in me, and I take a minute to absorb and digest them. “Wow. When did you get to be so wise?”

“I’ve always been this wise. Just never felt the need to flex it until now,” he says, and we share a laugh.

“Thank you, Lucas. I appreciate everything you said.”

“I mean it,” he tells me. “Let it go.”

“I’m working on it.”

“Good,” he says. “So, I’ll see you at the wedding.”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

He gives me a smile as he climbs into his car, and I watch as he drives away, leaving me to reflect on just how much he’s changed… how much he’s grown and evolved. He’s found the right spot for him, and he’s flourishing. It’s really good to see. I guess sometimes we have to travel the roundabout route and go through hell to find the right spot for us.

And only when we find that spot do we really blossom and become what we’re meant to be.
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The Chapel, SNAP Team HQ, Industrial District; Seattle, WA

“Lucas is looking good,” Astra says.

“He really is.”

“He’s in a good place,” Mo says. “He seems like he’s really happy.”

“Why didn’t you tell us he was stopping by?”

“He wanted to surprise you,” she replies.

“Well, I’m glad he did. It was nice seeing him again.”

Astra turns to me. “You going to bring Sonny to the wedding?”

“Considering we don’t know when the wedding is going to be yet, I’m going to hold off on that answer,” I tell her. “There’s no guarantee we’ll even be seeing each other then.”

“There’s that little ray of sunshine we all know and love,” Astra says.

“You ever hear of self-fulfilling prophecies, Boss?” Rick asks.

“She wouldn’t be Blake if she didn’t have a dark cloud of gloom and doom hanging over her head,” Mo adds.

I laugh. “Nina? Paige? Care to pile on with the rest of these clowns?”

“Nah. I think they covered it pretty well,” Nina says.

“Agreed,” Paige says.

They don’t know what I know: that I’m holding information back from Sonny but asking him to go out on a limb for me anyway. And depending on how this all plays out, it could spell the end of our relationship. Or association. Or… whatever it is that’s going on between us. Whatever label we put on it, when he learns that I chose my sister over him—and over the job—it’s likely going to put a dagger in the heart of it. But it’s a choice I’d make a hundred times out of a hundred.

“Does Opal have a case for us?” I ask, steering the conversation away from my personal life.

“She’s been on the phone in her office for a minute,” Nina says.

“Who’s she talking to?” Astra asks.

“No idea.”

I turn and glance through her office window. Opal is standing at her desk, phone pressed to her ear, taking down some notes. Her face is pinched, her expression serious. She nods, then hangs up her phone; she finishes whatever point she was writing on her pad, then bustles out to the conference table where we’re all waiting. She hands the notepad to Nina who shows it to Rick. They share a few quiet words, then turn to their computers and start working.

“That was DD Church,” Opal tells us.

“Let me guess: she has a case she’s handing to us directly,” I say.

“She does.”

“I think she needs to look up the word ‘autonomous’ in the dictionary,” Astra says.

“Like it or not, she’s still our boss, so when she says jump, it’s our job to ask, ‘How high?’” I reply dryly. “Besides, it’s not like we don’t operate independently ninety-nine percent of the time.”

“I suppose,” Astra says.

“Are we splitting our resources to work two different cases again?” Paige asks.

“Not this time. This is an all-hands-on-deck thing,” Opal says. “Her words, not mine.”

“All right, so, what’s so pressing that we need everybody’s attention on it?” Astra asks.

“There’s a missing FBI agent,” Opal replies.

“Wow. Way to bury the lede,” Astra says.

“Yeah, you probably should have led with that,” I tell her.

“Sorry. I just thought telling you DD Church gave us a case would be enough.”

“Details matter,” Paige says with a grin.

“Noted,” Opal replies.

“Okay, so what’s the new case?” I ask.

“Thomas Hickley,” Rick says.

A moment later, his official Bureau picture pops up on the screen. He’s got black hair, dark eyes set close together, and an olive-colored complexion. Hickley has a broad face with high cheekbones, a strong jawline, and a thick neck. He’s ruggedly handsome.

“Thirty-eight years old, speaks four languages fluently,” Nina says. “Spanish, Italian, French, and Japanese if you’re scoring at home.”

“Wow,” Astra says. “And here’s Rick, who can barely speak English.”

“It’s amazing just how much I didn’t miss you while we were in Michigan.”

“Anyway,” Nina picks up, “Hickley served four years in the Army right out of high school, came home and attended Miami University where he majored in criminal justice—”

“Was recruited by the Bureau and graduated near the top of his class out of Quantico,” Rick says. “Was assigned to Dallas as his first posting. Did three years there, working mostly drug cases, before being reassigned to New York.”

“Once in New York, he picked up right where he left off in Dallas, working drug cases,” Nina continues. “For this latest assignment, he’s been working undercover for the last eight months. He infiltrated the Duka syndicate, a drug organization based in New Jersey, and has been slowly working his way up the ranks.”

“Two nights ago, he missed his check in call with his case officer, Natalie Lyth,” Rick jumps in. “They have been searching, but Hickley hasn’t turned up—hasn’t been reachable. There’s no trace of him, and he’s gone completely dark.”

“This sounds like a local matter. How did DD Church get involved?” Astra asks.

“The New York field office is fit to be tied, as I’m sure you can imagine,” Opal says. “SAC Collingford put in a call to DD Church—”

“Wait,” I say. “Merle Collingford?”

Opal picked up the notepad she’d been scribbling on and read her notes. “Yes. SAC Merle Collingford. You know him?”

“Guess all that ass-kissing finally paid off,” Astra groans.

“Keep your lips puckered long enough, you’re bound to find the right backside,” I add.

“I’m not picking up a lot of warm fuzzies for this Collingford guy,” Paige says.

Astra turns to her. “Blake and I worked with the guy when we were posted in New York. I actually prefer working with Rick over Collingford.”

Nina whistles. “Wow. This guy must be a real douche.”

“You don’t know that half of it,” Astra says.

“No offense taken,” Rick says. “In case you were wondering.”

“I wasn’t,” Astra chirps.

“Collingford is more politician than agent,” I explain. “He’s arrogant. Thinks he’s better than everybody else—”

“Especially his female colleagues,” Astra adds.

“Yeah, that,” I say. “But he did as little work as possible, doesn’t have solid investigative chops, but he sure knows how to play the game better than most people.”

“Which explains how he ended up as the SAC,” Mo says.

“So, I take it we shouldn’t expect a warm welcome in the Big Apple,” Paige says.

“Probably not,” I say. “I doubt Collingford’s feelings for us have warmed over the years.”

“What did you guys to do him?” Mo asks.

“We didn’t do anything to him,” Astra says.

“Come on,” Mo presses. “I mean, aside from him having a problem with female agents in general, I’m getting the sense that you two did something to really piss him off.”

“I’m going to bet they called him out in a public setting. Embarrassed him,” Rick says.

“Oh, if we’re taking wagers, I’ll put my money on them showing him up on a case. I’m thinking they found something he missed,” Nina responds.

“I’m thinking they closed a case he couldn’t,” Mo offers.

“I’m going to go way off the board here and say they spiked his cupcakes with laxatives or slashed his tires or something like that,” Paige adds.

“Can we get back to the case at hand?” I ask. “We’ve got a missing agent.”

“Not going to tell us how you got on SAC Collingford’s naughty list?” Mo asks.

“I’m going to pass,” I say. “Opal, what else can you give us?”

“Not much, I’m afraid,” she says. “Church says they’ll be able to fill you in on the rest of the details once you land.”

Astra slumps back in her chair. “I can’t believe we have to go deal with him.”

“Look at it this way: Collingford won’t be the first difficult person we’ve had to work with,” Paige says brightly.

“No, but this will be the first person we’ve had to work with that Astra has called, and I quote: a bloated pig with a sense of self exceeded only by the size of his belly,” I say.

Astra buries her face in her hand and groans.

“Oh, that’s bad,” Opal says.

“Well, this is going to be interesting,” Mo says.

“I think the phrase you’re looking for is dumpster fire,” Nina adds.

“I’m totally here for it,” Paige says.

“In my defense, I’m not wrong,” Astra says.

“She’s really not,” I respond.

“Any chance I can call in sick?” Astra asks.

“Not on your life. I’m not walking into that viper pit alone,” I tell her.

“Gee, thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” I respond. “All right, let’s gear up and get ready to go. I want to be on the plane within the hour.”

“I kind of wish I was going with you for this one,” Opal says.

“That’s not helpful.”

“No,” she agrees. “But it’s kind of funny.”

I nudge Astra with my elbow. “Look at that. She’s finally starting to come around.”

“She has been assimilated,” Rick chimes in.

“Leave it to him to throw in a geeky Star Trek reference to ruin the moment,” Astra says.

Rick’s eyebrow lifts. “Clearly I’m not the only geek in the room if you knew the reference.”

“He’s got you there,” Nina says.

Laughter ripples around the table as I get to my feet.

“All right, let’s get moving, people,” I tell them. “We’ve got work to do.”
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Conference Room 3B, New York Field Office, 26 Federal Plaza; Manhattan, NY

“Well, there goes the neighborhood.”

I turn, and a wide smile crosses my face. “You have got to be kidding me. I was told the ASAC would be meeting us. Not the janitor.”

“Still as charming as ever, Blake Wilder,” he says. “Get over here, woman.”

Jaylon Penner steps into the conference room and pulls me into a warm embrace, then does the same with Astra. His smile matching ours, he steps back and takes us in like a proud father.

“When did you become the ASAC? And why didn’t we know about this?” Astra asks.

“Interim ASAC,” he replies. “They’re renting with the option to buy.”

“Personally, I think you should be running the show. How Collingford got tapped ahead of you is a mystery to me,” I grumble.

“You know how the game works. It is what it is,” he says with a small shrug. “Anyway, my goodness, it feels like it’s been years.”

“It has,” I reply.

“And yet, you don’t look like you’ve aged a single day,” Astra says.

He touches his close-cropped, dark hair. “A little grayer than the last time I saw you two.”

Astra scoffs. “Please,” she says. “It just makes you look distinguished.”

Standing at an impressive six-three, Jaylon has warm, dark eyes, and a flawless sepia-colored complexion. He’s forty-two but could easily pass as somebody ten years younger. And he’s got a boyish smile that makes him look even younger than that.

I reach out and run my hand over his jacket. “I see you’re still a snappy dresser.”

He holds his jacket open and turns in a circle, showing off a dark blue designer suit that’s been expertly tailored to fit his lean, trim form. Jaylon is one of those people who truly believe his body is a temple and treats it as such. The man takes good care of himself. Just thinking about his exercise regimen exhausts me.

“You like?” he asks.

“I like,” I tell him

“That’s a very nice suit,” Astra says and grins mischievously. “It’s good to see that your wife is still dressing you. God knows what you’d wear if left to your own devices.”

“You know that’s right,” he says and laughs.

“How is Marnie doing?”

“She’s amazing,” he replies. “She told me if I don’t say hello for her, she’d skin me alive.”

“Make sure you tell her we say hello back, or I’ll skin you alive,” Astra says.

“I believe you would.”

“How are the kids?” I ask.

“Nick is starting at Villanova this fall, and Rachel will be going to Mt. Holyoke.”

“Wow,” I say. “I can’t believe they’re starting college already.”

“Why do you think I have this gray in my hair?”

“That sounds about right,” I reply. “Jaylon, let me introduce you to my team.”

“Please,” he says.

“These are agents Mo Weissman and Paige Boyle, and our tech specialists, Rick Scanlon and Nina Alvarado,” I say. “These are the folks who make me look good.”

“Then these people have their work cut out for them,” he says.

“Don’t be mean,” I tell him.

He tips me a wink. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all. And I appreciate you guys getting out here so quickly.”

“Of course,” I say and turn to my team. “Guys, we worked with Jaylon about a million years ago. You will never find a better investigator than this man right here.”

“I don’t know about that. From what I hear, you and this team right here are the cream of the crop,” he says. “Everybody’s talking about what you guys are doing. Wouldn’t surprise me to find you on a shortlist for promotion soon.”

“Pass. I’m right where I want to be,” I tell him. “Besides, I have neither the interest nor the chops necessary to play the game. I lack… tact.”

“She’s not wrong about that,” Astra says.

“Don’t I know it?” Jaylon teases.

“What I want to know is how you ended up getting an audition for a seat at the big boy’s table,” Astra says. “As best as I recall, you aren’t all that great about holding your tongue and kissing backsides either.”

“Says the woman who called the SAC a fat, bloated pig,” he says dryly.

Astra throws her hands up in exasperation. “Is anybody ever going to forget that?”

“Collingford won’t,” Jaylon says.

“Fair enough. But I’m not bucking for a promotion. Like Blake said, I’m right where I want to be,” she replies. “I’m not cut out to sit behind a desk shuffling paper. I was made to kick in doors and drag bad guys in by the hair.”

Jaylon turns to me. “I see she hasn’t dealt with those anger issues.”

“The anger management counseling didn’t take,” I tell him. “But then, she wouldn’t be Astra Russo without that edge.”

“I’m standing right here, you know,” Astra says, putting a hand on her hip.

Jaylon grins. “To answer your question, I got this job because I’ve got a good rabbi. Not quite on the same level as Deputy Director Church, but somebody with enough clout to put my name in the right ears.”

“Well, good on you,” I say. “We need more honest people running the Bureau and fewer lazy, disingenuous, political idiots like Collingford.”

“Your lips to God’s ear, my friend,” he says.

“So, are we setting up shop in here?” I ask.

“Actually, no. When I found out you and your team were coming out to lend us an assist with this, I talked to Church. I wanted to find out how you worked best,” he said. “And knowing your history with Collingford, I went ahead and got an off-site location set up for you guys to work out of. I thought having a place where you could do your thing without the distractions in the FO would be optimal.”

“And this is just one more reason you should be sitting in the SAC’s office instead of Collingford,” I tell him.

“I appreciate the support, but I’m really not gunning for the chair,” he tells us. “I’m like you guys. I’m supposed to be out there kicking in doors. I’m just not a bureaucrat.”

“I’m sure Marnie is happy about the change.”

He grimaces but nods. “Yeah. That’s true. She likes having me home every night and not being out in the field getting shot at.”

“I think command looks good on you,” Astra says.

“Not as good as this suit though,” he replies with a wink.

“That’s true,” I say. “But you’ve earned this, Jaylon. We’re really proud of you.”

“I appreciate that, guys. I do. And I think it’d look just as good on you two,” he tells us. “I mean, one day, you’re not going to be able to kick in those doors anymore. You ever think about what you’ll do then?”

“Retire,” I tell him. “Figure out what my second act is going to be.”

“When I’m done here, I’m going to teach Pilates to senior citizens down at the Y,” Astra says, earning a laugh from Jaylon.

“And you two will have earned whatever second act you decide on,” he says, his tone sober. “But like you said, the Bureau can use fewer bureaucrats and more real agents in the upper ranks. I know you don’t like the game, but with more people like us at the table, we can change the rules. You should really give it some thought.”

“Thankfully, that’s a conversation for a later date because at the moment, I am still very capable of kicking in doors,” I tell him.

“Fair enough,” he says. “Just… keep it in the back of your mind.”

“You have my word.”

“Then that’s all I need,” he replies. “So, shall we get this traveling circus on the road?”

“Yes. Please,” I tell him. “Lead the way.”
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Belmont Arms, FBI Covert Ops Center, Belmont District; The Bronx, NY

Set in the basement of the Belmont Arms, a three-story walk-up owned by the Bureau, is a covert operations center—one of several in the city. It’s also our home base for the duration of this case. There’s one door in and out that requires a keycard and a passcode to access and leads to a private, fenced-in parking lot behind the building. For all intents and purposes, the ops center underneath the building is invisible… which is the point.

The apartments above us, all wired for video and sound, are maintained as cover apartments for undercover agents and meeting spots for illicit deals. The basement is a large, windowless, red brick and concrete space. Two rows of red brick columns run down the center—and more stand around the perimeter—and the space is lit by rows of bright, fluorescent fixtures. But even the lighting can’t stave off all the gloom. This is still a basement, of course.

The space is outfitted with desks, tables, and a pair of soundproofed rooms for private communications. A server room stands behind thick glass on the far side of the basement, and just outside the door is a computer control center with a bank of twelve monitors that looks like something right out of Mission Control at NASA. Everything is very modern, sleek, and high-tech, which somehow melds with the old-world, red brick foundation of the building.

The basement is solid and sturdy. It’s been reinforced and retrofitted to withstand earthquakes and other disasters; Jaylon says it’s a bunker that can withstand a bomb blast. But even with his reassurances to the contrary, it’s hard to keep from worrying about the whole thing coming down on our heads and burying us alive.

“Am I the only one who feels a little claustrophobic down here?” Nina asks.

“Definitely not,” Rick says.

“This place definitely creates a whole mood,” Mo says.

“I hear dungeon chic is big these days,” Astra adds.

“That statement says so much about your personal life and hobbies,” Rick cracks.

Jaylon’s chuckle is a deep rumble. “This place is private. I’m not sure Collingford even knows about this place, let alone where it is—”

“Sold,” I say. “Okay, kids, get yourselves set up.”

As they spread out, staking their claim on spots at the long conference table, I stand with Jaylon off to the side. Catching up with him a bit has been nice. It’s been good to see him and share a few laughs. He was one of the few people who was kind to me the entire time I worked out of the New York field office. We formed a bond. He’s genuine and has a big personality that I enjoy.

I like to think we know each other pretty well, and because of that, I can see the weight he’s carrying. It’s subtle. He does a good job of hiding it, but I can see the crease between his brows and tightness in his shoulders that tells me he’s got a big burden on his shoulders.

“You and Agent Hickley are close,” I say.

He nods. “Tommy’s a good guy. Yeah, we’re pretty tight.”

“So, what aren’t you telling me?” I ask.

“Still doing that mind reader thing, huh?”

“You know I am.”

He runs a hand over his face. “I don’t have a good feeling about this one, Blake.”

“How so?”

“It doesn’t make sense to me,” he replies. “Tommy was embedded pretty firmly with the Dukas. He had their trust. And nothing in any of his field reports mentioned anything about him being worried that his cover was blown. He checked in with Nat every two days, and he never once mentioned to her he thought something was up—never mentioned any weird feelings. Nothing. Everything was normal.”

“Yeah, but you know as well as I do how quick these things can turn. It’s possible that somebody tumbled onto his real identity between the last time he spoke to Agent Lyth and his missed check-in,” I tell him.

“It’s possible. But my gut’s telling me it’s not the Dukas,” he said. “And just so you know, we haven’t processed his cover apartment or real apartment yet.”

“Why not? How do you know he’s not lying injured at his place?”

“He’s not at his real place. That much I can tell you for sure. And Lyth went by his cover apartment. He’s not there either,” he tells me. “To be honest, it’s not looking real good right now… and privately, we’re not optimistic. We figured you’d want to see the scene fresh.”

“Yeah, that’s probably smart.”

Jaylon’s gut was usually spot on. Back in the day, I trusted his gut more than I trusted my own. And if his gut is telling him there’s something more going on than his agent having his cover blown, then I believe him. But I’m still a bit troubled that nobody has gone by his place just to see if, by some miracle, he was there. It tells me that although they aren’t saying it, behind closed doors, they’ve already decided that Hickley is dead. But I don’t accept that. Until I see a body, he’s alive.

“We’ll look into it,” I tell him. “Don’t worry. We’ll be thorough.”

He turns to me. “Yeah, I know. Your team has earned quite the reputation, Blake. When I tell you that command might look good on you and Astra, I’m not just blowing smoke. Being in this position now, I’m privy to more of the upper-level gossip, and trust me when I say there are people in the higher ranks taking note of what you and your team are doing.”

“I’m not going to lie and say it’s not flattering to know our names are making the rounds. But command… it just doesn’t fit right on me,” I tell him.

“You’re commanding a team right now.”

“It’s different, and you know it,” I tell him. “And besides, I’ve also made some pretty powerful enemies along the way.”

“You talking about Senator Hedlund?”

“Wow. You really are plugged in, aren’t you?”

“I’ve heard a thing or two,” he says slyly. “But the thing you have to keep in mind is that political winds are always shifting. An enemy today might not be an enemy tomorrow.”

“I’m pretty sure Kathryn Hedlund and I are never going to be besties.”

“And she may not always be a Senator.”

“That’s cryptic.”

“It’s just rumor at this point, but I’ve heard whispers that Hedlund is going to leave the Senate to run for Governor. And not in West Virginia.”

“Where?”

“A little closer to home for you.”

I frown. “She wants to be the Governor of Washington?”

“That’s the word on the street,” he says. “For now, just keep doing what you’re doing, and the rest will sort itself out. But I think you and Astra both, in the not-too-distant future, are going to have doors opened for you that you never could have imagined before.”

“I hope not. I’m not great with making decisions.”

He chuckles. “Just… keep your head down and keep doing the work.”

“Got no plans to do otherwise.”

“Good girl,” he replies and glances at his watch. “All right, looks like you guys are getting settled in. I’ve got a meeting I need to get to, but is there anything else I can do for you?”

“No, I think we’re good. Thank you, Jaylon.”

“Of course,” he says. “One last thing… be careful with Konstandin Duka. The man is a psycho who doesn’t mind doing a little wet work on his own. Word is, he’s carried out a number of executions himself because he enjoys it.”

“He sounds charming.”

“I guess that’s one word for him,” he says with a wry smirk. “Just… watch your back.”

“Will do.”

“Good luck, Blake. And bring our guy home.”

“We’ll do everything we can.”

“That’s all we can ask.”

Jaylon says goodbye to the rest of the team before heading out. I make my way over to the table as everybody is getting set up and pull the pair of whiteboards Jaylon had brought in for us over to the table. Rick and Nina haul over the cart with the large monitor set on top of it, then get busy hooking their computers to it while Paige and Mo empty out the boxes of case files Jaylon left for us to comb through.

As they’re doing that, Astra and I begin setting up the whiteboard. I tape the picture of Special Agent Thomas Hickley in the upper left-hand corner, then write his name beneath it. Once we’re done with that, I turn back to the table. Everybody seems set up and ready.

“All right, what do we know?” I ask.

“Thomas Hickley,” Nina starts. “Cover name Tomas Salah. Was assigned to work the Duka organization based in Newark. The Duka family is a powerful Albanian crime family whose roots are in Tirana, the capital of Albania, which is headed by Agron Duka.”

“The New York branch of the Duka family is headed by Agron’s son, Konstandin, who came over about five years ago on a student visa. But instead of hitting the books, he was busy cutting the throats of his family’s rivals—allegedly,” Rick says with a grimace. “In just five years, he’s managed to eliminate most of his competitors—although a few have kissed his ring and now work as subsidiaries of the Duka organization.”

Images of dead Albanian mobsters flash across the monitor. Konstandin Duka is brutal. And given the fact that he’s taken over large swaths of New Jersey and New York in just five years means he’s also coldly efficient.

“The Dukas have several front companies here in the Bronx, home to Little Albania,” Nina continues. “They have a… bakery, restaurant, and a gentleman’s club—”

“Largely cash businesses,” Astra says. “Good to wash their dirty money.”

“Right you are. They are also believed to be selling large amounts of drugs through those businesses as well,” Nina says. “But PD has yet to get a drug case to stick to them.”

“Or a murder case against Konstandin,” Rick adds.

“Yeah. That too,” Nina says.

“They’re slick. Careful. And very smart about how they do things,” I say. “Tell me more about Konstandin Duka.”

“Konstandin Duka, Agron’s eldest son,” Rick says, calling up a photo of the man. “Thirty years old, holds an advanced degree in chemical engineering from the University of Tirana in Albania. Came here, as I said, five years ago on a student visa.”

“Once his student visa ran out, he was sponsored by Joseph Agolli, a prominent real estate developer in Manhattan,” Nina says. “Who also happens to be Agron’s cousin.”

“That’s convenient,” Astra says.

“Right?” I respond. “All right, so Konstandin is a chemical engineer, which puts him in a prime position to work his family’s drug empire.”

“He’s also a psychopath who has no trouble cutting people’s throats,” Mo chimes in. “So what’s our scenario?”

“Hickley is working his way up from the bottom rung of the organization, Konstandin stumbles onto who he really is somehow, and gets rid of him,” I say.

“But wouldn’t he want to display the body? Send a message to anybody who’s even thinking about crossing him?” Paige asks.

“Probably not. If he found out Hickley is Bureau, he probably wouldn’t want to bring the heat that would come with a public body dump. It’d probably be much easier for him to make Hickley just disappear so nothing concrete can be pinned on him,” Astra says.

“Smart thing to do,” I add.

“All right, so how do we go about finding out what happened to him?” Mo asks.

“I think we need to start at the start,” I respond. “We need to know what he knew and what he was thinking… what he was feeling… everything.”

“Which means we need to go have a conversation with his case agent,” Astra says.

“Bingo,” I reply, then turn to the others. “Mo and Paige, I want you to start digging into these other cases involving Konstandin—the drugs and the murders. Find out what happened, why no charges ever stuck. I want to know everything about him and those cases.”

“Copy that,” Mo says.

“Rick, Nina, do a deep dive on Hickley himself. I want to know who he hung out with, whether he has a social media footprint… everything. Turn over every rock and tell me what you find underneath.”

“On it, Boss,” Rick says.

I turn to Astra. “All right, we’re on the clock. Let’s roll.”
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The Brew House, Bushwick District; Brooklyn, NY

A relatively diverse neighborhood, Bushwick has grown through a lot of changes through the years. Today, it’s become a trendy area favored by hipsters who are fleeing other areas they’ve deemed to be “too mainstream.” Filled with art galleries, dive bars, and small businesses, Bushwick is becoming a more affluent and popular place to live—which is making it lose some of its natural grittiness—which will undoubtedly have the hipsters seeking out new and less offensively mainstream places to call home.

Astra glances at the picture on her phone. “That’s her.”

We climb out of the SUV and cross the street. The woman ahead of us is tall—nearly six feet—with a sleek, athletic form. Her ash-blonde hair is pulled back into a ponytail that falls just past her shoulders, and she’s wearing black running pants, a dark blue pullover, and bright red running shoes. We tried calling, but she wasn’t picking up because—as I can see now—she was obviously out for a morning run.

But given that her UC is missing and we don’t have a handle yet on what’s going on, I don’t think we can be blamed for being concerned for her. So, we tracked down her address. She wasn’t there, but the doormen in New York are better plugged in than most cops, so we asked him if he’d seen her. He told us she runs the same route every morning, then pops in at the Brew House for a cup of coffee—cold brew café latte with a shot of vanilla and three Splendas, apparently. Like I said, the doormen in this city have better intel than the cops.

“Can you imagine living in a building with a doorman?” Astra asks.

“That’s just part of the New York experience.”

“I think I’d like to live in a building with a doorman. And a maid,” Astra muses. “And a butler to attend to all my needs.”

I scoff. “Right. You’re so bullheaded and independent, the novelty of having a staff would wear out in about a week, and you’d fire them all because you have this incessant need to do literally everything on your own.”

“Hello, Pot? This is kettle.”

I pull a face as I pull open the door. Astra walks through first, and we quickly scan the room. It’s three-quarters full of people needing their morning fix, but we spot her sitting at a counter in front of the window on the other side of the shop presumably waiting for her drink. Weaving around the mass of caffeine-starved people, we earn several four-letter greetings and Bronx cheers from them before reaching the counter.

She looks up as we approach, and I can see her fighting the urge to drop her hand to the weapon she’s got tucked into a holster at the small of her back. Considering what’s going on, I can’t blame her for being on edge. Before we have a shootout in the middle of the shop and ruin everybody’s morning before they get their coffee, I pull out my badge and show it to her.

“Unit Chief Wilder, SSA Russo,” I say. “SSA Natalie Lyth?”

She relaxes yet doesn’t seem ready to draw down; still, she doesn’t look pleased to see us standing here. She runs a hand over her face, wiping away her sour expression. Up close, she’s less severe looking with a soft, round face, light brown eyes, and full, heart-shaped lips. She’s in her early forties but doesn’t look it.

“Sorry. Been a tough few days,” she says. “And just call me Nat.”

“Great. I’m Blake,” I respond. “This is Astra.”

“I assume you’re here about Tommy?”

“We are,” Astra says. “We wanted to talk to you outside the field office.”

“That’s smart thinking,” she replies, her lips curling wryly. “That place has as many leaks as it has eyes and ears. Everybody’s always looking to get an edge.”

“We remember,” Astra says. “We survived a tour here. Barely.”

“At Quantico, everybody acts like the New York FO is the crown jewel of the Bureau. Everybody aspires to get here,” she says. “In my experience, it’s less of a crown jewel and more of a toxic cesspool. I don’t think the Bureau has a bigger nest of vipers outside of DC.”

“I see our experiences are about the same,” I say.

“I’m telling you… I’m giving serious consideration to transferring to somewhere like… Boise. A place where I’m less likely get knifed in the back.”

“I have a feeling you’d miss the action,” Astra says. “You seem like somebody who thrives being in the middle of it.”

“I did. But I get tired of always having to watch my back. It’s fine when I’m chasing bad guys. It’s expected. But from my own team? It gets old. Fast.”

“I remember it all too well,” I say. “Anyway, we need to talk.”

“Hey, Nat.”

A twenty-something man with a black beanie atop his shaggy brown hair and hazel eyes walks over to us with her coffee in his hand. He eyes us warily as he sets the cup down in front of her, positioning himself between us and her in a way I know isn’t accidental. I can practically see the cartoon hearts floating over his head.

“Everything okay here?” he asks.

“Yeah, Bobby, I’m good,” Lyth replies. “These are a couple of my colleagues.”

His demeanor instantly lightens. “Oh. Cool. You guys are in the advertising game, too, huh? It’s somethin’ I’ve thought about,” he says. “Seems like a really creatively driven industry. And that’s like, right up my alley.”

“Yeah. Lots of creativity involved,” I say, trying to keep from choking on my words.

“Thanks, Bobby,” Lyth says. “See you tomorrow?”

“You know I’ll be here.”

He flashes her a wide smile, then turns and bounds away as the horde of caffeine-deprived morning zombies begins to grow restless. And angry. Before I can say anything, Lyth shakes her head and holds up a finger.

“Not a word,” she says. “I thought telling him I worked in advertising would be sufficiently boring that he wouldn’t feel the need to strike up a conversation.”

Astra smirks. “I have a feeling you could have told him you cleaned septic tanks for a living, and he would have thought it sounded like the most interesting profession in history.”

“Yeah. I see that now,” she says, a small smile flitting across her lips. “Anyway, let’s talk while we walk. I need to get to the office soon. I’ve got a lot of people to talk to and questions to answer, as I’m sure you can imagine.”

“I have no doubt,” I say.

We follow her out of the coffee house and fall into step beside her. She’s doing her best to keep herself in check, but it’s not difficult to see that Agent Hickley’s disappearance is eating her up inside. It’s not difficult to see she feels responsible.

“Tell us about Agent Hickley,” I say.

“Tommy’s a good guy. Dedicated agent. Smart. Has great instincts, and he’s fearless,” she says. “He gives everything to the job. It’s why he’s not married—he thought it would be unfair since his first passion would always be the job.”

That tracks with what we’ve learned of him so far. His evals are all sterling, and his professional conduct reports are glowing. He’s an agent who seems like he’s going places.

“What can you tell us about the case?” I ask. “He’s embedded with the Duka family and is building a drug case again them? Is that right?”

“Yeah, that’s what it started as,” she replies. “But Tommy recently got some intel that the Dukas have also started running girls.”

“Trafficking?” I ask. “I didn’t see that in any of the reports I read.”

“Because it wasn’t confirmed yet. It’s something Tommy mentioned, but he was still in the process of digging up solid information,” Lyth tells us.

“How’d he get himself embedded in the first place?” Astra asks.

“Slowly,” she says. “But he made first contact with a guy named Raffi Korda. Mid-level guy who runs the street gangs who sell their product. Got tight with him. Earned his trust. And from there, he worked his way up.”

“Do you think this Raffi character might be responsible for Hickley’s disappearance?”

She shook her head. “Not a chance. Tommy is the brother this guy never had. He’d sooner cut off his own arm than do anything to Tommy.”

“And how’d Tommy earn that kind of loyalty?”

“We staged a scenario that allowed him to play the hero and get Raffi out of trouble. Saved his life,” she tells us. “Basic but effective op.”

“It’s an oldie but a goodie,” I say.

“Classics are classics for a reason.”

“Any thoughts on who might have wanted to snatch him up?”

She shakes her head, seemingly at a loss. “I’ve been racking my brain and can’t come up with any single person. I mean, I can come up with dozens of people who might. When he lives in the world he was living in, making enemies comes with the territory.”

“So, you think it’s somebody associated with the Dukas?” Astra asks.

“I mean, I wouldn’t rule it out. But I doubt it,” she says.

“Why is that?”

“Like I said, Tommy has instincts second to none. If the Dukas were on to him, he would have known,” she said. “And he never mentioned anything like that to me.”

“You also said he’s fearless,” Astra says. “Any chance that fearlessness might have led him to overlook the warning signs?”

“Like I said, I’m not going to rule anything out at this point, but I find that really unlikely,” she responds. “He’s fearless, but not stupid. If he thought the Dukas were onto him, he would have pulled the plug. He would have chosen to live to fight another day rather than continue down a road that ended with him getting killed.”

“Fair enough,” I say. “And he never mentioned anybody else who might be a problem? Not even a passing comment that might not have seemed important at the time?”

We stop at a large building. It’s old and made of red brick but is in good repair and just has that classic New York feel to it. The uniformed doorman we’d spoken to before stands near the curb and gives us a wave.

“Glad to see you found her,” he calls.

“Thanks for the tip,” I respond.

Lyth grimaces. “I’m really going to need to talk to him about keeping his damn mouth shut. He can’t be telling people where to find me. Especially now.”

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Astra says. “We squeezed him pretty good.”

“Anyway, no, he never mentioned anybody to me he thought might be a problem.”

“And I know you said he avoids relationships, but is there anybody he’s seeing?” I ask. “Somebody casual who might not—”

“Not that he ever told me, no.”

“Would he have told you?” Astra asks.

“I like to think we’re pretty tight. I like to think he would have told me,” she says. “Anyway, listen, I would love to stand here all day and answer every question you have, but I’ve got to get to the office. I can’t afford to be late.”

“Understood,” I respond. “If we have any other questions, we’ll circle back.”

“Yeah, do that. And if you can do me a favor… I’d really appreciate it if you kept me in the loop. Tommy is my UC. He’s my responsibility. And Collingford is benching me. Says I can’t be trusted in the field or anywhere near this case. But I want to do what I can to help find him. Know what I mean?”

“I do. And I’ll keep you in the loop.”

“Thank you,” she says. “And one more thing. I know you guys are going to have to dig into him, but please be careful who you talk to and what you say. If he is still alive and this has nothing to do with the case, don’t blow his cover. The Dukas have long memories, and if they find out he was a Fed, they will hunt him for the rest of his life. Just… be careful.”

“We will,” I agree.

She gives us a curt nod before turning and dashing into her building. Astra and I turn and walk back the way we came. We walk in silence most of the way back as I absorb and process everything Lyth shared with us, which is unfortunately, not a lot.

“What do you think?” Astra asks.

“I think we’ve got our work cut out for us,” I answer. “And the clock is ticking. If Hickley is even still alive right now, my gut is telling me he won’t be much longer.”
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The Skyline Terrace Apartments; The Bronx, NY

“How do I look?” I ask as I stare down at myself.

Wearing blue jeans, a black long-sleeved T-shirt, black boots, and a dark blue ball cap pulled low, I feel conspicuous—like I’m wearing a costume. Astra, though, in black jeans, Ugg boots, and a black quarter-zip pullover, still somehow manages to look like she’s ready for the catwalk. The woman has a natural elegance I can only dream of having and can blend into any setting seamlessly. Me? Not so much.

She grins. “Like a cop trying to not look like a cop.”

“Oh, shut up.”

She laughs. “I’m kidding. You’re fine. We’re good.”

“You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

After talking to Lyth, Astra and I opted to dress in civvies to help us blend in. The last thing we wanted to do was roll into his cover apartment looking like Feds. After all, she was right. If the Dukas weren’t involved with his disappearance, then trying to maintain Hickley’s cover was critical because, as Lyth warned us, they have a long memory and an even longer reach.

Blowing his cover almost guarantees that Hickley, if he’s still alive, will eventually wind up with two in the back of the head. Maybe not tomorrow or next week, but at some point, they will get him. Betrayal is an unforgivable sin in their world. And assuming he is still among the living—which we will continue to do until proven otherwise—we’re not trying to sign his death warrant.

“Nice place,” Astra says wryly.

“Makes sense why Hickley would take a place here,” I say. “Easy to blend in.”

The Skyline Terrace is an old building. Like Lyth’s building, this one is also old and made of red brick with black metal fire escapes on two sides, although the metal seems pretty worn and poorly maintained. They seem likely to snap if people actually had to use them, giving them a choice to either plummet from five stories up, or burn to death. I wouldn’t trust them.

Lyth’s red brick building is old but has a certain charm to it. This one doesn’t. It’s just… old. More than that, it’s a dangerous place. Hickley is borderline paranoid—not unusual for an undercover agent—and didn’t want a cover apartment in the operations center where we’re posted up. The fear of the Dukas tumbling onto the fact that it’s a Bureau ops center was real for him, so he requested, and got, an off-site cover apartment.

Personally, if I were his case officer, I’m not sure I would have granted the request. The Belmont Arms is a safe, controlled environment where help could be had almost instantly. This place offers no such control or security. Hickley would have been completely on his own out here, surrounded by violent offenders, gang bangers, drug dealers, and whatever other lowlifes call this place home. He would have been on an island. It’s not an ideal place for an undercover to post up.

“What floor is his place on?” I ask.

“Third,” she replies. “Unit 302.”

“Got it.”

The door to the lobby is missing completely, so we step through. To our left is a bank of mailboxes, most of them dented and damaged, some missing their doors entirely. Junk mail and flyers are piled up like a snowdrift beneath them, and the walls around us are covered in graffiti. The air is saturated with the odor of stale cigarette smoke and something that reminds me of rotten cheese, making my nose crinkle.

As we walk up the three flights of stairs, the sound of music is loud enough to shake the walls, the odor of pot smoke is thick, and the people screaming at each other echoes throughout the entire building. It doesn’t seem like a great place to live if you value sleep. And personal safety. We make it to the third floor then down to Hickley’s apartment. Using the key we were given, we let ourselves in and quickly close and lock the door behind us.

“Charming,” Astra says.

His one-room cover apartment is sparsely furnished and completely unadorned. There are no decorations on the walls, no framed pictures, and no personal details of any sort. There’s a futon against the wall across from the door, the sheets and comforter crumpled and half-hanging off the mattress and spilling onto the floor. A counter to our right holds a coffee maker and a hot plate with a small apartment-sized refrigerator beside it. To the left of the counter is a round table with a chipped and cracked Formica top with a single chair pushed in.

“What would you call the shade of green this place is painted?” Astra asks.

“Split pea soup,” I reply as I snap on a pair of black nitrile gloves.

“I was thinking baby vomit.”

“That works too. They’re equally repulsive.”

As Astra gloves up, I walk over to the window and see an ashtray filled with cigarette butts and a lighter sitting on the fire escape outside. Astra is rifling through the small, battered desk against the wall with an equally abused bookshelf that leans slightly to the right beside it. I peruse the shelves, which are filled with books that have been well used, and an assorted collection of knick-knacks, none of which stand out as having any particular meaning or significance.

Beside the bookcase is a doorway that leads to a cracker box of a bathroom which holds a tiny vanity, a toilet, and a shower no bigger than a phone booth. I open the cabinet above the vanity and see aspirin, toothpaste, a toothbrush, and a few other toiletries—but again, nothing that stands out as having any relevance to Hickley’s disappearance. I close the cabinet, then pull back the shower curtain and again, find nothing out of the ordinary.

“Anything in the desk?” I ask as I step into the main room.

“Nothing. But he had a laptop,” she says, holding up a cord.

“So, his laptop is either missing, or he stashed it somewhere.”

“Looks like it.”

“Makes you wonder what was on it,” I say.

“If I was a betting girl, I’d say it’s something that got him killed.”

“Entirely possible.”

I stand in the middle of the room and turn in a circle, studying the scene closely.

“What is it?” Astra asks.

“This place just doesn’t feel authentic to me.”

“Well, it’s not,” she replies. “It’s a cover apartment.”

“I know. It’s not that. Hickley is supposed to be an ex-con. A lowlife. But tell me, would somebody like the guy he’s portraying take the time to fold his clothes?” I ask and point to the laundry basket that’s stacked with neatly folded clothing. “Would he be conscientious enough to make sure his old pizza boxes and beer bottles are in the trash can—and make sure the trash can is emptied? Would he dust? Do you see any dust in here?”

Astra glances around and shakes her head but points to the futon. “He didn’t make his bed.”

“But even that feels staged. Look at the sheets—they’re high end, high thread count. Most of all, they’re clean,” I say. “What kind of ex-con lowlife would have bedding that nice?”

“All right, but would the lowlifes he was running with be observant enough to notice something like that?”

“They might.”

“I’m not so sure about that. You’re trained to notice things like that. You’re trained to see the things that stand out. Those guys aren’t. Most of them couldn’t tell the difference between Walmart brand sheets and Egyptian cotton,” Astra says. “I’m betting Hickley simply wanted a touch of home. Something to keep him grounded and remind him of who he is. Nice bedding might be that touchstone for him—how he keeps from losing himself in his character completely.”

They’re all good points, and I can’t really refute them. But bedding as nice as what’s on his ratty old futon is an incongruity that somebody sharp might pick up. And I’ve always said that criminals are the best profilers. Their lives literally depend on them noticing the small details and spotting the inconsistencies. They’re like animals in the wild that can smell a predator a mile away. They can just sense something that doesn’t fit. It’s a survival mechanism. If I can see something incongruous at a scene, it’s a safe bet that people in Hickley’s orbit can too.

Admittedly, it’s a small, innocuous detail. Astra is right that most people wouldn’t notice a person’s bedding and then ask themselves whether it fits with what they know about that person or not. I’m trained to see these things because the details matter. They matter a lot. The details can be the difference between successfully selling your cover or having it blown. The details can literally be the difference between life and death. Hickley is experienced enough that he should know that, which makes me wonder why he took such a careless risk just for a little comfort.

“All right, well, the one thing that seems clear to me is that whatever happened to Hickley, it didn’t happen here,” I say. “I don’t see any signs of a struggle.”

“Neither do I.”

“Let’s close this up and get out of here.”

“Back to the shop?”

I shake my head. We’re going to head over to his real place. If we get lucky, the missing laptop is over there. I’d really like to get a look at what’s on it.”

“Copy that.”
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The Grafton, Southwest Hoboken District; Hoboken, NJ

Just across the Hudson River is Hoboken, New Jersey. Hickley’s apartment in the Grafton, a historic building, is less than five miles from the FBI field office in New York. But with the traffic and congestion, getting from there to here took us almost half an hour.

“I’m never going to complain about the traffic back home again,” Astra says.

“Right?”

The Grafton sits in a neighborhood that’s set a bit off the waterfront and is less active than Uptown and Downtown Hoboken. It’s quieter here. Unlike the other revitalized areas of Hoboken that sit on the banks of the Hudson, there isn’t a lot in the way of nightlife. There are more small businesses and Mom and Pop shops. Southwest Hoboken has seen quite a bit of development, but to this point, it’s kept its appeal as more of a place for families, professionals, and those who eschew the lights and buzz of an active nightlife. Which seems to fit with what we’ve learned of Hickley. It makes sense that he’d plant his flag here.

The five-story building is white brick that’s clean and sleek with black metal fire escapes on the east and west sides. Unlike his cover apartment, these seem well maintained. The building is old but has obviously gone through some refurbishments, giving it some updates while managing to retain its antique charm. We walk up the three steps that lead to a black-trimmed wood and glass door and step into a lobby that’s clean and well-tended.

The bank of mailboxes set into the wall to our left all seem to be in good working order and is free of the snowbank of junk mail on the floor. To our right is a staircase that leads up, and beside that is an elevator cage that looks as old as the building, adding to the historic flavor of the place.

“He’s just on the second floor,” Astra says. “I’d rather not get into an elevator that’s like three times as old as I am.”

“Look around this place. Everything seems to be in good shape.”

“Seems to be is the key phrase in that sentence.”

“You’re ridiculous,” I say with a chuckle.

“You’re welcome to go climb into that century-old death trap,” she replies. “I’ll meet you upstairs. Unless you plunge to your death in that rickety old thing.”

Still laughing, I follow her up the stairs to the second floor. The hallway is empty and quiet. The atmosphere in the building is hushed, and the silence has a weight to it, almost like a library. But as we walk down the hallway, the odor of pot fills the air.

“Being a stoner cuts across all demographics,” Astra says with a half shrug.

“I guess so.”

We quickly glove up, then use the key we were given to let ourselves in. I close the door behind us, lock it, then turn around, my eyes immediately drawn to the spot of blood on the floor. After that, my gaze travels around the rest of the living room. A chair has been tipped over, the coffee table has been broken in half, and the other furniture in the room seems to have been pushed or knocked out of its original position. Shards of glass twinkle in the sunlight that slants in through the sliding glass door, and there is a hole in the wall beneath a large painting.

Unlike his cover apartment, Hickley has a few personal touches: photos of him with who I assume is his family and some friends, though his friend group seems composed of other agents. Other than the few personal flourishes, his apartment seems fairly utilitarian. A place to lay his head between assignments but perhaps not a home. He planted his flag here, but I don’t see anything that makes me think he put down roots.

“I guess we found where Hickley was taken,” Astra says.

“Looks like it,” I respond and squat down. “There’s not enough blood here to make me think he was killed. At least, not here. But he was definitely roughed up and hauled away. I’m thinking whoever took him was inside the apartment when he came home, blitzed him from behind but didn’t manage to knock him out. The damage in the living room tells me Hickley put up a fight before they were able to get him under control.”

“My question is why did he come home?” she asks. “He was undercover. Why run the risk of being followed back here in the first place?”

“It’s a good question—and one we need to answer,” I say. “Call Mo and Paige; have them bring ERT out here.”

“Copy that.”

As she makes the call, I venture farther into the two-bedroom apartment. The first room I come to is his bedroom. The bed is neatly made, and everything is clean and in order. I pull the comforter back and note the sheets are high quality, high thread count, and shake my head, hoping that stupid luxury item isn’t what blew his cover.

Not finding anything helpful in the bedroom, I move to the second room, which he’s converted into a home office. Astra is already in there, digging through desk drawers, so I take the credenza. As with everything else in his place, everything is neat and in order. He’s got boxes and folders filled with work from his cases. Everything is clearly labeled, but I go through them anyway just in case, since you never know what you might find. Unfortunately, I find nothing other than what’s on the label. By the time I’m done, Astra is rifling through the closet.

“Anything?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “Nothing that relates to the current case.”

“The laptop?”

“Nada.”

She backs out of the closet and perches on the corner of the desk, frustration on her face. I step into the closet doorway and take a peek inside. He’s built shelves on all three walls and filled them all with more boxes of casework which are unsurprisingly, meticulously labeled and filled with nothing but what’s listed.

“This guy brought all his work home with him,” I say. “Lyth wasn’t kidding when she said he was dedicated to the job and had no life outside of it.”

“Reminds me of somebody else.”

I roll my eyes. “Shut it.”

I’m just about to back out of the closet when my gaze falls to the floor and something catches my eye. For a moment, I don’t know what it is, but the insistent buzzing in the back of my mind is telling me my subconscious is trying to show me something. I squat down and run my fingertips over the wood flooring. And that’s when I feel it.

“Grab me a letter opener or something,” I say.

“What do you have?”

“Not sure yet,” I respond. “But there’s a seam in the floor.”

“Secret compartment?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

I trace the seam and find it forms a perfect square. And then I feel a small notch. It’s almost imperceptible. You’d either have to know it was there or get stupidly lucky to find it. Astra hands me the steel letter opener, and I fit it into the notch I’d found and pry the square upward. Dropping the opener, I lift the square out of the floor and set it aside. My heart leaps into my throat when I see what’s underneath.

“Unbelievable,” I say.

Astra is standing behind me, craning her neck and trying to get a peek over my shoulder. Getting to my feet, I take a step back. I’m doing my best to manage my expectations and not let myself get too excited about the find, but the adrenaline rushes through me anyway.

“A safe,” she says.

“A hidden safe,” I reply. “What do you think he might have tucked away in there?”

“It’s big enough to hold a laptop.”

“That’s what I’m thinking.”

“So, what… he has something incriminating on his laptop, he comes home to stash it, the Dukas get wind of it, follow him here and take him?”

I ponder it for a moment. “I mean, it makes sense. Mostly.”

“What’s not lining up for you?”

“The door wasn’t forced. Which means Hickley might have let the person in,” I say. “I can’t see him willingly letting one of the Dukas into his place knowing his cover was blown. At the very least, I think the scene would have been a lot more… violent. I think if he knew his cover was blown, he would have forced them to kill him here or left a lot more blood behind.”

“Or they got tipped and were already inside waiting for him like you originally thought.”

“That’s possible too. We aren’t going to know anything until we get that safe open and see what is and isn’t inside,” I say.

“Right. We’re going to need a safe cracker,” she says.

I peer in at the safe again. “It’s electronic. Rick and Nina might be able to find a way to hack into it,” I say. “Let’s have ERT pull it out of the floor and bring it back to the shop. We’ll have them work on it there.”

“Works for me.”

My phone buzzes with an incoming text. “It’s Paige. They’re here.”

“I’ll go unlock the door.”

Astra heads out to let the team in, leaving me there to stare at the safe in the floor. That’s when doubts start to creep in at the edges. There might not be anything more than important papers like life insurance, his will, or whatever he sought to keep safe from fire. There might not be anything related to his disappearance in that safe. And there might not be a laptop inside.

I’m trying to cling to some shred of hope, but the blood on the floor in the living room only confirmed for me that something bad happened to Thomas Hickley. That clock in my head is still running, every second slipping by faster and faster, and I can’t help but feel that if it hasn’t already, it’s about to run out.
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Belmont Arms, FBI Covert Ops Center, Belmont District; The Bronx, NY

When I walk in, Rick and Nina are sitting at a worktable off to the side of the room staring at the safe that was pulled out of Hickley’s apartment. Their brows are furrowed, and they’re both wearing matching expressions of consternation. The electronic keypad is cracked open and hooked to a box by a series of colorful wires.

“What is it?” I ask as I step over to the table.

“Not only does this safe have an electronic combination lock, it’s also got a biometric scanner,” Nina says, pointing to a small black window beside the keypad.

“We need Hickley’s thumb to access it,” Rick adds.

“Is there any way to bypass it?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Nina says. “But without his thumbprint, I’m afraid the only way we’ll be able to open this thing is with explosives.”

“Yeah, that’s not really going to work,” I tell them. “What about a blowtorch? Can we cut into it with a torch?”

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” Rick says. “We don’t know what the walls of the safe are filled with, and if the material isn’t fire resistant, it very well might burn what’s inside.”

“Yeah, that doesn’t work either,” I reply. “You guys need to find a work-around.”

“Doing our best, Captain,” Rick says with a quick salute.

“Don’t worry, Boss, we’ll do better than that,” Nina says.

“I know you will. Thanks, guys.”

Feeling slightly disheartened, I walk over to the conference table. Paige and Mo have used the information they got from the case files to set up a board that shows the organizational structure of the Duka family. Agron Duka’s photo is at the top of the pyramid with his son, Konstandin, just beneath him. Below him is a row of his captains, and below them are their lieutenants who run the street gangs that move their product.

There are multiple layers between the street-level corner boys who sling his dope and Konstandin Duka. It’s a smart setup. His prints are never on the dope, which makes tying him to it difficult, if not impossible.

“You guys have been busy,” I say.

“It’s like putting a puzzle together,” Mo says with a note of excitement in her voice. “You just have to know which pieces fit where. It’s just patterns and logic.”

“She’s really way too excited about this,” Paige says.

“Patterns and logic are kind of Mo’s bag. It’s right in her wheelhouse,” I tell her.

“It’s kind of like how you’d feel if we were investigating lipstick or new shoes. You’d probably be just as excited,” Rick called from across the room.

“Nobody asked you, nerd,” Paige called back.

The door opens, and Astra walks in with a box in her hands. “Coffee and bagels. Come and get ‘em while they’re still warm.”

“New York has the best bagels in the world,” Mo says.

“That’s true,” I agree as I snatch a blueberry bagel. “Oh, you’re right, still warm.”

“Don’t forget to put some shmear on it,” Astra tells me.

“As if I’d forget,” I say. “And thank you for bringing these in.”

“Don’t think it was entirely altruistic. I wasn’t leaving New York without getting some bagels in my belly and just didn’t want to hear you all whine that I didn’t bring you any,” she teases.

“That’s fair,” I tell her, giving everybody a couple of minutes to dress their bagels and dig in.

“Astra, these are amazing,” Mo says.

“Right?” Paige exclaims around a mouthful of bagel.

“So, where were we?” Paige asks.

“Rick and Nina are trying to find a way around the fingerprint scanner that is apparently on Hickley’s safe,” I tell her.

“A print scanner?”

“Yep.”

“Well, if there’s anybody who can find a way around it, it’s going to be them.”

All conversation stops, and everybody turns to Astra, eyes wide, matching expressions of surprise all around. She notices and smirks.

“And by them, I obviously mean Nina. She’s the smart one,” she corrects, and laughter ripples around the room.

“You’re all welcome to pucker up and kiss my backside,” Rick announces.

“Okay, so the safe is no help right now,” she says. “What else do we have?”

“Not a lot,” I respond. “Mo and Paige put together the Dukas org chart, which gives us the names of some of the players.”

“Which doesn’t get us much,” Astra says.

“No. Not really,” I admit.

I take a bite of my bagel and chew as I study the photos and try to figure out where we go from here. We don’t have anything definitive to go on and desperately need to generate a lead if we’re going to find Agent Hickley.

“All right, we’re going to see what Raffi Korda knows,” I say.

“Lyth said there’s no way he’s involved,” Astra says.

“She did say that. But right now, he’s our only connection to Hickley,” I reply. “We have no real choice but to shake the tree and see what falls out.”

“And how do you suggest we do that?”

“We’re going to have to get some leverage on him.”

My arms folded over my chest, I pace back and forth in front of the board, trying to figure out how we’re going to leverage Raffi. It takes a minute, but a plan finally comes to me. It’s not elegant or sophisticated by any means, but like Lyth told us, the classics are classic for a reason.

“Okay, the only way we’re going to be able to leverage Raffi is if we catch him dirty,” I say. “He heads up the Eighth Street Rollers, which is one of the Duka family’s subsidiaries. They sling the dope to keep Konstandin clean. We’re going to surveil Raffi and catch him with dope in hand. We get that, we can drag him in and flip him.”

“You really think he’s going to flip on the Dukas?” Astra asks.

“If we squeeze hard enough, maybe. It’s a coin flip,” I admit. “But if you’ve got a better idea how to get him to talk, I’m all ears.”

“I’m assuming that waterboarding him is off the table?”

“Completely.”

“Kneecapping?”

“Off the table.”

“Well, you really suck the fun out of everything,” she says with a dramatic sigh. “Then I guess we’ll go with your way.”

I stare at the photo of the man we’re targeting, knowing we’re going to have to walk a very delicate line if we’re going to get what we need.

“When we get him in a box, we’ll have to be very careful about how we question him,” I say. “We need to press him without blowing Hickley’s cover.”

“That’s going to be difficult,” Mo says.

“Really difficult,” Paige adds.

“But not impossible,” I say. “Astra, are you still friendly with the woman in the drug bureau? And is she still even there?”

“Darcy? Yeah, she’s still there, and we still talk.”

“Okay, good. Can you get with her and tell her what we need?” I ask. “Tell her we need to bust Raffi dirty, and it needs to look like a straight up drug bust.”

“Copy that.”

Astra takes a bite of her bagel and washes it down with some coffee before walking into one of the soundproofed rooms on the far side of the center to make the call.

“How are you going to get him to give up anything on Hickley?” Mo asks.

“Working on that,” I respond. “I’m thinking we need to play big fish, small fish with him.”

“Big fish, small fish?” Paige asks.

“If we stage this as a simple drug bust and make him think he’s our actual target, how he responds to that is going to tell us a lot,” I say. “I think his reaction will tell us whether Hickley is still alive—and more importantly—whether he or somebody in the Duka organization had anything to do with it if he’s not.”

“He’ll think we’re idiots since he’s the one in charge of the Rollers,” Mo says.

“Let him. All I need is his honest, unfiltered reaction when we press him on Hickley.”

“Darcy’s in,” Astra says as she walks back to the table. “She’s got some intel on Raffi already that she’s sending over so we can get acquainted with the lad.”

“Good. It’s a good place to start—”

My phone buzzes with an incoming text. I pull it out of my pocket and see it’s from Jaylon, so I call it up and quickly read it, a dark, heavy weight pressing down on me with each word. I send a message back and drop my phone back into my pocket.

“We have to go,” I say grimly. “They found a body.”
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Mott Haven District; The Bronx, NY

After throwing on our Bureau windbreakers, we duck under the tape that’s sealing off an alleyway between a dry cleaner and a dollar store. The red brick on either side of us is dingy and worn, and the alley is lined with dumpsters that are overflowing with garbage, saturating the air with the rank odor of decay. The Mott Haven district is situated in the southwestern corner of the Bronx and is routinely ranked among the most dangerous places in the Borough.

Halfway down the alley, I see a pair of legs sticking out from between a couple of dumpsters. An NYPD uniformed cop is standing with a man I assume is a detective, the two of them talking quietly with each other. The detective, a tall man with sandy-blond hair, dull, blue eyes, and a long face that seems etched with weariness turns to us.

“Oh, good, the Feds are here,” he says, his New York accent thick.

“We’re like bad pennies,” I reply and extend my hand. “Unit Chief Wilder. This is SSA Russo and Special Agents Weissman and Boyle.”

“Ken Gorski. Good to meet ya,” he replies and shakes our hands.

Astra and Mo step over to the dumpster and squat down, giving the body a quick once over. They quietly confer, then stand up and turn back to us.

“It’s him,” Astra says.

“Damn,” I mutter.

Gorski slides his eyes over to me. “He one of yours?”

I nod. “Yeah. He’s one of ours.”

“Condolences,” he says.

Thomas Hickley is sitting between the dumpsters with his back against the brick behind him like he’s been waiting for us. His eyes are swollen and blackened, but they’re wide open like he’s staring at us, and his mouth is hanging open in a silent, eternal scream. He’s completely naked, and his body is covered in a patchwork of bruises and cuts, only small patches of his flesh visible through the dried blood that stains most of him.

“Looks like your guy was worked over pretty bad,” Gorski says. “What’d he get into?”

“He was undercover and building a case against some very bad people.”

“Damn. That’s rough,” he says.

I don’t know Thomas Hickley, but staring at his body, knowing his last moments were spent in agony, likely praying for the pain to end, sticks a needle of guilt straight through my heart. I know this isn’t our fault. There is nothing we could have done to prevent this. Hickley was likely as good as dead the moment he was snatched. But still, we weren’t colleagues, but he was one of ours… and I can’t stop the guilt from choking me.

“I assume you guys are taking this?” Gorski asks.

“Yeah, we got this,” I reply.

“Cool. I’m sorry about your guy and all, but truth be told, I’m glad you’re taking this one,” he admits. “This one’s rough, and frankly, not to sound callous or anything, but I’ve already got enough on my desk. No offense or anything.”

“I understand, Detective. No offense taken,” I say. “What do you have so far?”

“Not much. I had unis canvass, but nobody saw a thing, which ain’t too surprising. People in this neighborhood have made an art form of willful blindness,” he replies.

“All right. Thank you, Detective Gorski. We’ll take it from here,” I respond. “But it’d be a real help if you could keep your unis in place at either end of the alley to keep the gawkers out until we get the scene processed.”

“You got it.”

“Appreciate the assist.”

“Not a problem.” He hands me a business card. “You need anything, you give me a call.”

“I will. Thanks.”

“Good luck,” he says before turning and walking away.

Once he leaves, Astra, Paige, and Mo gather around. “Okay, so we’ve got to shift gears, guys. We’re obviously no longer investigating a missing person but a murder, so let’s get into that mindset,” I say. “Astra, call ERT. I want this alley processed and photographed.”

“On it,” she says and steps away.

“Mo, take the street to the west of the alley,” I say and point. “Canvass the residents and businesses. Ask again if anybody saw anything and see if there are security cameras anywhere near the mouth of the alley; ask them to give you the footage.”

“Got it,” Mo says and takes off.

“Paige, I want you to do the same thing to the east.”

“Copy that. I’m on it.”

As she walks off, Astra steps over to me. “ERT will be here in thirty.”

“Good.”

“I also just heard from Darcy. We caught a break.”

“Yeah?”

“The team she had tailing Raffi scooped him up. He was re-upping his corner boys, and they caught him moving some weight,” she said.

“That’s a big break.”

“She’s having him thrown into a box down at the FO,” she says. “They’ll sit on him until we get there to have a word.”

“Good. That’s good news. It gives us somewhere to start, I guess.”

Astra cocks her head. “You sound like you’re having doubts that Raffi is our guy.”

“I’ve never been totally convinced that he is,” I reply. “But leaving Hickley out here on display like this… it just doesn’t feel like something the Dukas would do. It’s like Lyth said—they wouldn’t want the heat murdering a federal agent would bring down on them.”

“Unless they’re trying to send a message to us,” Astra offers. “Letting us know they won’t tolerate us planting people in their organization and daring us to prove it was them.”

“It could be. We obviously can’t afford to rule anything out right now.”

I step over to the dumpsters again and squat down, studying Hickley’s body. There are small, circular burns that could be from somebody putting a cigarette out on his skin beneath the patchwork of cuts and bruises. I can see other dark, possible burn scars on his skin as well. Hickley had been cut and beaten. Gorski said he’d been worked over, but that didn’t describe the half of it. Somebody had taken their time. Somebody had enjoyed this.

“What are you seeing?” Astra asks.

“This was personal,” I say. “This was… rage.”

“There’s nothing more personal than betrayal. And I don’t think the Dukas would tolerate betrayal particularly well. One might say it could have filled them with rage.”

“Could have. But I’m still not sure they’d draw this kind of attention to themselves. I mean, they’re the only ones with a real motive.”

“Exactly. They’re the only ones with a real motive.”

“Doesn’t mean somebody else doesn’t have one that we just haven’t uncovered yet.”

She frowns, thinking about it for a minute. “Yeah, okay. I guess that’s fair.”

Standing up again, I carefully step to one side then the other, scrutinizing Hickley’s body from different angles.

“What are you looking for?” Astra asks.

“I don’t see an obvious cause of death. Lots of wounds that bled a lot, but nothing that stands out as the killing blow,” I say. “No gunshots or deep stab wounds that I can see.”

“I don’t see any bruising around his neck, so it’s probably not strangulation,” she says.

“He’s lost a lot of blood. Exsanguination perhaps?”

“As good a guess as any,” she says. “Guess we’re going to have to wait for the ME.”

Paige comes back, a disgruntled expression on her face. “Gorski was right about nobody seein’ nothin’ in this neighborhood. And no cameras anywhere to be seen.”

“Yeah, I didn’t figure we’d get that lucky,” I say.

Mo slips past the uniformed cops and walks toward us from the other end of the alley.

“Find anything?” Astra asks.

“I think so,” she says, holding up a thumb drive. “No witnesses. At least, none who were willing to talk to me. And the shop across the street was closed when the body was presumably dumped, but they’ve got a camera.”

“Please tell me they got our killer on film,” Astra says.

“They didn’t get the guy, but they got a van entering the alley a little after midnight.”

“I’ll take it,” I say. “When ERT gets here, we’ll take it back to the shop and see if we can find anything we can use.”

Ten minutes later, the ERT van pulls into the alley, and techs in blue jumpsuits climb out. We introduce ourselves and walk them through the scene.

“Send me whatever you have as soon as you have it?” I ask.

“No problem, Chief,” said a twenty-something man.

“Thanks guys.”

And with that, we turn and head out. I’m anxious to get back to the shop to see what we have. Fingers crossed. We can really use a break here. But we’ve got one stop to make first.
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Interview Room 3B, FBI Field Office, 26 Federal Plaza; Manhattan, NY

“Is it weird to say he’s got really nice hair?” Astra asks.

“Honestly, it’s no weirder than some of the other things that have fallen out of your mouth over the years,” I reply.

She spreads her hands. “What? It’s true. His hair is fantastic. I wish mine was as soft and flowing as his is.”

Raffi Korda is sitting in the interview room, a chain connecting his cuffs to the steel bar set in the middle of the table. Tall and lean, Raffi’s got broad shoulders and a trim waist. The sleeves of his button-down shirt are rolled up, exposing well-muscled forearms that are covered in colorful tattoos. He’s got high cheekbones, a strong jawline dotted with stylish stubble, and of course, the aforementioned cascade of lustrous dark hair that falls to his shoulders.

“That is a really pretty man,” Astra says.

“Okay, that’s probably one of the weirdest things you’ve ever said.”

“Doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

“We really need to talk about your taste in men.”

“I think I did okay with Benjamin,” she notes.

“Which is kind of surprising, actually.”

She flashes me an impish grin. Before she can say anything snarky, the door to the interview room opens, and a man in a very expensive three-piece suit walks in. Five-seven—maybe—with a slight build, blue eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses, and bald as the day he was born, the newcomer sets his briefcase down on the table, then looks straight at the mirrored glass we’re standing behind, an expression of impatience on his face.

“Stanley Poston, attorney for Mr. Korda,” he says. “Are the cuffs really necessary?”

Astra turns to me. “I’ve never actually seen a shark walking on land before… and in a three-thousand-dollar suit no less.”

“You ready?” I ask.

“I think we’re going to need a bigger boat.”

“You’re such a clown.”

“Yeah. But it’s part of my charm.”

“Let’s go, Bozo.”

We open the door and step into the interview room. Poston’s thin lips are stretched tight, and he stares pointedly at the cuffs.

“Yes, they’re necessary, Mr. Poston. And no, they’re not coming off,” I say. “Your client is facing some very serious charges.”

“Drug charges,” he counters. “My client is not a violent man.”

Astra and I sit down across from Korda, and his eyes immediately slide over to Astra, giving her the ol’ up and down the way most men tend to. He grins suggestively and gives her a wink. He’s a man who’s well aware of how handsome he is and the effect he has on women, which is gross. I open the folder I brought and peruse the top page, then tap on it.

“That’s odd. It seems that your client is a suspect in several violent assaults,” I tell him.

“Alleged. Never proven. And I don’t think I need to remind you that he has never been convicted of anything violent. And if the DA had any evidence to the contrary, Mr. Korda would have been charged already,” Poston says.

“It’s a fair point,” I say. “But the cuffs stay on.”

Poston sighs dramatically but drops into the chair next to his client. He sets his briefcase down beside his chair, then primly folds his hands on the table in front of him, his posture rigid, his face pinched. He stares at us like we’re the most detestable forms of life on earth, which is pretty rich given who makes up his clientele.

“Why are we here, Agents?” Poston finally asks. “And don’t tell me it’s about Mr. Korda allegedly being found in possession of—”

“Oh, there’s nothing alleged about it,” Astra says. “He was definitely found in possession of meth, fentanyl, and if I’m not mistaken, a bit of heroin as well. Enough of each to make the charges not just possession, but possession with intent to distribute. Which, I’m sure I don’t have to tell you, Mr. Poston, is not just bad; it’s very bad.”

“You are looking at some very serious time, Mr. Korda,” I say.

Raffi opens his mouth to speak, but Poston raises a hand to cut him off. “Do not speak, Raffi,” he snaps. “I assume you want something from my client… otherwise you would have already charged him, then thrown him into a gulag somewhere.”

“A gulag? Are you always this dramatic and overwrought?” Astra asks.

“I’m a fierce advocate for my clients, Agent—?”

“Russo,” she says. “SSA Russo. And this is Unit Chief Wilder.”

“Fine. As I said, I advocate for my clients—fiercely. If you choose to interpret that as dramatic and overwrought, so be it,” he huffs. “But as a former prosecutor, I have seen the injustice inherent in the system up close and personal.”

“So, what, now you’ve chosen to dedicate your life to righting the wrongs of the system and fighting the power?” Astra asks.

“Precisely.”

“And I’m sure the six-figure paydays that buy you those really nice suits had nothing to do with your decision to jump across the aisle?”

“You insult me.”

“Not yet,” Astra says. “But if you sit here with me long enough, it’s pretty much a guarantee that I’m going to at some point.”

“All right, all right,” I interrupt, fighting to keep myself from laughing. “Let’s lower the temperature a bit, huh?”

Poston’s glare lingers on Astra for a minute longer before he turns toward me. “Perhaps you can tell me why the FBI arrested my client. I don’t see how this is a federal issue.”

“Your client went down to Florida and purchased the product himself, then crossed state lines to bring it back into New York,” I answer. “That makes it federal.”

He glances at Raffi who gives him a half-hearted shrug. With a sigh, Poston grits his teeth, then turns back to me and takes a beat to gather himself. Obviously, his client had failed to mention he’d crossed state lines.

“All right, then I’ll go back to my original question,” he starts. “What is it you want from my client. I assume we’re here for a reason?”

I pull a photo of Agent Hickley in his Tomas Salah persona out of the folder and set it down in front of Raffi. I study him closely as his eyes drift to it. There’s a shift in his face that’s almost imperceptible, but he reins it in quickly and lets his face go completely slack.

“Tell me about your boss,” I say.

“My boss?” he asks.

Amusement flashes across his face, but he says nothing. Poston leans over and whispers something in Raffi’s ear, too low for us to hear. Raffi spins the picture around so Hickley’s scruffy, ragged face is staring back at us.

“And you think this my boss?” he asks.

“Tell us who’d want to kill your boss,” I say.

“Is it an inside thing? Somebody want to move up the ladder?” Astra adds. “Or was it perhaps somebody outside the gang looking to take what was yours?”

“You really have no idea what you’re talking about, do you?” he asks.

“Your boss was found dead this morning. Preliminary reports say he was killed at some point last night,” I say.

“Not just dead. Tortured,” Astra adds. “Your boss died hard, Raffi.”

Raffi leans back in his chair, his face completely blank. There’s a tightness around his eyes and the corner of his mouth that suggests to me that maybe this is news to him… not just that it’s the first he’s hearing of Hickley’s murder, but that he’s upset about it.

Poston leans forward. “Just to be clear, are you accusing my client of murder? Because if that’s the case, Mr. Korda can provide you with an alibi.”

“Did you hear us accuse him of murder?” Astra asks. “The question was, who would want to see your boss dead? Try to keep up, Counselor.”

“Okay, first of all, he’s not my boss,” Raffi asserts. “He’s my friend.”

“Raffi, I would advise against you saying another word,” Poston says.

“What? If they’re sitting here asking me about Tomas, it’s no secret that we were friends. I’m sure they already know. Jesus, it ain’t a state secret, Stanley,” Raffi reasoned.

“You said you had an alibi to offer us,” I remind him.

“You said Tomas was killed last night?”

“Yes,” I tell him. “Estimated TOD is somewhere between 9 p.m. and 1 a.m.”

“Then that proves I didn’t do it.”

“Enlighten us,” Astra says.

“I was workin’ a Bar Mitzvah,” he tells us. “I was there from seven to two in the morning.”

“Working?” I ask.

“My client works as a musical performer and entertainer,” Poston says.

“Excuse me, he works as a what now?” I ask.

“I’m a DJ,” he says. “Maybe you’ve heard of me—DJ Spin.”

“I can’t say I have, no,” I tell him.

“That hurts. I make beautiful music,” he says. “I’m in demand.”

“And what, you just sling dope on the side for… fun?” Astra asks.

He turns his eyes to her, his lips twitching flirtatiously. “I have the soul of a poet, sweet thing. You should come by my studio and take a listen. I can make music that will melt your heart and the panties right off you.”

Astra grimaces. “Wow. You have such a way with words. I’m sure they’re going to love the way you use that mouth of yours in prison.”

“Agent Russo, there’s no need for such vulgarities,” Poston says.

“What are you talking about? I’m just saying some of those boys in prison are going to enjoy hearing him give voice to that poetry in his soul,” she says.

“Moving on, you can confirm his alibi. He was working the Adelman Bar Mitzvah last night. You can comb the family’s social media from last night, and you will see pictures and videos of him,” Poston says. “My client isn’t going to prison.”

“Did you forget about that pesky possession with intent to distribute?” Astra asks. “Because trust me, we haven’t. Your client is in fact, going to prison.”

“He cooperated with you. Told you what you wanted to know about his involvement with Tomas Salah,” Poston argues.

“He didn’t tell us anything, actually,” I say. “But, if you want to keep cooperating, maybe you can trade in what you know about a bigger fish.”

Poston adjusts his glasses. “And what bigger fish might that be, Chief Wilder?”

“Tell us about Konstandin Duka,” I say.

Korda’s body language immediately changes. He tightens up, his face grows pinched, and his expression darkens. He licks his lips, then clears his throat.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says. “I don’t know who that is.”

“Are you sure about that, Raffi?” Astra asks.

“Got no idea who you’re talking about.”

“All right. We’ll let you think that over and see if your memory improves. Think hard, Raffi. You’re staring down the barrel of some serious time. But I’ll let you discuss that with the drug bureau. Thanks for your time,” I say as Astra and I get to our feet and gather our things.

“And what about my client?” Poston asks.

“Just sit tight. There are some folks who are very anxious to talk to him,” Astra says.

Poston purses his lips. “Now, wait a minute—”

“We’re done here,” I say.

“Toodles,” Astra calls over her shoulders.

We disappear through the door and into the observation room. The tech inside cuts the mic as Poston leans down and begins speaking quietly but urgently to Raffi again.

“So? What do you think?”

Darcy Casella is leaning against the audio/visual console, arms folded across her chest. In her mid-thirties, she’s a couple of inches shorter than me with a lean, athletic figure. Her bright red hair is pulled into a braid that falls to the middle of her back, and her large hazel eyes are set in a round face with a deep dimple in her chin.

“We still have to confirm his alibi, but I don’t think he’s our guy,” I say.

“No?”

I shake my head. “No. He seemed genuinely surprised to find out Hickley was dead. And upset about it too.”

“How do you figure that? He didn’t seem either surprised or upset to me.”

“Body language. Microexpressions. Little tells,” I say.

“Thanks for scooping him up for us,” Astra says.

“No need to thank me. It was dumb luck we stumbled onto him when he was holding weight,” she says with a grin. “It’s a good bust for us. And now we squeeze him hard to get him to flip on Duka. Thanks for softening him up for me.”

“Happy to help,” I respond. “You guys have fun with him.”

“Oh, I intend to,” she says and winks.

“Well, one suspect down,” I say.

“Ten million to go,” Astra adds.
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Belmont Arms, FBI Covert Ops Center, Belmont District; The Bronx, NY

“Well, Raffi’s alibi checks out,” Nina says.

The computer screen comes to life, and she pulls up the Facebook feed for Donny Adelman, the kid celebrating his Bar Mitzvah. A video begins to play, and he’s hamming it up with a few of his friends. In the background, Raffi Korda is on stage, strobe and laser lights flashing in time with what I guess he’s calling music. Red and green lights are attached to his headphones that flash as he moves. Korda is jumping up and down and pumping his fist in the air as the crowd on the dance floor bounces and writhes along with him.

“He’s a showman—I’ll give him that,” Astra says.

“That’s about all I’ll give him,” I mutter. “That sound he’s making is… I don’t know what it is, but it’s not music.”

“He’s actually not bad. His beats are super slick and clean,” Nina says.

“Right?” Rick asks. “It’s something you can bop along with.”

Rick and Nina bounce along with the sound emanating from the speakers like they’re at a rave. All they need are glow sticks and tabs of ecstasy. Astra walks over and stops the video, plunging us into a blessed silence.

“Thank you for that,” I say.

“It wasn’t entirely altruistic,” she replies. “My ears were starting to bleed.”

“You two need to broaden your horizons and learn to appreciate the art of music in all its various creative forms,” Rick says.

“Nah. I’m good. My horizons are fine just as they are,” Astra says.

“All right, so that video was taken at nine,” I note. “Can we corroborate what time he left?”

“There’s a video that was posted a little after one in the morning that showed Raffi in the background. So, he was there after the TOD window closed,” Rick says.

“Which officially eliminates him as a suspect,” I state. “Where are we with Hickley’s safe?”

“Still trying to find a work-around,” Nina says. “We’re consulting with a couple of safecracking experts and hoping they can tell us how to beat the fingerprint scanner.”

“One thing we have learned is that this particular model of safe has a steel locking mechanism,” Rick says. “If we try to break in, steel rods snap into place, sealing it up. And without the reset code, the whole thing becomes a brick.”

“And Hickley is the only one with the reset code,” Nina finishes. “We might be able to hack our way around that, but without being able to defeat the fingerprint scanner, we’ll be right back where we are now. Lather, rinse, and repeat.”

“Awesome,” Astra mutters.

“All right, talk to whoever and keep trying to find a work-around,” I say. “Were you able to get anything from the security footage Mo got out at the scene?”

“Not a lot,” Nina answers. “But take a look.”

The video on the screen changes as we stare at the grainy, black-and-white footage across from the alley where Hickley’s body was found. The quality of the footage is terrible. But the fact that it was taken at night makes it even worse. Considering it’s all we have, it’s better than nothing.

“Ready?” Nina asks.

“Go for it.”

Nina pushes a button on her keyboard, and the silent footage begins to play. She fast forwards, skipping over the irrelevant parts of the footage, then slows it down.

“All right. Here’s where we see the van,” Nina says.

A moment later, a black panel van comes into the frame, driving slowly. It turns into the alley, stopping about halfway down. We watch as a shadowy figure climbs out of the van, then walks around to the side. He opens the door and pulls Hickley’s body out and positions him between the dumpsters, then closes the door, gets back into his van, and drives off again.

The combination of the darkness in the alley and the poor quality of the footage conspires to make seeing anything useful completely impossible. It’s too dark to see any distinguishing features. The killer was literally nothing but a shadow.

“Well, that was extraordinarily unhelpful,” Astra says.

“The license plate was removed, and there are no stickers or any other distinguishing features on the van,” Nina said.

“I can’t imagine how many black panel vans there are in New York,” I say.

“Roughly six hundred and fifty-three,” Rick says.

“But that’s assuming that van is even registered in New York,” Astra says. “For all we know, that van is registered in New Jersey. Or Pennsylvania. It’s going to be impossible to run down all the black panel vans in the tri-state area.”

“We’re already running a program that filters out everything but black panel vans in New York,” Nina says. “We can probably use it as a data point to cross reference when we get more information.”

“That’s good. Thank you for taking that initiative,” I say.

“Of course.”

“Has ERT come back with anything from Hickley’s apartment?” I ask.

“DNA is going to take a minute to get back to us,” Mo says. “But they typed it, and it’s consistent with Hickley’s blood.”

“All right, not that there was any doubt, but we can safely assume he was attacked in his apartment and taken from there,” I say. “Anything else?”

“No sign of forced entry, and nothing seemed to be taken,” Rick says. “They’re still running all the prints they found. They said they’ll get back to us as soon as they have anything.”

“I guess we can rule out home invasion robbery as a motive,” Paige says.

“I think the fact that they tortured, killed, then put him on display rules that out,” I say. “But yeah, safe to say robbery wasn’t the motive.”

“Oh, ERT did say they got his phone—his cover phone,” Nina says. “They recovered it at the scene where he was dumped. It was in a plastic bag under the dumpster next to his body.”

“In a plastic bag?” Astra asks.

Nina nods. “Yes, ma’am. His wallet, keys, phone, and other person effects were tossed into a plastic bag and left at the scene. And before you ask, there were no prints on the bag.”

“Of course there weren’t,” I mutter.

“Why in the hell would they do that?” Astra asks.

“Because none of that was important to our UNSUB,” I say. “This was all about Hickley. Between displaying him that way and the torture inflicted on him prior to his death, I have to believe the motive is deeply personal.”

“But why throw them in a bag and leave them? It makes no sense,” Astra says.

“Because I think they wanted us to be able to identify him,” Mo offers. “They wanted us to know who he was. Like you just said, they put him on display, so perhaps wanting us to know who he was is part of that.”

“That could very well be,” I say.

Folding my arms across my chest, I pace the floor in front of the whiteboards, trying to find some thread in this chaos to pull—something that might reveal some bit of useful information. What do we know about Thomas Hickley? He lived a hermit’s life, tucked away from the world, focused on the job—and nothing but the job. It sounds relatively familiar. But hey, at least I’m broadening my horizons enough that I started seeing somebody.

The brief, tangential thought of Sonny fills my heart with a creeping sense of dread as I simultaneously think about my little sister. Any sense of joy or pleasure inside of me dries up. Once Sonny finds out about Kit, or more specifically that I’ve been protecting her by not telling him about her, it’s possible—if not likely—that I won’t have anything but the job again very soon. My wings will be clipped, and I’ll return to the same sort of hermitic life Hickley was living… the same kind of life I lived before Sonny came storming in and turned my world upside down.

Perhaps it’s for the best. People like me and Hickley, people who take pride in living the job, in being the job, aren’t really cut out for relationships. We weren’t built to do anything other than the work. From all appearances, that’s what Hickley was all about. The job. He was ambitious. Dedicated. Focused. And as that thought flashes through my mind, another thought chases right after. A dark and deeply disturbing thought but one that I can’t ignore or push away.

“What is it?” Astra asks, obviously clocking something in my face.

“By all accounts, Hickley was ambitious and driven,” I muse.

“Right. Why is that relevant?” Astra asks.

I turn to Astra. “What if the call is coming from inside the house?”

“You think somebody in the FO might have done this?”

“You know as well as I do what a pit of vipers that place is.”

She chuffs. “Ancient Rome has nothing on the backstabbing that goes on there,” she says. “But do you really think it could have been one of us?”

“I don’t like it, but I can see it,” Mo says. “His star was definitely on the rise.”

Paige nods. “What if he gets a promotion somebody else feels like they deserved? It’s ugly, and I don’t like it, but I can see it too.”

“That would be a very personal motive,” I say.

“It would be,” Astra agrees.

“Mo, Paige, I want you to look into people Hickley has worked with. Start with anybody connected to his current op—specifically at his handler, Natalie Lyth. See if there was anything there. Also check out anybody who helped plan or even knows about the op. From there, expand out to anybody else he’s worked with—other agents, case officers, anybody who even knows his name. Dig deep and see if there are connections between them and anybody who might have wanted to take Hickley out. Somebody who they might have blown his cover to,” I tell them. “And be sure you do it quietly. Very, very quietly. Leave no fingerprints because if word gets out—”

“It’ll be really, really bad,” Mo finishes.

“Right,” I say.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, and when I pull it out and check the caller ID, concern ripples through me. I connect the call and press the phone to my ear.

“Hold on a sec,” I say to the caller.

I walk across the center and slip into one of the private comms rooms and close the door behind me, doing my best to tamp down the worry that’s smoldering inside me.

“Aunt Annie, what’s up?” I ask. “Everything okay?”

“Oh yes, everything’s fine.”

Annie doesn’t call me all that often, and whenever she does, a hit of fear-soaked adrenaline unleashes inside me. I always assume the worst. Assume that something’s happened to her or to my cousin Maisey. It’s probably a byproduct of the job and the awful things I see day in and day out. It’s made me paranoid… prone to see and think the worst.

“Everybody’s okay?” I ask.

“Yes, everybody is fine.”

“All right, so what’s going on?”

“Oh, I got a phone call from someone who said they were trying to get in touch with you.”

“Who?”

“Well, I don’t know. They didn’t give me their name.”

“They? Was it a man or a woman?”

There was a pause on the line. “I don’t actually know. It was hard to make out their voice.”

I run a hand over my face. I love my aunt, but I don’t really have time for this.

“Did they give you a name?”

“They didn’t,” she said. “They just said they would see you soon.”

“See me soon?”

“That’s what they said, yes.”

I rack my brain, trying to recall whether I made plans with somebody and simply forgot about it. As sharp as I like to think I am, I forget things. But then, why would they be calling my aunt instead of calling me directly? I give myself a shake. I don’t have the time or bandwidth right now to dig into something that will sort itself out in time.

“All right. Thank you, Annie,” I say. “Was there anything else?”

“Well, I was hoping you’d be coming by for dinner sometime soon?” she asks. “I would love to see you, and I know Maisey and Marco would as well.”

“I’d love to.”

“How about this weekend—”

“I’m in New York on a case right now,” I tell her. “But as soon as I get back, I’ll give you a call, and we can set something up.”

“Yes, do try to pencil us in soon,” Annie replies with a sharp note of reproach in her voice.

For all the progress we’ve made, and as close as we’ve become, there is still that part of my aunt that disapproves of my job. Of my life. She’s trying to improve her attitude and accept what I do, but she would still much rather that I build a career as a counselor rather than run around the country chasing monsters. She doesn’t like the danger of the job—doesn’t approve of the situations I put myself in—something she reminds me of every time she’s had to visit me in the hospital or at home while I recuperate after a close call.

Annie has said more times than I can count that she would rather see me using my gifts to help people without ever understanding that’s exactly what I’m doing. She’s doing her best to embrace this life I’ve built. We just come from two totally different mindsets when it comes to what helping people means. So, every now and then, when she’s reminded of what I do, we bump up against each other.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s all right, Annie,” I say. “I know you didn’t. It’s fine.”

“Well… give me a call when you get back.”

“I will,” I say. “And thanks for passing that message along.”

“You’re welcome. Be careful, Blake. I do worry about you.”

“I know you do. And I will. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

I disconnect the call and stare at my phone for a second. As I try to get my head back on straight, I stare at the glass screen which is streaked and smudged. Before I drop it back into my pocket, I pause, my gaze fixed on the display, a faint niggling in the back of my mind. It takes me a minute to figure out what my subconscious is trying to show me. And when I realize what it is, an idea forms in my head. Dropping my phone into my pocket, I walk back into the conference area.

“Everything okay?” Astra asks.

“Yeah, my aunt was just passing along a message,” I say. “But I have an idea.”

“Do tell.”

“Let’s take a ride down to the ME’s office.”
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Office of Chief Medical Examiner; Manhattan, NY

Set a few blocks off the banks of the East River in Manhattan sits the tall, brick and glass building that houses the OCME—the Office of Chief Medical Examiner. The OCME is one of the most sophisticated and advanced ME’s offices in the nation. This is where the victims of violent and suspicious deaths are sent for autopsy and examination and to gather evidence that helps investigators figure out why their vics are on a slab in the first place.

The OCME does a terrific job of helping to solve crimes scientifically. Honestly, I’d say it’s the best ME’s office in the entire country—if not the best in the world. Either way, it’s certainly up there in the rankings. Of course, given the crime rate in New York, they’ve had a lot of time and practice to hone their efforts and techniques. But the overabundance of experience has only made them better and more efficient at what they do. I’d stack the New York OCME against any department in the world and be confident that they would come out on top—except for the one run by my good friend Rebekah Shafer in Seattle. A personal bias, maybe, but I stand by it.

That said, it’s not always smooth sailing. There are constant delays and backups—which is unavoidable considering how many people are killed or die suspicious deaths in New York every single year. The staff can only do so much. But those delays and congestion in the processes have a ripple effect down the chain of criminal justice. There are men and women, some of them actually innocent, who have to sit in prison until their cases are reviewed and the OCME makes a ruling. And we won’t even mention the backlog of sexual assault kits that have yet to be processed. For many, justice is—and has been—long delayed.

We step into the hushed and cool air of the lobby. Half a dozen people sit in chairs to our right, faces drawn and pale, eyes rimmed red and cheeks splotched as they wait for, or are already digesting, horrible news. Their raw emotion is a stark contrast to the photographs of the smiling faces of the current and former chief medical examiners that hang on the wall above them.

Our footsteps thumping hollowly on the tile floor, Astra and I walk across the lobby to the tall reception counter across from the doors. The desk is manned by two twenty-something women and one thirty-something man. All have a cool, professional demeanor about them. One of the women and the man are speaking into their phones, their tones low and calm. The second woman offers us a professional smile that doesn’t come close to reaching her eyes. I suppose it’s hard to muster up any genuine warmth in a place like this.

We badge her, and I make the introduction. “Unit Chief Wilder, SSA Russo. We’re here to see about FBI Agent Thomas Hickley. His body would have been brought in—”

“Yes, he’s here,” the woman cuts me off, then points to a door to our right. “Go through that door and follow the blue line until you get to suite 14-B. I’ll call ahead to let them know you’re coming down.”

“Great. Thank you,” I say.

She hits a button on her desk, and the door to our right slides open with a pneumatic hiss. Astra and I walk through the door which closes and locks behind us—a sound that reminds me of a prison cell door closing. We follow the blue line deeper into the bowels of the offices, muffled music and voices drifting out of the autopsy suites we pass. The air in the corridor is heavily tinged with the scent of bleach and disinfectants, making me wrinkle my nose.

We turn the corner and pull up short, nearly colliding with a pair of men in dark suits. The one in front of me is tall, probably six-four, and has a lean, almost gangly frame. His hair is black, as are his eyes, and he’s got a long, gaunt face with a slight hook in his nose. The other one is an inch or so taller than my five-nine frame with a heavier build. He’s got a blond crew cut and deep blue eyes that are narrowed, his face pinched.

“Well, look who it is,” the blond man sneers.

The dark-haired man chuffs, his expression one of disgust as he takes us in. “The prodigal daughters have returned.”

“Well, if it isn’t Ben and Jerry,” Astra says, her tone dripping with faux sweetness. “How’s the ice cream business treating you boys?”

Ben, the tall, dark-haired man rolls his eyes. “Like we haven’t heard that a billion times. You really need to come up with new material, Russo.”

“You can’t go wrong with the classics,” she says, half raising her shoulder casually.

Ben Herbet and Jerry Twomey have been with the Bureau forever, and we had the misfortune of working a few cases with them when we were with the New York FO in what feels like another lifetime, back when we were still junior agents and they had seniority over us. Back then we had to swallow down the sexist insults and other ridicule and belittlement from them. I’d wanted to bring them to OPR for their behavior back in the day, but Astra talked me out of it.

The Bureau is still a boy’s club, and ratting on them would have probably put a black mark on our records… especially as junior agents. Suffice it to say, we got along with them about as well as oil gets along with water. They aren’t hard chargers and are content to do the bare minimum. For them, it’s about punching a clock, collecting a paycheck, and whiling away the time until they qualify for a fat government pension. They don’t invest in cases the way we do. And they couldn’t resent us more for it.

“Seems you two are doing well for yourselves,” Ben says.

“We’re just doing our jobs to the best of our abilities,” Astra says. “You’d be surprised how far hard work can take you. I mean, with as long as you two have had credentials, you’d think you would have earned that bump to SSA by now. But… well… here we are.”

The men bristle, their jaws clenching and their expressions darkening. The air in the hallway grows tense, and the staff passing us by cast curious glances our way, as if they expect a brawl to break out at any moment. I’m half convinced Astra is hoping it does. She hates Jerry and has always dreamed of beating him down and humiliating him in front of a crowd.

“Yeah, well, not all of us do our best work on our knees, Russo. Frankly, I’m surprised you haven’t made it up to deputy director by now with that sweet little mouth of yours,” Jerry says, earning a smirk from his partner.

Astra tenses, so I put a hand on her arm. “Keep talking, boys.”

“Yeah? And what are you going to do about it, Wilder?” Ben spits.

“You will address me as Unit Chief or Ma’am, and you will address SSA Russo by her proper rank,” I say coldly. “And it would be advisable for you two to walk away right now, or I’ll drag you down to OPR myself and bring you up on charges of, among other things, sexual harassment. How do you think your pensions are going to look after that?”

Ben glowers at me. “Just do your job, Wilder,” he says defiantly. “Figure out who killed Tommy. He didn’t deserve to go out like that.”

I say nothing but continue to glare at them. The two men glance at each other, then walk away, muttering darkly to one another. I wait until they round the corner and disappear from sight before letting the giggle in my throat bubble out.

“That felt really nice,” I say, reveling in the pleasure of getting to do what I only wished I could do back in the day. “It was… cathartic.”

“It’s so good to be back in New York. Golly, I’ve missed this place,” she replies dryly.

We make our way to suite 14-B and push through the swinging doors. A man in light blue scrubs, white tennis shoes, a white lab coat, and a blue skull cap is across the room from us. He’s about five-eight, lean with dark curls poking out from beneath his skullcap, and has light blue eyes behind black-framed glasses. He lowers his clipboard as we step into the suite and offers us a polite nod, his thin, bow-shaped lips nearly lost beneath a thick, bushy mustache.

“You must be the agents with the FBI,” he says. “Mindy called and said you’d be coming.”

“We are. I’m Blake; this is Astra,” I say, then clock the name plate on the desk. “Nice to meet you, Doctor Gagnon.”

“Good to meet you two. And just call me Kenny,” he says. “I assume you’re here about Agent Hickley.”

“We are.”

His mustache twitches, and his face darkens. “Over here,” he says. “Given that he’s a federal agent and all, I figured your investigation would be moving fast, so I put a rush on the exam and autopsy.”

“We appreciate that,” I say. “More than you know.”

We follow him to the bank of refrigerated drawers and stand to the side as he pulls one of them open. The drawer slides out between us, and he pulls down the sheet. With all the blood washed off Hickley’s body, we get our first real glimpse of the utter destruction that was wrought upon him. And it’s ghastly.

“As you can see, Agent Hickley suffered a myriad of lacerations, most of them superficial, though I also noted several deeper, sharp-force wounds—although none of them were fatal in and of themselves,” Kenny says.

“Like they were just to inflict maximum pain,” Astra says.

“Exactly,” he replies. “He also has several fractured ribs as well as breaks in the ulna and radius of his left arm. The metacarpals and phalanges in his right hand were, to put it bluntly and non-scientifically, pulverized. If I had to guess, I’d say somebody brought something like a sledgehammer down on it.”

“Jesus,” I mutter.

“Agent Hickley’s left tibia and right fibula were both fractured, and the patella in his left leg was completely shattered,” Kenny said, his face growing darker with every word he spoke. “I also noted thirteen burn wounds, which were likely caused by a cigarette. And if all that wasn’t grisly enough, I also found evidence of electrocution.”

“Electrocution?” Astra asks.

“Like somebody hooked him to a car battery,” Kenny says grimly.

“Torture doesn’t even begin to cover this,” I say. “This was—”

“Barbaric,” Kenny interrupts. “Savage.”

“To put it mildly.”

“What’s the official cause of death?” I ask.

“Massive, acute hematoma on the brain,” he tells us. “His skull is fractured in the back, likely caused by blunt force trauma, which caused the hematoma. I can’t say definitively just yet, but I’m going to assume once the novelty of torturing this poor guy wore off, he took an iron pipe to the back of his head. He was dead within hours of sustaining the injury.”

“My god,” Astra says. “This guy is a monster.”

“I just don’t understand the things we do to each other,” Kenny says. “The things I see pass through here every day. It really makes you question humanity.”

“Trust me… we’re on the same page about that,” Astra says.

“Anyway, I’m putting together a quick report to send over to you. My definitive report won’t be ready for at least a week, but honestly, I don’t see anything changing. What I send you should be everything you need to know. And if by chance, something else does crop up, I’ll call you.”

“That would be fantastic,” I say and hand him a card. “And thank you for being so fast about all of this.”

“Least I could do. Folks like you are the only thing standing between guys like me and the animals who do things like this,” he replies and gestures to the body.

My gazes slides down to Hickley again, and the idea that had bubbled up in my head back in the shop came to the forefront.

“You guys have 3-D printers here, right?” I ask.

He nods. “Yeah, of course. Top of the line stuff.”

“Good,” I reply. “I need another favor.”
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Belmont Arms, FBI Covert Ops Center, Belmont District; The Bronx, NY

“Merry Christmas,” I say and drop the box on the table between Rick and Nina.

They both look at the box, then turn to me with expressions that are simultaneously curious and dubious on their faces.

“What’s in the box?” Rick asks.

“Open it and find out,” Astra says ominously.

Nina turns to Rick. “You open it.”

“You open it,” he counters.

“I’m not going to open it,” she says. “For all I know there’s a tarantula in there.”

“Exactly,” Rick cries.

“Oh my God,” Astra blurts out. “You’re both a couple of babies.”

She opens the box, then picks it up and turns it over. Pale and stiff, the hand falls onto the table with a hard thud. Rick and Nina both shriek and leap out of their chairs. Nina hits the floor with a loud clatter while Rick gets his feet tangled in the legs of his chair and he goes down, landing on his butt with a grunt. Astra, Mo, and Paige all stare at them blankly for a moment before erupting in laughter. Tears stand out in their eyes as Astra doubles over, wheezing. Paige throws her head back, howling, and Mo slaps the table. I stand to the side, my hand pressed to my forehead in disbelief at the utter chaos unfolding before me.

“Dear God,” I mutter.

Nina is the first to recover and steps over to the table, staring at the hand like it’s a bomb ready to blow up in her face. Rick peels himself off the floor, his face red and painted with mortification. Nina moves closer to the hand, and when she realizes what it is, slaps her own forehead and laughs at herself.

“Unbelievable,” she says.

Rick gets a good look at the 3-D printed hand and grimaces, then turns to Astra. “You could have given us a little heads-up.”

“That wouldn’t have been nearly as funny,” she says.

Nina picks it up and stares closely at the thumb. “Is this what I think it is?”

“It’s a 3-D printed cast of Hickley’s hand we had made down at the ME’s office,” I tell them. “The thumbprint should allow you to access the safe.”

“Oh. Yeah,” Nina says. “That… that’s smart.”

“Yeah. Smart,” Rick says, unable to meet anybody’s eyes.

“Rick, I never knew your voice could get that high,” Mo says. “You sounded like a six-year-old girl hopped up on helium.”

“Stow it, Mo. Or I swear to God I’ll hack your car’s computer and drive you off a bridge.”

“Having seen what I just saw, I think I can go to my grave happy. Or at least, amused.”

“Oh my God, you guys all suck so hard,” Rick says.

He picks his chair up and shakes his head, doing his best to hide his face, which remains beet red, and flashes me a quick shrug. They sit back down, and calm settles over the room once more. Thank God. It’s getting to be like a kindergarten class in here. Nina gets back up quickly and carries the hand—which I admit would be a little gruesome looking if you weren’t expecting it—over to the safe on the worktable across the room.

She fiddles with the electronic doodad they have hooked up to the keypad, and when it beeps as it inputs the combination, she presses the thumb to the biometric scanner. I hold my breath, hoping that it works, not sure that it will. But a moment later, the safe beeps again, and the glass beneath the scanner glows green. Nina pumps her fist and opens the door.

“In addition to some paperwork, a few stacks of cash, and a gun, we’ve got a laptop and a phone,” she says.

Leaving the hand next to the safe, Nina carries the contents over and sets them down on the conference table. Reaching down, I snatch the gun, quickly eject the magazine, and clear the round in the chamber before setting the parts back down. Nina and Rick push the money and folders aside. He takes the laptop, and she takes the phone while Astra picks up the folder and begins to flip through the contents.

“Looks like life insurance and some other personal papers,” Astra says and drops the folder back onto the table. “Nothing relevant to the case as far as I can tell.”

“Laptop is password protected,” Rick says.

“So’s the phone,” Nina adds.

“We can crack them, but it’ll take us a minute.”

“Good. Okay,” I say. “The sooner we know what’s on those devices, the sooner we may have some answers.”

“Speaking of answers,” Paige says. “ERT sent over Hickley’s cover phone. They went through it, and there are some text exchanges you’re going to want to see.”

Nina hooks the phone to her computer, and the big screen lights up with a series of text messages between Hickley and somebody named PJ. The messages go from sounding slightly annoyed to outright threatening. They were arguing over money. PJ seemed to be under the impression that Hickley owed him, and Hickley was dug in, telling the mystery man he got all he was going to get, ending the conversation by saying, “Lose my number.” Not definitive of anything, but certainly intriguing given that the last message came the day before Hickley was killed.

“Okay, we have obviously failed in our training,” Astra says. “Why did you not lead with this when we walked in?”

“Because we would have missed all the hilarity of the big box reveal,” Paige says.

Astra frowns, then shrugs. “Okay, that’s fair.”

“Okay, let’s focus, people,” I say. “Who is this PJ character?”

“The phone number tracks back to a guy named Price Jeffries,” Nina says.

“And who is Price Jeffries?”

“A career lowlife. Has a rap sheet longer than my arm that begins when he took his first collar at thirteen years old for shoplifting,” Rick says. “The rest of it is more of the same—mostly small stuff—drugs busts mainly. Also has a couple B&E’s and selling stolen goods.”

“So, mostly crimes of survival,” I say. “How does he tie in with Hickley?”

“We can’t tell,” Rick says. “There’s no mention of Price Jeffries in any of Hickley’s case files. He’s not listed as a CI—nothing.”

“Any chance Hickley was a gambler?” Astra asks. “Could this PJ guy be muscle collecting for a bookie or something?”

The texts on the screen disappear, and a booking photo of a scraggly man appears. He’s average height, lean—almost scrawny—with greasy brown hair, flat brown eyes, and a face dotted with several days’ worth of scruff. His clothes hang loosely off his frame like they were meant to fit a man several inches taller and fifty pounds heavier.

“I assume this is Price Jeffries,” I say.

“Bingo,” Nina says. “Doesn’t really give off a bookie’s bagman vibes.”

“No, more like homeless vibes,” Astra says.

“Also, Hickley’s financials are clean,” Mo says. “I don’t see anything that would indicate he has a habit of gambling. No large withdrawals or deposits. The man was frugal as all get out.”

“Okay, so why would Hickley owe this guy money?” Paige asks.

Slipping my hands into my pockets, I pace back and forth, gnawing on my bottom lip as I chew on the question. It’s a good one. And unfortunately, it’s a question I don’t have an answer to. Why would he owe money to this guy? As I turn to make another pass, a thought occurs to me.

“Sometimes cops use confidential informants they keep off the books. They’re called pocket CI’s,” I say slowly. “They come out of pocket for those—or find some creative way to get reimbursed for the expense—”

“Why keep somebody off the books?” Nina asks.

“A lot of reasons,” Astra says. “Mostly for safety reasons. Cop shops leak like sieves. If word got out that somebody on the street, like this character here, was working with the cops, snitching for cash, they’d be fishing their bodies out of the East River faster than you can say CI.”

“No history of violence, could be homeless… I’m betting that’s what this guy was—an off-book CI,” I say. “It’s the only thing that makes sense to me.”

“But given that he doesn’t have a history of violence, does it make sense that he’d suddenly snap and kill Hickley?” Astra asks. “Not just kill him, but torture him like that?”

I shake my head. “It doesn’t. But when people are broke and hungry, they can do some horrible things. And if he thought Hickley was taking advantage of him and owed him money… maybe?” I say. “It doesn’t line up for me, but we’re grasping at straws right now.”

“It’s worth a conversation at least,” Astra says.

“Guys, does PJ have a black panel van registered to him?” I ask. “Now, or ever?”

Nina’s fingers fly over her keyboard, and her brow furrows as she stares at her screen. “That would be a negative. He hasn’t had a car registered in his name since 2008.”

“He also hasn’t had an apartment in his name in the last seven years,” Rick adds. “He is a man without roots.”

I blow out a frustrated breath. If we’re going to find this guy in a city as large as New York to question him, we’re going to need to get creative.

“Can you ping his phone now?” I ask.

Rick bangs away at his keyboard for a moment, then sits back and shakes his head. “It’s not active at the moment. Must have turned it off. Or maybe he ran out of minutes.”

“Okay, let’s do this,” I say. “Ping Price’s phone. I want the five most common addresses where that phone tracks to.”

“What are you thinking?” Astra asks.

“I’m thinking that if he’s homeless and has been for as long as we think, he’s going to have a routine—shelters where he finds food and a bed for the night. Most shelters have a policy that you can only stay a certain number of days before you have to move on,” I say. “So, he probably makes a circuit—a few days at this shelter followed by a few days at that shelter. If we can get the names of the shelters he frequents, we might be able to find him.”

“Wow,” Astra says. “You really are pretty good at this investigating thing.”

“Shut it,” I say and laugh.

Nina and Rick quietly confer with each other as they work. A couple of minutes later, the big screen lights up with a map of New York City. A couple dozen yellow dots come up, overlaid on the map, and after some more consultation and keyboard work, the number of dots is whittled down to just five. Rick and Nina exchange high fives with each other.

“These are the five most common places that phone has been,” Nina says. She taps a few keys, and the city map changes to a satellite view with the names of the spots popping up. “And as you can see, you were right. These are all homeless shelters. But only three of them offer overnight beds. The other two are just food halls.”

“Well, that narrows it down a bit at least,” Astra says.

“Assuming he’s even at one of these shelters right now,” I say.

“Only one way to find out.”

“Right,” I say. “Mo, Paige, take the first two on the list—Rick and Nina, send them the addresses, then send us the addresses for the last three.”

“Divide and conquer,” Paige says.

“Exactly,” I reply. “And if you do find him, do not engage. Call us. We don’t know what this guy’s mental state is, but if his last messages to Hickley are any indication, he might be agitated. Could be violent. Just sit back and wait for the cavalry.”

“Copy that,” Mo says.

“Rick, Nina—”

“Already working on Hickley’s devices,” Nina says. “We got this, Chief.”

“Right. Thank you,” I say, then turn to Astra. “Okay, let’s roll.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

Helping Hands Foundation, Crown Heights District; Brooklyn, NY

“Paige is around back,” Mo tells us as we arrive. “This and that back door are the only ways in and out of this place.”

Astra and I struck out at the shelters we checked and were on our way back to the shop when Mo called and said she had eyes on him. We made miraculously good time getting from where we were in Queens to this shelter in Brooklyn.

“He’s still in there having lunch,” Mo tells us.

“Great work,” I say.

“Dumb luck,” she counters.

“If it wasn’t for dumb luck, we’d have no luck at all,” Astra says.

A trio of men are standing about ten feet away looking us up and down, their expressions hard, and I can’t tell if they want to jump us or run away. It seems like a coin flip at this point. I hold my jacket open, letting them see the badge on my belt and the Glock on my hip. They turn and walk away, suddenly having somewhere better to be.

“How are we going to play this?” Astra asks.

“The dining room in there is pretty full,” Mo says. “I don’t think we want to spook him.”

“Why’s that?”

“He just looks… angry. Easily agitated, maybe,” she tells us. “Everybody in there seems to be giving him a wide berth.”

I peek around the door and survey the room beyond. On the far wall people are shuffling along a cafeteria-style buffet line, many of them getting the only meal they’re going to have today. The floor of the gymnasium-sized room is filled with aluminum picnic tables and benches. While people are sitting shoulder to shoulder, the benches practically full, Price is sitting at a table by himself in the far corner of the room.

Mo is right about everybody seeming to be giving him a wide berth, and it’s not hard to see why. His face is pinched, his expression is dark, and everything about his body language screams tension and anger. He’s muttering to himself. No, not muttering. It’s more like he’s having a very heated argument with himself. Price is like a tightly coiled spring that’s on the verge of popping. Fury just crackles around the man. I’ve never seen somebody eat angry before, but the way he’s stabbing his food before thrusting it into his mouth shows me it’s possible.

“All right, we’ve got about a hundred and fifty, maybe two hundred people in there,” I say.

“We could call in SWAT,” Astra suggests. “They might be able to isolate Price while we clear the civilians from the room.”

“I’d rather not escalate if we can avoid it,” I say. “Don’t think the shelter would take too kindly to that, either.”

“We could wait him out. Grab him out here on the street,” Mo offers.

It’s not the worst idea, but we still run the risk of agitating him around civilians. The last thing we can afford is him getting the drop on us and taking a hostage or two. He doesn’t have a history of violence, and we have no reason to believe that he’d actually do any of that. But we don’t really know anything about this man. He seems to have some rage issues that are possibly exacerbated by some mental health challenges, so we don’t know how he’ll react to a police presence pinning him in. And putting civilians in harm’s way is a risk I’m unwilling to take.

“Okay, we’re going to play this cool,” I tell them. “We don’t want to militarize the situation or escalate it in any way. Since we don’t know him and don’t know how he’s going to react, we don’t want Price feeling threatened. We need to keep this situation calm. We’re just here to talk to him right now. Nothing more.”

“And how are we going to play this cool? That man looks like a teakettle about to boil over,” Astra says. “I have a feeling he’s going to see anything we do as an escalation.”

“Maybe. But lucky for us, he’s already isolated himself in there,” I respond. “I want you two to go in there and talk to the administrators. Get them to clear the room. But try to do it as quietly and calmly as you can.”

“I’m not sure there’s a quiet way to evacuate two hundred people, Boss,” Mo says. “He’s going to see us moving people out and know what’s going on.”

“I’m going to do my best to keep his attention focused on me rather than what’s going on around us,” I tell them.

“And how are you going to do that?” Astra asks.

“Like I said, I’m going to go have a conversation with him.”

“Blake, I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Astra says. “We don’t know what this guy is capable of. What if he sticks you with that fork?”

“I’m pretty sure I can handle myself if it comes to that,” I respond. “Hopefully, it won’t.”

“You sure about this, Boss?”

“I am,” I reply. “It’ll be fine. We’re just going to have a calm little chat over lunch.”

Astra and Mo are both uneasy, but I don’t see a better way for this to happen. As long as we can keep him isolated, we’ll be all right.

“Call Paige,” I say. “Have her come in through the back. Tell her to keep out of sight but to watch my back. If anything pops off, I may need her to step in.”

“Copy that,” Mo says and sends her a quick text.

“All right,” I say. “You two go in first. Tell the admins what’s going on and start the evac.”

“Right,” Astra says. “Be careful.”

“Always,” I reply brightly.

I watch from the doorway as Mo and Astra go inside. They walk across the room and find a woman in a blue polo shirt and start talking to her. The woman’s expression is alarmed, but she quickly gathers herself and nods as if she understands what they’re asking her to do. As they move into the dining room, I step in and make an immediate beeline for Price’s table. I see Paige hovering at the edge of the room, half-concealed by a tall stacking cart on wheels.

Price is staring at his tray of food so intently, he doesn’t even notice I’m there until I sit down across from him. He raises his eyes to me, an expression of confusion on his face. He’s even more bedraggled than his booking photo. His hair is wild and unkempt, he’s missing a few more teeth since that picture was taken, and his eyes gleam with a near-crazed light. He just doesn’t seem all there. How Hickley used this guy as a CI is beyond me.

“So, how’s the mystery meat?” I ask.

Price gives himself a shake, and his eyes clear. And as they narrow, they become sharper, focused, and that half-crazed light dims. That angry edge lingers, but he doesn’t seem as out of it as he did before I sat down. It’s then that I realize, it’s all an act. Artifice. Mostly. While he still might not be entirely all there, Price Jeffries isn’t as mentally debilitated as he makes himself out to be. His man-on-the-homicidal-edge act is simply a persona he puts on like a shirt.

It’s probably to keep people away from him. If they think he’s going to snap and hurt them, people tend to steer clear—as evidenced by the empty table he’s sitting at when the rest of the dining hall is full up. It’s very likely a defense mechanism he’s honed over his years on the street—probably because he’s been mistreated by people before. It tells me he’s far cleverer than he appears to be at first blush. The man is wily. And I can’t help but respect that a little.

Price sizes me up, his teeth clenched, his arm wrapped protectively around his tray. It’s likely a tactic he picked up in jail where you have to protect your food or it will get taken from you. I sit back and keep my hands folded in my lap, doing my best to appear as non-confrontational and non-threatening as I can. When he seems to realize I’m not here to steal his lunch, he relaxes. Slightly. He keeps his arm in front of his tray, but doesn’t look like he wants to stab me with his fork anymore.

“Who are you?” he asks.

“Just somebody who wants to talk to you, Mr. Jeffries.”

“I—I don’t know you,” he says. “I don’t like talking to people I don’t know.”

“My name is Blake, and I’m with the FBI,” I tell him. “I believe you know one of my colleagues… Thomas Hickley?”

Price’s face drains of color, and his gaze falls to his plate. He scoops up what might be mashed potatoes, although I’ve never seen mashed potatoes that particular shade of green before. Still chewing a mouthful of that green-tinged slop, he shovels in a piece of what appears to be ham, then a bit of cornbread.

“We have ham on Tuesdays,” he said. “It’s all right. But I prefer Thursdays.”

“What do you have on Thursdays?”

“Tacos.”

“I thought Tacos were supposed to be served on Tuesdays.”

He shrugs as he chews. “Don’t make any difference to me. I’ll eat what they put in front of me whatever day it is.”

He washes his food down with a swallow from his small milk carton. Price sets it back down on his tray and burps loudly.

“Excuse me,” he says.

“It’s all right,” I reply. “So, about Thomas Hickley. I understand the two of you recently had a disagreement about money. Can you tell me what that’s about?”

He sighs and puts his fork down. Price glances around the room, making sure nobody is watching him. When he sees the crowd streaming out of the dining room, rather than agitated, he seems relieved. He waits until the last people are out, then leans forward and pitches his voice low as if he’s afraid he’ll be overheard.

“I sometimes gave Agent Hickley information. But it was all hush-hush,” he says. “You see, I know things. See things. Hear things. I’ve helped Agent Hickley solve a lot of big cases.”

While I don’t have anything to substantiate that claim, he seems to believe it, so I’m not going to contradict him. He’s calm and talking, so that’s a win in my book.

“Okay, I get that,” I tell him. “But I saw your text messages with Agent Hickley, and you said some pretty threatening things.”

“Because he still owed me a hundred bucks,” he says. “I did my job. I gave him some valuable information. It’s not my fault it didn’t pan out.”

“I see. And what was that information?”

“I heard Agent Hickley is dead,” he says flatly.

“He is,” I confirm. “Do you know anything about that?”

He shakes his head. “Nah. He owed me money, but he was a good guy. That’s a real shame.”

“It is.”

“Who did it?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” I reply. “Mr. Jeffries, can you tell me where you were last night?”

“Last night?”

“That’s right,” I say.

“I was at the shelter over on Fourth Street in Queens. They’ve got showers and beds, and I didn’t want to sleep out on the street again last night. Curfew’s at nine,” he says. “We got to be in by nine. If we’re not, we don’t get in. And once the doors close, they don’t open again ‘til eight the next morning. But their breakfast sucks, so as soon as the doors opened this morning, I went over to the shelter on Eighth Ave. They got a good breakfast.”

“Seems like you’ve got it wired.”

“You live on the street long enough, you figure things out,” he tells me. “You know, I liked Agent Hickley. He was always straight with me. Never played me. He used to buy me pancakes over at the Bronx Diner sometimes. They’ve got the best pancakes. They’re big. Fluffy. And they suck up all the syrup, so every bit is just mapley goodness. If you’re ever lookin’ for good pancakes, you should probably go there.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks for the tip.”

Price raises his eyes and holds my gaze, his expression sober but intense. “I didn’t do this, if that’s what you’re thinkin’. He was a good guy.”

“Can I ask how you knew about his death?”

He shrugs. “Word gets around on the street. It’s like one big, small town out there. Everybody knows everybody else’s business,” he says and shovels more food into his mouth. “Agent Hickley tried to help a lot of us. A lot of people respected him. A lot of people are going to be sad he’s gone.”

I’m going to check his alibi, of course, but my gut is telling me Price Jeffries is not our guy. Aside from not looking physically capable of doing the damage inflicted upon Hickley’s body, Price doesn’t have a van. Nor does he have a private space that would have accommodated what was done to Hickley. His screams as he was tortured must have been loud. That would require a private space not close to anybody else. I just don’t see Price Jeffries having the kind of ability or wherewithal to accomplish this.

“You’re an information guy,” I say. “You hear anything out on the streets about who might have killed Agent Hickley?”

“Nah. But I haven’t really been listening either,” he replies. “I can though. I can try to help you out the way I helped Agent Hickley? Maybe we can break some really big cases together too.”

“Yeah, maybe so.”

“Tell you what… I’ll listen. I’ll see if I hear who might have done it.”

“I appreciate it, but I don’t want you to put yourself in danger.”

He gives me a smile and flashes that half-crazed look again, slipping into his disturbed man persona as easily as I slip into a hot bath.

“People don’t notice me,” he says. “They tend to look away whenever I’m around. I might as well be invisible.”

“I appreciate the offer, Price. But I think we’re okay.” I fish around in my bag and pull out a fifty and set it on the table in front of him. “I’ll tell you what though. Go and have a stack of those fluffy pancakes on me.”

“Really? And I don’t have to do nothin’ for you?”

“Really,” I assure him. “Just go have a nice breakfast.”

“I can probably have two or three nice breakfasts with this.”

“And you should.” I get up from the table. “Thanks for your help, Price.”

He’s already tuned me out and is busy holding the fifty up to the light as if to make sure it’s not counterfeit. I turn and walk over to Astra and Mo. Paige comes out from her hiding spot and joins us a moment later.

“That seemed to go a lot smoother than I was expecting,” Astra says.

“Price isn’t nearly as deranged as he seems. That man is crafty. Puts on that persona to keep people away from him,” I tell them.

“Clever,” Astra says with a small laugh.

“Right?”

“Anyway, he says he was in the shelter on Fourth Street in Queens last night. He said he was in by curfew at nine and didn’t leave until they opened the doors at eight this morning,” I say. “Mo, Paige, go and verify that for us, please.”

“On it,” Paige says.

They head out to run down Price’s alibi, but I already have a feeling it’s going to check out. I’m already sure he’s not our guy.

“So? What’s next?” Astra asks.

I grimace. “First, we go and apologize to the administrator for the false alarm.”

“I’m sure she’ll be understanding about it. She takes the safety of her people seriously.”

“Good. I hope so.”

“And after that?”

“After that, we go back to the shop and hope to God Rick and Nina have been able to dig up something on Hickley’s devices… otherwise we’re going to be fresh out of leads. And to be honest, I have no idea how we’re going to dig any up.”

“We’ll figure something out. We always do.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I know I am,” Astra states.
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“Great. Thanks for running that down,” I say into the phone as I pace the floor. “No, take your time. No rush here.”

I disconnect the call and drop my phone onto the table, my face twisting with frustration. Astra is swinging back and forth in her chair staring at me with an amused twinkle in her eye.

“I’m assuming Price’s alibi checked out?” Astra asks.

“You assume correctly.”

“You already figured it would.”

“I did.”

“So, stop being frustrated,” she said. “No sense in being upset about something you already knew was going to happen. It’s a waste of energy.”

“Good thing I’ve got plenty of energy to spare.”

“You’re exhausting.”

“I do my best,” I reply. “Rick, Nina, have you guys found anything on his devices?”

“We’re still searching, looking for hidden folders and whatnot, but so far, everything is coming up clean,” Rick says. “There’s nothing shady on either device.”

“I will say that it seems too clean,” Nina offers.

“How do you mean?”

“Just that he seems to take great pains to delete everything… text messages, emails, everything has been cleaned out. It’s almost obsessive,” she says.

“He seems as anal-retentive as Blake,” Astra says.

“Hey, I just like organization and order. If that makes me anal-retentive, so be it.”

“It does. It totally makes you anal-retentive.”

“Like I said, so be it,” I say. “Nina, what else do you have?”

“Well, there are no personal photos on either device,” she says. “The only photos he has on his laptop are in his case files. Really grim stuff.”

“What else does he have on his devices?” Astra asks.

“Mostly after-action reports and his case files,” she answers. “But again, we’re still hunting for hidden files, so I don’t want to say there’s nothing else on it yet.”

“Fair enough. How about his phone?”

“Same deal. No photos and nothing personal,” she tells us. “The one strange thing is that all his contacts are listed with initials only.”

“Initials only?” Astra asks.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Seems like it might be a security measure,” I say. “Keeps anybody who gets their hands on his phone from getting names.”

“So, not only is he anal-retentive, he’s paranoid as well,” Astra says.

“Given what he does and who he interacts with for a living, it’s probably not a bad thing.”

“But why leave his phone locked in his safe?” Nina asks.

“Another layer of security, I would assume,” I say. “When he’s under, he can’t exactly have his personal phone on him.”

“That makes sense. I didn’t think of that,” she says. “And this is why I sit behind a computer doing nerd stuff and am not a field agent.”

“That’s it? Off the top of my head, I can think of about a hundred different reasons why you’re not a field agent,” Rick says with a chuckle.

“Eat it, geek boy,” Nina teases.

“You’re too fluffy and cuddly for the field,” Astra says. “And we love that about you.”

As the teasing and insults start to fly around the table, my phone buzzes in my pocket, announcing an incoming call. I pull it out and quickly walk to the comms room and close the door behind me. Connecting the call, I press the phone to my ear.

“Wilder.”

“Chief Wilder, this is Agent Patrick with ERT,” he says, his tone clipped and precise.

“Yes, hello. I was hoping I’d get a call from you guys,” I say. “Please tell me you have something good for me.”

“I suppose it would depend on your definition of good. But we did find something in Agent Hickley’s apartment.”

“Great. What is it?”

“We found one set of anomalous prints in his apartment,” he says.

“Just one?”

“Yes, ma’am. Just one.”

“All right, who did the anomalous prints belong to?”

“They belonged to somebody named Sloan Esposito,” Patrick says.

“Sloan Esposito. All right,” I reply. “Did you guys happen to find anything else?”

“Curiously enough, no. There were no other prints aside from Agent Hickley’s in his apartment,” he tells me.

“None?”

“Aside from Esposito’s, no. Not a one that didn’t belong to Agent Hickley.”

“That’s… odd.”

“He was apparently, not a social creature.”

“I suppose not. There’s no crime in that,” I say, understanding Hickley’s chosen lifestyle all too well. “Let me know if you find anything else?”

“Of course.”

“Thank you, Agent Patrick.”

“Good luck, Chief Wilder.”

I disconnect the call and drop the phone back into my pocket, then head back to the table. Astra pivots in her chair to face me.

“What was that?” she asks.

“ERT,” I tell her. “They found one set of prints in Hickley’s place that aren’t his.”

“One?”

“That was my question,” I say. “But yes. One.”

“That is a sad state of affairs,” Rick says.

“Like you’d even have one set of prints in your place that aren’t yours,” Nina teases.

“My place is covered in prints that aren’t mine,” he counters. “I’ll have you know that I am quite the social butterfly and entertain often.”

“Yeah, but you usually have to pay by the hour for the kind of company that comes to your place,” Astra cracks.

Nina gives her a wicked grin and a thumbs up.

“All right, let’s focus. Sloan Esposito,” I say. “What can you tell me about her?”

Rick and Nina immediately get to work, their fingers flying over their keyboards. I perch on the edge of the table as Astra pivots back and forth in the chair while we wait. A moment later, the big screen lights up, and the image of an attractive woman pops up. She’s got a warm caramel complexion, loose spiral curls cut about shoulder length, and her pale virescent eyes sparkle dazzlingly, even in a photograph.

“Sloan Esposito,” Nina says. “Thirty-seven years old, did her undergrad work at Cornell, getting her degree in medicine before her residency at Mt. Sinai. She is now a pediatrician at the St. Nicholas Children’s Hospital.”

“Does she have a record?” Astra asks.

“Negative,” Rick replies. “She’s a pediatrician, active in her church, charitable, and volunteers for like, everything. She is the living embodiment of squeaky clean.”

“There’s a contact in Hickley’s phone for an S.E.,” Nina tells us and turns to her screen, tapping a few keys. “And that number matches Sloan Esposito’s cell number.”

“Okay, so there is some sort of relationship there,” I say.

“The only other person allowed into his domicile?” Astra asks. “I bet I can guess what kind of relationship is there.”

“But Lyth told us Hickley didn’t have a girlfriend,” I say.

“Maybe she’s not his girlfriend, per se. Not all relationships these days have those convenient labels,” Rick offers.

“As much as it bothers me to agree with Rick, he’s right,” Astra says. “Some relationships are more about convenience than genuine feeling.”

“That’s about the most depressingly unromantic thing I’ve ever heard,” I say.

“It’s reality these days,” Astra responds.

“Why do you think hook-up apps like Tinder exist?” Rick asks. “It’s for people who are too busy for conventional relationships—”

“Or are just uninterested in them altogether,” Nina says.

“Doesn’t anybody believe in romance anymore?” I reply dryly.

“Not everybody’s old-fashioned and set in their ways like you are, Boss,” Rick says. “We are living in an instant gratification society, and anything you could ever want can be had by tapping a few icons on your phone.”

“He’s not wrong,” Astra says.

I grimace. “Yeah, well, this world needs to learn to slow down and savor the good things.”

“Yeah, good luck with that,” Astra teases.

“Okay, so Hickley is having some kind of relationship with this living saint, Sloan Esposito,” I say, staring at her photo.

“She doesn’t look like the bloodthirsty, torture-and-murder type,” Nina says.

“Bloodthirsty murderers come in all shapes and sizes,” Astra says.

My gut is already telling me Sloan isn’t our killer. A woman who works with kids, volunteers, practices charity, is heavily involved with her church—and has no record at all—doesn’t usually jump to a brutal murder for her first walk on the dark side. But, like Astra said, killers do come in all shapes and sizes, so we can’t rule her out. She might not be our UNSUB, but she might know something. She might know who Hickley had a beef with that was bad enough that it resulted in his grisly murder. If nothing else, it’s worth the conversation.

“Nina, can you ping her phone?” I ask.

“On it,” she says and sets to work. A minute later, she turns. “She is currently at work.”

“Great. Do me a favor and text me the address.”

“You got it.”

I turn to Astra. “Let’s take a ride.”

“Thought you’d never ask.”
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We step into the doctor’s lounge where we were directed to wait for Dr. Sloan Esposito. Three plush couches form a U-shape with a coffee table in between them all, facing a large flatscreen television mounted to the wall. The walls are all a soft shade of blue and adorned with pictures of the hospital along with past administrators, donors, and patients. There’s a large, glass-fronted refrigerator in the small kitchenette area, as well as half a dozen tables and chairs on the floor between the kitchen and the couches.

St. Nicholas is a small hospital that serves, as the name implies, the needs of children, including many of the underserved in the city. Nobody is ever turned away or denied treatment. Like children’s hospitals elsewhere in the country, it relies on private donations as well as some federal grants to operate. It’s well-staffed, well-appointed, modern, and they treat physical ailments as well as mental and emotional ones. Honestly, I admire what they do, and from what I’ve gleaned of the place, it seems like they live up to the name of the patron saint on the building.

I sit at one of the round tables in the middle of the room as Astra walks around the lounge, checking everything out. She walks into the kitchen area and opens the door of what looks like a pantry of some sort. She reaches in and snags a granola bar. The packaging crackles as she tears it open and takes a bite.

“Stop that,” I tell her.

She gives me a satisfied smile. “What? I’m hungry,” she replies. “These are the good granola bars I normally buy. And you know how much I love my chocolate and peanut butter.”

“Last I checked, you don’t work here, so you shouldn’t be taking things that don’t belong to you. Didn’t you ever learn that lesson in kindergarten?”

“Lesson didn’t stick.”

“Obviously.”

“I’ll leave a dollar if it’ll make you feel better,” she says and looks around. “Oh, lookie there. They even have a collection jar for that specific purpose.”

She pulls a dollar bill out of her pocket and stuffs it into the jar, then turns to me with a crooked grin on her face.

“Happy?” she asks.

“You’re insufferable.”

“You say that like you haven’t known it for years.”

As a small laugh drifts from my mouth, the door to the lounge opens, and Dr. Sloan Esposito walks in, wearing yellow scrubs that really pop against her dark skin. She’s even more attractive in person than she is in her photographs, with kind eyes and a gentle demeanor. But her steps are hesitant, and she eyes us like we’re wild animals and she’s not sure if we’re friendly or going to attack.

“I’m Dr. Esposito,” she says. “I was told you wanted to see me?”

“We did,” I say as I badge her. “I’m Unit Chief Wilder, and this is SSA Russo. But you can just call me Blake and call her Astra.”

I’m keeping things as casual as I can. No need to put her any further on the defensive than she already is. All I want is to have a friendly, calm conversation with her.

“Please,” I say. “Have a seat.”

“Do I need a lawyer for this?” she asks.

“You’re welcome to call your lawyer if it will make you feel more comfortable,” I say. “But honestly, we’re just here to have a chat and ask you a few questions if you don’t mind.”

“Do I have to talk to you?”

“You don’t have to talk to us if you don’t want to. You can turn and walk out that door right now,” Astra tells her. “But we’re here investigating the murder of Thomas Hickley.”

The blood drains from her face, and she stares at us in complete silence for a minute, her face painted with disbelief. She licks her lips and swallows hard as she tries to gather herself.

“Tommy was… he was murdered?” she asks.

“He was,” I tell her.

“When?”

“Just the other night,” Astra says.

She turns away for a moment, her cheeks growing red and splotchy as her eyes fill with tears. The emotion on her face seems genuine. She seems completely blindsided by the news of his death, and it’s hitting her hard. Astra and I exchange a glance, and we seem to be on the same wavelength about the good doctor’s involvement. Or lack thereof. But she may still have some useful information to give us.

“I can’t believe this,” she whispers to herself.

“Dr. Esposito,” I say. “We understand you were seeing Thomas.”

She wipes her eyes and nods. “Sort of. I mean, it was completely casual. We’re both so busy with our jobs that we’d get together when we could. It wasn’t like a relationship. It was just… we’d get together when we had time. Casual,” she says, her voice thick with emotion. “And before you ask, yes, I’m aware of what he does—did—for a living. I’m aware he was with the Bureau and was often undercover for long periods of time. That’s why I didn’t freak out when I didn’t hear from him. I knew he’d turn up when his assignment was over. He always did.”

“Did he tell you what case he was currently working on?” Astra asks.

She shakes her head. “No. He never discussed specifics with me,” she said with a rueful smile. “Actually, he never discussed much of anything about his work with me. But I understand a lot of it is classified and all, so I never pressed him for details. Besides, that’s not really what our relationship was about. We never got too deep into each other’s lives. We were more about just enjoying the moment with each other.”

It makes me think about what Rick and Nina were saying in regard to the impersonal nature of relationships these days. The fact that people were more interested in hooking up and scratching their itches than they were in building something real and lasting anymore. But then, it’s not my place to judge. It’s just not how I operate.

“Can I ask how you two met?” Astra asks.

Her cheeks flared with color, and she lowered her head, an expression of embarrassment scrolling across her face.

“We met on a website called Smell the Roses,” she tells us. “It’s a site for professionals who are looking for more… nontraditional relationships. It’s for those of us who don’t have the time or energy to devote to something traditional and are just looking for companionship, however brief it might be.”

“So, it’s like Tinder for career-focused people,” Astra says.

“Yeah, basically,” she said quietly, her voice thick with embarrassment.

“No judgment,” Astra tells her. “There was a time when I would have loved to have a website like that for myself.”

Esposito sniffs and wipes her eyes again. They may not have had a relationship based on emotion, but it’s clear that on some level, she cared for Hickley. Perhaps more than even she realized until right now.

“Tommy was a good guy,” she says, her tone soft. “Who would do this to him?”

“We were hoping you might be able to help us out with that, actually,” I say.

“What? Me?” she asks. “You don’t think I did this do you?”

“Honestly, we don’t,” Astra says. “But just so we can dot all our i’s, can you tell us where you were the night before last between say 9 p.m. and two that morning?”

“I can’t believe I have to provide an alibi,” she replies, annoyance in her tone.

“It will just help us move this along,” I tell her. “Don’t read too much into it. This is just standard protocol, Dr. Esposito.”

She sighs heavily. “I was here. I worked from six that night until just after one. I went home after that. My doorman can confirm what time I arrived—and that I didn’t leave again that night.”

“Thank you,” I say. “Now, did Agent Hickley ever mention anybody he was having trouble with? Anybody he thought might be following him or anything like that?”

She shook her head. “No. Nothing like that.”

“And you’re not aware of him having any altercations with anybody?” Astra asks.

She opens her mouth to speak, then closes it again and pauses. Uncertainty crosses her face, and she seems to be thinking back to something. As I watch, a range of emotions scroll across her face, shifting from surprise, to denial, then to fear.

“What is it, Dr. Esposito?” I ask.

“I mean… I don’t think it’s anything…”

Her voice tapers off, and it sounds like she’s trying to convince herself that whatever thought just passed through her mind can’t be true.

“What don’t you think can be anything, Dr. Esposito?” I press. “Nothing is too small. If you know something that might help, please tell us.”

She tucks her hair behind her ear, her expression troubled. “This was a few months back, so I don’t know if it’s even relevant, but Tommy and I were out one night… we went to dinner or something,” she starts. “Anyway, we were out, and we ran into an ex-boyfriend of mine—”

“What is his name?” Astra asks.

“Ryan. Ryan Harmon,” she replies. “Incidentally, he’s the one who kind of turned me off to relationships. After him, I swore them off and decided to go the route I’m on now.”

“What happened that night?” I ask.

“He was always jealous and possessive. It scared me, to be honest. It’s why I broke up with him in the first place,” she tells us. “Well, that night, he spotted us out on the street and got in my face, saying… really horrible things. Tommy stepped in, and there was an altercation. Tommy handled him. He didn’t let it go too far though. He put him on the ground and told him it was over. Ryan was embarrassed, obviously, and as we were walking away, he was shouting at Tommy, telling him he was going to kill him and to watch his back because he would catch up with him.”

“Did you ever get a hint that Ryan can be violent?” Astra asks.

“I mean, yeah. He never laid a hand on me, but I can’t count the number of times he got in somebody’s face over some perceived slight or when he thought they were hitting on me,” she says thoughtfully. “Like I said, he scares me. He’s not a good guy. I just don’t know that he would actually murder Tommy.”

Before I can say anything more, Dr. Esposito is summoned through the hospital’s PA system. She gnaws on her bottom lip, her face lined with worry, and slowly gets to her feet.

“I’m sorry—I have to go,” she says.

“That’s fine. If we have any more questions, we can circle back,” I say and put a card down on the table in front of her. “But if you remember anything, or think of something that didn’t occur to you, regardless of how insignificant it might seem, please give us a call.”

“I will.”

“Thanks for your time, Doctor.”

She slips my card into the pocket of her scrubs, then turns to us. It seems like she wants to say something more, but instead, lowers her head and rushes out of the lounge, leaving Astra and me staring after her.

“What do you think?” Astra asks.

“I think we’re going to need to take a closer look at this Ryan Harmon guy.”

“Think she was involved?” Astra asks. “Maybe she wanted more than Hickley was willing to give, she took it personally, and sent her ex after him?”

“It’s possible. I’m not ruling anything out right now,” I reply. “But my gut says no. She’s not involved with this at all.”

“Know what my gut is telling me?”

“I’m afraid to ask.”

Astra stuffs another dollar bill into their jar, then snatches another granola bar from the pantry and gives me a wink as she unwraps it and takes a bite. “Let’s get some lunch on the way back to the shop,” she says as she chews. “My gut is telling me that it’s starving.”

“Fine. But you’re buying,” I say with a shake of my head and laugh as we walk out of the room together.
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“How much do you think the condos in this place go for?” Astra asks.

“More than we can afford,” I respond. “A lot more.”

“Probably.”

We walk through the gate that surrounds the building that’s in the process of going up. The sign out front proclaims it to be the future home of ModernMetro, a building that will be filled with luxury condos. Because New York doesn’t have enough of those already. Carroll Gardens sits in one of Brooklyn’s many historic districts, and although the actual Italian population has decreased over the years, the old world influence is still easily felt through the prevalence of eateries, shops, bocce ball courts, and the several Italian dialects still spoken around the neighborhood.

After our conversation with Dr. Esposito, we stopped by the shop to gather up whatever information on Ryan Harmon we could. And after learning a bit about his colorful history, I sent Mo and Paige to go have a chat with his parole officer. Dr. Esposito wasn’t lying when she said he wasn’t a good guy. Harmon joined the Army at eighteen and was dishonorably discharged at twenty after striking a superior officer.

Once he’d been cut loose, he drifted from job to job, and jail cell to jail cell, racking up an impressive list of arrests for assault, breaking and entering, possession of stolen goods, solicitation. Somehow, he’s managed to avoid significant prison time, which seems like a significant flaw in our legal system. But maybe that’s just me.

We walk to the manager’s trailer that sits just inside the gate and climb the metal stairs. I pull the door open, then follow Astra inside. A heavyset man in blue jeans, a black polo shirt, and black work boots is sitting at a desk, his feet up, talking on the phone. His dark hair is shot through with gray, he’s got light blue eyes, and several days’ worth of stubble on his face.

His conversation doesn’t sound business related. It sounds more like he’s placing a bet on tonight’s Knicks game. He gives us the elevator eyes, the corner of his mouth quirking up as we walk in. He takes his feet off his desk and sits up.

“Lemme call ya back,” he says and hangs up. “Ladies, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

We badge him, and the smarmy smirk slips from his face as his mouth twists downward like he just bit into something rotten or sour.

“Chief Wilder, SSA Russo, we’re with the FBI,” I say.

“Yeah. I can read,” he sneers.

“Just making sure,” Astra cracks.

His icy glare melts, and he winks at her. “Feisty. I like that, doll.”

“Call me doll again and see what happens,” Astra says with saccharine sweetness.

His chair squeaks as he leans forward. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more aroused, honey.”

I step in front of Astra before she blows a gasket and rearranges his organs. She tries to move around me, but moving smoothly to the left then to the right, I manage to stay in front of her. Of course, I’m getting a big assist from this trailer, which is pretty narrow and cramped.

“You’re the manager of this site, right?” I ask.

“That’s right. Stan Geranno,” he says. “What’s this about?”

“We need to speak with one of your employees,” I say. “We called the corporate office, and they told us he’s at this site.”

He eyes us closely for a minute, sucking in air through his teeth. He leans forward and pulls a toothpick from a small tray on his desk and pops it into the corner of his mouth.

“And who is it you need to speak with?” he finally asks.

“Ryan Harmon,” Astra says, peeking around my shoulder.

“Yeah, Harmon,” he says with a touch of exasperation in his voice. “What did he do this time? Must be somethin’ serious to bring the damn FBI down here.”

“We just have a couple of questions for him.”

“Right. And I’m Mother Teresa. What did the dirtbag do, huh?” he asks. “I mean, he’s a good worker. But he’s a dirtbag.”

“We can’t discuss an ongoing investigation with you,” I tell him. “Now, tell us where we can find him, Mr. Geranno.”

He sighs like we’re putting him out. “He’s up on the fourth floor doing some drywall.”

“Great. Thank you,” I say.

“You’re welcome,” he says, then leans over and stares at Astra. “And if you need anything else, doll, like maybe a lap to sit on, you know where to find me.”

Before she can tear his throat out with her teeth, I grab Astra by the arm and pull her out of the trailer. She squirms out of my grasp, but I hold a finger up and glare at her, stopping her from charging back up the stairs.

“Stop,” I tell her. “Be a good girl, or I’ll swat you with a rolled-up newspaper.”

She stares at me for a moment before cackling like a loon, her anger dissipating like a shallow puddle on a warm day.

“You’re an idiot,” she says.

“I know. But I got a laugh out of you,” I respond. “So, let’s go talk to the dirtbag.”

We cross the construction site, trying to ignore the avalanche of catcalls and whistles that rain down on us from all sides.

“Do guys really think that works?” Astra asks. “I mean, do they really expect me to just throw my panties at them or something?”

“I think they’re hopeful.”

“They’re lucky I don’t have enough bullets for all of them.”

We step into the cage, and I hit the button for the fourth floor. The elevator creaks and groans ominously, making a halting and jerky ascent.

“Are we sure this thing is safe?” Astra asks.

“We’re really not.”

“Awesome.”

Seemingly against the odds, the elevator car reaches the fourth floor, and we don’t plummet to our deaths. I open the cage door, and we step out. Productivity on the floor stops as the crew immediately stops what they’re doing and turns to us. I quickly scan the area and spot our guy.

“Over there,” I say.

Harmon turns and watches us approaching him. Immediately clocking us as cops, he drops the hammer in his hand and puts his hands up. Laughter ripples around the floor. Harmon gives them all the finger and shouts a string of incredibly creative curses at his coworkers.

“What can I do for you, Officers?” he asks.

“Agents, actually,” I correct him as we flash our badges. “Chief Wilder, SSA Russo.”

“All right, what can I do for you… Agents?”

“We heard you had a run-in with a man who was out to dinner with your ex a few weeks back,” I tell him. “Heard you made some very serious threats.”

He stares at us incredulously. “And a disagreement with a dude on the street is what interests the FBI these days? No wonder this country is in such sorry shape.”

“I can think of a few more pressing reasons than what the Bureau is doing, but okay. We’ll go with that,” Astra says. “Anyway, tell us about this disagreement you had.”

“There was nothin’ to it. Dude was out with my girl. I put him in his place. End of story.”

“Not really the way we heard it went down,” Astra says. “Also, our understanding is that she was your ex. Not your girl.”

He scoffs. “We were working it out.”

Astra grimaces. “Were you though?”

His face darkens. “Why? What is Sloan saying happened?”

“Who said Sloan told us anything? Your little disagreement, as you call it, was in a very public place,” I tell him. “And people are always using their phones to film moments like that.”

“Everybody’s trying to go viral these days, Ryan,” Astra says. “There are entire reality shows built around people filming other people melting down in public.”

“Whatever. Why is a stupid fight I had important to the damn FBI?”

“Your fight isn’t important,” I say. “What is important is that the man you had a very public fight with—and the man whose life you threatened very loudly—has, in fact, turned up dead.”

He clenches his jaw, but other than that, his face betrays nothing. Harmon glares at us through narrowed eyes.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t do it,” he says.

“You’ll forgive us if we don’t take your word for it,” I reply.

“Where were you the night before last between the hours of nine and two in the morning?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Actually, it is,” I tell him. “Need I remind you that you are currently on parole and, as such, are obligated to account for your whereabouts when asked?”

“When asked by my PO,” he spits. “Not by a couple of Feds.”

“We can drag your PO down here and let her force you to answer our questions,” Astra says. “But why don’t you just save everybody a lot of trouble and frustration and just answer them?”

“Because I don’t like cops getting all up in my business. And I like it even less when you Feds do it,” he sneers.

“From where I’m standing, you have two choices,” I tell him. “You can either answer our questions, or we can haul you down to the station and wait for your PO where you’ll be forced to answer them anyway. So, why not save yourself some trouble and answer the question?”

“You forgot the third option,” he says.

“And what’s that?”

“You drag my PO down to the station, and I refuse to answer your stupid questions.”

Astra takes a step closer to him. “Ryan, we’re investigating the murder of a federal agent, and right now, given the very public threats you made, you’re looking really good for it. Do you understand what that means?” she asked. “It means that you’re staring down the barrel of some very serious charges. Federal charges. You’ll do your time in a very hard federal pen that makes county look like a summer camp.”

“That is, unless the US Attorneys handling the case don’t decide to seek the needle,” I say. “The DOJ takes the murder of federal agents very seriously.”

“You’ve got no proof,” he says without much conviction in his voice.

“You’re right. We don’t have evidence. Yet,” Astra replies. “But you keep playing this game with us, and I’d be willing to bet that once we start looking, we’re going to find a lot of it.”

“Just tell us where you were, Ryan. It’s not that hard. Save yourself and us a lot of hassle.”

He grimaces. “Fine. Whatever. I was at the Mets game with some buddies.”

“Can you prove that? Do you have ticket stubs or anything?”

“Ticket stubs? No.”

“Do you have any way of proving you were at the game?”

“Check the security footage in the stadium,” he offers with a shrug.

“That’s kind of flimsy,” I say.

“I don’t know what to tell you,” he responds. “I was at the stadium.”

We don’t have anything on him. We can’t run him in. And we have no practical way of confirming his alibi other than doing what he said and checking the security cameras at Citi Field. The stadium holds about forty-two thousand people, making the task all the more daunting. But what choice do we have other than to scrub the footage at the entrance gates searching for his face among the throngs of people?

“All right, we’ll check it out,” I say. “And until we’re able to confirm your alibi, I strongly suggest you don’t take any unscheduled trips.”

“We’re going to have your PO watching you like a hawk,” Astra adds.

“Yeah, whatever,” he mutters, his face darkening. “Can I get back to work now?”

“You do you,” Astra says.

We turn and head out of the building, surviving another trip in the creaking, groaning elevator. And when we hit the ground floor and step onto solid ground once more, I say a silent word of thanks. As we cross the site, we’re serenaded by the catcalls and whistles once more. Stan Geranno is standing on the steps outside the trailer, watching us as he blows a thick plume of smoke into the air. He grins and gives Astra a wink.

“You ever need a good time, you know where to find me, honey,” he calls after her.

“Trust me, Stan, you’re the last person I’d ever come to if I was looking to have a good time,” she calls back.

“Love that spicy attitude, doll! Keep that up. It’s really hot!”

Astra raises her arm and extends her middle finger as we walk out of the construction site and back to the SUV. We climb in, and I start the car.

“That was a wonderful display of self-control,” I say. “I’m proud of you.”

“Shut it,” she replies with a laugh that tapers off quickly as her expression grows serious. “What do you think about Harmon?”

“I don’t know. I’m not sure he’s our guy, but I think he’s hiding something,” I say.

“I got that sense too,” she replies. “What do you think it is?”

“Not sure. But I get the feeling he really doesn’t want us to know where he was the night Hickley was killed. That makes me wonder why.”

“Same.”

“Well, let’s get back to the shop and see if we can figure out what he’s hiding and where he actually was that night,” I say.

“Let’s do it.”

I put the SUV in gear and pull away from the curb, heading for the shop.
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“Harmon’s PO says he’s a model parolee,” Mo tells us. “Always checks in on time, doesn’t break the rules, and doesn’t cause her any problems.”

“Are we talking about Ryan Harmon?” Astra asks.

“And you spoke to his PO, Angie Rodriguez?” I ask.

“Yes, and yes,” Mo answers.

“She really thinks he’s turned a corner,” Paige adds. “She’s confident he’s ready to walk the straight and narrow and be a useful member of society.”

“Does that sound like the guy we talked to?” Astra asks.

“Not even close.”

Mo slides a folder across the table to us. “These are copies of her reports,” she says. “Sounds like our boy knows how to play the game.”

“Clearly,” Astra says.

I flip the folder open and briefly scan the reports inside, and indeed, they are all glowing. Harmon obviously does know how to play the game. Either that or he’s adept at putting on a show in front of a rough and tumble construction crew. Can’t have the boys think he’s gone soft when the Feds show up with some questions.

“All right, well, despite sterling reports from his PO aside, we still have the issue of confirming his alibi,” I say. “Which, admittedly, is a literal needle in a haystack.”

“We also looked into Dr. Esposito’s alibi,” Paige says. “It checks out. She’s on camera at the hospital all night, and her doorman says she got home around one thirty and didn’t come back out.”

“Yeah, I didn’t think she was good for it anyway,” I say. “But we still need to find a way to confirm Harmon’s story.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Nina said. “And I’ve got an idea.”

“Lay it on me,” I reply.

“Well, Citi Field has four gates—three if we exclude the VIP entrance, which I think we can all agree a guy like Harmon isn’t using anytime soon,” she says. “So, with three main ingress points, I can run the security footage against a facial recognition program and see if we can spot him.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Astra says.

“With forty-thousand faces, that’s going to take some time,” Paige says.

“A lot of time,” Mo adds.

“True. But what else can we do? We need to confirm his alibi,” I ask. “Go ahead and get started on that, Nina. Contact the security offices at Citi Field and get the footage you need.”

“They’ll probably give you grief about turning it over,” Astra says. “Make sure they know this is for a murder case the Bureau is handling.”

“They may require a warrant, and if that’s the case, tell them we can get one if needed. But tell them this is time sensitive, and we’d really appreciate their cooperation,” I say. “If they get nasty or uncooperative, tell them to call me.”

Nina snaps us a salute. “Aye, aye, mon Capitan.”

Rick turns to us with a smug expression on his face. “I can tell you right now where he was the night Agent Hickley was killed.”

“Enlighten me.”

“He was in Atlantic City,” he says. “Take a gander.”

The monitor lights up with a map of the area with bright yellow dots showing Harmon’s travels around the city. Rick hits a key, and the dates and times appear next to the dots, and sure enough, the night Hickley was killed, it shows him in Atlantic City.

“Well, that just proves his phone was in Atlantic City,” Nina says.

“And how do you think his phone got there?” Rick asks her.

“If he was planning on killing Agent Hickley, it makes sense that he would have had somebody take the phone with them to Atlantic City to give him an alibi,” she says.

Rick flashes her a mischievous grin. “Aww… are you jealous that you didn’t think of tracking his phone first?”

“Shut up. I am not,” she says, sounding like she is.

“She’s not wrong,” I say. “It proves his phone was there, which, if he was planning on murdering a federal agent, is smart planning.”

“But then why lie about being at the game?” Mo asks.

“That’s also a good question,” I answer. “I don’t have an answer just yet.”

“He could be one of those guys who just lies to the police on sight. For some of these creeps it’s second nature to them. A reflex as natural as breathing,” Mo says.

“That’s possible too. But when we talked to him, we had the feeling he was hiding something. This seems to confirm that,” I muse. “Now, we just need to figure out what he’s hiding.”

“He lied to us about his alibi,” Astra says. “Given that he’s on parole, that’s enough for us to throw him in a box and sweat him until he cracks.”

“We can even toss his place. Maybe we find something useful,” Mo offers.

“I’m not ready to go in too heavy-handed yet. Like I said, he’s a dirtbag, and he obviously lied to us about where he was that night, but I’m not completely sold on him being our guy. I just have a gut feeling he’s hiding something else. I mean, it was subtle, but he seemed kind of surprised when we told him Hickley had been murdered,” I say.

“Yeah, it was very subtle, but I can’t disagree. He seemed surprised,” Astra says.

“We’ll keep that in our back pocket for now,” I say. “Unless we can put some of these other pieces together, it may come down to having to break the guy.”

“All right, so what’s next?” Astra asks.

“First, Nina, get the footage and start running your facial rec program against it. If nothing else, we can disprove his claim that he was at the game. And if we can do that, then we’ll drag him in and lean on him,” I say.

Folding my arms over my chest, I pace the room, glancing at the board as I walk back and forth. My mind is spinning, and I can’t seem to slow it down. None of the pieces of this puzzle are fitting together in any discernable way, and the picture remains opaque.

“I have a question,” Astra says, interrupting my train of thought—which is fine since it wasn’t going anywhere anyway.

“What’s up?” I ask.

“Did he get permission from his PO to go to Atlantic City? As a parolee, you know as well as I do that he has to get permission from his PO for interstate travel, and I’m not seeing anything in here indicating he did,” she says as she flips through the pages in his folder. “If he didn’t, why? If he really is this paragon of criminal reform and is walking the straight and narrow, it seems like he’d do it all by the book. But I’m not seeing it here.”

“That’s a question we need to ask his PO,” I say.

Astra nods. “If nothing else, this gives us another chip to use when we squeeze him.”

“Why would he risk a possible parole violation by not asking for permission?” Paige asks.

“Yeah, given how many times he’s been in and out of jail, it’s not like he can plead ignorance. He’s got extensive experience with the criminal justice system and knows how it all works,” Mo says.

“Is it because he did, in fact, send his phone to Atlantic City with a friend while he stayed in the city to murder Agent Hickley?” Rick asks.

“But if he thought ahead enough to send his phone to give himself an alibi, it seems like a pretty big oversight to not ask his PO for permission just to backstop the alibi,” Nina says.

“We met the guy, and let’s just say he’s not a criminal mastermind. It’s possible he didn’t think it all the way through and just forgot that part,” Astra says. “Let’s all remember one of Blake’s favorite sayings—”

“Criminals are stupid,” they all say in unison, making me grin.

“All right, well, this is all conjecture right now. We need proof,” I say. “Mo, Paige—”

“We’re on our way,” Mo says.

They jump up and head out to go have another conversation with his PO to start the ball rolling. I have to admit, it’s a plausible theory. Harmon hated that Hickley was with Sloan, and he humiliated him in public—which gives him plenty of motive. And he lied about being at the game, which gives him opportunity—which can be further buttressed if it turns out he also fabricated an alibi to make it appear that he was in Atlantic City.

What I’m missing from the recipe is means. What was done to Hickley was likely done in a private location with few, if any, neighbors. Harmon has a crappy, one-room apartment in a walk-up over in Brown Heights in Brooklyn. What was done to Hickley most definitely could have happened there. But then, given that he works in construction, it’s entirely possible that Hickley has access to other buildings, perhaps some in sparsely populated neighborhoods or with deep basements. It’s not definitive by any means. But it’s possible.

“What’s our move?” Astra asks.

Before I can answer her question, my phone buzzes with an incoming text. I pull it out and quickly read it, feeling the blood drain from my face as I absorb the words I’m reading. I can’t even begin to calculate the impact this will have on our investigation. It might be unrelated, but even as I try to convince myself that it is and to avoid jumping the gun, I know it’s not.

Astra sits forward. “Blake? What is it?”

“It’s from Jaylon,” I say, motioning to my phone. “Another agent’s gone missing.”
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Jaylon’s face is drawn, and he looks like he’s aged ten years since the last time I saw him—which was just a few days ago. One agent going missing then turning up dead is bad enough. Having a second go missing is like setting off a bomb in the middle of the New York field office. There are likely bodies everywhere, and knowing SAC Collingford as I do, I’m sure the brunt of the fallout is landing square on Jaylon’s shoulders.

“You all right?” I ask.

He pulls a face. “Right as rain.”

“Then why do I get the feeling that a river of crap is rolling downhill and you’re doing your best to keep your head above it all?”

“Because you are one of the most perceptive people I know, my friend.”

“Collingford somehow turning this into your fault?” Astra asks.

“He’s trying.”

“That means he’s threatened by you,” I tell him. “He can feel you coming for his job.”

“That’s the thing. I’m not coming for his job. I’m putting in my time. Doing the work. I’m content to wait my turn. The transition from the field to the office hasn’t been seamless, and I’ve still got a lot to learn,” Jaylon said.

“Maybe you’re content to wait, but I’ve got a feeling there are some folks up the chain who might be throwing your name around a little too freely, and Collingford is starting to feel the heat,” I say. “It could be that he thinks dirtying you up by somehow making this your responsibility will dim your star which seems to be on the rise.”

“I don’t think—”

“Yes, you do. You’re just too polite to say it,” Astra cuts him off. “But you know as well as I do that Collingford’s always been a small man who looks out for himself and isn’t afraid of sticking a knife or two in the back of anybody he feels might be a threat to him.”

Before he can say anything more, Mo and Paige walk into the center carrying bags of food. Their chatter stops when they spot Jaylon standing with us. They share an uneasy glance with each other and set their bags down.

“ASAC Penner,” Mo says. “It’s nice to see you again.”

He nods curtly. “Nice to see you again, Agents. I wish I was here under better circumstances.”

“Ar—are we in trouble? Sir?” Paige asks.

“No, no. Not at all,” he says.

“We’ve got another agent who’s gone missing,” I tell them. “I asked him to wait to brief us on the situation until you two got back.”

“We’re sorry we took so long,” Mo says tightly.

“It’s all right,” Jaylon says. “But let’s get started. Time, as they say, is of the essence.”

“Rick?” I ask.

The monitor lights up, and the photo of a man with short, white-blond hair and vibrant, cornflower blue eyes standing in front of an American flag and the Bureau’s crest pops up. He’s got a strong jawline and a clean, classic All-American boy look to him. His file says he’s in his early thirties, but he can easily pass for somebody significantly younger—which is essential to his undercover work.

“This is Trey Cox,” Jaylon says. “He’s been working undercover on college campuses, working on busting a drug ring that’s pushing some bad stuff. We’ve had six fatalities because of this designer drug in the tri-state area over the last year. Agent Cox has been working to identify the source and shut it down.”

“When was the last time he was heard from?” I ask.

“He was supposed to check in with his handler, Frank Page, two nights ago. He never made the scheduled meet,” Jaylon says.

“And Page waited two days before saying anything?” Astra asks.

“He gave him a day’s grace,” Jaylon answers. “He said it wasn’t the first time Cox was late to check in, and when he didn’t turn up after twenty-four hours, Page tried to find him on his own; when he couldn’t, he sounded the alarm. Our initial assumption is that this is somehow connected to Agent Hickley’s disappearance.”

“Is there anything that corroborates that?” Mo asks.

Jaylon’s eyebrow arches. “Other than a second agent going missing?”

“She’s right to question it,” I say. “Just because two agents have gone missing doesn’t necessarily mean they’re connected.”

“They’re both undercovers working high-risk assignments. It’s entirely possible those assignments caught up with them,” Astra says.

“Of course, it’s possible,” Jaylon says. “But it strikes me as a big coincidence. And I don’t like coincidences. You know that about me.”

“I do,” she replies.

“Is there anything else you can tell us about Agent Cox?” I ask.

“He’s a good agent. Good reputation. Does things the right way. But I can’t say I know much about him from a personal standpoint,” he tells us.

“Okay, is there anything else you can tell us?” I ask.

“I’m afraid I don’t know much more than you,” he replies. “I’m having his case files brought over. Hopefully, you guys can find something in them.”

“Thank you, Jaylon,” I say.

He glances at his watch. “I have to go. I’ve got a meeting I need to get to.”

“Of course.”

“Listen, I know these two cases might not be connected. But the fact that a second UC has gone missing has made things around the field office… tense. To say the least,” he says. “Blake, I trust you and your team to get to the bottom of it. I have no doubt that you’ll be able to say definitively whether they’re linked or not. And if they’re not, it looks like you’ve got a second case on your hands… so long as you’re willing.”

“Of course. We’re not going anywhere until we figure this out.”

He puts a hand on my shoulder and gives it a gentle squeeze. “Thank you. I really appreciate what you and your team are doing here.”

“We’ve got you, Jaylon.”

He gives me a tight smile, then turns and heads out of the center. Once the door closes, Mo starts passing out the food she brought for everybody. Astra frowns.

“Really? This is New York, and the best you guys could do was burgers and fries?”

“It was convenient,” Mo says.

“So is pizza,” Astra replies. “How could you be in New York and pass up getting a slice?”

“Next time, you can go out for food,” Paige says brightly.

“I think I will.”

I pop a couple fries into my mouth. “Rick, Nina, is there anything connecting Hickley and Cox? The cases they were working on? Suspects?”

Chewing on a mouthful of his burger, Rick shakes his head. “Not that I can see, no.”

“What about the drug angle?” I ask. “Cox was working a campus drug ring, and the Dukas’ base business is drugs. Any connection there?”

“Negative,” Nina says. “Cox suspected the ring he was working is a Colombian cartel based in Miami who’ve got a pipeline that runs up and down the eastern seaboard. It looks like they were working two completely different breeds of scumbags.”

“What about any crossover in suspects, customers, informants?” Astra asks. “Any sort of commonality there?”

“No, nothing on paper,” Rick says.

“The drug world is smaller than we think,” Paige adds. “If they both use pocket CI’s, there might be some crossover there, and we’d never know about it.”

“Nina, how are we doing on the facial rec?” I ask.

She swallows down a mouthful of strawberry milkshake. “Still in progress. We’ve gotten through the entire first gate and half the second, but so far, we’ve got no hits.”

“What are you thinking?” Astra asks.

“Not sure yet,” I say as I stare at the photo of the second missing agent. “What about Harmon? Is there any connection between Harmon and Cox?”

“That’s a big negative,” Nina responds. “Harmon’s name does not appear anywhere in any of Agent Cox’s case files.”

My arms folded over my chest, I start to pace again. I’m like Jaylon in that I don’t like coincidences. But two undercover agents going missing just days apart feels less like a coincidence than something bigger going on. We’ve got nothing yet to prove it, but without any connective tissue between Hickley and Cox and the cases they’re working, it’s hard to avoid feeling like something else is at play here.

“Okay, I’ve got an idea. It’s weak, but it’s all I have right now,” I say. “Mo, take Paige and see if you can track down Price Jeffries. Show him Cox’s photo and see if he’s ever done any CI work for him. If the drug world around here really is that small, maybe we catch a break.”

“On it,” Mo says.

She and Paige grab their food and take it with them, leaving me staring at Cox’s photo, trying to figure out what the connection between him and Hickley is... if there even is a connection.

“How about us?” Astra asks.

“I’d rather not do it, but I feel like we’re on a clock here. We need to go talk to Harmon again. We press him on his alibi and see if we can establish some sort of link with Cox,” I say. “Rick, Nina, keep digging. Dig as deep as you can and try to find a link.”

“On it,” Rick says.

“It’s a long shot,” Astra says.

“Better than no shot. Let’s roll.”
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Big Apple Apartments, Brown Heights; Brooklyn, NY

Harmon’s building is old and run-down. It’s a three-story structure that used to be white but has faded to a dull, dingy gray. The path to the front door is cracked and uneven, the windows we can see from the street are dirty, and some of them are being held together by duct tape. A pair of guys are sitting on the stoop listlessly passing a bagged bottle of liquor between them. They’re both silent and seem to be staring off into nothing. They’re… lifeless.

The two zombies on the stoop match the air of resignation around the place. The building, like its residents, seeming to have given up on being anything better in life.

“This is the place where dreams come to die, I think,” Astra says.

Before we can head into the building, my phone chirps with an incoming text. I pull it out of my pocket and read the message from Nina, feeling a sudden burst of excitement.

“What is it?” Astra asks.

“Turns out there is a connection between Cox and Harmon after all,” I tell her. “It’s… tenuous. But it exists.”

“And what is this tenuous connection?”

“A few years back, Cox assisted with a series of rapes being investigated by the NYPD,” I tell her. “Harmon was a suspect and was questioned several times. Detectives thought he looked good for it, but they couldn’t make a case.”

“Why wasn’t this in Cox’s case files?”

“It was an NYPD investigation. He wasn’t the lead, so the case files were with the locals.”

“And how did Nina find this?”

“She’s magic, I guess. Probably better we don’t know,” I respond. “All that matters is that there’s a connection between Harmon and Hickley, and now Harmon and Cox.”

Astra pulls a face and turns away, and I can see her mind working. I don’t need to be clairvoyant to know what she’s thinking. She finally turns to me, and her face is unsurprisingly etched with doubt. But I give her the space to speak her mind.

“That’s thinner than the walls in this dump,” she says.

“Trust me, I know.”

“So, he’s questioned by Cox and the locals a few years ago, and what, has been sitting on that anger all this time and only just now decided to act on it? It doesn’t track for me,” she says. “He doesn’t seem like a guy with the kind of self-control to stew on his anger that long.”

“I don’t disagree. But maybe he bumped into Cox out on the street recently. Maybe this thing with his ex and Hickley is what set him off,” I respond. “There could be a thousand different things that pushed that button. I mean, he did lie to us about his alibi.”

“I know. I’m just worried we’re only going to get one bite at this apple. If we waste that right now, we might not get another crack at him.”

“He’s on parole. We’ll get as many cracks at him as we want.”

“Not if he lawyers up.”

“We run that risk whenever we question him,” I tell her. “And right now, we’ve got another missing agent, and we’re on the clock. You’re right; it’s thin—paper thin. Maybe Harmon isn’t involved. But I want to be sure before we move on.”

Astra stares at me for a moment, then nods. “All right. Fair enough.”

“Great. Let’s do this.”

We head up the walk, past the zombies who don’t even seem to register our presence, and into the lobby of the building. The interior is as run-down as the exterior with cracked and peeling linoleum on the floor, smudges of dirt and God knows what else on the walls, and the lingering odor of decay in the air.

“Second floor,” Astra says.

We head up the staircase, which feels about as stable as the elevator out at his construction site, and make it to the second-floor landing without incident. The carpet in the hallways is worn and threadbare, and the walls are a dingy, pale yellow. We stop at Harmon’s door, and Astra knocks. The muffled sound of bottles and cans being knocked over sounds through the door followed by Harmon cursing at something or someone. A moment later, the door opens, and he groans.

“Just great,” he mutters.

“Hi,” Astra says brightly. “Remember us?”

“You’re kind of hard to forget.”

“Good to see you again,” Astra says. “We’re coming in.”

“You can’t just barge into my spot. I know my rights.”

“When you’re on parole, you would be surprised by how many rights you actually don’t have. But I’m sure you already know that,” I say. “Now, step aside, Mr. Harmon.”

He gives us a dramatic sigh and throws the door open. “Fine. Whatever.”

We step into his apartment, and it’s every bit as seedy as I’d been expecting. It’s one large room with a counter to our right that holds a coffee pot that looks like it hasn’t been washed in forever—if at all—and a hot plate. There’s a battered old refrigerator beside the counter and an array of chipped, cracked plates and coffee mugs stacked in piles on top of it.

There’s a worn, raggedy sofa under the windows that looks like it folds out and a beat-up coffee table in front of it that’s littered with empty beer bottles and cans, crumpled bags of fast food, and bags of chips that are spilling onto the floor. A TV sits on a small table pushed against the wall immediately beside the door.

“Somebody hiding in the bathroom?” Astra asks.

“I’m alone. Why would you ask that?”

“Because we heard you yelling at somebody through the door.”

He chuffs and points to the TV. “I was yelling at the game. They’re paying that clown tens of millions of dollars a year, and he can’t hit a damn curveball to save his life,” he says. “But you didn’t come here to talk about the Mets. So, what in the hell do you want?”

“We needed to have a conversation about Trey Cox,” I say.

“Who?”

“Trey Cox,” I say. “Special Agent Trey Cox.”

Astra holds up her phone with his photo. Harmon glances at it, then gives us a shrug, a sour expression on his face.

“Got no idea who that is,” he says.

“No?” Astra asks.

“You deaf or somethin’? What did I just say?”

“Think back a few years,” I tell him. “You were a suspect in a string of sexual assaults and spent some time being questioned by NYPD detectives and Special Agent Cox.”

Harmon frowns and seems to be thinking back in time. Slowly, I see the realization dawning in his eyes, and he nods as a slow smile stretches his lips.

“Oh yeah. That whole mess,” he says. “I remember that guy now.”

“They seemed pretty sure you were their guy,” Astra says.

“I’m not in prison, so I guess that means I wasn’t their guy, huh?”

“There are lots of guys who should be sitting in prison who aren’t. Our system of justice doesn’t always get it right,” Astra replies.

“Yeah, well, it got it right in that particular case,” he says.

“Whether it did or not isn’t the question at hand right now,” I say.

“Then what is the question at hand?”

“When was the last time you saw Agent Cox?”

“I haven’t seen that guy since they tried to railroad me on those rape charges.”

“Are you sure about that?” Astra asks.

“Damn. What did I just say?” he spits. “Do I have to spell everything out for you?”

“So, you didn’t see him just a couple of nights ago?” I ask.

He opens his mouth to respond, likely with some snarky, scornful response, but closes it again without speaking. Instead, he stares at us as his lips curl back over his teeth in something caught between a smile and a mocking sneer as his eyes sparkle with amusement.

“Did you lose another agent of yours?” he asks. “Is that what this is about?”

“You must have had some hard feelings about him accusing you of those rapes,” Astra says.

“I didn’t ask him out for drinks afterward.”

“Have you been holding onto that grudge? Nursing it all these years?” she presses.

“Is that a serious question?”

“We’re very serious.”

He glares at us but says nothing, the anger crackling off him.

“Did you take him, Mr. Harmon?” I ask.

He spreads his arms out wide. “Do you see him anywhere? Ain’t like there are many places to hide a body in this dump.”

“Where were you two nights ago, Mr. Harmon?”

“Out. With some friends,” he replies.

“Let me guess, you were at a ball game?” Astra asks, her tone sharp and sarcastic.

“No, actually we were at a bar watching the game.”

“We’re going to need the name of the bar you were watching the game at, as well as the names of the people you were with,” I tell him. “And while you’re at it, why don’t you tell us where you really were the night you said you were at the Mets game,” I say.

“Because we happen to know you weren’t actually at the Mets game,” Astra tells him.

His face pales, and for the first time since we laid eyes on the man, he seems uncertain. It’s a bluff, of course. The facial rec hasn’t finished running yet. But he doesn’t know that. And his reaction tells me everything I need to know.

“You lied to us about your alibi,” I say.

“Your phone puts you in Atlantic City,” Astra adds.

“So, the question is, did you send somebody with your phone to Atlantic City to give you an alibi while you stayed here to murder Agent Hickley?” I ask.

He licks his lips and shuffles his feet. His arrogant swagger is gone, and there is something akin to fear in his eyes. He obviously never expected us to be able to disprove his alibi on Hickley, and now that he thinks we have, he’s back on his heels.

“I didn’t kill your agent,” he stammers.

“You lied to us about one alibi. It doesn’t seem that big of a leap to think that you’d lie to us again,” I say.

“I didn’t do this,” he says.

“Like you didn’t do those rapes?” Astra says.

“I did not kill your agent,” he says, ignoring Astra completely. “And I had nothing to do with your second agent going missing.”

“Why did you lie to us about your alibi, Mr. Harmon?”

He runs a hand through his hair and mutters darkly to himself. I can see his mind turning… trying to find some way to wriggle out from beneath this… trying to find the next excuse. The next lie. But having him so off guard seems to be making the next lie as slippery as a wet fish. And I’m not going to give him time to get ahold of it.

“Why did you lie to us?” I repeat. “Where were you that night?”

He swallows hard, his eyes darting around the room like he’s searching for a way out.

“Mr. Harmon,” I press. “Why did you lie to us about your alibi?”

“I… I didn’t do this,” he says weakly. “I didn’t kill your agent or take the other one.”

“You can either tell us why you lied about your alibi here and now,” I say, “or we can take a drive down to 26 Fed and have a more formal chat.”

“I—I think I want a lawyer,” he says.

“Why not just answer the question?” Astra asks.

“What are you hiding?” I ask.

He swallows again and stiffens his spine, standing up a little taller, and raises his chin defiantly. He narrows his eyes and glares coldly at us.

“I said I want a lawyer,” he said, his tone hard.

I shrug. “All right. We’ll get you a lawyer once we get to the shop.”
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Interview Room 3B, FBI Field Office, 26 Federal Plaza; Manhattan, NY

“I really hope his lawyer is in there talking some sense into him,” I say.

“Do you really think anybody can talk sense into that guy?” Astra responds. “I mean, why not just tell us where he was since we can prove he wasn’t at the game?”

“It could be that he’s hiding something worse. It could be he was committing a crime and doesn’t want to cop to it, since it’ll violate his parole—”

“And send him back to prison.”

“It’s possible.”

Standing at the window in the observation room, we watch through the glass as Harmon speaks with his lawyer who is in his mid-forties and wears an inexpensive, off-the-rack suit that’s nice, but doesn’t quite fit him. He’s short and portly with thin, dark hair and eyes and has a pale, sweaty complexion. He’s got a bookish air about him and isn’t the most threatening or imposing man I’ve ever seen. But something about him tells me he’s not someone to be underestimated.

The sound in the room is off, obviously, since communications with his attorney are privileged. What I’m hoping is that his public defender is more interested in getting this over and done with and off his desk for good. Most PDs are usually so overloaded with cases, they’d prefer to make a quick deal than a deal that benefits their client and results in a protracted court case. Most don’t want to go to trial at all. To be honest, I don’t either. But we’re the ones holding the cards right now. Not Harmon. And definitely not his lawyer.

Inside the room, the lawyer motions for us to come in. “All right,” I say. “We’re on.”

We open the observation room door and step into the interview room. The lawyer opens his briefcase, pulls out a bottle of antacids, and pops a couple into his mouth, chewing on them dry. He seems world-weary and wrung out. The life of a public defender isn’t an easy one. The chains connecting Harmon’s cuffs to the bar in the center of the table rattle as he slumps back in his seat and glares at us with indignation on his face.

We take our seats across from Harmon and his lawyer. “Audio and visual recording can begin,” I say and wait a moment for the red light on the camera to come on. “Unit Chief Wilder, SSA Russo. Your client has already been advised of his rights.”

“Aaron Morgan, public defender,” he says, his voice as weary as his face. “Can we lose Mr. Harmon’s cuffs?”

“No,” I say. “Are you ready to answer our question, Mr. Harmon?”

“We can prove that you lied about your alibi,” Astra says. “You weren’t at the Mets game.”

Harmon sneers. “And how could you possibly know that?”

“Ryan,” his lawyer cautions.

“We ran facial recognition on the Citi Field entry gates,” Astra tells him. “Guess whose face didn’t appear entering the stadium?”

“Facial recognition is imperfect. It’s hardly definitive,” Morgan asserts.

“Actually, our program is pretty good. Cutting edge,” I say. “We were able to scan every face that passed through the entry turnstiles and match it against your client’s booking photo. No hits.”

“Still not definitive,” Morgan says.

“But pretty persuasive in front of a jury,” Astra says.

“What is it exactly you are accusing my client of?”

“Murder,” I say.

“The murder of a federal agent, to be more specific,” Astra adds.

Harmon shoots forward, his face twisted with fury. “I told you I had nothin’ to do with that. I didn’t kill your agent.”

“You had a violent altercation with Agent Hickley on the street in front of witnesses,” I say. “And then you lied about your alibi the night he went missing.”

“Is that all you have? That sounds strangely circumstantial,” Morgan says. “And let’s face it, if you had anything definitive, you would have charged my client already—”

“And now, we have a second agent who’s got a connection to your client and gone missing,” I say.

Flustered, Morgan turns to Harmon, then back to me. Clearly, his client isn’t giving him all the details about what’s going on and why he’s here. But the lawyer swallows it down and reins in whatever he’s feeling about his client and puts on his professional persona.

“And what connection supposedly exists between my client and your second agent?”

“A few years back, your client was a suspect in a string of sexual assaults,” Astra informs him. “Agent Cox was consulting with the NYPD on the case. He questioned your client several times in connection with the case, in fact.”

Morgan shakes his head. “All I’m hearing is a series of coincidences, Agents. This is all purely circumstantial. I honestly don’t see a case here.”

“See, the thing is, these coincidences are stacking up. In fact, they’re stacking up too high for us to ignore,” I tell him.

“All right, let’s cut through the crap,” Morgan says. “What is it you want?”

“The first thing we want is for your client to tell us the truth. Where was he the night Agent Hickley was murdered? He wasn’t at the game. His phone puts him in Atlantic City, but we have yet to be able to confirm that,” I tell him. “We also want to know where he was two nights ago when Agent Cox went missing.”

Harmon opens his mouth to speak, but Morgan holds his hand up and gives him a glare that says, “Shut up.” He does. Instead, he slumps back in his chair again and glowers at us. The lawyer leans over and whispers in his client’s ear. Harmon grimaces and seems to think about it for a moment, then turns and whispers something back to his lawyer. And in that quiet exchange, I feel the balance of power shifting. We’re on a clock. Harmon isn’t.

We walked in here thinking we were holding all the cards, and Morgan is proving to be craftier and more dedicated to his clients than I’d anticipated him being. That world-weary, burned-out image he projects seems to be artificial. A way to disarm us. And even though I warned myself not to underestimate him, I clearly did because Morgan seems to have seized all the cards I thought we were holding.

Morgan nods and pats Harmon on the shoulder, then turns back to us. “And if my client cooperates, what’s in it for him?”

“How about he tells us the truth, and we don’t make a case to have his parole revoked and have him sent back to the pokey?” Astra says simply.

Harmon sits forward again. “What? You can’t do that!”

“Actually, we can,” I reply. “You lied to federal officers. That’s a crime. And given that you’re out on parole… well… I’m sure you can do the math, Mr. Harmon.”

“I want assurances that if my client cooperates, you will not petition to have his parole revoked,” Morgan says. “I also want assurances that nothing he says will be used against him.”

He may seem world-weary and burned-out, but Morgan fiercely advocates for his clients. That’s something I can at least respect about the man. Even if his client is a dirtbag.

“You’re not really in a position to make demands,” Astra says.

“But if Harmon tells us the truth and his alibi for both nights checks out, we’ll strongly consider letting him walk and not report his… infractions,” I tell him.

“Consider?” Morgan asks. “No, I want—”

“Again, you’re in no position to demand anything,” Astra cuts him off.

“You’ve got two choices. Cooperate with us now, or you’re going back to prison to finish out your sentence, Mr. Harmon,” I tell him.

“How do I know you’re not going to screw him over and send him back to prison anyway when this is all said and done?” Morgan asks.

Astra and I turn to each other. This back and forth is getting us nowhere. I don’t really want to make guarantees and let Harmon completely off the hook, especially since I have no idea what he’s going to say. I’m not going to give him blanket immunity if his alibi is that he was out there committing another crime, such as a sexual assault. He doesn’t get a pass.

“Chief Wilder, I shouldn’t have to remind you that you are on a clock,” Morgan says. “Your agent is still missing, and the longer you delay, the greater the chance you don’t get him back. Not alive and in one piece, anyway.”

“If anything happens to Agent Cox—”

“You will do nothing to my client since he had nothing to do with your missing agent, their past interactions notwithstanding,” he says. “And again, if you have proof that he did, I highly doubt we would be having this conversation right now.”

Astra glares coldly at him. “If your client was committing a murder or a rape—”

“I assure you he was not.”

“Then why is he being so secretive about his whereabouts?” I ask.

“Because there are certain things he does not want getting out. Personal things that would… complicate his life in ways he wishes to avoid,” Morgan explains. “If you can assure him that you will not use these against him, that you will not let this information get out into public, then he will tell you what you want to know.”

Astra’s eyebrow goes up, and she subtly taps her watch… as if I need the reminder that the clock on Cox’s life is ticking.

“Fine. I’ll make you this deal. I’m not going to look the other way if your client was committing a crime,” I tell them. “So long as what your client was doing is not a crime, nothing he tells us will leave this room. I give you my word.”

Harmon frowns and turns to his attorney. Morgan nods, silently encouraging him to go ahead and tell us what we want to know, but he still hesitates.

“I can assure you, this is the best offer you’re going to get,” I say. “And you’re only getting it because we are, as you so aptly noted, on a clock.”

“Go ahead, Ryan,” Morgan says.

Harmon shifts in his seat, and it’s not hard to see the unease in his face. It’s then that I realize he’s not afraid of us arresting him. He’s just… afraid. Scared of who or what I don’t know, but he’s definitely nervous about something.

“All right, listen,” Harmon starts. “You swear to me that nothing I tell you guys is going to get out of this room?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Can I get that in writing?”

“Start talking Mr. Harmon,” I say.

“Go ahead, Ryan. I’ll hold them to their word.”

“Easy for you to say. It ain’t your ass on the line,” Harmon grumbles.

“Mr. Harmon—”

He waves me off. “Fine. You’re right. I wasn’t at the Mets game that night.”

“Try telling us something we don’t already know,” Astra says. “Like maybe where you actually were that night?”

“I was in Atlantic City. I stayed at the Boardwalk Hotel,” he says. “And before you ask, yeah, I got the okay from my PO. You can check with her.”

Astra rolls her eyes. “And why couldn’t you tell us that earlier?”

I’m watching him closely and can see he’s still withholding. It takes me a minute to figure out what he’s still not telling us, but then it hits me.

“It’s because of who he was with,” I say.

The blood drains from Harmon’s face, and the fear in his eyes intensifies. Gone is the arrogant swagger and glare of contempt he’s given us from the moment we met, and in its place is raw, genuine fear. Harmon turns to his lawyer and opens his mouth to speak but doesn’t say anything, then lowers his gaze. It’s enough to tell me I hit the nail square on the head.

“Who were you with, Mr. Harmon?” I ask.

“It don’t matter.”

“It does matter. We need to be able to corroborate your story.”

“Come on! I told you where I was. Just check out the Boardwalk.”

“Ryan, you need to tell them,” Morgan says.

He sighs again, his face etched with fear. “I was with… Cassy. Cassy Geranno.”

Astra and I exchange a glance, both of us recognizing the name.

“Any relation to your boss, Stan Geranno?” I ask.

“She’s his wife,” Harmon says. “And that’s why you can’t say nothing. To nobody. If it gets out that I’ve been bangin’ Stan’s wife, they’re going to be dredgin’ me out of the East River.”

This time it’s Morgan who pales as he looks at his client. “Are you stupid, Ryan? Why in the world would you sleep with his wife?”

“I mean, have you seen her?” Harmon asks as if that explains it.

“I can’t say I’ve had the pleasure,” Morgan says.

“She used to be a lingerie model. There’s no way I was going to pass up a chance to get a piece of that. You think I’m stupid?”

“Ah,” Morgan replies, shaking his head.

“A piece of that,” Astra says dryly. “And they say romance is dead.”

“What are we missing here?” I ask, trying to steer the conversation back on track.

Morgan turns to us. “The Geranno family is a lower tier crime family. Allegedly,” he adds quickly. “They have a reputation for their… brutality. They’re small, but it’s said they’re more vicious than the Gambinos were at the height of their power.”

“So, you’re diddling not just your boss’s wife, but the wife of a crime boss?” Astra asks.

“Stan ain’t the boss. His brother Artie is. Stan ain’t really part of the family’s organization. He’s the legit arm of their business, but he’s still a Geranno, and Gerannos take care of each other, if you know what I mean,” he explains. “And if Stan found out about me and Cassy… he’d bury me in the cement foundation of the building we’re workin’ on.”

Morgan shakes his head, his face pale and sweatier than before. “I would have never taken this case if I knew you were mixed up with the Gerannos.”

“That’s why you can’t let this get out,” Harmon says. “If Stan finds out, I’m a dead man.”

“What about two nights ago?” I ask. “You said you were at a bar with some buddies. I’m assuming that’s a lie as well?”

He won’t meet my eyes, but nods. “Yeah. Me and Cassy were at the Q Hotel over in Bushwick. We were there between seven and midnight.”

“Are your names on the registries?” Astra asks.

“Are you stupid? No, we don’t use our real names. The Gerannos got people everywhere. Using our real names would be like putting up a big, neon sign in Times Square sayin’ we’re bangin’. I might as well put a gun in my mouth and pull the trigger myself,” he growls. “Nah, she got us fake IDs, and she’s got a credit card that ain’t in her real name.”

“And what are those names?” I ask.

He sighs again. “Nickie Ferrante and Terry McKay.”

I pull a face. “Seriously?”

“Who are they?” Astra asks.

“Characters played by Cary Grant and Deborah Kerr in that film, An Affair to Remember,” Morgan says with obvious distaste. “I cannot believe you’d sully such a beautiful film with your tawdry little affair.”

“I don’t remember askin’ you, fat man,” Harmon spits.

“All right, we’re going to check out your alibis. And if you’re telling us the truth, you’ve got nothing to worry about,” I say, then turn to the lawyer. “Make sure your client understands the importance of him staying in town and not going anywhere until we corroborate his alibis.”

My phone chirps with an incoming text, and when I check it, my heart falls into my stomach, and a hot, greasy feeling runs through my veins. I turn to Astra.

“We have to go,” I say.
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The Ravine, Prospect Park; Brooklyn, NY

Originally created back in the 1860s, Prospect Park is the second largest public park in Brooklyn. It’s a green oasis in the middle of the concrete jungle. A large section at the heart of the park’s interior, known as the Ravine, contains the headwaters that feed the park’s man-made ponds, lake, and waterways as well as the last remaining old-growth forest in Brooklyn.

We make our way through the park to the Ravine to find the area already taped off and crawling with NYPD officers. Scores of gawkers stand at the tape, hoping for a sight of the carnage that lay beyond it. We flash our badges to the uniformed woman standing at the line, and she holds it up for us, her face ashen and grim.

“Your colleagues are already here,” she says.

“Thank you, Officer.”

We carefully pick our way along a path that leads down a slope. Mo and Paige are standing beside a narrow stream with a man in a suit. The ground beneath us is soft and spongy, covered in fallen leaves, twigs, and rocks, making the footing somewhat treacherous. We make it over to where they’re standing and see the body lying half-in and half-out of the stream. Despite the savagery inflicted on him, it’s easy to see the body is that of Special Agent Trey Cox.

A plastic bag sits on the ground near the water containing his wallet, phone, and other personal effects. I have no doubt when we open the bag that we’ll find Cox’s ID, just like we found at Hickley’s scene. The UNSUB wants to make sure there’s no doubt about the corpse’s ID.

“Your colleagues were telling me he’s one of yours,” the man in the suit says.

“He is,” I respond. “Unit Chief Wilder, SSA Russo.”

“Detective Wade Chapman,” he replies and shakes our hands. “Just call me Chap.”

“Blake and Astra.”

“Pleasure,” he says.

Chap is in his late thirties and about my height, maybe an inch taller, with short black hair that looks like it’s been dyed—probably to cover some grays. He’s got blue-gray eyes and a lean, athletic build. He has an unassuming but friendly demeanor that might be disarming to some, but I can tell he’s sharp. His eyes are in constant motion, and he seems to be taking everything in. I can tell he’s aware of his surroundings at all times. He seems like the kind of guy who might be easy to overlook or dismiss out of hand, but I bet he doesn’t miss much.

“This makes the second of your guys you’ve lost lately, yeah?” Chap asks.

I nod. “Yeah. This makes two.”

“What the hell is going on?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out.”

“It takes somebody with a serious set of stones to go after a cop,” he says. “Given your resources and long memories, I’d say somebody’s stones have to be twice as big to go after a Fed.”

Cox’s body is a mirror image of Hickley’s. His eyes are wide open and are practically bulging from their sockets, and his mouth is hanging open in a silent scream. He’s naked and covered in cuts and burn marks. And if the pattern holds, he’ll have a multitude of broken bones.

“Man, bein’ a cop in this city as long as I have, I’ve seen some things,” he says. “But somebody really wanted to put a beatin’ on your guy.”

“Yes, they did,” I agree.

“It ain’t every day I see this kind of brutality,” Chap says with a shake of his head. “Really makes you wonder about people.”

“I stopped wondering about people a long time ago,” Astra says.

“Spoken like a true cynic,” Chap says with a chuckle. “I guess doin’ the work we do and seein’ the things we see makes you lose faith in humanity.”

“In all fairness, Astra never had faith in humanity to begin with,” Mo chirps.

The detective laughs. “I hear that.”

I walk to the edge of the stream and squat down, staring closely at the body and then at the scene around me. My eyes travel up the slope Astra and I just had to navigate, then to the rocky, spongy, unsteady footing on the floor of the Ravine.

“Whoever did this is strong. Fit,” I say. “And they’re local. They know the area. They know the rhythm of the park.”

“What makes you say that?” Chap asks.

“Agent Cox is six-two, roughly two hundred, two-ten pounds. And this isn’t the crime scene, so our UNSUB would have had to carry him in to leave him here,” I say. “That much dead weight isn’t easy to carry on flat ground, but our guy would have had to carry him down that slope, then across this unsteady ground to get him here. To do that, you have to be strong. You have to be athletic and fit.”

“That’s impressive,” Chap says with an appreciative nod. “All right, but what makes you think our guy’s local?”

“Because he knows the park well enough to know he’d have the ability to move the body here at night and be unobserved… but also that it is a popular enough place that the body would be found in the morning,” I tell him.

“You think he wanted the body to be found?”

“I do,” I tell him.

“How do you figure?”

“He made no attempt to cover or hide the body. He left it on display out here in the open,” Astra tells him. “And he also left it close enough to a foot path that it was sure to be seen by the early morning walkers and joggers.”

“Speaking of which, who found the body?” I ask.

“A pair of women who were out for a run,” Chap says. “We got their statements and contact information already, but they were pretty shaken up, so we sent ‘em home.”

“All right, that’s good. We can circle back with them if we need more information,” I say.

“I assume since this is one of yours, you guys are steppin’ in to take this case?” Chap asks.

“Yeah, we’ll be handling this one since it’s connected to our other agent,” I tell him.

“No sweat. But you mind if I keep my foot in this one?” he asks. “My curiosity’s piqued.”

“Yes, of course,” I say. “More eyes is never a bad thing to have.”

“Great. Thanks,” he replies. “You need crime scene techs out here to process the scene?”

“No, but thank you,” I say. “I’m going to call in our ERT team to do that.”

“Fair enough.”

“What you can do is walk Agents Weismann and Boyle through the statements of the wits who found the body, if you don’t mind.”

“No job is too small for this guy,” he says.

I flash him a smile. “Thanks, Detective.”

“Thanks for not throwing me out on my ass. Not all Feds like to share with we local plebes.”

“Hey, the way I see it, the more eyes and fresh perspectives, the better,” I tell him. “We can always use good people on the job.”

Chap walks over to Mo and Paige as Astra steps up beside me. We stare down at the ravaged body in silence for a couple of moments, each of us gathering our thoughts. It mirrors the way Hickley had been torn apart.

“This seems like a definitive link between Hickley and Cox,” Astra says. “I’d say the same perp killed them both.”

“Yeah. Looks that way.”

“And we can account for Harmon’s whereabouts last night.”

“Yeah, thought of that too,” I say. “And if he didn’t kill Cox…”

“Then it stands to reason he didn’t kill Hickley either.”

“Which leaves us back at square one. Again.”

“It’s the nature of the game.”

“Yeah, I’ve always hated that part of the game.”

“That makes two of us.”

“I’ll call ERT and have them come out and process the scene,” Astra says.

“Good. Thank you.”

As she steps away to do that, I squat down beside Cox’s body, getting a closer look at it. It’s the same as Hickley—cigarette burns, dozens of shallow cuts and bruises—and under the sheet of blood, I have no doubt they’ll find a massive hematoma beneath a skull fracture on the back of his head. Same wounds. Same killer. And we’ve got absolutely nothing right now.

I stare into his wide, open, startlingly blue eyes. “Who did this to you, Agent Cox? Who did this to both you and Agent Hickley?”
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Belmont Arms, FBI Covert Ops Center, Belmont District; The Bronx, NY

“It took some doing, but we found Price Jeffries and managed to speak with him,” Paige says. “And let me say, he’s not as batty or crazy as he makes himself out to be.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Why does he do it?” Mo asks.

“Self-defense measure,” I respond. “People tend to give him a wide berth because he acts like he’s ready to snap and shoot up a building.”

“That’s actually kind of smart,” Mo says.

“Probably pretty essential to have a defense measure when you’re living on the street,” Astra says. “Sad state of affairs, but necessary.”

“Right,” Paige says. “Anyway, he had no idea who Trey Cox is. He’s never seen him.”

“And he’s sure?” I ask.

She nods. “One hundred percent.”

“Okay, so he wasn’t a pocket CI for Cox then, and we have no solid link between the two agents,” I say. “Nina, were you able to find anything?”

“Indeed, I was. The folks over at the Boardwalk were surprisingly cooperative,” Nina says. “They sent me their security footage as well as a copy of their register showing that they did indeed have a Nikkie Ferrante and Terry McKay check in on the night in question. And the security footage confirms it was our star-crossed lovers, Ryan Harmon and Cassy Geranno.”

Astra turns to me. “I never knew you had such a deep knowledge of classic cinema.”

“What? I happen to like old movies. They just don’t make them like that anymore.”

“Because they make better movies these days,” Astra says.

“If you say so.”

“Boss, is there anything about the twenty-first century you like or appreciate?” Paige asks.

I pause for a moment to consider. “I like my phone.”

They all roll their eyes in unison. “She’s a lost cause,” Paige says.

“Come on now,” Nina jumps in. “Classic cinema is classic for a reason.”

“Yeah, and that reason is they’re old enough to be called classics,” Astra says. “Doesn’t mean they’re actually good.”

“They’re fantastic,” I argue. “And the fact that Harmon and his girl chose those names from that film is telling.”

“What does it tell you?” Mo asks.

“That they see themselves, as Nina said, as star-crossed lovers. Victims of circumstance who are forced to hide their love,” I say.

“Love? Not sure I’d call what Harmon feels for her love.”

“She’s the one who picked the names. She’s the one who pays for everything,” I respond. “She’s the one who’s in love with him.”

Astra shudders. “The woman obviously has either no taste or no self-esteem.”

“And how is that relevant to the case?” Mo asks.

“It’s not. But it’s an interesting glimpse into their dynamic,” I reply. “If I was a betting girl, I’d put some money on the fact that it’s all going to come to a head at some point. She’s going to want more than he’s willing to give, and when she doesn’t get it, her husband is going to conveniently find out about their affair—”

“And like Harmon said, they’ll be fishing him out of the East River,” Astra finishes.

“Bingo.”

“Should we warn him?” Paige asks.

“You can. Not sure he’ll listen,” Astra says. “He’s too caught up in the fact that he’s sleeping with a former lingerie model to care that she’s married to a mob family.”

The big screen lights up with an image of Cassy Geranno from her modeling heyday. She’s tall, has curves in all the right places, a golden tan, white-blonde hair, and is wearing next to nothing. I turn to Rick who’s got a mischievous grin on his face.

“Seriously?” I ask.

He laughs. “I thought it might be helpful to have a visual representation of who we’re talking about?” he says. “And all I can say is I might risk it too. I mean… wow.”

“We should try though. He needs to know what’s going to happen,” I say. “I’ll talk to his lawyer. See if he can talk some sense into him.”

Astra pulls a face. “I think the common-sense train left the station a while ago for that guy.”

“Probably,” I say. “Anyway, Rick, do you have anything?”

“The Q Hotel was far less accommodating than the Boardwalk,” he says. “But I did scrub the street cam footage near the place and found a camera across the street. Check it out.”

Cassy Geranno’s image disappears and is replaced by black and white footage from one of New York’s thousands of street cams. Rick taps a key, and it begins to play. The camera has the entrance of the Q Hotel perfectly in frame, and we watch as car and foot traffic go by. A minute later, a couple comes into the frame, leaning against each other like a young couple in love. Rick freezes the footage and punches in on their faces.

“Can you clean that up?” I ask.

“Already on it.”

It takes a minute, but the faces become clearer. “Yeah, that’s definitely Harmon and Geranno,” I say, then glance at the time stamp. “Right about seven, just like he told us.”

“They come out again a little after midnight,” Rick says.

He cues up the footage and lets it play, and at three minutes after midnight, Harmon and Geranno do indeed walk out, still leaning against each other, laughing together.

“Just like he told us,” Astra says. “I guess we can officially close the door on Harmon.”

We already knew he wasn’t our guy, but having the visual confirmation that his alibi checks out lets me put a firm pin in it once and for all. That door is closed and locked for good. But unlike that old platitude, I don’t see another one opening up for me.

“Okay, since we’re at the beginning and now know we’re dealing with the same killer in both cases, let’s start over,” I say. “What do we know about our UNSUB?”

“We know that he’s big and fit enough to move two hundred pounds of dead weight,” Astra says. “And big enough to subdue two trained and fit FBI Agents.”

“The lack of defensive wounds on Hickley—and I assume it will be the same for Cox—suggests that our UNSUB was able to get close enough to both agents to be in a position to subdue them,” Paige says.

“Good,” I say. “And what does that tell us?”

“It suggests he’s unassuming in appearance,” Paige adds. “It’s possible neither Cox nor Hickley was threatened by him, which allowed him to get close.”

“That’s good, Paige,” I say.

“Hold that thought,” Nina says. “I just got the preliminary tox screen back from the ME for Agent Hickley, and it shows he had succinylcholine in his system.”

I take a moment to process the information. It changes things and is making me reassess the initial profile I’ve got bouncing around in my head.

“What’s succinylcholine?” Mo asks.

“It’s a fast-acting paralytic. That might be how he’s subduing them,” I say.

“It would account for the lack of defensive wounds on Hickley,” Astra says.

“It would. But succinylcholine has a short life in the body. For it to still be in Hickley’s system suggests our UNSUB gave him multiple doses,” I say. “Which means that he wanted Hickley awake and aware of what was being done to him—but powerless to do anything to stop it. He wanted Hickley to feel the pain he was causing him.”

“Wouldn’t a paralytic eliminate the pain?” Paige asks.

I shake my head. “Not necessarily. A paralytic can impair muscle function, preventing you from moving, but it doesn’t block out pain. Without sedation coupled with the paralytic, you feel everything.”

“And I do not see any sedatives listed in the tox screen,” Nina says.

“Jesus,” Astra mutters.

“Well, this just took an even darker turn,” Mo says quietly.

As if the torture wasn’t enough for me to profile our guy as a sadist, the use of a paralytic puts it over the top for me. Forcing them to see and feel what he’s doing to them is beyond the pale. He’s getting off on what he’s doing to these men.

“What is his motivation for doing something so… brutal?” Paige asks.

“It’s power. Dominance,” Astra says. “He likes having that kind of control over them.”

“Which speaks to the lack of control he feels in his own life,” I say. “Something happened that made him feel utterly powerless, and now he’s asserting his dominance over our agents to try to get that power back… which, given the personal nature of these attacks, would seem to suggest Agents Hickley and Cox did something to him personally to strip him of that control.”

“But they operate in two separate units,” Astra says.

“What if they’re surrogates?” Mo offers. “What if it’s not Hickley and Cox that he’s after, but he’s just snatching up any FBI agent he can find because he can’t get to who he really wants.”

“That’s possible,” I say. “But these killings feel so personal to me, I’m almost convinced that Hickley and Cox were the actual targets. We need to find the connective tissue between Hickley and Cox. There has to be something there we’re not seeing yet.”

“They were both in different classes in Quantico and don’t seem to have any overlap in their caseloads,” Rick reads from his computer. “They didn’t have the same case agents, didn’t report to the same bosses, and as far as I can tell, didn’t cross paths professionally.”

“Because they worked undercover, neither has a social media presence, so we won’t be able to see if there’s any overlap in their friend groups,” Nina says.

“I’ll dig into their financials,” Mo offers. “I’ll see if I can find some common places they both frequent through credit card receipts. It could be that’s where the overlap is.”

“That’s good. Thank you, Mo,” I say.

I take a couple of minutes to pace the room as my mind works at the knot sitting square in the center of it. We have two victims who, outside of their work at the Bureau and the fact that they were both undercovers, have no other connections that we can find. But our killer didn’t pick these two at random. Of all the people in New York City, to randomly pick two undercover FBI agents to torture and murder stretches credulity beyond the breaking point. There is something about these two men that drew their killer to them. I just don’t know what yet.

“Okay, we’re going to split up,” I say. “Mo, dig through their financials like you suggested. See if you can find anything, no matter how inconsequential it seems.”

“Copy that,” she says.

“Paige, go to 26 Fed and speak with Cox’s case officer,” I order. “Squeeze him for every last drop of information you can. Get old case files, whatever paperwork you can find, take his dry-cleaning receipts if you find them. I want everything.”

“On it.”

“Good. Astra, I want you to go do the same thing with his Unit Chief. Get the names of anybody else Cox has worked with—case officers, CIs, the works.”

“Copy you.”

“And Nina, get in touch with the ME. Light a fire under them to get the tox screen for Cox over to us yesterday,” I say.

“I’ll get it done, Boss.”

“All right. I’m going to head over to Cox’s place and turn it over, see what I can find,” I say. “We’ll meet back here later to compare notes.”

We all head out with a sense of purpose and perhaps, for the first time since we landed in New York, a sense of direction. It’s vague and hazy, and the picture remains opaque, but some of the pieces are beginning to fit into place. We know more about our UNSUB than we did before, which is progress. Now, we just need to find the connection between our vics. Once we find that, we’ll have a better chance of finding our killer.
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The Grayburn, Hell’s Kitchen; Manhattan, NY

There was a time when Hell’s Kitchen was synonymous with murder and violence. It was a rough, grimy part of the city where you couldn’t safely walk down the streets at night. Times change, though, and with an influx of new money, Hell’s Kitchen has gone from eyesore to hotspot. It’s become a trendy and increasingly expensive place to live, though it’s managed to retain its edge and sense of old New York charm.

The Grayburn is a relatively new building filled with loft-style apartments. Trey Cox’s unit is on the fifth floor, and unlike some of the other buildings we’ve visited on this case, the Grayburn actually has a working elevator. I don’t have the keys, so I quickly pick the lock and let myself into Cox’s place. Closing the door behind me, I step into the large, one-room space. Made of red brick with exposed beams and pipes overhead, it’s got a gritty, industrial, faux-weathered motif, which feels true to the area while still being trendy.

To my left is a black metal staircase that leads up to the sleeping area. Tucked back beneath the sleeping area is a kitchen area complete with a dining room table big enough for four. To my right, a couch and love seat sit perpendicular, and a large, flatscreen TV hangs on the wall. Beneath the TV is a pretty high-tech entertainment center and gaming system.

“He really liked his toys,” I say.

The walls are adorned with modern art. Some of the prints I recognize; some I don’t. They say these canvases with streaks and splatters of paint are supposed to provoke thought and conversation, but I’ve always found them to be meaningless at best, pretentious at worst. But that’s me. Art is subjective, and for every person like me, there are ten more who can find some bit of meaning or inspiration on a canvas with red and blue streaks and splatters.

In the far corner of the room, beneath one of the three rounded iron-framed windows is a desk and Cox’s home office. I walk over to it and sit down. After rummaging through the drawers and not finding anything, I fire up his laptop. It’s password protected, of course. I unplug it and set it aside. I’ll take it with me and have Rick and Nina crack it. As I start to get up, I notice a box sitting half-concealed beside the desk.

Getting to my feet, I pull it out and set it down in front of me, then pull off the lid. It’s filled with Cox’s old case files. Before I can start thumbing through them, the front door unlocks, then opens behind me. Spinning around, I pull my weapon in one fluid motion. The woman coming through the door shrieks and drops the bags in her hands.

“Who are you?” I demand.

“Who are you?” she demands right back.

I lower the weapon, keeping the barrel pointed at the floor but don’t holster it just yet since I have no idea who this woman is. With my other hand, I pull back my jacket and show her the badge I’ve got clipped to my belt.

“Blake Wilder,” I tell her. “FBI.”

The woman stiffens, and her eyes grow comically wide as she gawks at my badge. Five-six with ash-brown hair and wide hazel eyes behind a pair of stylish glasses, she doesn’t strike me as a threat. But then, the biggest threats don’t always seem like one. Her unexpected appearance in Cox’s place has me on edge.

“Who are you?” I repeat.

“I—I’m Daphne. Daphne Rubin,” she says like it explains everything.

“And what are you doing here, Daphne Rubin?”

“What are you doing here?”

“My job,” I say. “Your turn.”

“I’m Trey’s girlfriend. I was going to make dinner for him.”

There’s a lot to unpack in that statement, but my mind is spinning, and I can’t latch on to any one specific thought. Gritting my teeth, I force my mind to slow—force myself to take the points one at a time to try to make sense of it all. Girlfriend? Didn’t know he had one. And she’s here to make dinner for him? That tells me she doesn’t know that he’s not going to be here to eat it. Which means making the death notification falls to me. Just freaking great.

She points to the grocery bags she’d dropped when I drew on her. A pair of tomatoes had rolled across the floor, a plastic container of pancetta had split open, spilling its contents onto the parquet flooring, and a carton of eggs lay smashed in a puddle of clear and yellow goo. The array of damaged groceries convinces me she’s not here to clean up the scene and/or murder me, so I holster my gun and relax my stance.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her. “You startled me.”

“Why is the FBI in Trey’s apartment?”

“Umm… here, let me help,” I say instead of answering.

I walk over and pick up the bags, salvaging what I can, then carry them into the kitchen and set them onto the counter. While I’m there, I grab some paper towels, search the cabinets and find some cleaning supplies, then walk back to the main room and set about cleaning up the spilled pancetta and egg goo. All the while, she stands off to the side, arms folded protectively over her chest, watching me closely like I’m a snake that’s coiled and ready to strike.

After I finish cleaning things up and throw the soiled paper towels into the trash can, I walk back into the main room. Daphne has not moved. Her shoulders are bunched, her face is dark, and I can tell she feels that something isn’t right. She’s watching me closely and seems to be physically bracing herself, as if she’s getting the sense that she’s about to be hit by something very bad. Which is prescient of her, since she’s about to be.

“What is going on, Agent Wilder?” she asks.

“Why don’t you sit down with me for a moment.”

“I’m fine right here.”

“Okay,” I say as gently as I can. “How long have you and Trey been dating?”

“Almost five years,” she replies. “What is this about?”

There was nothing in Cox’s file about having had a girlfriend for the last five years, which is problematic. I understand that people want to keep some parts of their lives private. I get that they want to keep some parts of their worlds clean and free of Bureau entanglements. Daphne is his safe harbor—his place away from his world of lies and deception. But as an undercover, he should know better than to keep secrets from his case officer and unit chief.

Daphne was a potential blind spot for him. She was an Achilles heel the bad guys could’ve used to compromise him if his cover had ever been blown. She represented possible leverage for a criminal. It’s why undercovers are required to disclose their relationships to their case officers when they are preparing to go under. It is vital that a case officer has complete information about the undercover they are running. And although Cox might’ve disagreed that his personal relationships were pertinent, he knew better than that. It’s why undercovers are required to disclose their relationships to their case officers when they are preparing to go under.

“Agent Wilder, what’s happening here?” she asks.

“Daphne, did Trey talk to you about his work?”

“Not really. He said he works for the Justice Department and that his job is mostly shuffling boring paperwork all day,” she replies.

She says it with conviction. Certainty. She truly believes he’s a paper pusher at Justice. And now it falls to me to disabuse her of that notion and ruin her life. Awesome.

“Daphne, did Trey ever mention having a problem with anybody? Did he ever mention feeling like he was being watched or followed?” I ask.

“What? No,” she says and crosses her arms over her chest tighter. “And I’m not going to answer any more questions until you tell me what this is about. Where is Trey? And why are you in his apartment, rifling through his things and asking me all these weird questions?”

I run a hand over my face and try to figure out what to say to her. Cox’s immediate family has already been notified, so there is no legal or moral reason I can’t tell her what happened to him. She was with him for five years, so she has a right to know. I just don’t want to be the one to tell her. I don’t know what she knows. Or if she knows anything at all. But I can tell by the set of her jaw and the gleam in her eye that if I hope to get whatever she may—or may not—have, I have to tell her what happened to Cox.

“Agent Wilder, what is going on?” she presses.

“Daphne, you might want to sit down—”

“Tell me. Now.”

“Daphne, Trey was… he was killed,” I tell her. “We found his body and—”

“What? That can’t be. You’re wrong.”

“I’m afraid I’m not,” I reply softly. “I’m sorry.”

She shakes her head. “You’re wrong. No. You’re wrong.”

“I wish I was, Daphne. I’m sorry, but we’re not wrong.”

“I don’t understand. He worked a desk job. He…”

Her voice trails off as her face turns red and her eyes shimmer with tears. She sinks to her knees and buries her face in her hands. I walk over and help her to her feet, then sit her down on the couch. She wraps her arms around her midsection, rocking back and forth as the tears flow freely down her face. Daphne wipes her face with the back of her hand and stares at me, her eyes blank, her features twisted with despair.

“Daphne, I need to know if Trey ever mentioned anybody he might have had any problems with. Anybody who perhaps followed him or anything like that?”

She shook her head. “No. He never mentioned anything like that to me,” she said between sniffles. “He lived a pretty quiet life.”

“And when was the last time you spoke with him?”

“I don’t know… four days ago?” she replies. “He told me he was going out of town. But he was supposed to be back tonight. That’s why I’m here. I was going to surprise him with dinner.”

“He never mentioned strange phone calls, weird emails… nothing like that?”

“No. Never,” she says.

Tears quiver on her chin, glinting in the afternoon light that slants in through the windows, then drop into her lap.

“Daphne, I’m genuinely sorry, but I have to ask, how was your relationship with Trey?”

“It was fine. We were happy.”

“So, you never had any issues? No fights? Nothing like that?”

“No,” she replies, her voice tight with anger as the implication of my question sinks in. “I loved Trey. We were in love.”

“And can you tell me where you were two nights ago?”

Her eyes narrow, and her face darkens with outrage. “Are you actually asking me if I killed him? The man I loved?”

“I’m sorry; these are just standard questions.”

“Two nights ago, I was at a school function. It was parent-teacher conference night,” she says, her tone scornful and bitter. “I was there until ten, and after that I went home. And no, there isn’t anybody who can verify that other than my cat. I live alone.”

“Forgive me for asking, but after five years, you two still live apart?”

“I don’t want to live together until we’re married. I’m old-fashioned that way,” she spits. “Is that a crime now? Or just proof that I committed one?”

I shake my head. “No. It’s not a crime. And I can respect that.”

“Gee, thanks. That means the world to me.”

She doesn’t know anything, so I need to wrap this up. I’ve at least got his laptop and case files. Hopefully, those will yield something. I get to my feet and offer her an expression I hope is appropriately sympathetic. I pull a card out of my pocket and set it down on the coffee table.

“Daphne, if you think of anything, no matter how small or insignificant you might think it to be, please give me a call,” I say. “And again, I am very, very sorry for your loss.”

She covers her face with trembling hands and sobs. My face tight, I pick up the box and the laptop and head for the door. She stops me, and I turn back.

“Do you really have to take his things?” she asks.

“There might be evidence here,” I respond. “I’ll return them as soon as I can.”

Cradling the box under one arm, I open the door and am about to step through when Daphne stops me again.

“Agent Wilder?”

“Yes?”

“He didn’t really work a desk job at the Justice Department, did he? Is that why he never let me post pictures of us?” she asks, her voice trembling. “What did he really do for a living?”

Telling her he was killed is one thing. Revealing that he worked for the Bureau as an undercover agent is something else entirely. I know not telling her is only going to fuel her imagination and make her think he was a CIA spook or something akin to that, but revealing his real function is a bridge too far for me. It’s not my place.

“I’m really sorry for your loss, Daphne,” I say, then leave.
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Belmont Arms, FBI Covert Ops Center, Belmont District; The Bronx, NY

“I’ve combed through their financials for the last couple of years, and I’m not finding any overlap between them,” Mo says, sounding defeated.

“And I haven’t been able to find any hidden social media accounts for either of them. I’ve used every trick in my bag, but these two really don’t have an online footprint. It’s really bizarre to me that in this day and age, they’re practically invisible,” Nina says.

“They take their jobs as undercovers seriously,” Astra says. “If anybody they’re working found a social media profile that wasn’t their cover ID, that would create a whole boatload of problems for them.”

Nina cocks her head and seems to consider it. I have to remind myself that for all her gifts and talents, Nina isn’t a field agent. Her world is in computers. She lives, breathes, and works with the technology that we rely on. The digital world is her safe space. As a result, she doesn’t think like us… doesn’t see the world in the same way we do.

“Okay, that makes sense,” she says. “Still, I don’t know what I’d do without the Internet.”

“Wither and die, probably,” Rick says. “Same as me.”

“Yeah, probably.”

“What about his girl?” Astra asks. “What’s her story?”

“Daphne Rubin, age thirty,” Rick replies, reading from his computer screen. “Born and raised in Binghamton, graduated from Syracuse with a degree in Education, and currently works as an English teacher at a bougie private school—St. Regis Academy, to be precise.”

“She’s got a clean record. Not so much as a parking ticket,” Nina picks up the narrative. “She’s active on social media, although there isn’t a single picture or mention of Trey Cox anywhere to be found. But she volunteers at her church, is very active in her school’s community, and even does a little local theater on the side.”

“What I want to know is how Cox convinced this strong, intelligent woman that he was simply a paper pusher at Justice, but still somehow kept her from posting any pictures of them to her socials,” Paige wonders.

Astra raises her shoulders slightly. “As an undercover, he was trained to lie convincingly.”

“There’s something sad about that,” Paige says. “Lying to the woman you say you love and building this world around her that’s fake.”

“He had to build a false persona, but it doesn’t mean his feelings for her weren’t real,” Mo offers. “Once he was able to come out from under, I’m sure he would have found a way to explain it to her. He’s not the first UC to hold a relationship.”

“What about her alibi?” I ask, trying to steer the conversation onto a more relevant path.

“Yeah, I’ve got some social media posts from the school and some of her students who tagged her,” Rick says. “She was definitely at the school that night.”

“And her phone pings at her home address at ten twenty,” Nina adds. “I’ve also got her sending a text to Cox just after eleven. She said she’s going to bed, will talk to him later, and that she loves him. He never responded.”

“Because he was likely being tortured or was dead by that point,” Astra notes. “We can’t really think she’s our killer, right? I mean, not to be sexist or anything, but she’s not that big. There is no way she could have carried Cox down into the Ravine where we found him.”

“Unless she’s working with somebody,” Rick offers.

“We haven’t seen evidence of that,” Astra says.

“I don’t think Daphne’s involved,” I say. “I just want to make sure all our i’s are dotted and t’s crossed. I don’t need to remind you guys there are a lot of eyes on us right now.”

“Kind of makes me feel like we’re on some crappy reality competition TV show or something,” Paige says.

“We kind of are. So, let’s figure this out,” I say.

“We just got a quick report from the ME,” Nina says. “Cox’s manner of death is consistent with Hickley—fractured skull and acute, massive hematoma on the brain caused by blunt force trauma to the back of the head. ME says it’s something like a bat or a steel pipe. Something dense.”

“That’s not much of a surprise,” I say.

“There is also succinylcholine present in Cox’s system.”

“Also, not much of a surprise,” I say. “Okay, so we now have a definitive link between the victims. Now we just need to find out where they crossed paths. They had to have come into each other’s orbits somewhere. There has to be a connection we’re not seeing because I’m not buying that our UNSUB picked these two at random.”

“I’m not sure how we’re going to find it,” Astra says. “They were in completely different orbits personally and professionally.”

“Keep digging. Computers, phones, files—everything. Look at everything closely. Then look at it again,” I say. “The connection is there. We’re just missing it.”

I flip open the folder in front of me, doing my best to keep my frustration from boiling over. The fact that we’re days into this investigation and have nothing more than when we first landed is burning my backside. This case is growing into a more complex and tangled web that I can’t seem to find my way through. All I know is that this is not random. There has to be some bit of connective tissue between Hickley and Cox. Together, they pissed somebody off enough that he hunted them down and did unspeakable things to them.

For the next couple of hours, the shop is quiet as we all dig through everything we have, searching for the mysterious link that connects our vics. I’ve been staring at these files for so long, my eyes are starting to cross. Leaning back in my chair, I rub my eyes and blow out a long breath. My gaze travels to the board. I take in the photos of our victims and the scenes, then read through the array of notes scrawled beneath them, desperately trying to put some sort of order to it all. And when my eyes fall on the word, “succinylcholine,” I sit up.

“What is it?” Astra asks.

“Succinylcholine,” I murmur.

“What about it?”

“It’s the question we’re not asking,” I say as I slap my forehead. “We’re idiots.”

“Granted. Some more than others,” Astra says and casts a pointed gaze at Rick who grins back at her. “But why are we idiots in this case?”

“Because we’ve been so caught up in all the other minutiae, we never asked where he got the succinylcholine from,” I say. “It’s a controlled substance that is strictly regulated and is usually only used for surgeries. Not everybody is going to be able to get their hands on it. It’s not like you can order it on Amazon.”

Astra sits up, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Which means our guy probably works in a hospital or surgical center.”

“Right. Exactly,” I say. “Nina—”

“Already on it,” she cuts me off as her fingers fly across the keyboard.

“But this is New York,” Paige says. “Do you know how many hospitals and surgical centers there are around here?”

“And that’s assuming he nicked it from a place here,” Mo adds. “What if he brought it in from Pennsylvania or Jersey?”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” I tell them. “For the moment, we’ll focus on hospitals and surgical centers here. Because it’s a controlled substance, they would have to report a shortage. We’ll get a list of any and all facilities that have reported a missing batch.”

“So, are we thinking our guy is a doctor?” Mo asks.

“Could be a doctor. A nurse. An orderly,” I respond. “It could be anybody who works in one of those facilities and has access to the drug.”

“Okay, over the past year, there are eleven facilities across New York that have reported a shortage of various quantities of that drug,” Nina reports.

“Good. Okay. Print out a list of those facilities. We’ll divide it up. We’ll need to go have a chat with some people,” I tell them. “Also, cross-reference the names of the employees at all those facilities with missing drugs to see if we have a common denominator among them.”

Nina taps away at her keyboard and studies her screen for a minute before she shakes her head. “Unfortunately, I do not see any common names among the staffs.”

“Okay, so, do we have a working profile?” Astra asks. “Somebody we can describe to the people we’re talking to?”

I get to my feet and walk to the board. Folding my arms over my chest, I stare at the pictures, line up the pieces, and try to fill in the blanks in my mind. It’s not perfect, but if we have something in broad strokes, perhaps it’ll give us a suspect pool once we share the description with the facility administrators.

“We’re likely looking for a white male in his forties. He’s large. Strong. The fact that he’s been able to flawlessly commit two separate abductions and body dumps tells me he’s intelligent, thoughtful, and organized. He’s methodical,” I tell them. “But he’s also something of a contradiction. He’s thoughtful and organized, but the condition of the bodies also tells me he’s got some rage issues. People will have definitely noticed, and they will very likely be uncomfortable around him. They’ll avoid interacting with him if possible.”

“That sounds like half the people in New York,” Astra quips.

“I also think the incredibly personal nature of these murders suggests our UNSUB suffered a terrible loss. Wife. Daughter. Somebody. It made him feel powerless. And for whatever reason, he’s decided that Hickley and Cox were at least partly responsible for it,” I say.

“Why is that?” Mo asks.

“Only the loss of a loved one can inspire this kind of rage. Our UNSUB stripped both men naked, which suggests that he sought to dehumanize them. It was his way of asserting control and dominance—a control he did not have when this loved one was taken from him. And because of that, he wanted to exert total control over Hickley and Cox before he murdered them,” I explain.

Part of this is off-the-cuff, but as I fill in the blanks and deliver my preliminary profile, it feels right. The pieces feel like they fit. And I’m confident the person I’m describing not only exists but is the one responsible for these deaths.

“It’s a start,” I tell them. “That might get us a little farther down the road—or at the very least, hopefully, out of the starting blocks.”

I walk back to my seat at the table and am just about to close the folder I was thumbing through when a name at the bottom of one of Cox’s files catches my eye. I read the name once, then twice, and a third time, feeling the tingle of familiarity tickling the back of my mind.

“What’s up?” Astra asks.

“Jasmine Triola,” I say.

“Who?”

“Why do I know that name?”

As the seedling of a thought begins to sprout in my head, I grab a few of Hickley’s old folders and start flipping through them, convinced I saw the name Jasmine Triola somewhere in the pile of papers. I’ve gone through about half a dozen of his old case files when I slam my fist down on the stack, startling everybody in the shop.

“You all right over there, Boss?” Paige asks.

“Jasmine Triola,” I say.

“Right, none of us know who that is,” Astra says.

“She’s the link between Hickley and Cox,” I tell them. “Her name pops up in old case files for both of them.”

“Which case?” Mo asks.

I look at the two sheets and shake my head. Most of the information has been redacted—the case files themselves were likely supposed to have been destroyed as everything went digital. But like a lot of agents, Hickley and Cox took paper copies home for their own use. And I am over the moon about that right now.

“Don’t know the case, but we’ve got a name. We can start there,” I say as a warm bud of excitement blooms in my belly. “I want you three to go question administrators at the facilities on the list, give them our profile, and see what they have to say. Hopefully, they have a name. I’m going to track down Jasmine and find out what she knows.”

“Copy that,” Astra says.

As they head out, I sit down with Nina to get a quick-and-dirty background on Jasmine Triola before I run her down. And for the first time since we landed in the Big Apple, I feel like some pieces are starting to come together and we’re beginning to get somewhere.
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Gently Used Secondhand Clothing, West Village District; Manhattan, NY

Tucked away on a narrow side street in the trendy West Village is the equally trendy Gently Used thrift shop. Pre-owned clothing is en vogue these days. And although I understand the concept behind it and think that recycling old clothing while allowing others to save a few bucks on something they likely won’t—or can’t—buy for themselves is a great thing, I just can’t get behind the idea of putting on a pair of pants that had somebody else in them at one time. Call me bougie or a snob, but I’m just not going to put my body into clothing that once held another body. Just the thought of it grosses me out. But that’s a personal choice.

The bell over the door tinkles as I open it, and when I step inside, I’m immediately hit in the face with a battering ram of patchouli. I would actually rather buy and wear a pair of secondhand pants than breathe in the scent of patchouli. I find it rancid and cloying, and it’s all I can do to shut down my olfactory senses to do what I need to do. The poppy music that’s been auto-tuned all to hell makes me wish I could shut my ears off too.

Trying to take shallow breaths through the nose and ignore the caterwauling issuing from the speakers, I make my way through the store, glancing at the price tags on these gently used items—and I’m appalled to see some of the designer jeans cost more than one of my suits. Clearly, there is no markdown despite the clothes being secondhand. I find her near the back of the shop folding some clothes and bopping along with the music.

“Jasmine Triola?”

She nearly leaps out of her skin as she turns around. I pull my jacket back to give her a view of my badge, which seems to rattle her even more. She’s tall—at least two inches taller than my five-nine frame, with hair that brushes the small of her back, half blacker than midnight, the other half shockingly white. Her wide, doe eyes are cornflower blue, and she’s got a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. She licks her thin, bow-shaped lips, then swallows hard.

“Blake Wilder, FBI,” I say quietly.

“Wh—what do you want?”

“Can we talk for a minute?”

“Did I do something?”

“No, nothing like that,” I answer. “I just have a couple of questions I think you might be able to help me out with.”

“I—I don’t—what’s this about?”

A slow, steady throb is forming behind my eyes, most likely from the patchouli scent I feel like I’m being forced to bathe in.

“Can we step outside for just a minute?” I plead. “I swear I’ll only take two minutes of your time and then I’ll get out of your hair.”

She glances around the shop, uncertainty etched into her features. She looks like a woman whose past interactions with authority have left a mark on her. So, I do my best to put on a friendly face and appear as nonthreatening as I can just to reassure her I’m not here to hassle her.

“Please, Jasmine,” I say. “Just a couple of minutes.”

She lets out a long breath and seems to deflate. “Yeah, all right,” she says. “Tamara, I’ll be right outside. Be back in two minutes.”

“Yeah, cool,” comes a voice from somewhere deeper in the shop.

Jasmine follows me out of the shop, and when I step through the door, I suck in a deep lungful of New York’s grimy, non-patchouli fouled air and am thankful for it. We walk down the sidewalk, getting away from the front door of the shop before we stop and turn to each other.

“What do you want from me?” she asks.

“I need to know how you know Thomas Hickley and Trey Cox.”

She flinches like I just smacked her as the blood drains from her face. There’s no question that she knows who they are. Jasmine clears her throat and runs her fingers through her long, fine hair and takes a moment to compose herself.

“I haven’t spoken to them in… I guess in about five years,” she says.

“And what was the nature of your prior association?”

“We like, weren’t friends or anything like that, if that’s what you mean.”

“Okay, what were you?”

Her face darkens. “A bug pinned to their board. For a while, anyway.”

“What do you mean by that?”

She shifts on her feet and wrings her hands together as her eyes dart left and right, up and down. She looks everywhere but at me.

“Jasmine?” I ask gently. “What do you mean, a bug pinned to their board?”

The woman tugs on the end of her hair hard enough to make herself wince. She drops her gaze and gnaws on her lower lip. I’m not sure what she’s scared of, but it’s more than obvious something is terrifying her.

“Listen, I’m not here to hassle you. You’re not in any trouble with me,” I tell her. “And whatever you tell me stays between us. You have my word on that.”

“You won’t say anything?”

“No. I swear,” I respond. “I just need you to tell me what your relationship with Agents Hickley and Cox was. Your name was in both their files, so how do you know them?”

She heaves a deep breath. “I started modeling when I was fifteen. It was a lot of pressure, and I didn’t handle it all very well. It wasn’t long before I was hooked on drugs. Coke, mostly. But I dabbled with heroin,” she says quietly. “I got caught up in a raid, and it was actually Agent Cox who arrested me. But he saw how young I was and said he didn’t want to ruin my life, so he made a deal with me. He said if I helped him make a couple of cases, he wouldn’t file charges.”

“So, you became his informant.”

“Yeah,” she replies.

“Was that all he wanted from you? Information?”

My voice drips with suspicion as I eye her closely. Jasmine is a beautiful girl, and the fact that Cox never papered her, keeping her as a pocket CI, automatically raises some red flags for me. It’s not common, but it’s also not unheard of, for cops to keep pocket CIs for less-than-savory purposes. I don’t have any indication that Cox is that sort of cop or that he’s anything other than on the up-and-up, but I just want to be sure.

“Yes. All he wanted was information from me,” she says. “It wasn’t anything like what you’re obviously thinking.”

“Okay. That’s good.”

Her eyes shimmer with tears. “He was nothing but good to me. If not for him, I probably wouldn’t have been able to turn my life around.”

“Yeah? How’s that?”

“Once I helped him make his cases, he got me into a rehab. It changed my life.”

The gratitude I hear in her voice and see shining in her teary eyes is authentic. Cox really did change this woman’s life. I have to admire and respect that. But I’m not sure how that gets us to his murder. Not unless…

“Jasmine, who did you give up?” I ask. “Were you involved with a cartel or anybody who might have worked for one?”

“What? God no. I was never that important,” she says. “The people I gave up were minor dealers—my connects. I mean, my connects back when I was using. They were nobodies. Like me. Just mid-level guys. If that. But Trey, he said he thought he could flip them and move up the ladder. That was his idea.”

It feels like another dead end, but it means we’ll have to dig even deeper into Cox’s history. It’s possible he crossed the wrong person back then. But even as the thought passes through my mind, it strikes a wrong note. If he crossed the wrong guy back then, why wait all this time to enact his rageful revenge? By now, all the cases that were going to be made from those busts have been made. People are presumably already locked away. Why now?

The more I think about it, the more something doesn’t seem to fit. Square peg meet round hole. But as I turn my eyes to Jasmine again and study her closer, she shifts on the balls of her feet and winces as she looks away. There’s something more here. Something she’s not telling me. And judging by how pale her face is, it’s something that terrifies her.

“So, once you went into rehab… that was the last time you spoke with Agent Cox?” I ask.

She gnaws on her bottom lip and sways back and forth. “I should really be getting back to work. I have a lot to do.”

“Jasmine, please,” I say.

She cocks her head. “What’s this all about? Why are you asking me about Trey? Did he do something? Is he in trouble? Because I’m telling you, he’s a really good guy.”

“I believe you.”

She doesn’t know. Given how much media attention the murder of two FBI agents has garnered—this, despite the Bureau’s attempt to throttle the coverage—it’s remarkable that she’s remained in the dark. Even if she doesn’t watch TV, the cesspool known as social media is crawling with information—as well as a healthy dose of conspiracy theories—about the murders.

“Agent Wilder? What is this about?”

I rub my jaw and grimace, the words bitter on my tongue. “I’m afraid Agent Cox… he’s been murdered, Jasmine.”

Her already-pale face grows about ten shades paler than her pale blue eyes which open wider than an anime character. It’s clear the news is hitting her like a speeding bus. She shakes her head and turns away for a moment as she processes the emotions scrolling across her face. After a moment, she turns back to me, the tears on her cheeks glistening in the sunlight.

Her lips tremble. “Trey… he’s… he’s dead?”

“I’m afraid so,” I reply. “He and a fellow Agent Thomas Hickley—”

She looks like she’s going to be sick and leans against the brick wall beside her for support. She trembles from head to toe, and if not for holding onto the wall, Jasmine might well have gone tumbling to the ground.

“Tommy too?” she whispers, unable to meet my eyes.

“You knew Agent Hickley—”

She shook her head, sending her tears splashing onto the pavement at her feet. “No, I only met him that once. He was with Trey when he came to talk to me.”

Now we’re getting somewhere. She puts them all in the same place at the same time. The only question is why were they all there?

“What did they come talk to you about, Jasmine? And when was this?”

“This was about… five years ago? Close to six? It was after I got out of rehab and was getting my life together again.”

“Okay. And what was the conversation?”

The tremble in her hands grows stronger, and a strange light enters her face as something akin to genuine terror grips her. Whatever happened back then—whatever she was meeting with Cox and Hickley about—had left some indelible scars. And the niggling thought in the back of my mind makes me wonder if it’s related to why they were murdered.

She folds her arms over her thin frame, her face red and splotchy, tears running unabashedly down her cheeks. Jasmine swipes her hands over her face and draws in a deep, shaky breath. I’m chomping at the bit to get to what she knows, but I give her a minute to collect herself.

“Jasmine,” I say when she seems ready. “What did you talk to Agent Cox about?”

She swipes at her eyes again, her hand trembling wildly. “I—I saw something. And I didn’t know who to call. He’s the only cop I know… was the only cop I knew, I guess,” a choked sob punctuates her words. “I thought he might be able to help me.”

“What did you see, Jasmine?”

“A man. He… he… he was raping a woman. Beating her. I think he may have killed her—but I don’t know because I ran,” she said. “I was running through Central Park one night and… I saw it. I ran away and called Trey.”

“And he came to talk to you about it?”

She nods. “He did. He took all the details and said he’d deal with it,” she says. “And then he told me to keep my head down, to not talk to anybody else, and to just forget what I saw. Pretend like it never happened. As if I could do that.”

“It sounds like he was trying to keep your name out of it,” I say. “Trying to protect you.”

“Yeah. I think so too,” she replies. “Anyway, that was the last time we spoke. I never knew what happened with the… with what I saw. I assume he passed it on to the NYPD, but they never contacted me, so I guess he managed to keep me out of it.”

“Sounds like it,” I say. “This man you saw committing the assault… can you remember what he looked like, Jasmine?”

She turns her face up to the sky and seems to be casting her mind back in time. Her expression darkens, and she grows tight as the memories seem to come crashing back. She swallows hard, then licks her lips.

“It was a long time ago, Agent Wilder.”

“Do your best. Any detail, no matter how small, might help.”

“Ummm… he… he wasn’t a big guy. I remember he was around my height,” she says. “He also didn’t seem like a very big, muscular guy or anything. But he was… he was vicious.”

“That’s good. Okay. Now, do you remember if he was white? Black? Asian?”

“He was wearing a hoodie and a face mask… but… yeah, he was white.”

“How do you know?”

“The sleeve of his hoodie came up. I saw his arm. It was light skin, so I assume he was white,” she tells me.

“That’s really good, Jasmine. That’s excellent,” I say. “Did you happen to notice hair color? Eye color? Any distinguishing marks?”

“I didn’t get that close, to be honest. I was pretty shook. That’s… that’s all I remember about him, Agent Wilder.”

“Okay. That’s good. That gives me something to start with. Thank you for that. I really appreciate that. I know it wasn’t easy thinking about that night,” I say.

She shakes her head. “It’s not. It’s not something I ever wanted to think about again.”

“I’m sure,” I say. “And, forgive me for having to ask the question, but the night that Agent Cox went missing, that would have been just a couple of nights back—”

“I was at an open mic night over at Javie’s Java. It’s in Greenwich, and I was there from six-thirty until after midnight. I’m working on a new chapter for myself—I’ve been writing songs and learning the guitar,” she says. “Don’t worry, no offense taken. I get it.”

“I appreciate that, Jasmine.”

“Please tell me you’re going to get the guy who did this to Trey.”

“We’re doing everything we can.”

She sniffs back fresh tears. “He was a really good guy. I don’t even want to think about where I’d be or what I’d be doing if he hadn’t pulled me out of that life. He saved me,” she says, her voice quavering. “He didn’t deserve to be murdered.”

I’m not sure there’s anything more I can say, so I hand her a card. “Now you know another cop. If you ever need anything, give me a call, okay?”

Jasmine throws her arms around the back of my neck and squeezes me tight. I’m stiff and awkward but return her hug as best as I can. Eventually, she steps back and gives me a shaky and sad, but grateful smile. I watch as she walks back to her shop and slips inside. I feel like she’s given me a few more pieces, but they might as well be middle pieces in a section of the puzzle that’s simply blue sky. I can’t see how they fit into the bigger picture.

Not yet, anyway.
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Fort Tryon Park, Washington Heights District; Manhattan, NY

“What in the hell is going on?” Astra demands.

“I… I have no idea,” I admit.

Situated in Upper Manhattan near the Hudson River, Fort Tryon Park straddles the neighborhoods of Washington Heights and Inwood. The land originally belonged to the Wecquaesgeek tribe of Native Americans but was subsequently settled by the Dutch. Eventually, the land became the site of several battles during the Revolutionary War, first as an outpost for the Colonial Army who eventually succumbed to the combined forces of the British and their Hessian mercenaries. Now a public park, it still bears the name of the last British Governor of the Province of New York—William Tryon.

We stand near the 190th Street station, a stone building that was built nearly a century ago. The building serves as the entry gate to the subway below, which runs beneath Fort Tryon Park and serves the Eighth Avenue Line. A blue and white NYPD sector car sits at the curb just outside the station, the door standing open, the car empty.

The station and the ground around it are buzzing with activity as uniforms and suited detectives comb the area searching for clues. Crime scene techs in blue coveralls are already crawling all over the car, printing, photographing, and collecting whatever evidence they can find. I doubt they’re going to find much. Our guy is smooth, methodical, and worst of all for us, patient.

“Why a local cop?” Astra asks. “What’s the connection to Hickley and Cox?”

“I don’t know.”

I was on my way back to the shop when Astra called to tell me a local cop had gone missing and to meet up with her in the park. The area’s already been taped off with unis holding back the hordes of gawkers who are crowding the lines, holding their phones up to record the scene, hoping for a glimpse. Freaking ghouls. There’s no reason to believe it’s connected to our abduction/murders just yet, but given the heightened tension around everything right now, there’s no reason to think it’s not. It seems too coincidental.

A tall man with an air of authority and a stern, grim expression on his face strides over to us. He towers over both Astra and me, standing at least six-five with a wide, strong form. He’s a man who obviously puts in time at the gym. His complexion is a deep, rich ebony, his eyes are like chips of coal, he’s as bald as the day he was born, and he has a dark, thick, neatly trimmed beard with threads of gray. He cuts an imposing figure, exuding raw power and command.

“Captain Moses Burridge, commanding officer, Fifth Precinct.”

Given his size, I imagined Burridge’s voice to boom and roll like thunder. It’s surprisingly high and soft instead. But there is a quiet and firm command in his voice that compels you to sit up and take notice all the same. His bearing is stiff and formal, his back straight and rigid, and his gaze direct and firm, which makes me think he’s former military.

“Unit Chief Blake Wilder,” I say as we shake hands.

“SSA Astra Russo,” she says as he turns and takes her hand.

“I’m very sorry we have to meet under these circumstances,” I say.

“As am I.”

There is a deep and genuine concern on his face for his missing officer, but underneath is a simmering anger as well—outrage that somebody would dare take one of his cops along with a tightly controlled fear for what comes next. Unlike Jasmine, I have no doubt that Captain Burridge is very well aware of what’s going on.

“What can you tell us?” I ask.

“Unfortunately, not much,” he replies soberly. “I only got the call that we have a missing officer a little while ago. I was in a meeting at the time. But the minute I found out, I dropped everything and got out here. I take the safety of the officers under my command seriously.”

“I don’t doubt that,” I say. “Was this part of Officer Cabello—”

“Sergeant Cabello,” he corrected.

“I beg your pardon,” I say. “Was this part of Sergeant Cabello’s usual beat?”

“It was.”

“So, she patrolled the station out here daily?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

I turn to Astra. “So, somebody likely knew her beat and her route.”

Burridge stares at us closely as the corner of his eye twitches. “I assume you believe this is connected to your two murdered agents?”

“I think it’s too big of a coincidence for us to ignore,” I respond.

“Which means you will be taking this case from my detectives.”

His eye twitches a bit harder as the corners of his mouth curl downward and displeasure radiates off him like heat off a stove. The last thing I want to do is upset or make an enemy of this man. I can’t fault him. With his officer now missing, he’s got skin in the game.

“We’d like to work collaboratively with your team, Captain,” I tell him. “I have no desire to take anything away from you or make you feel shut out of the process.”

“I appreciate that, Chief Wilder.”

“Blake. Please,” I say. “What can you tell me about Sergeant Cabello?”

A fond light enters his eyes. “She’s one of the good ones, I can tell you that. Passionate. Dedicated. Smart as a whip. She’s got a great rapport with the community she polices, and she’s well-liked and respected by her peers. That woman is going places. Won’t surprise me to see her in some kind of command position within five years.”

“Captain, did she ever mention to you or to anybody, that she thought somebody might be following her? Any issues? Any confrontations that you’re aware of?” Astra asks.

He shakes his head. “Not that I know of, no. I never heard anything like that.”

“All right, do you happen to know if she worked a case, or was an NYPD liaison on a case with Agents Hickley and Cox?” I ask. “And if so, do you know which case that was?”

“I’m not aware of her ever working with your agents,” he replies. “It might have been while she was working over in Queens. I think she was with the 102nd Precinct before she transferred into the Fifth here.”

“And why did she transfer to the Fifth?” I ask.

“I guess she thought it might help her visibility some to be in Manhattan, closer to One Police Plaza,” he replied. “Marina is ambitious.”

“And have any of her fellow officers ever… bristled at her ambition?” Astra asks.

“I know what you’re getting at and understand you have to ask, but I resent the implication that any of my officers might have been involved,” he says stiffly. “We are a tight group. We always look out for each other. My cops have each other’s backs.”

“We mean no offense, but we have to ask,” Astra says.

“Then the answer to your question is no. To the best of my knowledge, nobody has ever expressed resentment for Sergeant Cabello’s ambition or drive. She’s respected for it.”

He’s very protective of the cops under his command. I get and respect that. But it’s entirely possible, if not likely, that as plugged in as he is with his officers, he would be on the outside of something like that. I doubt very seriously they would voice their resentment to him. But then, given what we do know about our UNSUB, I don’t think our guy is a cop. Still, we’ll need to do some behind-the-scenes digging.

Somebody calling for Captain Burridge draws his attention. “Excuse me.”

“Of course,” I reply. “We will keep you in the loop.”

“Please do.”

As he walks away, I lead Astra over to the patrol car. The techs are still swarming over it like ants on a carcass, and as we approach, they take a step back to give us a minute. I squat down just outside the open door and stare inside. There’s no blood, no signs of a struggle, and nothing seems disturbed. Everything that should be in her unit seems to be there.

“It’s like she just got out and walked off,” Astra says.

Getting back up, I look around the station, noting several cameras. “Call Rick and Nina. Have them scrub that footage.”

“On it,” Astra says as she walks off to make the call.

As she does that, I turn in a circle, surveying the grounds around us, letting my eyes drift over the faces of the people crowded together at the tape line who are anxious to catch a glimpse of the carnage. They’re going to be disappointed that there is nothing to see. But if past is prologue, and Hickey and Cox are our guides, if we can’t figure this out and find Sergeant Cabello—and soon—there will be plenty of carnage for them to see.
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Belmont Arms, FBI Covert Ops Center, Belmont District; The Bronx, NY

“Jasmine Triola’s alibi checks out, if anybody is interested,” Rick says. “There’s plenty of video of her at the open mic night.”

He plays a video of her sitting on a stool on stage, playing her guitar and singing. She’s not the most talented guitarist I’ve ever heard, but she’s not the worst, and she’s got a rich, smoky, smooth voice. I glance at the time stamp of the video and note that it’s almost eleven. I didn’t really believe she was involved, but it’s nice to have visual confirmation that her alibi checks out.

“She’s talented,” Astra says.

“She is,” I agree. “Any word from Mo and Paige yet?”

“Not yet. They’re still out at the hospitals,” Nina says.

“Okay, do me a favor and text them both. Ask them to head over to the 102nd Precinct in Queens when they’re done with the hospitals,” I say. “Tell them to pull everything they can on Sergeant Cabello—old case files, notes—whatever they can get their hands on. I want the works.”

“Got it,” Rick says.

“How about you?” I ask. “Get anything from the admins you talked to?”

“A lot of the runaround,” she tells me. “They’re not thrilled that we’re calling them out on their wayward drugs. I told them we don’t care about that and only want the name of anybody who might have taken them, but they’re stonewalling. They want a court order.”

“Great. Well, the good news is we shouldn’t have trouble getting one,” I respond. “Let’s just hope Paige and Mo are having an easier time of it.”

Astra walks over to the board for a moment, stares at it, then walks back to me and perches on the edge of the table, her expression thoughtful.

“Okay, walk me through this. I’m seeing the dots, but I’m not connecting them,” she says.

“I’m still trying to connect them all myself. But somehow, Jasmine and the rape she witnessed has to factor into this,” I say.

“You think the guy who committed the rapes is the one running around abducting and killing everybody right now?”

“It’s possible.”

“Why now? Why wait all these years?”

Leaning back in my chair, I purse my lips and give it some thought. “He could have been in prison all this time. Or, perhaps he fled New York until the heat died down,” I say. “Whatever the reason, it’s possible he’s back now to take the lives of the people who took years of his life from him, either by sending him to prison or making him run. I don’t know just yet. There’s a lot of information we still need before we can say anything definitively one way or the other.”

“Like how Marina Cabello fits in with Hickley and Cox.”

“Exactly,” I say and purse my lips in thought. “Rick, Nina, can you work your magic to see if you can come up with anything that links the three of them? It’s got to be a case from years ago… a case that involves a sexual assault.”

“Watch me work,” Nina chirps.

“Rick, while she’s doing that, can you dig back through old media archives and see if you can find anything about a sexual assault in Central Park five or six years ago?” I ask.

He arches an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Really.”

“That might be a long list.”

“I’ll take anything and everything you can find.”

“Your wish is my command,” he says and sets to work.

Astra turns to me, a small frown playing across her lips. “What if Cabello’s disappearance has nothing to do with Hickley and Cox?”

“Then all we’ve wasted is some time. Hickley and Cox aren’t going to get any more dead.”

“That’s… dark.”

“Sorry. But this might be a viable lead… so long as we can find the link,” I tell her. “And until we know for certain, no rock will remain unturned. At the very least, we might be able to give the NYPD a lead into their missing cop.”

“Copy that.”

As they work their keyboards, my phone buzzes with an incoming text. Scooping it off the table, I see it’s a message from my aunt.

Blake, that person called again asking for you. I asked if they wanted to leave a message; they said they would see you soon. Do you want me to give them your number if they call again?

Annoyance wars with a mild concern inside of me as I stare at her words. Why would somebody have Annie’s number but not mine?

“Everything okay?” Astra asks.

“Yeah. Somebody’s bothering Annie trying to get ahold of me.”

“Who?”

“No idea,” I say. “They haven’t left a name and just keep saying they’ll see me soon.”

“You have anybody coming into town?”

My shoulders go up and a clueless expression crosses my face. “I don’t think so. But then, I haven’t really been paying a lot of attention to my social calendar lately.”

“I wasn’t aware house hermits had social calendars,” Astra teases.

“Oh, that’s hilarious.”

“Thanks. Been working on my material.”

“Hoping for the second career in stand-up comedy?”

“Thinking about it.”

“You should probably keep working on that act,” I say, my tone deadpan. “Rick, were you able to scrub the security footage from the station?”

“I did, at least from the cameras that are working, but there’s nothing definitive on it,” he said. “Take a look.”

The screen lights up and two angles appear. In both, we watch as Sergeant Cabello’s car pulls up, and she steps out. She turns around as if she’s being called and then we see her speaking to somebody out of frame. The conversation seems friendly enough, and her body language is relaxed. It doesn’t suggest that she’s being threatened or is afraid of whomever it is she’s talking to. She actually laughs at one point.

As she starts toward the unseen person behind her car, my body tenses, my jaw clenches, and even though this is in the past and there’s nothing I can do to change it, I silently try to compel her to stop anyway. To not walk over there. But she does. Sergeant Cabello steps out of the frame and has not been heard from since.

“Do we have any other angles? Any other feeds?” I ask.

“Negative. These are the only two working cameras that have an angle on the Sergeant,” Rick replies. “And obviously, since she walked to the rear of her car, the dash cam is useless.”

“Dammit,” I mutter.

“What about her body cam?” Astra asks. “Does her footage upload automatically?”

Rick shakes his head. “Not without her physical unit.”

“So, it’s like she stepped out of the camera frame and disappeared into thin air,” she says.

“She might as well have for all the good this footage did,” I mutter darkly.

“Are we going to take a ride out to her place?”

“No. I’ve got ERT already processing her apartment. I honestly doubt they’re going to find anything useful, but they’ll let us know,” I tell her. “Guys, was there anything on Cox’s laptop or phone that’s of interest?”

“Negative, boss,” Rick says. “Just more casework, photos… pretty much the same thing that was on Hickley’s.”

“Unlike Hickley, though, Cox does have some personal photos on his hard drive,” Nina says. “They’re tucked away in a hidden folder, but there are quite a few photos of him and Daphne together. Lots of vacations and whatnot.”

“Is it weird to anybody else that Cox kept his longtime girlfriend in the dark about what he really does, while Hickley, who’s only casually seeing his girl, told her everything?” Rick asks.

“It’s not as weird as you think. I’ve seen it before,” Astra says. “Some guys take themselves a little too seriously and are super secretive, and other guys aren’t.”

As they talk further about the lives and procedures of undercover agents, I stare at the photos on the board. Thomas Hickley. Trey Cox. And now, Marina Cabello. We can put Hickley and Cox together through Jasmine and that sexual assault case. But where does Cabello fit in? Was she the cop they went to with the information they’d been given?

As I rack my brain, I think back to Jasmine’s description of the man she’d seen in the park that night. She described him as average height and weight. But the figure they’d seen on video hauling Hickley out of the van had been large. Imposing. It’s a discrepancy that bothers me. Time and trauma can make people misremember things. It’s possible that since it was so long ago and she wasn’t all that close to the attack, the trauma of the event is causing Jasmine’s description to be inaccurate. Or possibly, because it was so long ago, the offender started working out and bulked up.

But still… it’s a discrepancy that’s bugging me like a splinter just beneath my skin. I think I like discrepancies even less than I like coincidences. I feel like I’m on the cusp of some understanding… that all I need to do is look at this whole thing from a different perspective and it will all start to make sense.

“Hey, Boss?”

I give myself a shake and turn to Rick. “What’s up?”

“Well, I found some reporting on assaults back in Central Park going back like seven years. And there were a lot, just like I thought there would be,” he says. “Most of them seem unconnected. Just standard police blotter stuff.”

I hear the “but” between his words and raise an eyebrow, doing my best to temper my expectations. This case has been nothing but false starts and dead ends from the beginning. There’s no reason to think this will be different. Despite that, my stomach lurches, and my veins fill with the growing warmth of anticipation.

“But I did find one story that suggested there was a series of assaults possibly committed by the same person,” he says.

“How many?”

“This writer says there were eight.”

“And what happened with that story?” Astra asks.

“Nothing,” Rick replies. “It was just the one piece, and there was nothing about it after that.”

“Nothing?”

“Nada.”

“A journalist suggests there is a pattern rapist… and nothing comes of it?” I ask. “No follow-up stories, no confirmation—”

“Nothing at all. Completely radio silent after that,” he says.

A tumbler clicks in my head, unlocking some fresh thoughts in my mind. “Sounds like there was a media blackout after that.”

“A cover-up?” Astra asks.

“Kind of sounds like it,” I say.

My eyes drift back to the board, taking in the pictures taped to it. The tumblers in my head continue to spin and click into place, spitting out yet another new idea. And when it does, my skin tingles as a rush of adrenaline crackles through my veins like lightning.

“Astra… two FBI agents and one NYPD cop,” I say. “Take away the fact that they’re all missing, then add in a pattern rapist. What would that suggest to you?”

She takes a minute to think it over, and when the answer hits her, a slow grin spreads across her lips as she turns to me.

“A task force,” she says.

“That was my thought,” I reply. “Rick, Nina—”

“We’re on it,” they say in unison.

“Come on,” I say to Astra. “We’re going to go find out why that story went nowhere.”
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Five Boroughs Free Press, Greenwich Village District; Manhattan, NY

The offices of the Five Boroughs Free Press consist of one large main room. Half of it is filled with a dozen cubicles. The other half has another dozen desks that have been put together and are facing each other. The cubes are filled while only half the desks are occupied. Four offices line the back wall, and to our right is a large conference room with a single, long table bisecting it.

The air is buzzing with conversation, the sound of phones ringing, and the clack of fingers on keyboards. Some of the paper’s staff bustle around the room, dropping off pages, picking up others, or just stopping by a cubicle to chat with whomever’s inside. For a small, independent paper, the place is surprisingly busy and has a crackling sense of industry.

We step into the doorway of the cubicle the receptionist directed us to. Inside is a man who’s about an inch taller than I am. His sandy brown hair is trimmed short and neat, and his chestnut-colored eyes are framed by a pair of black-framed glasses. He’s got a thick beard and is dressed in jeans, black loafers, a dark blue sweater vest with a button-down beneath it that’s a lighter shade of blue. He’s a hipster through and through. But then, the fact that he’s working for a small independent newspaper probably should have told me that.

“Joel Craig?” I ask.

Pulling his eyes away from his computer monitor, he swivels in his chair. But the moment he sees us, the smile on his bearded face withers and dies, and his face scrunches up like he just smelled something rancid.

“Wait, don’t tell me: you’re Feds,” he says, his Bronx accent thick. “But what flavor of Fed might you two be? Hmmm… give me just a minute. I got this.”

His chair squeaks sharply as he leans back, his arms folded over his chest, and taps his lips with the pad of his finger as he scrutinizes us. I open my mouth to speak, but he holds up a thick finger to cut me off.

“Wait. I got it,” he says. “I’m going to say you’re with the Bureau.”

“And how’d you come to that conclusion, Woodward?” Astra cracks.

“I prefer to think of myself as an Upton Sinclair-type. Like the esteemed Mr. Sinclair, I’m a righter of wrongs and a crusader for justice,” he replies. “As for how I know you’re with the Bureau, that’s easy: I’ve never had any dealings with the ATF or DEA, but from what I know of them, they like to wear jackets with logos to make sure you know they’re with the ATF and DEA. CIA agents generally dress a lot nicer than the two of you—I mean no offense, but those boots y’all are wearing are kind of butch. They have a little more style than that. Which leaves FBI. And trust me when I say, those boots are very much standard Bureau issue.”

Astra and I exchange glances and a frown. I happen to think my boots are stylish enough and look good with most of my suits. More importantly, they’re comfortable and functional. I can actually run after a suspect or kick in a door in these if I need to. Can’t do either of those things in heels no matter how many times you see it on TV or in the movies. Heels are just not practical.

“Yeah, well, these boots are a hell of a lot more stylish than that sweater vest,” Astra says a bit too defensively. “I mean, unless you’re actually trying to cultivate the whole, seventy-year-old, get-off-my-lawn, grandfather thing.”

Craig grins. We both hold our jackets open to show him our badges. His observation confirmed, he laces his fingers behind his head and stares at us with a smug expression on his face. He’s clearly relishing the fact that he got under our skin with his critique on our wardrobe. He seems way too pleased about that. He obviously needs a hobby.

“So, what can I do for you, Agents?” he asks.

“We need to talk to you about an article you wrote about six years ago,” I say.

“I’ve written hundreds of articles,” he says. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

“You wrote a piece about a series of rapes in Central Park,” Astra offers.

The smarmy smile immediately slips from his lips as his face and body grow tight, his expression rapidly darkening. He gets to his feet and glances around suspiciously, as if he’s afraid of being overheard. Nobody in the small newsroom is even paying attention to us.

“Come with me,” he says.

“I’d say we struck a nerve,” Astra mutters.

“I’d say so.”

He leads us to the conference room on the far side of the building, ushering us inside, then closes the door behind us.

“What the hell?” he says as he turns to us. “You guys made me kill it. Why in the hell are you digging it up now? I mean… not you guys specifically. But your buddies in the Bureau.”

“What are you talking about?” I ask.

“What? Don’t you people talk to each other?”

“Apparently we don’t,” I say. “So, why don’t you fill us in?”

“Look, I’m not trying to open a can of worms here. You guys made me kill the story, so I did,” he says. “Is this like a test or something?”

“Mr. Craig, we honestly have no idea what you’re talking about,” I reply.

He sits down in one of the chairs and leans back. With the wheels in his head spinning, he watches us closely. It’s not long before his expression changes as it seems like things are starting to fall into place for him.

“Wait,” he says. “You really don’t know about that story being spiked?”

“We really don’t,” Astra says. “So, care to share with the class?”

“Why are you guys here?” he asks, his eyes narrowed suspiciously.

“Why don’t you tell us about your story getting spiked,” I counter.

“You show me yours; I’ll show you mine,” he replies.

“I really wish people would stop using that phrase,” Astra says. “It’s so gross.”

“Mr. Craig?” I prompt him. “Our understanding is that you wrote a piece about a series of Central Park assaults—eight in total—but there was never any follow-up after that, and it was never mentioned again anywhere we can find.”

“It’s like it was just scrubbed completely,” Astra adds.

He stares at us for a long moment, his beard undulating as he grinds his teeth together. He’s considering. He knows we’re in the dark, and he’s the one with his hand on the light switch. So, like any reporter worth his salt, he’s obviously trying to maximize his advantage.

“If I tell you what you want to know, what do I get out of this?” he asks.

“I suppose the satisfaction of doing the right thing and aiding the Bureau with an ongoing investigation isn’t enough?” Astra asks.

“Yeah, that and five bucks will get me a cup of coffee,” he replies.

“What do you want? I can’t imagine we have anything of real value to you,” I say.

“I have a feeling you’ve got more than you’re letting on.”

“That your journalistic instinct kicking in?” Astra asks.

“In fact, it is,” he replies. “You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t investigating something important… something that somehow led you back to me and a dead story. Call it my professional curiosity. It’s what makes me good at my job.”

“If you were really that good at your job, why are you here and not on staff at a place like the Post or The Times?” Astra wonders.

He scoffs and waves her off. “I choose to be here. See, unlike reporters at The Times and the Post, we don’t bow to the whims of corporate masters. We practice real journalism here.”

“Do you though?” Astra asks.

“Yeah. We do.”

“But somebody leaned on you and forced you to spike a story,” she responds. “So, how is that any different from the corporate masters dictating content at The Times and the Post?”

His eyes narrow, and he purses his lips, seeming to be bitter about being reminded that he, too, had given in to the pressure just like the journalists at the bigger outlets he denigrates. It’s a reminder that he’s not as “above them” as he wants to believe.

“Tell us about the story,” I say.

“Tell me what you’re here investigating,” he says. “Is the rapist back?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“So, why are you…” His words trail off, and his face lights up as a thought seems to occur to him. “Of course. You’re here investigating the murder of your two agents. But… how did that lead you back to me and that old story?”

“Mr. Craig, why did you spike your story?” I ask again.

He sighs dramatically. “Look, you have to get to give. You know nothing in this life is free. Come on Agent…”

“Wilder,” I say. “This is Agent Russo.”

“Great. You know how this game is played, Agent Wilder.”

“This is all off-the-record. And nothing I tell you, which isn’t going to be much, will find its way into print until I tell you it’s good to go. If I even catch a whiff that you used anything that’s said in this room today before I give you the green light, I will take a blowtorch to your career. If you burn me, you won’t be able to get a job reporting on the local spelling bee,” I say. “Am I clear?”

“Crystal,” he says. “You have my word.”

“Why don’t I feel comforted?” Astra asks.

“I have integrity as a journalist, Agent Russo. I would no sooner break my word than I would give up a source,” he says, offended.

I’m satisfied. “All right, yes, we are investigating the murder of our two agents. And we believe an NYPD sergeant can be added to that list.”

“Whoa,” he says. “And what’s the connection?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out.”

“Okay, so how does this track back to that piece on the serial rapist?”

“We’re looking into the possibility that our two agents and the NYPD sergeant were all part of the same task force that was hunting your rapist,” Astra tells him.

“Possibility? You don’t know?”

“Not yet. Right now, it’s just a theory,” I tell him. “We can’t prove there even was a task force yet. And we need whatever information you have to perhaps help verify it.”

“How can that story do that?”

“We just need some information right now,” I tell him. “Now, what do you remember?”

He blows out a loud, noisy breath as he leans back in the chair. “Uhhh… I remember I had connected eight assaults over the previous two years. The last two women had been murdered.”

“How did you connect them?” I ask.

“Similar description of the perp. Similar MO’s. All the attacks took place in Central Park late at night. All the women were blondes. Thin. Out jogging when it happened,” he says. “It was a theory at that point, but I wrote the piece just to make the public aware that there might be a predator out there hunting them.”

“All right, and what happened to the story?” Astra asks.

“The day after it dropped, a couple of guys in bad suits with terrible shoes and even worse haircuts came storming in here like the Gestapo. They could only be Bureau, right?” he says. “Anyway, they had a closed-door shouting session with my editor who, after they left, called me into his office and leaned on me. Told me they’re spiking the story and that I’m not to do any follow-ups on it. Said if I didn’t, I’d be out of a job.”

“So much for journalistic integrity,” Astra mutters.

“Hey, I’ve got bills to pay, lady.”

Astra holds her hands up. “Sorry. That was out of line.”

I sit forward. “So, after that, you just forgot about it?”

He scoffs. “I didn’t forget about it. I asked around, but nobody was talking. All my usual sources in the NYPD dried up and told me to pound sand. It’s like they dropped a curtain over the whole thing, then threw it into some deep, dark hole. I never forgot about it though. You ask me, it reeks of a cover-up. And the only reason they’d cover it up is if there was a cop or a Fed involved.”

“It’s possible,” I say.

“Oh, I’m sure of it,” he says. “But I’m not trying to have some goons in bad shoes show up in the middle of the night to suicide me, so I backed off.”

I take a moment to process everything he just said. Everything he told us, if it turns out to be true, does make it seem like there was a cover-up. But why? Could he be right that a cop or a Fed was involved with the rapes? For that to happen, it would have to be somebody important. The thought opens up an entirely new, horribly chilling avenue of thought.

“Yeah. That’s probably smart,” I say. “You said the description of the offender was the same, right? Can you describe him?”

“Uh… the descriptions were consistent. I don’t know if they were all exactly the same.”

“That’s fine. Describe him for me.”

“He was somewhere between five-nine and five-eleven. White,” he says slowly. “Some of the victims said his eyes were blue. Others green. But they all pretty much agreed he was thin and that he was wiry and strong.”

“Anything else? Distinguishing marks? Tattoos?”

“Not that any of them could remember.”

“How about his voice?”

“They said he spoke in a whisper, so they couldn’t really glean much from that,” he says.

It’s roughly the same description that Jasmine Triola gave me, but it doesn’t match the physical body type of the offender who dumped Hickley’s body. Which is a problem. Astra’s grimace tells me she’s thinking the same thing.

“Mr. Craig, I would appreciate it if you could send over any notes you might have kept from back then,” I say. “It could really help.”

His face tightens, and he stares at us the way a swap meet vendor might eyeball a potential customer. I can see him doing the math in his head and know what his next question is going to be before he even opens his mouth.

“And what am I going to get out of this deal, Agent Wilder?” he asks. “And for my silence until you’re ready to let this story go?”

And there it is. “How about an exclusive on the case once we break it?”

Excitement flashes through his eyes, and he practically salivates all over the table in front of him as he sits forward. “An exclusive?”

“That’s what I said,” I respond. “And that’s my one and only offer. We don’t have time to sit here and haggle with you like this is a Tijuana flea market. Do we have a deal?”

“Done,” he says.

“Great.”

We get to our feet, and I put a card down on the table in front of him. “Send the information to the email address on that card.”

“You got it.”

“We’ll be in touch.”

We walk out of the conference room, and when we reach the parking lot, Astra turns to me.

“You’re really going to give him an exclusive?”

“No better way to stick it to the media’s corporate overlords than let them get scooped by a small, indie press,” I reply.

Astra laughs as she slides into the passenger seat. “Diabolical. Way to stick it to the Man, Blake. I’m so proud of you.”

I flash her a toothy smile as I start the engine and pull out of the lot.
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“Okay, wait,” Mo says. “So, we’ve got two UNSUBs?”

“Kind of,” I reply. “I’m not sure how they’re connected—”

“Or if they’re connected,” Astra chimes in. “I mean, the description Craig gave us is pretty generic and could be any one of millions of New Yorkers—white male of indeterminate age, average height, eyes that are either blue or green, no distinguishing marks… and the notes he sent over don’t offer much more than that. No suspect list, no theories… nothing.”

“But his description coincides with the one Jasmine gave me.”

“Which still doesn’t get us anything.”

“Two independent, matching descriptions of our offender strongly suggests that there’s something to this—that Craig was right about there being a pattern rapist in Central Park,” I tell her. “And that somebody in the Bureau—”

“Possibly from the Bureau,” she corrects.

“Right. But somebody, whether they were Bureau or NYPD, shut him down because he was asking the questions that needed to be asked.”

“But that still doesn’t prove a link,” Mo argues.

“No. It doesn’t,” I agree. “But my gut is telling me the rapist and murderer are both connected to Hickley and Cox’s deaths and Cabello’s abduction. Don’t ask me how they’re connected because I don’t know yet, but I can feel it.”

“Unfortunately, no DA is going to prosecute based on a feeling,” Paige says.

“I know that,” I say, perhaps a bit too harshly, so I modulate my tone. “That’s why we need to keep digging until we find some evidence.”

“It would go a long way to proving your theory if we could actually prove the existence of this task force we’re thinking they were all part of,” Astra says. “I haven’t been able to find any mention of it anywhere in the Bureau database.”

“And there is nothing in the 102nd Precinct’s files that indicates it ever existed either,” Paige says, motioning to the boxes in front of her.

“So, there is either a massive cover-up, or the task force never existed,” Astra says.

“Logic suggests it’s the latter,” Mo says. “I mean, all we have are suggestions it existed, but nothing tangible to prove it did.”

“I have to agree with her,” Paige adds. “I think we’re spinning our wheels, Chief.”

Part of me thinks they’re right and we’re chasing shadows here. Feeling like we’re on the right track with this task force angle isn’t the same as being able to prove I’m right. Sergeant Cabello is still out there being made to suffer the torture and indignity our UNSUB is inflicting on her this very minute. And when he gets bored, he’s going to kill her.

If we hope to get ahead of our guy and find Cabello before it’s too late, we need to figure out where she’s being kept. I’d hoped we’d be able to get a lead by proving the task force exists and getting into their files—which might also give us the rest of the names on his hit list. I still believe it exists, but we do need to deploy our resources better than chasing something that might or might not exist if we’re going to find Sergeant Cabello.

“Okay, did ERT come back with anything from her place?” I ask.

“Nothing,” Astra says.

“Were we able to come up with any other camera angles from Tryon Park?”

“Sorry, Boss, there are none,” Rick says.

Getting to my feet, I begin to pace as I pinch the bridge of my nose, my frustration like the steady and constant thump of a hammer on the inside of my skull. We have no leads. We have no prospects for developing a lead. We have nothing but a missing NYPD sergeant and no freaking idea how to find her or where to even begin looking. Our UNSUB has been far too clean and clever, and although I like to say no criminal is ever perfect, this one has been uncomfortably close to it… and I have no idea how we’re going to get ahead of him.

“Hey, Boss?” Nina chirps.

“What is it?”

“About that task force,” she says. “I think I may have found something.”
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Over the protests of his assistant, I blow through the anteroom and push through the doors, barging into the office of SAC Merle Collingford. He’s sitting with his feet up on his desk, a tumbler of what I assume to be Irish Whiskey—always his preferred drink—in hand, chatting away on the phone like he doesn’t have a care in the world, let alone two dead agents. The minute I come charging in, he sputters, hacks, and manages to spill half his drink onto his shirt as he jerks upright in his chair.

“I’m sorry, sir,” his assistant bleats. “I tried to stop her—”

I turn and give her a withering glare that immediately sends her scurrying back into the anteroom, closing the office door behind her. Other than a little more gray in his dark hair and a few more pounds around his already ample midsection, Collingford hasn’t changed much since I last saw him. An inch or so taller than me, he’s got the same ruddy cheeks, same gray eyes that are close set and narrowed, same jowly face, and the same nasally, high-pitched whine of a voice that reminds me of the sound of a toy remote-controlled drone.

“I’ll call you back,” Collingford grunts and drops his phone onto his desk, his face a twisted mask of derision. “What in the hell, Wilder? Who do you think you are to be charging into my office—”

“I need to know about the task force,” I say.

“This is my office, and I’m the Special Agent in Charge here,” he says. “You do not get to barge in and order me around like you own the place.”

His lips curl back over his teeth, and his gaze drips with contempt. His Virginian accent, always thicker when he’s flustered or angry, drips with condescension. The years of history and dislike crackle between us, filling the air with a bloated sense of mutual disdain. For the sake of the case, I do my best to swallow it all down.

“My apologies for being so abrupt, sir,” I say, trying to keep the bitterness out of my voice. “But we have a missing NYPD sergeant, and time is not on our side.”

“Yes, I’m aware, Chief Wilder,” he says stiffly. “So, why are you standing here in my office and not out there looking for her?”

“Because six and a half years ago, you were in charge of a task force that was hunting the Central Park Rapist,” I tell him. “And five years ago, you buried it—burned it all down and sealed the files. After that, you intimidated a journalist who was working on the story, had his story spiked, and killed any follow-up stories before he could work on them.”

“That’s preposterous.”

“I confirmed with the journalist that it was you who leaned on his editor,” I tell him. “He remembers you storming into his office that day like, as he put it, the Gestapo.”

“This is ridiculous.”

“My techs found the file deep in the archives, SAC Collingford. It’s buried deep, almost like somebody didn’t want it found and sealed it up,” I say.

A range of emotions scrolls across his face as he digests the information I just shared. The faint glint of surprise I see in his eyes tells me he didn’t know even a breadcrumb remained. He apparently thought it had been scrubbed completely. Somebody apparently lied to him.

“Kind of seems like somebody wanted a little insurance to cover their ass if this ever came back around to bite them,” I say. “Well, that day is now, sir. It’s coming back around, and I need information. Sergeant Cabello’s life depends on it.”

“I don’t know how a case file from that many years ago is relevant to the current situation,” he says. “And I’m certain it was sealed because the case was closed and no longer relevant. If I closed the file, then—”

“You did close it. The seal has your ID number attached,” I interrupt.

“Be that as it may, I don’t know how a six-year-old, closed investigation will help you with the current and ongoing case—”

“Sir, I need you to unseal that file so we know what we’re dealing with here. If we’re going to save Sergeant Cabello’s life, it may boil down to what’s in the file.”

He grimaces sourly. “I still don’t understand how you believe a bit of ancient history will have any bearing on your current case, Chief Wilder.”

“Sir, I need the case file. I need you to open it. Now, sir.”

“As I said before, I do not take orders from you.”

“Sir, the information in that file may lead to the killers of Bureau agents and the person who abducted Sergeant Cabello,” I say. “And it may save the lives of any other members of that task force, which I have to believe contains more of our fellow agents. Are you really going to stand in the way of me saving their lives?”

“I don’t appreciate your tone, Chief Wilder. You will watch your tongue,” he hissed, his accent thicker than molasses. “I am still your superior officer.”

“With all due respect, sir,” I growl, “what are you hiding behind that sealed file? Who are you protecting?”

“You are out of your mind. That task force had nothing to do with what’s happening now.”

“As this is my investigation, that is for me to determine. Sir.”

“I’m telling you, it has nothing—”

“And yet, the trail of breadcrumbs we’re following keep leading us back to that case,” I tell him. “Sir, I need that file unsealed. I need access—”

“Denied.”

“Sir, that is not your decision to make. If needs be, I will speak with the ADIC—”

“You will respect the chain of command,” he cuts me off.

“SAC Collingford, I believe you are letting our history cloud your judgment,” I say. “I believe we need a neutral arbiter—”

He slams his meaty fist down on his desk hard enough to topple his empty tumbler off the top, sending it to the floor where it thumps and bounces away. He probably expected me to flinch or recoil in fear. I don’t. His face red and his breath ragged, he glares at me. Clearing his throat, he pulls down his vest and smooths out his shirt then his hair as he composes himself.

“Enough!” he says softly. “That’s enough.”

“Sir, I am trying to save lives. I need access to that file.”

“I will… take it under consideration,” he says. “That is all, Chief Wilder. You are dismissed.”

“Sir, I must—”

“You are dismissed,” he grunts, pointing to the door.

“Sir, please. There are lives at stake.”

“I heard you the first time, and I’m not convinced that old case has anything to do with it,” he huffs. “I suggest you and your team get back to work and do what they say you do best.”

“And what is that, sir?”

“Pull rabbits out of a hat and save the day,” he sneers. “Now, get the hell out of my office.”

My eyes burning with anger and my head throbbing with frustration, I stand rooted to my spot for a long, tense moment, my hands balled into fists at my sides. If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s feeling powerless. And there have been very few times I’ve ever felt as powerless as I feel right now. Without another word, I turn and storm out of Collingford’s office, my hatred and profound lack of respect for the man soaring to new heights.
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“What is he covering up?” Astra asks. “Incompetence or complicity?”

“I have no idea.”

My arms folded tightly to my chest, I pace around the table. Restless. Agitated. Furious. I honestly don’t know if Collingford is stonewalling me on the case file to cover something up, for some political agenda, or just because he hates me and sees it as an opportunity to screw me over. After all, if I solve the case, I’ll get the shine. Not him. And God forbid anybody but Collingford, climber that he is, gets credit for anything while he gets none.

“We could put a call in to the ADIC,” Paige offers. “See if he can squeeze Collingford?”

“ADIC Pena is one of Collingford’s golf and drinking buddies,” Astra says. “We might as well ask for help from a tree stump for all the help we’ll get from him.”

“This is so on-brand for Collingford,” I say. “Putting petty grievances and politics over the good of the agents under his command.”

“Yeah. That’s kind of his thing. Always has been. Always will be, I’m going to assume. If he ever actually does reach the Director’s chair, I think it might be time for me to hang ‘em up. I couldn’t stomach working at the Bureau with that pig running the show,” Astra says.

“Don’t worry, I’m sure if he ever does make it to the Director’s chair, you won’t have to quit. He’ll cull women from the Bureau altogether,” I say.

“That’s true,” she replies. “He’s toned down his BS these last few years, but he’s been outspoken about his belief that women make inferior agents in the past.”

“Sounds like a real charmer,” Mo says.

“Now I understand why you said what you said to him, Astra,” Paige adds.

“It’s like he doesn’t care that there are lives literally hanging in the balance,” Mo says.

“As long as there is somebody else he can blame, he doesn’t,” I say. But we’ve got to focus. The clock is still running. We need to figure out how we’re going to find Sergeant Cabello,” I say.

“How?” Paige asks.

“I have an idea,” Rick says. “You probably won’t like it, but it’s an idea.”

“Talk to me,” I say.

“I can hack that file,” he replies. “Give me a little time, and I can get it open.”

I pause, considering it for a moment, then shake my head. “No. Too risky.”

“I can do it and not leave fingerprints,” he says.

“If you slip up and one of the Bureau’s super geeks finds a print, they’ll send you to prison for the hack, Rick. I’m not going to risk you going to prison for this. We’ll find another way.”

Continuing my circuit around the table, my mind continues to work at the problem. How indeed are we going to find out where she’s being held when we are working half-blind and with one arm tied behind our backs? My eyes flick over the photos of Hickley, Cox, and Cabello on the board before landing on the images of the savaged bodies of the two men.

It brings me back to my earlier thoughts. What had been done to them hadn’t been quick, nor had it been quiet. To do what was done to them would have required privacy. Isolation. The UNSUB would need a place well away from prying eyes. A place where somebody could scream at the top of their lungs and not be heard.

“Rick, Nina, do me a favor. Run me a list of employees from those eleven facilities with missing amounts of succinylcholine, then cross-reference that against people who own vans, and then against people who own property that’s isolated and private. Something well outside the city, obviously,” she says. “Use those parameters for the whole tri-state area.”

“That might be a big list, Boss,” Rick says.

“You can narrow it down to white males over six feet tall,” I say, thinking back to the grainy footage from the alley.

“All right. This is going to take a bit. That’s a lot of ground to cover,” he says.

“Understood. But do the best you can to be fast,” I tell him.

“I’ll do my best.”

“And you guys haven’t found anything in their case files? Personnel jackets?” I ask. “No common denominators between the three?”

Mo shakes her head. “I went back through all the financials and added in Sergeant Cabello but didn’t find a single nexus point between them,” she says. “Given that the city isn’t all that massive, you’d think that they might have at least shopped in the same stores or eaten at the same restaurants or gotten coffee from the same shop at some point. But there isn’t a single line of connection between any of them. Their paths never cut through the same businesses.”

“Not once?” Astra asks.

“Not once,” Mo confirms.

“Not even the same coffee shop? What are the odds of that?” Paige asks. “I mean, considering two of our vics worked out of 26 Fed, you’d think they would have at least set foot in the same coffee house.”

“I’m not sure Agent Cox drank coffee,” Mo says. “Or at least, he never bought his morning cup of caffeine from a coffee house.”

“There has to be another way to narrow down the list Rick is working on,” Astra says.

“Let’s think about it some more. I’m sure we can find more parameters to include,” Mo offers.

In truth, I don’t think we’ll get that list in time. Rick’s right: it’s a lot of ground. And even if we do manage to get the list before Sergeant Cabello’s body turns up, it’s likely going to be extensive—far too extensive for the four of us to feasibly break down in time. Even if we divide it all up, the odds are good we’ll get Cabello’s torn and broken body returned to us before we can interview and vet all the names on the list.

As they consider more parameters for narrowing down the list between them, I tune them out and continue walking my track around the table. Their voices soon become a low murmur in the back of my mind… little more than white noise. Instead of participating in what I feel is going to be a useless endeavor, my mind wanders as I try to attack the problem from another angle. The trouble is, I’m having trouble finding another angle to attack this from.

I’m still convinced the answers we’re seeking are in that case file. I know, deep in my gut that somehow, the reason for these abductions and murders tracks back to the task force. It’s the only thing that makes sense to me. Yes, the different physical profile of our rapist and our murderer is a factor, but that’s a bridge I can cross when I come to it. Eyewitness descriptions are notoriously unreliable. Especially in tense, pressure-packed situations like an assault in progress.

That task force is the only thing we have—the only tangible piece of evidence—that links all three of our victims. They have no other cases together. They don’t run in the same social circles, nor do they frequent any of the same establishments. There are absolutely zero ties that bind the three of them together—absolutely zero links between any of them… except for the task force.

The sealed file confirms its existence. It takes it out of the world of theory and puts it firmly in reality. And the fact that Collingford was shocked that a trace of it remained for us to find and then got so defensive about it tells me there is something in there he doesn’t want me to see. I’m not convinced he’s jerking my chain and is refusing me access to the file just because he hates me. I firmly believe it’s because he’s hiding something. We need that file.

“Earth to Blake?”

Astra’s voice pulls me out of my head and back into the moment. Everybody around the table is staring at me with matching expressions of concern.

“Why are you wearing your ‘I’m about to do something really bad’ face?” she asks.

I tip her a wink. “Because I think I might be.”

“Oh boy,” Astra says. “Everybody strap in and put on a helmet because I have a feeling this ride is about to get bumpy as hell.”

“I just need to go make a phone call,” I say.
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“I don’t know who in the hell you think you are, but you’ve really crossed a line, Wilder. How dare you go over my head!” he screams. “If you thought I was hard on you before, you haven’t seen anything yet. I’m going to make it my life’s work to bury you. And your whole team.”

For just about an hour now, SAC Collingford has yelled and screamed, hurling threats and curses at me—often repeating the same things over and over again in his flustered fury. Red faced, beads of sweat dotting his brow, and wheezing like he’d just run the New York Marathon, Collingford delivered a blistering tirade over my, as he calls it, traitorous and disrespectful actions. Every time I thought he was running out of steam, he found some untapped vein of energy and continued his verbal assault. It’s been impressive, really.

“This isn’t over, Wilder. This is far from over,” Collingford seethes. “You screwed with the wrong guy. And I am going to have your ass for this. Mark my words.”

And with that, Collingford turns and storms out of the shop with all the fury of the Cat-5 hurricane he blew in with. The door banged shut with a resounding thud, and even from inside the brick structure, I can hear the sound of tires squealing on pavement as he tears away. The air in the shop is thick, and for a moment nobody speaks.

“Wow. That was a lot of fun,” Astra says, finally breaking the silence. “Thanks for that.”

“That whole face-to-face tirade could have been an email,” Mo says.

“I wish it had been,” Paige adds.

“I got what we needed. I think,” I respond. “Rick? Nina?”

Nina raises her head, her eyes glittering. “We’re in,” she tells us. “Deputy Director Church came through for us big time.”

The reason Collingford felt the need to come tearing in here like rage personified is because after getting nowhere with him, I put a call in to DD Church, explained the situation, and told her it was beyond critical we get a look at that sealed file. She agreed. After that, she went to work making sure we got access to it. I don’t like having to lean on her for things, but I have to admit that sometimes, having somebody with some real juice in my corner is really nice.

On a superficial level, having a heavyweight like Church cut a petty little tyrant like Collingford off at the knees is immensely satisfying. However, I’m not naïve enough to think it’s not going to create some blowback. But if this file helps us save a life and get justice for two others, then I say bring it on. I’ll deal with the load of garbage Collingford will send my way.

“I’m going to go ahead and mirror everything in this file real quick,” Rick says. “Just in case things start magically disappearing.”

“Good thought,” Astra says.

“Okay, now that we own the place, where do you want to start?” Nina says.

“Give me a roster for the task force,” I say.

Nina taps a few keys, and a moment later a roster appears on the video monitor. Eleven names. Six FBI, five NYPD. With agents Cox and Hickley dead, and Sergeant Cabello’s whereabouts currently unknown, that leaves us with eight more potential targets still in play.

“Astra, call Jaylon. Give him the names of the four other agents on the roster and get their current whereabouts. Tell him to liaise with NYPD about their people,” I say. “I want eyes on all eight of these people. Until we know for sure what this is all about, we treat them like potential victims. We need to have coverage on them.”

“Copy you,” Astra says and walks off to make the call.

“Hopefully we get lucky and our UNSUB tries to snatch one of them so we can nab him in the act,” Paige says.

“That would be best-case scenario,” Mo says. “And when have we ever stumbled into best-case scenario on… anything?”

“Good point,” Paige says.

“We need to dig through the case file,” I say. “The answers we want are in there. Read everything, then read it again. Every detail matters, so do not skim. Read it.”

Rick sends copies of the case file to our tablets, and we spend the next few hours poring over everything—crime scene photos, witness statements, forensic evidence reports, and after-action summaries. But it’s the end of the file that catches my attention. This is what Collingford sought to bury: the executive memos and OPR reviews that were attached in the wake of what I can only call an absolute disaster. And that’s putting it kindly.

“Wow,” I say as I slide my tablet away from me.

“There is a whole lot that makes much more sense to me now,” Astra says as she sets her tablet down. “Collingford screwed the pooch every possible way somebody can screw the pooch.”

“And yet, they still made him the SAC after this?” Paige says. “I don’t get that.”

“Thus, proving it’s all about who you know and which backsides you kiss,” Mo remarks.

“And because he buried the bodies,” Astra offers. “He kept the Bureau from getting a black eye over this, and the SAC chair was his reward.”

“Overlooking the obvious fact there would be no bodies to bury if not for Collingford’s incompetence to begin with,” Mo muses dryly.

“He protected the Bureau, proving he’s a good soldier. Plus, he’s got a good rabbi,” I tell them. “In this world, that’s usually good enough to move up the rungs.”

“Sometimes, I wonder why I got into this line of work,” Mo says.

“Because of the good we do in the world,” I say. “Command is going to play whatever games they play and reward those who protect them. Doesn’t matter. What really matters are people like us—those of us who give it all for this job and to protect others from the evil in the world. Or at least, do our best to protect them.”

“I think in the grand scheme of things, the good we do far outweighs those times we swing and miss,” Astra says.

“How do we start untangling this Gordian Knot Collingford left behind?” Paige asks.

“We pick a thread and pull,” I answer.

The Gordian Knot in question is that the joint FBI-NYPD task force—headed up by Collingford himself—was formed to hunt the Central Park Rapist. CPR, as he was called, was responsible for thirteen rapes and three murders. Not even an enterprising journalist like Joel Craig had all the facts. But having read through the case file, now I can see why Collingford had Craig’s story spiked and his paper was pressured to not follow up, why the information about the case was blacked out, and why the case file was sealed and buried.

“Why wasn’t the file just scrubbed completely?” Paige asks. “If they were trying to cover this up—and it certainly looks like they were—why leave a digital breadcrumb?”

“That’s a question we may never be able to answer,” I say. “But it’s also one that isn’t important. I don’t care who left the breadcrumb. I’m just thankful they left one for us to find.”

“I’m assuming it’s somebody who wanted to tank Collingford. And that’s going to be a long list,” Astra says. “If word of this gets out, not even his rabbi will be able to pull his butt out of the fire. He’ll be done as SAC in New York.”

She’s not wrong. But I can already see there’s going to come a moment when we wrap this case up, when I know I’m going to be forced to decide between being a good soldier and keeping Collingford’s secret, or being the boat rocking, muckraker, trouble spot for the Bureau much of command already thinks I am. A perception I know I do nothing to dispel, much to the chagrin of most everybody around me.

By keeping the secret, I’d be letting a man I know is woefully underqualified and morally questionable continue running one of the most important FOs in the country. By spilling it, I might be torpedoing any chance I have of moving up the ladder myself. DD Church has a vision for my career laid out for me. But I’m not sure it’s a playground I even want to play on. All that matters to me right now is catching a bad guy and saving lives.

“Okay, so help me wrap my brain around this,” Astra says. “I’m seeing all these words, but there’s something I’m missing. The suspect in the pattern assaults was killed. So, how does this tie in with our current case?”

“Looks like somebody skimmed some pages,” Paige teases.

“Stow it, rookie,” Astra says, then turns to me. “Cliff’s Notes version, please.”

I shake my head. “Paige? Care to explain it to her?”

“Be sure to use small words,” Rick cracks.

Astra rolls her eyes but doesn’t take the bait. “Paige?”

“The task force eventually identified a suspect—Vernon Leeder. They were trying to build a case against him, but according to the notes, they were having a hard time. He was smart. Slippery. They weren’t getting anywhere,” she says. “Eventually, they were able to arrest him. But the case fell apart when it came out the task force got the evidence they needed under… questionable means.”

Astra rolls her eyes. “Bad search?”

“Very bad,” I say.

“The case was tossed, and Leeder walked free.”

“Yeah, that’s the definition of very bad,” Astra says.

“Oh, it gets worse,” Paige says. “They were obviously keeping tabs on Leeder, but he slipped their tail and managed to rape and kill one final victim—Elisha Orestes. Collingford and his team managed to catch up with Leeder, and details are… sketchy. At best. But according to the after-action reports and executive summaries, there was a firefight, and Leeder was killed.”

“It was quickly ruled a good shoot. The task force was quietly disbanded, and the case was closed,” I finish the story. “After that, the whole thing was buried.”

“Until now,” Astra says.

“Right. Until now.”

“Okay, so all our victims were part of this task force. But Leeder is dead,” she says. “I’m still not seeing how this ties into our case?”

“Mo?” I say.

“Because Vernon Leeder has a son,” she says.

The monitor lights up and is quickly filled with the face of Leeder’s son, Drake. He’s got a broad nose, thin lips, and a strong chin and jawline. His dark hair is cut short, and his blue eyes are flat and emotionless. He seems like the kind of man you’d call when you need a couple of kneecaps broken or a witness intimidated.

“This is Drake Leeder,” Nina says. “Twenty-five years old. He works as a baggage handler at JFK and as a part-time personal trainer. He does have a record, but it’s for minor things. He caught a possession charge when he was nineteen and a drunk in public when he was twenty-two. He also holds a degree in philosophy from Vassar. Graduated cum laude.”

“Cum laude?” I ask as I look at his booking photo again. “Seriously?”

“As a heart attack,” Nina replies.

“Okay, so no violent crimes in his past,” Astra says. “Do we really think he went from being drunk in public to murdering federal agents?”

“It’s not common. There’s usually a build up to it,” I say. “But it’s not unprecedented either. He was also very outspoken about his father’s innocence and made quite a stink after he was killed in that dubious shootout.”

“It’s a good lead,” Mo says. “Pretty much the first solid lead we’ve had.”

“It’s worth a conversation.”

“Yeah, you’re right. It’s worth at least having a talk with him,” Astra says.

“Okay, Astra and I are going to track down Mr. Leeder and have a little chat with him. The rest of you keep digging into this case file as well as Drake Leeder. I want you all deep in that rabbit hole. Find anything you can no matter how inconsequential it might seem,” I say.

“Copy that,” Mo says.

I turn to Astra. “Ready?”

“Let’s do it.”
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John F. Kennedy International Airport; Jamaica District; Queens, NY

After badging our way through about ten thousand gates, desks, and security offices, we were finally told where we could find Drake Leeder. We stand off to the side in a large building filled with baggage carts, racks of luggage, and other maintenance equipment, waiting and watching as he and his team load the belly of the massive passenger plane with luggage from the cart that had been driven out onto the tarmac.

“That’s a big dude,” Astra calls over the loud thrum of the plane’s engines.

I lean close and practically have to shout in her ear to be heard. “He is. Just like the guy on the video dumping Hickley’s body.”

“He seems bigger in person than on that video.”

“Are you getting nervous?” I ask. “Are you afraid he’ll get the drop on you?”

She pulls a face. “Please.”

“I’ve seen you nervous before, and you look just like that right now,” I say.

“I’m seriously going to hurt you.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” I say. “You’d feel too bad.”

“Eventually. Probably.”

“Here he comes,” I say.

For such a large man, he moves with an easy, fluid grace that makes me think he’s either had some martial arts training or has taken ballet classes. We step out onto the tarmac and beeline over to him. His eyes narrow, and a tension creeps into his shoulders as he watches us approach, but he stops and turns to us. We hold our jackets open, and when he sees our badges, an expression of annoyance crosses his face. He sighs and taps the headphones that are covering his ears, then motions for us to follow him.

He leads us through a large building and into a room off to the side. Leeder holds the door open for us, then closes it once we’re through. The breakroom, which probably hasn’t been updated in twenty years, is filled with tables, chairs, vending machines, and a long counter with a large coffee machine set up. A TV mounted to the wall at the far end of the room is tuned to a news broadcast, but the volume has been turned down.

With his size and dark blue coveralls, Leeder reminds me of Michael Meyers. All he needs is the mask and a butcher knife to complete the fit. He pulls his headphones off and drops them onto one of the tables before he turns to us, his face etched with irritation.

His back to us, he walks to the counter and pours himself a cup of coffee. “And what exactly does the FBI want from me this time?”

“Before we begin, I just want to remind you that you are entitled to have counsel with you before answering any of our questions,” I say.

“I don’t need a lawyer. I have nothing to hide,” he says as he turns around and takes a sip. “Ask your questions.”

“We’re here to talk about your father,” Astra says.

“Of course, you are,” he says, his voice thick with consternation. “The man has been a millstone around my neck my entire life. A damn albatross.”

Leeder surprises me. His voice is softer than I imagined it would be, and I walked in here expecting him to sound like an uneducated meathead. He doesn’t. In my experience, meatheads don’t typically make references to albatrosses and millstones. Shockingly enough, he sounds educated and somewhat cultured. I guess that degree in philosophy he got wasn’t just for show after all. Let that be a lesson to me about stereotyping people.

“You were pretty outspoken about the FBI’s excessive use of force after your father was killed. You said it was cold-blooded murder,” Astra says.

“And that stance hasn’t changed. What was done to my father was cold-blooded murder. Plain and simple. Because they botched their case and couldn’t touch him, they hunted him down, cornered him, and executed him,” he says. “The Bureau, as it so often does, practiced extrajudicial justice when they gunned him down like a rabid dog.”

Given the dubious nature of the shooting that killed his father, I’m in no position to argue whether Collingford and his team went rogue or not. The fact that it was buried so quickly makes me think there’s something to it. But I’m not here to litigate that case. I wasn’t there and don’t have any firsthand knowledge, so it’s not my place to argue what did or didn’t happen.

“You were pretty strident about your father’s death,” I say. “You even protested his innocence and filed a lawsuit against the Bureau.”

“A suit that was predictably thrown out of court,” Astra adds.

“I don’t even care about that anymore.”

“So, you’re not still harboring a grudge against the Bureau or the cops who were on the task force who killed your father?” Astra presses.

“Oh, don’t get me wrong: I think you’re all a bunch of jackbooted fascists. You’re little more than thugs with badges,” he says. “But I don’t have an active hate on for you guys. I let that all go a while back.”

“How magnanimous of you,” Astra says.

The corner of his mouth crept upward. “We do what we can.”

“But you were so strident in defending your father,” I say. “You truly sounded like you believed he was innocent.”

“I was a stupid kid who’d just lost his dad, Agents. I said a lot of stupid things,” he says. “With some reflection and understanding, I see now that I was wrong. My father was the monster the FBI claimed he was. But even still, monster or not, he did not deserve to be gunned down and denied his due process. He was entitled to a trial.”

“I don’t disagree with you,” I say. “But according to the after-action reports I’ve read, your father pulled a gun on the agents who—”

“My father never once picked up a gun in his life. He did not own or possess one. He did not like them and would have never touched one,” he cuts me off. “So, I find the claim that he pulled a gun on your agents… dubious, at best. No. This was a cold-blooded murder because they could not get him through legal means.”

“It’s quite a different tune than you were singing five years ago,” Astra notes.

“Our positions change as we grow, mature, and gather more information. Or they should,” he says evenly. “Our beliefs should never be static, and we should always be willing to change and adapt as we absorb new information. I believed my father was innocent. I learned that I was wrong about that. Why, then, would I continue to espouse an opinion I know to be wrong?”

“If I may ask, what brought you around to the truth?” I ask.

His face darkens. “I found his box of… trophies. After finding that, there was no doubt that he was the monster you people said he was.”

This guy is blowing my mind. He seems like a guy who opens beer bottles with his toes, gets into bar fights, and pulls buses with his teeth just for fun. But he talks like a college professor. I want to ask him why he’s slinging luggage for a living, but we don’t have that kind of relationship.

“I know why you’re here,” he says.

“And why is that?” I ask.

“Because your agents were murdered, and there is currently an NYPD officer missing,” he says. “I cannot say for certain, of course, but if I had to guess, they were members of the task force that murdered my father, which is what brought you to me.”

“You’re perceptive,” Astra says.

“As I said, I do my best,” he replies. “After reading the stories in the paper, I figured it was only a matter of time before you turned up.”

“And why is that?” I ask.

“Because you lack imagination,” he says. “You always turn to the usual suspects first. It’s lazy and shoddy work, if you ask me.”

“We like to think of it as thorough work,” Astra retorts.

“If you say so,” he replies. “Anyway, before you ask, on the night the bodies of your agents were dumped, I believe that would have been the fourteenth and the eighteenth, I was here. Working. I clocked in at 6 p.m. and didn’t get off shift until after two the next morning, which is my usual shift. You can check my time card, speak with my supervisor, and look at our surveillance footage to corroborate my story if you need to.”

“Yeah, we’d like to take your word for it, but we really can’t,” Astra says.

“Then help yourself,” he replies. “I did not kill your agents, and I have nothing to hide.”

As he’s been trading barbs with us, I’ve been watching him closely, studying his facial tics and microexpressions, and most of all, his body language. And nothing I see indicates any kind of deception. As far as I can tell, he’s being completely open and honest with us. I exchange a glance with Astra and can see she’s just as surprised as I am.

“Okay,” I say. “Thanks for your time, Mr. Leeder.”

“Always a pleasure to be of service, Agents,” he says, his tone dripping with sarcasm.

“Hey, can I ask you a question?” I ask.

“By all means.”

“You’ve got a degree in philosophy from Vassar. You’re obviously intelligent, articulate, and educated,” I start. “Why are you slinging baggage at JFK?”

A shadow crosses his face, and his lips curl sourly. “As I said, my father continues to be an albatross around my neck. My lineage has denied me certain opportunities. It seems that many schools think having my last name on their faculty rosters would be a blemish they cannot abide,” he replies softly. “Let’s face it, if not in academia, a degree in philosophy is worth about as much as the paper it’s printed on. I suppose I can’t complain too much. The money is pretty good. I get union bennies. Steady work, consistent hours. This isn’t so bad.”

“That’s very… enlightened,” I say.

His smile is wan and hollow. “As I said, we do what we can.”

Before leaving, we stop by his supervisor’s office to have a quick chat as we collect copies of his time card and the surveillance footage. He wasn’t lying. He was at work when he said he was… which means he is not our guy—and our only lead, which seemed so promising just a couple of hours ago—has dried up and crumbled to dust. And unfortunately for us, that also means, we have absolutely nothing and are forced back to the drawing board. Yet again.

As we drive away from the airport, I can’t help but feel sympathy for Drake Leeder. He’s making the best of his situation, but in many ways, through no fault of his own, he was denied a real chance at life. In many ways, he was his father’s fourteenth victim.
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Belmont Arms, FBI Covert Ops Center, Belmont District; The Bronx, NY

Every second that passes with Sergeant Cabello still out there feels like another brick is being added to the pile already sitting on my shoulders. The weight I’m carrying is pressing down on me, making my legs shake and my knees feel ready to buckle. It’s a weight that’s making it hard to breathe. I feel like her life is in my hands, and I’m fumbling her like she’s a football that’s been slathered in Crisco.

“Have you guys found anything in the files?” I ask.

“Nothing relevant,” Mo says. “Unless more information that suggests Collingford botched the task force investigation from the jump is relevant.”

“Not surprising, but hardly relevant,” Astra mutters darkly.

“And we’re sure Leeder didn’t have any other kids?” I ask.

“None on record,” Nina says. “I mean, it’s possible he’s got an illegitimate kid or twelve out there that we don’t know about, but there’s no way we can track those.”

“What about his phone messages or emails?” I ask. “Are we still able to get into his cloud or anything and see what’s in there?”

“His devices were shut down long ago,” Rick says. “And it’s been so long, I’m sure any burner email accounts he might have had have already been purged.”

I think about Hickley, Cox, and Cabello, then think about our chat with Leeder. I’m missing something. All the pieces are bouncing around in my head, but I still don’t know how they line up. I feel like it’s obvious. I feel like the answer is staring me in the face, but it remains opaque and hovers just beyond my reach. I can’t see it just yet, and it’s taunting me.

“Is there any way Leeder is lying? Is it possible the footage was doctored and his supervisor is covering for him?” Paige asks.

“As near as I can tell, the footage is legit,” Rick tells her. “I’m not an expert, but I looked close and didn’t find any artifacts that indicate it’s been manipulated.”

“I looked at it after he did, and it looks legit to me too,” Nina offers.

“For whatever it’s worth, I got the sense the supervisor was being honest,” Astra adds.

I blow out a long breath, the frustration bubbling in my veins. Our theory is that this whole thing is happening because somebody is looking for revenge against the task force. Leeder may not be our guy, but that motive hasn’t changed. I still believe that all of this, at its root, is still about seeking retribution… that this is about one of the victims seeking vengeance.

“Talk to me about Vernon Leeder’s victims,” I say.

Rick taps away at his keyboard for a couple of minutes and then the screen lights up with pictures of thirteen different women; it immediately becomes obvious that Leeder had a type. Like Craig told us, they were all blonde with light-colored eyes. All are early to mid-twenties, fair complexions, and traditionally pretty.

“The first ten were assaulted,” Rick says. “But apparently that wasn’t exciting enough for him because he killed his final three victims beginning with Tess Ziegler, age twenty-one and ending with Elisha Orestes, age nineteen. All three were strangled and left in Central Park, just like his first ten assault victims.”

“We’ve seen that happen a lot more than I care for,” Astra says.

“Some guys just need to keep upping the ante,” Mo says.

“Most can’t help themselves,” I tell them. “No rush is ever better than their first attack. So, they keep chasing that high, trying to replicate the feeling they had the first time they assaulted somebody. Eventually, they need to ratchet it up and wind up killing somebody. If pattern rapists aren’t caught, that escalation is sometimes inevitable.”

I stare at the thirteen photos on the monitor so long, they all seem to blur together, creating one vague and indistinct blonde, blue-eyed form. As I give myself a small shake to clear my vision, a thought occurs to me. And along with the thought comes an idea.

“What do all thirteen of these women have in common?” I ask.

“They’re young blondes with blue eyes?” Mo offers.

“Aside from the physical,” I say.

Everybody at the table exchanges glances, questions on all their faces. I can see them all racking their brains as they try to come up with the answers, but nobody seems to see where my train of thought is heading. I step to the monitor and point to the photos.

“The one thing all these women have in common is that they all have brothers, fathers, uncles, and cousins. They’ve all likely got men in their lives who are angry at how the task force handled the case… how they allowed Leeder to walk free and kill again,” I say. “It’s entirely possible that one of those men in their lives might be motivated enough to do something about it.”

“But why now? Why so long after the crimes took place?” Paige asks.

“Who knows? It could be any number of reasons. A birthday, or perhaps they ran into one of the task force members on the street, or it’s possible this has just been simmering in the back of their minds all these years and some other stressor in their life set them off,” I explain. “We aren’t going to know until we find the person behind this and ask them ourselves. So, let’s figure out who our UNSUB is. Rick, Nina—”

“Already two steps ahead of you, Boss,” Nina says.

“We are running male family members for all thirteen victims,” Rick adds.

“Filter it out,” I say. “Limit the search to white males six feet tall and above. And then cross-reference that against men who either own a van, have a house in a rural county, or both. That should give us a fairly narrow list.”

“How far out in the family tree are we going?” Nina asks. “Cousins, second cousins? Stepbrothers and stepfathers?”

“For now, stick with immediate family… fathers, uncles, brothers,” I tell them. “We’ll expand the circle outward if needed.”

“Copy that,” Rick says.

Astra turns to me. “You know what? You’re pretty clever sometimes.”

My eyebrow creeps upward. “Sometimes?”

“Yeah, sometimes,” she replies. “Don’t want to fluff up that ego too much.”

“I appreciate you keeping me in check like that.”

“Hey, what are besties for?”

“All right, we’ve got four candidates that fit the parameters,” Rick says.

The monitor goes blank, and a minute later, the DMV photo of a man pops up. He’s got long, gray hair, a matching beard, and a crooked grin on his face; he gives off an aging-rocker-on-his-farewell-tour vibe.

“This is Bill Bacon, father to Selene Bacon, Leeder’s third victim,” Rick says. “Fifty years old, he works as a machinist and has a home in Coventry—Upstate New York.”

The photo on the monitor changes to one of a bald man with a thin, narrow face, prominent chin, and dark, angry eyes.

“Glenn Camp. He’s the uncle of Jeanine Camp, Leeder’s sixth victim,” Nina says. “Forty-nine years old, works as an EMT in Manhattan, and he owns an old family farm in Summit, New Jersey. Jeanine’s father, David, died of a heart attack about ten years ago.”

The photo changes again to a man with dirty blond hair, a round face, and broad, blunt features. His eyes are a dull, flat brown, and he has a prominent bend to his nose as if it’s been broken several times. Even in a photograph, he’s got an intimidating air about him.

“This is Sebastian Berg. Thirty years old and the brother of Katie Berg, Leeder’s eighth victim,” Rick says. “He works as an orderly and lives on a couple acres of land in Tarrytown, about an hour or so from Manhattan.”

“And finally, we have our last contestant,” Nina announces.

The photo of a man with a silver crew cut and sparkling blue eyes appears on the screen. He’s got a neatly trimmed goatee, a broad face, pleasant features, and a warm smile that make him seem more like a friendly grandfather than a hardened killer.

“Bachelor number four is Henry Orestes, fifty-one years old, father to Elisha Orestes, Leeder’s thirteenth and final victim,” Nina says.

“The woman who was murdered after Leeder beat the original charge,” I say.

“Correctamundo. He has a house on a couple of acres of land in Milford, Pennsylvania, and he works as a hospital computer technician,” Nina replies. “And before you ask, I did check, and three of these men, Camp, Berg, and Orestes, did have contact with at least one of the medical facilities that reported shortages of succinylcholine.”

“I love how proactive you are, Nina,” Astra says.

“It was my idea to cross-reference the names,” Rick teases.

“And yet, Nina is the one who had the follow through to actually do it,” Astra replies.

The screen changes again, and all four photos pop up side by side; I study each of them in turn as my mind spins wildly. They’ve all got ample motive. They all seemingly have the means. And the opportunity. And in three cases, Orestes, Berg, and Camp, possible access to succinylcholine through their jobs.

“We’ve got four viable suspects,” I say. “But we don’t have close to enough to get a search warrant for the places or bring them in for a formal sit-down.”

“So, how are we going to attack this?” Astra asks.

I get to my feet and fold my arms over my chest, tapping my lips with the tip of my finger as I approach the board and scrutinize the four photos.

“Given the fact that Collingford’s a little upset with me, I doubt we can count on getting any meaningful support from the FO. Especially since we have nothing tying any of these four to the killings right now, and this will basically be a fishing expedition,” I start.

“What about putting in another call to DD Church?” Mo offers.

“I’d rather not go back to that well too many times if we can help it,” I respond.

“I don’t see how we can afford not to if Collingford isn’t going to give us what we need,” Astra says. “We’ve got a lot of ground to cover, and we need bodies to cover it.”

“What about looping in NYPD?” Paige asks. “They might be able to help.”

“With two UNSUBS in Upstate New York, one in Jersey, and one in Pennsylvania, it would be a jurisdictional nightmare,” Mo says. “Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be feasible.”

“So, it sounds like we’re on our own,” Astra says.

I turn to her and nod. “Yeah. Like it or not, I think we’re on our own.”

“For the record, I don’t like it,” Astra says.

“Noted,” I reply. “But right now, we’re just going to have a conversation with these four gentleman and feel them out. It very well may turn out that none of them are our guy.”

“The way this case has gone, I’m leaning toward that happening, actually,” Mo says dryly.

“All right, then. Mo and Paige, I want you two riding together and hit both men in Upstate New York. Be gentle when you question them, but be alert. If one of them is our guy, he may react violently to you showing up on his doorstep. Keep your head on a swivel, watch each other’s back, and if either one of them make a move, back off, call me, and wait for the cavalry to arrive,” I tell them. “Do not engage under any circumstances. Wait for backup. Copy?”

“Copy that, Boss,” Mo says.

“Good. Astra, you’re heading to the Garden State,” I respond.

“Yay me,” she says, her tone deadpan.

“Same deal. I don’t want you going in there and playing Supergirl.”

“But I just bought some new tights and a cape,” she says with a faux pout.

I laugh. “Shut up.”

“Look around. Keep your eyes open, and if you see Sergeant Cabello, back off and call for reinforcements,” I say. “We good?”

“We’re good,” they reply.

“Okay, let’s get to work then.”
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Orestes Residence; Milford, PA

Situated on a couple acres of farmland in Pike County is a large, three-story, Colonial-style farmhouse made of red brick and white clapboard. The house, sitting atop a small rise in the center of the property with several smaller outbuildings scattered around the grounds that surround it, was once a working farm back in the days of George Washington and the Revolution. But since then, much of its original acreage has been sold off and the fences drawn in around its new, smaller property lines. It ceased being a farm long ago, and in its second life, became a home.

From the road, I can see lights glowing at the windows, but as I draw closer, I can see that the paint is fading and chipped. The flag posted in the bracket on the column on the front porch is tattered, and there are shingles missing from the roof, leaving gaps like missing teeth. Like so many families in the wake of a horrific tragedy, like the death of a child, the Orestes family was irrevocably broken, shattered, and scattered to the winds forevermore. And their home has become little more than a house… a shell of what it used to be.

As I climb out of my SUV, I can practically smell the miasma of grief that clings to the home. It’s as if the death of Elisha Orestes drained any sense of warmth out of the very land around the house. Her murder seems to have sucked out the color and joy, leaving behind a world that exists in dull shades of gray. I can feel the weight of it all in the air around me.

The wooden steps are bowed, and they creak and groan as I ascend to the porch. To my right is a rocking chair that’s as weathered and beaten as the rest of the house. Beside it sits a table filled with empty beer bottles, a few fifths of whiskey, several yellowed, tattered newspapers, and a couple of greasy fast-food containers. Cigarette butts overflow from a rusted coffee can and spill onto the wood plank flooring all around it.

The front door opens before I have a chance to knock, and a mélange of scents waft onto the porch—garlic, butter, and the aroma of what might be a beef blend with an undercurrent of cigarette smoke and stale body odor. From somewhere deeper inside the house, Bruce Springsteen is singing about his Glory Days.

“Who the hell are you?” he scowls.

Standing face to face with Henry Orestes, he seems even larger than he did in his photo. He’s large, easily six-three and stocky. He’s broad through the shoulders and chest, so that photo must have been taken a while ago, likely before his daughter’s death, because all trace of warmth in the man’s face, like the land around the house, has been drained away. Orestes’s face is drawn and pale, the sparkle gone from his eyes, and his goatee is longer and shaggier than it was in the picture. The easy smile is long gone, as if it had never been, and he looks ten years older than he is, as worn and beaten down by life as his house.

I pull back my jacket, and when he sees my badge, his scowl deepens. “Yeah? And?” he growls. “What the hell do you want?”

“I was hoping to have a word with you—”

“About what?”

“About the death of a couple of federal agents—”

“I hope you’re not expectin’ me to shed a tear for them.”

“Mr. Orestes, I understand why you might not hold warm feelings for the Bureau—”

He scoffs. “It ain’t that I don’t hold warm feelings for the Bureau, as you say. I flat out hate the damn FBI. I think you guys are incompetent idiots, and you got my daughter murdered.”

I shift on my feet and swallow down my frustration. Orestes has a right to his anger. While I had nothing to do with what happened, he obviously needs an outlet. He needs to vent. And once he’s blown through his anger, perhaps we can get past it and get to having a productive conversation.

“I can’t begin to understand your pain, sir,” I say.

“No. You can’t. So don’t even pretend like you can.”

“I wouldn’t presume to try. But Mr. Orestes—”

“No, you shut up and listen to me, lady,” he seethes. “If not for your precious Bureau, my Elisha might still be alive.”

“I understand, and you have a right to your anger—”

“You’re damn right I do. You guys screwed up and put that jackal back out on the street. It’s your fault he was allowed to walk free, and because of that, he murdered my little girl! You killed my Elisha. It’s your damn fault.”

His shouting echoes around the land like the rumble of thunder. His eyes, red and glistening, are narrowed to slits as he glares at me, pure hatred etched into the deep lines on his face. Orestes looms over me menacingly, his meaty hands balled into fists at his sides. He seems like he’s trying to decide whether to kick me off his land or just plain kick me. Either way, I know I don’t have much time to get anything useful out of Orestes before he erupts like Krakatoa—assuming we haven’t already passed that event horizon.

“Mr. Orestes, I need to ask you where you were on the night of the fourteenth and the eighteenth?” I ask as politely as I can.

“Why? Because you think I killed those two agents?”

“I’m not saying that. Right now, we’re just looking into—”

“You know what? I don’t have to talk to you.”

“You’re right. You don’t,” I tell him. “I’d just like to be able to cross you off my list and get out of your hair for good, so if you’d just tell me where you were the night of the fourteenth—”

“I don’t have to tell you that.”

“No, you don’t. But it would be really helpful—”

“I was working.”

“Okay, is there anybody who can verify—”

“And I should be interested in helping you… why? It ain’t like you helped my daughter.”

“Because helping me will get me off your land even faster,” I tell him.

He stares at me for a long minute. “I know you ain’t got a warrant.”

“I don’t. I’m only here because I hoped we could have a conversation—”

“I don’t want to have a conversation with you,” he sneers, his voice dripping with ice. “I want you to get the hell off my land.”

He bristles, his shoulders bunching and tensing as he glares at me. Orestes’s face darkens, and he seems to be edging ever closer to the tipping point where he might slam the door in my face or tear me apart limb from limb with his bare hands. It feels like a toss-up at this point.

“Are you here to arrest me?” he spits.

“No, sir. I’m just here to have a conversation with you.”

“I’m done speakin’,” he says.

“Mr. Orestes—”

“I said, I got nothin’ to say to you,” he growls. “Now, you either come back with a warrant, or you don’t come back on my property again. Am I clear?”

Knowing what he’s been through, what he’s endured, I’m doing my best to keep my temper in check. Blowing up at him won’t get us anywhere. More than that, he doesn’t deserve it. The man lost his daughter, largely because of Collingford’s incompetence, so his lack of concern or cooperation with us now shouldn’t be a surprise.

“Mr. Orestes—”

“Get the hell off my land! Now!”

Orestes turns and storms back inside the house, slamming the door behind him hard enough to rattle the frame and all the windows. I’m left staring at it for a moment, trying to process what just happened. Is it simple grief driving his angry outburst? Or is it misdirection? He never truly answered my question and hustled me off his property before I could dig in too much. Is he hiding guilt? Or has he simply let his daughter’s death consume him entirely? I don’t know, and I don’t like that I’m leaving here with more questions than I arrived with.

The stairs squeak as I step off the porch and pull out my phone as I walk to my SUV. Being that I’m in Pennsylvania, I can get a surveillance team out of the Philadelphia FO to sit on Orestes until we’re able to find something that either clears him or implicates him. My gut tells me there’s something off about him. That his anger, while justified, seems a little too… overwrought, perhaps. The way he screamed at me felt like a show he was putting on to get me off his property.

I might be wrong. I’ve never lost a child, so I can’t fully grasp the emotions somebody who has must be feeling. Which means I might be jumping at shadows here. But when he was in my face, huffing and puffing, it reminded me of the shows of dominance gorillas put on when they beat their chests and make loud noises simply to scare off anybody they perceive as a threat. My gut is telling me I shouldn’t let this go. Not yet. And although my gut isn’t foolproof, it’s right more often than it’s not, so I’m going to trust it.

I need to buy some time here, and unfortunately, my gut isn’t enough to get a warrant. So, I want to keep eyes on Orestes until I figure out what our next move is. I shoot a quick text to Astra to tell her what’s going on here, then dial the Philadelphia FO and press the phone to my ear. Kim Devries is the ASAC there, and I’ve got a good relationship with her, so I’m sure she’ll want to help me out by giving me a surveillance team.

Just as the line starts to ring, a sound catches my attention. Somewhere in the distance, a dog’s barking echoes through the stillness of the night around us. But it’s not the dog barking that caught my attention. It’s something else that’s tickling the back of my mind.

“Blake? Are you there?” Kim’s voice comes through the phone.

“Yeah. Hang on a second,” I say.

I turn in a circle, straining my ears, hoping to catch the sound again. But the silence goes on so long, I start wondering if I imagined it and am raising the phone to my ear when I hear it again. It’s low and faint, but unmistakable. The rattle of chains is a faint tinkling sound on the breeze that’s as unmistakable as the low, pained groan and the soft call for help that follows it. A rush of adrenaline floods my veins, and my skin prickles.

“Son of a…”

There’s a moment of silence and then I hear it again. The rattle of chains. The low groan of somebody in pain and distress, and the sound of somebody calling for help. My stomach turns over on itself as I raise the phone to my ear.

“Kim, I’ve got a situation—”

My words are cut off by the thunderous explosion that tears through the night air. The windshield of my SUV explodes, sending fragments of glass flying as I throw myself to the ground behind the vehicle. The hard packed dirt driveway drives the air from my lungs as I hit with a bone-jarring impact that knocks the phone from my hand.

It skitters away, sliding toward the front bumper of the SUV, and when I reach for it, another shot rips through the air, kicking up a shower of dirt less than two feet from my hand. I yank my hand back, thankful to still have all five fingers. My heart racing, I get to a knee then pull my weapon and chamber a round.

“I told you to get off my land!” Orestes screams. “You should have listened to me!”

Huddled down behind the wheel of my SUV, I quickly glance around, trying to find the source of the calls for help I heard. As I scan the area, I see light pressing through the cracks in one of the outbuildings down the slope from where I am. And it’s then that I see the black panel van parked under an awning beside it. Another thunderous boom from Orestes’s shotgun shakes the air around me, thumping hard into the side of my SUV.

Rising up, I fire off a quick pair of shots in the direction of the porch. I’m not trying to hit Orestes as much as I’m trying to drive him back into the house, giving me a chance to break for the outbuilding. I hear my rounds punch into the side of the house with a dull thud. Orestes curses and, as I hoped, dives back into the house. Moving as quickly as I can, I jump to my feet and sprint for the outbuilding. Behind me, Orestes shouts and fires another round from the cannon he’s got in his hands that makes me flinch.

“Get off my property!”

His voice chases me across the field, punctuated by the sound of him racking another shell into his shotgun. I make it to the black van a split second before the rear window explodes as the roar of his shotgun echoes all around me. I risk a quick glance over my shoulder to see him lumbering across the field, already jacking another shell into the chamber. He raises his weapon and fires, the shot tearing a gaping hole through the back door.

I flinch as a small piece of shrapnel from the door opens a slice across my cheek, sending warm, thick blood pouring down my face.

“Dammit,” I growl.

Orestes is still charging across the field toward me, so I raise my Glock. “Stop moving and drop your weapon, Mr. Orestes,” I call. “I don’t want to have to shoot you!”

The rumble of his shotgun shakes my very bones as he fires, sending me skittering for cover behind the van. The vehicle shakes as the blast destroys the back door, and when I pop back out to return fire, Orestes is nowhere to be seen.

“What the hell?” I mutter.

From the far side of the outbuilding, I hear a door crash open followed by a woman’s shrill shriek. A cold sense of dread forms in the pit of my belly knowing what he’s doing—Orestes knows the game is up, so he’s going to take Cabello down with him.

“Oh, hell no,” I growl.

Racing around the building, I burst through the already open door to find Cabello on her knees, wrists in shackles, arms above her head connected to chains hooked to a beam above her. She’s battered and bloody; one eye closed, the other swollen and mostly closed; lips split; covered in cuts and bruises. Against the far wall is a table that’s covered with rags crusted with brown, dried blood, knives, hooks, and a variety of instruments he’s used to torture her.

The roar of his shotgun tears a chunk out of the wall next to the door, sending me sprawling to the dirt. Chunks of wood slice through the air, and I cry out as a piece of the wall embeds itself into the back of my arm, sending white hot bolts of pain shooting through me. My vision blurs, but I see Orestes swinging around, bringing his weapon to bear on Cabello. Pushing away the pain, I jump to my feet, my weapon raised, assuming a shooter’s stance.

“Drop the shotgun, Orestes.”

He glances over his shoulder at me, his weapon still trained on Cabello. “None of this would have been necessary if you people had just done your damn jobs! My little girl would still be here!”

“Killing Sergeant Cabello will not bring her back!”

“You think I don’t know that? You think I’m stupid?”

“No, I don’t think you’re stupid,” I say. “I think you’re hurting. I think you’re still grieving the loss of your daughter. And I sympathize with you, Mr. Orestes. But Sergeant Cabello—”

“Nothing will bring my little girl back, Agent,” he spits. “But taking the low-life bastards who let her get murdered with me will make me feel a hell of a lot better!”

“Henry! Don’t!” I call. “Do not make me do this!”

If he hears me, he gives no sign. Instead, his body tenses, and I see the muscles in his forearm flex as he grips it tighter, readying himself for the blast. Before he can pull the trigger, though, I fire two quick shots. He jerks and twitches as the rounds punch through his thigh and calf, sweeping his legs out from under him. Orestes goes down hard, the impact with the ground sending his shot into the ceiling.

Cabello screams, but I’m already moving. I kick the shotgun away from him and quickly get him onto his stomach. Orestes screams in both pain and outrage, thrashing wildly. But with my knee in the middle of his back, he can’t move, and I’m able to get his wrists behind his back and my cuffs on him. He curses and spits and sobs for a couple of minutes until he seems to wear himself out, then slumps face down into the dirt, quiet and still, save for his soft crying.

Once I have him secure, I search the table and find the keys for the shackles, then set Cabello free. She slumps to the ground and curls into a ball, her chest heaving as she sobs.

“You’re safe now,” I say. “You’re safe, Marina.”

With the sound of sirens in the distance drawing closer, I say a silent word of thanks. After I dropped my phone, Kim must have heard what was happening and dispatched the locals. Hopefully, they’ll have an ambulance with them. Sergeant Cabello is going to need one.

“Everything will be okay now,” I tell her. “You’re going to be all right.”

She raises her head and looks at me through her one partially closed eye. “Thank you.”

I offer her a smile. “You’re welcome.”
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FBI Field Office, 26 Federal Plaza; Manhattan, NY

My team gives me a standing ovation when I walk into the conference room, then crowd in to give me a hug. I’m a little banged up and sore, but fine otherwise, yet Paige guides me to a chair at the table like I’m a decrepit old lady being held together by fishing line and duct tape. Once I’m seated, I lean back and take a swallow from the water bottle Mo thrusts into my hands.

“Thanks, guys,” I say with a laugh. “But I’m fine. I promise.”

“Are you sure?” Astra asks. “I was worried you had some kind of traumatic brain injury.”

“Why in the world would you think that?”

“Because I seem to recall you telling us that if we got a hinky feeling that we were to not engage, back out, and wait for the cavalry,” she says. “The only reason I can think of that you would ignore your own orders and stage a one-woman firefight is that you suffered some sort of head wound.”

“He started it,” I say.

“Did that excuse work when you were a kid?” Mo asks. “Because I have to tell you, coming out of the mouth of a thirty-something-year-old woman, it sounds kind of weak.”

Laughter ripples around the table, and all I can do is chuckle along with them. “Seriously, though, I was in the middle of backing out and was on the phone with Kim Devries, the ASAC in the Philly FO, when Orestes opened up on me.”

After the firefight at Orestes’s place and very much against my wishes, I was taken to a local hospital to get patched up. Once they gave me a clean bill of health—something I could have done myself—an ERT team from Philly showed up at Orestes’s farm to process it while a couple of agents took me back down to the FO. Kim proceeded to debrief me herself at a local jazz club over several glasses of scotch. Needless to say, I spent the night in Philly.

And other than a quick text to Astra, giving her a brief rundown on what happened, I haven’t been in contact with my team, which I know had them running around like chickens with their heads cut off with worry.

“Seriously, what happened out there?” Paige asks.

“Oh, are you here to debrief me now too?”

“Damn right we are,” Astra states.

“I think we deserve to know what happened,” Nina says.

“What she said,” Rick adds.

“And nothing goes better with a debrief than a couple slices and a cold beer.”

We all turn at the sound of Jaylon’s voice as he and one of his assistants come through the doorway with several boxes of New York-style pizza, a cooler of beer, plates, and utensils. They set everything down on the table, and the conference room is immediately filled with the aroma of garlic, cheese, tomato sauce, and pepperoni.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about,” Astra says. “New York-style pizza is the best pizza in the freaking world.”

“I’m a Chicago-style man myself,” Rick says.

“And you are a godless heathen,” Astra counters.

“Come on, everybody, dig in,” Jaylon says as he grabs a slice.

We all dig in, enjoying the pizza and beer, the mood in the conference room celebratory. As we eat, I recount what happened out at Orestes’s place, including the gunfight and finding Sergeant Cabello chained up in the outbuilding. As I hear myself speak, I realize it sounds a lot more harrowing than it felt in the moment. I was simply acting on instinct and adrenaline rather than with any sort of plan or coherent thought in my head.

“How is Sergeant Cabello?” Jaylon asks.

“She’s banged up. Really banged up. Orestes was taking his time with her and hadn’t been as thorough with her yet as he was with Hickley and Cox. But he was getting around to it,” I reply. “They say it’s going to take a lot of time and some intense physical therapy, but they say she’ll make a full recovery in time.”

“That’s really good to hear,” Astra says.

“She may recover physically, but I doubt she’ll ever really be the same,” Mo adds. “This is going to leave some deep psychic scars on her.”

“No doubt about that,” Jaylon says sadly.

“Did you get a chance to talk to her?” Astra asks.

“I did. She’s… she’s tough. She’s a strong woman,” I say. “If anybody can come back from what she went through, it’ll be her.”

“I hope so,” Jaylon says.

“So, what’s the fallout around here going to be?” I ask.

“Not sure yet,” Jaylon replies. “But right now, everybody seems to be tiptoeing on eggshells. There are a lot of closed-door meetings and phone calls going on up on the eighth floor. You could say that things are tense.”

“I would hope so. Some heads definitely need to roll around here. Collingford screwed up a case, then covered it up and buried it. He got a woman killed,” Astra says.

“At least one,” Paige adds.

“And now that the press has ahold of this story and is really digging into the cover-up, there is definitely blood in the water. Or at least, there should be,” Astra says.

“I’m not going to say he got anybody killed. In all fairness, there were multiple failures on multiple levels that led to Leeder walking free originally. It wasn’t all Collingford,” Jaylon says. “But there’s no denying, as the agent in charge of the task force, he did screw up. Big time.”

I give him a grin. “How very diplomatic of you,” I say. “And you claim you don’t know how to play the game.”

“What can I say? I’m a quick study.”

“You’ve got to be in this shark tank,” Astra says. “You either adapt, or you get eaten.”

“Truer words have never been spoken, my friend,” he replies.

“What I want to know is who left the sealed file on the server?” Rick asks. “I mean, whoever did it had to know it would be found, eventually.”

“Only if somebody had cause to go snooping for it,” Nina says. “It was really well hidden, and unless you were specifically looking for it, you probably wouldn’t have found it.”

“Right. But once we actually started digging, it didn’t take long for us to find it,” he says.

“And whoever left it there had to know it was a poison pill,” Mo says. “They had to know once it was opened that it would shed some light on a few dark corners the Bureau would have preferred stayed in the shadows.”

“I still think it’s somebody who wanted to put a knife in Collingford’s back,” Astra says. “But like I said, that’s going to be a long list, and frankly, I just don’t care enough to try to figure out who it was. Although I’d like to shake their hand.”

As I chew on my slice, I notice that Jaylon’s been awfully quiet during the whole conversation, but there’s a slight sparkle in his eye. He sees me staring at him and turns away, but not before I see his lips twitching as if he’s fighting off a smile.

“Yeah, must be somebody who wanted to take Collingford down a peg or two,” I say.

“Probably,” Jaylon finally says. “But I doubt we’ll ever know who it was.”

“Personally, I think this world is better for having a few unsolved mysteries,” I say.

“Yeah, me too,” he replies.

A couple of minutes later, a cold chill sweeps through the room. The laughter and banter immediately taper off as Collingford steps into the room. He stands in the doorway, his eyes narrowed to slits as he sweeps the room with his frosty gaze before finally settling on Jaylon.

“What is going on in here?” he asks, his voice as cold as his gaze.

“I was congratulating Chief Wilder and her team for closing this case,” Jaylon replies.

“You really think this is the best use of your time, ASAC Penner?”

“Frankly, sir, I do,” Jaylon replies.

“I don’t. It’s time for you to wrap up this childish pizza party and get back to work. As I’m sure you know, we have plenty of eyes on us right now.”

Jaylon’s jaw clenches, and his face grows hard. He looks like the cork in a bottle that’s getting ready to pop. I catch his eye and give him a subtle shake of my head, silently telling him that it’s not worth it and to keep his nose clean. I don’t want him stepping in it on our behalf. He sighs but gets to his feet, then takes a moment to shake everybody’s hand and thank them for their hard work and diligence. When he gets to me and Astra, he gives us a warm embrace.

“Thank you for everything. You all did amazing work,” he says. “Trust me when I say that your reputation is well earned.”

“It was good to see you again, Jaylon,” I say.

“You too,” he replies warmly.

“Stay out of trouble,” Astra tells him.

“Come on now. You know me.”

“Exactly. Which is why I feel the need to remind you.”

His laughter booms around the room. He grabs another slice and takes a bite of it almost defiantly as he squeezes past Collingford, who remains in the doorway, and disappears. The SAC—at least for now—stares coldly at us, silent for a long moment. His cheeks are red, and his jaw is flexing as he grinds his teeth. I can tell there is a lot he wants to say. But with OPR buzzing around the FO, he seems to think better of it and holds his tongue.

“Thank you for your assistance,” he replies flatly. “But it’s time for you and your team to go.”

“Sure. No problem,” I tell him. “We’ll be out of your hair as soon as we finish our after-action reports and—”

“You can email those to me,” he cuts me off. “Just in case I wasn’t clear before, I want you not just out of my FO, but out of New York altogether. Now.”

I chuckle darkly. “No problem. It’s always a pleasure to see you… sir.”

Astra steps over to him, an expression of contrition on her face. “Sir, I know I’ve said a lot of things before. Cruel things. Unprofessional and catty things that probably crossed the line,” she says. “And I just wanted to say… I just want you to know… I meant every single one of them.”

His face turns an ugly shade of purple, and I really am afraid his head is going to explode off his shoulders. He sputters, eyes wide, rage etched into his features as he glares at Astra, who smiles sweetly back at him. Seemingly unable to articulate a coherent word, Collingford instead turns and storms away. The room around us is silent, the air crackling with tension… and then the dam breaks, and everybody laughs uproariously.

“Come on,” I tell them through tears of laughter in my eyes. “We should get out of here before he sends security to drag us out.”

Astra grins. “Rick, pack up that pizza. I’m taking it with me on the plane.”

“It’s like we’re sharing a brain,” he replies.

“I wish I had that on tape,” Mo laments.

“Don’t worry,” Nina says as she holds up her phone. “I got the whole thing in high-def.”

“Oh, you better send me a copy of that,” Paige says. “Whenever I’m having a bad day, that will cheer me right up.”

We pack everything up, grab our bags, and head out, still laughing to ourselves as we cross through the lobby. I pause and turn back, taking it all in for a moment. In a lot of ways, this is where it all began for me. I hated my time here. But I can’t lie and say there aren’t still some good memories attached to the place.

“You miss it?” Astra asks.

“No. I really don’t,” I say.

“Me neither,” she says. “You think they’re really going to can Collingford?”

My shoulders creep up. “No idea. If I was going to lay money on it, I’d say no. The boys club always has a way of protecting its own.”

“I’m tired of it,” she says.

“Yeah. Me too,” I respond. “What this cesspool really needs is for somebody to open a door and let some sunshine in and cast some light into those dark corners.”

“It’s the only way things will ever change.”

“Yeah. But I don’t see that happening in our lifetimes.”

She turns to me, her silver-blue eyes glittering mischievously. “You know, before we head to the plane, we really should make a stop first. We’ve got some unfinished business to attend to.

“Yeah?”

She nods. “You promised Joel Craig an interview. An exclusive, if I recall correctly.”

“You know what? You’re right about that. I did make a promise.”

“Come on,” she says. “Let’s go be anonymous sources inside the Bureau.”

“After you,” I reply and take one last look back at the lobby. “Time to go open a door and let a little sunshine into this place.”
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The Lotus Luxury Apartments, Chinatown-International District; Seattle, WA

I lock my door behind me, drop my keys into the small dish on the table in the entryway, then drop my bag. The lights are on, and music is playing in my living room—George Strait, if I’m not mistaken—which tells me exactly who’s in my place. I round the corner and step into the living room and lean against the wall.

“Hey,” I say.

“Hey yourself,” Sonny says. “You look like hell.”

“That tracks, since that’s about how I feel.”

“Rough one, huh?”

I gingerly touch the bandage covering my cheek with the tips of my fingers. It’s a shallow cut, but it stings like hell. It’s annoying more than anything.

“Yeah, you could say that,” I say.

“Come on then,” he says and pats the sofa beside him.

As I cross the room, Sonny gets up and walks to the sideboard, pouring me a stiff glass of scotch, then changes the music. George Strait is replaced by the smooth jazz piano of Dave Grusin. Sonny sits down on the couch and hands me the scotch before picking up his bottle of beer and tapping it against my glass.

“Welcome home,” he says.

“I kind of like coming home to find you here.”

He takes a drink of his beer and grimaces. “You might rethink that opinion when you hear what I have to say.”

“Oh?” I say. “Then I take it this isn’t a social visit.”

“No, it is. It is,” he replies. “But before we get to the social part of this visit, we have to discuss a little bit of business.”

I take a swallow of my scotch, relishing the smooth burn of it sliding down my throat as I steel myself for what I already know is coming. He opens his mouth to begin, but I hold my finger up to stop him, then drain my glass. My glass empty, I jump up and run over to the sideboard, quickly refilling it, then dash back to the sofa and drop down beside him again.

“All right,” I say. “I’m fortified.”

The corners of his eyes crinkle as he grins. But the smile slowly slips from his face, and he takes a swallow of his beer as if to fortify himself as well.

“I think you know why I’m here,” he says.

“Your task force.”

He nods. “They’re chompin’ at the bit to hit Inez’s compound.”

“I asked you to have them stand down.”

“And I told you, I can’t do it without a compelling reason. They won’t just stand down because I ask them to,” he says. “What is going on, Blake? Who are you protecting?”

I take another swallow of my scotch, my insides writhing like a nest of snakes in my belly. I know he needs a reason. And I also know the only way I stand a chance of having the raid called off is if I trust him enough to tell him about Kit. He knows she does contract work for the Agency, but I’ve never really discussed specifics of her job. Not that I really know many of the specifics. But I know what she’s doing south of the border right now, and the thought of trusting anybody that much—with my sister’s life on the line—terrifies me.

“Blake?”

I swallow hard and wrap my hands around the glass, doing my best to keep them from shaking. I lower my gaze and stare into the amber liquid, silent for a moment. Just like anything else in this business, I have to give if I expect to get. But the thought of bartering with my sister’s life like that makes me sick to my stomach.

“I need you to promise me that what I say will stay between us,” I tell him.

“Does what you’re about to tell me have to do with why you’re asking me to delay the raid?”

“It does.”

“Then you know I can’t promise you that. Not if you’re asking me to get all them boys down there to call it all off.”

“Sonny, I…”

“Come on, darlin’. I need you to tell me what’s goin’ on,” he says. “I need you to trust me.”

“My sister is Inez’s second,” I finally blurt out.

His mouth falls open, and he gapes at me for a minute, seemingly unsure what to say. Sonny turns away for a moment and takes another swallow of beer as he collects himself. He takes a few moments, then finally turns back to me.

“Well, that makes a whole lot of things make a whole lot more sense,” he says.

“Now you see why I need you to call off the raid,” I tell him. “If you guys go in there hot and heavy, she’ll get caught in the cross fire.”

“Pull her out.”

“I can’t. She’s… she’s working this one off-the-books. She’s not even communicating with her handler, Sonny. She’s on her own down there.”

“What in the hell is she thinking?”

“She’s working a case. Part of it is… personal. But Inez is involved with a lot more than you guys know,” I tell him. “She’s got her fingers in bioweapons and human trafficking among other things. Kit is down there working Inez, and if you’d just give her the chance, she could help you roll up a lot of really bad guys.”

Sonny gets to his feet and starts to pace, his face unreadable. I sit on the sofa, staring into my glass, my heart thundering in my ears and my stomach churning wildly. He turns to me.

“Did your sister… is she responsible for all the bodies we’ve found—”

“No. God no,” I say. “That’s all Inez’s doing. She’s having her soldiers clean house. Kit wasn’t involved with any of it.”

Other than putting the idea to clean house in Inez’s head to begin with, but I hold that part back from him. I believe Kit when she says she didn’t realize Inez’s organizational restructuring would be quite so thorough or bloody, but I’ve had to come to terms with the fact that Kit knew her boss would kill at least a few people and was okay with it. It’s the dark side of her job and the part I fear will leave an indelible stain on her soul. But that’s a concern for another day. Right now, all I need to worry about is keeping her alive.

“Sonny, I need you to give Kit a chance to work down there,” I implore him. “Think of the feathers all you guys will be able to put in your caps if she can put you in a position to roll up terrorist networks. Human trafficking rings. Gun runners. She can help you take down a lot of very bad people. But she needs time.”

He sighs and gnaws on his bottom lip. “I don’t know if I can do it, Blake. I don’t know if I can convince them to pull back.”

“Please, Sonny. I need you to try.”

“I mean… I can try. But I’ll have to tell them what the deal is.”

“That’s fine. But please do not use my sister’s name. Just tell them you have a human source inside Inez’s compound.”

“It’ll be easier to convince them if I can tell them who—”

“You can’t use Kit’s name. Please,” I tell him. “Big task forces have leaks. I have no doubt Inez may have even bought a few people on the fringes of your army down there. If you give them her name, somebody will leak it. And if her name gets leaked, she’s as good as dead. Please, Sonny. You can’t use her name.”

He runs a hand through his hair and blows out a loud breath. “This is going to be a really hard sell,” he says. “These boys are primed to blow open that compound and get somethin’ back for all our agents her family killed.”

“I understand that. But the greater good here has to take precedence,” I tell him. “If we can roll up terrorist networks, keep bad guys from getting their hands on bioweapons, and save young girls who are being sold… that has to matter more than simple revenge.”

He offers me a sympathetic expression. “I hear you. I do,” he says, then pauses. “And… I’ll do everything I can. I’ll make the case and try to protect your sister. But I can’t make any promises, Blake. And if I can’t convince them, you need to be ready to get your sister out of there.”

I drain my glass and give him a small nod. “I understand. And I appreciate you trying.”

“I’ll do my best. You have my word.”

Setting my glass on the table, I get to my feet and walk over to him. Sonny pulls me into a warm embrace, and I melt into him, trying to find some comfort in his arms. I turn my face up and give him a light kiss.

“I need a shower,” I say.

“Yeah, you really do.”

I laugh and playfully slap his chest. “Well, I was going to invite you to join me, but after that crack, I’m having second thoughts.”

“Then I take it back.”

“Yeah, you better.”

I pull away from him and walk over to the table where I find my mail stacked on the table. Picking it up, I flip through it quickly, making sure there’s nothing that needs my immediate attention. A white envelope catches my attention. Dropping the rest of it onto the table, I stare at the envelope for a long moment, a ball of ice forming in my belly.

Somebody glued letters and numbers cut out of newspapers and magazines to the front of the envelope to spell out my name and address, and the return address is nothing but a smiley face sticker. It’s creepy and fills me with an ominous feeling. The ball of ice in my belly rapidly spreads through the rest of my body.

“What the hell?” I mutter.

“What is it?” he asks.

I open the envelope and pull out the picture inside. Immediately, tendrils of dread wrap themselves around my heart and begin to squeeze so tight, I feel like I can’t breathe. The picture is of a blank headstone made of dark gray stone that sits at the head of a mound of dirt in the shape of a grave. There’s nothing else around it—nothing but the grave and the blank headstone. I turn it over and read the inscription, which is written in black block letters.

The past will always catch up with you.

And the truth will never stay buried.

What you’ve done will be known by all.

You will pay for what you’ve done.

See you soon…

“If that’s supposed to be a poem, it kind of sucks,” Sonny says as he reads over my shoulder.

I read the words again, the dread enveloping my heart making me feel even colder. Suddenly, the brief conversation and the subsequent text messages from Annie when I was in New York flash through my mind. They were messages I’d dismissed at the time as inconsequential because I was busy… because I was wrapped up in my case and didn’t have time to think about it. I’d dismissed it at the time because it didn’t seem important.

But now, with this photo and the inscription, it makes me see it in a whole new light. They called Annie not because they didn’t have my number. They called Annie to let me know they could get to her whenever they wanted.

“It’s not a poem,” I tell him.

“Then what is it?”

“It’s a threat.”
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Thank you so much for joining me on Blake Wilder’s latest adventure in THE HUNTER’S GAME! One of my favorite parts of being an author is hearing from readers. I get a lot of emails—some that make me laugh, some that stop me in my tracks, and others that stay with me long after I’ve read them. Sometimes it’s a story about how someone picked up a Blake Wilder book during a rough patch and couldn’t put it down. Other times, it’s a kind message pointing out something I missed, a detail I got wrong, or a perspective on my writing I hadn’t even considered. And honestly, I love those just as much. Writing can be such an internal, all-consuming process that it’s easy to lose perspective. So when someone takes the time to share what the books have meant to them, it reminds me why I started telling these stories in the first place. They don’t just resonate outward, they echo back, and they shape what comes next. If you ever want to reach out or spot a typo that slipped through, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

Your support is invaluable to indie writers like myself, helping to spread the word and keep these adventures alive. If you enjoyed THE HUNTER’S GAME, I’d be so grateful if you could take a moment to leave a review or recommend it to a fellow reader who loves action-packed mysteries. Every review, recommendation, and kind word truly helps Blake’s journey reach new readers, and I can’t thank you enough for being part of this adventure.

Next up, Blake and the team head to Los Angeles, where a string of child abductions has the LAPD desperate for answers—and the FBI even more concerned. With no ransom demands, no clear leads, and mounting pressure, Blake finds herself facing a case that’s as emotionally harrowing as it is dangerous. But when threats start closing in on the team’s loved ones, the stakes get personal fast. NO RANSOM pushes Blake into some of the darkest territory yet, and I can’t wait for you to join me on what’s shaping up to be one of the most urgent cases of her career.

Thank you again for joining me on this exciting journey. I can’t wait for you to join Blake and her team on their next adventure!

Your writer friend,

Elle Gray


Connect with Elle Gray

Loved the book? Don't miss out on future reads! Join my newsletter and receive updates on my latest releases, insider content, and exclusive promos. Plus, as a thank you for joining, you'll get a FREE copy of my book Deadly Pursuit!

Deadly Pursuit follows the story of Paxton Arrington, a police officer in Seattle who uncovers corruption within his own precinct. With his career and reputation on the line, he enlists the help of his FBI friend Blake Wilder to bring down the corrupt Strike Team. But the stakes are high, and Paxton must decide whether he's willing to risk everything to do the right thing.

Claiming your freebie is easy! Click HERE and sign up with your email!

Want more ways to stay connected? Follow me on Facebook and Instagram or sign up for text notifications by texting "blake" to 844-552-1368. Thanks for your support and happy reading!
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