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The Weatherton Academy; Arlington, VA

“Are you going to Dylan’s party on Friday?” Nicole asked.

Ashley shrugged as she pulled a couple of books out of her bag and slipped them into her locker. The hallway around them was packed with students heading for the doors, the final bell of the day having already gone off. It was so loud with the other kids screaming and laughing, Ashley and Nicole had to raise their voices to hear each other.

“I don’t know,” Ashley said. “Probably not.”

“Oh, come on,” Nicole whined. “You don’t want me to have to go alone, do you?”

“You could always just not go.”

“But everybody’s going to be there.”

Ashley rolled her eyes and flashed her friend a grin. “And when has that argument ever worked on me in, like, the history of ever?”

“I keep hoping that one day you’ll consider your standing in the social hierarchy of this school,” Nicole replied.

“I don’t see how getting drunk with a bunch of rich kids and putting myself in a compromising position improves my standing in the social hierarchy.”

“You act like you’re not a rich kid.”

“Yeah, but for them, that’s like their whole personality,” Ashley said and laughed. “I’m more layered than that.”

“You should be more concerned with being more laid than layered, girl.”

Ashley laughed. “You’re terrible. And a horrible influence, by the way.”

“And that’s why you love me.”

The fact of the matter was that Ashley Barlow was a rich kid. Her father, Elliot Barlow, was a US Senator from the state of Virginia and, before that, had been a successful criminal prosecutor. Though her life was privileged, her father had taught her the value of hard work. Unlike most of the student body at the Weatherton Academy, Ashley had learned to never take anything for granted and valued her education. Unlike most of her classmates, she wasn’t here just to party before going off to college, where she’d continue to party. Her father provided for her, and she never wanted for anything, but he didn’t hand her everything on a silver platter either. He expected Ashley to work.

Most of the kids she went to school with were content to cruise through life taking whatever was given to them. Most of them didn’t have a work ethic to speak of, let alone any ambition. Ashley had goals. She had dreams. She was going to make her mark on the world, and she had ambition to spare. What she didn’t have was time to spare, getting drunk to the point of throwing up and blacking out at parties, having sex with anybody who paid attention to her, or worrying about her place in the school’s social hierarchy. It was something Nicole didn’t seem to understand, no matter how many times Ashley had tried to explain it to her.

Nicole gave her a sly smile. “I have it on good authority that Tanner will be there.”

“Why would I care if Tanner goes to the party or not?”

“Because the entire school knows you have a crush on him,” Nicole said. “This might be your chance to make a move on him.”

Ashley’s cheeks flushed at the thought of Tanner Hicks. She’d had a crush on him since freshman year. She was a junior now though—he was a senior—and he’d never once seemed to notice that she even existed. Ashley didn’t think it was her place to make a move. If he had the slightest bit of interest in her, it was up to him to show her that. He hadn’t in three years, and she didn’t think one party was going to change that.

“If Tanner was interested in me, he would have let me know by now,” Ashley said. “He hasn’t. And I’m not going to chase a boy.”

“Please, Ash. Come to the party with me.”

“If you want to go to the party, go. You don’t need me to hold your hand.”

“No. But I might need you to hold my hair,” she replied with a giggle.

Ashley shook her head and frowned disapprovingly. “I have to get to my piano class.”

“I’m teasing you, Ash,” Nicole said. “Come on, I need you to be my wing-woman. I need you to help keep me out of trouble.”

Ashley put a notebook into her bag, then zipped it up and closed her locker. She turned and headed for the doors, keeping to the side of the hallway to avoid being trampled by a group of boys who were playing an impromptu game of football in the middle of the hallway.

“You can stay out of trouble by not going to the party and putting yourself in a bad spot,” Ashley said over her shoulder. “Or get Megan to go with you.”

A frustrated growl burst from Nicole’s throat. “You’re my best friend. You’re the only one I trust to keep me from doing something stupid.”

“Well, I clearly haven’t been doing my job then.”

Nicole laughed and playfully slapped her arm. “Come on. I need you.”

“Why are you so determined to hang out with the popular kids?”

“Why aren’t you?” Nicole countered. “Don’t you ever want to be one of those people the other kids look up to? The kind of person they want to be?”

“Honestly? No. It holds zero interest for me. I’ve got more important things to worry about than my popularity.”

“Come on, Ash. Take the night off from being a nerd and have a little fun for a change.”

They exited the school and descended the stairs that led to the walk that would lead them to the main gates. The initial post-final bell crush of students had abated, and the area out front was relatively clear. On the street just outside the gate, she saw the car waiting for Nicole. Anxious to bring this conversation to an end, she led her friend to the car and opened the back door for her.

“Your ride’s here,” Ashley said.

“Please, Ash? Please come to the party with me?”

She sighed. “I’ll think about it.”

“I won’t even say anything if you want to bring Tyler with you.”

“I’m not going to bring Tyler. We’re not even talking much anymore.”

“That’s not what I heard.”

“Then you heard wrong,” Ashley replied testily.

“Fine. I heard wrong,” Nicole said. “Just say you’ll come to the party with me.”

“I said I’ll think about it.”

“Are you going out with Archie?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“No, I’m not going out with Archie,” Ashley answered, her voice terse and annoyed. “Look, I told you I’d think about it. Okay?”

Nicole pulled a face. “Fine. Think about it. But you should know I’m going to keep bugging you until you say yes. I will wear you down until you say yes just to get me to shut up.”

“Go home,” Ashley said.

Nicole tossed her bag into the back seat of the car, then climbed in after it. “I’ll text you later.”

“Love you,” Ashley said.

“Love you too.”

Ashley closed the car door and shook her head as she watched it speed off down the street. She knew Nicole was going to try to wear her down and convince her to go to a party she had no interest in and held absolutely no appeal for her. She was realistic enough to know, though, she was rarely ever able to say no and hold firm to it when Nicole was pressuring her. Knowing how dogged Nicole could be, Ashley knew she was going to have to come up with a good excuse. Maybe she could get her dad to send her out of the country for the weekend.

Ashley turned and headed down the street. Ordinarily, her dad sent a car to pick her up from school as well. But on Mondays and Wednesdays, she had piano lessons with Aurelio Simon, a famous pianist who had spent almost twenty years with the New York Philharmonic. His studio was just a couple of blocks from her school, so she walked there after classes ended for the day, then her driver picked her up when she was done with her lessons. That brief walk from school to the studio was about the only taste of freedom she ever got.

Because of who her father was, there wasn’t any shortage of people who wanted to do him harm—including people who would try to get at him by doing something to her. That was why he always had somebody shadowing her. Most kids would resent it, and it did sometimes bother Ashley, but she understood it was just part of her life and had learned to accept it. Instead of trying to slip her bodyguard like most kids would, she just rolled with it. But the constant presence that was always around was sometimes smothering. It was why she enjoyed this short time off her leash. More than that, she loved her time in the studio.

Aurelio was tough. Strict. Demanding. Ashley knew she was lucky to be getting lessons from a pianist of such renown, and he expected perfection from her. It didn’t help that she herself was a perfectionist, sometimes heaping such pressure on herself to get it right that tears of frustration still stung her eyes when she got home.

Aurelio had helped improve her craft, and the satisfaction when she nailed a piece and earned one of his smiles of approval outweighed the frustration she often felt. All her frustrations aside, Ashley loved her piano lessons. Music was one of her biggest passions in life; when she played, she could sometimes forget the gilded cage she lived in. Performing made her feel free. Playing music helped her forget her troubles and escape that bubble she lived in, if only for a little while. It was time she cherished.

Ashley turned down a narrow side street and passed by the shops she loved to browse in, but unfortunately didn’t have time for today. She was running later than usual thanks to Nicole taking up so much of her time trying to badger her into going to the party. She contented herself with gazing through the shop windows as she passed. It was a warm, beautiful day out. There wasn’t much foot traffic on the street, nor many cars passing by, and all her irritation with her friend aside, Ashley felt good. Happy.

But when she passed by the entrance to an alley set between two shops, her heart stopped dead in her chest as a hand shot out and grabbed hold of her. His grip was like iron as his fingers pressed deep into her arm. Fear crackling like electricity pumped through her veins as she struggled to break free. She screamed and twisted her body, using all the strength she could muster to throw herself to the side. She broke his hold on her but stumbled and hit the concrete sidewalk hip first, the impact so hard, her jaws clacked together, making her bite her tongue.

She scrambled away from the grasping hand that reached for her as the coppery taste of blood filled her mouth. Ashley winced in pain but knew she had to move—had to get away. She quickly clambered back to her feet, knowing if she didn’t, she was going to die. A tall and lean man wearing black jeans, black boots, and a black sweatshirt with the hood pulled up over his head stepped out of the alley and advanced toward her. But it was his face that captivated Ashley. There was something not right about it, but she was too panicked to focus on it.

A hard popping sound rang in her ears, and two fangs bit painfully into her stomach. A split-second later, Ashley’s body locked up, and she was gripped by a searing pain. She began to shake wildly, her skin burning as if on fire. She jerked and spasmed like she was holding on to a live wire with ten thousand volts being pumped into her. She tried to scream but couldn’t, her voice bursting from her throat in sputtering gasps instead. A sharp crackling noise filled her ears, then stopped, plunging her into a sudden silence so profound it was as if she’d been dropped into a vacuum.

The pain lingered, though, making her body twitch and convulse. Ashley trembled and felt weak. Her legs buckled, and it felt as if every muscle in her body, rigid and tense just a moment before, went slack without warning. A wave of nausea churned in Ashley’s belly, and she tasted hot, acidic bile in the back of her throat. Her vision began to waver, and the shapes of the buildings around her blurred, turning into little more than ambiguously fuzzy shapes.

As her field of vision narrowed to a single point of light in the darkness, Ashley felt weightless, as if she were falling from a great height. She knew she’d hit the ground again only because she felt the back of her head bounce off the concrete. Ashley lay still, staring up at the blue sky overhead. But then the man with the strange face filled her narrow field of vision, and she struggled to comprehend why it looked so odd.

“Wh—who are you?” she asked, her voice weak and raspy.

The last thing Ashley saw was a pair of hands reaching for her.
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Office of Professional Responsibility, US Department of Justice; Washington, DC

“Chief Wilder, how can you sit there and, with a straight face, say your team was successful in Atlanta?” the woman asks. “Your suspect is dead—killed in a firefight with your team.”

As expected, a few days after closing the case in Atlanta, I was summoned to DC for a hearing with OPR. SAC Ayad had warned me to walk lightly and avoid ruffling any feathers, but the nature of the case didn’t lend itself to me being able to do that. The fact that high-powered, politically connected people were involved in a massacre made it impossible for me to tread lightly and handle things with a velvet glove. Powerful people with powerful friends went down because of our investigation, and now I’m reaping the whirlwind of doing my job well.

“That’s factually incorrect, Deputy Inspector. My team did not engage in a firefight. You can check the forensics reports I included with my written report, and you can see for yourself that my team, though present at the scene, did not discharge our weapons,” I state forcefully.

With dark blue carpeting, dark wood-paneled walls polished to a glossy sheen, and a gallery of two dozen chairs set behind the waist-high wall behind me, the OPR hearing room looks a lot like a formal courtroom. That’s not an accident. It’s intended to subconsciously lend the room a certain gravitas and give the proceedings that take place within its walls a psychological weight that can’t be had in a regular conference room. It’s an intimidation tactic that I find as pathetic as it is transparent.

Seated at a table in an uncomfortable chair, I’m facing a long desk that matches the walls and sits perched upon a raised dais. It’s a reminder to those of us who are unlucky enough to find ourselves sitting at this table that we’re in a subordinate position to the three people sitting behind the desk—the OPR review board. That they’re our judge, jury, and executioners. The FBI crest, etched out of burnished steel, hangs on the wall behind them—a not-so-subtle reminder to the people who find themselves in my current position of the sanctity of our oaths—and is flanked by an American flag and the flag of DC.

The two men and one woman at the raised desk before me are the ones who have been tasked with questioning my every thought and action. They’re here to judge me and then recommend an appropriate punishment, if warranted, to the Inspector General. The woman sitting in the center of the table—Deputy Inspector Lydia Graves—is staring at me the way a hungry owl eyes a plump field mouse, which makes me reasonably sure no matter what I say here today, she’s going to find punishment warranted. And she seems the type who’d say the more draconian and medieval the punishment levied, the better. The rack? The wheel? The Judas Cradle? I’m sure in her mind they’re all in play.

I adjust the microphone on the table in front of me and lean forward. “Ma’am, as I said before, Camden Snyder’s death is not my team’s responsibility. It was not my team who stormed the house and initiated the firefight,” I tell her. “As for how I characterize my team’s actions as a success in that operation, it’s because we arrested the people who actually put the mass shooting in motion that brought us to Atlanta in the first place—”

Graves cuts me off with a dismissive wave of her hand, then quietly confers with the two men on the panel with her. The hearing room is empty, save for the four of us. Clearly, they don’t want eyes or ears on what’s taking place inside our session. It’s something I find exceedingly odd and ominous since the case itself was so high profile. Given that my team’s investigation into the mass shooting in Atlanta a few weeks ago led to the arrest of almost every member of the executive board of a major international pharmaceuticals company, there’s intense public interest in what was one of the toughest, most convoluted cases of my career.

“Chief Wilder,” Graves begins again. “Walk us through the events that led up to the firefight at the cabin that took Mr. Snyder’s life.”

I clamp my jaws shut to keep the snarky response that’s sitting on the tip of my tongue from flying out. I’ve related this story half a dozen times already. It’s all in my report. There is no need to make me repeat it yet again unless it’s to annoy me—which seems to be her intent. Quietly drawing a breath, I hold it for a five count, then let it out silently as I try to clear my thoughts. I know what she’s doing. She’s searching for inconsistencies—searching for anything that will allow her to call me a liar. But my recounting of what happened hasn’t changed one iota in all the different versions of it that I’ve told.

I want to tear this woman a new one, but I hold my tongue and don’t give in to my childish, petty desire to verbally devastate Lydia Graves. After all my years on the job, I’m finally learning how to politic like Astra said I needed to. She’d be so proud of me.

“Chief Wilder? We’re waiting,” Graves presses.

“As I stated in my report, as well as in oral testimony, several times already, my team arrived on scene with a SWAT team in a complementary capacity. We surrounded the cabin, and I engaged Mr. Snyder verbally. I was attempting to end the standoff without bloodshed—”

“It would appear your efforts were unsuccessful,” Graves says, her voice thick with sarcasm and scorn.

“Yes. They were. And that is because Vincent DeClerk, the former ASAC of the Atlanta field office, charged in with a SWAT team behind him without warning and opened fire,” I tell her. “The former ASAC disregarded my calls to cease fire. He had no regard for the safety of my team and blew up any chance of resolving the situation peacefully.”

“ASAC DeClerk—”

“Former ASAC DeClerk,” I say, cutting her off.

“Pardon me?”

“It’s former ASAC DeClerk, actually. My understanding is that after the fiasco at the cabin, he was demoted and sent to another field office,” I say, quietly high-fiving myself for getting that in on the official record.

Graves’s face darkens, and her eyes narrow as she icily glares at me. I’m doing my best to keep from poking the bear too hard, but I know on some level, it doesn’t really matter. Graves is quite obviously a friend and ally of DeClerk and clearly has a bias, which should have made her unfit to sit on this panel in the first place. Even though DeClerk has been demoted and reassigned to somewhere in Outer Mongolia, the fact that his friend can sit here in judgment of me shows he still wields some bit of power and influence. My only hope right now is that Deputy Inspector Graves doesn’t have the final say over the proceedings here, or I may be joining DeClerk in Outer Mongolia. And that would surely make for an awkward reunion.

“As I was saying, Chief Wilder, former ASAC DeClerk’s accounting of the events at the cabin that night differs wildly from yours,” Graves said sourly.

“That’s not surprising given that his actions were reckless and—”

“Thank you, Chief. But we don’t need your conjecture.”

“That’s an absolute load of crap, Deputy Inspector. And you know that.”

My face grows hot, and a sneer curls my lips. I’ve been trying as hard as I can, but something inside of me finally snaps. This woman’s ignorance and obvious agenda have finally worn me down, and the words flew out before I could stop them. For a brief moment, Graves looks stunned, and she recoils like I just slapped her across the face. She quickly regains her equilibrium, though, and levels a harsh look at me. Eyes narrowed and jaw muscles flexing, she leans forward, her gaze fixed on mine as if she’s trying to burn holes straight through me.

She seems to think she can intimidate me, but I’ve been face to face with some of the worst killers this country has ever seen and never flinched. I’m certainly not going to let some pencil pushing bureaucrat with an ax to grind scare me—especially not when I’m fighting for my career. This is the time I shouldn’t be afraid to speak up and not worry about being politically correct. Okay, so maybe Astra wouldn’t be as proud of me as I thought. But I’m not going to sit back and let this woman drag me or my team through the mud.

“Chief Wilder—”

“Conjecture, Deputy Inspector? Tell me something: Were you there?”

“Frankly, I don’t appreciate your attitude or your tone, Chief Wilder.”

“Frankly, Deputy Inspector, I don’t care,” I fire back. “You weren’t there that night. I was. And so were a lot of other decorated agents whose reputations are above reproach. Former ASAC DeClerk came storming onto the scene and immediately initiated the firefight. There was nothing I could do, so I removed my agents and the SWAT team who came to back us up from the scene. DeClerk was reckless and violent. His only goal that night was to kill Camden Snyder, and if you doubt my version of events, speak with the others who were at the scene, all of whom have extensively documented this on their reports as well.”

As my voice tapers off, the silence that descends over the hearing room is deafening. The two men flanking Graves glance at her, then look away, making me think maybe it isn’t such a united front after all. Maybe I do stand a chance of surviving.

“Chief Wilder, how do you account for the discrepancies between your story and former ASAC DeClerk’s story?” Graves says, trying to recover.

“The former ASAC knew what he did was reckless and put a lot of lives in danger,” I reply. “He’s obviously doing damage control by downplaying his actions.”

“That’s a very serious charge you’re making.”

“I wouldn’t be making it if it weren’t true.”

“Do you have any proof to back up these claims?”

“As I said before, since you won’t take my word for it, you can speak with any of the SWAT team members who were there in a support role,” I tell her. “I mean, have you bothered following up with any of them?”

“This isn’t about them. This is about you and your actions, Chief Wilder. And I have to be honest, I find your continued attempts to deflect from the issue at hand troubling.”

I look to the two men beside her, searching their faces, trying to find some bit of help from them. Graves is out of control, and this hearing is anything but impartial. Her conclusions have been predetermined, but neither of them will meet my eyes, telling me she’s got them under her thumb and they’re going to be of no use to me. I suddenly feel like my chances of escaping these hearings unscathed have taken a nosedive as the odds of my taking a potentially fatal hit to my career have skyrocketed. That doesn’t mean that I’m going to hold my tongue though. I feel like I’ve got nothing to lose now, so if I go down, I’m not going down without a fight.

“Deputy Inspector, I’m not deflecting from any issue. If anything, I’m downplaying what happened in the Atlanta field office,” I tell her. “While there, the office we were using was bugged, the executives at Wellburn Pharmaceuticals were tipped off about our investigation, misinformation meant to discredit our work was leaked to the press—”

“I certainly hope that you are not accusing Vincent DeClerk of these things. He’s a highly decorated veteran of the Bureau with a sterling reputation—”

“A reputation so sterling he was demoted and reassigned,” I cut her off. “The fact of the matter is, there is no proof now-SSA DeClerk did these things, or that he was in the pocket of Wellburn Pharmaceuticals; but there were enough hints of impropriety that he was in fact punished for what happened. Personally, I think he should have been criminally investigated, but that’s not my call to make.”

“Chief Wilder, need I remind you that we are here to review your actions, not Vincent DeClerk’s?” she hisses. “You would do well to remember that you are the one whose conduct in Atlanta is being questioned right now.”

“It seems to me that you’ve already come to a conclusion regarding my actions, Deputy Inspector, which, in my opinion, taints these proceedings and should disqualify you from running this hearing. But I’ll table that for now since it gives me grounds for appeal when you lay down whatever punishment you’ve already decided to slap me with,” I growl. “My only question for you is, what has brought you to that conclusion? Your close, personal relationship with SSA DeClerk? Or are you in the pocket of what’s left of the executive board at Wellburn?”

“How dare you,” she replies, her face purple with rage as she gets to her feet.

The man to Graves’s right seems to finally pull himself out of whatever stupor he’s been sitting in. Clearing his throat, he puts a hand on Graves’s arm, a stern expression on his face.

“I think this is a good time to take a break in these proceedings,” he says. “Chief Wilder, let’s put a pin in this for the moment. Take the night, and let’s all just calm down so we can have a civil and productive conversation. We’ll reconvene tomorrow morning at ten.”

Getting to my feet, I glare daggers at Graves as I gather my things. I slip it all into my messenger bag and sling it over my shoulder, then turn and storm out of the hearing room without another word. I somehow doubt tomorrow will be any more civil and productive than our session was today. As I walk through the halls of the Justice Department, heading for the parking lot, eager to get the hell out of there, for the first time since I arrived in DC, my heart flutters with concern.

For the first time ever, I’m seriously worried about my career.
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The Vibe, Dupont Circle District; Washington, DC

I drain the last of my scotch, then signal the waitress for another. After having to deal with all that garbage in my hearing today, I think I’ve earned a few drinks. In fact, I think I’ve earned the right to get completely smashed if I want to. Maybe if I’m nursing a wicked hangover, I can get through tomorrow without going bananas on Graves again. The waitress drops off my drink and gives me a small smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. It reminds me of the sort of look people might give somebody who’s about to walk the green mile that ends with me getting a pink slip and a boot out the door. Or… maybe I’m projecting.

Leaning back in my booth, I close my eyes and let the music wash over me. The Vibe is a nice place but doesn’t have the same sort of feel the Emerald Lounge does back home. It feels buttoned down and corporate but is trying too hard to be hip and edgy. It doesn’t have that wild and uncontrolled air I like to feel when I’m in a jazz club. I like jazz clubs that are a little raw. A little grimy. And I’m sure the lack of grittiness has everything to do with the prissy and painfully proper K-Street and Capitol Hill types that crowd around the tables and booths.

As unappealing as the rest of the club is, the quartet on stage is good, and I find myself lost in the rhythm, the problems of the day slowly flaking off and blowing away. Good music and a good drink have incredibly underestimated restorative powers. But that restoration of my mind and mood is interrupted when I feel somebody sliding into the booth across from me. My eyes fly open, and I sit up straight, ready to tear somebody a new one for interrupting my much-needed moment of Zen. The words wither and die on my tongue, though, when I see who’s sitting there staring back at me.

“Deputy Director Church. Wh—what are you doing here?” I stammer.

“I heard what happened in your hearing today and figured you’d probably be needing a drink tonight,” she replies. “Or maybe ten.”

The corner of my mouth quirks upward. “Fair. But I suppose the better question is, how did you find me here?”

“Well, I may not be a fancy profiler, but back in the day, I was a pretty good field agent. I always had a knack for being able to find people.”

Church signals the waitress to bring more drinks to our table, and I sit back again, absorbing a feeling of the surreal. To be honest, it’s kind of a fangirl moment for me since I’ve long been an admirer of hers. She’s a strong, intelligent woman who’s cut her own path through the male-dominated hierarchy that continues to permeate the Bureau and has ascended to a position of real power. How can I not admire that?

At the same time, though, I temper my fangirling with the reality of the world we exist in. Lauren Church has ascended to the position she’s in because she’s tough, no-nonsense, and most of all, because she can be as cold-blooded and ruthless as any man. Maybe even more. She’s gotten to where she’s at because she plays the game hard. She knows how to pull the right strings and maneuver people around the board. And above all, she knows how and where to bury the bodies of those who either no longer serve her purpose or stand in her way—former ASAC Vincent DeClerk being exhibit A.

Admirer of hers or not, I’m realistic enough to know that I’m only as useful to Church as the next thing I can do for her. Ours is a symbiotic relationship of sorts… though from her end, it’s more take than give. But having somebody like Church in my corner, backing and protecting me, is never a bad thing regardless of how long of a shelf life our pseudo-symbiotic relationship has. Having the people aligned against me in the cutthroat, backstabbing world of Bureau politics knowing I’ve got Church backing me might make them think twice before baring their blades.

“I guess your network of eyes and ears in DC is as impressive and well-informed as the rumors say it is,” I say.

“It is. But it also helps to know your target before you go hunting them.”

“How so?”

“I know you’re a lover of jazz music—because of your parents, I believe. I also know when you’ve had a tough day, you like to unwind with jazz and a glass of scotch,” she tells me. “All I had to do was find the spot with the best live jazz and best scotch within walking distance of the Hay-Adams where you’re staying while you’re in town, and voilà, here I am.”

I stare at her blankly for a minute, my arm resting on the table in front of me. A wry smile tugs at the corners of my mouth, and I shake my head, then take a quick swallow of scotch to hide my surprise. I’m impressed. Church sits back with a look of smug satisfaction on her face.

“How’d I do?” she asks.

“Maybe you should have been a profiler. You seem to have a certain aptitude for it,” I say.

She shrugs. “I’m not too humble to say I was good at my job. But I’m afraid I’m a little too old to be out in the field kicking in doors anymore.”

I scoff. “Hardly.”

The woman is in such good shape, she looks like she could still blow doors off their hinges if she were so inclined. I think what she actually meant to say was that her focus isn’t on fieldwork anymore but on climbing the ladder of power. She’s never said as much, but she is a woman with her sights set firmly on the Director’s chair. I can see that in her eyes as well as her behavior and her demeanor. I’ve got little taste for politics, but that doesn’t mean I’m ignorant of them. I’m smart enough to see the wheels of power turning behind the scenes and to know that Church is one of those who’s got her hand on the levers.

By gathering people around her—people like me and my team—who deliver results on high-profile cases, she is basking in that halo effect and strengthening her base. With every big case closure she’s related to, she’s accruing more power and esteem for herself. She’s polishing her own reputation and leadership as she puts herself in as solid a position as she can to make a run at the big chair. It’s smart. She’s got her eye on the big picture and is doing everything she can to amass as much power and control as she can before making her move.

I typically don’t tolerate being used for somebody else’s ends and don’t like being a pawn in somebody else’s game. I’m a lot of things, but a useful idiot is not one of them. However, I’d be lying if I said my relationship to Church doesn’t come without some benefits. Being on the side of somebody like Church who has a clear vision and a belief in the work we’re doing is worth it. She has the power to give us the resources we need as well as the autonomy I want to operate. What she did to help us down in Atlanta is proof enough of that.

It’s for reasons like those that I’m on board with her. It’s why I’m willing to play her game. And it’s also why I feel it’s as close to an even give-and-take relationship with a Bureau power broker that I’m ever likely to get.

The waitress stops at the table and drops off three fresh glasses of scotch. “You double fisting it tonight, Deputy Director?”

Before she can answer, though, a man slips into the booth next to Church. Standing six-two with wavy hair the color of chestnuts, hazel-colored eyes, and almost classic Kennedy-like features, he’s instantly recognizable to me. He’s normally smiling and seems to be in good humor, but tonight, his face is stern, his thin lips a tight slash across his face, and his eyes are filled with brooding tension.

“Senator Barlow,” I say. “I didn’t know you were joining us this evening.”

“Believe me when I say I wish I didn’t have to,” he replies. “No offense.”

“None taken,” I say, then turn to Church. “I’m suddenly getting the feeling that you didn’t go to the trouble of tracking me down just to make sure Deputy Inspector Graves didn’t rough me up too much today.”

“As always, your instincts are spot on,” Church says, her expression growing grim.

A few people glance our way, but for the most part, despite being as well-known as he is, not many in the crowd inside the lounge seem to recognize Senator Barlow. Or maybe they just don’t care. He’s a strikingly handsome man who’s so camera-friendly that he seems to be on television more than some celebrities. The networks can’t get enough of him. It’s strange that nobody is approaching him. But then, I don’t really know how things work in the Beltway, so maybe there’s some unwritten rule about badgering government officials in their downtime or something.

Most believe it’s only a matter of time before Barlow announces his run for the presidency. And as I look at him sitting beside Church, I realize she’s found her path to the Director’s chair. Presidents get to name their own FBI heads, and it’s obvious these two are good friends. I don’t need to know their biographies to see there’s some history between these two. But if and when Barlow runs for the presidency, if he wins, it seems certain that Deputy Director Church will be on the shortlist to remove that pesky “Deputy” from her title and become the first female Director of the FBI.

“So, if I may ask, what is this meeting—which I assume is being kept secret from the people in your offices—all about?” I ask.

“You were right,” Barlow says to Church. “She’s perceptive.”

“Everything I’ve told you about her is true, Elliot,” Church replies.

The band on stage announces they’re taking a break but will be back in a bit. As they depart, music begins to play from the speakers mounted to the walls overhead, and the buzz of conversation grows louder. There’s a strange current in the air that surrounds us that I can’t quite place. The tightness around Senator Barlow’s eyes and his grim expression tell me he’s upset—that he’s got a problem. And the fact that Church tracked me down and brought him here to see me tells me for some reason they think I’m the one who can solve it. My skin prickles, and my stomach churns as the realization settles down over me.

“So, not to be too blunt, but back to my original question,” I say. “May I ask again why we’re all here?”

Barlow looks around as if making sure nobody is eavesdropping on our conversation. He doesn’t have to worry though. There is literally nobody in the entire lounge that’s turning our way or looking remotely interested in us. Nobody is listening. He leans forward and speaks in little more than a whisper anyway. Paranoia apparently runs deep in DC.

“Chief Wilder, my daughter was abducted,” he says.

I look at him blankly for a moment, then turn to Church. “Why are you coming to me? Why hasn’t the Bureau—”

“Because I don’t want the Bureau as a whole involved,” Barlow cuts me off. “I don’t want this in the media. I want this kept quiet, and Lauren assures me we can trust your discretion.”

“Have you received a ransom demand? A threat if you involve authorities?” I ask.

Barlow shakes his head. “We’ve had no communication from her abductor.”

“I don’t mean this to sound insensitive, but how do you know she was taken, Senator?”

“Because she never showed up for her piano lesson,” he says.

“She’s a teenager, sir. Teenagers—”

He cuts me off with a shake of his head. “You don’t know Ashley. She’s not like other teenagers. She’s not irresponsible, and she never just disappears like that. She always calls to tell me what she’s doing or if her plans have changed. Always. And one thing she would never do is blow off a piano lesson. Never in a million years.”

Parents always want to believe the best in their children and believe that they tell them everything. None actually do. Kids always keep secrets and have their own lives their parents know nothing about. It’s just a universal truth. But I know I need to balance that knowledge with the idea that parents know when something isn’t right. Parents tend to have an intuition when it comes to their children that defies logic but is somehow usually right. And Barlow speaks with such an intense conviction in his voice, I feel like I have to give him some credence rather than dismissing his fears out of hand. And if Church is convinced that something is wrong here, then I should probably hear the man out.

“Okay, let’s have a conversation,” I tell him. “But this isn’t the place for it. Let’s talk someplace more private.”

We quickly down our drinks, then make our way out of the lounge. As we step into the evening air and Barlow leads us to a waiting SUV, the secrecy of this all leaves me with a lingering sense of unease for reasons that elude me at the moment. Perhaps it’s because my experience tells me the vast majority of child abduction cases don’t have a happy ending. And maybe—it’s horribly selfish, bordering on monstrous—there’s a small sliver in the back of my mind that wonders what will happen to me and my career if we fail to bring Barlow’s daughter home safely.

My God, I hate Bureau politics.


[image: ]

[image: ]

Residence of Senator Elliot Barlow, Georgetown District; Washington DC

Barlow’s residence—when he stays in the district—is a red brick, three-story brownstone on a narrow, quiet, tree-lined street in one of the tonier parts of the already toney area. The interior of the house is tastefully appointed, predictably looking like something out of a Better Homes & Gardens photo spread. There’s no clutter, nothing out of place, and everything seems just so. Honestly, it’s stiff and stuffy, reminding me of a movie set and everything within the walls a prop meant to convey a specific image. Because, God forbid, we can’t have anybody who stops by see that Elliot Barlow is a real human being who occasionally might leave something lying around or anything like that.

The wood flooring cracks and pops as Barlow leads us through the house and into a dimly lit office at the back of the house. The furnishings all look to be handcrafted from some exotic hardwood that’s rich and dark. There's an American flag folded into a triangle in a glass-fronted box slits on a corner of his desk. I assume it’s the flag he was given when his father, a former Marine and US Senator himself, passed away. The wall to my right is dominated by an ornate bookcase filled with law texts and pictures, mostly of Barlow and a younger girl who, judging by her warm hazel eyes and similar smile, has to be his daughter.

I walk over and pick up the frame, studying the young girl closely. In it, she’s in a black dress and is standing with the Senator beside a piano. It looks like it was taken at a recital. She’s almost a foot shorter than her father and has delicate, pixie-like features. Her hair is the same shade as Barlow’s and is tied back with a red ribbon. In the photo, her eyes sparkle, and a wide smile stretches her heart-shaped lips. She’s cute, if a little gangly and awkward in that typical teenage way. I can tell, though, that she’s inherited her father’s features.

“Please, have a seat,” Barlow says.

I set the picture down, then walk over and perch on the edge of one of the plush leather wingbacks that sit in front of a large, ornately carved desk that has a vintage, antique look to it. DD Church sits in the other chair while Barlow walks to a sideboard and picks up a square-shaped crystal decanter of what I presume is scotch. He pours out three glasses, then hands each of us one before taking the third and walks around his desk, dropping heavily into the chair behind it. He looks tired. Though just forty years old, as he sips his drink, he looks twenty years older than that.

A small, petite woman in a dark pantsuit with her black hair pulled back into a tight bun that sits at the nape of her neck walks into the office, a stern but worried look on her face.

“This is Gretchen Kaldor, my Chief of Staff,” Barlow says. “Gretchen, you know Lauren. This is Unit Chief Blake Wilder. They’re here to help us find Ashley.”

“Nice to meet you,” I say.

“Nice to meet you as well,” she replies crisply, then turns to Barlow. “Still no contact from whomever took her. And I’m still not able to get through to Ashley on her cell either.”

The worry on Gretchen’s face is as plain to see as it is to hear in her voice. I can tell she cares about Ashley. The vibe I’m getting from her is almost maternal. I’m guessing Gretchen has been with the Senator for a long time and has probably watched his daughter grow up. I know the Senator’s wife—Ashley’s mother—passed away when Ashley was young, so seeing the emotion on the woman’s face makes me think maybe Gretchen has been something of a surrogate mother to the girl.

“Thank you, Gretchen,” Barlow says. “Give me a little time with Lauren and Chief Wilder.”

“Yes, sir.”

She leaves the office, softly closing the door behind her, and we sit in silence for a couple of minutes as Barlow stares into his drink, trying to gather himself. He’s a lot calmer than I would have expected somebody in his position to be, but I can see the strain around his eyes. He’s somehow managing to keep himself together. His self-control and apparent ability to compartmentalize his emotions is impressive. If I were in his situation, I honestly don’t know that I’d be able to hold it together half as well as he is.

Taking a quick swallow of my scotch, I try to quiet the voices of cynicism and suspicion that live in the back of my mind. Both are whispering in my ear, filling my head with questions about whether Barlow is too calm or not. Questions about whether he could be involved with his daughter’s disappearance and is simply trying to deflect any suspicion by pulling DD Church and me into this. My head can be a crowded—noisy—and I admit, a completely jaded place at times. I sometimes hate that I think this way and that suspicion is my default setting, but seeing all the angles, asking the hard questions, and taking nothing for granted is why I’m good at my job.

Barlow drains his glass, then stands up and walks over to the sideboard. He picks up a bottle with a trembling hand, some of the scotch sloshing over the side of his glass as he refills it. The Senator hesitates for a moment, then turns and carries his glass as well as the decanter back to the desk with him.

“Chief Wilder—”

“Please, just call me Blake,” I reply and look pointedly at the decanter. “And if we’re going to get through this, I need you to have your wits about you.”

He nods and cups the glass between his hands, staring into the depths of the amber liquid for a moment in silence. He gathers himself, then raises his head and looks at me, his expression tight and determined.

“Blake, my daughter is all I have left,” he says. “My wife, Samantha—Sam—passed away some years ago, and Ashley, she’s all I have now. Maybe I can be a little overprotective at times, but I know when something is wrong. And I’m telling you, something is wrong. This isn’t like Ashley.”

“So, she’s never done anything like this before?” I ask.

He shakes his head, a wan smile touching his lips. “I know what you’re thinking. No kid ever tells their parents everything, and they all keep secrets. I’m not naïve; I know Ash has her secrets—and I let her keep them. She’s a growing girl and I don’t need to be in every single corner of her life. But we made a deal after her mother died that we would share the big things and that we would never lie to each other.

“I know my daughter, Chief. And I know she’s held true to that promise just as I know she would never miss a piano lesson without letting somebody know. She reveres Aurelio and wouldn’t just stand him up like that. Gretchen and I have been texting and calling her all evening and… nothing. She may have a few secrets, but she would never just go radio silent on me like this.”

“Okay, but I’m still not entirely sure why I’m here and why you haven’t gone to local authorities or had Deputy Director Church mobilize Bureau resources—”

“As I said, I want this handled quietly and discreetly,” he cuts me off. “I do not want the media circus that would come with the child of a sitting senator being abducted.”

“Blake, you know as well as I do that media scrutiny sharply decreases the chances of us getting Ashley back alive,” Church says softly. “We just don’t want to add any more risk to the situation than there already is.”

It’s understandable. The media feeding frenzy around the abduction of the child of a US Senator would be intense and would very likely make the kidnapper, if there is one, feel boxed-in and desperate. That sort of heightened pressure could make it more likely that he would kill Ashley. I’ve seen it happen too many times before.

“I’m sure you’re wondering why we’re coming to you with this, and the reason is simple,” Barlow starts. “Lauren says there is nobody better and nobody she trusts more than you. And there’s nobody I trust more than her, so if she says you’re the one to do the job, then that’s good enough for me.”

I glance at DD Church, and she gives me a tight nod, which seems to confirm what Barlow said is true. I’m glad to have her confidence, but I worry it might wind up being misplaced in a case that has as high a potential for failure as this one. But there’s nothing I can do about that right now. All I can do is focus on the task at hand and do my best to bring it to a happy conclusion.

“Okay, so you haven’t had any contact with Ashley since when?” I ask.

“I talked to her on the phone this morning before she left for school. When I’m not able to be at home, we make a point of talking every morning,” he says.

“And where is home, Senator?”

“Arlington,” he replies. “I try to make it home every night, but some sessions go late into the night. On those occasions, I’ll just come here to get a few hours of sleep.”

I pull a notebook and pen out of my coat pocket and jot down a few notes. My initial thought was to search this home for evidence, but if this is his secondary home near the Capitol, not his primary residence with his daughter, there might not be much here. So, the fact that he was here while his daughter remained behind in Arlington, only about half an hour away, doesn’t immediately set off any alarm bells in my head.

“All right, so not since this morning,” I say. “And how did you know something was wrong, Senator?”

“Just call me Elliot,” he says. “Please. We don’t need to stand on formality here.”

“Very well. How did you know something was wrong?”

“Lieb called me at five-thirty to tell me that Ashley was not at Aurelio’s studio,” Barlow said. “Lieb told me he spoke with Aurelio, and he said Ashley never showed up for her lesson.”

“And who is Lieb?”

“Ashley’s driver-slash-bodyguard. He’s been with me for a while. He used to be on my personal detail, but when she got a little older, I assigned him to be her shadow…”

His voice trails off, and I watch as Barlow’s face turns red. He squeezes his eyes shut with a grimace as he struggles to fight off the waves of tears, that steely self-control I observed just moments ago seeming to be crumbling. The emotions I see in his face seem genuine, and sincerity rings in his voice loud and clear. I’m not getting any bad hits off the man. Barlow sniffs and runs a hand across his face as he collects himself. I take the time to jot down the driver’s name and a couple of other things I’ll want to follow up on.

“Sorry,” he says, his voice thick.

“Nothing for you to be sorry about,” I say. “I know this has to be difficult for you.”

Barlow nods and looks like he’s aged another ten years in the last few minutes. But he grits his teeth and narrows his eyes, then clears his throat and raises his eyes to mine.

“After speaking with Lieb, I called Violet—that’s Sam’s sister. She lives in the house in Arlington and keeps an eye on Ashley when I’m here,” he continues. “She confirmed that Ashley wasn’t at home, and she hadn’t been able to reach her either. I rushed home and couldn’t find her anywhere. That’s when I called Lauren.”

“Okay, but what is it that made you immediately jump to abduction?” I ask. “Is it possible she left with some friends or—”

“Absolutely not. She would have told me if she were going somewhere,” he says, his voice tight. “She would have called and let me know. She wouldn’t just disappear. Like I said, I allow Ash to keep her secrets, but when it comes to something like going somewhere that’s not on the schedule, we have a hard, fast rule to always tell each other.”

“Is it possible you two got your wires crossed? That she—”

“Again, no. Between my schedule and all the extracurriculars she does, we both have so much going on, we always write our schedules down on the calendar we keep. We always put our schedules down just to avoid worrying about each other. Always,” he says.

“And neither of you have ever forgotten to jot something down?”

“Not once in the last eight years,” he says firmly. “Our lives are on those calendars, Blake. You can go back through all of them and see exactly where we are and what we’ve done on any given day. It’s all right there.”

Documenting every single thing they do is taking organization to another level. But then, given how busy the Senator and his daughter’s lives are, I guess it’s probably helpful to know where each other will be at any given time just to avoid situations that could result in a misunderstanding that causes a lot of undue worry.

“There’s another thing,” he says. “I haven’t seen her phone ping on the tracking app since the end of school. It’s like she just vanished.”

I frown. “You track your own daughter?”

“Of course I do. Most parents do, in this day and age.”

“There are a ton of apps out there these days for parents to track their kids,” Church supplies. “There’s lots to discuss about the idea that parents should have immediate access to their kids’ locations at all times; but for our purposes, it’s become pretty helpful to solve cases. They’re like Ring cameras.”

I file that away. Not having kids myself, I didn’t realize that it was so prevalent. “So you both have a security guard tailing her and a constant live feed of her location?”

Barlow nods slowly. “I know it sounds like a lot, but… I just want to make sure she’s safe. I trust my daughter, but we agreed that for another level of security, we’d share our locations with each other. That no matter what happens… even if…”

He doesn’t need to finish the sentence. Even after putting multiple contingencies in place, even after fearing for the worst, it still happened. My heart breaks for the man.

Barlow twists the wedding band on his finger in a way that reminds me of the way a person who’s lost a limb might touch the spot where it used to be. Given the fact that his wife has been gone a long time now, and he’s still wearing his ring, it seems to pretty much be the same thing. Barlow sits up and picks up a picture frame that sits on the corner of his desk. It’s a photo of his daughter. His face turns red, and his eyes shimmer with fresh tears as he stares at it. The fear enveloping him is palpable.

“Can you help me, Blake?” Barlow asks. “Can you bring my little girl home?”

“I can look into it, Senator. But I’m not going to sit here and make you any promises about what I can and can’t do. I don’t believe in giving false hope to anybody just to make them feel better,” I tell him.

“I understand,” he says, his tone colored with fear.

“What do you need from me, Blake?” Church asks. “I can quietly divert whatever resources your team needs. But I need your word that you will keep this out of the media.”

“That’s not a problem. My team doesn’t leak,” I say.

She nods. “I know. It’s one reason I called on you for this.”

“What about my OPR hearing? I’m expected back tomorrow morning—”

“I’ll take care of that,” Barlow says.

“How so?”

“I have plenty of friends on the Hill who don’t think too fondly of Deputy Inspector Graves,” he replies. “I’ll pull some strings and see if I can make this whole thing go away.”

“It’s a sham that never should have been elevated to the point of a hearing in the first place,” Church says. “It’s only gotten here because DeClerk still has friends who want to tarnish my reputation by discrediting yours.”

“Yeah, I kind of got that feeling,” I say.

“We’ll deal with it,” Barlow says. “What do you need to get this done?”

“Two things,” I reply. “My team and a safe place that’s off the grid for us to post up.”

“I know just the place,” Church says. “I’ll get that set up while you go call your team and get them out here. And I know I don’t need to tell you that time is of the essence, Chief.”

“Copy that.”

I drain the last of my scotch, then get to my feet, mentally preparing myself for the long night ahead. I wish I could say something comforting to Barlow or somehow reassure him. He looks like a man in emotional purgatory. But I have no words of comfort to offer. In child abductions, every second is critical. But there is no more important time period than the first twenty-four hours.

And I’m already several hours behind the ball.
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FBI Operational Black Site, Foggy Bottom District; Washington DC

“Nice digs,” Astra remarks with a whistle as she walks through the door.

“Glad you like it. This is home for the duration of the case,” I say.

An hour after my meeting with Church and Barlow, the team was on a plane heading east. A little over five hours later, they arrived, were picked up by a car Church had sent for them, and were coming through the door of our HQ.

“There are four bedrooms in the place,” I say. “I don’t anticipate us getting a lot of sleep, but each room has two bunks, so grab one and settle in quickly. We’re on a clock, so we need to get to work on this as quickly as possible.”

The black site Church set us up with is a three-story, white brick row townhouse in the Foggy Bottom neighborhood. It’s a quiet street and probably the last place you’d expect to find an off-the-grid Bureau operational center, which is probably the point. Other than tables and workstations, there isn’t much else in the way of furnishings. There are no decorations on the walls, the bunks in the rooms are hard, and there is nothing warm or inviting about the place. It’s spartan, functional, and utilitarian. It’s perfect.

The rest of the team files in, sets their things down, then starts poking around the townhome and claiming their workstations like cats marking out their territory—all except for Nina who pulls a small black box out of a bag. It beeps after she flips a switch, then she starts walking through the place with it held out in front of her, watching the small screen built into it.

“It’s a Bureau black site,” I say. “Do you really think it’s bugged?”

She shrugs. “They bugged us in a Bureau field office..”

“That’s fair,” I say.

“That’s smart,” Astra adds.

“Thanks for taking the precaution, Nina. I appreciate the diligence.”

“Hey, I am nothing if not paranoid,” she says. “I’m not about to let some other idiot like DeClerk take advantage of us.”

“Every door has been reinforced with steel, the windows are bulletproof, we have a dedicated server room in the basement, and the lock and surveillance systems are cutting edge. Military grade,” I tell them. “This house is probably safer and more secure than any field office.”

“Are we expecting an army to attack?” Astra asks.

“Expecting? No. Is it possible? Given this team’s luck, it’s always best to be prepared for the unexpected no matter how outlandish,” I reply.

“True enough,” Astra says with a laugh.

Done settling in, the rest of the team gathers in the main room on the ground floor and takes their seats around the long table, getting themselves set up and ready to work. Church had the room set up to my specifications—a long conference table sits in the center of the room with a large monitor on an elevated easel at the foot. A whiteboard sits to the right of the table with a fresh pack of dry erase markers taped to it. I pull the markers off and set them on the table, then tape a picture of Ashley Barlow to it and write her name below it.

“How is your hearing with OPR going?” Astra asks, her tone concerned.

“Not well. DeClerk has his allies coming for my head,” I say.

“Please tell me you’re playing nice like I told you.”

“I… tried. I really did.”

“Dear God,” she replies, putting her head down.

“It’s fine. We’ll deal with that later if it comes to that,” I say. “Senator Barlow and Church both said they’ll make the whole thing go away.”

“Do you trust them?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“No. I suppose not. Well, fingers crossed,” Astra says with a slight smile.

I cross my fingers, a strained grin on my face. Astra grabs my hand and squeezes it, trying to look encouraging, but I can see the worry in her eyes. If this hearing situation goes to pot and DeClerk’s allies are able to drop the hammer on me, there will be consequences not just for me but for the rest of my team as well. If I’m reassigned or demoted, the odds are high they will be too. But we’ve got a case right now, so I’m trying to avoid thinking about it and to focus on the task at hand instead. All I can do is hope Barlow and Church are able to come through and make it go away. Everything else right now is beyond my control.

“Okay, you guys were briefed on the plane. It’s not much, but it’s all we have to work with at the moment,” I start. “This case stays in this room. Senator Barlow does not want word of his daughter’s abduction leaking to anybody—especially the media.”

“It might be tough to maintain complete secrecy when we start poking around,” Astra notes. “Her friends are bound to notice she’s not around, and when we have to question them, they’re likely only going to get more curious.”

“I know. But we’ll have to be as delicate as possible. When we question people, we’ll tell them we’re doing a background check at the request of the Senator. It’s flimsy, but it’s going to have to do for now,” I respond. “We really need to keep this as quiet as possible for a long as we can. If this is an abduction, we don’t want to put any added pressure on the kidnapper.”

“Do you doubt it was a kidnapping?” Paige asks.

“Right now, I doubt everything. We need solid information before we know which way this is going,” I say. “Senator Barlow believes his daughter was taken, but we have no confirmation of that yet. We haven’t had a ransom demand, and I’m not certain we’re going to get one.”

“It hasn’t been a full twenty-four hours yet. It may still come in,” Astra says.

“It might. That’s why I want Rick and Mo to go ahead and post up at Barlow’s home in Arlington. I want you guys to be there just in case a call comes in, and if it does, do your best to trace it,” I say. “And Mo, while you’re there, do a little digging. Talk to Barlow’s staff and find out what their relationship was like. I want to know if he’s telling us everything.”

“Copy that,” Mo says.

“Call us when you get there and get set up. I’ll text you the address,” I tell her.

Mo and Rick get to their feet and grab their things, then head out, the electronic lock on the door chiming behind them as it engages.

“So, if we don’t get a ransom call, are we assuming this is a sex thing? That maybe she was taken by somebody who wanted to traffic her?” Paige asks.

“That’s something we’re going to have to consider, yes,” I reply. “But as we all know, stranger abductions are relatively rare, so I want to start looking closer to home. I want to check out the people in Ashley’s direct orbit.”

“Do you think her dad had anything to do with it?” Astra asks.

I shake my head. “I don’t. I think he’s being genuine with us,” I respond. “So, we’re going to check out everybody with a direct and personal connection to Ashley first, and we’ll expand outward from there.”

“Okay, who’s in Ashley’s direct orbit?” Astra questions.

“We’ve got Lieb Tal, her driver-slash-bodyguard. And there’s also her aunt, Violet Wagner. She stays at the Arlington house and keeps an eye on Ashley,” I say. “Nina, can you—”

“On it,” she says.

Her eyes fixed on her laptop screen, Nina’s fingers fly over the keys as she does a quick and dirty dive into the backgrounds of Lieb and Violet. It’s going to take a couple of minutes, so I turn back to Astra and Paige.

“What do we know about Ashley’s relationship with her father?” Astra asks.

“According to him, they have a great relationship. He said they grew very close after his wife, Samantha, passed away,” I say.

“Right. I remember reading about that. Breast cancer, wasn’t it?” Paige asks.

I nod. “Yeah. That’s right.”

“How does Barlow know Ashley didn’t just blow town with some girlfriends?” Astra asks. “She’s a rich kid who, presumably, is surrounded by other rich kids. And if there’s one thing we’ve learned on this job, rich kids sometimes feel untouchable and entitled and do stupid things. I mean, how many times has somebody sounded the abduction alarm only to find out their kid and some friends took the family car up to the Hamptons for the weekend?”

“Plenty of times,” I reply. “But he says that’s not a possibility—”

“Is he one of those parents who thinks his kid tells him everything?” Paige asks.

“Surprisingly, no. He says he encourages Ashley to be her own woman and understands that she’s going to keep some secrets,” I say. “But he says one thing he insists on, and that she complies with, is putting their schedule down on a calendar. He said they’ve got such busy lives, they keep track of each other with their calendar to avoid jumping the gun and freaking out if somebody isn’t at home at a time the other thought they would be.”

“How accurate is that schedule though?” Astra asks. “She’s sixteen, for God’s sake.”

“He says it’s very accurate. In eight years, he says they’ve never failed to mark everything they’re doing down on that calendar.”

“And are we believing him?” Astra asks.

“Well, the driver and the phone tracking app corroborate his story, so yes, for the moment, we’re believing him. But we’re going to check out those calendars anyway.”

Nina taps a key on her laptop, and the monitor at the foot of the table turns on. A moment later, the picture of a tough, hard-looking man with a grim expression on his face appears. Dressed in green fatigues, he’s got black hair, bright blue eyes, and sharp features and cheekbones that scream Hollywood heartthrob, but a little more rugged.

“Lieb Tal, thirty-eight years old, six-one, two hundred nineteen pounds—”

“Of pure muscle, I’d say,” Astra cracks. “You can probably play racquetball off that man’s stomach. My goodness.”

“Down, girl,” I say.

“Please tell me we get to interview that man.”

“I’ll be taking Paige with me instead.”

“I hate you so much right now.”

I laugh. “Nina, please continue.”

A grin curling her lips, she turns back to her computer. “Tal is Israeli-born and holds dual citizenship both here and there,” she says. “He served in the IDF for eight years, then moved here and began working for a private security firm before striking out on his own, establishing his own company, Executive Solutions. He’s been working with Senator Barlow for the last seven years. He’s squeaky clean. No police records, pays his taxes, and counts some of DC’s biggest movers and shakers as clients—it appears that he hires former US Special Forces exclusively and has a reputation for being one of the best trainers in the biz.”

“Well, it makes sense. Those guys would certainly know how to take care of their protectees,” Astra says.

“Nothing hinky in his background?” I ask.

“Nothing I can find right now. But I haven’t gotten into the real nuts and bolts just yet,” Nina replies. “I’ll drill down deeper later on. But for now, he’s on the back burner.”

“Okay, how about the aunt?” I say.

She taps a few keys, and the DMV photo of a woman with champagne-blonde hair and bright, seafoam eyes replaces Lieb Tal’s photo on the screen. She has a round face, big, doe eyes, and full, bow-shaped lips.

“Violet Wagner. Thirty-six years old,” Nina says. “She has a very spotty work history. She’s mainly worked as a restaurant server or coffee house barista while trying to make a go of it as an actress—she’s got a few IMDb credits but mostly as background characters. She does not appear to have ever gotten her big break. Violet has also taken a few collars—mostly when she was young.”

“Let me guess, drug charges? Maybe even a solicitation charge or two?” Astra asks.

“Ding ding ding,” Nina chirps.

“So cliché. But par for the course in that industry,” Astra groans.

“Most of those were years ago though,” Nina goes on. “She seems to have been clean for a fairly long while now—”

“I’m guessing she cleaned up her act right around the time her sister died,” I say. “Then moved in with her brother-in-law to look after her niece.”

“Hey, you’re pretty good. You should be a profiler or something,” Nina says.

A grin flickers across my lips. “So, Barlow gave her another chance.”

“After a stay at New Horizons,” Nina says.

“What’s New Horizons?” Astra asks.

“I’m guessing it’s a rehab center for rich people,” I answer.

“As always, a good guess,” Nina says.

“Just because she’s clean doesn’t mean everybody in her life is,” I muse. “Nina, look into her connections. Known associations.”

Nina taps away at her keyboard. “I can’t say whether she’s still connected to any of these people or not, but she has an old boyfriend—Nick Zane—who’s got a lengthy rap sheet that’s got plenty of drug and violent offenses,” she says. “He’s been charged with armed robbery, assault, even caught an attempted murder charge once, but that looks to have been dismissed.”

“So, he’s a peach of a guy,” Astra says.

“Exactly.”

“Okay, do me a favor and see if you can get a line on Nick,” I say. “I want to know if he’s still in Violet’s life. Also look into New Horizons. See if she’s got any sketchy connections there.”

“On it,” Nina says.

“Are we going to grill the aunt?” Astra asks.

“Not yet,” I reply. “We’re going to figure out where Ashley was taken from first.”

“Needle, meet haystack,” Paige quips.

“At least we know the general area of haystack to start searching in. That’s more than we usually start with,” I say.

“It ain’t much, but it’s all we got, so let’s work with what we have,” Astra says.

“My thoughts exactly. So, let’s start beating the bushes and see what jumps out.”

As we head out of the black site, I hear the tick of the clock echo in my mind. It’s a stark reminder that with every second that passes, Ashley Barlow may be getting farther away from us.
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The Weatherton Academy; Arlington, VA

I stand across the street from the Weatherton Academy with Astra and Paige, admiring its old-world architecture and the ivy-covered red brick facades. We watch the students in their dark blue uniforms, milling about behind wrought-iron fences. Black SUVs and town cars pull to the curb in front of the main gates disgorging yet more students who then strut into the school like they’re walking the red carpet at some Hollywood premiere.

“Man. You can really smell the money and privilege wafting off that place from all the way over here,” Paige says dryly.

“You sound jealous. I’m assuming you went to public school?” Astra remarks with a smirk.

“Public school helped shape me into the woman I am today.”

“Yeah. That’s definitely Eau de Jealousy I smell.”

Paige laughs and shakes her head. “I hate you.”

Looking pleased with herself, Astra turns to me. “As much as I like standing here admiring the school and all, what are we doing out here? It’s not like we can go talk to the students. We do that, the story will spread quicker than a wildfire.”

“Her friends are bound to notice that she’s not in school,” Paige says. “They’re going to realize something’s wrong sooner or later. Especially the longer their calls and texts to Ashley continue to go unanswered.”

“That’s true. But I’m sure Barlow and his people will be able to run interference. They’ll be able to keep it contained for a little while.”

“Which brings me back to my original question,” Astra says. “Why are we standing here?”

“I just wanted to get a sense of the place,” I say.

“A sense of the place?” Paige asks.

“Ashley was taken somewhere between this school and her piano studio,” I say. “I wanted to get a feel for the place and see if we can figure out where she was taken—”

“Because if we can figure out the where, it might give us a clue,” Astra offers.

“Exactly.”

I pull my phone out of my pocket and call Nina, then press the phone to my ear. She picks up on the first ring.

“Talk to me, Boss,” she says.

“I need you to send me the location data from Ashley’s phone,” I say. “Drop a pin in her last location and send it to me.”

“Comin’ right up,” she chirps.

“Thanks, Nina,” I say, then disconnect the call.

A couple of minutes later, my phone chimes with the trail left behind by the phone-tracking app Ashley and her father used. It shows a clear line from the school that leads east and then cuts off where the phone was likely turned off or was otherwise disabled.

“Okay, follow me,” I say.

The three of us turn and head down the sidewalk, following Ashley’s route, and quickly find ourselves on a narrow street lined with high-end shops.

“It’s like a miniature Rodeo Drive,” Paige notes.

“Is that more jealousy I hear in your voice, Rookie?” Astra teases.

“I’m just saying when I was this kid’s age, I couldn’t afford to look into these windows, let alone buy anything from shops like these,” she counters.

“Paige, you forget that I’ve read your files and know for a fact you didn’t grow up poor,” I say with a chuckle. “And I know you did attend a private school for a year before abruptly transferring to a public school.”

“I never said I grew up poor,” she replies. “I’m just saying I didn’t grow up rich. My folks were comfortable enough, but this is… another level.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Astra says. “I’m curious about this abrupt transfer to public school.”

“There’s nothing to know. I just didn’t like the private school I went to.”

Astra gives her a wolfish look. “Could it be because your private school was filled with rich kids like these ones?”

“And they never let me forget just how much better they were than I was because part of my tuition was paid with a scholarship,” Paige said, her tone still acidic after all these years.

“I get that. But what precipitated your transfer? Granted, we’re still getting to know each other, but one thing I do know is you’re not a quitter. So? What gives?” Astra presses.

Paige sighs. “These kids… they were cruel. They never let me forget my family wasn’t as rich as theirs, and that was fine. I was there for my education, and I didn’t really care about them or what they said to me,” she says. “But when they started picking on another girl—Robin was her name—I saw that she wasn’t dealing with it as well. I talked to her and could see she was spinning out. She was depressed and in a really dark place. I was afraid she was going to harm herself. So, when I saw them getting on Robin really bad one day, I… snapped. I fought them all to get them to leave Robin alone and to let her see that somebody had her back. The school had a zero-tolerance policy on violence, though, so they kicked me out.”

“Wow,” Astra says soberly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know all that.”

“I know you didn’t. It’s fine,” Paige replies brusquely.

Having read through her files meticulously, I knew all this already. It’s an event that stuck with her because it was something that came up in her psych evals when she first applied to the Bureau. It showed me Paige’s character. While some have seen her temper as a negative and a reason to exclude her from their team, honestly, it impressed me. That she stood up to bullies on somebody else’s behalf, regardless of the consequences to herself, is something I see as a positive trait. That sort of selflessness can’t be taught.

I’ve known all of this since Ayad first forced her onto my team. I resented him assigning her to my team in the beginning and combed through the minutiae of her life, searching for some reason to remove her from my unit. Everything I’ve learned about Paige Boyle since then, though, has only left me more impressed. She’s not perfect. She still sometimes has trouble with that temper of hers, and she sometimes moves too fast on instinct without thinking things through. She doesn’t yet trust us completely. But I can’t deny she’s a terrific young agent with solid natural instincts. I feel like her potential, with the right coaching, is unlimited.

Beyond her abilities on the job, she’s an even better person, the sort any unit would be lucky to have. She’s simply a little rough around the edges and needs somebody to teach her to smooth those out. She’s got to learn to trust her teammates and fight for them the same way she fought for the girl in her school.

In this line of work where our lives are literally in each other’s hands, day in and day out, having that solid foundation of trust between us all is vital, and Paige is still something of a closed book. She doesn’t share much about her personal life, and it’s not my place to share what I know, so I’m glad to hear her opening up to Astra a little more about her past.

“Okay, this is where Ashley’s digital trail ends,” I announce.

We find ourselves standing on the street at the mouth of an alleyway between a boutique dress store and a designer handbag shop. Outwardly, there isn’t anything that stands out as particularly nefarious or ominous. The street is quiet and doesn’t seem heavily traveled at this time of day. Everything looks exceedingly normal.

“And there hasn’t been a ping since it was shut off here?” Paige asks.

“Not according to Nina,” I respond.

“And if Nina says there are no more digital breadcrumbs, there are no more digital breadcrumbs to be found,” Astra says.

“She couldn’t have just vanished into thin air,” Paige says.

I look around, studying the street. I’m pretty sure the alley had to have played a role in any potential abduction since, if Ashley was indeed taken by somebody, I doubt they would have done it in front of the large plate-glass windows of the shops on either side. If she was taken, it would have been brazen enough in broad daylight, but snatching her in front of those windows would have taken it from brazen to reckless. And nothing about this feels reckless to me. Everything feels scripted, carefully orchestrated, and worst of all, methodical.

As I study the surrounding street, I spot what I’ve been hoping we’d see. Beneath the awnings of the shops, I see security cameras discreetly tucked away. The camera just outside of the dress shop on our right isn’t pointed at the mouth of the alley. But the bougie-looking handbag shop on our left has a camera just under the awning at an angle that catches the front door but also might have a view of the mouth of the alley as well.

“Over here,” I say.

The electronic bell chimes as Astra and Paige follow me into the handbag shop. The decorations and design are minimal, but everything is antiseptically clean. A wide array of handbags that, in my opinion, are hideous, stand on shelves or podiums set at staggered intervals along the shop floor. I don’t have to look at the price tags to know I’m staring at bags that run into the thousands.

“That bag looks like a crab,” I mutter.

“It’s high fashion,” Paige says quietly.

“Well, I think it’s cute,” Astra says.

“As in, you need to be high to carry that,” Paige finishes.

As they share a giggle, a tall, willowy blonde steps out of the back, and the moment she sees us, I can see her assessing us. Her hair is perfect, her makeup is immaculate, and the outfit she’s wearing probably cost more than everything hanging in my closet at home. The smile on her perfectly painted lips slips as she takes in our decidedly not-designer pantsuits and lack of high-end fashion accessories and decides we don’t have the sort of money required to shop here.

“May I help you?” she asks with barely disguised disdain.

I flash her my badge. “Chief Wilder. This SSA Russo and Special Agent Boyle,” I say. “Are you the manager here?”

An expression of mild concern flits across the woman’s otherwise icy features, but it quickly melts away, and a look of understanding dawns upon her face. Obviously, our status as civil servants and the federal paycheck that comes with it explains why three very unfashionably dressed women are darkening her doorstep. She draws herself up to her full five-eleven stature, her gaze growing even frostier.

“I’m Deza; this is my shop,” she says. “What can I do for you?”

“Great. We’re investigating a possible abduction, and we noticed the camera under the awning out there,” I say. “I was hoping we could get a look at the footage—”

“Do you have a warrant?” she asks.

“No. No, we don’t,” I admit. “But we’re talking about the abduction of a child, and I was hoping I could convince you to help us because it’s the right thing to do.”

Deza folds her arms over her chest, her posture defensive, and her expression stony and cold. She looks less interested in doing the right thing than she is in running us out of her shop. She looks at us as if our mere presence in her shop devalues her goods. Astra, the only one of the three of us who can match Deza’s modelesque good looks and impeccable sense of fashion, steps forward and fixes her with a gaze just as cool as hers.

“Listen, Deza,” Astra starts, her tone sweet yet firm. “We don’t care about your bags. We don’t care about your cute little accessories. They are cute, though. We don’t care about your bottom line or your business or your reputation. What we want are those—” she jerks a thumb toward the cameras—“to take a look at the alley. Because if we have to come back with a big team, and a warrant, just to look at your cameras… I can’t imagine what that would do for foot traffic.”

The woman’s expression turns sour, but Astra’s words hit her where they hurt. She glares at Astra and says nothing for a long moment, but then finally waves her hand.

“Fine,” she says. “Follow me.”

I give Astra a grateful nod. “Hang out here and see if you find something you like. I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Oh, are you buying? I was thinking of this little number…”

“Not on your life.”

Chuckling to myself, I follow Deza through the back of the shop and into a small office that’s as clean, tidy, and austere as the rest of the shop. She sits down at her desk and turns the monitor to me.

“What is the footage you need?” she asks, sounding somewhat defeated.

I check the data Nina had given to me from Ashley’s phone and relay that to Deza. She types it in, and a moment later, I’m watching footage of a man dressed in black from head to toe stepping out of the alley we were just standing in. He’s wearing a yellow mask—it’s round and looks like a happy face emoji under his black hoodie, and for some reason, that detail chills me to the bone.

The smiley-face man grabs at Ashley, but she throws herself out of his reach and falls hard on the pavement. The man closes on her and reaches for her again, but the girl scrambles to her feet and looks as if she’s about to turn and run. I’m silently telling her to run. To get away. But I know I’m watching a movie I already know the ending to. If Ashley had been able to escape, I wouldn’t be standing here watching it all happening to her right now.

“My God,” Deza whispers. “I can’t believe this happened just outside. I had no idea…”

Her voice tapers off as Smiley-Face pulls something out of his pocket, and I realize instantly that it’s a Taser. Ashley’s body instantly locks up as he sends a charge through her, and she falls to the ground again. I watch in horror as he casually steps forward, picks her up, and slings the girl’s limp body over his shoulder like a sack of laundry. A second later, he disappears back into the alley. And several seconds after that, a black panel van drives out of the alley, turns left, and is gone from view.

“I need a copy of this, Deza. Please,” I say.

“Who is she?” the woman asks breathlessly.

“Somebody who needs our help. Now.”
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Barlow Residence, Rivercrest District; Arlington, VA

“You’re sure she was… taken?” Violet asks.

I nod. “Unfortunately, we are. We have video of the incident.”

A small squeak escapes her lips, and her face turns a bright shade of red as a wave of emotion washes over her. We give her a couple minutes to absorb and process the information. Violet runs a hand through her hair and sniffs loudly. She looks like she’s holding it together, though I can see she’s hanging by a thread.

“Ashley’s best friend Nicole Ross was here earlier,” she finally says.

“What did you tell her?” I ask.

“We told her she was in DC with her father. Elliot wants me to keep a lid on this,” she replies. “But Nicole’s a curious girl. We’re only going to be able to hold her off for so long.”

Astra, Paige, and I stand on one side of the large center island in the kitchen of Senator Barlow’s main residence in Arlington. Small and delicate, Violet Wagner stands on the other side of the island, her arms folded over her chest. She looks at us with wide, seafoam eyes that are rimmed red and shimmering with tears she’s struggling to keep from falling. Sobriety has been good for her. Even despite the years that have passed, she looks younger than she did in the photo of her we saw. Healthier. But it’s not difficult to see that she’s been through some things in her life.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Astra says. “Right now, we need to know everything that you know.”

She shakes her head. “I don’t know much. I was here, like I always am, waiting for her to get home from school, and she never showed up…”

Her voice trails off, and she wipes her eyes as the tears begin to roll down her cheeks. It’s not difficult to see how torn up she is or that she’s blaming herself. I’d tell her none of this is her fault or try to assuage her guilt in some way, but there’s no point in even trying. She’s in no place to absorb my words even if I tried.

“Lieb came home and told me she never showed up for her piano lesson,” Violet said in a soft, trembling voice. “After that, I called Elliot.”

“Violet, has anybody new come into Ashley’s life lately?” Paige asks. “Or has she mentioned anybody hanging around? Maybe following her?”

She shakes her head. “No. She hasn’t mentioned anybody new or anybody following her.”

“Is that something she’d tell you or her father?” Astra asks.

“I mean… I want to think so. She’s usually open about the people in her life. Her father insists on knowing who she’s hanging out with… he has Lieb run backgrounds on them. I know it’s a little paranoid, but Ashley seems to understand and rolls with it,” she says.

“It’s not as paranoid as you might think. Senator Barlow isn’t the only person I know of who insists on background checks for the people in their children’s lives,” I say. “People in positions of tremendous wealth or power have to worry about things the rest of us don’t.”

Violet nods. “That’s what he says too. And like I said, Ashley gets it and never makes a fuss,” she says. Then after a pause she adds, “We haven’t gotten a ransom demand or had any communication with the people who took her. What does that mean?”

“It’s too early to know if it means anything just yet,” Astra says. “Sometimes, it takes these people a little while to get the courage up to make the call.”

“She’s right. It’s best to avoid reading anything into it right now,” Paige confirms.

Astra and I share a glance. All that sounds good since it helps keep emotions in check, but we both know not having any communication with an abductor is never a good thing. It usually means they have no intention of returning the person they took. Not always, but usually. There have been times when an abductor needs time to work up the balls to make that call and demand a ransom. It’s not common, but it happens.

The simple fact that this person took Ashley so brazenly, in broad daylight, though, tells me this isn’t one of those times. This a person who doesn’t need to work up the courage to call because they’re not intending to call at all. It tells me this is something else entirely. And whatever it is, I already know it can’t be good.

“Violet, we need to look through Ashley’s room,” I say.

“Why?”

“There may be something in there that might point to the person who took her,” I reply.

She wipes her eyes again. “Second floor. Third door on the right.”

I nod to Astra and Paige who head out to search the room, giving me a little time alone with Violet. The woman rakes her fingers through her hair, and she looks away. She looks lost… like she thinks she should be doing something but doesn’t know what.

“Wo—would you like a cup of coffee? A bottle of water?” she asks.

“Water would be great. Thank you.”

She nods and gives me a shaky smile, seeming to be grateful to be doing something, even if it’s as simple a task as that. Violet walks over to the refrigerator and opens the door. She stands there for a moment, though, eyes unfocused, almost like she forgot what she was doing there in the first place. She gives herself a little shake and pulls herself together. Reaching inside, she pulls out two bottles of water, then closes the door and walks over to the island again, setting one of the bottles down in front of me.

“Thank you,” I say.

“Of course.”

We both open our bottles of water and take a drink. The kitchen is filled with a silent tension that grows thicker and more awkward by the moment. As we stand there on opposite sides of the island not speaking to each other, I study her closely. Her emotional reactions seem genuine and appropriate for the situation. I don’t get the sense that she’s hiding anything.

“You and Ashley are close,” I say.

She nods and runs the cuff of her sweater across her nose as she sniffs back fresh tears. “We are. I almost feel like her big sister instead of her aunt.”

“Was she open with you?”

“Yeah. I liked to think she told me everything. I mean… I was her age once too. I know how teenage girls are,” Violet says with a wan smile. “But we spent a lot of time talking, and I don’t think she kept much from me. I hope she didn’t.”

“Did she ever mention any boys she was seeing? Did she have a boyfriend?”

“She’s had a crush on a boy at her school for a long time. But she said he didn’t know she was alive,” Violet replies. “She’s never gone out with him or anything, but I know she still likes him. His name is Tanner something or other.”

I jot the name down. “Was there anybody she did go out with?”

Violet shakes her head. “No. She’s really focused on her studies. She’s not like a lot of kids her age that way. She has a plan for her life. She has goals and dreams, and those take priority over everything else. She never goes out and parties or gets into trouble like other teenagers... Ash really seemed to stop being a kid after Sam died. It was like she grew up fast. Too fast.”

“How is her relationship with the Senator?” I ask.

“It’s fine. Great, actually. Ash and her father are super close. They’re closer than any kid and her father I’ve ever seen. Sam passing really bonded them together.”

“Violet, I know you’ve had some trouble in your past,” I say. “I know you’ve had a few arrests and some bad people in your life…”

I let my words trail off as Violet looks away. If she’s surprised that I dug into her past and know about her troubles, she hides it well. She probably expected it. To her credit, though, she raises her eyes to mine again, her jaw clenched, a steely gleam in her eye. She looks like a woman facing a firing squad without fear.

“Yeah, I had some issues of my own making. I did some terrible things and was in a really bad place,” she tells me. “Elliot could have cut me loose after Sam died. But he didn’t. He put me through rehab, then took me into his home. He gave me a job and a purpose. He let me get to know my niece and gave me a family again. Yeah, I had some bad people in my life, but I cut them off a long time ago and never looked back. I owe Elliot everything. So, if you’re asking me if I let those people back in, the answer is no. I didn’t.”

“Is it possible that some of these past connections—seeing how well you’re doing today and wanting a slice of that pie—might be responsible for Ashley’s abduction?” I ask. “Have you received any odd messages? Any phone calls from people you used to know?”

She shakes her head. “No. I haven’t. I haven’t spoken to anybody from my old life in years, Agent. I told you: I left that world behind when Elliot gave me a second chance.”

As I take another drink of water, I study Violet’s face, searching for any hints of deception. She either has no tells, which I doubt, or she’s telling me the truth. Given that she failed to land any meaningful roles as an actress, I have to assume her skills are limited and that I’d be able to see through her—that I’d know if she were lying to me. There’s sincerity in her voice. More than that, though, I can see it in her face. As near as I can tell, she’s telling me the truth.

“Tell me about Lieb Tal,” I say.

She seems caught off guard by the sudden change in tack. “Wh—what about him?”

“What do you know about him?”

“I know that he’s been with Elliot for years now. I know that he’s loyal. Dedicated. I know that he’d give his life to protect my brother-in-law and Ashley,” she tells me. “He could have farmed out this detail to one of his employees once his firm got off the ground, but he still insists on working it himself. You will not find a better man than Lieb.”

“You seem very fond of him.”

Violet’s cheeks flush brightly, and she tries to cover it by clearing her throat and looking down. It’s obvious she has feelings for him, and I wonder if they’re reciprocated. I don’t think it’s relevant, but I tuck that nugget of information away, just in case. You just never know what might prove relevant or useful later on down the road in any investigation.

“How is Lieb’s relationship with Ashley?” I ask.

“It’s fine. Respectful. They get along. He takes his job very seriously and does everything he can to protect her—”

“Then how is it that he wasn’t there to take her from school to her piano lesson?”

The corners of Violet’s mouth curled down. “Because her father lets Ashley walk the few blocks from the school to Aurelio’s studio. He doesn’t want her to feel like a prisoner. Lieb argued and said he doesn’t want to leave her unprotected, but Elliot wants to give her a little bit of freedom. It’s just a few blocks…”

Violet’s face colors again, and she scrubs her face with her hands emotions overcome her once again. It was just a few blocks, but it turned out to be enough for anybody who’d been watching Ashley to know her routine and know that she’d be unprotected for that brief window of time. I can’t fault the Senator for wanting to take the leash off his daughter, if only for a little while. Ashley’s life has been lived in a fishbowl. I can’t imagine how difficult that would be. Especially for a teenage girl who just wants to live a normal life.

But Barlow should have listened to his bodyguard. From a tactical standpoint, it was the dumbest decision he could have made. I’m not a security professional, but even I know that. However, doing what I’ve been doing for a living for as many years as I have now, I know that more often than not, the threats don’t come from without. In a vast majority of cases, the threat comes from within. It’s those people closest to us, who have our trust and we have the most faith in, who do the unspeakable. The real monsters in our lives are often the people we think we know best. The real monsters wear the masks of friendship and love.

“Violet, did you ever see anything strange or perhaps inappropriate in Lieb’s relationship with Ashley?” I ask.

“What? No!” she exclaims. “Of course not. Lieb is a good man. He handles his duties faithfully and professionally. He’s good with Ashley. And no, he’s never inappropriate with her. Never. Lieb is not like that. Like I said, he’s a good man.”

Maybe that’s true and maybe it’s not. Violet’s obvious feelings for the man could be clouding her judgment and keeping her from seeing his true nature. Or perhaps Lieb was able to keep any potentially inappropriate behavior secret from everybody. He wouldn’t be the first man to have a darker side to himself that nobody else ever saw. The only way I’m going to know who and what Lieb is or isn’t will be by talking to him myself.

Astra and Paige stand in the doorway of the kitchen behind Violet. She flashes me an envelope and motions for me to wrap it up and come with her. They head out, and I hear their footsteps receding as they head for the front door. I give Violet a small smile.

“Okay, we’re done here for now. But we may need to follow up with you at some point,” I tell her. “I’ll touch base with you later.”

She nods. “Okay.”

“Hang in there, Violet. We’re going to do our best to get some answers.”

“Please bring her home,” she says, her quaking voice barely more than a whisper.

“We’re going to do everything we can.”

I head out of the house and join Astra and Paige who are already standing by the SUV talking quietly. They turn as I step over to them.

“What did you find?” I ask.

“Secrets,” Astra says with a sly grin and shakes the envelope.

“Okay,” I reply. “Let’s see if we can’t crack those secrets wide open.”
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FBI Operational Black Site, Foggy Bottom District; Washington DC.

“How are Rick and Mo doing at the Barlow house?” Nina asks.

“Bored,” I reply. “But I’ve got Rick combing through Ashley’s electronics. Hopefully, he’ll be able to find something useful.”

“So, who’s the kid in the pictures with Ashley?” Astra asks.

“The facial rec program is still running,” Nina says. “Just give me a few minutes. He’s not in any criminal database, so I’m running it against DMV photos.”

I turn to Astra and Paige. “Where did you find these pictures again?”

“The envelope was tucked into a book at the bottom of a desk drawer,” Paige answers.

“It stood out to us because it was hidden and because Ashley doesn’t have pictures of any other guy in her room. She’s got pictures of her and her girlfriends on a big collage on the wall, but she’s not with a boy in any of the photos,” Astra elaborates.

I look at the photo of Ashley with our mystery man on the right side of the monitor as Nina’s facial rec program scrolls through a myriad of faces beside it on the left side.

“That kind of fits with what Violet was telling me,” I tell them. “She said Ashley doesn’t really go out or party, and the only boy she was interested in is named Tanner something or other.”

“I think that would be Tanner Hicks,” Paige says. “And that’s not him in those pictures.”

Paige turns her laptop around so we can see the photo of Tanner Hicks from the Weatherton Academy’s class pictures.

“He’s the only Tanner in the entire school directory,” Paige explains.

“Violet says he doesn’t even know Ashley exists,” I say.

“Didn’t she also say Ashley wasn’t seeing anybody?” Astra replies. “These pictures kind of make it seem like Auntie Dearest isn’t exactly in the loop.”

A chuckle bubbles out of my throat. “Doesn’t sound like it.”

In the pictures Astra and Paige found, Ashley is wearing shorts and a bikini top and is holding hands and kissing a boy on the cheek at what looks like a pool party. The boy appears to be a little older than Ashley—eighteen or nineteen maybe. He’s got wavy hair the color of dark chocolate that falls to his shoulders and light brown eyes. His features are sharp, his physique is lean and wiry, and he’s got a cool, pale complexion.

I’ve always tried to avoid judging a person by their appearance, but I’ve been doing this job long enough that I trust my initial reaction to a person. And what I see confuses me. He doesn’t seem like a bad kid, necessarily, but he does not seem like the kind of guy Ashley Barlow, this girl with drive and plans for her future, would hang out with.

“Paige, what can you tell me about this Tanner Hicks?” I ask.

“Eighteen. A senior at the Weatherton Academy. He’s the eldest son of Samuel Hicks—”

“Defense attorney to the stars,” Astra says.

“One and the same,” Paige says. “Tanner gets good grades, is slated to attend Georgetown, and from what I can see, seems to be popular and well thought of. And he’s got no criminal record that I can see.”

“We’ll have to follow that up later,” I say. “Like I said, it’s questionable whether he even knows her.”

“We have a hit on facial rec. Mystery boyfriend’s name is Tyler Mayhew,” Nina announces. “Graduated—barely—from Weatherton last year and is the only child of Bradley and Maya Mayhew. Bradley is a successful wealth manager who started at a top firm on Wall Street but hung out his own shingle twenty years ago and has been raking in piles of cash ever since. Tyler, though, doesn’t go to school and doesn’t have any work history that I can see.”

“What does he do?” Astra asks.

Nina shrugs. “Well, there’s no indication of a job, or school, or anything else… so maybe nothing.”

Paige is instantly scrolling his social media. “Nice car. Seems to live at home. Expensive clothes, expensive trips. Lots of parties.”

She turns and hits the play button on a video of Tyler and a bunch of his friends jumping around and partying like animals. They bellow tunelessly along to a rap song and spill their drinks on each other.

“Ick,” Astra says.

“It doesn’t make sense to me,” I say. “This doesn’t seem like the kind of guy Ashley would hook up with. She was driven and motivated. What’s she doing hanging around a deadbeat with zero ambition like this?”

“Tyler also has a sealed juvie record,” Nina says. “I can’t unseal it without a court order, but it looks like somebody forgot to delete all the paperwork because he was detained by Maryland State Police four months ago for transporting marijuana across state lines. Not surprisingly, charges were never filed, and he was cut loose.”

“I’m guessing daddy greased the right wheels,” Astra says.

“That’s my guess,” Nina says. “But perhaps somebody who didn’t appreciate being strong-armed left that detention report in the system for others to find out of spite.”

I shake my head. “This doesn’t make sense. What is Ashley doing hanging out with a guy like this? What could she possibly have in common with him?”

“Opposites attract?” Paige offers.

“She’s going somewhere in life. He’s not,” I say. “It doesn’t add up.”

“The better question is, why would he abduct her? What could he possibly gain from it? He’s a party boy,” Astra points out.

“Maybe she told him she didn’t want to see him anymore and he couldn’t handle it. Didn’t want to be without her?” Paige poses.

As I look at his photo, though, and juxtapose it over the video of the abduction in my mind, the pieces don’t line up for me. We still need to do our due diligence and talk to this guy, but already, doubt about his involvement creeps in at the edges of my mind.

“I don’t think he’s our guy,” I say.

“Why do you say that?” Astra asks.

“Our offender is methodical. Organized. He had a plan, had Ashley’s schedule down pat, and had the audaciousness to execute it. Even when things looked like they might go sideways, he remained in control and was able to snatch her up in broad daylight,” I say. “Tyler Mayhew doesn’t fit the profile. I mean… look at him.” I take a look at more photos of the party that Paige pulled up and shake my head. “He doesn’t seem like the sort who’d be able to keep his cool under that sort of pressure.”

“Yeah. I can see that,” Astra says.

“We’re still going to have to talk to him just to be thorough,” I add. “But my gut’s already telling me that he’s not our guy.”

“What about Tanner Hicks?” Paige asks.

“Same thing. He might be smarter and more organized than Tyler, but I don’t think this abduction was carried out by a kid. I think this is somebody older,” I reply. “This abduction was bold. It was organized and well thought out. To me, kids their age don’t have the sort of patience or ability to keep their cool under pressure. Teenage boys are notorious for their lack of impulse control. And that part of the video when Ashley broke free from the guy, I tend to think boys Tyler and Tanner’s age would have flipped out. Maybe they would have run off, or maybe they would have done something worse to Ashley. But our guy kept his cool, tased her, then carried her off. To me, that profiles like somebody older and more experienced with being able to keep their heads while they react and adjust to setbacks on the fly.”

Astra and Paige both take a moment to digest what I’d just said, sharing a glance, then nod to each other.

“That makes sense,” Astra says. “You’re pretty good at this job.”

I smile. “If I were that good, I’d have found a lead by now.”

“Then I guess we all suck,” Paige says.

“Nina, have you been able to find anything on that black van?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “There is absolutely nothing distinctive about it. There are literally hundreds of black panel vans in the area,” she replies. “And unfortunately, the camera wasn’t at an angle that allowed us to see the license plate.”

I blow out a frustrated breath and get to my feet. My arms crossed over my chest, I pace the room, letting my subconscious work at the knot lodged in my brain. The van is anonymous. The man who took Ashley has no identifying markers I can see. We have absolutely nothing to go on. The only thing I can say with relative certainty is that Ashley’s abductor is familiar with her—either through personal contact or from watching her from afar. He knew her schedule, her route, and when she would be alone and at her most vulnerable. Our guy picked that time and spot to attack. That suggests familiarity with her. Other than that, though, we’ve got nothing.

“What about her father?” Astra asks. “Any chance he’s behind this?”

“Why would he abduct his own daughter?” Paige asks.

“Could be something as simple as trying to win some sympathy votes. He’s up for re-election in November, and Barlow’s got a real opponent this time. It’s a competitive race that could be tipped his way if people feel sorry for him,” Astra notes.

I shake my head. “But then why involve us in such a delicate off-books investigation? Why lock down everything so secretly? Can’t exactly get sympathy votes if nobody knows the story.”

“Oh. Right,” Astra says. “Um, what about this bodyguard? Lieb, was it?”

“Yeah, Lieb is his name,” I say. “And he’s somebody we’re going to have to speak with. He’s on the list for sure.”

“He’s been protecting the Barlows for years. What’s his motive? Why would he suddenly turn on them and kidnap Ashley?” Paige asks.

“I’m not saying he did,” Astra starts. “But what if it’s something sordid, something like he fell in love with Ashley, she rejected him, and he needed to get rid of her to keep his secret?”

“That is twisted,” Paige replies, “really dark and twisted.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not like we haven’t seen something like that before,” Astra says.

“That’s true,” I confirm.

“Okay, so do we have a game plan?” Astra asks.

“Yeah. Paige, I want you to go and speak with Tanner Hicks,” I say.

“If we’re supposed to keep Ashley’s abduction quiet, how should I approach him?” she asks.

“Tell him you’re doing background at the request of Senator Barlow. I just want to get a sense of his relationship to her. Don’t give him anything specific, but listen closely and see if he slips up and tips you to anything we don’t already have,” I say.

“Copy that,” she says.

“Astra, we’re going to go talk to Lieb. I want to know what he knows,” I say.

“Excellent.”

“Nina, keep digging. Also, get in touch with Rick,” I tell her. “You can delegate some of what’s on your plate to him. Like I said, he’s bored over there waiting for a ransom call we all know isn’t coming. He’ll probably be happy for the work.”

“On it,” she replies.

“Okay, let’s go.”

As Astra and I head out, I keep thinking back to that smiley-face mask the abductor wore. Something about it just chills me. As I think about the abduction itself, replaying it over and over in my mind, I can see that he’s definitely methodical. Organized. He knows exactly what he’s doing, and it only reinforces my belief that something terrible is happening to Ashley Barlow. It’s possible I’m wrong, but I don’t get the feeling that this is an abduction for money or for political influence.

It also reinforces my belief that this case is not going to have a happy ending.
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Executive Solutions, Downtown District; Washington DC

“You want to tell me what you’re really thinking?” Astra asks.

I pull into the parking lot in front of the two-story, red-brick building that serves as the headquarters for Lieb Tal’s private security firm, Executive Solutions. I find a spot and park, then shut off the engine. The exterior of the building looks aged and weathered. Given that the building is less than ten years old, though, I’d say it’s fashionably distressed. Old and rugged is in these days.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“I know you, Blake. And I can always tell when you’re not sharing your thoughts,” she presses. “What are you really thinking about this case?”

It doesn’t surprise me that Astra knows there’s more going on in my head than I’m saying. She knows me better than anybody other than my kid sister. But in all honesty, in some ways, Astra might know me even better. In some respects, Kit and I are still playing catch up and trying to figure each other out after having been apart for two decades.

“I’m thinking this might not have a happy ending,” I say.

“Why do you say that?”

“On the surface, this abduction has the hallmarks of either a child predator or a trafficking ring. Possibly both,” I tell her. “The organization of the abduction as well as its audaciousness… this is somebody who knew her schedule and wanted her bad enough to risk taking her in public in broad daylight. This wasn’t impulsive. This wasn’t some random pervert who saw her on the street and decided to snatch her up on a whim. This was thoroughly planned and executed to perfection.”

Astra pauses and looks through the windshield at the building in front of us. She finally turns back to me, her expression grim.

“And if this is some trafficking ring, the possibility of not just finding her, but rescuing her, is incredibly slim,” she says.

“The odds aren’t on our side.”

“All we can do is keep working the case,” she says. “Maybe somebody we talk to can give us something that leads us to this trafficking ring.”

“That’s best-case scenario, yeah.”

“But not likely.”

I frown and shake my head. “Not likely.”

“That all that’s bothering you? We’ve faced long odds before, but you seem even grimmer than usual. What else is up?”

“Just thinking about this hearing. DeClerk is trying to end my career, and I’d be lying if I said having that hanging over my head isn’t messing with me.”

“It’s not going to come to that. Barlow and Church won’t let that happen.”

“Katherine Hedlund sits in the Senate, too, and she’s none too pleased with how our case in Atlanta turned out. I mean, she told me to back off, but we neutered one of her biggest donors. There’s a possibility that Barlow and Church won’t be able to stop that train that’s barreling down on me,” I tell her, then pause for a moment and shake my head. “I’ve spent my whole career doing the work and doing my best to keep the stink of politics off me, but… here I am anyway.”

“I don’t think it’s possible to keep that stink off you. It’s just the nature of the beast in the Bureau these days. It’s an inherently political arena, and I think it’s always been that way. But I really don’t think Church is going to let them can you. After all, we make her look too good for her to allow that,” Astra says with a grin.

“I hope you’re right. But it’s still possible my career is going to get tanked because of other people’s political agendas,” I say, my voice thick with derision. “All the good we’ve done and all the lives we’ve saved don’t mean a damn thing because somebody decides we’re roadblocks to them moving up the ladder. It’s disgusting. It’s disheartening.”

“I hear you. But all we can do is our job. Everything else is going to work out how it’s going to work out. We’re just cogs in the machine, and there’s nothing we can do except keep moving forward and doing our jobs the best we can.”

“Yeah. I know. It’s just tough to swallow.”

“I know it is. And I wish I could say or do something that would change that fact. But I can’t. And neither can you. So, get your head on straight, let’s get into that building, and let’s see if we can find a missing girl, because that’s all we can control right now.”

The dark cloud that has been following me around since I arrived in DC doesn’t dissipate, but I know she’s right. My sour mood after my first hearing hasn’t improved one bit. It’s coloring my attitude and making me feel a lot more nihilistic than usual. It’s made me feel more pessimistic and has me asking, if only to myself, what the point of everything is if the good we’re doing can be undone by somebody’s political whim and agenda.

I’m forced to remind myself that Astra is right, though, and to get my head on straight. The job is all that matters. We’re saving lives. That’s what’s most important. It’s the point of what we’re doing, and next to that, the Machiavellian agendas of ambitious and greedy people don’t matter. All we can do is keep doing what we’re doing until we’re not allowed to do it anymore. All we can do is try to find Ashley Barlow, then let the chips fall as they may after that.

“Thanks, Astra,” I say.

“Anytime.”

We climb out of the SUV and cross the parking lot; I pull open the smoked glass door emblazoned with the Executive Solutions logo, letting Astra go in ahead of me. We step into a lobby that’s so blindingly white I feel like I need to put on a pair of shades. Everything around us is sleek and modern, and the amount of chrome everywhere makes me feel like we just stepped onto the bridge of a starship.

A giant monitor dominates the wall to our left playing a video of Lieb Tal outlining his company’s mission statement on one half of the screen while a slideshow showing Executive Solutions employees training, some of them from their service days, all smiling and hanging out together, plays on the other half. It’s like they’re trying to give what is inherently a violent business where death is an all-too-real possibility every single day a sleek, futuristic vibe that wouldn’t be out of place in Silicon Valley. It’s a really odd juxtaposition, but whatever, I guess.

The wall to our right is filled with photos of the company’s executives. The photo array is flanked by an American flag on one side and DC’s flag on the other. Half a dozen chairs are arranged around a pair of low coffee tables, and tucked away in the corner is a coffee service station. A twenty-something woman with copper-colored hair and dark eyes sits behind a chest-high desk across the room from us, watching.

“Good afternoon and welcome to Executive Solutions,” she says with a wide, bright smile. “What can we do to help you today?”

We walk over to the counter and quickly badge her. “Unit Chief Wilder and SSA Russo. We need to speak with Lieb Tal.”

“Is he expecting you?” she asks.

“I’m sure he is.”

“May I ask what this is in regard to?”

“It’s a personal matter,” I say. “He’ll understand.”

She looks uncertain, but quickly taps out a message on her keyboard. A moment later, we hear a chime as a response comes in from what I assume is the company’s internal messaging system. The woman reads Tal’s reply on her computer screen, then turns to us.

“He’s right in the middle of firearms qualifications,” she says. “But he said you can join him in the observation room.”

“Terrific.”

She pushes a button, and a door behind and to the right of her desk opens. We follow the woman’s directions through the labyrinthine corridors, passing offices as well as what look like classrooms. An observation window set into a wall to our left shows off an impressive training facility in the belly of the building, and we witness groups of men and women engaged in military-style workouts and self-defense training.

We take a right and follow another long corridor that ends at a steel door. Astra holds it open, and I follow her in to find Lieb Tal standing at a window overlooking an indoor shooting range. All eight lanes are filled with men and women in black tactical pants and black polo-shirts bearing the company crest on the left breast, safety goggles, and headphones, firing a variety of sidearms at paper targets.

“I apologize for not being able to meet with you somewhere a little more suitable,” he says, his voice faintly dusted with the accent of his Israeli heritage.

Nearly six inches taller than me, Lieb’s black polo shirt is stretched taut across the hard planes of his chest and stomach. The sleeves of his shirt strain around biceps that seem as big around as my thighs. He’s even better looking in person than in his picture, and he seems to be the living embodiment of that tired, old romance cliché—tall, dark, and handsome. Doing my best to ignore Astra’s smirk, I clear my throat and adopt my most professional face.

“No apologies necessary, Mr. Tal. This is as good a place as any to have a chat,” I reply. “I’m Unit Chief—”

“Blake Wilder,” he says as he turns to us. “And you are SSA Astra Russo, Chief Wilder’s longtime right hand. I do my homework, and your reputations precede you.”

Astra grins. “Some might say I’m her better half.”

Tal’s stoic face softens, and a corner of his mouth quirks upward. It quickly fades, though, and the sober expression returns. I’m curious to know what homework he’s done on us. But then, information is part of the man’s business, so I suppose I shouldn’t be too surprised.

“Please, call me Lieb,” he says, then, as if reading my mind, adds, “I spoke with Senator Barlow, and he told me I should expect a visit from you at some point. I assume you are here to talk about Ashley’s disappearance.”

“We are,” I reply. “What can you tell us?”

He shakes his head. “Sadly, nothing. On days Ashley has her piano lessons, her father does not want me shadowing her, preferring to give her some small bit of freedom, so I always pick her up at the studio at five p.m. sharp. I arrived to pick her up yesterday, and she was not there. I spoke with her instructor, and he said she did not show up for her lesson. I phoned Senator Barlow immediately after that to let him know.”

His story jibes with the one Violet told us. Lieb seems like a straight-forward kind of man who tells it like it is. Facts without embellishment or emotion. His demeanor is brisk and direct. Almost curt. I respect and appreciate that.

“Are you aware of anybody who might have been watching or following Ashley?” Astra asks. “Anybody she’d been having trouble with?”

He shakes his head. “No, she wasn’t having trouble with anybody,” he said firmly. “Nor was anybody stalking her.”

“Would you know for sure?” Astra presses.

“It is my job to know.”

“I do have a question about that, Lieb,” I say. “Your business has taken off. You’re very successful, and your company has a sterling reputation. And yet, you still insist on personally protecting the Barlows. Why is that?”

“Senator Barlow took me on when I was a nobody. When I was just getting started in the industry,” he replies. “He showed me loyalty when he didn’t have to. I choose to return that loyalty by continuing to serve…”

His voice trails off, and he looks away, an expression of sadness and shame crossing his features. He seems like a man who keeps his emotions in check, but cracks are forming in the façade of his self-control. I don’t need to be a clairvoyant to see how hard he’s taking this or how much he’s blaming himself for Ashley’s abduction. This is personal for him.

My gut is telling me he’s not our guy, but before I take him off my suspect list, I still have questions that need answers. He clears his throat and looks up at me, his expression stony. That moment of raw emotion has passed, and those cracks in the façade are suddenly patched over. He’s back in firm control of himself once more.

“Lieb, how would you characterize your relationship with Ashley?” I ask.

“What do you mean?”

“Were you two close?”

“I am very fond of her, yes,” he replies.

“What would you say if I told you somebody thought you two might have been a little too close? Or were perhaps behaving a little inappropriately with her?”

His face grows scarlet, and his jaw muscles flex as he grits his teeth. Fire burns in his eyes, and his expression darkens as he stares at me, the offense he’s taking to my questions more than clear.

“Then I would tell you somebody is spreading filthy lies,” he says, his voice low and tight. “I’ve known Ashley since she was a little girl. I’ve watched her grow up—”

“But that’s not completely unheard of in adults who have inappropriate relationships with kids. In fact, it’s relatively common,” I point out.

His hands ball into fists, and he looks like he wants to tear something in half. Maybe us. Lieb exhales a long, shaking breath, and it’s like I can see him physically pushing the emotion away as he gets himself back under control. He forces his hands to open and unclenches his jaw.

“I have never wanted children of my own, Chief Wilder,” he says with anger still dusting his words. “In some ways, though, I feel like Ashley is my child. I watched over her from a young age. I protected her. I value her safety and well-being more than my own. If somebody is telling you it was something more than that, they’re lying to you.”

He seems genuine to me. His emotions and reactions seem authentic, and they ring true in my ears. Lieb studies me as I study him, and in that brief moment of silence, I see the light of recognition dawn in his eyes as he realizes nobody had ever really said that about him and Ashley. Which, of course, they hadn’t. I simply needed to gauge his reaction. He frowns and shakes his head. He’s a very sharp, very perceptive man.

“I see,” he says. “So, I passed your test?”

“You did,” I reply.

“I do not like being manipulated.”

“I wish we didn’t have to play games like that, but it’s sometimes necessary in our line of work to get to the truth of the matter,” I tell him.

He nods. “I understand.”

He may understand, but Lieb’s distaste for our methods is loud and clear. I would tell him that I’m sorry for deceiving him, but it would be yet another lie. It’s my job. Uncovering the truth is all that matters to me, and I will do everything I have to do, employ every tactic in my bag of tricks no matter how shady, deceptive, or underhanded, to cut through the lies and find that truth. To save lives. And for that, I will never apologize.

“May I ask what your thoughts are about what happened to Ashley?” Lieb asks.

“We can’t say just yet,” I admit.

“Can’t? Or won’t.”

“To be honest, both. We can’t discuss the particulars of an ongoing investigation. I’m sorry.”

He nods. “I understand. If there is anything I can do—anything at all—please do not hesitate to reach out. My company and all the resources I have are at your disposal, Agents.”

“Thank you, Lieb. We may have some follow-up questions for you.”

He pulls a business card out of one of his pants pockets and hands it to me. “This is my personal cell. It is on twenty-four hours a day.”

“Thank you,” I say. “We’ll be in touch.”

“We appreciate your time,” Astra says.

We leave the observation room, letting him get back to work, and find our way back out to the parking lot. We came for some answers, and I believe we got them. Lieb isn’t our guy. As we climb into the SUV, Astra turns to me with a grin on her face.

“Mind if I hold on to that business card?” she asks.

I throw the card at her and laugh, then start the engine and pull out of the lot. We’ve got one more stop to make before we head back to the war room.
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Mayhew Residence, Arlington Ridge District; Arlington, VA

“Wow,” Astra says. “Ashley’s man lives in a really nice house. I can see why he doesn’t want to leave this place. I’d probably want to live here forever too.”

“I guess when you’re playing with other people’s money, you can do whatever you want,” I say.

I pull the vehicle to a stop in front of a massive colonial-style house on a street lined with what I can only call mansions, all built in a similar style to the Mayhew home. According to a sign at the head of the street, it’s a historic district, which explains why everything looks so similar in design. Personally, I think it’s got a very cookie cutter feel to it. The only appreciable difference I can see between the houses is the color.

The Mayhew home is classic white with dark blue trim, matching shutters on either side of the windows on all three floors, and a dark slate roof. Red brick steps lead to a dark blue door beneath a high-peaked portico set squarely in the middle of the front façade. Built onto the right side of the house looks like a sunroom made almost entirely of glass. The yard is expertly landscaped and neatly trimmed, and the big flag hanging from a bracket on the portico just makes the place scream that it’s a big slice of Americana. I’m sure Bradley Mayhew’s clients appreciate the patriotic touch.

We climb out of the vehicle and head up the brick walk that leads us to the front door. It opens a moment before I knock, and we find ourselves greeted by the coolly professional face of a stout, middle-aged woman in a dark gray uniform.

“How may I help you?” she asks.

We flash the woman our badges. “We’re with the FBI, and we just need to have a few words with Tyler Mayhew.”

“May I ask what this is about?”

“We just need to ask a few routine questions,” I say. “Is he here?”

She looks uncertain about whether to send us packing or to let us in. Obviously, having federal agents knocking on her door isn’t a normal situation for her.

“Ma’am, this will only take a few minutes,” I tell her. “It’s important we speak with Tyler. You’re welcome to call his father if you wish, but I assure you he’s not in any trouble. We have just a few background questions.”

She still doesn’t look incredibly sure, but she finally relents and steps aside as she holds the door open for us.

“Mr. Mayhew is out by the pool with some of his friends,” she said. “Out back. Just go straight down the hall.”

“Thank you,” I say.

I lead Astra through the house. It’s like walking through a museum. Everywhere we look are classic pieces of art and antique furniture. I don’t see family photos anywhere or any other signs that typically make a house a home. The entire place is about as cold and sterile as a museum, with a lot of things under glass. All that’s missing are signs advising people not to touch this or that and velvet ropes blocking off entire areas. Growing up in a place like this would be tough.

“How often do you think they actually cook?” Astra asks as we pass through a gorgeous kitchen filled with all the latest gadgets.

“They probably have a professional chef who cooks for them,” I say.

“Yeah, that’s probably it.”

We step through a pair of French doors that lead us out to the backyard that’s filled with half-naked twenty-somethings flouncing around in and around the large kidney-shaped pool that I recognize from Ashley’s secret pictures. An octagonal gazebo sits in the green space beyond the pool, and half a dozen young men and women are gathered around out there, laughing, talking, drinking, and taking turns passing a bong around. The music is loud, the kids are even louder, and the air is saturated with the pungent scent of pot.

“This is ridiculous,” I say.

“This brings back memories,” Astra replies and laughs.

I look around and spot the sound system on the far side of the deck beside the outdoor range and kitchen and lounge setup. Several guys are gathered around the large flatscreen TV playing video games and seem completely oblivious as we walk by. I stare at the stereo system for a long moment, trying to figure out how to shut it off, but I might as well be staring at the panels in Mission Control before a shuttle launch.

“Allow me,” Astra says.

She reaches around me and hits a button, cutting the music off abruptly. The backyard falls completely silent as conversations cut off just as quickly and all heads turn our way. A moment later, the silence is shattered by the sound of drunk and high twenty-somethings groaning, moaning, and shouting out strings of curses in protest. They’re worse than a bunch of preteens.

“Okay, everybody, listen up,” I announce, and hold my badge up for all to see. “We’re with the FBI, and we need to speak with Tyler Mayhew.”

“Do you have a warrant to be here?”

I turn to see the tall, lanky guy from the photos with Ashley stretched out on a pink flamingo pool floatie looking back at me. Dressed in nothing but a blue Speedo and oversized sunglasses, he’s got a bottle of beer in one hand, a joint in the other, and a stupid grin on his face. We step to the edge of the pool.

“Please tell me we don’t have to talk to him,” Astra mutters to me.

“Sorry,” I say then turn to him. “Tyler, can you come out of the pool and speak with us?”

“About what?”

“We just have a couple of questions we’d like to ask you.”

He frowns and takes a sip of his beer. Everybody else in the backyard is looking at us, standing statue still and looking like they’re barely even breathing. It’s like they think if they don’t move, we can’t see them doing illegal things.

“I know my rights,” he bellows. “And I know you can’t just storm in here like the Gestapo and start searching the place. My dad says—”

“Technically speaking, your maid let us in, and we can absolutely arrest people based on what’s in plain view,” Astra says. “And there are like, a lot of drugs in plain view right now.”

Tyler blanches but keeps it under control. “Weed’s legal.”

Astra pins him with a glare. “And you’re sure that’s all everyone has here.”

“I… um…”

“Tyler, listen to what I am saying. We are not here to search anything or to arrest you. Frankly, I couldn’t care less about what you and your friends do in your own backyard. We’re not the drug cops. We simply need to ask you a few questions.”

“About what?” he repeats.

“The sooner you get out of the pool and speak with us, the sooner we’ll leave and let you all get back to your little… shindig,” I tell him.

His friends immediately start badgering him to get out of the water and talk to us. Looking annoyed, Tyler paddles his floatie over to the side, then flops onto the deck like a fish pulled out of the water and dropped onto the bottom of a boat. Getting to his feet, he pads over to us without shame and stops a few feet in front of us, folding his arms over his chest, his face tight with irritation. He shares a body type with Shaggy from Scooby Doo, and his Speedo isn’t very flattering on him. Astra and I share an uncomfortable look.

“Can you like, put a robe on or something?” Astra asks.

“What is it with Americans? You’ve got issues,” he asks with exasperation. “In Europe, nobody gets all weird and hung up on the human body.”

“Dude, you were born in Virginia. You’re American,” Astra says.

“I’ve spent a lot of time abroad. I’m practically European.”

“Yeah, that’s not how that works.”

“Whatever. I happen to think the human body is a beautiful thing, and I’m not ashamed of mine,” he says as he whips his sunglasses off. “If you want to talk to me, you’ll get over your issues with the beauty of the human form. Otherwise, there’s the door.”

I grimace. “Fine. Let’s talk someplace where we can have some privacy then.”

“Swell,” he replies cheerily. “I suppose I can’t talk you two into appreciating the human form by slipping into some bikinis—”

“Don’t make me shoot you, kid,” Astra grumbles.

“Right,” he chirps, then turns to his crowd. “Carry on, my people. Carry on.”

The kids gathered in the backyard cheer, the music comes on, and more joints are lit, the prospect of two federal agents in their midst not deterring a single one of them from partying on. The boldness is almost impressive. Not walking too close to him, Astra and I follow Tyler to a pool house that’s set off to the side. He throws the glass sliding door open and steps inside, then turns and beckons us to follow. Once inside, Astra closes the slider, muffling the party raging outside.

“This pool house is larger than my first apartment,” Astra says.

“Furnished a lot nicer too,” I add.

“Right?”

The Speedo-clad faux-European walks over to a full-sized refrigerator and pulls out a bottle of beer. Import, of course. Tyler is not what I was expecting. I walked in here expecting to find some doped up burnout with barely two brain cells to rub together. But he’s intelligent. Sharp. He’s shrewd and seems able to quickly size up and assess a situation. But he hides it behind a veneer of party boy eccentricity. I mean, he is those things, of course, but in really looking at him, I see that image is largely calculated. He takes great pains to not let others see behind his mask.

What I don’t know is why. It could be something as simple as insecurity and a deep-seated need for approval and acceptance. You’ll always have boatloads of friends if you’re always hosting raging parties and handing out drugs like Halloween candy. If I had to guess, I’d say it has to do with his relationship with his parents. I’d say it’s probably lacking, and he doesn’t get what he needs from them, emotionally speaking, so he finds other ways to fill that hole inside of him. Seen in that light, it’s actually kind of sad.

He turns, holding the bottle out toward us. “Don’t suppose I can offer you two a wee drinky-poo, can I?”

“Kind of you to ask,” I say. “But we’re going to have to pass. We’re on duty and all.”

“Your loss,” he replies. “This sweet brew was shipped directly from Belgium and is one of the finest ales in the world. You just don’t know what you’re missing out on.”

“I’m more of a scotch woman myself,” I say.

“Well, if that’s your poison, I have a fine selection of—”

I hold up my hand and laugh. Given that you can practically smell the money in the air around this place, I have no doubt he’s got a first-rate selection of scotches. He’s probably got bottles I’ve never even heard of and some I’d likely never be able to afford even a taste of.

“Thank you, but no,” I tell him.

“Suit yourself,” he says as he cracks open his bottle. “So, what can I do for you, Agents?”

“We need to talk to you about Ashley Barlow,” Astra says. “You went to school with her at the Weatherton Academy. She was obviously a few years behind you.”

“Yeah, sure, I know Ash.”

“We understand that you two dated?” I ask.

Tyler takes a long swallow of his drink and eyes us skeptically. “Is anything I tell you going to be used against me?”

“No, this is all off the record,” I say.

“Can I ask what this is about?”

“We’re just doing some background checks on behalf of Senator Barlow,” I say. “We’re looking into people connected to his daughter, and your name came up.”

Tyler gives us a knowing smile. “I knew it. He’s running for the presidency, isn’t he? This is him doing all his due diligence before announcing his run. Can’t have any nasty little surprises popping up, huh? That’s it, right?”

“I’m afraid we’re not at liberty to say,” Astra says. “We’re just doing our job.”

He tips us a wink. “Your secret is safe with me, Agents.”

“Focus, Tyler,” I say. “You and Ashley dated?”

He shrugs. “I wouldn’t call what we did dating. I mean, we got on pretty well and hung out sometimes, sure. But it wasn’t romantic. She was more of a… customer?”

“A customer?” I ask.

He nods. “I made certain products available to her that aided her with her schoolwork. She’s always so serious. The girl needs to loosen up and live a little, ya know?”

“What sort of products did you make available to her, Tyler?” Astra asks.

“Still off the record?”

“Still off the record,” Astra confirms.

“Mostly Ritalin and Adderall… whatever I had a supply of at the time,” he says. “She would sometimes stay up for days studying and needed a little something to help her in that relentless pursuit of academic perfection.”

“What else did she partake in from you?”

“Nothing else. Honest. All she wanted was the stuff that helped her with her homework. I tried to tell her that she’d probably do better if she just relaxed with a joint every now and then, but she wouldn’t budge.”

“Hm.”

Taking Adderall or something to stay up for marathon study sessions jibes with what others have said about Ashley’s drive—her need to be perfect. She kept her relationship with Tyler secret, but it’s not what I expected it to be. It does give me a thought though.

“Tyler, was there anybody else in her life that you can think of? Anybody she might have kept secret from her father—or maybe from everybody?” I ask.

He purses his lips and looks off. “You know, now that you mention it, she did allude to seeing somebody on the sly a couple of times. We weren’t involved like that, so it didn’t really register at the time.”

“Do you know who this guy is?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “I don’t. But she made it sound like he was older, I guess. Somebody her dad wouldn’t approve of or something.”

“Any idea where we might find this guy?” Astra asks.

“Sorry. That’s all I got.”

“Okay,” I say. “That’s helpful. We appreciate your time.”

“Always happy to do my part for the FBI,” he says, slipping back into his party boy persona.

Having gotten what we could from him, Astra and I turn and head for the door.

“Agent Wilder… I mean, you’re not going to tell her dad what I did for her, are you?” he calls after me. “Like, I don’t need the next President of the United States pissed off at me.”

“Goodbye, Tyler,” I reply with a wry chuckle. “Clean up your life and do something with that brain of yours before it gets completely fried.”

“Sure thing. Right after this beer.”
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FBI Operational Black Site, Foggy Bottom District; Washington DC

“No man should ever wear a Speedo. Like, ever,” Astra says.

“Especially not when they’re tall, lanky, and have absolutely no muscle tone. Maybe, if—”

“No. Not even then,” Astra cuts me off. “Speedos are the most unattractive thing in the history of unattractive things.”

“I don’t know,” Nina says. “I’ve seen some very handsome male models…”

Astra laughs so hard she snorts. “No, no. Absolutely not.”

“Sounds like someone needs to get over their outdated ideals,” Nina counters. “The human body is beautiful, and everyone deserves to show it off, if they want to.”

“Oh my God, who are you?” Astra says.

“Somebody who is not ashamed of my body,” Nina says. “I may or may not have enjoyed a nude beach in my time.”

“You’d get along great with Tyler then.”

“I just might.”

Astra looks at her with a sly curl to her lips. “Your parents were hippies, weren’t they?”

“Maybe a little. But I like to say they imbued me with a very healthy attitude toward my body,” she chirps with a playful shrug.

“Can we stop talking about naked bodies and get back to focusing on our missing girl?” I ask with a chuckle.

“Gladly,” Astra says. “Anything to stop thinking about that kid in his Speedo.”

“Nina,” I say, trying to steer the conversation back to something that isn’t related to Tyler’s Speedo. “Have you found anything at all since we’ve been gone?”

She shakes her head. “Nothing of note and nothing that sent up red flags of any kind. Both Violet and Lieb are squeaky clean… relatively speaking. But there’s nothing in their backgrounds or current associations that make me think they were involved. I can keep digging deeper though.”

“Please do,” I say.

“What about Speedo-boy?” Nina asks.

“Dig into him, too, and see what’s in his background. Better safe than sorry. I don’t think he’s our guy though. He didn’t give me that kind of vibe. He’s smarter than he lets on, but I don’t think he’s organized or methodical enough to pull off the abduction we saw,” I tell her.

“Nina, has there been any activity on Ashley’s phone or cards?” Astra asks.

She shakes her head. “Nope. Both are still quiet. No activity at all,” she replies. “If I had to guess, I’d say he disabled and disposed of her phone.”

“Yeah, that seems likely,” Astra says.

“Do me a favor and get Rick and Mo on a video-call,” I say.

“Comin’ right up,” Nina replies.

She hits a few keys, and the large monitor at the foot of the table lights up. There’s the electronic sound of a phone ringing, and a moment later, Rick’s face comes into view with Mo leaning on the back of his chair.

“How are you kids doing over there?” I ask.

“Bored,” Mo says. “No ransom calls, no communication with anybody.”

“I didn’t think there would be,” I say. “Are you guys in a place you won’t be overheard?”

“Nobody’s here,” Mo says. “Violet is out running errands, and she gave the house staff a few days off. We’re all by our lonesome.”

“Okay, good,” I reply. “Rick, did you get my text?”

“I did, and I’ve been digging through Ashley’s laptop. And you’re not going to believe what I found. She is not the sweet, innocent little girl everybody thinks she is,” he says.

“What did you find?” I ask.

“She’s got an account on a sugar baby website,” he says.

“A sugar what?”

“Sugar baby,” he responds.

“What the hell is that?”

Astra casts an inscrutable look at me. “Really?”

“What?”

“You seriously don’t know what a sugar baby is?” Nina asks.

“Should I?”

Astra shakes her head. “You’re so sheltered and naïve. It’s adorable, really.”

“Boss, do you know what a sugar daddy is?” Rick asks.

“I think so. Isn’t that what a guy is who has a financial arrangement with a girl who provides him with sex and companionship?” I ask.

“Exactly that,” Mo adds. “It’s usually affluent men and much younger women.”

“A sugar baby is the other side of that coin,” Nina says. “But rather than the men trolling for women, this is younger women who put themselves out there looking for their sugar daddy.”

“It’s gross, but I get it. It’s a mutually beneficial arrangement,” I say.

“Emphasis on the gross,” Astra chimes in.

“And not illegal,” Rick adds.

“You don’t make enough money to be a sugar daddy,” Astra says.

“Boss, can I have a raise?” Rick teases.

“No,” I say. “So, anyway, you’re telling me that Ashley was one of these sugar babies?”

“Bingo,” Rick says. “I’m going to share my screen.”

A moment later, the screen splits. Rick and Mo are on the left, and on the right is the homepage for a website that’s done in pinks and purples and is called “The Sugar Shack.” Just below a line of pictures of young, attractive women that scrolls across the screen is a purple banner with bright pink lettering that reads, “Meet Your Sweet Little Thing Here.”

“Let me reiterate… gross,” I say.

“Okay, let me show you what we’re looking at,” Rick says.

I hear the tapping of his keys as he takes us into the website. It looks a lot like the various popular online dating websites out there with photos of girls, their stats, answers to the site’s questionnaires, as well as a personal statement. With a few more keystrokes, Rick navigates to a page that shows a picture of Ashley. In the photo, she’s made up, has her hair done nicely, and looks to be older than her sixteen years.

“She goes by the name Shelby Kittridge,” Rick says.

“Why in the hell is she trolling for a sugar daddy in the first place?” Astra asks. “She comes from money. She’s got a great family and all the privilege in the world… I don’t get it.”

As I look into the girl’s golden-brown eyes in the picture, I ponder Astra’s question. Why would a girl who has seemingly everything do something so reckless? Something so—for lack of a better word—gross? Why on earth would she put herself out there and do God-knows-what with these older men? It couldn’t be for the money. It couldn’t be for the privilege being in their arms gave her. She has those things in spades already. There’s also the fact that she can’t really go out in public with these men in the first place given that she’s underage. Not that I think the men who frequent sites like this one are necessarily looking for social companions.

So, why would Ashley take such a risk? Why would she do something that would put her in such a precarious and potentially dangerous position? As I think about Ashley’s life and the way she’s grown up, the questions rattle around in my mind. Slowly, though, a picture starts to form, and I think I hit on the answer. I think I understand it.

“I think I get it. I think maybe it’s the fact that she’s living in a fishbowl—and has been her entire life—that’s pushed her to become Shelby Kittridge,” I say.

“What? Like she developed a split personality?” Rick asks.

“No, nothing like that. Ashley’s grown up in the spotlight. She’s a Senator’s daughter, and everybody has an image of who she is—the image she’s had to portray for her father’s sake. But I think there’s part of her that wants to be her own person—that wants to live her own life,” I say.

“So, she created this Shelby Kittridge persona,” Astra finishes for me.

I nod. “Yeah, I think so.”

“But what’s up with the whole sugar baby thing? Why would she put herself out there like that?” Nina asks. “It can’t be about the money. And I really hope it’s not about the sex.”

Mo shrugs. “She can’t be this other person at her school. If she wants to experiment with sex and whatnot, she can’t do that with her classmates or anybody else in her direct orbit. Not if she wants to keep her image intact anyway. I can kind of see why she’d do something so radically different from what people expect from her. It’s crazy, but I can kind of see it.”

“I didn’t think about it until you said it, but I would imagine growing up under a microscope like that has to be suffocating. Her every movement tracked, her every activity scheduled to the microsecond… I can see why she might want to do something wild,” Rick adds.

“We can sympathize with her for growing up in a fishbowl all we want, but we have to consider the possibility that one of these men she’s talking to is the one who took her,” I say. “I’m assuming it’s older, professional men who frequent these sites?”

“That’s affirmative,” Rick replies.

“That would be a closer fit to the profile than a guy like Tyler Mayhew. An older, professional man would more likely be organized and methodical. An older, professional man is somebody who’d be more likely to pull off the abduction we watched than a kid like Tyler,” I say.

“It’s just insane to think that Ashley has this whole shadow life her father knows nothing about,” Astra says.

“It’s also kind of sad that because of her father’s aspirations, she can’t live the life or be the person she wants to be,” Nina adds.

“It’s crazy and sad, but let’s not lose sight of the fact that she’s a sixteen-year-old girl and anybody she’s seeing on this sugar baby website—if they’re sleeping with her—is committing a crime. That gives us the cause we need to start rattling some cages,” I say. “Rick, can you find out who she’s been talking to on this site?”

“Yep,” he responds. “They’ve got a DM function. That’s direct messages for you Luddites.”

“He’s talking to you,” Astra whispers to me.

I elbow her in the side, drawing a yelp from her. “You’re a jerk.”

Astra laughs. “Yeah, but you love that about me.”

“Debatable.”

The screen changes, and we get a view of what looks like an email inbox; there are literally dozens of messages from the men who frequent the site. Clearly, Ashley is a popular girl.

“It’s going to take a while to get through all these messages,” Astra says.

“Yeah. That’s a problem,” I mutter. “Rick, can you filter these out? Can you tell us who she was talking to most frequently?”

“Yep, I can do that.”

He taps away, and the list narrows down to half a dozen messages. “Those are the guys she exchanged the most messages with.”

“Terrific. That helps. Now, can you get IDs on these guys?”

“They’re all masking their identities, but I can do that. It’s just going to take me some time to track them down,” he says.

“Good. Nina, get with Rick and work up backgrounds on these guys,” I state. “Once Paige gets back, we’ll split up the list and start knocking on doors.”

“Divide and conquer,” Astra chimes in.

“You really think one of these guys snatched her?” Nina asks.

“Don’t know, but these kinds of men fit the profile,” I tell her. “It’s also the only lead we have to go on right now, so we’re going to run with it.”

“Hey, I found something that might make things easier,” Rick says.

“I’m all for that,” I reply. “What is it?”

“This particular website hosts social mixers—a place where potential sugar daddies and sugar babies can hang out, get to know each other, and set up their arrangements,” he says. “It’s like sugar daddy speed dating. And it looks like Ashley-slash-Shelby has attended a few of these mixers.”

“That’s kind of disturbing,” Astra says.

“How do you know Ashley was there?”

“I’ve got her RSVPs on her computer—along with some pictures she took from inside the club with some of these guys,” Rick tells me.

“Well, then. It looks like we’ve got our in. Whoever runs these mixers might be able to help us out,” I say, then turn to Astra. “Want to go clubbing?”

“This might be the first time I say I really don’t want to. I’m completely creeped out just thinking about it,” she replies.

“Too bad. Put on your big girl panties, and let’s go,” I tell her.

Astra rolls her eyes. “I think I’d rather be staring down a psycho with a chainsaw.”

“Hey, don’t knock it. You might just find somebody to strike up a mutually beneficial relationship with,” Rick teases.

Astra looks at me. “Can you fire him?”

“When we get back. I need him to finish what I asked him to do first,” I say with a laugh.
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Blue Velvet Lounge, Ballston Quarter; Arlington, VA

Nestled in the heart of Ballston Quarter, a hip, nightlife-driven center of Arlington, is the Blue Velvet Lounge. It’s a small, intimate place that’s got a mellow vibe. The bar area is done in dark wood and brass, and the main floor is filled with semiprivate sitting areas, all the chairs and couches plush and upholstered with blue velvet… of course. The entire place is dimly lit by recessed lighting around the perimeter of the room glowing softly of blue neon, and a stage sits at the far end of the room for live music.

“If I didn’t know what went on here, I might think this place was pretty cool. But because I do, I just think it’s gross,” Astra says.

A wry grin curls my lips. “I think they do more than the whole sugar baby speed dating thing. It looks like they host live bands.”

“Still,” she replies. “Would you come here?”

“Probably not.”

“That’s what I thought.”

The club is empty, save for some workers running around cleaning and getting ready for the doors to open in just a few hours. As we walk deeper into the place, a tall, well-built man in dark slacks and a dark button-down shirt that’s open at the collar glides over to us. He has on a black jacket with a blood red pocket square, his black hair is slicked back, and he’s got a neatly trimmed goatee. Something about his demeanor kind of screams mafia boss wannabe. The man stops and regards us with eyes that sparkle like chips of obsidian in the dim light.

“Joey Bauer,” he greets us.

“Unit Chief Wilder, SSA Russo,” I say as we badge him.

“Interesting,” he replies. “And what can I do for the FBI?”

“We need to speak with the owner of this lounge. Is he here?” Astra says.

“You’re lookin’ at him,” he says.

“Great,” I reply.

“What’s this about?”

“We needed to talk to you about your sugar baby mixers. We understand that you’re also the owner of the Sugar Shack website?” I say.

“There’s nothing illegal about it,” he replies. “Everybody here is a consenting adult, and what they choose to do with their time and money isn’t my concern.”

“Except, not everybody who comes to your parties is a consenting adult,” I say.

“Come again?”

Astra pulls out her phone and calls up a picture Rick had sent her of Ashley at one of his parties. Bauer looks at the picture, squinting dramatically, then shakes his head.

“Nah. Don’t know her. That picture could have been taken anywhere, but it wasn’t here,” he says with a dismissive shrug.

I share a look of disbelief with Astra and can’t stop the laugh that bursts from my mouth. Turning to Bauer, I stare at him with wide eyes.

“Are you serious?” I ask.

“What?”

Taking the phone from Astra, I point to a couple of notable features in the photo, then gesture to an area across the lounge from us.

“This picture was taken right over there,” I say, my tone thick with incredulity.

Bauer makes a big show of looking at the photo again and turning to where I’m pointing. He turns back to us and pulls a face and shakes his head.

“Nah. I don’t know where that picture was taken, but it wasn’t in my lounge,” he says.

This guy doesn’t just dress like a mafia boss; he’s taking a page right out of their playbook. Deny, deny, deny. That he can sit there, with a straight face and total conviction, and tell me what I’m seeing isn’t what I’m seeing is so ridiculous, it’s actually pretty impressive. At the same time, though, it’s also annoying. We’ve got a missing girl to find, and this clown’s stubborn refusal to acknowledge reality is keeping us from doing that. It’s time to shake the truth out of him.

“Okay, if you’re going to continue playing this game, let me tell you what’s going to happen,” I begin. “The first thing I’m going to do is shut down your lounge—”

“You have no cause to shut me down,” he cuts me off, a hint of outrage in his voice.

“This picture and all the other ones just like it, depicting an underage girl in your club, is evidence of a crime in and of itself. This girl is sixteen years old, Mr. Bauer. So, yes, that gives us cause to shut you down,” I tell him.

“No way. Not possible,” he objects.

“Very possible,” I respond. “Actually, it’s a fact. She’s sixteen.”

“And after we shut down your lounge on that charge, we’re going to call our forensic accountants in, and they are going to pore through your books,” Astra joins in. “They are going to crawl so deep up your backside that if they find one decimal out of place in your books, you’re going to have some problems.”

“Not to mention the fact that we have evidence of you allowing underage girls into your lounge on multiple occasions for these sugar baby mixers. Any prosecutor worth their salt will be able to charge you with facilitating statutory rape,” I pile on. “If they’re able to convict you and—spoiler alert, with the evidence we have it’s all but a slam dunk—you may be looking at some pretty serious jail time. Is that how you want this all to go down?”

“Wouldn’t it be easier just to cooperate with us and avoid that whole mess?” Astra asks.

The man looks at us sourly. “What do you want?”

I hold the phone up again. “This girl. You recognize her?”

“Why? What did she do?” he answers my question with a question. “Must be pretty serious to bring the feds running.”

“We’re doing some routine background checks, and it led us to your club. Specifically, it’s led us to look into these sugar baby mixers you host.”

The lie rolls smoothly off my tongue, making him shift on his feet. He’s uncomfortable and on edge, which is just where I want him.

“I have to wonder how many more underage girls we’re going to find frequenting these mixers you host once we really start digging,” Astra muses.

“Okay, look, I get it. You’ve got my stones in a vice,” he snaps, gesturing wildly. “You two mind telling me what you want?”

“The first thing we want is some honest answers,” I say and hold up the picture of Ashley again. “Let’s start with an easy one. Do you recognize this girl?”

“Yeah, I’ve seen her here a few times. But she had an ID. Had to have one to get in here. My guys check IDs on everybody who comes through that door,” he tells us.

“Obviously, you don’t check them that well,” Astra shoots back.

He clenches his jaw but doesn’t say anything. As bold and brash as Bauer is, he knows he can’t say anything to rebut the point. If a sixteen-year-old girl got through his security measures, his security measures obviously failed.

“Okay, good,” I say. “Now, who did this girl spend time with at these sugar baby events?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know,” Astra says. “You’re actually going with that?”

“It’s not like I sit with everybody at these things. I’m busy running my club. Once the doors open, I let them all do their thing,” he argues.

It’s a believable answer, so I let that go. “Okay, we need your records of the men who sign up for these events. I’m assuming you keep track of the participants?”

“I can’t do that,” he says. “My clients are private men—important men—and they value my discretion. I can’t just go blasting their names out there.”

“Mr. Bauer, we’re going to get the names one way or another. You can either help us out, or we can shut you down until we secure a court order for all the names, and after that, start publicly questioning all of them. How do you think they’re going to feel when that starts happening? Because I promise you that it will,” I state.

“You can’t do that,” he says.

“We can. And we will,” Astra says. “And we will make sure everybody knows exactly where we got the names from.”

“I didn’t give you anything.”

“Maybe not. But they might not know that,” I say.

“I have a feeling once they find out we got their names from you, business to your website and your club are going to decline dramatically,” Astra chimes in.

For the first time since we walked in, Bauer looks rattled. The prospect of having his reputation for discretion blown to pieces at the same time his website and club—both big money-making ventures I’m guessing—tank isn’t a very rosy outlook for him. He’d never be able to set up shop again after that. He’d never recover, and I can see in his face that he knows it.

“This isn’t right,” he grumbles, “strong-arming me like this is absolute bulls—”

“The flip side of that comment is that if you weren’t breaking the law, we wouldn’t have anything to strong-arm you with,” I counter.

“She makes a good point,” Astra says.

“You’re killing me here,” he says.

“Mr. Bauer, I promise you that we’re not out to get you. We just need to get a few answers, and instead of having to go broad with our line of questioning, we’re trying to take a more targeted approach,” I say. “And I give you my word that we will be discreet when we find the man or men we’re looking for and question them.”

“But we will go nuclear if you force our hand,” Astra says.

He sighs. “Fine. Follow me.”

Bauer leads us through the club and into an office at the back. Spartan in furnishing, it’s spacious and meticulously clean. Astra closes the door behind us, and he gestures to the pair of chairs sitting in front of his desk. We take a seat as he drops heavily into the chair behind his desk and immediately starts tapping away at his keyboard. As he does, I glance to our left and see a bank of four monitors, each of them showing a different view of the club’s interior.

The whirr of the printer draws their attention, and Bauer spins around, pulling the sheet of paper off the machine sitting on the credenza behind him. He looks uneasy and is reluctant to hand it over, but finally gives in.

“Please, this is my business,” he says. “Be discreet and leave me out of this.”

“We’ll do everything we can,” Astra replies as she takes the page from him.

“Is there anything else?” he asks, his shoulders slumped, sounding defeated.

I gesture to the monitors. “Yeah, that’s your security feed, right?”

“Yeah.”

“When was your last sugar baby mixer?” I ask.

“A couple of weeks ago.”

“Can you show us the feeds from that night?”

“Come on. Do you want the moon and the stars too? How about the keys to my house and my firstborn son? Jesus,” he gripes.

“Listen up, you need us to be discreet and not spread your name all over town. This is how we do it,” I press. “If we can identify who our girl was with, we can focus on that person and that person alone. Make sense?”

He still doesn’t look pleased, but nods. “Yeah. I got you.”

“Good,” I reply. “Now, show me the footage from your last mixer.”

Astra and I get to our feet and stand behind him as he wheels his chair over to the small table that houses his security setup. He types in the date of the footage he’s looking for, then pauses and turns to me.

“What time?” he asks.

“What time did your mixer start?”

“Nine.”

“Good. Start there,” I say. “And let’s focus first on the camera at the front door.”

He sighs but pulls up the feed I ask for and lets it run. We watch as a pretty healthy crowd streams in. There’s a mix of middle-aged men in nice business suits and younger, attractive women who all look dressed for a night of clubbing, and their facial expressions indicating that they’re on the hunt. They’re all there because they want something.

“There,” Astra says.

On the screen, Ashley Barlow is coming through the door. The time stamp is nine-twenty-two, and she’s alone. Unlike the others we’ve watched come through the door, she doesn’t have the look of a predator on her face. With her wide eyes and uncertain smile, she looks more like the prey. She shows her ID to the doorman and is allowed inside.

“He’s so fired,” Bauer mutters to himself.

“Track her on the cameras,” I say. “See where she goes.”

Ashley heads across the room and takes a seat at the far end of the bar where we’ve got a clear, unobstructed view of her. She orders a drink and looks around. Her posture is rigid, and her body is tense. She’s clearly nervous.

“Who is this girl?” Bauer asks.

“Her name is Shelby Kittridge,” I answer, giving him the name of her Sugar Shack account.

“Don’t know her.”

“Why would you?” Astra replies. “Like you said, you’ve got a bar to run and aren’t paying attention to the people at the mixer.”

“Right.”

At 9:40, an older man appears and takes a seat next to Ashley. As they chat, Ashley starts to relax. She’s comfortable with him. This clearly isn’t the first time she’s talked to this man. Their conversation grows a little more animated, and the laughter seems to come easier as the minutes tick by. Then the man begins to make gentle contact with her. A pat on the hand or the arm. He rests his hand on her thigh. That makes Ashley tense up again, but she quickly loosens up and seems to be playfully flirting with him in return.

I focus on the man sitting next to her. He looks to be in his early fifties with neatly styled dark hair and eyes. He’s got a stocky build, a neatly trimmed beard, and is dressed in a stylish suit that’s black with a white shirt beneath his jacket, and a purple patterned tie and matching pocket square. He looks like a man with money and holds himself like somebody used to being in charge. Of course, I suppose that’s to be expected at one of these events.

“Speed up the feed. I want to see if she talks to anybody else,” I order.

He fast forwards the recording, but Ashley only talks to him. At a little after eleven, they both get up and leave the club together. Bauer stops the feed and turns to me.

“Do you know who he is?” I ask.

Bauer shakes his head. “No clue.”

“Okay, do me a favor and print out a still image of his face,” I tell him.

“Yes, ma’am.”

He does as I ask, then stands up and retrieves the picture from the printer tray. Bauer turns around and holds the picture out to me.

“So? Are we good? You’re done busting my chops?”

“We’re good for now. It’s possible we may need to circle back if we have more questions,” I tell him. “But I give you my word that we’ll be very discreet. I may not like this whole sugar baby thing, but it’s not my business.”

“Thank you,” he says.

“Thanks for your help, Mr. Bauer,” I say.

Astra and I get to our feet and head for the door. Bauer calls to us before we get there, though, and I turn around.

“Are you really not going to tell me who she is or what she did?” he asks.

“I’m really not. Like I said, we’re just doing some routine background research,” I say. “And it’s advisable that you forget her and us altogether. We were never here. Got it?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Thanks for your help.”

“Sure thing. Always happy to do my civic duty.”

A wry grin curls my lips as Astra and I walk out of his office, then make our way out of the bar. I don’t know who the guy is that Ashley was talking to just yet, but he is our first tangible lead, so I’m sure as hell going to find out.
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“For whatever it’s worth, Joey Bauer is clean,” Nina says. “Moved to Virginia from Jersey twenty years ago and opened up the Blue Velvet almost ten years ago. Pays his taxes, has no criminal record, and his club is apparently as clean as he is.”

“That’s surprising,” Astra says. “He’s a dollar-store Tony Soprano.”

“Maybe being from Jersey and all, he just likes the image,” Paige offers.

“Maybe,” I say.

“I can keep digging if you want,” Nina says.

“Maybe later. What can you tell us about the guy who was with Ashley that night?” I ask.

“I got a hit on facial rec, and his name is Archibald Richter,” Nina replies. “Fifty-five years old, married, has three grown children. He is a corporate lawyer by trade and currently works as a government relations director for Hempstead Petroleum.”

“Oh good, he’s a lobbyist,” Astra says with obvious distaste.

“You pronounced cockroach wrong,” I reply.

Lobbyists are no better than mob bagmen—the guys who deliver money for bribes and payoffs. My opinion is that they’re only marginally better than the trash we spend our days chasing. Sure, they don’t directly murder people, but in many cases, they support and push policies that have killed more people than every serial killer in the history of this country. Lobbying is legal bribery, and I will never understand why we tolerate it. But hey, that’s above my paygrade, so it’s probably best if I just stay in my lane.

“Okay, so, he’s a lobbyist and a philanderer, and he has a taste for young girls,” Astray says. “Could this guy be any more of a scumbag lowlife?”

“Do you really want an answer to that question?” I ask.

“No, probably not.”

Nina sits up, her expression alarmed. “Hey, we’ve got company—”

Before she can finish, we hear the electronic keypad on the door being activated. Nobody but us is supposed to have the whereabouts of this black site, let alone the code to the lock on the door. Jumping to my feet, I draw my weapon and take aim at the doorway to the main room as the front door opens. The rest of the team follows my lead, and when the man appears in the doorway, he’s greeted by three Glocks pointed at his face. He throws his hands up, looking startled.

“It’s me—it’s me. Don’t shoot,” he calls as he whips off his ball cap.

The breath explodes from my lungs as I lower my weapon, doing my best to suppress my irritation. “Jesus, Senator. What are you doing here?”

Paige and Nina quickly holster their weapons and stare at Senator Barlow. The man’s eyes are wide, and his face pales as he gapes at us, perhaps realizing just how close he just came to having several holes in him that don’t belong there. He swallows hard and quickly gathers himself.

“What are you doing here, Senator?” I repeat. “Nobody is supposed to have access to this site but my team. How did you—”

“Lauren told me where to find you. She gave me the code to get in.”

I have to fight to keep from rolling my eyes, my irritation rising inexorably to the surface. “This facility is anonymous for a reason, Senator. Drawing attention to it invites questions, and being a high-profile person, you may have just blown our cover. You wanted us to keep this out of the public eye. If reporters catch wind of you entering an anonymous house, how long do you think we’re going to be able to do that?”

“I wore a disguise. Nobody saw me—”

“Sir, you’ve been in this game long enough to know that one, a baseball cap is not an adequate disguise, and two, reporters aren’t stupid. They’re crafty, devious, and can be on your tail without you knowing. If somebody caught wind of you—”

“They didn’t.”

“You can’t know that for sure,” I snap. “Nina, monitor the exterior cameras to see if anybody’s lurking around out there. I don’t want any more surprises.”

“Copy that,” she says and turns to the security laptop to do as I ask.

I turn back to Barlow. “What are you doing here?”

“I just wanted—needed—to find out what’s going on. Your team back at my residence wouldn’t tell me anything,” he says, his voice edged with something akin to panic. “What have you found so far? And why haven’t the kidnappers called with a ransom demand or anything?”

“Senator, I know this has to be difficult for you, but—”

“Don’t placate me, Chief Wilder. Just don’t,” he growls. “This is my daughter, and I want to know what the hell is happening.”

As a man used to being in command and having others jump when he orders them to, he strides into the room, in full control of his faculties again, and drops into one of the chairs at the table. He drops the ball cap down in front of him and folds his arms over his chest, his obstinate posture telling us he’s not going anywhere until he gets some answers. I glance at Astra, and she gives me a subtle shake of the head, silently warning me to not tell him too much. If he knows what we’ve learned so far, he’s likely to blow a gasket.

On the other hand, though, he has a right to know what we’ve found. I mean, he’s right. Ashley is his daughter, and he should be read into what we’ve learned to this point. My biggest worry is that if we tell him, he’s going to do something rash. Something stupid. Or worse, that he’s going to be so emotional about it all that he’s going to do something that will adversely impact our investigation. But if Church sent him here with her blessing to get an update from us, I almost feel obliged to give it to him.

“Am I correct in assuming that if I don’t read you in, I’m going to be getting a call from DD Church ordering me to do so?” I ask.

“Probably,” he replies.

I run a hand through my hair and shake my head. “You are not going to like what we’ve found so far, Senator.”

“I’m a big boy, Chief. I can handle it.”

“With all due respect, I know you can handle pressure well enough. I’m sure it’s a requirement of your job,” I say. “But none of that matters when we’re talking about a loved one. Rationality, logic, and emotional control go right out the window.”

“As I said, I can handle myself, Chief.”

“I need you to give me your word that you will do nothing with the information I’m going to give you,” I tell him firmly. “I need your word that you will sit on it and do nothing.”

He hesitates for a moment but nods, his expression stony. “What you tell me will go no further than this room. You have my word.”

Astra, Paige, and I share expressions of concern, all of us having misgivings, but we all recognize that our hands are essentially tied. If we send him away now, it’s only delaying the inevitable. We’re going to end up having to brief him on everything, so it’s probably better to yank the bandage off now and just get it over with.

“Sir, did DD Church share the abduction video with you?” I ask.

He nods. “She did.”

“And did anything stand out to you? Did you recognize anything about the man who took your daughter? Or perhaps his van?”

He shakes his head. “No, there wasn’t anything that seemed familiar to me.”

“Okay. Well, I need you to understand that this is still unfolding, Senator, and we can’t know what it all means just yet. Some of it may end up meaning nothing at all. That’s the nature of an investigation. There are still a lot of moving parts that we’re trying to understand ourselves, so you need to prepare yourself for what we’re about to tell you,” I begin.

His face is drawn, his eyes filled with worry. “All right.”

“What we’ve found so far is that Ashley has a secret life that we assume you know nothing about. She uses the pseudonym Shelby Kittridge—”

“I’m sorry, a pseudonym? For what?”

“We don’t know the full extent of this double life just yet, but one thing we have uncovered is that Ashley was part of a sugar baby club. She would meet older men—”

He waves me off, looking aghast, and when he speaks, his tone is equal parts shock and disgust. “I know what sugar babies are, Chief. But you can’t be serious. This has to be some sort of misunderstanding. My daughter would never—”

I give Nina a nod, and although she seems reluctant, she brings the site up on the monitor at the foot of the table and quickly navigates to Ashley’s profile. Barlow stares at it, his eyes moving as he reads his daughter’s words, his face growing paler by the second. He runs a hand over his face, looking like he might be sick. But he quickly collects himself and swallows it all down.

Barlow shakes his head. “I—I don’t understand. She never wanted for anything. She certainly didn’t need money—”

“We don’t believe she was involved with this group for the money, sir,” I say. “We believe it was more a case of Ashley wanting to break free of the constraints of her life and be somebody different… if only for a little while.”

“It makes no sense. She was always happy. She…”

His voice trails off, and he shakes his head. I don’t expect him to grasp the nuances of his daughter’s psychological state or the impact growing up the way she did had on her life. He’s certainly not in a place to understand how being in a fishbowl from such an early age might create a deep-seated resentment and a desperate need to find a way to step out of the role he carved out for her within the context of his life and political aspirations.

Regardless of how close they are as a family, the Senator can’t know what it’s like to be a teenage girl growing up under a microscope the way Ashley’s had to. Barlow signed up for that life when he first ran for office. Ashley didn’t. But she’s had to live with the choices her father made since the day she was born. Barlow wanted that life, so he can’t possibly understand what that’s done to Ashley or her desire to break free from the fishbowl and be her own person.

Barlow lets out a deep, quavering breath, and his brow furrows as he seems to be trying to put his emotions aside and think about the situation.

“So, are you saying that one of these men who belong to this—club—took my daughter?”

“We’re not saying anything at this moment, Senator. Right now, we’re not making any assumptions. This is just one avenue of investigation we’re pursuing,” Astra tells him.

“Was there somebody specific she was seeing through this club, Chief?” Barlow presses.

“As SSA Russo said, we’re pursuing a number of leads right now. We don’t have anybody specific in our crosshairs at the moment. It’s still a little too early for us to say,” I tell him.

Barlow looks at me closely, his face tight and the corners of his mouth curled down. He’s not easy to read. The Senator is good at keeping his thoughts and emotions off his face which, I suppose, is a byproduct of his job. Or perhaps it’s a requirement.

“I feel like you’re not telling me the whole story, Chief,” he says.

“Senator, we’ve updated you on everything we can,” I explain. “As I’ve told you, we are still very early into running down some leads that may or may not yield results. At the moment, we don’t have anything substantive to share with you, but I give you my word that we will keep you in the loop when we find something solid.”

He looks down as his resolve crumbles and his face clouds over with pain and fear. His shoulders shake as he fights off the waves of emotion that are crashing down over him. Barlow takes a minute to compose himself again, then raises his head again.

“I’m sorry. This is just… difficult,” he says quietly.

“I understand, Senator. I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now,” I tell him. “But it’s important that you let us do our jobs. We’re going to do everything we can to bring Ashley back to you. You just need to trust us.”

He looks lost. His face is painted with grief, and he looks like he’s already resigned himself to losing his daughter. I’d love to be able to tell him everything is going to be fine—that he has nothing to worry about. I’d love to be able to ease his mind and bring him comfort in some way. But there are no guarantees, and given the facts before us right now, I can’t promise there is going to be a happy ending here. And I refuse to give him false hope.

“I don’t know what to do with myself, Chief,” he says.

“The best thing you can do right now is go about your day as normally as you can. I know it sounds impossible, but if you want to keep people from asking questions, you have to do your best to act like nothing is amiss,” I tell him. “You need to let us do our thing, and you really, really need to stay away from this location. We can’t have you seen coming in here.”

He nods numbly. “I’m sorry. I’m just… I’m going out of my mind.”

“I understand. But I swear that we are doing our very best.”

“I know you are.”

He gets to his feet, his shoulders slumped, looking as scared and defeated as he sounds. Barlow puts the ball cap back on his head and pulls the bill down low, trying to obscure his face the best he can, which isn’t very well.

“I’ll keep you in the loop, Senator,” I say. “I promise.”

He studies me for a long moment, and when he speaks, his voice is soft, barely more than a whisper. “You don’t think you’re going to find her, do you?”

“We’re not going to stop trying.”

Barlow pauses as a grief-stricken expression crosses his face. “Thank you, Chief. Thank you all for working as hard as I know you are to bring my baby home.”

We watch him shuffle out of the house, and when the door closes, I turn to the others and blow out a long, frustrated breath. I don’t think he meant to do it, but one of the byproducts of Barlow’s unexpected visit was to put a heavier burden on our shoulders than we were already lugging around. Though it was unlikely intended, Barlow’s presence only adds to the pressure we’re already feeling, and I can’t help but feel like there is a lot riding on this case.

In terms of my career, maybe everything.

“Okay, let’s get back to work. Paige, Nina, keep digging into Bauer and get with Rick to see if you can identify anybody else Ashley was talking to through the website,” I say. “Astra, let’s go have a chat with Mr. Richter.”
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Nestled among the busy thoroughfares in our nation’s capital is K Street, which is more or less, the center of the lobbying world. K Street is also replete with law offices, think tanks, and policy advisement groups, but it has become synonymous with the lobbying firms that fill the area. Astra and I find our way to a tall office building that houses a host of different special interest groups that do business up on Capitol Hill.

We walk into the ground floor of the building and thread our way through the crowd of well-heeled, self-important people who are bustling by on whatever business has them scurrying about. Astra leads me over to an electronic directory mounted to the marble wall on our right. We scan the names of the businesses located in the building.

“Fourth floor,” Astra says.

“Got it.”

We head for the elevators and have to wait a moment before forcing our way into the crowded car. Astra and I are forced to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with people in designer suits, all of them looking at us in our decidedly not-designer suits like we just wandered in out of a homeless shelter. Image is everything in this town. Some try to deny it, but it’s just as important in the Beltway as it is in Hollywood. The car stops on the fourth floor, and it chimes as the doors slide open. Astra and I quickly extricate ourselves from the mass of humanity and step into the lobby of the Stallworth Group, which serves as the lobbying and legislative arm of Hempstead Petroleum.

The offices are sleek and modern with lots of smoked glass and chrome all around. The tile flooring beneath our feet is black and white, and the white walls are covered with artistic photos depicting oil rigs taken from what I assume are Heampstead’s drilling sites around the world. A smartly dressed, professional-looking blonde woman sitting at a long desk set across from the elevators looks up as we cross the floor and offers us a well-practiced smile that doesn’t come close to reaching her eyes.

“Good afternoon,” she says. “How may I help you?”

“We need to speak with Archibald Richter, please,” I say as we badge her.

Her blue eyes widen slightly, and an expression of concern flits across her face, but she quickly reins it in and eyes us with curiosity instead.

“I’m sorry, what’s this about?” the receptionist asks.

“We just need to speak with him,” I say. “Where can we find him?”

“I’m afraid he’s tied up at the moment.”

“Uh-huh. So, this is the way it’s going to work… you can either tell us where to find him so we can go ask our questions quietly and discreetly,” Astra says as she steps closer to the receptionist’s desk. “Or we can go through the office making as big a scene as possible right before we put him in cuffs and dog walk him out of the office. Which do you think he’d prefer?”

The woman recoils, looking like she’s never been spoken to that way before. Her perfectly glossed lips turn down, and she clears her throat as a sour look crosses her face. She stabs the air to her right with a well-manicured nail.

“Go down that hall. You’ll take the first right, then left,” she huffs. “Mr. Richter’s door is the third on the left.”

“Thank you,” Astra says.

Doing my best to suppress my amusement, I turn and follow Astra down the hall. We take the first right then left and find ourselves at the open doorway of Archibald Richter’s large, plush, extremely comfortable-looking corner office. Just across from his door is a bullpen filled with assistants and staffers who glance up at us, then look away with disinterest. Like the rest of the Stallworth Group’s offices that we’ve seen, Richter’s suite is modern in design. It’s streamlined and furnished with a sitting area to our right and a large table-style desk in front of three large, plate-glass windows that overlook the bustling street outside.

Richter’s diplomas and pictures of him with various political dignitaries of all ideological stripes cover his walls. Judging by the who’s who of politicians in his photos, he seems well-connected and apparently doesn’t let political party color his business one way or the other. Richter himself is at a standing desk tucked into the corner on our left, and when we come through the door, his face tightens, but he looks like he’s been expecting us. The receptionist obviously called ahead to announce us. That was thoughtful of her.

“Mr. Richter,” I say as we flash him our badges. “Unit Chief Wilder and SSA Russo.”

“I really don’t have a lot of time, Agents. This is going to have to wait since we all know you don’t have anything you can use to—what was that charming phrase again?—oh, that’s right, dog walk me out of the building,” he says.

Richter is about my height and has a stocky frame. His chestnut brown hair is neatly styled and parted on the right, his eyes are a similar color, and his round face is almost boyish. He doesn’t look like a fifty-five-year-old man. In a charcoal gray, three-piece Armani suit with a violet paisley tie and matching pocket square, Richter is dressed impeccably. He looks the part of a DC power broker. The moment I lay eyes on the man, though, I know he’s not our guy. His body type is all wrong. He looks nothing like the smiley-face man in the surveillance video of the abduction. But we have to play this out anyway.

“Actually, we can dog walk you out of here right now if we want to,” Astra says.

“I don’t have time for this, ladies. Please schedule an appropriate time for us to talk,” he replies. “I’ll make sure to have my lawyer present.”

“It’s Agents,” Astra says coldly, then raises her voice and adds, “and we’ll go. Before we do, though, I just want to confirm that you are user SweetPoppa69 on the website The Sugar Shack? You know, that website where older, often married men, look for young girls to have a sexual and financially beneficial relationship with? That’s you, right? SweetPoppa69?”

Richter’s face drains of color; he rushes by us and slams the door shut, then turns to us with his cheeks flushed and an expression of terror on his face. That fear quickly ebbs, though, and is replaced by a look of barely controlled rage.

“This is outrageous,” he seethes through gritted teeth. “This is my place of work.”

“Would you rather have had this conversation at your home? In front of your wife?” I ask.

Avoiding eye contact with us, Richter goes to his larger main desk and drops heavily into the chair behind it. He’s rattled and looks like he’s deciding what his next move is going to be. He’d obviously rather not talk to us at all but seems to know we’ve got him boxed in, and that if he calls his lawyer, this is all going to go so much worse for him. Astra and I take the pair of seats in front of his desk and give him a minute to gather himself.

As he sits there in silence, his eyes dart left and right, and I notice he’s trembling slightly. He looks like a rat caught in a trap who’s trying to decide whether to give up and die or gnaw off his own arm, giving himself a chance to escape. It takes almost two full minutes for reality to set in on Richter though. He slumps back in his chair, and his expression changes from terrified but still defiant to one of defeat. Richter scrubs his face with his hands, then sits forward.

“There is nothing inherently illegal about being part of that club,” he says. “I just don’t want this getting back to my wife.”

“That’s understandable,” Astra says. “In your place, I wouldn’t want my wife finding out that I’m paying for sex with a girl younger than my daughter either.”

“That’s not what it’s about,” he objects.

“No? Then what’s it about?”

“It’s about connection,” he argues. “Listen, my wife and I have been married a long time, and somewhere along the way, that connection we had has kind of… faded. Life has been… muted. Dull. I’m just looking for a little excitement in my life again. I think if I can start to feel alive, then maybe I can breathe some new life back into my marriage.”

“Wow. That is quite the rationale,” Astra says. “You almost sound like you believe it.”

“It’s the truth!” he snaps.

“So, does being with an underage girl make you feel alive, Mr. Richter?” I ask.

He turns to me so quickly, I’m half-afraid he’s going to give himself whiplash. “What in the hell are you talking about?”

“Shelby Kittridge,” I say. “That’s the girl you met at the Blue Velvet for one of these sugar baby mixers a couple of weeks ago, right?”

“And before you deny it, we have you on video with her,” Astra tells him.

“I wasn’t going to lie about it,” he answers bitterly. “Shelby is an extraordinary young woman. She’s passionate, intelligent, creative, and articulate. She’s—”

“Sixteen,” I cut him off.

“What?”

“She’s a sixteen-year-old girl,” I say.

He recoils like I just slapped him, and his face blanches. “No. That’s… no. She’s twenty. She never would have been allowed into the mixer if she were underage.”

“You can’t be so naïve that you don’t know fake IDs exist,” Astra says.

He shakes his head, trying to reject reality. “No. That’s wrong. There is no way that young woman is sixteen years old. We bonded over literature and classical music. She’s—”

“She’s still sixteen,” I say.

“And the fact that you had sex with her makes you guilty of statutory rape,” Astra adds.

“What? No! We never had sex,” he argues. “I told you—this isn’t about sex—for either of us. It’s about wanting to connect to another human being and feel that spark of life again.”

“So, you expect us to believe you left the club with a very attractive, young girl, whom you bonded with, and you two didn’t have sex?” Astra asks incredulously.

“That’s exactly what you should believe because it didn’t happen.”

“Isn’t that what these sugar baby things are all about? Financially beneficial relationships in exchange for sex on demand?” Astra asks.

“To some people, sure. But I keep telling you that’s not what this is about for me,” he says. “Maybe we would have slept together, eventually. But we didn’t that night we met.”

“Okay, so what did you two do when you left the Blue Velvet? And remember, we have you two leaving together on video,” I ask.

“We went to the Gilson Theater,” he says. “They have chamber music performances on Friday nights, and a friend was able to get us in.”

“So, if we speak to your friend at the Gilson theater, they’ll confirm that?” I ask.

He nods. “Yes.”

Richter quickly scrawls down a name on a sheet of paper and slides it across the desk to us. Astra picks it up and reads the name before folding the page and tucking it away.

“Mr. Richter, when was the last time you spoke with Shelby?” I ask.

“A few days after the mixer,” he replies. “We were making plans to see each other, but I haven’t heard from her since. I figured she just ghosted me.”

“Did that upset you?” Astra asks.

“A little, yeah. I mean… I thought we connected pretty well that night. I actually thought we were kind of on the same page.”

“How upset did it make you?” I ask.

“Like I said, it upset me a little… what is this all about? I’m starting to get the feeling this isn’t actually about me seeing this young woman,” he replies.

“Girl. She’s a girl,” Astra corrects him. “Did it upset enough that you’d hurt her?”

“Hurt her? What are you talking about?”

“Just answer the question, Mr. Richter,” Astra presses.

“No, I wouldn’t hurt her. That’s not who I am, Agents,” he replies. “I liked Shelby. I would have liked to see her again, sure. But I know the nature of these sorts of clubs. I know some of these young ladies are fickle and figured that somebody better came along. I mean, I know I’m not exactly leading man material…”

His voice trails off, and he looks away, seeming to be silently counting his shortcomings. He looks like a man who’s run through that list in his head a thousand times or more. Unfortunately for us, he doesn’t seem like the sort of man who’d snatch a girl off the street and take her to God-knows-where to do God-knows-what to her. He wouldn’t have the guts.

“Mr. Richter—”

“What’s happened to Shelby?” he asks.

“Mr. Richter, we need an accounting of your whereabouts for the last… week,” I say.

“What’s happened to Shelby, Agents?” he demands.

“We’re not at liberty to go into detail. But we need an accounting of your movements for the last week,” I tell him.

“I would never do something to her. I liked her. You have to believe me,” he pleads.

“Then prove it by giving us what we want,” Astra says.

He sighs and looks down at his hands as a thousand different scenarios seem to be running through his head. Judging by the look on his face, he’s weighing whether he should call his lawyer after all, or not. His shoulders sag, and that look of defeat blended with fear crosses his face again as he raises his eyes to us.

“If I give you what you want, can you keep my wife out of this?” he asks.

“Assuming everything checks out, I don’t see why she’d need to know. That’s between her, you, and your conscience as far as I’m concerned,” I reply.

“Fine. I’ll send you my calendar, and you can check it out,” he says. “But please, be discreet.”

“Discreet is our middle name,” Astra says.

He rolls his eyes as we get to our feet. I slide one of my business cards across the desk to him. Richter takes it and looks at it for a moment.

“Email me your calendar, Mr. Richter,” I say. “Soon.”

“I’ll have my assistant get right on it.”

“Good. Thank you.”

We leave his office without another word and head down to the lobby then out to the parking lot and make our way to the SUV.

“You don’t think he’s our guy, do you?” Astra asks as we climb in.

“Do you?”

She shakes her head. “Nah. It’d be nice if it were that easy, but… I didn’t get that kind of hit off the guy. I’m sure he’s a big, bad power broker in the professional world, but when we started talking about his personal life, he just kind of… withered.”

“Yeah. I got that hit too. He’s surprisingly timid for a guy who deals with some of the most powerful people in the world on a regular basis,” I say.

“Exactly,” Astra confirms.

“I can see that his work is the only thing that seems to light him up. I can see why he’s searching for a connection with somebody else. I totally understand needing to find that spark with somebody. It makes me feel sorry for the guy, honestly.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t think he should be looking for it with an underage girl.”

“No. He shouldn’t,” I say. “But in fairness to Richter, I believe he didn’t know she was sixteen. His reactions seemed genuine.”

“She was underage though.”

I nod. “She was. And we’ll talk to somebody in local PD. Let them handle it,” I tell her. “We’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

“That’s fair.”

Astra’s phone rings. She pulls it out of her pocket and checks the caller ID. “It’s Paige.”

She connects the call and presses the phone to her ear. I listen to her side of the conversation which is brief and mostly filled with “yeahs,” grunts, and “I sees” before she hangs up and turns back to me, her tone as serious as her expression.

“What is it?” I ask.

“There’s been another abduction.”
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Olange Residence, Norwood Heights District; Chevy Chase, MD

Peter Olange, six-one with neatly trimmed white-blond hair and a strong, athletic build, gets out of his car—a late model black Lexus SUV. It’s broad daylight, but the street beyond the driveway of the Olange home is empty, which makes sense. It’s a neighborhood full of professionals, and most are already gone for the day, so there isn’t a lot of traffic on the quiet, tree-lined street.

Peter grabs a backpack out of the back of his SUV and heads for the front door when a familiar black panel van pulls into the driveway behind him. Peter stops and turns around as the man in the black hoodie with a yellow smiley-face mask jumps out of the van and approaches him. In the blink of an eye, Smiley-Face pulls a Taser from his pocket and points it at Peter who is shouting at him. He drops his bag and turns to run, but it’s too late.

His body grows entirely rigid, and Peter falls to the ground, twitching as thousands of volts of electricity are pumped into his body. Smiley-Face seems to give him another goose of power, making the kid spasm again. Moving quickly, the man in the mask drags the large, well-built Peter back to his van, and though he struggles with the kid’s inert weight, he manages to muscle him into the back. He quickly puts a pair of zip ties around Peter’s wrists and ankles, then slams the door shut and dashes back around to the driver’s side and is gone.

“Two minutes. Tops,” Astra says as she stops the video feed.

“Efficient. Fast,” I say. “Our guy came into this with a plan and executed it flawlessly.”

I almost added “just like at the Barlow scene,” to the end of that sentence, but managed to bite it off before I did. If the Olanges noticed the omission, they give no indication. In fairness, they’ve probably got bigger things on their minds at the moment.

“Wh—what does that mean?” she asks.

After searching their son’s backpack and his bedroom, collecting a few things we want to take a closer look at, Astra and I sat down with Peter’s parents, Susan and Dutton Olange, who are sitting across the table from us. They’re huddled together with Dutton’s arm around his wife’s shoulder, their eyes red and puffy. Susan’s face is mottled and streaked with tears, and she’s clutching a crumpled, worn tissue in her fist.

“It means that the man who took your son has been watching you all for a while,” I reply evenly. “He knew your routines, the neighborhood, and the optimal time to strike.”

She shudders, and Dutton holds her a little tighter, grief and fear creating inscrutable expressions on their faces. Susan dabs at her eyes with her tissue and sniffs.

“This is a good neighborhood… a good community,” Dutton says, his voice soft. “Who would do something like this?”

“That’s what we’re here to find out,” I say. “Now, have either of you noticed anybody unusual in the neighborhood? Somebody who doesn’t belong?”

The couple shares a look with each other, then both shake their heads. “No,” Susan says. “There wasn’t anybody out of place that we noticed. No strange cars or anything like that. Not that I noticed.”

“Not that I noticed either,” Dutton echoes his wife.

“I saw that the rear of your property backs up to some woods,” I say.

Susan nods. “Yes. It’s the nature preserve.”

“That’s probably where he surveilled your family from,” I tell them. “I’m guessing he spent some time back there learning your routines.”

Susan covers her mouth with her trembling hands as fresh tears spill down her face. “Oh my God. How could we have not seen this?”

“It’s not your fault, Mrs. Olange. You couldn’t have known. People who do things like this… they make a habit of not being seen,” Astra says softly.

The squelch and crackle of the police radios echo into the dining room as troopers from the state’s Criminal Investigation Bureau make their way through the house collecting evidence. They’re not going to find anything in the house. The driveway is the crime scene. Not that they’re going to find anything out there either. Our guy is methodical and disciplined. He’s clean. But the troopers are already upset enough at us bigfooting our way onto the case and taking over that I don’t feel like antagonizing them further by pointing that out, so I just let them do their thing.

“Okay, walk me through what happened again,” I ask.

She draws in a breath that’s shaking as hard as her hands and dabs her eyes again. “I—I came home from the office and found Peter’s backpack lying in the driveway. When I didn’t find him in the house, I tried calling his cellphone, but it’s in his backpack. I was worried, and his bag being in the driveway made no sense, so I checked the security feeds. When I saw what happened, I called the police and then my husband.”

“Okay, has Peter mentioned anybody following him around? Anybody who’s given him a strange feeling lately? Anybody he doesn’t know turning up in strange places?” Astra asks.

Susan shakes her head. “No. Nothing like that.”

“He hasn’t said anything like that to me either,” Dutton replies.

“And neither of you has noticed anybody you don’t know watching you?”

They shake their heads but don’t say anything. They both look exhausted. Emotionally spent. Their fear and grief over watching their son be snatched right out of their driveway is obviously starting to take a toll on them.

“So, what’s going to happen now, Agents? Are we going to get a ransom call? Is that what this is about? We’re willing to pay whatever they want,” Dutton says.

Astra glances at me, her face troubled. Senator Barlow still hasn’t received a ransom demand after smiley-face man snatched Ashley, so I have no reason to think the Olanges will get one. This isn’t about money. It’s about something else, but I just don’t know what it is yet and won’t until we can figure out what the connection between Ashley Barlow and Peter Olange is.

“We don’t know just yet,” I tell them. “We’re going to let the Maryland State Police set up a listening post in your house, though, just in case a call does come in.”

Susan pins me to my seat with an icy stare, and I see a flicker of something in her gaze. She’s sharp. Very sharp. I get the feeling she can see through us and knows there are big parts of this story that we’re leaving out of the telling.

“You don’t think one’s coming in, though, do you?” she asks.

“I really can’t say right now, Mrs. Olange. It’s best if we just let this all play out,” I respond.

“What is going on, Agents?” Susan asks. “I’m getting the feeling you know who this man is. Have you dealt with him before?”

“What?” Dutton asks, a look of surprise on his face. “Has he abducted somebody else?”

“Again, I’m sorry that we can’t tell you more right now,” I reply. “But we are going to do everything in our power to bring Peter home. I promise you that.”

“You can’t tell us more… so, what you’re saying is he has done this before,” Susan says.

Her eyes are fast and probing, and she seems able to see through all the smokescreens we’re throwing up to get to the truth behind our words.

“Mrs. Olange, what I’m saying is there is still a lot we don’t know just yet, least of all the identity of the man who took your son. But I promise you that we won’t stop until we’re able to get you some answers,” I reply diplomatically. “Thank you for your time, and I promise that we’ll be in touch just as soon as we have something.”

Dutton pulls his wife toward him, and she lays her head on his shoulder, her body quaking as she quietly sobs. The man’s face clouds over, and his eyes shimmer with tears of his own, but he’s doing his best to be strong for her. Astra and I get up from the table and say a quiet goodbye to the shell-shocked couple before heading out of the house. Before we get to the SUV, though, we’re intercepted by a large man with broad shoulders and the sort of frame that would give most bodybuilders a run for their money.

The man in the state police uniform steps in front of us, blocking our way. His dark eyes glitter beneath the brim of his felt Stetson, and he’s working the toothpick in the corner of his mouth furiously. He’s got a warm, umber complexion and a thick, dark mustache on his upper lip. The gold oak leaf clusters on his lapels as well as the medals on his dark brown uniform jacket tell me he’s a man of some station within the state police.

“Major George Yerkis,” he says around his toothpick, his voice a rich baritone. “Commander of the Criminal Investigation Bureau.”

“Unit Chief Blake Wilder, SSA Astra Russo,” I reply. “FBI.”

“Uh-huh. And what is the Bureau doing here for what is a local matter? Little outside your jurisdiction, ain’t it?”

“It’s actually not,” I say.

“How’s that?”

“I can’t get into specifics with you, but the offender has crossed state lines. That puts it squarely within our jurisdiction,” I reply. “Now, we’re not going to prevent you from doing your thing here. In fact, I was going to suggest you post somebody up here just in case there’s a ransom call. But that’s your choice. We won’t get in your way so long as you don’t get in ours.”

“Uh-huh,” he says and keeps working his toothpick.

“We’ll provide you with information as is appropriate. We’ll keep you in the loop as much as we can, Major Yerkis,” I tell him. “I hope that will go both ways.”

“Sure,” he says.

I can tell by the look on his face and the slightly condescending tone in his voice that he has no intention of sharing any intel they may gather with us. He’s obviously upset that we’re here playing in his sandbox. That’s fine though. He’s not the first local cop who doesn’t like working with the Feds, and he’s certainly not going to be the last. I’m not one to waste time or energy stressing about it.

“Nice to meet you, Major,” I say.

His gaze lingers on us, his lips slightly curled down. I’m not really sure what he’s doing, but if the silent act is meant to be intimidating, it’s not working. He finally pulls the toothpick out of his mouth and drops it into one of the pockets of his jacket.

“Uh-huh. You too,” he replies. “Drive carefully now.”

Astra and I climb into the SUV and close the doors behind us. She turns to me and shrugs.

“He seems nice,” she says dryly.

“Right?”

We pull away from the curb, and I point the vehicle toward our war room and hit the gas. There’s something bigger going on here than we first thought. We need to figure out what it is—and we need to figure it out fast. The clock is ticking on the lives of two kids. And we certainly don’t want our perp to strike again.
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FBI Operational Black Site, Foggy Bottom District; Washington DC

“How did you know he was taken?” I ask Nina.

“Just in case Ashley’s abduction wasn’t a one-off, I’ve been keeping an ear to the ground for abductions that involve black panel vans and/or men in smiley-face masks,” she replies.

“Wow. Great work, Nina. Really, outstanding work,” I say.

Her cheeks redden, and she looks away. “Thanks, Boss.”

“Okay, what can you tell us about the victim?” I ask.

“Peter Olange, eighteen years old, a senior at Basil Hill Prep,” Nina says. “He carries a 3.8 GPA, is heavily involved in extracurriculars, is the star first baseman on the school’s baseball team, and has plans to attend Georgetown after graduation. By all accounts, he’s a good kid, doesn’t cause trouble, and keeps his nose clean.”

“No record, sealed or otherwise?” I ask.

“None,” Rick replies. “He’s squeaky clean.”

I frown. “Anything questionable on his socials? Has he aligned himself with any groups that might raise some red flags?”

“Not a thing,” Nina says. “From everything I can see, he’s a pretty normal kid.”

“Well, he caught the eye of a bad guy. I’d like to know how,” I muse.

“Could just be dumb luck. Maybe our smiley-face guy ran across him by chance,” Astra offers.

“Yeah. Maybe,” I reply. “But do Peter and Ashley Barlow have anything in common?”

“On the surface, nothing we can find,” Nina says.

“They go to different schools in different states,” Rick tells me.

On our way back from the Olange house, I called ahead and told Rick and Mo to set up an electronic tap on the Senator’s phones to record any calls that might come in, then decamp from Barlow’s place and hoof it back to the war room in Foggy Bottom. With Peter’s abduction, it makes it increasingly unlikely that a ransom call is going to come in, and I can use the both of them as we delve into this mess that’s growing more tangled.

“And there is zero crossover among friends or groups on their socials,” Nina adds.

My arms folded over my chest, I pace the floor of the war room, trying to figure out what we’re missing. I want to believe there’s a connection between the two—that there is some bit of crossover somewhere in their lives.

“What are you thinking?” Astra asks.

“I’m thinking that if we can’t find the crossover in the lives of these two kids, that we’re dealing with something bad. Really bad,” I reply.

“You’re talking about a trafficking ring,” Paige says.

“Maybe.”

“Aren’t they a little old for trafficking?” Rick asks. “I thought traffickers usually snatched up young, young kids.”

“Not always. Unfortunately, there is a market that caters to every sick appetite out there,” Astra says. “Sixteen-year-old girls are just as in demand as eighteen-year-old boys like Peter Olange.”

“Exactly. So, let’s be proactive about it,” I reply. “Mo, I want you to get with the Bureau’s trafficking task force. I want to find out if there are any known active rings in this area. Get the names of players and anything else you can squeeze out of them. And remember, don’t take no for an answer. Don’t let them off until you get some real answers from them.”

“Copy that,” Mo says.

“Tell me about the Olanges, folks,” I say.

“Susan Olange is the President and CEO of O-Tech Industries, a technology firm her father started, which she has expanded. She’s turned it into a Fortune 500 company that has interests in everything from defense and weapons systems to video games,” Nina reports. “Her husband Dutton owns a construction company that has done very well over the years and has plenty of government contracts too.”

“Okay, so both do business with the government,” I say. “Do any of their interests overlap with Senator Barlow? Is there perhaps a nexus there?”

“Not that I can find,” Rick says. “Barlow doesn’t sit on any of the committees that hand out contracts to either of the Olanges. So far as I can tell, they’ve never been in the same room with each other at the same time.”

“We know Senator Barlow has some detractors out there. Do the Olanges have any public positions that might be considered controversial? Any fringe theories they endorse? Any extreme candidates? Anything that the crazies out there might take umbrage with?” I ask.

“The crazies will take umbrage with anything these days,” Astra offers.

“Fair,” I reply with a dark chuckle. “But are the Olanges associated with anything unusual that might ruffle some feathers?”

“Nothing that I can see,” Nina says. “They don’t seem to endorse any specific political ideology and contribute to a wide range of social causes, but nothing that seems fringe or radical.”

“Ditto that with their political contributions. They donate to candidates of all political stripes,” Rick adds. “The only common thread I can see is their support for politicians who do a lot of important social work that’s mainly centered on the welfare and protection of children. For the most part, though, they seem apolitical.”

“So, nothing crazy, nothing radical, no connection between the kids, and no parental connection to Barlow,” Astra says. “This is looking more and more like the angle we’d all rather not consider might end up being the right one.”

“Yeah,” I mutter darkly. “And the only thing connecting these two kids is the man in the smiley-face mask and that black panel van.”

“Yeah,” Rick says softly. “On the surface, that’s all we can find right now.”

“Okay. Then let’s dig deeper. A lot deeper,” I say. “Get into every aspect of the lives of Senator Barlow and the Olanges. They gave us permission to look through their electronic lives, so do that. Find a connection, no matter how tenuous, between the two families. There has got to be something that links them.”

“Blake, it’s possible there isn’t,” Astra says softly. “I know you don’t want to think so, but it’s possible, if not likely, that these kids were snatched up and trafficked. I think our time would be better spent looking at that angle instead of digging into the lives of the families.”

“I think we can do both. We need to be flexible enough to look at multiple avenues at once simply because we don’t know anything right now,” I say.

“Okay,” Astra says.

“What about the whole sugar baby angle? Could it be somebody from the site—this Joey Bauer guy—who’s behind all this?” Paige chips in. “Kind of seems like the business he’s in might have some potential crossover with trafficking rings.”

“That’s doubtful,” Nina says. “Nothing we’ve found on him so far points to him being involved with anything illegal. There’s absolutely nothing that even hints that he’s connected to a trafficking ring. It’s like Blake said, he seems more like a wannabe mobster than anything.”

“He could be good at covering his tracks,” Paige says.

“Not that good. He’s definitely not better than me,” Nina replies.

“So, there’s nothing there with him?” Astra asks.

“Lots of self-created smoke that he fans himself, but not even the first hint of fire,” Nina replies. “Trust me, I’ve turned over every rock I can find, and there’s just nothing there. If there was something to find, I would have found it.”

My frustration levels are rising, making my heart pound in my ears. There’s an invisible hand pressing down on me so hard, I feel like I can’t breathe. I always feel responsible for the victims, but this time, it’s something more. There’s an added weight. And that extra pressure is coming from the OPR review that’s hanging over my head and the possibility that failing to find Ashley will have severe consequences for my career.

I’m worried that if I don’t come through for DD Church and Senator Barlow, I really fear that as a practical matter, I might be done in the Bureau. At the very least, I’ll be exiled and stuck on a dead-end track until it sucks the life out of me, and I end up resigning. That’s just one of the many vast and varied reasons I hate politics so much. It’s like a live hand grenade. If you don’t handle it just so, it will blow up in your face.

“Bad news,” Mo says.

“More?” Astra asks.

“Unfortunately, so,” she replies.

“Lay it on us,” I say.

“I just got off the phone with a contact on the task force,” she says. “As of right now, they’re not aware of any trafficking rings operating in the area. He said he’ll keep his ear to the ground and let me know if he hears anything.”

“And the hits just keep on coming,” Astra says.

“Just because they’re not aware of one doesn’t mean there isn’t a ring operating,” I reply. “Rick, can you monitor the dark web? Maybe there’s some chatter about scooping up kids—or these kids in particular?”

“I’ve already been poking around the usual rancid corners of that cesspool,” Rick responds. “I haven’t found anything about Ashley or Peter specifically. Nothing I’ve found suggests anybody was looking to have either one of them snatched up. And believe it or not, I didn’t find anything suggesting there’s a trafficking ring operating in the Beltway area currently.”

“Wow. I actually don’t believe that,” Astra says.

“I can broaden my search,” Rick offers. “Maybe I overlooked something.”

Rick is meticulous in his work, and I find it unlikely that he missed something. But it never hurts to take a second look, so I nod.

“Please. Yes,” I respond. “I know it’s a shot in the dark, but I don’t suppose there’s any chance we can get a lead on the mask, is there?”

“It seems pretty generic—like something you can buy at any Party City or online,” Nina replies. “But I’ll see if I can track anything down. A long shot is better than no shot.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“What’s our next step?” Astra asks.

I blow out a frustrated breath. It’s not often I’m as stuck and have no sense of direction on a case as I feel right now. We have no clues. No leads. Nothing is adding up. And even worse, nothing is pointing to anything resembling a direction for us to run. This smiley-face guy is so good and so methodical that he’s giving us absolutely nothing to work with. That just doesn’t happen very often, and I feel like I’ve been caught totally flat-footed.

“I don’t know. I’m at a loss right now,” I admit.

“I know you aren’t getting any sort of hinky hit off the guy, but I think we should take another run at Joey Bauer,” Astra offers. “I say we squeeze him hard and see if anything falls out.”

“You still think he’s running a trafficking ring?”

She shrugs. “I have no idea. What I do know is we’re not going to find out just standing here running Google searches on the guy. Better a longshot than no shot, yeah?”

“In our defense, we do a little bit more than Google searches,” Rick interjects.

“No offense. And you know what I mean,” Astra says with a grin.

Rick returns her sly smile. “Do I though?”

I glance at the photos of Peter Olange and Ashley Barlow that are side by side on the computer monitor and frown. They both look so young. So innocent. And they certainly don’t deserve what’s happened to them. All I can hope is we’re able to uncover some motive for their abductions, be it political or otherwise, because the alternative is something I don’t even want to consider. If these kids really were trafficked, the chances of finding them are low… and getting lower with every single second that ticks off the clock.

“Okay, you’re right,” I tell her. “Let’s go take another run at Bauer. I doubt anything’s going to come of it, but we leave no stone unturned.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

Blue Velvet Lounge, Ballston Quarter; Arlington, VA

“Oh man, come on. What now?” Bauer complains as we stride into his establishment.

“Good to see you again, Mr. Bauer,” I say.

“Joey. Just call me Joey. You two have crawled so far up my backside already, I feel like we should be on a first name basis by now,” he gripes.

“Very well, Joey,” I say.

“I wish I could say it was good to see the two of you again. If I did, though, we’d all know it was a lie,” he replies.

“No offense taken… just in case you were wondering,” Astra teases.

“I wasn’t.”

“That’s okay. We understand why you’d feel that way,” she replies.

The club is still a couple hours from opening, and the employees are busy running around, getting everything set up for the evening crowd. It’s a live music night. A four-member band called Tokyo Dreams is on stage tuning their instruments and running their sound check. And judging by what I’m hearing, they’re an emo, dream pop band, so I’m anxious to get this interview done and get out of here before that starts.

“Seriously, though, whatever this is, can we make this quick? I’ve got a big night and a lot of work to do here,” Bauer says.

“We’ll be as brief as we can,” I say. “Mind if we go somewhere a little more private?”

He sighs and rolls his eyes. “Fine. My office.”

We follow him through the club and back to his office. Astra closes the door behind us as he perches on the corner of his desk, not bothering to sit down, likely to convey just how busy he is and how little time he can afford to spend with us. Astra and I plop down in the chairs in front of his desk and look at him—conveying just how much we don’t care how busy he is. Bauer frowns then deflates in front of us, folding his arms over his chest, seemingly resigned to the fact that this is going to take as long as it takes.

“So, what is it this time?” he asks glumly.

I pull out my phone and call up the picture of Peter Olange. “Tell me about him.”

Bauer glances at it. “Don’t know him.”

“Look again,” I order him. “And actually look at the picture this time.”

“I don’t need to look at the picture again. I saw enough already to tell you I don’t know the kid,” he says.

“Humor me.”

Bauer sighs dramatically, then looks at the phone for a long moment. “Like I said, I don’t know the kid. I don’t know what else you want me to tell you.”

“You’ve never seen him before?” Astra asks.

“What, are you deaf? Didn’t I just tell you I’ve never seen him before?”

His eyes shift from me to Astra and back again, and I can see the wheels turning. With his fake tan, slicked back hair, mobster-inspired sense of style, and Jersey attitude, it’s tempting to not take him seriously. It’s easy to underestimate him. I will say, though, Joey Bauer isn’t a stupid man, and as the silence in the room lingers, I can see him putting some things together in his mind.

“What’s really going on here, Agents?” he asks.

“What do you mean?”

“The first time you came in, you were asking me about a girl. Now, you’re asking about this kid,” he says. “Are these two kids missing or something?”

“Look, Mr. Bauer—”

“If these kids are missing and you think I have something to do with it, you’re way off base, Agents,” he says. “I’m telling you—I had nothing to do with it.”

“We never said these kids are missing,” Astra tells him.

“You didn’t have to,” he replies. “I’m not an idiot.”

It doesn’t really matter if he knows. Peter Olange’s abduction is already in the news, and he doesn’t have Ashley’s real identity, so he’s not going to be able to blow the whistle on her. If confirming his suspicions helps him loosen up and talk to us, so be it. I still don’t think Bauer is our guy, but if he’s half the gangster he pretends to be—something else I’m still not convinced of—he might have some bit of useful information.

“Okay, these kids are missing. You’re right,” I tell him.

“I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“I believe you,” I say. “But do you know anybody who might be involved?”

“What in the hell are you talking about? Why would I know anybody involved?”

Astra leans forward. “You’re a big-time gangster, aren’t you? I mean, you certainly lean into the Jersey mobster type pretty hard. And if there’s one thing we’ve learned from all our years on the job, it’s that mobsters are into all kinds of things. They run drugs, guns, girls—”

He scoffs. “Are you kidding me right now? You think I’m some kind of Jersey mobster?”

“Like I said, you lean into that image pretty hard.”

“And that’s all it is,” he cries. “An image. That’s it. I swear.”

“Did you know that clubs like yours are often used as fronts?” Astra asks.

“Fronts?”

“For running drugs and guns as well as boys and girls,” she presses. “You’d be surprised how many clubs like yours turn out to be party in the front, child trafficking ring in the back.”

Beads of sweat form on his brow, and he stares back at us with wide eyes and a look of absolute horror on his face.

“That ain’t me—I’m tellin’ you—that ain’t me,” he stammers.

“I might believe you and walk out of here right now, but I’m having a real problem with your involvement with the whole sugar baby thing, Joey. Something like that just screams child traffickers to me,” I say.

Bauer pinches the bridge of his nose and grimaces like he’s got a massive migraine coming on. Or maybe we’re giving him one. He lets out a long breath and seems to be trying to calm himself down, so I give him a minute. When he’s composed, he turns to us.

“You’re on the wrong path here, Agents. It’s not me,” he says, his voice flat.

“Like I said, I believe you, Joey,” I reply. “But living this pseudo-gangster lifestyle you seem to be living, surely, you’ve run across some folks who might be into something like trafficking. Surely you know a few people capable of abducting teenagers. Have you heard anything from any of them? Any chatter about trafficking?”

“No. Nothing. I’m telling you—I don’t deal with people like that.”

“Why did you start this whole sugar baby thing?” Astra asks.

“It’s a legit matchmaking service,” he argues. “Do you go and hassle the people at eHarmony when people go missing?”

“eHarmony isn’t usually selling young girls to older men,” Astra points out.

“Nobody’s selling anything here. Like I said, it’s a legit matchmaking service. I provide a venue for people to meet, and what they do from there is all up to them. Period. End of story.”

We both cast skeptical looks at him, but he doesn’t waver. We’re leaning on Bauer as hard as we can, and I’m not seeing the first crack in him. It only reinforces my belief that he’s not involved with this, and we just wasted our time. But we do have an obligation to turn over every stone, no matter how unlikely. He runs a hand over his face and scowls.

“Okay, fine. Listen,” he says. “I’m going to tell you something nobody else knows.”

“We’re listening,” Astra says.

“I host the Sugar Shack because it makes me a lot of money. Enough to keep my club afloat,” he says. “And also, because the guys who take part are influential. They know people. Important people I want to connect with.”

“Like who?” I ask.

He sighs. “Some record company execs. Other times, it’s producers and sound engineers. That kind of thing.”

Astra and I share a look, the confusion I see on her face mirrored on my own. We turn back to Bauer; his cheeks flush, and an expression of embarrassment crosses his face.

“What is this about?” I ask.

He frowns and squirms, finally getting to his feet, and paces the floor behind his desk. Whatever it is he’s not telling us obviously makes him uncomfortable.

“Joey? What’s this about?” I press.

He finally stops pacing and leans on the back of his chair, his face a picture of torment. Bauer looks down and sucks in a breath before raising his eyes to us.

“Look, I’m going to tell you something about me. Something personal,” he says. “But I need your word that it goes no farther than this office.”

“I can’t make that promise, Joey,” I tell him. “If this has any bearing on our case—”

“Trust me, it don’t.”

I look at him evenly. “Okay, if it doesn’t, then it won’t leave this office. If I think it could be connected, even tangentially, then I have a duty to report it.”

“Like I said, it don’t,” he repeats.

“Okay, then tell us.”

He sighs and looks pained. “Listen, there are two things I’m really passionate about—music and spoken-word poetry. I’m an artist. I play jazz music and do spoken word at open mic nights around the city. But neither one of those things are going to pay the bills, y’know?”

I sit back in my chair, flabbergasted. Of all the things he could have told us, that wouldn’t have even made my top one thousand list. And judging by the look on Astra’s face, it wasn’t on her bingo card either.

“I started the club because I wanted to be close to the music. I even do a set now and then,” he tells us. “But running this place is expensive. So is studio time. Anyway, I heard that you could make a ton of cash putting together these matchmaking things, so I jumped in. Plus, it puts me in close contact with some people who might be able to help my music career. So, I’m trying to kill two birds with one stone. You know what I mean?”

It’s such a ridiculously outlandish story I don’t think it can be anything but the truth. Out of all the things he could have chosen to be to deflect from any potential connection to the abductions, a spoken-word poet and struggling jazz musician seems the least likely. They just don’t sound like the sort of thing a guy would make up. Not to mention that I hear the distinct ring of sincerity in his voice. He’s not making my BS detector ping in the least. What I do hear, though, is a resounding thud ringing in my ears that is the sound of Bauer’s potential connection to the abductions falling flat. Even Astra seems to finally accept that he’s not our guy.

“Okay, I think we have what we need here,” I say as we get to our feet. “Thanks for your time, Joey.”

“Should I block out some time on my calendar for the next time you come back here to rattle my cage?”

“No, I think we’re good,” Astra says.

“But, given that you are in proximity to some powerful and influential men, please keep your ear to the ground,” I tell him. “And if you hear anything—”

“You’ll be my first call.”

“Thank you.”

“And… you won’t tell anybody what I told you. Right?”

“Your secret’s safe with us,” I say.

“All right. Thanks.”

“Jazz musician, huh?”

He beams with obvious pride. “Yeah. I’ve got a couple self-produced albums available for download. I go by Jay-B.”

“I actually really dig jazz,” I tell him. “Maybe I’ll check them out.”

“If you do, don’t forget to leave a review,” he says. “Unless you don’t like ‘em.”

Laughing to myself, I follow Astra out of his office, then we make our way out of the club. Once we climb back into the SUV, she turns and shrugs.

“Spoken-word poetry? Really?” she asks.

“Just goes to show that when you go turning rocks over, you never know what you’ll find.”
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FBI Operational Black Site, Foggy Bottom District; Washington DC

As much as it blows my mind to admit, Joey Bauer, aka Jay-B, is actually pretty good. He’s smooth on the saxophone, and I can hear influences like Coltrane and Sonny Rollins in his work. He’s got some work to do before he’s as good as those guys, of course, but I’m surprised to learn that he’s not half-bad. His music is actually quite beautiful and filled with genuine emotion; I never would have expected that level of art from a guy who looks like he should be starring on Jersey Shore, not in the studio making good music.

As the next track on Bauer’s second album plays, I turn over in my bunk and close my eyes, doing everything I can to get to sleep. We’ve been going a hundred miles an hour since the team got here, and everybody is running on fumes, so I ordered everybody to turn in and get some sleep. The hope is that once we wake up with some sleep under our belts, we can attack this from a different angle. Maybe we’ll be able to see things from a fresh perspective that will yield some results, because as of this moment, we’ve got zilch. Maybe even less than that.

The lack of anything to go on, though, is making it incredibly hard for me to sleep. I keep going through everything in my head, trying to figure out what it is we’re missing or just not seeing. Our bad guy is methodical. Careful. Highly organized and intelligent. He’s not the most physically imposing man, but he compensates for that by wisely using the Taser, virtually eliminating the chance that he’ll have to fight to gain control of his victims. He smartly avoids putting himself in a position where a bodily confrontation is inevitable.

We’ve hunted some of the most despicable and dangerous people on this planet. But even the most vicious killer out there doesn’t scare me as much as guys like the one we’re chasing right now. And what scares me is that although no bodies have turned up and we have no idea what he’s taking these kids for, his intelligence and the organized, methodical methods he employs makes him exceedingly tough to catch. I fear these kids may have just vanished into the ether and will never be found. That scares me more than what’s going to happen to my career if we don’t find them.

I hear soft footsteps in the hall beyond the door to my room and wonder who’s walking around when they should be sleeping. But when I hear the hand on the doorknob, a jolt of adrenaline hits my system, and I sit up and reach for the Glock that’s sitting on my nightstand. The door opens, and when Astra sticks her head in, I relax.

“We’ve got a problem,” she whispers.

“What is it?”

“Unexpected visitors.”

The adrenaline flowing through me in a torrent, I’m out of bed in the blink of an eye. After quickly throwing on my tennis shoes, I grab the holster off the nightstand, pull my weapon, and chamber a round. Moving quickly and quietly, I pass Mo and Paige in the hallway, motioning for them to stay put as I follow Astra downstairs. I hear the sound of furtive movements from the main room and see a quick flash of light. Whoever’s in there is navigating through the room with quick bursts from a flashlight.

We make it to the first-floor landing, and I can still hear the sound of papers being shuffled in the war room. There’s another flash of light followed by more rustling papers. Using hand gestures, I motion to Astra to move down the hall and circle back into the war room from the back side while I slip in through the front side. I give her a few seconds to get into position, then step into the room, my Glock trained on the figure clad in black.

“Stop moving,” I say.

The figure freezes, then turns to me, his dark eyes glittering as he stares at me. In black from head to toe, the man is a larger, fitter version of the man we’re hunting, sans the smiley-face mask. With catlike quickness, he pivots, intending to make a break for it through the back side of the room, but pulls up short when Astra materializes from the darkness, her weapon pointed square at the man’s face. Caught between me and Astra, the guy cuts his eyes left then right, searching for a way out of his predicament.

“Don’t do it,” I tell him.

Beads of sweat trickle down the center of my back, and my stomach tightens. The air in the room crackles with tension, and I have the sick feeling he’s going to make us put him down.

“Put your hands up,” I order.

He doesn’t say a word, nor does he put his hands up. The pressure in the room grows more electric by the second, making my pulse race. Before he can make another move, though, the lights in the room flare to life as Mo and Paige step in, their guns trained on him as well. With four guns on him, the man hangs his head and sighs as he puts his hands up.

“Don’t shoot,” he says. “I am unarmed.”

The voice is familiar, and I stare at him as my face twists with surprise. “Lieb?”

The intruder pulls the balaclava off his head, revealing the face of Lieb Tal, former IDF soldier and longtime bodyguard to Elliot and Ashley Barlow.

“Sit down,” I say coldly.

He does as I ask and puts the palms of his hands down flat on the table, his eyes fixed on some point that seems far, far away. His face is stony, but there’s a hint of annoyance on his features. My guess is that he’s annoyed he got caught. I holster my weapon and walk to the other side of the table, gripping the back of the chair across from him. Knowing his extensive training and that he’s a master of hand-to-hand combat, Astra, Mo, and Paige lower their weapons but don’t holster them, leaving them ready and hanging at their sides.

“You do not need to fear me. I have no desire to hurt any of you,” he says.

The others look to me, and I motion for them to put their weapons away. They do, but remain standing and alert. Lieb sits there looking forward, his face still expressionless.

“What in the hell do you think you’re doing, Lieb? Why in the hell would you break in here in the dead of night?” I ask.

“I was looking for an update on the case,” he says. “I wanted to know if you had found anything that would lead us to Ashley.”

“Did it occur to you to pick up the phone?” Astra asks.

He turns to her with a wry smile on his lips. “And would you have been honest enough to tell me what you know? I know how you Feds are with sharing information.”

Astra chuckles ruefully. “Fair enough.”

“So, you thought you’d just break in here and steal whatever information you could?” I ask, incredulous and angry.

“I apologize. I just… I want to help,” he offers.

“Breaking into our war room is not the way to help,” I growl.

“Yes. You’re right. I apologize. I just can’t stand feeling useless.”

“I have a better question: How did you find us?” Paige pipes up. “And maybe better yet, how did you bypass the security systems?”

They are such good and obvious questions to ask, I want to slap myself upside the head for not thinking of it first. The corners of his eyes crinkle as he softly grins.

“I apparently didn’t bypass them all,” he says.

“That’s because I installed a secondary fail-safe not hooked into the site’s main system. He was able to bypass the house’s primary system, but when he did, he triggered the one I installed.”

I turn to see Nina and Rick standing in the doorway watching the proceedings. Rick’s hair stands on end, and he looks like he’s just been pulled out of a deep sleep. He might be the only one who’d managed to find sleep.

“Thank you for that, Nina,” I say.

“No problem,” she replies, eyeing Lieb suspiciously.

“So? How did you find us?” Paige repeats.

“Because I’m very good at what I do,” he answers.

“Elaborate,” I say.

“I installed a tracker on Senator Barlow’s vehicle some time ago… for security reasons,” he says. “I review his movements daily, and when I saw that he’d come here—somewhere very far off his usual track—I grew curious.”

“So, you thought you’d break in and see what he was doing?” I ask.

“Yes. And when I realized it was your operations center, I decided to take a look,” he tells us. “I want to know what is happening, and I want to find Ashley. Perhaps even more so than you.”

“I don’t doubt that’s true,” I say, “but breaking in here is a crime. Tell me why we shouldn’t have you hauled in—if for no other reason than to keep you from getting in our way.”

“Because I can be an asset to you out here in the field,” he says simply.

“You’re not much of an asset if you can’t follow orders,” I tell him.

He laughs softly to himself. “My understanding is that your superiors say the same of you.”

My cheeks flush, and from the corner of my eye, I can see Astra, Mo, and Paige all trying to suppress their own smiles.

“So, a second child was taken. A boy this time,” Lieb says. “Have you found a connection between Ashley and this boy—Peter, was it?”

“We can’t have this conversation, Lieb,” I tell him.

“I want to find Ashley,” he says.

“You need to step back and let us do our jobs.”

“I don’t think you appreciate how personal this is for me, Chief Wilder.”

I pause, letting the next words I was about to speak wither and die on my tongue. To be fair, I suppose I understand how personal all this is to Lieb. Senator Barlow and Ashley are like family to him. I’ve been where he is before, and when it comes to family, I can’t say I haven’t colored outside the lines. I understand but can’t afford to have him poking around in our investigation. At the same time, he’s not wrong. He is a good resource to have simply because he can go places we can’t. He might be able to turn up information we don’t have access to.

But it’s a fine line to walk, simply because I can’t authorize him to do anything. Nor can I directly use anything he gives us. But he’s already seen where we are with the case. I can’t undo that. And if he can use what he knows to perhaps turn up information that might give us a starting point or illuminate a path we’ve not yet seen … wouldn’t I be a fool to not use every resource at our disposal?

“Listen, I’m not unsympathetic to your position,” I tell him. “But you’re a civilian and can’t work with us in any official capacity. I would encourage you, though, in the strongest possible terms, not to take anything into your own hands. If you take direct action or directly involve yourself in Bureau matters, you will be arrested for obstruction of justice.”

He looks at me curiously for a moment, then seems to comprehend the meaning between the lines. Lieb nods.

“I understand.”

“Go on. Get out of here,” I say. “And do not ever break into our war room again, or I’m going to arrest you on the spot.”

Lieb gets to his feet and exits the house, gently closing the door behind him, and we’re plunged into silence once more. Though the adrenaline rush is starting to ebb, I’m wired and know sleep isn’t going to find me again tonight.

“You do realize you pulled the pin on that grenade, then just tossed him back out into the world, right?” Astra asks.

“She’s right, Chief. That guy is a loose cannon,” Paige offers.

“What else can I do? Even if I did toss him into the can for breaking in here, he’ll be out in a few hours anyway. And he’s already seen what we have,” I say. “You heard him; he’s not going to stop digging into this. Better to focus his attention in ways that can help us rather than having him go complete cowboy on his own out there.”

They all fall silent and exchange glances; it’s not difficult to feel the unease that’s saturating the air in the room. I know I’m right though. No matter what I say, Lieb doesn’t seem like a man willing to throw in the towel just because I asked him to—not when it comes to dealing with a situation as personal as this one is for him. But he’s not a trained investigator. I have my doubts that he’s even going to be able to turn up anything that can help us.

But yes, they’re right. I may have just kicked a pebble down the road that might turn into an avalanche. I don’t entirely disagree with their concerns. But what’s done is done.

Now, I just have to hope it doesn’t blow up in all our faces.
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Barlow Residence, Rivercrest District; Arlington, VA

We stop the SUV abruptly in the driveway of the Barlow home, jump out, and rush for the door. Violet opens the door before we get to it and ushers us in. She has a strange look on her face and won’t quite meet our eyes. Something is wrong here.

“Is everything okay?” I ask.

“Yes. Everything’s… fine,” she replies sheepishly.

“Fine?” I ask. “You told us somebody had broken in—”

“I know. I know,” she replies. “I was mistaken. I came home from running some errands and heard somebody upstairs. I overreacted.”

None of us ended up being able to get back to sleep after Lieb Tal’s midnight visit, so we just got back to work, which amounted to us spinning our wheels until midmorning when we got a call from a panicked Violet, telling us somebody was in her house. We, of course, dropped everything and came rushing over, not sure what we were going to find. What we hadn’t expected was to have her tell us that she overreacted.

“Why didn’t you just call the police?” I ask.

“I… Elliot doesn’t want local police involved in any of this, and I… I was afraid it would get out about Ashley if I called them. So, I called you,” she stammers.

I blow out a frustrated breath but nod. It makes sense. Violet isn’t used to anything like this situation and is just doing the best she can. It took us a little less than ten minutes to get from the war room to the Senator’s door, so from her perspective, I suppose it was reasonable for her to call us instead of the locals.

“So, if nobody was in the house, what was it?” I ask.

“Oh no, there was somebody in Ashley’s room. But it’s her best friend, Nicole,” she tells us.

“What was she doing in Ashley’s room?”

“You’re probably going to want to talk to her,” Violet tells us. “She knows.”

“Knows what?” I ask.

“That Ashley is missing.”

Astra and I exchange a glance, and I frown. Teenagers are notorious for not being able to keep anything to themselves, and if the Senator was still wanting to keep a lid on this whole situation, we might have a problem on our hands.

“Where is she?” I ask.

“In the kitchen,” Violet replies. “I persuaded her to stay and talk to you. But I didn’t tell her you’re with the FBI.”

“Great. That was good thinking,” I say. “Thanks, Violet.”

“Of course.”

Astra leads me through the house and to the kitchen where a girl is sitting at the large center island with a plate of cookies and milk. It’s an odd snack to offer a girl her age, but the girl looks happy enough as she chews on one of the homemade cookies. With hair the color of champagne, cornflower blue eyes, and a short, petite figure, she’s a pretty girl. Just looking at her, she seems like the yin to Ashley’s yang. When she sees us walk in, she puts the cookie down as a troubled look crosses her face.

We walk around the island and stand across from her. I offer her a warm but small smile as I pick up a cookie and take a bite.

“These are really good,” I say.

She nods. “They are. And who are you?”

“Nicole, I’m Chief Wilder and this is SSA Russo,” I say. “We’re with the FBI.”

“So, it’s true. She’s missing.”

“Why would you say that?”

“She hasn’t returned my calls or my texts in days. And she hasn’t been at school. She’s never not at school—just like she doesn’t blow off my calls or texts. Ever,” she replies.

Astra leans forward. “As you know, her father has a very busy schedule and—”

“And I didn’t buy that story when they peddled it to me the first time,” she cuts Astra off with an angry snort. “Now, the FBI is here asking me questions. Oh, and I heard about you guys talking to Tyler Mayhew supposedly doing some background checks. Mr. Barlow has his own people for that. The FBI has never done that for him in all the years Ash and I have been friends. I’m not stupid, you know. I can put two and two together.”

“No. You’re definitely not stupid,” Astra says.

She’s not stupid. In fact, she might be too smart for our own good. The girl is perceptive and pieces things together quickly. She might know something that can help us. I still have a lot of unresolved questions that need answers, and I flash back to something Paige had said about teenage girls telling their best friends everything. This girl might know more than even she realizes.

“How did you get into the house?” Astra asks.

“Ash gave me a key years ago,” she replies. “Her dad knows I have it, so it’s not like I broke in or anything like that.”

“What were you looking for in her room?” I ask.

She shrugs. “Just something that might tell me where she went or what happened to her.”

“And did you find anything?”

Her face clouds over with emotion as she shakes her head. “No.”

Her voice is soft. Quiet. But it’s thick and heavy with emotion. It’s not hard to see just how difficult this is for her, and I can’t help but feel sorry for the kid. Answering our questions will probably be just as hard on her, but I can’t let my pity for Nicole keep me from doing my job. Ashley is still out there, and she needs us.

“Nicole, did you know about the sugar baby group Ashley belonged to?” I ask.

Her cheeks flush, and she looks away, unable to meet my eyes; she doesn’t say anything for a long minute. That tells me all I need to know.

“Nicole, it’s important that you’re honest with us and tell us what you know,” I say as gently as I can. “I’m not kidding when I tell you that Ashley’s life may depend on it.”

Her eyes fill with tears, and she draws in a shaky breath but nods. “Okay.”

“You know about what she was doing, don’t you?” I ask.

She nods. “Yeah. We both did it as a joke at first. We were just out for a laugh. But Ash kept talking to some of those guys. She kept going to those mixers.”

“Why did you guys do it?” Astra asks.

She shrugs. “Like I said, we heard about it at school—one of our friend’s dads got caught doing that, and his mom was divorcing him because of it. But we thought it sounded funny, so we signed up just as a joke. We weren’t, like, sleeping with any of them or anything. We’d just talk to them and laugh about it. That’s all. But Ash seemed to like it. She liked the attention some of these guys were giving her, and she liked doing something her dad didn’t know about. I know it sounds terrible, but she liked having her own life without being micromanaged all the time.”

As she speaks, I nod. It’s pretty much what I thought it was. It was Ashley’s attempt to rebel a bit and have her own identity—even if it was a fake identity she was using. I can’t say I don’t understand. But it’s a lot more reckless than I would have thought she could be.

“I tried to get her to stop going, but she wouldn’t. Like I said, she was really into it,” Nicole goes on. “And she really seemed to connect with this guy Archie—but there’s no way he would have done anything to her. I listened to them talk on the phone a few times, and he was always super nice. He doted on her. He seemed like a really nice guy, and I think he really cared about her.”

I want to tell her about who Archibald Richter is and his real life. Part of me wants to strip away the belief that he’s a nice guy, but it ultimately doesn’t matter. It would serve no purpose.

“We’ve actually spoken with Archie, and we don’t believe he had anything to do with Ashley’s disappearance,” I tell her. “But do you know of anybody else she was talking to? Was there anybody she was concerned about?”

Nicole shakes her head. “No, not really. I mean, she talked to plenty of guys on the Sugar Shack site, but nobody really seriously. I think Archie was the only guy she was serious about. But… I don’t know how serious they could have been. He didn’t even know her real name. Not to mention the fact that her dad would have never approved… he was so much older than she was. She felt bad about lying to him, and I think she was going to tell him at some point.”

My ears perk up at that. “She was going to tell him the truth?”

She nods. “Yeah, she talked about it. But she was still trying to work up the nerve.”

“She was at a mixer with him a couple of weeks ago,” I say. “Did she happen to mention whether she’d planned on telling him then or not?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think she did though. She was still trying to figure out the best way to tell him,” she replies.

It might ultimately be nothing, but it’s an interesting little factoid that I tuck away. It means we’re going to have to take a closer look at Archibald Richter. I didn’t get a bad vibe off the guy, and he seemed genuinely torn up about her ghosting him, but that’s a feeling—not proof—which is far from conclusive. If he found out she had been lying to him about her age and identity, that could be a motive to make her disappear. Never mind it getting out that he was trolling for a sugar baby—if it got out that his sugar baby was a sixteen-year-old girl, it would absolutely ruin him in a thousand different ways, both personally and professionally.

“Nicole, did Ashley ever mention anybody else she was having trouble with?” Astra asks. “Anybody she was afraid of? Anybody who’d threatened her or was perhaps following her around? Anybody making her feel uncomfortable?”

She screws up her face and looks away, seeming to be thinking about the question. A minute later, she turns back to Astra and nods excitedly, as if she’d just remembered something.

“Yeah, you know, now that you mention it—a few weeks back, we were at the mall, and there was this weird guy who was following us around. Or at least, we thought he was. He kept turning up in stores we were in,” she says. “He gave us both the creeps, and we ended up leaving just to get away from him.”

A jolt of lightning shoots through my body at her words. “Can you describe this man?”

“Umm… he was older… maybe forty or something. He had shaggy brown hair and brown eyes. And he looked like he hadn’t shaved in a few days—he was all scruffy,” she says.

“Can you tell us anything else about him? Height? Race?” Astra presses.

“He was white. And I don’t know… a few inches taller than you guys? So, maybe six feet? And he was pretty lean. But he was pale—had this unhealthy look and scars on his cheeks. I think he was like a drug user or something.”

It’s vague, but it gives us something solid to chase. Far from being a waste of time, it’s a stroke of luck that Nicole showed up at the Barlow house. She didn’t give us solid answers to our questions, but she’s provided us with some interesting nuggets of information to follow up on. It’s not much, and it’s not definitive, but it’s a start.

“I want to thank you for talking to us, Nicole,” I tell her. “But it’s critical that you don’t share this conversation with anybody you talk to. And it’s just as important that you don’t mention Ashley being missing. To anybody. Do you understand?”

She nods. “Yes.”

“I mean it, Nicole. I can’t stress the importance of you keeping silent about all of this,” I tell her. “If you tell people about this, it might make finding Ashley more difficult or even impossible.”

“I understand. And I won’t say anything to anybody. I promise. I swear.”

“Okay. Good,” I say. “Then go ahead and get out of here. And again, thank you for talking to us. We really appreciate it.”

Tears spill down her cheeks as she gets to her feet. “Please find Ashley,” she says. “Please find my best friend.”

“We’re going to do everything in our power to bring her home,” I reply. “I promise.”

Her gaze lingers on us for a moment, and the corners of her mouth curl downward. She’s smart enough to know we’re not promising that we’ll bring her home, only that we’ll try. But she nods. Nicole turns and walks out of the kitchen, and we listen to her footsteps recede until the front door closes, and she’s gone.

“Okay, we’ve got some things to work with,” I say to Astra. “So, let’s hit it.”

“Let’s get to it.”
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FBI Operational Black Site, Foggy Bottom District; Washington DC

“So, Archibald Richter is back on the menu?” Paige asks.

“Wanting to cover up the fact that he was engaging in a potentially sexual relationship with an underage girl seems like a pretty good motive, yeah?” I ask.

“But what about Peter Olange?” Astra asks. “If Richter is responsible for Ashley’s abduction, why would he snatch Peter too? I mean, we’ve got definitive proof that the same guy took both of them.”

“Yeah, I haven’t worked that out yet,” I reply.

“Then there’s the fact that Richter isn’t a physical match for the man we saw in the videos taking both of the kids,” Astra reminds me.

“I don’t think he did it personally. If he’s involved, he obviously has somebody working for him who actually did the deed,” I say.

“Are you thinking he’s running a trafficking ring?” Mo asks.

“Maybe. Honestly, my gut tells me no. I don’t think he’s involved,” I say. “But my gut feelings aren’t enough. We need to be sure.”

“Well, his calendar checks out. They gave us everything we wanted and then some,” Nina tells me. “We’ve run down his schedule the days Ashley and Peter were taken and confirmed his alibi. He wasn’t anywhere near the abduction sites.”

“Okay, good. That’s a start,” I say. “Nina, I want you and Rick to dig into his financials. I want to know about any unusual money transfers, any shell corporations, or anything that might indicate he’s got a side income from running kids.”

“Copy that, Boss,” Nina replies.

“It’s going to take a little time, but we’ll get on it,” Rick says.

“Good. Thank you.”

Arms folded over my chest, I pace the floor of the war room. The pictures of Ashley and Peter are up on the monitor, their eyes boring into me in silent judgment… their gazes a quiet accusation. We’re no closer to finding them today than we were the day we arrived, and the pressure that’s settled down over me has a physical weight so great I feel like I’m suffocating beneath it. I’m flailing for answers and failing these kids with every second that passes.

“What’s next?” Astra asks.

I replay our conversation with Nicole in my head. “The man she mentioned was watching them in the mall. I want to look at him.”

“Okay, but how do we go about finding him?” Astra asks.

“Rick, can you get into the Enfield Mall’s security footage?”

“Probably. Their digital archives aren’t exactly like Fort Knox,” he replies.

“Good. Get into it,” I say. “Mo, get us a digital warrant while he’s working on that. We should probably cover our butts just in case.”

“On it,” Mo says and sets to work on it.

Rick’s brow furrows, and his fingers fly over his keyboard. As each second ticks by, the knot in my stomach gets a little tighter, constricting until it’s painful. This is a long shot but like I always say, it’s better than no shot. Mentally crossing my fingers, I say a silent prayer. Unless we can find this guy on video, we’re not going to have any other way to ID him.

“Paige, get into Ashley’s credit cards,” I say. “I want to know what stores she was shopping in the day Nicole said they were being followed.”

“You got it,” she replies.

I take a drink of water, then resume pacing, giving them both a few minutes to work. The tension in the room is thick, and frankly, I’m feeling a little penned in. The war room feels a little claustrophobic, and the walls seem a little too close for my liking. I want to get out and pound the bricks. I want to be anywhere but standing here in this room staring at the pictures of the two kids who are missing… and I can’t find.

“Okay, I’m in,” Rick says.

“Good,” I reply. “Paige?”

“It looks like Ashley bought a scarf from a store called Neese’s. The purchase was made just after one in the afternoon,” she reports.

“On it,” Rick says.

“The digital warrant just came through,” Mo says. “We’re good.”

“Thank you, Mo,” I say.

Rick taps out another series of commands on his keyboard, and the pictures of the kids on the monitor at the foot of the table are replaced by the mall’s security feed. It’s in color, and we can see relatively clearly, but the picture is grainer than I would have preferred.

“All these stores are high end. You think they’d be able to spring for better surveillance equipment,” Astra remarks.

“The stores are all just tenants,” Mo says. “You’ll want to talk to the person who owns the mall. Like most landlords, they’re notoriously cheap and do the bare minimum.”

“Thanks for the lesson, Ms. Wizard.”

Mo laughs and turns back to the monitor as Rick scrolls to the time stamp Paige gave us. He hits a key, and the video starts to play. The view is from the concourse just outside the store, and we watch for a couple of minutes before Ashley and Nicole come into view. Lieb is tailing them at a discreet distance, his head turning left and right as he surveys the area.

“There’s our girls,” Astra says.

Lieb pokes his head through the doorway, then turns and nods to the girls. Ashley says something to him and holds her hand up, telling him to stay put. Lieb looks reluctant but remains just outside the front door as they disappear inside. Rick switches the view to the interior cameras. We watch in silence as the girls stroll through the store, talking and laughing with one another as they model shirts and dresses for one another.

“Is there any audio?” Astra asks.

“Nada. Sorry,” Rick replies. “Video only.”

We watch as they move through the store, but my eyes drift to the side of the screen. I turn to see a man lurking behind a rack of dresses.

“There,” I say and point to the man behind the rack. “Stop the video.”

“That looks like the guy Nicole described,” Astra says.

“Exactly.”

He’s not looking at the dresses on the rack. Instead, his eyes seem to be fixed on the girls moving through the store ahead of him.

“That’s got to be him,” Astra says.

“He seems to be a physical match for the guy in the smiley-face mask,” Mo notes.

“Nina, can you punch in on his face and run it through facial rec?” I ask.

“On it.”

The screen changes to a closer view of the guy watching Ashley and Nicole. It’s a little more pixelated up close than I’d like, and I cross my fingers, hoping it’s clear enough to get an ID. A moment later, the screen switches again, the man’s face on the left side while the right side of the screen scrolls through a seemingly never-ending series of mugshots. It takes a couple of minutes, but the flashing images stop on the face of the man in the surveillance video.

“We have a winner,” Nina announces. “Ladies and Rick, meet Nick Zane.”

“Nick Zane,” I say as my eyes widen. “That’s Violet’s ex-boyfriend.”

“Well, that’s quite the coincidence now, isn’t it?” Astra muses.

“And you know how I feel about coincidences,” I say.

“She told us she hasn’t spoken to him or anybody from her old life in ages,” Astra notes.

“Rick, pull Violet’s phone records. I want to know if she’s been in contact with Nick.”

“On it,” he replies.

“I want the rest of you to drill down on Nick. I want to know where he is, where he’s been, and what he’s doing,” I say, then turn to Astra. “You and I are going to go have a chat with Violet and see what else she’s been lying to us about.”
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“Agents,” Violet says, surprised. “What are you doing here? Has something happened?”

Violet stands in the open doorway, her eyes wide and fear painting her features.

“We need to talk,” I tell her. “Can we come in?”

“Of course.”

She opens the door, letting us step inside, then closes it behind us, and we follow her to the kitchen. Her shoulders are tight, her body is tense, and she looks like a woman who knows the other shoe is about to drop; she’s bracing for the impact. Violet walks around to the other side of the island, almost like she’s trying to put as much physical distance between us as possible.

“Can I offer you some tea, Agents?”

“No, we’re fine, thank you,” I reply.

A black kettle is whistling softly on the stove. Violet turns it off, then pours its contents into a mug that’s sitting on the island. Still avoiding our eyes, she replaces the kettle and puts a tea bag into her cup and lets it steep. She’s growing tenser, so I let the silence linger.

“So,” she says, still not meeting our eyes, but finally unable to bear the tension any longer. “What can I do for you, Agents?”

“We wanted to find out why you lied to us,” Astra says abruptly.

Violet’s hand trembles as she dips her tea bag in the hot water. Setting it down, she licks her lips and swallows hard.

“I—I don’t know what you mean,” she says. “I haven’t lied to you.”

“You told us you haven’t spoken with anybody from your former life in a long time,” Astra presses. “You said you cut them off when Senator Barlow gave you a second chance.”

“I did.”

“Then why is Nick Zane calling you?” Astra asks.

“Better question, why is Nick Zane following Ashley?” I add.

Violet’s face drains of color, and her lips tremble as tears spill from the corners of her eyes and down her pale cheeks.

“It’s time to come clean, Violet,” I say. “Are you and your old boyfriend taking these kids? Are you involved with some kind of trafficking ring—”

“No,” she cries. “I’m not involved.”

“We’re having trouble believing you since you lied to us about talking to Nick in the first place,” Astra says, her tone hard and unyielding.

She pauses for a moment and runs the sleeve of her sweater across her eyes. Violet draws in a long, shaky breath, holds it, then lets it out as she takes a few moments to gather herself. She finally raises her head and looks at us directly for the first time since we arrived.

“I lied because I knew how it would look,” she tells us. “Nick is a bad guy, but I don’t have anything to do with him anymore. I swear it.”

“Your phone records suggest otherwise,” I say.

“It’s time to tell us everything, Violet,” Astra presses.

“He called me asking for money. I told him I couldn’t help him and to not call me again,” she says. “He was desperate and threatened me—told me he knows that the Senator has a lot of money, and he wanted a payday.”

“Did he tell you he was going to take Ashley?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “No. I told him that he wasn’t going to get anything from Elliot either. I told him to go away and leave us alone,” she says. “He never said anything about taking Ashley. For whatever it’s worth, I don’t think he did.”

“And why not?”

“Because Nick isn’t a planner. You said whoever took Ashley was methodical and disciplined. That’s not Nick. He’s always stoned out of his mind. He’s agitated and doesn’t think before he does… anything. He just does whatever occurs to him at the moment,” she tells us.

What Violet is telling us jibes with what I’ve read in Zane’s record. He seems more reactionary and knee-jerk than methodical planner. But that’s all conjecture. And like my gut feelings, conjecture isn’t definitive.

“What would you say if we told you we have Nick on video stalking Ashley,” Astra says. “It sure seemed like he was planning something to us.”

“What are you talking about?”

“We have footage of Nick tailing Ashley and her friend Nicole through the mall,” I tell her. “It’s clear as day. He was watching them.”

“That… that can’t be. He wouldn’t—”

“It looks to us like he did,” Astra says.

Her face falls, and she wavers as if her legs are about to give out beneath her. She manages to stay on her feet, though, barely. Violet shakes her head and mutters to herself darkly as she processes everything we just told her. It looks like she’s having trouble reconciling it all.

“It doesn’t make sense,” she says softly. “He told me he would tell Elliot I was using again if I didn’t give him money.”

“Are you using again?” Astra asks.

“No. God no. Elliot has given me a second chance, and I’m not wasting it. I’ve wasted too many years already,” she replies.

“So, why would Nick think that threat would work?” Astra presses.

“Because like I told you, he doesn’t plan. He just does things. I don’t know if you know this about him, but he’s not very smart. He dropped out of school in sixth grade. He doesn’t think about anything—doesn’t have the ability to think rationally or logically to begin with. And of course, the drugs don’t help either. But that’s who Nick Zane is,” she says.

Drumming my fingers on the counter, I shake my head. As much as I hate to say it, I believe her. I believe she’s being honest with us. I came in here sure that Violet either had something to do with these abductions or at least knew something about it. Now, though, I’m not so sure.

“And you didn’t think to tell us all this before… why?” Astra asks gruffly.

“Like I said, I knew how it might look, and I was afraid,” she says. “Plus, I genuinely don’t think Nick did it. He’s just not smart enough.”

“But he’s very motivated,” Astra says. “And that can make up for a lot of shortcomings.”

I watch as a fat tear dangles off her chin, quivering before it falls, splashing onto the counter next to her mug of tea.

“I didn’t think about it like that,” she replies sadly. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“That’s why we told you how important it was that you were honest with us,” Astra growls. “Because you lied, if Nick took her, he’s had days now to do… God knows what.”

Violet’s shoulders shake as she cries. She buries her face in her hands and sobs, sounding like an injured animal. We give her a moment to collect herself, and when she finally does, I look at her with the sternest expression I can manage.

“It’s time you make this right,” I tell her. “You need to tell us where Nick is, Violet. And you need to tell us now.”
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Homeworth Motel; Tysons Corner, VA

About half an hour to the west of Senator Barlow’s home in Arlington is Tysons Corner. For a long time, Tysons Corner was a rural area best known for a couple of giant shopping centers. It was also known for its rough neighborhoods and crime as well as for rampant drug manufacturing and distribution. But aggressive gentrification and an influx of technological capital and businesses over the last few years have been reshaping the area, turning it into one of the fastest growing communities near the Beltway.

But not even the steady flow of money has been able to shed light into all the dark corners. Even though it’s quickly becoming a relatively affluent bedroom community for those who work in the DC Metro area, some of the rougher areas stubbornly remain. They’re dug in deep, and I don’t think the powers that be are going to be able to root them out anytime soon.

“All right, everybody gear up. Make sure you’re wearing your vest. We have no idea what we’re walking into here,” I say.

“Shouldn’t we call in a SWAT team?” Paige asks.

“We probably should. But that’s going to invite questions Senator Barlow does not want to answer,” I respond. “As of right now, Ashley’s abduction hasn’t been linked with Peter’s, and I want to keep it that way for as long as we can.”

“Copy that,” Paige says, sounding uneasy.

I understand her hesitance. We don’t have an operational plan, any information about the layout of the hotel, or any intel about the target. For all we know, he’s sitting in his room with machine guns and a nuclear bomb. If we were following proper protocol, we’d call in a SWAT team, let them recon the place, formulate a plan, and go in with force. But we need to be more discreet than that. I’m banking on the fact that there are four of us and one guy who’s likely either high or strung out in that room alone. I’m hoping that the four of us will be sufficient to overwhelm him and get him into custody before he can even think to grab his weapon.

“Okay, Mo, Paige, you two circle around the back,” I say. “Keep him from going out the back window. Be careful and keep your heads on a swivel.”

“Copy that,” Mo says.

Mo and Paige trot off, circling around the back of the motel to get into position. There are a few people on the street watching us with a mix of curiosity and fear on their faces. I give Mo and Paige a few moments to get around back, then turn to Astra.

“You ready?” I ask.

Astra checks the safety on the M4 Carbine in her hands and tightens her crossbody strap, then nods. “Good to go.”

Unholstering my Glock, I hold it down at my side and lead Astra across the parking lot within the horseshoe-shaped building, heading for Zane’s room. Shady doesn’t begin to describe the Homeworth Motel. The yellow paint on the building is faded and cracked, cardboard is taped over some of the broken windows, and the water in the pool is a pale shade of green. This place has clearly seen better days. But the rooms are cheap, and as the sign out front proclaims, offers daily, weekly, and monthly rates. I’m sure if you asked, it offers hourly rates as well.

Adrenaline floods my system when a door to our left opens and we both spin, raising our weapons. The woman standing in the doorway gapes at us, her face frozen with fear. Astra waves her back toward the room.

“Go back inside and close the door,” Astra orders in a harsh whisper.

The woman quickly complies and shuts the door. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end, and I feel the pressure of unseen eyes watching us from behind the ragged, threadbare curtains that cover the windows around us. Putting it out of my mind, I turn, and we continue forward, crossing a patch of dirt and dead, dried grass. We stop, each of us taking a position on either side of Zane’s door. His car, a 1990 Pontiac Grand Am that was once white but is now a dull gray with big patches of rust is parked in the lot, telling us that he’s home.

I key open my comms. “Mo, we’re at the target door,” I whisper.

“We’re in position,” her voice crackles through my earpiece.

“Copy that; stand by,” I say. “We’re about to make entry.”

“Standing by.”

I look at Astra who gives me a nod. My weapon in one hand, I reach out with the other and bang on the door with the side of my fist.

“Nicholas Zane, open up, FBI,” I call out.

The sound of a round being chambered sends a flood of ice through my veins. Astra and I lean away from the door as the first shots ring out. The bullets tear through the cheap, flimsy door, blowing holes through large enough to put my fist through. From inside the room, Zane curses as he struggles with his weapon. Moving quickly, I kick the door, shattering what was left of it and sending it flying inward.

The ragged remains crash against the wall behind it as Astra and I charge in, moving low and fast. We find Zane sitting on the edge of his bed, a jammed .45 in his hand. He looks up to find himself staring down the barrel of my Glock and Astra’s M4, and a resigned expression crosses his face. He drops his weapon to the worn carpeting with a hard thud.

“What?” he grumbles, annoyed, as if he hadn’t just taken shots at us.

“Put your hands on your head, moron,” I order.

He does so, and Astra gives me cover as I move him to a chair in the corner of the room, quickly getting his hands in cuffs behind his back. After getting the all clear, Mo and Paige step into the room, look at Zane, and frown in disgust. I feel their pain. Somewhere in his forties, Zane is pale and scrawny with a thick head of shaggy, light brown hair, chestnut-colored eyes, and several days’ worth of growth on his face. He looks like he hasn’t seen the inside of a shower in days, and worse, he smells like it too. And to top it all off, he’s naked, save for a ragged and worn pair of tighty-not-so-whities that are ragged and worn.

Grabbing a stained and foul-smelling blanket from the bed, I throw it over him. “Nobody wants to see that.”

“Thank you for that,” Astra exhales.

“What the hell do you want?” he gripes.

Astra cuffs him upside the head, making him wince dramatically, acting as if she’d just hit him with a hammer. She rolls her eyes.

“Talk only when you’re spoken to and not before,” she orders. “Until then, shut it.”

“Okay, spread out and search for anything,” I say as I look around with distaste at the pigsty that is his room. “I strongly recommend gloves.”

“And penicillin shots when we’re done,” Astra adds.

Zane fidgets in his chair, his face growing tight, as he watches us snap on nitrile gloves and begin digging through his scant belongings.

“Hey, you can’t do that. You can’t look through my stuff without a warrant,” he objects. “I got rights. I know my rights.”

Astra cuffs him behind the ear again. “You threw shots at us, idiot. That gives us the right to do whatever we want.”

“That ain’t true,” he complains.

“Then take it up with a judge.”

He watches us dig through everything he owns. Ideally, we hope to find something that connects him to Ashley. And in a perfect world, we’ll find something that connects him to Ashely and Peter. But the world is far from perfect, and as he continues to rant and rave about rights that don’t exist anywhere but in his own mind, I start to understand what Violet meant when she said he isn’t a very smart man. And it casts doubt for me on whether he could have abducted Ashley. Our perp is intelligent, audacious, methodical, and disciplined. The man sitting in the chair in front of me is none of those things.

I sit down on the edge of the small, round table beside Zane and stare down at him, letting the magnitude of the moment sink in for him. He squirms in his chair and glares at me with red, rheumy eyes and a sneer on his thin, cracked lips.

“What do you want?” he exclaims.

“Tell me about Ashley Barlow,” I tell him.

“Who?”

“Don’t do that,” I say. “Don’t play stupid.”

“I don’t think he’s playing,” Astra remarks.

“Shut up, bi—”

This time it’s my turn to cuff him behind the ear. “Watch your mouth,” I tell him. “Now, let’s try this again. Ashley Barlow.”

“Don’t know her.”

“Yeah. You do. Don’t play this game,” I say.

“I ain’t playing a game.”

“What did you do with her?” I ask.

“I don’t know who you’re talkin’ about.”

I slam my fist down on the table beside him so hard, he flinches. “I’m not playing games, Nick. Where is Ashley?”

He shudders but quickly recovers. “I don’t—”

Leaning down, I put my face scant inches from his—then immediately regret my decision as the most foul-smelling breath wafts over me. It’s rancid and is quite possibly the worst thing I’ve ever smelled. To back out now, though, would be seen as weakness, so I focus on taking short, shallow breaths to keep myself from vomiting all over him. He recoils in fear. Like every bully I’ve ever known, Zane wilts in the face of somebody unafraid of him.

“We have you on video tailing Ashley in the mall. We know you know Ashley and are of the opinion that you took her to get the money you told Violet you needed. Now, where is she?” I growl. “And I swear to God, if you lie to me again, I will beat you within an inch of your life. You fired on us, so that pretty much gives me a free pass to do what I want. Understand?”

“Fine. Fine. I know her, all right?” he stumbles over his words. “I know who she is, but I didn’t do nothin’ to her.”

“No?”

He shakes his head. “I didn’t. I was goin’ to, but Violet… she warned me not to. She said she’d tell that big Israeli dude that follows her around; she said he’d kill me if I touched that girl. So, I didn’t. I swear to God, I didn’t. I found another way to get some money.”

Dammit. He looks and sounds like he’s telling me the truth. Standing up again, I glance at the others, and as they finish their search of his belongings and the room itself, they all give me a shake of the head. There are plenty of drugs sitting in plain sight, but there is nothing in here that indicates Ashley has ever been here. Astra comes back in from the parking lot after rifling through Zane’s car and gives me a frown.

“Nothing,” she says.

I turn back to Zane. “What about Peter Olange?”

He cocks his head. “Who?”

“Peter Olange.”

“I swear I don’t know him. Ain’t never heard that name before. I swear to God.”

The sound of local police sirens echo through the parking lot beyond the door as their cruisers roll in, and I give Astra a nod. She heads back out to run interference. We’ll let them take Zane into custody on drug and gun charges without mention of Ashley Barlow. They should be happy with the easiest collar they’ll ever get. Unfortunately for us, this is another dry hole.

“Dammit,” I mutter.

“Blake.”

The alarm in Mo’s voice sends a chill through me. I look up to see her with her phone in her hand and a severe expression on her face. Whatever she just read, it’s not good.

“What is it?” I ask.

“There’s been another one.”
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Berenthal Residence, Hayfield Farm District; Alexandria, VA

“Now this is more like it,” Astra says as we pull into the large, circular drive. “Think we’ll run into the same smells as the motel here?”

“Really hope not,” I say with a laugh. “But let’s not pretend like neighborhoods like this don’t have their own distinct… aromas.”

“True that.”

Built in the 1960s, Hayfield Farm is an exclusive neighborhood with most of the homes being on large parcels of land. It’s quiet and feels isolated despite being a short drive from the nightlife of Alexandria as well as Washington DC. It’s the perfect place for an affluent family to raise their children, especially if they have business in the Capitol but don’t want to live in the heart of the national zoo. I don’t blame anybody for wanting to live here.

The homes in this insular little community are all magnificent. The Berenthal residence is a three-story, red-brick, colonial-style mansion that sits on an acre and a half of land. Dark shutters frame every window, the trim is gleaming white, and the tall, white portico and dark door tucked within its recess is imposing. There are horse stalls and a riding ring on the lower grounds, and the upper grounds are all expertly landscaped. For being as large and ornate as it is, the Berenthal home somehow manages to escape looking ostentatious.

It’s an idyllic little place to live, but the swarm of police cruisers, unmarked vehicles, and mob of uniformed police officers and suited detectives pops that bubble, breaking the illusion and bringing the reality of the world crashing down. We head up the brick steps, and by the time we reach the porch, the front door is already open; a woman in a black uniform is standing there waiting for us.

“Good afternoon, Agents,” she says crisply as we step into the marble foyer. “Judge Berenthal is waiting for you in his office. Please, follow me.”

She closes the door behind us, and without waiting for a response, turns and walks through a doorway to the right. We hurry to catch up, trailing behind her as she leads us down a long hallway, dodging local cops on the way. The décor within the home is tasteful and understated. Though there are plenty of original art pieces and antiques on display, it avoids being garish.

“Just this way please,” the maid intones to keep us on track.

Photos of the family line the walls of the hallway we walk. Judge Patrick Berenthal, his wife Molly, and their two children, Angelica and Matthew. I study the photos quickly as we pass by them and note that their smiles and body language suggest they’re a warm and loving family. Though they’re nicely dressed, the family, like the décor in the house, aren’t given to overt displays of wealth. They look pleasantly normal.

She slides open a door and stands aside, motioning for us to enter. The room is large and, unlike the rest of the house, has a very distinct air of wealth blended with the faded aroma of cigar smoke. Built-in shelves line the walls to our left and right and are filled with books, photos of the family as well as with Judge Berenthal himself with various dignitaries, and very expensive-looking knickknacks. A large, ornately carved desk that has to be more than a hundred years old and crafted from the same rich, dark wood as the shelving, sits in front of us with a wall of glass behind it, offering a view of the expansive grounds beyond.

And sitting behind the desk is Patrick Berenthal himself, a very well-respected federal judge with the fourth circuit appellate courts. Though he’s earned his own reputation, the fact that his mother helped pave the way for him certainly didn’t hurt when he was first getting started. The Berenthal name was already revered. His mother, Leslie, was a legal titan. Fierce, intelligent, and passionate, she blazed a trail that led to her being considered for a seat on the Supreme Court of the United States. She ultimately didn’t get it, but that didn’t diminish her esteem in the legal community. And by all accounts, Patrick is cut from the same cloth.

The door behind us slides closed with a sound that reminds me of a prison cell door. Thankfully, though, it blocks out the crackle of the police radios and the voices of the men and women filling the judge’s house. We stand in front of his desk, and with the man’s light blue eyes assessing me, I suddenly feel like a kid standing in front of the school principal after acting up.

“Judge Berenthal,” I say. “Unit Chief Wilder and SSA Russo.”

His face is grim, and anger burns in his eyes. “I didn’t know the FBI was already involved.”

“We happened to be in the area working another case,” I reply.

“What case is that?”

“Right now, we’d like to talk to you about your daughter,” I tell him.

He hesitates for a moment, eyeing us closely. The corners of his mouth turn down, and he looks like he might press me on my non-answer but then seems to put it on the back burner. For the moment anyway.

“Please. Sit,” he says. “May I offer you a drink?”

“No, we’re fine. Thank you.”

“I hope you don’t mind if I do?” he asks, though it’s not really a question.

I shake my head. “By all means.”

Berenthal gets to his feet and walks over to a sideboard, quickly lifting the stopper out of a crystal decanter and pouring himself a couple fingers worth of what I assume is a really fine scotch. Berenthal considers for a moment, then pours another splash into the glass before returning to his chair. I suppose I can’t blame him too much for self-medicating. Of course, if I did, that would make me a flaming hypocrite.

I glance at what I assume is the most recent family portrait that sits in a silver frame on the corner of his desk, my eyes lingering on his daughter. She’s a tall girl. Maybe an inch taller than my five-nine frame. But she’s got a curvy model’s physique. Like her father, Angelica has a strong jawline, hair blacker than coal, and piercing light blue eyes that, even in a photograph, seem capable of seeing right through me.

From the quick and dirty background workup that Nina sent over, I know that Angelica is at the top of her class and on track to be the valedictorian at the Brookside Academy, a very prestigious prep school. She’s already been accepted to Harvard and seems to be taking the same career trajectory as her father. In her personal statement to Harvard, she declared that she wants to earn the seat on the Supreme Court her grandmother didn’t get. The girl is intelligent and ambitious. And from the cursory glance at her life I’ve taken, she has a lot in common with her grandmother.

“Judge Berenthal, may I ask where your wife and son are?” I begin.

“Molly took Matthew to her sister’s place in Bethesda. We felt he didn’t need to be here to see this whole circus,” he replies.

“That’s probably wise.”

“Yes. It is. That’s why I made the decision to send them away,” he says coldly.

“Of course,” I say.

He takes a sip of his drink, eyeballing us over the rim of his glass. I don’t think I’ve ever felt more awkward or uncomfortable around a person as Berenthal is making me feel right now. I can’t imagine what it must feel like to be a criminal and seeing this man looming over you from the bench, getting ready to pass sentence on you.

“What do you know about Angelica’s abduction, sir?” I ask.

He sighs and takes another sip of his drink before gently setting the glass back down. Instead of answering my question, he opens his laptop and turns it around so the screen is facing us. He hits a key, and the screen lights up. A moment later, a video begins to play. The view appears to be from a rear facing camera on Angelica’s car. My stomach turns over on itself as we watch a black panel van approaching Angelica’s Tesla from behind. The camera is jolted by the sudden impact, and the car rolls forward. A moment later, a familiar figure emerges from the van: the man in black wearing the yellow smiley-face mask.

As the figure walks through the frame, my gaze flicks up to the judge who is sitting back in his chair, sipping his drink, the anger on his face slightly abating but replaced by fear and grief. On the screen, we see Smiley-Face dragging Angelica’s limp body back to the van. He undoubtedly hit her with the Taser to put her out, and we watch as he drags her out of frame, likely throwing her inside his vehicle. A moment later, he appears again and climbs behind the van’s wheel and takes off. It all happened in less than two minutes.

Berenthal turns the laptop around again and stops the video, then closes the lid. He lets his icy blue eyes linger on us for a long few seconds.

“So? What do you think?” he asks.

“I think we’re dealing with somebody very efficient and methodical,” I tell him.

“I watched you two as you watched the video,” he says. “None of this seemed surprising or shocking to you. It’s like you’ve seen this before.”

Astra and I exchange a glance but say nothing. I don’t want to give out too much just yet. Local news stations are covering the abductions in their areas, but as yet, the stories haven’t been connected and aren’t gaining a lot of traction nationally. That’s going to change. It’s inevitable. As is keeping Ashley Barlow’s name out of the news. But, if possible, I’d like to put it off as long as I can.

“Am I right? You’ve seen this before?” he asks. “Does this have anything to do with the case you mentioned you were working on earlier?”

“We really can’t get into the details of an ongoing—”

“Spare me, Chief Wilder,” he snaps. “This is my daughter. I have a right to know what is going on here.”

“Judge Berenthal, I—”

“If you won’t tell me, I can always give Director Holland a call? Perhaps he can tell me what’s going on,” he spits.

That would be problematic. While the Bureau undoubtedly has people already en route to work Angelica’s case—the Director will no doubt pull out all the stops to find the daughter of a federal judge—it will bring our involvement in Ashley Barlow’s disappearance to light. Because we’re working this off the books, it will expose DD Church as well as my team and undoubtedly put us in line for a brutal smackdown that will make the OPR review that’s still hanging over my head like the Sword of Damocles look like child’s play. If Judge Berenthal goes to the Director, a lot of bad things are sure to follow.

“Okay, listen,” I say. “I’m willing to share some of our information with you on the condition that what we tell you does not leave this room, and it does not make its way back to Director Holland or anybody in his orbit.”

“Are you trying to blackmail me, Chief?”

“No, I’m trying to protect the integrity of my investigation,” I reply. “There are a lot of moving parts, and nobody but my team knows about them all. That is by design.”

He hesitates, probing us with his frosty gaze. His frown deepens, but he finally nods.

“Fine,” he says. “You have my word. This is all strictly confidential.”

“Your daughter is the third abduction by the man in the smiley-face mask in the region. He took a girl from Arlington and a boy from Chevy Chase. In all three cases, the abductions were bold and in broad daylight,” I tell him.

“Jesus,” he gasps. “Do you suspect this is a trafficking ring?”

“We’re looking into that angle, certainly. But as of this moment, we haven’t found anything that would indicate that’s what’s going on here,” Astra says.

“Then… why? Why take my girl? Why take these other kids?” Berenthal asks.

I shake my head. “We’re still looking for a motive. In none of the cases to this point has a ransom demand been made, nor has the abductor tried to initiate contact with the families.”

“I don’t understand,” he says, his face twisted with fear. “Is he just… is he taking these kids just to murder them?”

“We haven’t found evidence of that, sir. Don’t go there just yet because we have no reason to believe they aren’t alive right now,” Astra tells him.

He leans back in his chair, a myriad of emotions scrolling across his face. Berenthal sits forward again and drains the last of his drink, then raises his gaze to us.

“Who are these other kids he’s taken?” he asks.

“We’d rather not say just yet out of respect for the families,” I explain. “I’m sure the news will go nationwide at some point, but I’d rather not make it easier for the media to make the connections right now.”

“Fair enough,” he says. “But do you have any idea who this man is?”

“We’re pursuing a number of leads,” Astra says.

“So… no. You don’t have the first clue.”

“As I said, we’re pursuing a number of leads,” she repeats.

“Can we ask you a few questions, Judge Berenthal?” I ask.

“Yeah. Sure.”

Astra and I take turns asking him the usual litany of questions we’ve asked Senator Barlow and the Olanges. Does Angelica have trouble with a boyfriend? Anybody following her around? Making her uncomfortable? And just as with Barlow and the Olanges, Berenthal doesn’t have any answers that help us. Like the others, Angelica is a responsible, focused, and driven girl. She doesn’t get into trouble, doesn’t drink or do drugs, and doesn’t hang out with those who do.

When we’re finished with our questions, we don’t have anything more than when we walked in. It’s the same as with the others. It’s as if our guy is targeting these kids specifically, perhaps for those reasons.

“Judge Berenthal, can I trouble you for a copy of that footage?” I ask.

He nods numbly. “Yeah. I can send it to you. I just ask that you keep me in the loop—that you tell me what you find as you continue your investigation.”

“You have my word,” I say.

I slide one of my cards across the desk, giving him my email address so he can send me the video. Maybe Rick and Nina, when they analyze the footage, can find something we didn’t see the first time we ran through it. Given just how good our guy is, I’m skeptical, but it’s not impossible. It wouldn’t be the first time they found something hidden deep in the details, and all I can hope is that this is one of those instances.

We say our goodbyes to the judge and promise again to keep him apprised of the investigation. And since he could blow up a lot of things for a lot of people with just one phone call, we have no choice but to make good on that promise. I don’t like it. I don’t like giving reports while working a case, especially to a civilian. But I’ve got no choice.

As we climb back into the SUV, Astra turns to me, her face aghast. Her expression perfectly encapsulates the chaotic thoughts and feelings coursing through me right now.

“What in the hell is going on?” she asks.

“I have no idea,” I reply as I start the engine. “No idea whatsoever.”

And that is one of the many things creating a deep pang in my gut about this whole case right now. I hate not knowing.
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“You are not going to believe this,” Paige exclaims as we walk through the door.

“I might. But judging by the tone of your voice, I’m already sure I’m not going to like it… whatever it is,” I reply.

“Watch,” Mo says.

The monitor at the foot of the table is showing a live local news station. Behind the reporter on the scene is a hive of activity. Uniformed cops and suited detectives, as well as people in dark blue windbreakers with “FBI” stenciled in yellow, are going in and out of a large house. The chyron at the bottom of the screen reads: “Breaking News: Son of Federal Prosecutor Abducted in Broad Daylight.” I stare at the screen in stunned silence for a long minute, just listening to the reporter going on.

“Seventeen-year-old Justin Moore, a popular student at Holy Rosary High School, and the son of Denise Moore, a federal prosecutor, has been abducted from the parking lot of his school this afternoon…”

A school photo of Justin Moore flashes on the screen. His long, pale face is framed by shaggy hair the color of sand. He’s got dark eyes behind round, silver glasses that sit on an aquiline nose, prominent dimples, and a cleft in his chin. The screen splits with the picture of Justin on one side and the reporter who’s wearing a well-rehearsed expression of concern on the other.

“Once again, the seventeen-year-old son of famed federal prosecutor Denise Moore has been kidnapped from the parking lot of Holy Rosary High School by a man wearing black clothing and a yellow mask…”

The picture of Justin is replaced by a still from the school’s surveillance camera showing the man in black with the yellow smiley-face mask we’re all so familiar with by now. A moment later, the video plays, and we watch the man in the mask jump out of the black panel van, which is parked next to Justin’s car, and follow his well-choreographed routine. Smiley-face man pulls the Taser from his pocket and fires it at Justin, and the kid goes down immediately. He scoops Justin’s limp form off the ground, throws him into the van, quickly zip ties him, then gets in and drives off. And all that happened in less than two minutes.

“Are you kidding me?” I ask.

“He’s getting more efficient,” Astra notes.

“Look at all the kids in the background just standing there watching,” Mo says, her tone thick with disgust. “They’re filming it.”

“Such is the state of our world today, my friend. It’s all about the clicks and social media clout these days,” Paige says.

“In all fairness, what did you want them to do?” Rick asks. “Jumping in to help might have only gotten them hurt too. Or worse.”

Paige shrugs. “It just seems that somebody could have done something other than stand there filming just to post on their IG page. But yeah, I see your point, I guess.”

As the reporter starts to interview some of those same students who’d stood around filming, I shake my head.

“Turn it off,” I say.

Mo does, plunging the room into a silence that’s saturated with tension. Folding my arms over my chest, I start pacing that familiar track again, my mind racing. That’s two in the same day. And overall, that makes four kids from prominent families taken in the most audacious ways I’ve ever seen. In all my years on the job, I’ve never heard of—let alone chased somebody—so brazen in the commission of their crimes.

“Bold doesn’t even begin to describe this guy,” Astra says, echoing my thoughts.

Her voice breaks the silence in the room and helps pull me out of my head. I stop pacing, planting my hands on the back of my chair, and lean down. We need to get inside this guy’s head. We need a profile. But he’s given us so little to work with that coming up with even the basics is proving to be a daunting task. Closing my eyes, I silently count to ten, trying to get my head on straight. When all else fails, you go back to the basics. And the most basic thing when you’re profiling an offender is the victims. What can this guy’s victims tell us about him?

“Okay, let’s look at this from a different angle,” I start. “What do the children of a Fortune 500 company’s CEO, a US Senator, a federal prosecutor, and a federal judge have in common?”

“They all come from wealthy, high-profile families,” Mo says.

“True. But I think this goes deeper than socioeconomics,” I say. “What else?”

“They’re all educated, motivated, driven,” Paige offers. “They’ve all got bright futures.”

“They’re all in roughly the same geographical area,” Mo says. “They all live less than an hour from each other.”

“That might support the trafficking theory with the Beltway area serving as a kind of one-stop shop,” Astra says.

I listen to all the ideas they’re throwing at me, and although everything they’re saying is true and accurate, I don’t feel like they hit the target. I can’t explain why or what it is, but there just seems to be more to these abductions than that. Those facts don’t quite fit the frame in my mind. They’re border pieces, but the broader picture in the center of the puzzle remains incomplete.

I shake my head. “There’s something we’re missing. Something we’re not seeing,” I say. “There’s information we don’t have—critical information that’s going to help us figure out not only why this is happening, but who this guy is.”

“What is it?” Astra asks.

“I have no idea,” I grumble. “Rick, is there anything on the dark web?”

“Other than the usual smattering of trolls who seem to be enjoying the suffering these wealthy families are going through, nothing,” he says. “I haven’t found anything that hints at some organized conspiracy to snatch these kids.”

“I still feel like a trafficking ring is the most likely answer, and these abductions are random,” Mo says. “The other thing these kids all have in common is that they’re all physically attractive. I have no doubt there are plenty of monsters out there who would pay good money for young, good-looking kids like these four.”

She’s one hundred percent right about that. There is no shortage of disgusting monsters out there who pay for kids. But even that doesn’t quite fit the opaque and amorphous frame in my mind. I’ve never been fully sold on the trafficking angle, but something in the back of my head is screaming even louder that it’s not the answer we’re searching for… that this has nothing to do with trafficking these kids to child predators. I’m sure of it. I just need to figure out what it is.

“We won’t abandon the theory entirely, but I think we need to put our focus elsewhere. I honestly don’t think it’s a trafficking ring,” I say.

“Why not?” Astra asks.

“Because trafficking rings rely on shadows and secrecy. They take great pains to avoid bringing attention to themselves, and they typically prey on kids who live high-risk lifestyles—runaways, prostitutes, drug abusers,” I say. “Going after these kids in such a public and brazen way is the exact opposite of that. Especially when they’re all from very prominent, wealthy families. It’s like he wanted the attention—wanted people to see him taking these kids. He wants eyes on these abductions. That doesn’t jibe with what I know of trafficking rings. It makes me wonder why he wants that attention.”

The room falls silent again as everybody seems to be considering my words. Mo finally leans forward and nods. I hadn’t been able to articulate those thoughts until just now. But as the words came out of my mouth, they had the ring of truth in my head. There are still a host of questions that need to be answered, but I think that’s an important one that will allow us to put the trafficking angle on the back burner and help put our focus where it needs to be.

“That makes a lot of sense,” Mo says.

My cellphone rings, so I pull it out of my pocket and see it’s an incoming Facetime call from Violet. I quickly connect it, and when the picture resolves, she’s staring back at me with her eyes wide and a near-panicked look on her face.

“Violet, what is it?” I ask. “Are you and the Senator okay?”

“I’m fine. We’re both fine,” she says. “But we just had something delivered to the house. We don’t know what it means, but Elliot thought you needed to know.”

“What is it?”

“I’m going to send you a picture of it.”

“Okay.”

My phone pings with an incoming text message, so I pull up the photo and frown. It’s a black 3x5 card that’s emblazoned with a quote done in red calligraphic lettering. As I read the words on the card several times, a hot rush of adrenaline floods my veins.

“Do you know what that means, Chief?” Violet asks.

“I’m going to need some time with this,” I reply. “I’ll let you know.”

“Uh. Okay.”

“I’ll call you back later,” I say.

I disconnect the call and look up at my team as I feel a sense of dread blending with excitement churning in my belly. This is the thing we’ve been missing—the key that’s unlocking this case and taking it in a whole new direction.

“We’ve been looking at this all wrong,” I say. “This isn’t about the kids. Never has been.”

“What’s this about then?” Astra asks.

“This is about the parents.”
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“The Olanges got one,” Astra says.

“Same with the Berenthals,” Paige adds.

“And the Moores too,” Mo chimes in.

“They were all delivered after Justin Moore was taken,” Astra tells us.

“I think we can assume, then, that he is the last in the series,” I say.

“The last in the series?” Mo asks.

“The cards represent a new phase in this game. As methodical as he is, the kidnapper wouldn’t have risked tipping his hand before he was ready,” I say. “This whole thing has been painstakingly planned out and choreographed, and he wouldn’t have sent those cards until he was ready to move into his endgame.”

They all toss the black, red-lettered cards down on the table, then take their seats. After getting Violet’s call, I suspected all the families of the abducted kids got the same, so I sent everybody out to retrieve them. And as they filter back into the war room and drop the cards onto the table, confirming my thought, I feel that forward pull of momentum in my belly. We’re finally on the right path. Where it leads remains a mystery, but the picture is becoming a little less opaque.

“Okay, so fill us in,” Astra says. “What’s with the quote on the cards? Is he taunting them? Trying to scare them?”

“It’s a message. It’s the kidnapper telling the parents that they’re responsible for their children being taken—that he’s doing this because of them.”

“That’s… super creepy,” Paige says.

“You said it,” I say.

I pick up one of the cards and inspect it through the plastic evidence bag they had been collected in. They’re all made from a nice quality cardstock, glossy and laminated. Whoever made these spent a little time on them. The kidnapper is definitely taunting the parents with these cards and that quote, but he’s also sending them a message. He’s making a point. He wants them to feel some of the pain that they caused him.

“The sins of the father are to be laid upon the children,” I read the quote. “It’s from Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice. I think the meaning should be fairly obvious.”

“What did they do?” Paige wonders.

“Do these four families even know each other?” Mo asks.

“They’re all wealthy and influential,” Astra says. “It wouldn’t surprise me to find out they move in the same circles.”

I shake my head. “The level of care and planning in this whole operation tells me this is deeply personal to the man who abducted the kids, which also tells me there is a deep connection between the parents. It’s not the sort of thing you’ll get if they see each other a couple of times a year at a fundraising gala. These people know each other, and they somehow wronged this man. But there’s a silver lining. A couple, actually.”

Astra pulls a face. “Which is?”

“Well, the first thing is we now know for certain that this isn’t a trafficking situation and can finally put that theory to rest,” I say. “The second is that we can assume the kids are still alive. Our guy is going to want to play out the scenario he’s put in motion, and I don’t believe he’ll kill them until he’s gotten his full point across. That gives us time to find and save them. So, see? There are a couple silver linings.”

Astra nods, looking impressed. “Okay. I can buy that.”

“But how did the parents wrong him in the first place?” Paige asks.

“That’s not the right question,” I reply. “Not yet anyway.”

“So, what’s the right question?” Astra asks.

“The connection. Rick and Nina, I need you to do a deep dive on all the parents. I need you to find the connection between them,” I say. “We need to know where they know each other from. Once we do, I think we’ll be able to unravel the mystery.”

“Copy that, Boss,” they say in unison as they bow their heads and get to work.

“Not to be too obvious, but why don’t we go and ask them?” Mo asks.

“We’ve got a politician, a cutthroat corporate CEO, a federal judge, and a federal prosecutor,” Astra says, seeming to be getting on board with me. “They are masters at dissembling. Do you really trust them to give us straight answers?”

“And for my part, I’d rather have all the information we can find before we go to them. And we will be speaking with them, rest assured,” I say. “But I want to have the answers to the questions we’re going to ask them before we actually ask them. I want to be able to gauge how truthful they’re being with us.”

“That’s fair,” Paige says.

“I don’t see the obvious connections just yet. Denise Moore hasn’t argued a case before Judge Berenthal,” Rick says. “And Senator Barlow doesn’t have any obvious connections to the Olanges, the Moores, or the Berenthals.”

“The connections might not be obvious,” I say. “Dig deeper. Really drill down, guys. I know there’s a connection there.”

The click-click-click of their keyboards fills the room as Nina and Rick stare at their laptops, working furiously to find the needle in the haystack I tasked them with finding. Business and political connections can sometimes be convoluted. Oftentimes, purposely so. It might not be appropriate for a federal prosecutor or corporate CEO to be seen hobnobbing with a federal judge—especially if they have business before that federal judge. And Barlow might not want to be tied to any of them lest he be accused of conflicts of interest when he’s sponsoring or voting on specific pieces of legislation. DC can be a dark and tangled web.

The longer the silence in the room stretches on, the thicker the tension in the air grows. We’re all watching Rick and Nina intently, not moving, and barely even breathing. My belly churns, and my heartbeat thunders in my ears as a bead of sweat trickles down between my shoulder blades as we wait. My entire theory rests on the parents having some prior relationship. If there is no relationship, my theory is debunked, and we’re at square one all over again. And though I’m positive my theory is right, until we find that connection, we’re stuck in limbo.

“I think I found it,” Nina says.

The blood in my veins turns to ice, and my stomach somersaults. I swallow hard, trying to work some moisture into my mouth as a current of excitement flows through me.

“What is it?” I ask.

“All four of them were at Georgetown at the same time,” she says. “They were all there for a couple of years, but then they all left at the same time. They finished their degrees at other schools.”

“That seems like a pretty big coincidence,” Paige says.

“And we all know how Blake feels about coincidences,” Astra says with a grin.

I start pacing again, my mind whirling. “Is there any way we can prove they knew each other when they were at Georgetown?”

“We’re going to need a warrant to get into their records,” Nina says.

“But even if they were in the same classes, we’d have a hard time proving they actually knew each other,” Mo offers.

“True,” I mutter.

I fall silent and keep pacing, working at the knot in the middle of my brain, trying to figure out how to get what we need. The quickest way to the answer is a direct line. I could confront the parents and ask them what happened to make this man come after them in such a sideways and devious manner. I don’t like the chances of getting a straight answer out of them though. Like Astra said, to get where they are in life, they had to learn how to master the art of dissembling and parsing their words.

“Something happened while they were at Georgetown,” I say. “Something that was so bad, it made them all transfer out and pick up their academic careers elsewhere.”

“It’s a good theory, but we can’t prove it,” Astra says.

“I know. I know,” I reply, then stop pacing as a thought occurs to me. “Rick, Nina, can you access police reports from Georgetown in the time period before they withdrew from the school?”

“We can. But that’s going to take some time,” Rick says.

“And there’s no guarantee we’ll find anything,” Nina adds. “Especially if what happened didn’t make it into an official police record.”

“That’s true. But I’d rather know for sure whether there’s something there or not. We need all the information we can get, so please keep digging,” I tell them.

“On it,” they both chirp.

That sense of momentum grows, and I feel like we’re on the verge of understanding what is actually going on. Like we’re on the verge of finally getting the answers we need to find the man responsible for these abductions. And hopefully, if everything goes right, we’re on the verge of saving these kids.

But to get from here to there, we need to get some straight answers from the parents. We need to find out what they did all those years ago that set this chain of events in motion and put their kids in mortal jeopardy.
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“Are you sure this is wise?” Astra asks.

“No. But it’s the only way we’re going to get what we need,” I say. “It might be the only way to bring these kids home.”

“Do you think they’ll be honest with us though?”

I shrug. “If they want to save their kids’ lives, they better be.”

After a day of searching, we still don’t have the answers to our most pressing questions. We still don’t know what happened at Georgetown all those years ago. I know whatever happened, it was bad. But somehow, there’s no official police record of an incident involving any of the four who were at Georgetown together—Patrick Berenthal, Elliot Barlow, Denise Moore, and Susan Olange. This situation, whatever it turns out to be, centers around those four.

“Why are we bringing them here though?” Paige asks.

“Neutral ground for them, and it’s central to everybody. Plus, having them all in our house will hopefully keep any of them from getting too uppity and territorial. I want them back on their heels from the start,” I say. “It’s also just a matter of expediency. We don’t have time to set up a clean place to meet that we control. And if we tried, we’d be asked a lot of questions that I don’t want to answer right now.”

I don’t like giving up the location of our war room. To anybody. But with the investigation finally yielding some results and gaining momentum, I don’t feel like I have any choice. We need to speak with these four right now. At the same time. I really believe they hold the key to blowing this thing wide open and helping us get what we need to catch this guy and, hopefully, to bring all their children home safe and unharmed.

“DD Church is probably going to be upset you burned one of her black sites,” Astra notes.

“Probably. But she did tell us to solve this by any means necessary. This is necessary,” I reply. “And I did tell the four principles to come alone.”

“Oh, well, there’s that,” Astra says with a grin.

“Well, no use debating the pros and cons anymore,” Nina says. “They’re here.”

“They’re prompt. I’ll give them that,” I mutter.

“Let the games begin,” Astra says.

Mo gets up and opens the door for our arriving guests. Surprisingly, they heeded my words and came without any aides or personal assistants. One by one, they walk into the war room and take one of the seats around the table my team has vacated. Astra, Mo, Rick, Nina, and Paige are all standing against the wall on the other side of the room, quietly watching the proceedings. Senator Barlow walks through the door and flashes me a frosty glare, clearly unhappy to have been called to this meeting. But he’s got skin in the game the same as the others.

By the time Susan Olange, the last to arrive, sits down, the atmosphere feels like it’s dropped twenty degrees. All four of them are studiously avoiding looking at each other, and the room is filled with an awkward tension. Despite the shared connection of a missing child, which they should be able to bond over, these people look like they want to be anywhere but in this room. Like they can’t wait to get out of here and away from these people who are causing them such obvious discomfort.

If I had any doubts coming into this that these people know each other—and know each other well—that’s gone now. It’s easy to see these people are very familiar with one another, and it’s clear none of them are happy to be in each other’s presence again. There’s a story here, and judging by how uncomfortable these people are, it’s got to be a good one. My gut is telling me that story is the root of what’s happening to their children.

“Okay, let me start by saying thank you all for coming in,” I begin. “I know you all have very busy schedules, but believe me when I say I wouldn’t have asked you all here if it weren’t important.”

“Do you know where our children are, Chief Wilder?” Olange asks.

“Not yet, but—”

“Then what are we doing here?” Berenthal cuts me off, his tone gruff. “Better yet, why aren’t you out there looking for them?”

“Judge Berenthal, one thing you have to understand is that no investigation is a straight line. It takes a little time to cut through the noise to get to the truth of the matter,” I reply.

“And what is the truth of the matter, Chief Wilder?” Moore asks.

“The truth of the matter is that these abductions aren’t about your children. This isn’t some trafficking ring or predator snatching up kids off the street—”

“Then what is this about?” Barlow cuts me off.

“This is about all of you,” I say simply, as if the answer is obvious.

“What are you talking about?” Berenthal says.

“Your children were abducted because of something you four did,” I tell them.

Everybody at the table shifts in their seats and mutters darkly to themselves, still refusing to look the others in the eye. The level of awkward discomfort was about an eight before but has quickly become a twelve. In a morbid way, I find it kind of fascinating. These people are all experiencing an uncommon level of suffering—one no parent should have to endure. But even in that shared distress, something else is making them on edge. It only makes me more curious to uncover what it is they’re hiding—to find out what they did that was so terrible they can’t even look each other in the eye.

“What are you talking about, Chief Wilder?” Barlow asks.

“It’s painfully obvious that you all know each other,” I say. “And… don’t bother trying to deny it. We know you all went to Georgetown together for a time. But then you all mysteriously withdrew and enrolled at other schools.”

Berenthal sits up, his face twisted with outrage. “You’ve been investigating us?”

“How dare you,” Olange gasps.

“You had no right,” Moore chimes in.

“Spare me,” I say. “As I said, an investigation can take a lot of convoluted paths. And this path we’re on has led us directly to you four.”

For the first time, the four people around the table exchange glances with one another, and in those glances, I can see the unspoken promise between them reflected in their eyes. Their bodies tense, their faces grow tight, and the vibrations of fear in the air around us become palpable. But that aroma of fear blends with something else I didn’t expect… shame. I look at Astra and see her face light up as she catches the same vibe I’m feeling coming off the four people seated at the table between us.

“What happened at Georgetown all those years ago?” I press. “What did you people do?”

Nobody offers anything up and instead, they all look down at their hands, seeming to be physically withdrawing. The fear and shame on their faces are tangible. But nobody seems to want to be the first to break the pact they made. Not even the threat their kids are facing because of whatever they did seems to be moving the needle much.

“Do you think we’re playing a game?” Astra finally snaps. “The lives of your children are in danger. Because of you. What aren’t you getting here?”

She walks over to stand beside me, glaring angrily at the people seated around the table. All of them, seeming to be acting as one, raise their heads, eyes narrowed, faces painted with the same arrogance and outrage.

“You need to watch your tongue, Agent Russo,” Barlow growls. “You would do well to remember who you’re talking to.”

“Frankly, at the moment, we don’t care who you are,” Astra says. “All we care about is bringing these kids home. Your kids.”

“And what’s become abundantly clear to us is that these abductions were motivated by something the four of you did back in college,” I say. “The sooner you tell us what you did, the sooner we can figure out who is responsible for this and find your children.”

It feels like all the oxygen has been sucked out of the room as silence descends over the room for a couple of minutes. I can’t believe these people are hesitating. I am astounded that they seem more worried about covering their own butts than bringing their kids home.

“Chief Wilder,” Olange says softly. “What is it that makes you believe our children were taken in response to something we did?”

“The cards you all received. The quote from the Merchant of Venice, the sins of the father, is to be laid upon the children,” I quote. “I honestly don’t know how much clearer it can be.”

Unbelievably, all their phones chime at once with an incoming text message. My face flushes with annoyance as they all pull out their phones and check their messages. As I watch the blood drain from all their faces and matching expressions of horror spread across their features, my curiosity is suddenly piqued.

“What is it?” I ask.

Olange looks up at me, her eyes shimmering with tears. She opens her mouth to speak, but no words come out. Instead, she holds her phone out. Astra takes it from her, then walks back and hands it to me; when I read the text message, the blood in my veins turns to ice. The timing of the message seems an unbelievable stroke of luck. I know it’s impossible given the electronic security of our war room, but it’s almost as if the sender knew I needed a means to give these four a push to tell me what they know and provided it for me. More than likely, this was timed to be sent out, and them being here is just dumb luck.

“Exodus 12:29. And it came to pass that at midnight the Lord smote all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh that sat on his throne unto the firstborn of the captive that was in the dungeon; and all the firstborn of cattle,” I read from the phone, then look up. “Am I wrong in believing it was your firstborn children who were taken? Do you people need any more evidence that this is all about you and what you did back in school?”

Barlow runs a hand across his face, his expression somber as he turns his gaze to me. He swallows hard as he sits back and crosses his legs, then folds his hands atop his knee. He seems to be resolved. Or perhaps just resigned.

“Twenty years ago, the four of us were all friends at Georgetown. Actually, we’d been friends since we all went to Drury Prep together—”

“Elliot,” Berenthal hisses.

“This is my little girl we’re talking about, Patrick,” Barlow replies tersely. “And it’s your daughter too. And your sons, Susan and Denise. Our children are all that should matter right now, and if you disagree with me, then your priorities are screwed up. I’m going to do whatever it takes to get my little girl back, regardless of the consequences for me. Or any of you. Maybe if we had faced some consequences back then, this wouldn’t be happening.”

The others look away, wearing matching expressions of mortification and fear. Nobody says anything to stop the Senator from telling his story though. Barlow turns back to me.

“One night, when we’d just finished our midterms, we went out and partied at the Banks—it’s a spot on the Potomac where Georgetown kids go to hang out and get drunk,” he says. “Anyway, we partied with our friends out there that night to celebrate being done with exams for the semester—”

“We should have known better. We should have. But when the party on the Banks wound down, we drove home,” Olange picks up the narrative. “It was dark that night and kind of sprinkling. I remember it was cold and hard to see. But we were driving, probably too fast for the conditions—and our condition—and when we came around a bend in the road, we were in the wrong lane. There was a car coming straight at us—”

Overcome by emotion, she bites off her words and buries her face in her hands. Olange’s shoulders shake as she silently cries, but nobody moves to comfort her.

Berenthal, looking upset and resigned that the story is coming out, sits forward. “We swerved but clipped the car. The driver spun and went down into a ditch and hit a tree. Hearing the sound of the crash was… horrific. That sound still haunts me.”

“I’m sure being in the crash was even more horrific,” Astra mutters.

“What happened to the driver?” I ask.

“We were told that the driver… died,” Olange answers.

“You were told?” Astra asks.

“After the crash, we were all terrified, and we didn’t know what to do, so we left. We went home, and we told our parents,” Moore says, her voice soft. “They quietly made some calls and found out the driver had died on impact with the tree.”

“Who was the driver?” I ask.

“We never knew. Our families said what was done was done and there was no sense in ruining our lives for a mistake,” Barlow tells us. “So, they used their influence to cover it up and told us to never speak about it again. So, we—the four of us—made a pact. We all vowed to forget what happened that night.”

“It was more difficult than we expected it to be, and our friendship broke apart after that,” Olange says. “We all left Georgetown soon after and enrolled elsewhere.”

“And none of us have spoken to each other since that all went down. Not until today,” Barlow finishes and looks away.

Absolute silence envelops the room, and the air grows thick and charged with emotions that have been buried for two decades. I had been anticipating a terrible story. But frankly, I’d been expecting a tale about bullying or some other form of abuse. I hadn’t expected them to tell us they’d killed somebody and then had it covered up for them.

“Wow,” I say, finally breaking the silence. “The arrogance and privilege.”

“We don’t need a lecture from you,” Berenthal snaps.

“No. What you needed was to face some consequences for taking somebody’s life.”

“I think they’re facing consequences now,” Astra says. “The chickens are coming home to roost.”

Olange looks at me, her lips trembling. “Do you really think what’s happening now is because of what happened back then?”

“Yes,” I reply. “I do.”

“It was twenty years ago,” Berenthal growls. “How can you possibly know?”

“Because my team is the best at what we do,” I say. “Now, do you know anything about this person you killed?”

They all shake their heads. “Not the first thing,” Barlow tells me. “Our parents kept us insulated from it all.”

“Wonderful,” I say.

“Needle, meet haystack,” Astra replies.

I fold my arms over my chest as I turn it all over in my mind. “I think I know how we’re going to find that needle,” I say. “Let’s get to work.”
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“Did you get them all set up?” I ask.

Lieb Tal nods. “They aren’t happy about it, but I put them in a safe house surrounded by my men,” he says. “Do you want the location?”

I shake my head. “No. Better that I don’t know. All I need to know is that they’re safe.”

“Nobody will be able to get to them. You have my word.”

“Thank you, Lieb.”

After we got everything there was to get out of Barlow and his former friends, I asked Lieb to put them somewhere out of reach and keep them safe. Anxious to do something to help, he quickly agreed and made plans. He sent an armored transport filled with a heavily armed detachment to escort them to his safe house. The Georgetown Four, as I’m calling them, were less than enthused to go along, but we were finally able to make them see reason. Or maybe, beat them into submission is more accurate. Either way, they’re tucked away and out of my hair, and I don’t have to worry about them spilling anything. That’s enough for now.

“Do you really believe they are responsible for Ashley being taken?” he asks.

“Along with Peter, Angelica, and Justin. Yes. I do,” I reply. “Call it an unintended consequence of past bad behavior.”

His face darkens, and he clenches his jaw. To get him to cooperate, I had to tell Lieb the basics of the situation, but I kept most of the details from him. He doesn’t need to know everything. And besides, it’s not my story to tell.

“Can you find the man who took her?” he asks.

“We’re doing everything we can,” I respond. “And we’re a lot closer today than we were yesterday. I promise you we’re not going to stop trying to find the kids.”

He nods but doesn’t look mollified. If anything, he looks even angrier. I just hope he doesn’t go back to the safe house and try to beat the answers out of Barlow and the others.

“Is there anything else I can do?” he asks.

“Not right now. But keep your phone on you since I don’t know how this is all going to shake out just yet.”

“I will,” he says. “Please, Chief Wilder, find her. Bring her home.”

“We are working hard to make that happen, Lieb.”

He gives me a nod, then heads out to carry out his mission. As close as I feel like we’re getting to finding the identity of the kidnapper and solving this case, I still feel like we’re a million miles away. I’m filled with frustration and angst. Letting out a slow breath as I center myself, I try to get my head back on straight and focus on the task at hand.

“Are you guys up on their electronics?” I ask.

“We’re tapped into their devices,” Rick says. “If they get a call, we’ll see it.”

“Good. That’s good.”

We confiscated their devices once they entered Lieb’s safe house for obvious security reasons and then with their permission tapped into all their lines. It’s been almost two days since the black cards with the Shakespeare quote arrived at their homes, and almost a full day since they got the text message with the Bible verse. I’m rolling the dice here, but I expect that the kidnapper is going to try to make contact with them again.

This waiting period between contacts is a form of psychological torture. But now that he has all their kids and their undivided attention, I believe he’s also going to want to be able to tell them what he wants. This is his endgame, and now, after letting them twist in the wind a little to heighten the emotional torment he’s put them through, he’s going to make his final play. He’s going to tell them what he really wants from them. I’m sure of it.

“Okay, what about the accident records?” I ask. “How are we doing with that?”

“Still searching,” Nina says. “Based on them telling us this was post-midterms, we were able to narrow it down to a month, but the midterm schedule sometimes varies. So, without an exact date to work with, we’re having to comb through a lot of reports. But over that month, there are dozens of accident reports.”

“There are a lot of names to run down,” Astra says. “Have you tried filtering it out by fatalities only? Might make that haystack even smaller.”

“We haven’t,” Rick tells her. “If the parents were able to sanitize the reports, we don’t want to miss something by including fatalities only.”

“Surely, they weren’t able to keep a death off the record,” I say.

Rick turns to me and pulls a face. “You’ve seen what people were able to hide with the JFK assassination, right? People in power can hide anything.”

“Please don’t get him started on the whole conspiracy theory thing,” Nina says.

“It’s not a conspiracy theory if it’s true,” Rick says.

“Better we take nothing for granted,” Mo says. “It’s a little more time-consuming, but it’s best if we’re thorough and look through everything.”

“Fair enough,” I tell her.

“There are a disturbing number of accidents in that area in that time period,” Astra says. “I’m starting to think our driver’s license tests need to be a little stricter.”

“I’ve been saying that for years,” I reply with a laugh.

“Hey, we’re getting a videocall on all four phones,” Nina says.

My stomach tightens, and my throat grows dry. I’ve been expecting this call, but it’s a lot sooner than I’d been anticipating. I figured he’d let them twist for a couple more days. Our guy is clearly anxious to get the ball rolling on the grand finale of his warped little revenge plan. Nina hits a few keys on her laptop, and the monitor lights up, showing us the icon for the incoming videocall being displayed on the phones.

“Answer it,” I say.

She does, and when the call is connected, we find ourselves staring at the round, yellow, smiley-face mask. My stomach flip-flops and a small shudder passes through me as I look at the dark eyes glittering behind the eyeholes in the mask.

“Greetings,” the voice behind the mask says. “It has been a long time.”

The voice is clear and not muffled in the least. He’s obviously got a microphone close to his mouth behind his mask.

“A Senator. The CEO of a Fortune 500 company. A federal judge and a federal prosecutor. I must say, you have all done very well for yourselves,” Smiley-Face says.

The man’s voice is unnaturally calm. Measured. His tone is even and completely dispassionate. The total lack of emotion in his voice is… eerie.

“This isn’t live. It’s a recording,” Rick says.

“Likely set up ahead of time to call these numbers,” Nina adds.

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” I say. “He’s planned everything out to the nth degree. He probably wanted to ensure he controlled the narrative and didn’t want to take a chances on any unseen variables that might crop up if Barlow and his friends had a chance to talk. It fits with what we know about this guy.”

“Yes, you’ve all lived full, successful lives. You have families of your own. You’re happy. Wealthy. And you enjoy the world around you,” Smiley-Face goes on. “And you do all that while never giving a second thought to those who didn’t get a chance to live life at all. Because of you. Because of what you did.”

The man’s tone changes and seems to be growing heavy with emotion. He pauses, perhaps giving himself a chance to gather his wits about himself again.

“I know what you did all those years ago at Georgetown. I know what your parents covered up for you. And now, your children know what you did because I told them why this is happening to them. But now, it’s time the rest of the world knows what you did. It’s time the world sees you for the monsters you truly are,” he goes on. “I am giving you all twenty-four hours to hold a press conference where you will tell everybody what you did that night. Twenty-four hours for you all to reveal yourselves as the murderous monsters you are. Now, I know you will be hesitant to do this. You might resist my demand. You might be reluctant to give up your pampered and privileged lives. You might not want to do what I’m demanding. That’s natural. Self-preservation is the most basic human impulse. So, let me help you override that impulse. Allow me to give you some… motivation to do as I ask.”

The picture on the video switches to a quad screen, and in each box, we see one of the abducted children. They’re tied down to a table, blindfolded, and gagged. The room itself is dimly lit, but I can see enough that it makes me think it’s some sort of steel industrial storage container—the sort of container you see on ships. But what chills me most about this scene is that above each of the children, a pipe hangs down from above, and at the end of the pipe is a fixture that almost looks like a showerhead.

“What in the hell is that?” Astra asks.

The screen switches back to the smiley-face mask again. “You might be wondering what you’re seeing. Let me explain. That device is a timed spigot. The pipes the spigot is attached to are connected to a tank filled with an acid-based poison of my own design,” he says in that same flat, emotionless voice. “If you do not do as I ask within twenty-four hours, then in twenty-four hours and one second, the poison in the tank will be diffused through the devices above your children. Believe me when I tell you they will be forced to endure one of the most torturous and excruciatingly painful deaths man has ever known. If you fail to do as I ask, your children will suffer in a way I don’t think you would wish upon your worst enemy.”

“My God,” I gasp.

“I don’t want to do this. But I will. You forced my hand. You all did,” Smiley-Face says. “And just in case any of you don’t believe I am serious or will not follow through, please allow me to refute that notion now. I will not back down. And, just in case you doubt my ability to do as I say, allow me to demonstrate.”

The picture on the screen changes again to one of a rat that has been secured to a wooden board. The creature is on its back, just like the children, and is squirming. It’s thrashing. It’s as if the rat knows what’s coming and is doing its best to break its bonds and get out of there. The sound of a quiet hiss filters through the speakers, and we watch a small device that looks a lot like the one hovering over the kids come into view.

“Here we go,” the man says off screen. “Do pay close attention now.”

A fat droplet quivers as it hangs off the end of the spigot, and I realize as I wait for it to fall that I’m holding my breath. With rapt attention, I watch the droplet fall from the end of the spigot and splash onto the belly of the rat. Nothing happens at first, but a moment later, a shrill, piercing scream bursts from the mouth of the creature as it thrashes wildly. The fur on its belly turns red, and we watch as a hole opens in the skin.

The substance, whatever it is, eats through the flesh and muscle of the doomed rat’s stomach, exposing its internal organs as a pool of blood spreads out beneath it. The animal’s screaming seems to go on forever, and though I’m horrified, I can’t seem to turn away from the spectacle on the screen in front of me. The rat spasms and writhes, the pain in its shrieking echoing through my brain. It’s a sound I don’t know that I’ll ever forget.

Thankfully, the screen shifts again. The rat is gone, replaced by the ominous man in the mask. “I know that was difficult to watch. But it was necessary for you to see what your children will endure should you fail to do as I ask. The formula I designed for your children differs from the one I used on my test subject in one way—it is designed to prolong their suffering. It will be slow, and it will be excruciating. I estimate they will live in sheer agony for between two and three hours. I want you to think about that if you are considering not doing as I ask. I want you to know that if you fail to comply with my demand and admit to what you’ve done, your children’s final hours on this earth will be spent in sheer agony. Twenty-four hours, ladies and gentlemen. Tick Tock.”

The video ends, the screen goes dark, and a profound and horrified silence descends over the room. If Paige and Nina notice the tears streaming down their faces, they give no sign, and the rest of us just stare at the blank screen. I look down and give myself a shake, doing my best to clear the images out of my mind.

“Okay. Let’s get back to work,” I say softly. “We need to ID this guy. I think we can assume that this man’s loss was that of a child. It’s why he’s waited so long. He wants to inflict the same pain he felt on those who took his child from him.”

“Makes sense,” Astra says. “And knowing they took this man’s kid from him… it’s hard to not feel some bit of sympathy for him.”

“I agree. His motives are… understandable. But he’s still committing a crime and seems willing to do something incredibly heinous to four innocent kids,” I say. “We need to find him. We need to put a stop to this.”

Astra is right. Knowing what Barlow and the rest did, what they got away with because of their parents, and understanding the pain this man has endured for the last twenty years, I can’t see him as a total monster.

“Another message is coming in,” Rick says quietly.

The message that comes through is a link, and when he opens it, the screen goes back to the quad-view of all four kids strapped to the tables. In the lower right-hand corner of the screen is a clock, the yellow numbers running down from twenty-four hours. It’s a reminder of just how little time there is to bring this to an end and get those kids home safely.

“Boss,” Nina says as she sniffs back her tears. “I found him. I know who he is.”
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My earbud crackles, and Paige’s tinny sounding voice comes through. “No movement inside the house that we can see.”

“Copy that,” I say. “Hold position.”

“Copy you, Chief.”

Nina found our guy. She’d found a report of a single-vehicle accident that had claimed the life of Sean Townsend, a seventeen-year-old high school student who was smart, well-liked, and by all accounts, had a bright future ahead of him. Good in math and science, Sean was a star two-sport athlete at Mills High and had designs on attending MIT for computer science. But that bright future was cut short on a dark, drizzly night some twenty years ago, stolen by a group of rich, privileged children and their parents who covered it up.

Davis Townsend, Sean’s father, has a home in Arlington’s working-class neighborhood of Alcova Heights. Instead of storming the house in force, I had Mo and Paige park just up the street and drop anchor to watch the house for a bit. Something tells me because we’re in his endgame that he’s not actually there. I have a feeling he’s in a secondary location getting ready for his grand finale, so I didn’t want to waste a SWAT team’s time crashing an empty house. Plus, I don’t want the questions that would inevitably come with it.

“What do you think?” Astra asks.

“I think he’s long gone,” I reply. “He’s gearing up for the final showdown.”

“Then what are we doing here? Why aren’t we out looking for his secondary location?”

“Covering all our bases,” I tell her. “Plus, we may find something in that house that can point us to where his secondary location is.”

“With as careful as this guy is? Do you really think he’d leave something behind?”

I shrug. “A long shot—”

“Is better than no shot,” she finishes for me with a laugh.

We’re parked around the corner from the house, just waiting. Not only do I want to make sure Townsend is truly gone, we need to wait for our warrant to come in. As of the moment, we only have theories and are pretty light on evidence and probable cause. I have Nina talking to DD Church as we sit here asking her to twist some arms to get us the warrant we desperately need. Townsend is exceedingly careful, and my hope is that because he is so methodical and keeps everything so clean, he may have left something behind knowing he hasn’t given us probable cause to search his place. I’m hoping he felt safe, and in that sense of safety, he was careless.

I glance at my phone even though it hasn’t chimed. “Come on, come on.”

“A watched pot never boils, my friend.”

“Stuff it,” I say, making Astra laugh.

Shifting in my seat, I adjust my vest, trying to get comfortable beneath its weight. Leaning my back against the headrest, I close my eyes and go through the file on Townsend again. Fifty-two years old, he’s worked as a chemical engineer for WeberChem for the last twenty-five years, specializing in the development of chemical products used for pest control. It makes sense based on what we saw on the video with the rat. Townsend would have the expertise to develop a chemical that could do what he showed us. Thinking about him using that chemical, whatever it is, on those kids turns my stomach.

“It’s hard to not feel for the guy,” Astra says. “To not only go through that kind of loss, then see the ones who took your kid from you get away scot-free… it’s unimaginable.”

“It is. I can’t say I don’t understand his motives. I feel for the guy. But what he’s doing is monstrous. Those kids didn’t do anything to him or to his son,” I reply.

“It is. I’m not arguing that. I’m just saying the law failed him so completely, he’s got to feel like he has no other recourse.”

“I don’t disagree,” I tell her and mean it. “All the same, we have to bring him in.”

“I wish there was something we could do to set all this right. He shouldn’t have to feel this helpless and like this is his only choice.”

“I agree with you. All we can do, though, is our job.”

“Yeah.”

My phone chirps with an incoming message that makes my heart stutter. I quickly call up my messages and feel the corner of my mouth curl upward when I read the text from Nina.

“We’ve got our warrant,” I say.

“Let’s go to work.”

I start the engine and pull away from the curb, driving around the corner and down the street, pulling to a stop behind Mo and Paige’s vehicle. They meet us on the street.

“Anything?” I ask.

Paige shakes her head. “Nothing. We’ve seen absolutely no movement.”

“And his personal car isn’t here either,” Mo adds. “This guy isn’t here.”

“Let’s go have a look around then,” I tell them. “You two go around and make entry from the back. We’re going through the front door.”

“Copy that,” Mo says.

The street around us is a quiet, tree-lined street with homes that are all modest but nicely kept. As we cross the street, I see a couple of faces wearing fearful expressions peeking out at us from windows in homes that surround Townsend’s place. Obviously, seeing heavily armed federal agents isn’t a common sight in this neighborhood.

Moving quickly and cautiously, we ascend the three steps and land on the porch, taking up positions on either side of the front door, then I key my mic open.

“Mo?”

“In position. Waiting for an order to breach,” she replies.

“Copy that,” I say quietly. “Stand by.”

“Standing by.”

Astra gives me a nod as I reach out and bang on the door with the side of my fist and call out. “Federal agents, we have a search warrant.”

We wait for a full minute. Nothing happens, and we hear no movement inside, so I key my mic as I step into position.

“Breach,” I order. “Go, go, go.”

Raising my foot, I punch my foot forward with as much force as I can muster and am rewarded by the sound of wood cracking and metal hinges squealing. The door blows inward in a spray of splinters and screws, slamming into the wall behind it with a thunderous crash. The barrel of her M4 leading the way, Astra goes through the front door low and fast. From the rear of the house, I hear the door breaking inward as Mo calls out, identifying herself as a federal agent making entry into Townsend’s home.

Weapons up and ready, Astra and I sweep the front rooms as Mo and Paige take the back of the house, the calls of “clear” echoing through the unoccupied home. It doesn’t take us long to clear the house, and when we’re done, we gather in the living room.

“He’s gone,” Mo says.

“We figured that was going to be the case,” I reply. “Let’s go ahead and spread out. Search this place from top to bottom. Tear it apart if you have to.”

“What are we looking for exactly, Chief?” Paige asks.

“Anything that might point to where Townsend’s secondary location is. He’s got a place where he’s keeping these kids. We need to find it,” I say. “I don’t know what that’s going to look like, so bag and tag anything and everything you think might give us a lead no matter how unlikely. We’ll sort it out back in the war room.”

“Copy that,” they say and head off into the house.

I stand in the living room looking around. On the mantle above the fireplace are photos of the Townsend family in happier times. In one, Davis, his wife Colleen, and Sean stand together at the front entrance of a popular amusement park. Sean looks to be sixteen or seventeen in the photo. A photo that was probably taken shortly before he was killed. In the picture, the family is all smiles, none of them even remotely aware of what was coming as they enjoyed their day out. None of them are even aware they’re standing on the tracks, let alone that a freight train of tragedy was bearing down on them at high speed. The picture is so normal that it’s haunting.

After Sean was killed, predictably, Davis and Colleen’s marriage fell apart. A terribly high number of marriages don’t survive the death of a child, which is just tragedy compounding tragedy. The cruel hand of fate wasn’t done with Davis though—not by a long shot. A couple of years after he and Colleen split, about four years after Sean’s death, she died too. Perhaps the cruelest irony of all was that Colleen died in a drunk driving accident as well. According to the reports I saw, her blood alcohol was nearly three times the legal limit when she died, and part of me wonders if it really was an accident or a woman who’d just given up.

That makes three lives shattered completely by Barlow, Olange, Moore, and Berenthal. Three lives forever altered because of their poor decisions and because of their parents’ willingness to cover up what, to that point, had been a tragic mistake… because they’d kept their kids from facing actual consequences for their actions. And now, faced with no prospect of justice or any form of closure, Townsend has forever altered four more lives—and many more when you consider their parents, siblings, families, and friends. Even if we can save those kids strapped to the tables in his hidden lair, they will never be the same.

The ripple effect of that one night keeps spreading outward, shattering and changing all the lives it touches. And who knows what will happen with those kids should they survive this? Will they go on to perpetuate this ripple of horror and death? Will they, in turn, go on to victimize others? Will they take what’s happening to them and use it to shatter even more lives? How many more lives are going to be impacted because of what happened when four spoiled and privileged kids killed a boy and were allowed to walk away sans consequences?

My heart filling with sympathy for Townsend, I turn away from the photo. I can’t afford to let myself feel too much sympathy for this man. I can’t afford to let myself relate to him. Regardless of what happened twenty years ago and how sorry for him I feel, what Townsend’s doing now is a crime. What he’s doing now is victimizing four innocent children. He is perpetuating that destruction done to him, causing it to ripple through the lives of even more people. I may understand his reasons for doing what he’s doing, but it’s my job to stop him. It’s my job to put an end to that cycle of perpetual victimization and destruction.

“You okay?” Astra asks as she pokes her head into the living room.

“Yeah. Fine,” I reply. “You finding anything?”

She shakes her head. “Nothing yet.”

“Keep digging.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.”

As Astra moves deeper into the house to search, I pull myself out of my head, then walk through the living room and into the kitchen. Mo is already looking through cupboards and drawers, so I head out of the house and toward the garage that’s set behind the house. The side door is open, so I walk in and don’t immediately see anything of interest. Everything is clean and organized. There are cabinets and drawers with labels that announce what’s inside each of them.

I poke through them all and don’t find anything other than what’s on the labels. Same with the boxes being stored inside the cabinets. Everything has a place, and everything’s in its place. The man’s dedication to order and tidiness is impressive. It’s a garage, and I don’t see a speck of dust anywhere nor a thing out of place. Which, unfortunately, means there’s nothing for me to find that gives me the faintest clue where Townsend has taken the kids.

Leaning against a workbench, I blow out a long breath and let my eyes drift around the garage, searching for anything that might help me. I don’t know what I’m expecting to find—a hidden compartment or trapdoor maybe? Whatever it is, though, I don’t find it. I don’t find a thing. And given that nobody inside the house has called out for me, I’m guessing they haven’t found anything worth noting either. With every passing second, I feel the chances of us finding these kids alive and unharmed dwindle even more.

As I stand there with my mind spinning, I catch a faint whiff of something I hadn’t noticed before. It gets a little stronger with the soft breeze that blows in through the open door, telling me whatever it is I’m smelling, its origin point is outside. Following my nose, I walk out and look around. It’s then that I notice there’s a slightly secluded area behind the garage set up with some chairs and tables. There is a glass of water on one of the tables that still has ice in it, making me realize Townsend was out here recently.

But as intriguing to me as that is, it’s the red kettle barbecue that catches my attention. More specifically, it’s the small wisps of smoke that drift out from beneath the lid that draw me toward it. A cloud of white smoke billows up from the belly of the grill as I lift the lid off and set it aside. The stench of burning paper is thick and cloying as I wave away the clouds of smoke that hover over the grill. Once it finally clears, I find a stack of half-burned paper sitting in the bottom of the kettle and feel a burst of adrenaline hit my system.

The browned, stiff pages crinkle as I gingerly pick them up, careful to be gentle so they don’t fall apart as I move them. As I look through the pages he’d tried to burn, that rush of adrenaline grows as quickly as the sensation of momentum building in the pit of my belly.

“What did you find?” Astra asks.

“I think Townsend finally made a mistake,” I say. “We need to get back to the war room.”
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Hands in my pockets, I pace the floor of the war room, my stomach churning and my heart pounding in my ears. Rick and Nina are carefully sifting through the pages I rescued from the bottom of the grill at Townsend’s house. I’m doing my best to manage my expectations. The sheets of paper we have are browned and crispy, and I don’t know if we’ll get anything useful from them, but I’m keeping my fingers crossed.

“What makes you think these papers are relevant?” Mo asks.

“The fact that he tried to burn them tells me there’s something in them he doesn’t want us to see,” I tell her. “He anticipated that we were coming and took steps to destroy evidence. That alone is enough to convince me there’s something in those papers we need to see.”

“It’s thin,” Astra says.

“It’s all we have,” I reply. “But think about it. If there wasn’t anything in there that might be incriminating, why go to the trouble of burning them?”

“To throw us off?” Astra offers. “I mean, this guy has been so careful and so clean this whole time, it just seems too careless for me to believe. That he didn’t stick around to make sure those pages were actually destroyed… it’s just too convenient.”

“Maybe. But the pages were still smoking when we got there. That tells me we just missed him. Maybe by only minutes,” I reply. “I think perhaps he didn’t have the time to ensure they were actually destroyed.”

“Yeah. Maybe,” Astra says, sounding less than convinced.

“He’s good. Better than good. Confoundingly good,” I admit. “But nobody is perfect. Everybody makes mistakes. And even though he’s been clean to this point, he’s human, and imperfection is part of the human condition. He was bound to slip up at some point. I think we possibly found him before he thought we would, and because we were breathing down his neck, he didn’t have the time to be as thorough as he normally would be.”

Astra is right, of course. It’s a mistake that’s so out of character for Townsend, there’s some small part of me that’s dubious we’re actually going to find anything useful. There’s a part of me that worries Astra is right and this is nothing more than a misdirection. But given the fact that we found nothing else in the house that provides even a hint about where his secret lair might be, all I have is hope that these papers will help us. And I’m going to cling to that hope for all I’m worth.

“It’s thin,” I admit to them all. “But if any of you has a better idea or know how to find his secondary location, I’m all ears.”

As I expected, nobody else has a thing to say. I glance at Rick and Nina who are doing their best to keep the burned pages from falling to pieces as they try to glean some bit of useful information from them.

“What do you think, guys?” I ask.

“Most of these pages are too burned to be useful,” Rick says. “They’re falling apart even as I touch them.”

I grimace. It’s not unexpected but still disappointing all the same. I honestly don’t know what we’re going to do if we can’t get anything from those pages. I have no fall-back plan. I have no other idea how to find Townsend’s secondary location. Having all our eggs in one basket is something I try to avoid simply because nothing good ever comes of that.

But we’ve searched property records in his name, his wife’s name, and his son’s name, and have come up empty. There is no property anywhere in or around Virginia tied to Townsend that we’ve found. Finding something on these charred pages is literally our only chance to find where he’s keeping the kids.

“Hey, hey, I think I found something!” Nina exclaims.

I dash over to her workstation and see her delicately smoothing out the page in front of her with exaggerated care. The ink is smudged, the edges curled and brown, and I can’t see exactly what she’s looking at.

“What do you have?” I ask.

“I found a company name I don’t recognize. It’s a company called Praxidice, Inc. These look like ownership papers for an incorporation,” she says.

“Praxidice, Inc.?” I ask.

“That’s what it says, but I don’t recognize the name from any of the backgrounds we did on him,” Nina replies. “Rick?”

“Working on it,” he says.

My stomach clenches tighter as I watch him bang away at his keyboard, brow furrowed. He stops to read something, then continues typing. Every second that passes feels like an eternity, and the adrenaline racing through my system as I watch him work is making me shake with anticipation.

“Could you maybe stop looming over me and tapping your foot?” Rick asks. “You’re making me nervous.”

I laugh. “Sorry. And I’m not looming.”

“You’re looming,” Rick says.

“You’re kind of looming, Boss,” Nina agrees.

“I hate you both.”

A smile curling my lips, I take a step back and try to rein myself in. We still don’t know anything yet, so I need to keep managing my expectations. Instead of looming over Rick, apparently, while he works, I sift through what little information we have in my mind. I think of anything I can. Anything just to keep my mind busy so I don’t obsess over what Rick is finding. Or not finding.

“Okay, it looks like this Praxidice Inc. is a shell company run through Panama and looks like it was incorporated about ten years ago,” Rick says. “I can’t find a list of the company’s officers or financial information just yet—there is a complicated web of paperwork. It’s going to take me a bit to cut through it all.”

The name Praxidice sticks in my head, and an ancient bit of history pops into my mind, making me laugh softly to myself.

“What is it?” Astra asks.

“He’s clever. Too clever.”

“How so?”

“Townsend definitely set it up. And he was definitely trying to hide it from us.”

“What makes you say that?” Mo asks.

“Praxidice is the Greek goddess of punishment and vengeance. And that’s what this whole thing is about—punishment and vengeance,” I reply. “He’s been planning this for a long time, and setting up that shell company was probably his first step.”

“Come on, do you really think he’d be that obvious?” Paige asks.

“Maybe he thinks even if we did find this, it would take us so long to unravel it all that it would be too late anyway,” I say. “Maybe he thinks that with his plan in the final stages, it doesn’t matter if we find out about his shell company.”

“Okay, but that begs the question, what purpose does this shell company serve?” Astra asks. “I mean, if it’s run through Panama, there’s obviously no business front here he can be using as his secondary location, so it’s a nice bit of trivia but may ultimately be a red herring.”

I gnaw on my bottom lip as I pace the room again. It’s a good question, and one I don’t have the answer to right now. Assuming I’m right and he set this company up as part of this grand plan he’s playing out, what part does Praxidice, Inc. serve? And that’s when the answer hits me.

“Nina, run a property check,” I say. “Find out if that company has purchased any buildings or land that might be suitable for Townsend’s purposes.”

“On it,” she says.

“Damn. That’s smart. And devious,” Astra mutters.

“He’s had some time to think this through. Time to plan everything out meticulously,” I say.

“To plan this out as long as he has… that’s a special kind of wicked,” Paige remarks.

“The man’s life fell apart because of what these people did,” Astra replies. “I don’t agree with what he’s doing, and I will take him down, but I can’t bring myself to hate the guy for it. I actually feel sorry for him.”

The room falls quiet for a moment as everybody digests Astra’s words. This would all be easier if Townsend was just some dead-eyed, black-hearted sociopath taking these kids for no other reason than he’s just some sick monster. The fact that he has a reason that’s understandable—if not relatable—makes it difficult to see him as anything other than a human being… as a grieving father. Not a monster. It doesn’t change our mission or what we have to do—what we will do—but it makes it harder than it should be.

“Okay, it looks like Praxidice, Inc. purchased a parcel of land that has several structures on it through a second shell company called Ultio, Ltd.,” Nina reports.

A wry grin curls my lips. “Subtle. Ultio is the Roman goddess of vengeance.”

“He’s leaning pretty hard into this whole subliminal messaging thing pretty hard,” Astra says.

“It’s all he has left,” Paige replies softly. “His wife is dead; his son is dead… he must feel vengeance is all he has to live for.”

“And he’s spent the last twenty years putting together the perfect plan to exact it on those who took everything from him,” Mo says.

“Not perfect. He left enough breadcrumbs behind for us to find him,” I say.

“Unless that was his plan all along. Maybe he wants us there to see the grand finale he’s got planned. After all, what’s a show without an audience?” Astra offers.

It’s an unsettling idea, but given how meticulous his planning has been in every other way, it’s not one I can’t dismiss out of hand.

“You may be right. It might be part of his plan to have us there. Either way, though, it’s our job to be there,” I state firmly. “So, let’s go. We have kids to rescue.”
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About an hour and a half west of Senator Barlow’s place in Arlington is the small, rural town of Catlett. It’s a poor area that has wide open swaths of land. The old Chemier Furniture sits on the western edge of the town and is relatively isolated. It’s the perfect place to set up whatever chamber of horrors he’s set up and is holding the kids in.

“Gate’s open,” Astra says. “I’d say we’re in the right place.”

“Looks like,” I reply.

The narrow dirt road cuts through what’s become a wide field of untamed weeds and bushes. Once upon a time, it had been part of the campus of Chemier Furniture, a family-owned custom furniture-making company that had been operating since the early 1900s. A downturn in the economy about thirty years ago forced them to shutter the business, and the entire campus had been fenced off and sat empty until about ten years ago when Townsend, operating through Praxidice, Inc. purchased the land through Ultio, Ltd. and set this whole chain of events in motion: the ripple of his vengeance spreading outward like rings in a still pond that will change the lives of everybody it’s touched.

All for vengeance. All for love.

I pull to a stop in the cracked, pitted parking lot in front of one of the old buildings. Mo stops behind me, and we all climb out.

“Gear up,” I say. “Vests, sidearms, and long guns. And make sure you’re on comms—use channel two. We don’t know what we’re walking into, so be ready for anything.”

“Copy that,” they all reply.

We all take a few moments to get ready. My stomach is churning, and my heart is beating faster than hummingbird wings. The day is cool with a soft breeze, but underneath my vest, my body is already drenched with a nervous sweat. I don’t know how this is all going to play out just yet, but the one thing I’m already sure of is that it’s not going to have a happy ending. In one way or another, this scenario is going to finish with some sort of tragedy. I don’t pretend to be clairvoyant and don’t believe in all that mysticism garbage, but as I stare at the crumbling campus around us, I can feel it in my bones.

“Okay, we’ve got a lot of ground to cover,” I say. “Let’s spread out and look. Holler if you see anything and do not engage. Call for us, take cover, and wait for the cavalry. Clear?”

“Copy you,” they all reply.

“All right, let’s go.”

There are half a dozen buildings spread across the campus, all of them deteriorating and looking to be on the verge of collapsing after thirty years of disuse and neglect. The paint has long since faded, there are holes in the walls, the roofs are sagging, and jagged shards of glass remain sticking up in window frames like rows of broken teeth. The buildings are all in bad shape but would still be serviceable enough to hide four kids, and the parcel of land is isolated enough that nobody would even know they were there.

The barrel of my M4 leading the way, I stalk along the side of a large building, broken glass and gravel crunching beneath my boots. I frown when I notice dozens of bullet holes in the siding. It’s clearly a place the locals like to come when they want to blow off some steam. Why people think shooting up old buildings is relaxing or therapeutic is beyond me. Frankly, the bullet holes only add to the dystopian hellscape feel of the place, and my stomach tightens as I look around, waiting for the chainsaw-wielding cannibal mutant to pop out from behind a bush.

Just up ahead is the darkened hole where a door once stood. Now, there’s just a gaping hole, the door, like the windows around it, having been broken out long ago. The button clicks as I turn on the light attached to my weapon. Moving low and quickly, I swing in through the gaping maw and into the darkness beyond. The interior of the building is cavernous, and though the beam of light slices through the shadows, its reach isn’t that long, and most of the empty building remains inky black.

Well aware that my silhouette in the doorway makes me a perfect target, I quickly step to my right and into the shadows. Since it’s not doing anything more than giving away my position to somebody deeper in the building, I turn off my light, then give my eyes a few moments to adjust to the darkness. Once I’m able to see in the dim, ambient light, I can see that save for some stacks of crates, piles of what look like trash, and copious amounts of empty beer bottles and cans littering the floor, the cavernous warehouse is empty. The kids aren’t being held here.

Just as I turn to head back outside, the sharp chatter of gunfire shatters the silence, the sound so sudden and startling, it makes me jump.

“I’m taking fire,” Paige’s muffled voice comes through my earpiece. “Building four on the western side. I need help.”

I key my comm. “We’re on our way, Paige. Keep your head down.”

“Don’t have much of a choice.”

“Mo, Astra, get to Paige’s position,” I call out.

“Already moving,” Astra’s voice comes through the comm.

“Almost there,” Mo calls.

Racing out of the building I’m in, I head for Paige’s position, the knot in my belly so tight it’s painful. If anything happens to Paige—or any of my team—I don’t know that I’ll forgive myself. There are still times when I’m alone and the night is quiet that I remember what happened to Lucas and feel that familiar gut punch of rage and sorrow. The guilt I still feel over his close brush with death still haunts me. The people on my team are my responsibility. Making sure they get to go home to their loved ones is paramount to me. I would rather take a bullet than have any single one of them suffer even a scratch. So, hearing the rattle of gunfire and not knowing what the situation is has my heart in my throat.

A sharp squeal bursts from my throat when I round a corner. I immediately throw myself backward when I see the bright muzzle flash of the man on the roof of the building across the way. A chunk of the brick building explodes as the round tears into it and a line of fire burns my cheek. I grit my teeth and wipe it away. As fast as I am, I hadn’t been able to fully get out of the way of the debris thrown off by Townsend’s bullet.

Leaning back against the wall, I take a beat to catch my breath and slow my heart. That was uncomfortably close. My earpiece crackles, and Paige’s voice, strained and tense, rings in my ear.

“Chief, are you okay?” she asks.

“I’m good.”

“Townsend has the high ground,” she reports.

“You think?” I reply.

I lean out slowly to get a lay of the land. Townsend is up on the roof of the warehouse, but he’s looking the other way. Paige is pinned behind a concrete utility shed, and when I lean out a little farther, I see Mo and Astra sheltering behind the hollowed out, rusted remnants of a truck that looks like it’s been sitting there for decades.

“Mo, Astra, you two all right?” I ask.

“We’re good,” Astra says as they both give me a wave. “He’s got us pinned down though.”

“We need to get him off that perch,” Paige says.

Paige leans out and fires off a burst. Dirt and debris fly up as her rounds punch into the low wall on the roof that Townsend is hiding behind. He pops up and fires a burst back that has Paige scrambling backward as his bullets tear into the decaying asphalt with muted thumps. Before the echo of his shots even fades, though, Astra breaks from the cover of the abandoned truck and clambers to get a better angle on Townsend, but he’s quicker. He turns and fires off a few rounds that send Astra scrambling back behind the truck with Mo.

“You good, Astra?” I call in my mic.

“I’m good. But this guy is really pissing me off,” she growls.

From his vantage point, Townsend can see our positions and can keep us pinned down or take us out if we should be so bold as to break cover. He’s holding all the cards right now. And with time starting to become a factor, we need to find a way to get into that building he’s protecting so fiercely before the clock runs out and those children suffer a grisly, painful death.

“How are we going to get him off his spot?” Astra asks.

“I’m thinking,” I say.

“Not to put too much pressure on you, but think faster,” she replies. “Those kids are starting to run low on time, and we don’t know what sort of treats he’s got in store for us inside.”

“I know, I know,” I say. “Just… give me a minute.”

Astra leans out and takes a shot that rips into the low wall as Townsend ducks down. He pops back up again and returns fire. At the same time, Paige leans out from her spot and pulls the trigger, sending a burst of rounds that punch into the wall. They don’t come close to taking Townsend out—his position is too well defensed; it’s going to take dumb luck and a perfect shot for us to put a few holes into him from all the way down here. But that gives me an idea.

“Okay, here’s what we’re going to do,” I say.

“Oh good, you have a plan. About time,” Astra mocks.

“Shut it,” I reply.

“Shutting it,” Astra says. “What’s the plan?”

“Nothing glamorous or complicated,” I say. “I just need you all to alternate taking shots at Townsend. Paige, you first, then Astra and Mo. I need you to keep him busy and focused on you guys while I slip around behind the building.”

“And what are you going to do once you’re back there?” Astra asks.

“I’m going to find a way onto the roof, and I’m going to end this,” I say.

“I’m going on record now that I don’t like this plan,” Paige says.

“No. Absolutely not,” Astra replies. “We’ll find another way.”

“We don’t have time. We need to get into that building now. Those kids are running out of time.”

“We’ve got enough time left to find another way,” Astra argues.

“Stop arguing. This is what we’re doing,” I say.

“Then let me find the way up,” Astra counters.

“I said stop arguing. That’s an order,” I snap. “On the count of three, start laying down alternating cover fire. Is everybody ready?”

“Ready,” Paige says.

“Ready,” Astra adds grudgingly.

“Three… two… one,” I say.

Astra leans out and lays down a vicious burst of fire. Townsend waits for it to end, then stands and returns fire only to have to scramble when Paige rattles off a series of shots. When her fire tapers off, Townsend squeezes off a few rounds at her but is forced to duck back down again when Mo takes her turn on the trigger. As they’re going back and forth, I take my chance and slip around the building I’m sheltering behind, moving as quickly and stealthily as possible. I don’t want to tip off Townsend that I’m slipping up behind him because if he gets that sense, when I get up to that roof, I’ll find myself staring down the barrel of his AR15, and the game will be over.

As I run, I listen to the echo of the battle behind me. They’re doing a good job of keeping him busy. Too busy, hopefully, to give Townsend time to wonder why I’m not joining in the fun and squeezing off potshots at him. I’m able to circle around behind the building he’s on and find a fire escape on the backside of the building. Gripping my weapon a little tighter, I start the climb up the metal stairs as quickly as I dare, doing my best to move quietly while keeping my eye on the ledge above me. The last thing I want to see is Townsend looking down at me. If he gets wind that I’m coming up behind him, I’ll be in real trouble.

I’m nearly to the top and notice the gunfire on the front side of the building is still echoing, but to my ear, it doesn’t sound like it’s Townsend that’s shooting back anymore. My stomach turns over on itself, and my heart nearly stops dead in my chest when I hear the sound of approaching footsteps. I’m still a few stairs below the edge of the roof, so I bring my weapon up and dash up the last few steps, sweeping the barrel of my weapon left then right, firing blindly as I go.

Townsend grunts as he throws himself to the side to get out of my line of fire. He hits the ground hard and drops his AR but scrambles back to his feet just as I run out of ammunition. I throw the M4 down and reach for my Glock, but Townsend is quicker. He pulls his sidearm and fires before I can get mine out of my holster. A bright white, fiery pain erupts in my arm as the bullet tears into me and I cry out.

“Blake! Blake!” Astra’s voice rings in my ear.

“Don’t. Don’t you do it,” Townsend warns as I reach for my Glock.

Gritting my teeth, pain pulsing in time with my heart, I raise my good hand as Townsend steps over to me, the barrel of his .45 trained on my face. It feels like my arm is on fire, and I feel the blood spilling from the wound, soaking my shirt, and making it stick to me uncomfortably.

Davis Townsend stands over me, his face unsettlingly calm. He’s not a large man. Six-one maybe and very lean. His ash brown hair is cut short and thinning, and his eyes are like dark chocolate. He’s got a long face and a prominent chin and looks like the sort of man who would do your taxes, not a murderous mastermind.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” he says. “I will. But I don’t want to.”

“You don’t have to do any of this, Davis,” I reply. “You can still walk away and—”

“No. I can’t. And if you’re here, you know I can’t. You know what they did.”

“I do.”

“They have to pay for it.”

“Blake!” Astra’s voice comes through my earpiece again. “What’s going on up there? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I say.

“We’re coming up.”

“No. You’re not. Stay on the ground. That’s an order,” I say and suck in a breath as the pain flares. “Davis and I are fine. We’re talking things out.”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” he says. “The balls are all in motion already, and they can’t be stopped now.”

“There isn’t anything you’ve done that can’t be undone, Davis.”

“I think we both know that’s not true… I’m sorry, you are?”

“Unit Chief Blake Wilder,” I reply, gasping. “FBI.”

He nods. “Well, given the fact that I shot you, I think we both know this can’t be undone, Chief Wilder. The law doesn’t look too favorably on people who shoot federal agents.”

“May I sit up, Davis?” I ask.

“Sure. Go ahead. Just don’t make any sudden moves toward the pistol on your hip.”

Grimacing as pain shoots through my arm and all the way up into my shoulder, I manage to get myself into a seated position, then decide to push my luck and get to my knees, careful to keep my hand well away from my hip. Townsend doesn’t stop me. The grief I see on his face is tangible, and it breaks my heart for him. I swallow it down though. I can’t let my sympathy for his plight interfere with what I need to do here.

“Believe me when I say I wish we both weren’t here right now,” he says.

“Trust me. I wish we weren’t either.”

“Honestly, I don’t know what to do right now. I can’t let you stop what I’m doing. My work is too important. Those people have got to pay for what they did,” he says.

“I understand, Davis. But the kids you took have nothing to do with what happened,” I tell him. “They’re innocent—”

“So was my boy! Sean was a good kid. He didn’t hurt anybody. He didn’t deserve to die that night,” he snaps. “And those four didn’t deserve to get away with what they did. So, they’re going to suffer the same way I suffered.”

“Davis—”

“Do you have children, Chief Wilder?”

I pause for a moment, then shake my head. “No. I don’t.”

“Then you’ll never understand what it’s like for your child to be killed. Or to watch the ones who killed him go on to live happy, fulfilling lives,” he says. “It’s like you die twice.”

“I can only imagine.”

“I don’t think you can.”

“Okay. That’s fair. But—”

“No. Enough talk. I don’t want to hurt you, Chief Wilder. You seem like a good person,” he says. “But at the same time, I can’t let you interfere with my plans. And I already know you’re going to try. I really don’t have a choice. I have to finish what I started.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I said enough talking,” he says, his voice cold.

I watch as the emotion drains from his face, and he grows unnaturally calm. He’s made up his mind and has decided he has no choice but to kill me to keep me from stopping him.

“I’m sorry,” he says somberly. “I really am.”

Proving that he’s not a killer and unused to doing such wet work up close, Townsend swallows hard and closes his eyes for a brief moment as he works up the nerve to pull the trigger. It’s not much, but it gives me the window I need to act. Ignoring the pain that makes me want to scream, I lunge forward, and grab hold of Townsend’s wrist, bending it awkwardly so the barrel is pointed away from me. My movements are fast and fluid, my experience with martial arts overwhelming the man who clearly hasn’t had any training whatsoever.

Still gripping Townsend’s wrist, I’m able to get to my feet, then give it a vicious twist. He screams, and his weapon hits the ground with a clatter. But he’s flailing, and his other fist crashes into the side of my head, the blow so forceful, I stagger a couple of steps away from him, my field of vision filled with stars. It tastes like I’m sucking on pennies as the coppery taste of my blood fills my mouth. It was a lucky shot, but it gave him back the advantage.

Townsend is reaching for the waistband of his pants at the small of his back where he undoubtedly has another weapon. Not wanting to give him the chance to grab his gun, I give myself a shake and rush forward, throwing a wild haymaker at his jaw. He steps back, and my fist goes whizzing by, barely grazing his chin. It’s such a hard and desperate punch that my follow through puts me off balance, and Townsend takes advantage of my mistake by delivering another blow to the side of my head.

Knowing that going down will be the death of me, I somehow manage to keep my feet and spin around, throwing a kick that catches him in the kidney. He crumples to the side and grunts, pain contorting his features. I doubt that Townsend has ever been in a fight, let alone taken a punch before. Holding his side, he backs up a few steps. If I let him get too far away from me, he’s going to pull that weapon and then I’ll be in an absolute world of crap.

“Stop, Davis,” I say through gritted teeth. “It’s over. Let’s just—”

“It’s not over until they pay for what they did.”

He reaches behind him again, and I rush forward, desperate to keep him from getting his hands on that gun. My fist connects with his face with a sharp crack that sounds like a baseball hitting an old leather mitt, and his nose explodes in a spray of blood as his head snaps back. His eyes are watering, and his face is twisted with pain, but he reaches for his gun again. Pressing my advantage, I deliver a combination of blows to his face and midsection. Townsend howls in pain as every punch lands with devastating effect.

Townsend takes several quick steps back and goes for his gun again. If he gets it, I’m dead. Rushing forward, I put everything I have into the kick I deliver to his midsection. The blow drives him back, and I watch in horror as Townsend’s eyes widen and his mouth falls open. It feels like slow motion as I watch the backs of his knees catch the low wall behind him. He pitches backward and goes over the wall. The last thing I see are his feet as he falls off the roof before he disappears completely. A couple of seconds later, I hear the sickeningly wet thud of his body hitting the ground.

With a cry of disbelief, I rush to the edge and look down, the site of impact and Townsend’s broken body lying in a crimson pool tell me that he’s dead.

“Oh God,” I groan. “What did I do?”

“Blake, are you okay?” Astra’s voice comes through my earpiece.

I don’t answer for a moment, unable to say or do a thing as I stare at the body on the ground beneath me.

“Blake,” Astra snaps.

Giving myself a shake, I key my comm. “I’m fine,” I tell her. “Townsend’s dead.”

“Not the biggest problem we have right now,” she says.

“What is it?”

“Get down here, Blake. Hurry.”

“On my way.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

Chemier Furniture Warehouse, Building 3A, Fauquier County; Catlett, VA

“Jesus, you look like hell,” Mo says. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“You should see the other guy,” Astra cracks.

I roll my eyes. “Really?”

“What? Too soon?”

“Paige, I need you to call the locals and have them get emergency services out here. After that, I need you to call DD Church and loop her in on what’s going on out here,” I say. “And please go stay with the body until they get here. I’m only assuming he’s dead.”

“I saw the mess out there,” Astra says. “Seems like a fairly reasonable assumption.”

“Copy you, Chief,” Paige says.

She pulls out her phone and rushes out of the warehouse, leaving us standing inside, looking at the next problem we’re facing. Just as I’d suspected, there are four large metal shipping containers on the floor of the warehouse. Each of them has a narrow window built into the doors, allowing us to see each of the kids strapped to the tables inside.

“My God,” I whisper.

I stare through the window of the container that holds Ashley Barlow, and she’s lying motionless on the table, staring up at the ceiling, her face slack, and looking almost catatonic. At some point, I suppose the fear of facing your doom gets to be overwhelming, and you just burn out. It paralyzes you. Next to the table, I see the machine Townsend built to administer the poison he concocted for them. I fixate on the silver spigot hovering over the girl for a moment, then see the timer set onto the machine and watch the timer count down for a moment. The time is in plain view of the kids, letting them see just how much life they have left. It’s an extra layer of psychological torture for these kids that, if they survive, is going to haunt them for the rest of their lives. I feel that ripple of destruction spreading out even farther.

“We’ve got just over three hours before that machine starts pumping out whatever Townsend cooked up and those kids die,” I say.

The more immediate problem, though, is that the door of each container has been rigged with a bomb. I’m not an expert, but my best guess is the bricks of Semtex rigged to the device are going to detonate if we try to cut the lock and enter. It seems like the sort of planning we’ve come to expect from Townsend. We mess with the bomb locks, the kids—and us—all die. We do nothing, the kids die, but we survive. There are no good choices here.

“What are we going to do?” Mo asks.

“I don’t suppose either of you has any experience defusing bombs?”

“Uh, no,” Astra says.

“It’ll take hours for a bomb tech team to get out here,” Mo says.

“These kids don’t have that kind of time,” I state.

“What in the hell are we going to do?” Astra asks.

My stomach roiling and my head spinning, I come to a decision. “Okay, you two get out of here. Take Paige and get far away from this building.”

“What?” Astra asks. “Hell no. What do you think you’re going to do?”

“I’m going to try to disarm the bombs.”

“You don’t know the first thing about disarming bombs.”

“If we do nothing, those kids are dead anyway,” I reply. “At least if I try to disarm the bombs, they have a chance.”

“Yeah, about the same chance a snowball has in hell, Blake.”

“Astra, get out of here. Now. That is an order.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” she says. “I’m not going to let you blow yourself up.”

“So, what? You’re going to blow up with me?”

“If I have to. Or we can try to defuse this together,” she argues.

“Mo, take her and get to Paige, then get out of here.”

“Mo, you lay a hand on me, and I promise I will knock you out,” Astra hisses.

Mo looks at me with exasperation on her face. She knows Astra will take her apart if she tries to do as I ask, but ever the good soldier, looks like she wants to follow my orders anyway.

“Mo, you go. Take Paige and get to a safe distance,” I tell her.

“You sure?”

“Actually, wait,” I say. “Run to the vehicles and get me the box of tools in the back of the SUV. I have a feeling we’re going to need them.”

“Copy you.”

Mo turns and sprints outside, leaving Astra and me staring at the bomb attached to the lock of Ashley’s container. I search the face of the device and see there are four screws holding it in place and the glowing red letters on the display screen simply say “armed.” As if we need the reminder. I look at the keypad, lamenting the fact that the only guy who could give us the right code to disarm the device is splattered all over the pavement outside.

“We could try punching in random numbers and hope we get lucky and hit on the right combination to disarm the bombs,” Astra offers.

“Unless Townsend put a limit on the number of guesses we can make before it sets the whole thing off,” I say.

“Yeah, I suppose that kind of seems like his style.”

A couple of minutes later, a red-faced, out-of-breath Mo runs back into the warehouse and hands me the small box containing my toolkit.

“That’s great. Thank you,” I say. “Now, take Astra and get out of here.”

“Still not going,” Astra says, defiantly folding her arms over her chest. “Nice try though.”

I sigh and feel time slipping by. Every second feels like a hundred-pound weight being added onto my shoulders. I don’t have time to stand here arguing with Astra any longer.

“Fine. Stay,” I say. “Mo, get Paige and get to cover a safe distance away.”

“Are you sure?” she asks.

“Positive.”

Mo hesitates but, no doubt feeling the pressure of time herself as well as my fraying patience, turns and runs out of the warehouse, leaving me with Astra.

“Why are you being so defiant?” I turn to her and ask.

She shrugs. “It’s my nature.”

“Not funny. Benjamin will never forgive me if I let something happen to you.”

“Do you know what your sister, the international assassin and pretty much the baddest woman on the planet, would do to me if I let something happen to you?” she responds. “Yeah. I’m not here for that, so let’s do each other a favor and defuse these bombs, huh?”

“Please, Astra,” I say. “I wouldn’t ever forgive myself if something happened to you.”

“Then you better make sure nothing happens to me because I’m not going anywhere,” she replies flatly. “Now, can we get to work and save these kids?”

“For the record, I don’t feel good about this.”

“The bright side is, if we blow ourselves up, you won’t have to live with the feeling long.”

“That’s not funny.”

“It’s a little funny.”

“It’s really not,” I say and open the toolkit. “Okay, let’s get to work.”

I pull the Phillips screwdriver out of the box and quickly pull the first screw out of the device’s face plate. Sweat is streaming down my back, and I feel it beading up on my forehead. My heart is racing like I’m in the middle of a hundred-yard sprint and my hands are shaking, making it difficult to line the tip of the screwdriver up with the screw. Astra puts her hand over mine and looks me in the eye, a sober expression on her face.

“Take a breath, Blake. Focus,” she says.

Closing my eyes, I draw in a breath and hold it for a ten count, then exhale. I feel only marginally calmer, but I suppose it’s better than nothing. It’s not like I have time for a full-on meditation and chakra cleansing session or anything.

“You got this,” Astra says.

My hand a little steadier, I slip the head of the screwdriver into the screw channel and begin to turn it, then stop as a thought occurs to me.

“You okay? What is it?” Astra asks.

“It just hit me that we need help.”

“You think?”

“I think I know where to find it.”

“Will they get here in time?”

“As fast as we can make a phone call,” I say.

Setting the screwdriver down, I pick up my phone and quickly punch in the number and wait. The line rings, and a moment later, Lieb Tal’s face fills the screen.

“Chief Wilder,” he says in his usual sober tone. “What is it? Have you found Ashley?”

“We have. But there’s a problem—”

“How can I help?”

I turn the phone so he can see the device attached to the lock, then turn it around so he’s looking at me again.

“We need to defuse this device. It looks like if we try to cut it off the lock, it will detonate,” I tell him. “Please tell me you have some experience with explosives.”

He nods. “I learned a great many things in the IDF.”

“Good to know,” I say with a heavy breath of relief. “So, what do we do?”

“The first thing you must do is make sure there isn’t a tripwire behind the face of the device,” he says. “If you pull that facing off and there is a tripwire behind it, removing it without disconnecting the wire will set it off.”

I glance at Astra, who looks as alarmed as I feel. “This is may be the best phone call you’ve ever made,” she gasps.

“Right?” I reply with a slight tremor in my voice. “Okay, so walk me through this, Lieb.”

“First, you must carefully remove the facing. Typically, you will have a couple inches of play in the wire behind it, so take out the screws and then very gently pull the facing off just enough to allow you to see behind it.”

“Copy that,” I say. “Astra, hold the facing while I pull out the screws.”

She nods and moves herself into position with hands on either side of the facing. I set the phone down so Lieb can see us as he helps guide us through this minefield. I pull the screws out and let them fall to the concrete flooring. When I have them all unscrewed, I give Astra a nod, and with trembling hands, she gingerly pulls the facing back an inch. When there’s a big enough gap for me to see inside, I lean close and shine my flashlight behind the device.

“I see it. You were right, Lieb. There’s a yellow wire that runs from the facing to the device itself,” I tell him.

“That’s likely your tripwire,” he says. “Can you see where it is plugged into a circuit board inside the device itself?”

“I do.”

“You have to unplug the tripwire from the circuit board,” he says. “And you have to do it very carefully. Be gentle. Do not yank it.”

“Copy that,” I say. “You okay, Astra?”

She nods. “About as well as I can be dealing with a bomb ready to blow up in my face.”

A sly grin curls the corners of my mouth. “Kind of wishing you’d gone outside like I repeatedly asked you to do?”

“Is this really the time to be mocking me?”

“I might not get another chance.”

“Not funny.”

“It’s a little funny.”

I fish a pair of tweezers from the toolkit and insert them behind the housing. The yellow wire looks like it’s been soldered into an adaptor of some kind, and that adaptor is then plugged into the board. I get the idea that if the wire is yanked and comes out of the adaptor, it’s game over. But if I’m able to remove the adaptor from the board, we’re still in the game.

I gently grasp the adaptor with the tweezers as a bead of sweat rolls down my face and hangs on the edge of my brow, quivering wildly just before it falls. Swallowing hard, I try to control the shaking in my hand as I grip the adaptor and start to pull. The tweezers slip, and I suck in a hard breath as the metal ends press hard against the yellow wire; I say a silent word of thanks to whomever might be listening when it doesn’t disconnect from the adaptor.

“That was close,” I whisper, half-afraid if I speak too loudly, it’ll finish the job.

“You can do this, Chief Wilder,” Lieb says on the phone.

“Yeah. What he said,” Astra says, her voice as low and shaky as mine.

Moving slowly and deliberately, I grab the base of the adaptor with the tweezers again and hold my breath as I wiggle it, feeling it loosen in the socket. Blowing out a breath, then drawing in another, I tighten my grip, then pull a little harder; and when the adaptor comes out of the socket with a soft clicking sound, I let the tweezers fall. They hit the concrete with a high-pitched ping and bounce away as I double over, hands on my knees, and try to catch my breath.

“Excellent work, Chief Wilder,” Lieb says.

“Yeah,” Astra says breathlessly. “What he said.”

“Agent Russo, you can now safely remove the facing,” Lieb instructs.

With a triumphant whoop, Astra tosses the faceplate and we watch it hit the floor with a sharp clang. We both take a moment to gather ourselves before I pick up the phone again, and I’m glad to see my hand isn’t shaking quite as hard.

“Okay, what’s next?” I ask Lieb.

“Let me see the device,” he says.

I turn the phone around and let him study it, changing the angles when he asks me to. After a couple of minutes, he says he’s ready to walk me through disarming it.

“The good news is that the man who built this is not an expert at bomb-making,” Lieb says. “His design is very rudimentary. Likely something he read in a book or on the Internet.”

“Thank God. Finally, something he’s not good at,” Astra says dryly.

It takes about ten minutes, but Lieb is able to walk me through it, and when I snip the final wire and the bomb is disarmed, Astra and I throw our arms around one another and let out cries that are equal parts relief and joy. The moment passes, though, as my gaze falls on the other steel shipping containers.

“Okay,” I say. “Now we just need to do that three more times.”

“You’re such a killjoy,” Astra responds.

I laugh softly. “Let’s get to work. We’ve got three more kids to save.”
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With Lieb guiding us through the process, we were able to disarm the remaining devices over the next forty-five minutes. As we worked, Mo and Paige cut the locks on the containers, got the kids to safety, and shut down Townsend’s death machines. By the time we were done and had all the kids out of the warehouse, the cavalry had arrived.

The strobing red and blue lights of the emergency vehicles that filled the one-time parking area of the furniture company cuts through the dim, dusky hues of the oncoming night. The area teems with an army of first responders. A bomb tech crew had finally arrived and swept the entire campus for explosive devices. Thankfully, it was clean. There are techs still in the warehouse, dismantling Townsend’s machines and his chemical formula. They’re no doubt going to be taken back to Quantico for further analysis.

EMTs have checked out all the kids, and other than some bumps and bruises, they all seem to be all right. Physically, at least. I’m sure all of them will need to do some serious work with a therapist to try to process what they’ve gone through. They’ll need to learn some tools for coping with the nightmares and lasting trauma that will surely follow. While they’ve been given a preliminary clean bill of health, they’ll be going to the hospital for further evaluation. For the moment, though, they’re being debriefed in a closed area.

After the EMTs patched me up, they wanted to transport me to the hospital. I told them I was sticking around for the mop-up and I would go after. The gunshot wound is a through-and-through and didn’t hit anything vital, so there’s no reason I need to go to the hospital right now, despite their objections. I’m not done here yet. I’m not going anywhere until I have some questions answered and these kids are somewhere safe.

My arm heavily bandaged and in a sling, I walk over to where the kids are all huddled together, clinging to one another like they’re adrift at sea and the others are life preservers. They’re all marked by trauma and are part of the same dark fraternity. It’s an unfortunate bond they’ll carry forever. Hopefully, they’ll learn to make something good from their pain. Ashley turns, giving me a broad smile when she sees me coming. She rushes over and throws her arms around me. I wince and hiss as the sudden contact jars me with a bright flash of pain.

“Oh God, I’m sorry,” Ashley says and takes a step back. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I say, laughing softly through gritted teeth.

“Thank you,” she says for about the thousandth time. “Thank you, Agent Wilder. You saved my life. You saved all our lives.”

“My team wasn’t going to stop until we found you guys,” I say.

Fresh tears leak from the corners of her eyes and race down her cheeks. She quickly wipes them away with a trembling hand as a thousand emotions scroll across her face.

“I thought I was going to die,” she says quietly.

“We weren’t going to let that happen.”

She smiles at me through her tears. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

“You don’t have to. Knowing you all are okay is thanks enough.”

Her smile falls away, and she looks down at the ground, her expression suddenly troubled. I imagine this constant tug of war inside of her is going to be a staple of Ashley’s life from now on, and she’s going to need a lot of help to learn how to deal with it. She’s got a heavy burden to bear for the rest of her life. All these kids do.

“Are you all right?” I ask.

She raises her gaze to me. “That man… the man who took us,” she begins. “He said he was doing this because my father and the parents of the others he took… he told us they killed his son. Is that true, Chief Wilder?”

It was a question I should have seen coming… should have been prepared for. But in all the chaos of the situation as it unfolded, I simply forgot that Townsend had mentioned that he’d told all the kids his reasons for doing what he was doing. The burden these kids will have to shoulder after all of this just got heavier, and that ripple of destruction is spreading even faster. To be honest, Ashley caught me flat-footed. I have no idea how to answer that question simply because it’s not my story to tell.

“Ashley, I think you and your father need to—”

“My father is a politician,” she says. “I know if I ask him, I’m not going to get a straight answer from him, and all I want is the truth. Please.”

The pleading look in her eyes is breaking my heart. She wants the truth. After what she endured, she deserves the truth. But I know it’s not my place to deliver that truth to her. And yet, there’s a part of me that believes giving her the truth, or at least a version of it, will help ease the burden she’s carrying. Perhaps it will slow the devastating effect of the ripple of chaos and destruction Townsend set off in her life. In all their lives. If only a little while.

“It was a long time ago, Ashley. Long before you were born,” I say. “And it was a tragic accident. Your father and the others didn’t set out to kill anybody that night. It was a poor decision that led to catastrophic series of events.”

“What happened?” Ashley presses, clearly not satisfied with my answer.

“That’s all I can tell you, Ashley. It’s your father’s story to tell you,” I reply. “All I can say is that your father didn’t mean to hurt anybody. That much I know.”

“Ashley!”

We both turn to see Senator Barlow and the other parents climbing out of an SUV. Lieb slides out of the driver’s side, and when he sees Ashley standing next to me, alive and relatively unscathed, he flashes the first smile I’ve ever seen on the man’s face. Barlow runs over and scoops his daughter up in his arms, tears spilling down both their faces. The same scene is playing out with the other kids as they’re reunited with their families.

“It’s a beautiful thing to see,” Astra says.

I give a start, then turn to her. “Dear God, you need to wear a bell. How long have you been standing there?”

She laughs. “Long enough. But now it’s time for you to go to the hospital and get that arm looked at. And that’s an order.”

I scoff. “Yeah, okay. I think I’m going to take a page out of your playbook when it comes to following orders.”

“So, you’re okay with that wound getting infected and them having to chop your arm off when gangrene sets in?”

“Hey, maybe if they chop off my arm, you’ll have to disarm the next bomb.”

“Not on your life, lady.”

“Okay, okay,” I say. “Let’s go.”

I take one last look at the reunited families and smile. Not even the shadow of what these people did to bring the darkness down on their children can dull the shine of a happy ending—or as close to a happy ending as we’re going to get. The coroner slamming the doors of his van shut, ready to transport Townsend’s remains back to his office, is a stark reminder that the conclusion of this case isn’t happy for everybody.

What Townsend did was wrong. Monstrous. But he never should have been in a position where his lust for revenge overcame his innate human decency. That happened because of the people standing in front of me and the monstrous decisions that were made the night they killed Sean Townsend. That’s the true origin of the ripple that’s cutting a path of destruction through the lives of so many.

We turn away to walk back to the SUV so Astra can take me to the hospital to get me patched up. With my luck, they’re going to want to keep me overnight. I’m really not in the mood for a hospital stay. I have a feeling, though, that if I try to opt out, Astra will have something to say about it, and I’m not really in the mood to argue with her either. I guess I’m going to have to decide which I’m less in the mood for.

“Chief Wilder?”

Senator Barlow’s voice stops me, and I hesitate for a beat before turning around, wishing I’d gotten out while the getting was good. A hospital stay seems far more preferable to the conversation I’m about to have. Barlow’s eyes are shining, and his cheeks are wet with tears.

“I… I wanted to thank you and your team,” he says. “I know that’s not nearly enough… there’s no way I can ever really thank you for saving my daughter’s life, but… thank you.”

The smile that flickers across my lips probably looks as fake as it feels on my lips. With everything I know about what they did that night so long ago, I can’t seem to manage to summon up a real one for him.

“Just doing our job, Senator. But you’re welcome,” I say.

He looks down, his face clouding over. “Given what happened and what you learned, I can’t imagine what you must be thinking about us—about me—right now.”

“You really can’t.”

“That’s fair,” he says. “But we never set out—”

“It doesn’t matter what you set out to do. It only matters what you did. Or in the case of your parents, what was done for you all,” I say. “A boy lost his life, Senator. And none of you have ever faced the consequences for it.”

“That wasn’t our choice. We never asked our folks to do that.”

“But you never said no either. You all went along with it.”

He looks down again, and for the first time, I can see what looks like regret on his face. He sniffs loudly and wipes away the tears that are welling in his eyes.

“You may not believe me, but I am sorry for what happened—and for what I allowed to happen,” he says. “There aren’t many days that go by that I don’t think about it… that I don’t remember what happened that night.”

“Well, fortunately for you, there aren’t any more Townsends who will be coming around looking for payback. You’re all safe,” I say.

He licks his lips and looks away for a moment, and I can see the wheels turning in his head as he tries to compartmentalize it all. Uncertainty flashes in his eyes in the face of my angry outburst, and like the political animal he is, I can see him starting to worry about the potential fallout.

“What are you going to do, Chief Wilder?” he asks softly.

“There’s nothing I can do even if I wanted to,” I tell him. “Your parents did such a good job cleaning up the record that I can’t touch a single one of you. As far as the law is concerned, none of you were involved in a car accident that night. You’re all clean. Like I said, you don’t have to worry about retribution from anybody named Townsend… or from me. But I think you’re going to have to have a very difficult conversation with your daughter. She knows, Senator.”

“You—”

I cut him off with a shake of my head. “No. Not from me. Townsend told her. He told them all. He wanted them to know why he was doing it. And she obviously has some questions.”

Barlow shuffles his feet and looks down at his shoes again, the discomfort on his face clear. This is obviously not the conversation he was expecting to have. But he clears his throat and clenches his jaw, raising his gaze to stare firmly into my eyes as he puts on that carefully crafted political mask again.

“Thank you, Chief Wilder. I truly am in your debt,” he says.

“All I need is for you to hold up your end of the bargain and make this OPR situation go away.”

“You have my word. It’ll be done.”

“Thank you, Senator. And good luck to you.”

He nods. “And to you as well.”

He walks back to join his daughter and the others as they embrace their children tightly, none of them seeming to want to let them go for fear that they’ll be taken again. Astra puts her arm around my shoulders and steers me away from the scene and toward the SUV.

“I’m not sure lighting him up like that was the most politically savvy thing to do, Blake.”

I shrug. “I couldn’t stop myself once I got rolling. But it doesn’t matter. We had a deal. A business transaction. And I may think he’s a scumbag personally, but I trust him enough to know he’ll hold up his end of the bargain.”

“I really hope you’re right, Blake. I really do.”

“I hope so too,” I say as I slip into the passenger side of the SUV.
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The Capitol Café, Georgetown District; Washington DC

“I’m glad to see you’re all right,” DD Church says.

My arm is still in a sling, and I’ve still got some ugly-looking bruises on my face and body, but I’m expected to make a full recovery soon enough. Not soon enough for my liking though. I don’t like being put on the disabled list, but until I’m cleared by a physical therapist, they won’t let me back on active duty.

“Thank you. I’m fine, but I’m anxious to get back to work,” I reply.

“You need to learn to relax, Blake. Enjoy a couple of well-earned days off.”

I raise my injured arm. “Not the most ideal way to earn a couple days off.”

She laughs. “Fair enough.”

After spending two days in the hospital, they finally released me—probably because they couldn’t deal with my complaining anymore. Surprisingly, DD Church herself was there to pick me up. We made a quick stop at the war room so I could pick up a few things and grab a shower, and after that, she whisked me away to a fancy little cafe for lunch. I’m anxious to get back to Seattle and get through the PT so I can start working again, but Church insisted I carve out some time to have lunch with her, saying she needed to talk to me about something.

I don’t know what it is, but the tone of her voice when she said it set a few alarm bells ringing in my head. But we’ve gotten through lunch and now coffee and dessert, and she still hasn’t raised the topic of whatever we needed to talk about. Frankly, the longer we go on without discussing it, the more concerned I become.

“Where is your team?” Church asks.

“I sent them home when I was admitted to the hospital,” I say. “I told them to take a few days off to relax and unwind.”

“You should take your own advice.”

“That’s not the first time I’ve heard that,” I say.

“I’m sure it’s not.”

Church takes a sip of her latte and looks away. I’ve noticed that she’s been avoiding my eyes for large parts of the day, which is only putting me on edge even more.

“Senator Barlow is grateful to you and your team,” Church says. “All the parents of those kids are. You guys did fantastic work.”

“Thank you, Deputy Director.”

It doesn’t escape my notice that she hasn’t brought up the circumstances that brought those parents and their children into Townsend’s orbit to begin with. But then, I shouldn’t be surprised. The people who move through those circles tend to cover for and protect each other. But to be fair, there isn’t anything Church can do about Sean Townsend’s death any more than I can. So, perhaps from their perspective, it doesn’t even bear talking about.

“You’re probably wondering what I wanted to talk to you about today,” she finally says.

“It’s crossed my mind.”

That’s a bit of an understatement since it’s literally the only thing that’s been on my mind since we sat down for lunch. But I’m not going to say that to her. Church looks down into her drink, the corners of her mouth curling down as her expression tightens. I know right then that whatever she has to tell me isn’t going to be good, and it makes my heart flutter as a sick, greasy feeling churns in my belly.

“What is it, Deputy Director?”

She finally raises her gaze to me, and although she doesn’t say a word, the look in her eye makes me feel physically ill.

“Is it OPR? Am I still under investigation?” I ask.

She sighs and clears her throat again, her discomfort growing. “No. We were able to get the OPR situation quashed, just like we promised we would. It didn’t make some people happy, but the review was closed for good.”

“Okay,” I say. “That’s good news. So, why do you look like somebody just shot your dog?”

“Blake, I don’t know how to say this—”

“Just say it,” I say as a cold, ominous feeling wraps itself around me.

“We were able to get the OPR issue quashed, but we were outmaneuvered, Blake.”

I stare at her for a moment, trying to understand. She’s speaking in English, and though I understand the words she’s saying, they don’t make the slightest bit of sense. She might as well be speaking Mandarin to me.

“Outmaneuvered? What does that mean, Deputy Director?”

“It means that the way things went down in Atlanta angered some very powerful people.”

“I understand that, but you said we were all right—”

“Because I thought we were.”

My stomach falls into my shoes, and my head is swimming as I try to understand what’s happening here.

“Thought?” I ask. “What’s going on, Deputy Director? I thought you and Senator Barlow were able to smooth things over.”

“I thought we were, too, Chief.”

“You thought we were?”

“We were blindsided,” she finally says. “Senator Katherine Hedlund came at us sideways, and she blindsided us.”

At the mention of that woman’s name, I grit my teeth, trying to beat back the waves of nausea coursing through me. My hand trembles as I pick up the glass of water and take a long swallow, trying to wash away the acidic taste of bile in the back of my throat.

“You know how powerful Senator Hedlund is, Blake. And you know how well connected she is—she’s got friends in very high places. Even within the Bureau.”

“What are you trying to say, Deputy Director?”

She lets out a long breath and lowers her gaze, unable to meet my eyes. A pit opens up in my stomach that swallows my heart and leaves a cold, terrified void in its place.

“Deputy Director, what are you saying?” I press.

Church swallows hard. “What I’m trying to say is that Hedlund is using the death of Camden Snyder in Atlanta, and now Davis Townsend, for her agenda. She’s successfully managed get the Black Cell teams disbanded. She’s killed the program, Chief.”

“They’re blaming me for Snyder and Townsend’s deaths? I didn’t kill Snyder, and I was fighting for my life on that rooftop.”

“She’s a skilled politician and has a lot of powerful friends, Blake. More than I have.”

I sit back in my chair and gape at her in silence for several long minutes, trying to comprehend what she just said and what it all means.

“Killed the program?” I ask because it’s all I can think to ask.

“Killed the program.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you’re out, Blake. I’m so sorry, but you’re out as the Black Cell team lead.”
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Thank you for embarking on another exhilarating journey with Blake Wilder in The Kept Girl’s! It was a wild ride through nightclubs, secret stashes, and double lives—who knew a senator’s daughter could lead such an intriguing life, right? And after those final pages, I bet your mind is reeling from the revelation about Blake and her Black Cell team. What can I say? I love keeping you on your toes!

If you enjoyed THE KEPT GIRLS, I would be grateful for your reviews and recommendations. Your support is invaluable to indie writers like myself, helping to spread the word and keep these adventures alive.

Stay tuned for Blake's next thrilling case in PRISON BREAK. This time, a trail of carjackings, murders, and full-blown chaos linked to escaped convicts leads Blake on a whirlwind pursuit. What’s the connection between the prisoners and who were the masked men that helped them escape? I hope you’re looking forward to uncovering the answer in the next adventure!

While you await the release of Prison Break, why not indulge in another thrilling mystery? I hope you consider joining Sheriff Spenser Song in SILENCED IN THE FALLS, as she navigates through the twists and turns in the aftermath of Taft High's Spring dance. When a star baseball player is found near death, Spenser dives into a gripping investigation uncovering a disturbing trend of violence against the town's youth.

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!

By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

Your writer friend,

Elle Gray


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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